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A Note to the Reader



John Wayne: American began germinating in our minds ten years ago during a summer afternoon jog in the hot Texas sun. He seemed a biographer’s dream. Wayne’s career spanned fifty years of Hollywood history, from silents and serials, to B movies, to modern epics, and during the quarter-century between 1949 and 1973 he was the leading box-office star in motion pictures. He also became an icon that transcended Hollywood—a symbol of rugged pioneers in the Old West, the American soldier in World War II, and 100 percent Americanism in the Cold War. He trumpeted his right-wing beliefs (as they were then called) in many of his films and in hundreds of interviews. The fullness of his life and the bluntness of his opinions also made him wonderful biographical material. Not only did he star in over one hundred and fifty films, working for and playing opposite the leading names in the industry, he was never afraid to speak his mind, express unpopular opinions, and twit his political opponents. He was “the most important American of our time,” according to culture critic Eric Bentley. “Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan are only camp followers of Wayne, supporting players in the biggest Western of them all, wagons hitched to Wayne’s star. In the age when the image is the principal thing, Wayne is the principal image….”


Much to our surprise, we soon discovered that serious biographers had ignored Wayne. Why? Cultural snobbery explains some of the mystery. In recent decades, the doyens of high culture, ensconced in academic ivory towers and leading editorial offices, have lost influence to the purveyors of popular culture. In an act of self-preservation, they dismiss the leading lights of mass culture, denying their significance in American life. As Neal Gabler wrote in his recent biography of Walter Winchell, cultural elitists do so to “maintain their control over the past even as they have surrendered control over the present.” Not surprisingly, they marginalized John Wayne, the brightest star in the pop culture firmament.


Part of the explanation is also political. As the cultural elite turned increasingly liberal, Wayne remained wedded to rock-ribbed, traditional values. He was no ideologue. He was a classical liberal, in a true Barry Goldwater sense, a mainstream American small-town conservative and a mainstream 1940s anti-Communist. Only as first Hollywood, then the country, moved to the left did he feel compelled to speak out. “The liberal imagination,” film critic Andrew Sarris wrote in 1979, “steadfastly resists the idea of incorrigible evil, and the absolute vengeful morality it spawns in the persona of John Wayne.” In person and in his films, John Wayne insisted that evil had to be punished, violently if necessary. Communism, he believed, was an incorrigible evil, socialism and liberalism mere fellow travelers, and he remained unrepentant about his convictions. Liberal critics could never give John Wayne his due because they could never see beyond his politics.


John Wayne may have irritated the cultural elite in America, but his popularity never dimmed in middle America. Even today, sixteen years after his death, he remains a constant in American popular culture. While critics and historians talk of Chaplin, Keaton, Stewart, Bogart, and Brando, fans continue to rent movies from John Wayne sections of video stores or watch John Wayne weeks of televised movies. Middle America grew up with him in the late 1920s and 1930s, went to war with him in the 1940s, matured with him in the 1950s, and kept the faith with him in the 1960s and 1970s. In an age when patriotism became suspect among liberals, he wrapped himself in the flag, expressing repeatedly a deep, heart-felt love of his country. He was so American, so like his country—big, bold, confident, powerful, loud, violent, and occasionally overbearing, but simultaneously forgiving, gentle, innocent, and naive, almost childlike. In his person and in the persona he so carefully constructed, middle America saw itself, its past, and its future. John Wayne was his country’s alter ego.


The biography took us to archives from one side of America to another. We conducted seventy-five interviews and read more than three hundred unpublished oral histories. We poured over thousands of journal, magazine, and newspaper articles and books. Although we discuss his films in John Wayne: American—he was first and foremost an actor—this is not a critical examination of those movies. Although we discuss the development of John Wayne as a cultural icon, this is not a cultural study on John Wayne. It is a full biography, an attempt to describe his life and understand his popularity, to explain how he connected to so many Americans in such a visceral way and why his image has been so enduring.


Millions of people, from all corners of the world, feel familiar with John Wayne. A patron saint for conservatives, a misguided Neanderthal for liberals, the soul of the United States for non-Americans, John Wayne was and is something much more than just an actor. A few people, however, did know him very well, knew him as a man with all his strengths and faults. We thank all those who were willing to discuss with us their relationships with Duke. In almost every interview we were treated with unexpected courtesy, honesty, and friendliness. Our bibliography contains a list of the people we interviewed, but we would like here to single out a few of them.


Mary St. John was more than a personal secretary for John Wayne; she was his friend in the fullest and best meaning of the word. For nearly thirty years, she accompanied him on locations, handled his mail, tried to screen his visitors, and listened to him when he had a problem he wanted to discuss. Although like the “Don” in Godfather she eventually went into “semiretirement,” she was there for Duke, until the end of his life, whenever he needed something special done. Mary took us inside John Wayne’s private world. Our first interview with her lasted from 9 A.M.—she insisted on punctuality and we were punctual—to somewhere around l A.M. Subsequent interviews were a bit shorter—though never short—but always insightful. Mary’s dead now. I hope she knew how much she meant to us.


Louis Johnson, Joe De Franco, Dan Ford, Maureen O’Hara, Nancy Marshall, and Harry Carey Jr. went way beyond the call of duty. They knew different sides of Duke—from business partner to brother to traveling companion to fellow actor. And they all knew him as a friend. “There is not a day goes by that I don’t think of him. I miss him terribly,” Joe De Franco told us, and we sensed that the other people we talked to feel the same. Their memories of Wayne attest to the strength and warmness of his character. Tim Lilley, editor of The Big Trail, was also extremely helpful, showing a generosity of spirit that Duke would have appreciated.


We wish to express our appreciation to the curators, archivists, and librarians at the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, the Lilly Library of Indiana University, the Ransom Center of the University of Texas at Austin, Brigham Young University, Southern Methodist University, the University of Southern California, the University of California at Los Angeles, and Wesleyan University. Gerald MacCauley, our literary agent, helped us launch the project. Nicholas Pappas, John Payne, and Robert Shadle of Sam Houston State University read portions of the manuscript and deserve our thanks as well. Bruce Nichols, our editor at The Free Press, could not have been more helpful. He has been supportive, encouraging, and critical, all in ideal measures. Our wives, Suzy and Judy, have shown an uncommon tolerance given the fact that neither one was nor has become a John Wayne fan, in spite of our ceaseless efforts to convert them.


Randy Roberts and James S. Olson





Prologue



By 1959 John Wayne’s politics were universally known. He was a Robert Taft and Barry Goldwater Republican and an outspoken anti-communist. He was prominent among the leaders of the attack against the Hollywood Left and had supported Joe McCarthy. But none of that mattered to Nikita Khrushchev when he visited the United States that September. The Soviet premier had been invited by President Dwight Eisenhower and promised a first-class tour. After stops in Washington, D. C., and New York City he had gone to Los Angeles and was bent on seeing Disneyland and meeting John Wayne. Although the Disneyland visit was thought to be too great a security risk, the government did arrange for him to meet Wayne. Duke received an invitation to attend a luncheon for Khrushchev at a Hollywood gathering hosted by Twentieth Century-Fox president Spyros P. Skouras and Eric Johnson, head of the Motion Picture Association of America. Although he was having problems filming The Alamo at the time, Wayne did not want to embarrass Eisenhower by turning down the invitation. Khrushchev was quietly greeting guests when he spied Duke. His face burst into a smile of recognition, and he asked to have a private conversation with Duke later in the evening.


Now, that was a meeting! Two opinionated men in their primes: John Wayne, America’s leading cowboy star and anticommunist, and Nikita Khrushchev, the world’s most powerful communist. For years the Soviet premier had enjoyed pirated copies of John Wayne films, insisting that Russian film editors dub them for him. When the formalities were concluded, Khrushchev took Duke by the arm, walked him over to a bar, and mumbled a few sentences to his translator: “I am told that you like to drink and that you can hold your liquor.” “That’s right,” Wayne replied. Khrushchev offered that he too was known to enjoy a drink or two. Wayne acknowledged that he had heard as much. For a few minutes they compared the virtues of Russian vodka and Mexican tequila, talk that worked up a considerable thirst. Then they began to match each other drink for drink—on and on, eventually leading to a true Cold War draw. Three months later a large wooden crate, boldly stamped with the Russian letters CCCP (USSR) and shipping instructions written in Russian, arrived at Duke’s offices in Beverly Hills. Wayne’s secretary was uncertain what to do with the box. “Hell, open it,” Duke said when he arrived for work. “It’s too damn big for a bomb.” They needed a crowbar to pry the crate open; inside, cushioned in straw, were several cases of top-quality Russian vodka and a note: “Duke. Merry Christmas. Nikita.” Wayne laughed from his gut and told his secretary to send Khrushchev a couple of cases of Sauza Conmemorativo tequila and sign it, “Nikita. Thanks. Duke.”


By 1975, if his politics had not mellowed much, he was nonetheless not surprised when Emperor Hirohito of Japan requested a meeting with him. In Duke’s World War II films he had killed hundreds of Japanese warriors, but that hardly mattered to Hirohito. In 1974 President Gerald Ford had invited Hirohito to visit the United States, and it had taken American and Japanese diplomats and security officials almost nine months to work out the details. The final itinerary was bound in two thick volumes, and it included visits to many of the country’s historical sights. The Japanese emperor inspected the museums of New York and Washington, D.C.; he walked through the narrow streets of Williamsburg, Virginia, and Cape Cod, Massachusetts; he toured the attractions in Los Angeles and San Francisco, California, and Honolulu, Hawaii.


For Hirohito, Wayne too was a landmark. The emperor loved movies, and to him Duke’s Westerns, with their strict moral code and showdowns between good and evil, had the same moral clarity as Akira Kurosawas samurai films. Thus when he made his one-day stop in Los Angeles and Governor Jerry Brown and Mayor Tom Bradley asked him if there was anything he particularly wanted to see, Hirohito echoed Khrushchev: John Wayne and Disneyland. Duke was invited to a luncheon in Hirohito’s honor on October 8, 1975, at the Music Hall in Los Angeles. More than five hundred other guests jammed the room, and Duke’s table was so far from Hirohito’s that he contemplated leaving. Hirohito was as upset by the seating arrangements as Wayne; he was not interested in the state and local officials who surrounded him. As the luncheon drew toward its end, the emperor asked to be escorted to the actors table. Duke stood up when Hirohito arrived, his six-foot-four-inch frame towering a full twelve inches above the Japanese leader. Hirohito’s eyes seemed to come alive as the two exchanged pleasantries. Duke pulled out one of his autograph cards and gave it to the emperor. “I was almost tempted to ask if he had seen any of my older war movies,” he later told Pat Stacy, his secretary and companion. “Between them all, I must have killed off the entire Japanese army!”


There was something about the man that drew friend and foe like a magnet. He was oversize, powerful, and dramatic; part Daniel Boone, part Mike Fink, and all-American. He was the Ringo Kid and Sgt. John M. Stryker, Thomas Dunston and Capt. Kirby York, Pittsburgh Markham and Capt. Nathan Brittles, Sean Thornton and Hondo Lane, Ethan Edwards and Tom Doniphon, George Washington McLintock and Rooster Cogburn. Over the years he lost the smooth, fresh handsomeness of his youth. His hair fell out, his waist thickened, his face became lined and weathered. But the changes seemed to make him even more appealing. His face took on a chiseled, Mount Rushmore quality, as if it had been around forever. As much as any man of his century, he became a symbol of America.


John Wayne’s life—wielding cavalry swords, slinging six-guns, firing Winchesters, storming enemy barricades, or burning the ears of liberal reporters—was a tour de force. He was by far the most popular actor in history. For twenty-five consecutive years, he ranked among the top ten box-office attractions, a record to which no one before or since has even come close. His impact on American society was even more profound than that of that other politically conservative (and active) B-movie star, Ronald Reagan. As Wayne lay on his deathbed in 1979, President Jimmy Carter detoured from a campaign stop in California and went to the UCLA Hospital. The two men exchanged small talk and wished each other well. When Wayne died a few weeks later, the president mourned his passing: “John Wayne was bigger than life. In an age of few heroes, he was the genuine article. But he was more than a hero; he was a symbol of many of the qualities that made America great.” Like America, he was larger than life, overpowering, and idealistic, but also, in unique ways, innocent to the point of naiveté. “Wayne is,” commented writer Paul Krassner in 1969, “one of the floats in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade.” His life spanned most of the twentieth century, coinciding perfectly with America’s spreading influence around the world. He became the superpower’s superstar.


But of what are heroes made? John Wayne was just an actor. He never really battled Indians in the Old West or dispatched desperadoes with a six-gun or slaughtered Japanese soldiers with abandon. He spent most of his life in Glendale, Los Angeles, Encino, and Newport Beach. He never served in the military. So what is it about him that evokes such powerful, enduring feelings? Why were medals struck, and airports and schools named, for this actor? Why today, some sixteen years after his death, do many video stores maintain separate sections for his films? Why does his portrait still adorn the walls of truck stops, gas stations, pool halls, sports bars, saloons, garages, gun shops, auction barns, hunting camps, tool sheds, rifle clubs, and auto parts stores—wherever men tend to gather? Why do channel surfers still come across his old movies every night?


In a country delirious with the ideas of freedom and democracy but worried about the alienation of cities and the tyranny of bureaucracies, John Wayne personified individual liberty. He was a provocative, outspoken, but nonideological conservative who only reluctantly entered the political fray in 1949 when that fray was impossible to ignore any longer. As a child his father told him: “Never insult anybody unintentionally.” And Wayne did not. His political insults were always delivered with thoughtful, intentional passion. When he attacked American liberals, socialists, and communists—groups he tended to see as interchangeable—he meant his words to provoke actions. He criticized politicians who were not “willing to take the responsibility of leadership instead of checking polls and listening to the few that screamed.” He said what was on his mind and did not concern himself with the consequences. For millions of moviegoers John Wayne was what they wanted to believe Americans once were and perhaps still are. “It is every persons dream,” commented Maureen O’Hara as Duke lay close to death, “that the United States will be like John Wayne and always like him.”


Loyal to alcohol, steak, cigarettes, and, most of all, friends, he was not a dutiful husband. He left three wives and refused to marry the last woman in his life. His was a man’s world in which partners were taken for granted and energies were focused on work and a circle of close male friends. For Wayne life was intensely personal. He held certain things as sacred. One was friendship, another was his country: Both were inviolate.


It was that hardened implacability, that determined inflexibility, that marked Wayne’s best film roles and actual life. Even his critics could not escape the appeal. Abbie Huffman said in 1969 that he “liked Waynes wholeness, his style. As for his politics, well—I suppose even cavemen felt a little admiration for the dinosaurs that were trying to gobble them up.” Wayne may have seemed like a dinosaur to some in the 1960s, but his values were American bedrock, and they have survived Wayne and Hoffman alike. John Wayne is better remembered for what he did on screen than what he said: He restored order. Sometimes his methods were harsh, occasionally his manner was gruff, but the result was always the same. He affirmed that there was a rough justice at work, and that if good was not always rewarded, evil was always punished.


But if his appeal remains unquestionable, why have critics and historians refused to grant Wayne his deserved spot in the pantheon of Hollywood greats? Why did the New York and Los Angeles critics turn on him, starting in the 1960s, blasting almost all his films except True Grit? Why have Westerns been pronounced dead at least once in every decade since the 1930s despite Wayne’s (and after him, Glint Eastwood’s continual proof to the contrary? Why has Wayne never been given as much credit as an actor as he deserved?


During the 1960s and 1970s, when the antiwar movement, the women’s movement, politicians, cultural critics, and a wide range of other groups and individuals assaulted traditional ideals of masculinity, individualism, and patriotism, John Wayne kept the faith. That faith, and the image it spawned, continues to have a powerful, almost intoxicating effect on popular culture in the United States and around the world. Nobody is immune, not presidents or premiers or princes or emperors, not Khrushchev or Hirohito or Carter, not paupers or peasants. As America rose in the world during the twentieth century, John Wayne came along for the ride, becoming his country’s most recognizable symbol. It will take much more than a shift in the balance of power for Wayne’s symbol to fade. John Wayne’s Americanness is as deeply etched as was his face.








1
God, Lincoln, and the Golden Gate



It was happening again. Another slight. Another slight in a string of slights that stretched back to the time before he was John Wayne, even before he was Marion Mitchell Morrison—the name he was finally given at age five—back probably to his mother’s unforgiving impatience with his father, which had transferred unerringly to him. “How children dance to the unlived lives of their parents,” poet Rainer Maria Rilke once observed. John Wayne always danced to his mother, Mollys, unrealized dreams.


She made sure the dance was painful, holding tight the strings of his emotions and jerking them sharply whenever she wanted to keep him in line. He was his mothers son, so like her in his ambition and drive, his stubbornness and toughness. Unlike his father, Wayne fulfilled his mothers dreams of success, and she never forgave him for it. She refused to acknowledge his accomplishments or praise his achievements, rejecting his attempts to demonstrate his love. In Molly’s eyes even his spectacular success was only a prelude to his ultimate failure. Until it came—as she was certain it would—she would continue to remind Duke, as he was later called, that he was nothing special.


The latest slight involved his most recent display of love. Each year he sent his mother and her second husband, Sidney Preen, on a spectacular vacation. Wherever they wanted to go and however long they wanted to stay, it was his treat. He was a dutiful son. He always remembered her birthday, invited her to family gatherings, and inquired about her welfare. The people in Long Beach, California, where the Preens lived, knew her and her famous son and were aware of the attention he paid her. In 1962 Wayne sent Sidney and Molly Preen on an around-the-world, all-expenses-paid vacation that took them to every major tourist attraction on the planet. They flew first class, traveled on luxury ships, rented big cars, ate in the finest restaurants, watched the most popular shows, and shopped in the best stores. Duke wanted his mother to have a good time, and he laid out thousands of dollars to ensure the success of the trip.


When the Preens returned to Long Beach, Wayne greeted them and asked if they had enjoyed themselves. Sidney Preen, who may already have been thinking about next year’s vacation, thanked him profusely, talking about their wonderful experiences. But Molly, true to form, could only complain: how long the flights had been, how tired she had become, how poor the service was, how the trip had not turned out to be what she had expected, and how it would have been better if Wayne had done this or that. Duke was visibly disappointed. He had spent a lifetime trying to please his mother, and she had spent the same lifetime making him feel inadequate to the task. Mary St. John, Wayne’s longtime private secretary, went up to Molly when Duke left the room and said, “Don’t you think you could be a little nicer to him sometimes?” Molly curtly replied, “I don’t give a damn about him.”1


Molly never did give a damn. She first demonstrated that in Iowa, half a century before and half a continent away. A few days before Christmas in 1912, after a long train ride with his father from Keokuk to their home in Earlham, young Marion Morrison met his new little brother for the first time. Molly had named the baby Robert Emmett after her own father, Robert Emmett Brown. “Bobby” had come into the world a few days earlier on December 18, and Molly was still in bed holding him. All the way from Keokuk, Clyde Morrison had been telling his five-year-old son about the baby and when they arrived at the house on Ohio Street, beside the railroad tracks, Marion bounded into the bedroom, rubbed his shoes on the carpet, and inadvertently touched the metal headboard of the bed, touching off a spark or two of static electricity and irritating his mother. Like a flash of lightning in the night, the sparks illuminated the new emotional landscape of Duke’s life.2


When Molly told him that his new brother had been named Robert after Grandpa Brown, Marion was confused. He was Marion Robert Morrison, and he knew that he had been named after both of his grandfathers—Marion Mitchell Morrison and Robert Emmett Brown. She had even taken to calling him “Bobby.” But now Molly told him that they were going to change his name, giving the name Robert to his little brother. From now on, they told him, his new name would be Marion Mitchell Morrison, the same name as his paternal grandfather, and the new baby would bear the name of Robert Emmett. Baby brother would now be “Bobby.” His name had been stolen. The change was neither inadvertent nor coincidental. For Molly the new baby was going to be special, and she wanted him to have her father’s name. For almost sixty years Molly would shower attention on Bobby, worrying about him constantly, trying to meet his every need, and giving him undivided support. There would not be much left for anyone else, and almost none for her older son. Molly did not like Marion, and he, even in his childhood, knew it. She no doubt harbored some guilt about those feelings and perhaps even loved him, but in a strange, disinterested manner. Her chilly disdain was the great mystery of his life—unfathomable, inexplicable, and undeserved. He spent many decades trying to please her, but Molly would not be pleased.3


Not surprisingly he grew up wondering what was wrong with him, what his mother did not like about him, seeking outside his own psyche and family the approval, security, and self-confidence that should have been his birthright. Molly was a capricious woman. Her moods were unpredictable, her anger petty and vicious. Marion grew up fearing and resenting this anger, and he developed a deep intolerance for pettiness. All his life he was attracted sexually to women but avoided emotional intimacy. He was always somewhat afraid of them, of their inability to hide their feelings, and of their need to talk about their pain. Even before he became John Wayne, the people closest to him were men, not women, and they were friends, not family. He preferred the company of men who accepted loyalty as a cardinal virtue, guarded their innermost feelings carefully, and kept their word.


In the 1950s John Wayne remarked to a Hollywood reporter that he was “just a Scotch-Irish little boy.” In the ancient past, the Morrison clan had originated on the island of Lewis, in the Outer Hebrides, off the coast of Scotland. They moved to Northern Ireland—Ulster—with the great migration during the seventeenth century, when tens of thousands of Scots Presbyterians, at the invitation of the English, crossed the Irish Sea and crushed the Roman Catholic peasants who occupied the land. Over the next century they became known as the Scotch-Irish, and that part of the world has been embroiled in a life-and-death struggle ever since. In the serious and sometimes fatal political world of Northern Ireland, where John Wayne’s Scotch-Irish ancestors had their beginnings, trust and loyalty were supreme virtues, more important than money, religion, or even family. Promises, and a man’s word, were kept because unkept promises meant imprisonment or death.4 Unkept promises drove his great-great-grandfather—Robert Morrison—to America. Robert was born in County Antrim, Northern Ireland, in 1782, to John Morrison and Nancy de Scrogges. His father died when Robert was a baby, but he passed on to the infant the tenacity of his ancestors. Lord Rosebury, who owned a large tract of land in County Antrim, remarked in 1790 that the Scotch-Irish were “the toughest, the most dominant, the most irresistable race that exists in the universe at this moment.” Robert Morrison embodied those qualities. Northern Ireland had been a bloody battleground for Catholics and Protestants since the early 1600s, but Morrison could not identify with either side. A Scotch-Irish Presbyterian who did not think highly of Catholics, he also despised the British government that made life so miserable for everyone. Even as a teenager he was politically active in the United Irishmen, an insurgent group opposed to British rule in Ulster. After being betrayed to the British by a “friend” in the United Irishmen and learning that a warrant had been issued for his arrest, Morrison knew he had only one option—to head across the Atlantic with hundreds of thousands of other Scotch-Irish and start over again in America.5


He arrived with his mother in New York in 1799. The Scotch-Irish immigrants were a restless lot, strong-willed and opinionated, blessed with and cursed by a dogged sense of right and wrong. In the seventeenth century they had left the lowlands of Scotland for Northern Ireland, and in the eighteenth century they moved again, this time to America. They were accustomed, even eager, to pull up stakes again and again and head west, where land was cheaper and more plentiful. Their migration across the continent took two directions. Most initially traveled west toward the Appalachians and then south, straggling over the course of several generations down the eastern foothills across the frontiers of Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and the Florida Panhandle. By the early 1800s their descendants were scattering throughout Alabama and Mississippi, and by the 1820s into Louisiana and Texas. They conquered the local Indian tribes, cleared land, trafficked in African slaves, and became southerners. The other wave of Scotch-Irish settlers, however, avoided the South, crossing the Appalachians in Pennsylvania and gradually settling throughout Ohio, Kentucky, Illinois, Indiana, and Iowa. They became midwesterners.6


The two groups developed dramatically different cultures. Because of the presence of so many African-American slaves in the South, the Scotch-Irish there developed a strong sense of racial consciousness. When the Civil War devastated their way of life in the 1860s, the Scotch-Irish behaved like many other wealthy landowners, wallowing in a “lost cause” political separatism and developing both religious fundamentalism and a virulent racism. But the Scotch-Irish in the Midwest who won the Civil War gained a self-confidence that made for religious complacency and relative ethnic and racial harmony. It was that self-confidence, an inarrogant, healthy feeling, which became the centerpiece of midwestern values. Unfortunately for John Wayne, however, it would be possible to be raised in a midwestern culture of confidence and optimism but in a home full of insecurity and self-doubt.


Robert Morrison initially took the southern route of the Scotch-Irish migration, settling briefly in Chester County, South Carolina, before moving out to northern Kentucky. When he heard of a large colony of Morrisons across the Ohio River near Cherry Creek in Adams County, Ohio, he moved again and spent the rest of his life there. Morrisons fifth child, James, born in 1811, grew up in Cherry Fork but then pushed west, living out his life in Monmouth, Warren County, Illinois.7


One of James’s sons—Marion Mitchell Morrison—was just sixteen years old when the family reached Monmouth. He fought in the Union Army during the Civil War, returned to Monmouth after mustering out in 1865, and married Weltha Chase Parsons in 1869. Her family had its roots in seventeenth-century New England. Like the Morrisons they were faithful Presbyterians. Marion and Weltha Morrison lived in Monmouth, Illinois, for the next sixteen years. Then they were ready for their own odyssey, and they moved to Indianola, Iowa.8


Marion built a successful life for himself, his wife, Weltha, and his children, George, Guy, Clyde, and Pearl, in Indianola. He was charming and, like his father, politically gifted, able to make small talk with farmers, railroad workers, professors at the local Simpson College, and downtown merchants. After farming for a few years, Morrison launched a real estate business in 1890 and became prosperous, at least by Indianola standards. In 1899 he was elected county treasurer, a position of trust and responsibility. An inveterate joiner, he was a deacon in the Presbyterian Church and active in the local Masonic lodge. His wife played a prominent role in several women’s clubs and auxiliaries.9


Their son Clyde Leonard Morrison, who was born on August 20, 1884, back in Monmouth, Illinois, had been only three years old when they arrived in Iowa. After leaving Indianola High School in 1898, Clyde enrolled in the Middle Academy, a preparatory school of Simpson College. He spent a semester playing football at Iowa State University in Ames, but then went back to Simpson College, registered as a freshman in 1901, and completed the introductory courses. As a sophomore Clyde enrolled in the local conservatory of music at Simpson. An unusually gifted student and passionate for both football and music, he was also handsome and sensitive, an artist and a jock—irresistible to many young women.10


In 1903 Clyde opted for the practical. He left Simpson College and entered the pharmacy program at the Highland Park College of Pharmacy (later part of Drake University) in Des Moines. Pharmacy in the early twentieth century, like medicine and dentistry, was leaving the barber shops and patent medicine wagons. The new generation of formally trained pharmacists viewed themselves as scientists and professionals, practitioners of a respected discipline. The curriculum at Highland Park was rigorous and demanding. Clyde graduated in 1905, passed the licensing examination, and received his professional credentials as a registered pharmacist.11


During his last summer at the college, Clyde met Mary Alberta Brown, a short, red-haired, green-eyed woman who worked as a telephone operator in Des Moines and attended the same Methodist church as he. Her parents called her May, but she was Molly to her friends. Her father, Robert Emmett Brown, had been born in Armstrong County, Pennsylvania, in 1849 to Scotch-Irish parents who moved west to Kansas when he was still a child. After mustering out of the army in 1868, Robert Brown settled in Lincoln, Nebraska, and went to work as a printer. He married a young woman of Irish descent. Margaret was born in County Cork in 1848 and came to the United States after the Civil War in the postfamine Irish migration. When she arrived in 1874, she was a spinster who had had no marriage prospects in Ireland. Maggie, as she was called, was a talented seamstress and clothing designer, a trade she continued to practice after their marriage in 1874. Mary Alberta, their third child, was born in Lincoln in 1885. Robert Brown was a Presbyterian and Maggie was a teetotaling Irish Catholic, but they raised their children as Protestants. They too moved in the early 1890s, settling in a small house on 1716 Hight Street in Des Moines, where Robert worked as a printer and Maggie ran a seamstress shop. Molly Brown grew up in a comfortable middle-class, urban world.12


Molly was energetic, outspoken, and opinionated. She smoked cigarettes in private and in public, long before it was fashionable for women to do so, and she did not give a damn who knew about it. But she was not a Bohemian; she appreciated the comforts of middle-class life. She dated college boys because she found them interesting and because she wanted to marry well. Clyde was twenty and Molly nineteen when they met. She fell in love with him because he was kind, handsome, and well educated. He would, she thought, be easy to live with and a good provider. They had not dated long and did not know each other very well, but Clyde was about to take a job at a pharmacy in Waterloo, Iowa, and they decided to get married. Rather than bother with a church wedding, they eloped, traveling to Knoxville, in Marion County, where Justice of the Peace I. H. Garritson married them on September 29, 1905. They made their first home in Waterloo.13


Married young and in haste, they had years to learn just how mismatched they were. John Wayne once remarked that his father and mother “were complete opposites.” In Clyde’s personality kindness mixed easily with dreamy optimism. Like Mark Twain’s Colonel Sellers in The Gilded Age, he was forever waiting for fortune to find him, always expecting some windfall, always hoping to make it big but not knowing quite how to do it. He had no sense of money and was not inclined to save. He was patient and gentle, and he enjoyed an occasional drink, which usually rendered him more mellow and sweet. Conventional wisdom among those who knew him in Iowa was that if “Clyde Morrison only had four bits left in his pocket, he’d give one quarter to a friend, buy a beer for himself, and sit down and talk.” All too often, as far as Molly was concerned, Clyde came home empty-handed. Adding to his domestic difficulties, Clyde attracted and was attracted to women. Women found it easy to talk to him about their problems. He was handsome, sincere, sensitive—and sexy. People noticed the earnest conversations he had with women in the store. Clyde did not cheat on Molly; his moral standards and sense of propriety would not permit it, but she became angry and jealous if he even looked twice at another woman in the drugstore.14


Molly was proud and impatient, quick to anger, and easily offended. There was an icy rigidity to her, and she had a difficult time accepting the weaknesses inherent in human nature. Her own mother had long complained that alcohol ruined Irishmen, and Molly had no respect for people who destroyed themselves and their families with drink. Clyde was not an alcoholic, and later in his life would hardly drink at all, but Molly refused to look past even a single beer bottle. She was deeply unhappy, a condition that best expressed itself in acts of meanness and inhospitality. She had a long memory, was unforgiving, and did not make friends easily. She pinched pennies and wanted to build a family nest egg. Clyde’s smile had won her heart, but his easygoing nature and difficulty making a decent living just as easily lost it. Alice Miller was a little girl living across the street from the Morrisons when Marion was born. She thought the baby was a “beautiful little boy,” and she would sometimes walk with Molly and push Marion in a carriage. “Molly Morrison was a stern woman,” Miller recalled decades later. “You had to be real careful around her. She could fly off the handle when you least expected it.” “Mrs. Morrison was as tough as nails,” a former resident of Winterset, Iowa, recalled. “But Mr. Morrison was just the opposite, as soft and sweet as a marshmallow.” Their marriage was doomed from the start.15


The instability that stalked them for the rest of their time together appeared early. They both wanted to leave Waterloo and get closer to their parents. Molly was emotionally tied to her mother and father, as was Clyde to his family. Waterloo was more than 115 miles from Des Moines and 140 miles from Indianola, and the journey was a long, hard two-day ride by wagon. Clyde contacted the job placement office at Highland Park College, and both of them were ecstatic when they found out that the M. E. Smith Drugstore in Winterset, Iowa, was looking for a registered pharmacist. Winterset, the county seat of Madison County, was about 35 miles from Des Moines and only 20 miles from Indianola, perfect for both of them. They rented a small frame house on South Second Street in Winterset and started a new life there.16


Winterset was a perfect heartland emblem for John Wayne’s cradle. The Mesquakie Indians abandoned the area several years before the first white settlers arrived in 1846. The state legislature designated Winterset as the county seat of Madison County in 1849, and construction began on a courthouse the next year. The city was incorporated in 1857. By the early 1850s it had become “town” to the surrounding farmers, who were raising corn, wheat, flax, oats, barley, cattle, horses, and hogs. The population of Madison County reached 7,339 in 1860, 17,224 in 1880, and 17,710 in 1900.17


By the time Molly and Clyde arrived in Winterset, the town’s charming character was well developed. Situated on rolling bluffs between two rivers, Winterset looked like the prototype for Norman Rockwell paintings and Andy Hardy movies. Its streets were straight and wide, its public square guarded by a stately courthouse made from milky white Madison limestone. Along West Jefferson and West Court Streets, the large Victorian homes recall Hardy’s hometown of Carvel, WASP America’s best image of itself, “a world,” commented Charles Champlin of Carvel, “not as it was but as it ought to have been, with virtues intact, pieties unfeigned, commandments unbroken, good rewarded, evil foiled.”18


Winterset joined its history to the nation’s. The imposing courthouse was completed in 1876 and honored America’s centennial birthday. One of its smaller parks announced the town’s Civil War loyalties in the wording of a somber monument: “To the patriotic dead who fell during the Great Rebellion.” But Winterset was also a bit like Molly herself: Both town and woman had ambitions that were never realized, and both seemed certain of a prosperity that never really materialized.


In the beginning, however, the Morrisons prospered in Winterset. Clyde had a decent job, they lived in a nice east side neighborhood, and Molly was soon pregnant with her first child. They drank fifteen-cent ice cream sodas at the Candy Kitchen on the south side of the square and attended Sunday evening band concerts down by Dabney’s Lake. On Wednesday evenings church bells summoned them and the rest of the Protestants to Bible study sessions at the Baptist, Presbyterian, and Methodist churches. They attended the Chautauqua lectures at the pavilion just north of the Methodist Church and occasionally went out for dinner at the Farmers’ Hotel. Clyde and Molly both liked to read, and they were frequent visitors to the public library, presided over by the dictatorial Miss Mary Cassiday, who, in the words of a former Winterset resident, “protected the reading room’s decorum with the zeal of a convent nun loyal to vows of silence.”19


Molly got good prenatal care from Dr. Jessie Smith, one of Iowa’s few female physicians, and they formed a close relationship. On May 25, 1907, when she went into labor, Molly put out a call to Dr. Smith, and the baby came the next day. It was a torturous delivery, marked by a long labor and a huge, thirteen-pound baby that, in Molly’s opinion, almost killed her. Marion Robert Morrison, the future John Wayne, had come into the world.20


For Madisonians patriotism was more than just a sentiment expressed on Civil War monuments. They loved their country with a reverence and passion that come only from blood sacrifice. In 1859 the population of Madison County totaled 7,071 people. Approximately 900 of them were young men between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five, and 710 of them had joined the Union Army. Of these 104 never came home, succumbing to disease, accidents, and Confederate bullets and bayonets. Another 106 were severely wounded or had spent years as Confederate prisoners-of-war. The Civil War lived on a long time in Winterset. Each spring a touring troupe performed Uncle Tom’s Cabin, complete with Little Eva driving her ponies in a parade around the town square. For July 4—Independence Day—the most important holiday of the year, much bigger than Christmas, Thanksgiving, or Easter—town and city fathers planned the celebration months in advance. In the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s, so many men marched as veterans in the Winterset July 4 parades—carrying the flag of the United States, the banner of the Grand Army of the Republic, and the ensigns of their individual army units—that there were hardly any younger men left among the spectators. Even in the early 1900s several hundred of them still marched in the parades, telling anyone who would listen where they had fought during the “War of the Southern Rebellion.” At Winterset High School in the late 1800s and early 1900s, William Cooper, a wounded veteran of the Civil War and a spellbinding orator, appeared annually before an assembly of all the students on Lincoln’s Birthday and gave his eyewitness account of Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg.21


Clyde’s father had enlisted in Company B of the 83rd Illinois Infantry in February 1864; from there he transferred to Company E of the 61st Illinois Infantry. At the Battle of Pine Bluff, Tennessee, a few weeks after he put on the Union blue, Marion found himself in hand-to-hand combat with Confederate troops. He took saber wounds to the chest and neck and was hit by bullets in the nose and the top of his head. Morrison played dead for several hours, then lost consciousness for two days before crawling down to the Tennessee River, where a Union gunboat picked him up. He carried the bullet in his head, and suffered from the accompanying headaches, for the rest of his life.


Molly’s father, Robert Brown, tried to enlist in the Union Army in 1865, but he was only fifteen years old. His turn at combat came two years later when he volunteered for the 18th Kansas Cavalry and spent two years fighting Cheyenne and Arapaho warriors along the Union Pacific Railroad line in Kansas and Colorado Territory. Both Clyde and Molly were raised on a steady diet of war and love-your-country stories. When their country called, men served.22


Madisonians were not just patriots; they were Republicans as well—dyed-in-the-wool Republicans who equated the Democratic party with disunion and treason. The Republican party first appeared in Madison County in 1856, the year John C. Fremont, its first candidate, ran for president. Four years later Democrats divided their votes among three candidates, giving Madison County to Abraham Lincoln and the Republicans. The county stayed Republican until the bottom of the Great Depression in 1932, when Franklin D. Roosevelt edged Herbert Hoover out by 260 votes. It quickly returned to the Grand Old Party, however. John Wayne came honestly by his Republican party credentials.23


Madisonians, without knowing the term, were WASPs. In fact, Madison County, Iowa, was one of the most white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant regions of the country. Winterset was unconcerned about immigrants or blacks or Catholics or Indians. There were simply too few to fear or hate. The 1910 census listed 2,817 people in the city. Of that number only 57 were immigrants, and of them 26 were English, Anglo-Canadians, or Anglo-Irish, and 5 were Scotch or Scotch-Irish. Only 27 people in Winterset did not speak English as their native language, and most of them were Germans, Swedes, and Danes. The WASP roots were deep as a well. Only 429 of the 2,817 people in Winterset had even one immigrant parent.24


Everyone was Protestant—Presbyterian, United Brethren, Campbellite, Dutch Reformed, Baptist, Episcopalian, Methodist, Congregationalist, and Quaker. Most of the area’s small Roman Catholic population lived in Lee Township, up in the northeast corner of the county. Dr. Jessie Smith, one of them, was both a devout Catholic and beloved in the community. Most of the Catholics were descendants of famine Irish immigrants who reached Iowa in the late 1850s. Only two black families lived there in 1910: Charlie Moore, a hardworking black, saw his children finish high school in Winterset, while “Nigger John,” who lived in a shack just off the town square, muddled through life in a perpetual state of poverty and benign neglect.25


WASP values permeated every level of Winterset culture. Protestant individualism generated a particular vision of community. Society existed, they believed, to promote individual needs. Communal roots were unimportant; it was the needs of the moment, and the individual, that mattered. The United States, even more than Britain, was rootless and capitalist in that the American people were as mobile geographically as they were economically, ready to sever ties and move on to new opportunities, even if it meant leaving friends, family, and familiar places. To give themselves a temporary sense of community, they became joiners, forming clubs and associations. The people of Winterset and Madison County were moving out of the area almost as fast as, or sometimes faster than, they were moving in, always looking for new homes, new farms, new opportunities farther west. To compensate, in addition to the churches of Madison County, there were organizations—the Grand Army of the Republic, the Women’s Relief Corps, the Country Club, the Chamber of Commerce, the Women’s Club, Masonic Lodges, the Order of the Eastern Star, the Independent Order of Odd Fellows, the Crown Rebekah Lodge, the Knights of Pythias, the Rathbone Sisters, the Modern Woodmen of America, the Knights of the Maccabees, the Woodmen of the World, the Woodman Circle, the Highland Nobles, the Knights and Ladies Security, the Whist Club, the Phi Kappa Thetas, the Bachelor Maids Club, the Birthday Club, the Indian Club, the Jolly Owls Club, and the Sewing Club. When new settlers arrived in Madison County, they came from communities with similar groups, and when they left to head west, they transported these organizations along with their plows and household goods.26


The Morrisons, like the rest of Winterset, worked hard and joined the requisite community groups. But the Morrisons were hardly the ideal American family. Though Clyde was happy enough working at the M. E. Smith Drugstore, he could not help but notice that the real money was in owning the business, not working for wages. The weekly pay never seemed to stretch far enough, especially with Clyde spending money and loaning it to friends. Molly could not pinch enough pennies, and she found herself shuffling payment of the bills from month to month and all too frequently having to call on their parents for help. She was terribly unhappy. Will C. Johnson, who ran a grocery store in Winterset and made deliveries to the Morrison home, was always wary of Molly. “When I took the groceries in the home,” he remembered, “the baby was in the carriage asleep. I walked in quietly so as not to wake the baby.” Years later Duke told one of his friends: “Mom was just not a happy woman. No matter what I did, or what Dad did, it was never enough.”27


Clyde’s father knew of his son’s ambitions and put the word out to friends and family that his son wanted to “better himself.” A Morrison cousin in Malcolm, Iowa, wrote back that there was an opening for a druggist in Brooklyn, a town about one hundred miles away. In the summer of 1909, with no real future in Winterset, Clyde pulled up stakes and moved to Brooklyn. It was another quiet, peaceful Iowa town. Located on the main line of the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railroad, 105 miles west of Davenport, Brooklyn was the “city” for thousands of farmers. There were three pharmacies in Brooklyn, and Clyde got a job at Raimsburg Drug on Front Street. He rented a tiny house for Molly and the baby, but the family only lived there for a few months before moving across town to a more spacious home on the corner of Jackson and Des Moines Streets. By that time Clyde and Molly, though married for less than four years, had already lived in three separate homes. Worse yet, the job was no different from the old one. Clyde hated working for someone else. He wanted profits, not just a salary. He wanted his own business. When his mother died soon after he settled in Brooklyn, he started worrying about his father’s loneliness and got homesick.28


When he learned that the Rexall Drug Store in Earlham was for sale, it seemed like a dream come true. Earlham was close to friends in Winterset and relatives in Indianola and Des Moines—or at least some of those relatives. With his wife dead, Marion Mitchell Morrison’s Scotch-Irish blood was soon bubbling again, and he decided to move west to California, where he heard the opportunities in real estate were booming. Before he left he lent Clyde the money to make the down payment on the drugstore—just the business, not the property. Clyde signed the papers in December 1910, rented a house that backed onto a railroad track at 328 Ohio Street, brought Molly and the baby from Brooklyn, and opened the Rexall Store for business on Main Street. He and Molly felt at home again.29


But the store did not make money. Clyde was the victim of Iowa demographics and his own good nature. With Earlham’s mainline location, town boosters had high hopes for the place. But Clyde’s father was not the only lowan to pull up stakes for California. A great exodus began, and the population of Madison County actually declined between 1900 and 1910. Although Earlham itself grew from 630 to 749 people during the decade, it was hardly enough to support the drugstore. Earlham’s rural population base was shrinking. And Clyde as always was an easy touch for a hard luck story. John Wayne once said that “he [Clyde] couldn’t pay his bills because he hated to press his customers to pay their bills.” Creditors started showing up at the store and even at the house, demanding payment and embarrassing Molly. She hated Clyde’s inability to make a decent living. On December 30, 1911, the Morrisons declared bankruptcy. C. C. Couch, who held the mortgage, foreclosed on the business. Clyde and Molly were broke and felt like deadbeats.30


After the Rexall went under, Clyde spent a few months working for the new proprietor, but that too came to an end in the spring, just when Molly learned she was pregnant with Bobby. There was no work for Clyde in Earlham, and Molly was sick and tired of moving. If she stayed in Earlham she would be able to have Dr. Jessie Smith deliver the baby. And Earlham was close to her parents in Des Moines. Clyde went looking for work and ended up at the other end of the state, in Keokuk, where he got a job as a clerk in a downtown store and rented a house at 11 South Ninth Street.


Neighbors were not surprised when Molly sent Marion to live with his father. From Marion’s infancy father and son had been inseparable. When the baby was irritable and upset, Clyde could comfort and quiet him. Before bedtime, Clyde spent an hour or so reading to Marion. When the family moved to Earlham in 1910, Marion was already headstrong. Molly would send the four-year-old to the store, where he would spend the day playing with toy pistols or with his father’s horse, Sadie, who was tied up in back. Maurice Zolotow interviewed a longtime resident of Earlham who told him: “That little boy often requested me to see if his daddy’s horse was still tied back of the store.” A patient man, Clyde enjoyed having his son around. Marion was his “Daddy’s boy,” and Molly grew jealous of their relationship. Late in the summer of 1912, when she was five months pregnant, she told Clyde to come and get the boy. He took Marion back to Keokuk and enrolled him on September 3 as a first-grader at the George Washington Elementary School.31


The Keokuk job was another dead end. Clyde was a clerk, not even a druggist; the idea of spending the rest of his life working for pennies was intolerable. There had to be a better way. Clyde had also developed heart trouble, complete with a nasty cough and shortness of breath, which three packs of Chesterfields a day did not help. A local physician suggested a drier climate; maybe California was the answer. In 1909 his father had purchased a home at 503 South Westlake Avenue in Los Angeles. Marion Mitchell Morrison dabbled in real estate and bragged about the weather. He also came up with the harebrained idea of Clyde and Molly taking up farming. Perhaps he was just a desperate father tired of seeing his son fail, or perhaps he was already suffering from the dementia that would eventually kill him. But both Clyde and Molly were city bred, and the nearest they had been to a farm was when they rode in their wagon between Winterset and Des Moines. Nevertheless, Marion heard that homesteaders were taking up land in Lancaster County, just outside the Los Angeles Basin. Maybe that would be a good place for his son’s family to start over. Clyde agreed. The land Marion picked for his son, daughter-in-law, and grandsons was in the middle of the Mojave Desert. It would certainly be dry enough there.


A few weeks after Bobby was born in December 1912, they had all left Earlham and moved home to Des Moines, taking a back room in Molly’s childhood house. They were broke and completely dependent on Robert and Maggie Brown. Clyde was almost twenty-nine years old, a college graduate, the father of two children, and living off the generosity of his in-laws. He worked odd jobs throughout 1913, waiting for his own father to complete the arrangements on the California homestead. Late in 1914 Marion Morrison wrote Clyde and Molly that the land still needed months of hard work, and that Clyde would have to move out there alone, unless she wanted to live in a tent with the boys. Molly declined, staying in Des Moines while Clyde headed west. The old man agreed to pay Clyde two dollars a day so he would have at least some money to send home. Molly had little to show for nearly nine years of marriage except the baby whom she adored, the unruly Marion whom she already resented, and a husband she no longer trusted or even liked. There was no home, no property, no savings account. She believed that she had married a bum, and it looked as if he was going to drag her far from home.


When Marion Mitchell Morrison had arrived in Los Angeles, California, late in 1909, everyone said the weather was perfect year round and the opportunities to make a living selling property were extraordinary. He found a job with Ryder, Munch, and Grants, a Los Angeles real estate firm, rented a house at 503 S. Westlake, and soon married Emma Johnson, a widow in his neighborhood.32


Marion convinced Clyde that he had a plan for the family. He would file a claim on cheap property in the Mojave Desert, invest his own capital in improving it, live on it for a while, secure title to the land, and then leave it to Clyde in his will. At sixty-nine years of age and in poor health, Marion might not be around much longer anyway, and in the meantime, Clyde, Molly, and the kids could live on it free. It seemed a perfect arrangement. They would have virtually no bills to pay, and the cash from their first crop of corn or wheat would get them off to a good start for the rest of their lives. Eighty acres was a sizable farm, in Iowa at least, and any farmer worth his salt could make a living from it. Clyde had not farmed in Iowa, except as a chore when he was a boy, but Marion was certain he could teach him if they lived, planted a crop, and harvested it together. Marion also bragged that the growing season in Southern California was almost 250 days a year, enough to bring in two crops. Respectable prosperity seemed certain.


When the Morrisons headed west in 1914, the region they entered had already assumed mythic dimensions in the national imagination. Late-nineteenth-century American popular culture had glorified the westward movement, making heroes out of the settlers and soldiers and villains out of the Indians. Kit Carson, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Jim Bridger were central characters in popular history and pulp novels, and Cody’s “Wild West Show” toured the country in the 1880s. Most Americans believed that the frontier had made them unique, and that the reason for social and political stability in the United States had always been the abundance of land.


But the frontier, long revered as the cradle of individualism and self-reliance, no longer existed in the early 1900s, and many prominent Americans mourned its passing. Traditional values appeared to be vanishing as well, overwhelmed from below by hordes of immigrants and urban poor, and from above by the crass commercialism of corporate capitalists. Plutocrats and the proletariat—money and the mob—seemed to have the upper hand. Owen Wister, whose novel The Virginian (1902) would help create the modern myth of the West, worried that “this continent does not hold a nation any longer, but is merely a strip of land on which a crowd is struggling for money.”


Owen Wister went west in 1885, not because he had to—he was from a well-educated, well-to-do family—but because he hoped to discover there an answer to the national crisis, a moral alternative to the commercial decadence and cultural malaise afflicting the East. During an extended stay in Wyoming before entering Harvard Law School, he managed a large cattle ranch and observed firsthand the range wars and Lincoln County violence of the late 1880s and early 1890s. He did not necessarily equate progress with the arrival of settlers, law, and order on the frontier, because newcomers often brought with them effete eastern values. What was to be revered out west, and what Wister immortalized in The Virginian, was the need for armed, virile men willing to break rules and ignore social conventions, to take the law into their own hands and resort to violence when necessary to protect decent people—civilization—from the menacing, debilitating effects of greedy capitalists, mindless mobs, and oppressive government officials.33


Wister, along with people like Frank Norris, Hamlin Garland, Jack London, and Stewart White, produced a genre of “red-blooded” fiction in the early 1900s to counter what they perceived to be the emasculating effects of commercialism, bureaucracy, urban squalor, and class conflict. The frontier no longer existed as a real place, but it could be perpetuated as a way of life, a symbolic world, through literature and education. The time was at hand for a revival of manly virtues—virility, toughness, courage, leadership, and determination. The literary mythology Wister and others invented helped entertain, and educate, a nation—highbrow readers as well as popular audiences—and spawned a set of values and expectations that shaped real-world discourse for the next two generations.


This cult of masculinity found new expression and continuing vitality in early silent films and in the novels of Zane Grey in the second and third decades of the twentieth century; movie serials, B Westerns, and Max Brand novels in the 1930s; war movies and feature Westerns in the 1940s; and television serials and Louis L’Amour novels in the 1950s and 1960s. By that time John Wayne’s screen persona would become the ultimate symbol of “red-blooded” masculinity and the flashpoint in a cultural battle between liberals and conservatives for the heart of America.


Marion’s vision for his son was part of that western mythology, and Clyde bought it whole. He had always had a hard time saying no to anybody, particularly his strong-willed father, and he had been discouraged by his run of bad luck. Besides, he had few alternatives. Maybe California was the answer. As usual, with his lack of business sense, he came to the game late. Clyde’s dreams were always one step behind the times. By the early 1900s the best California farmland was taken. Huge volumes of public-domain land were still available in the arid deserts of the Far West. John Wesley Powell, who explored the “arid lands” in the early 1870s, said that four sections (about 2,500 acres) constituted a reasonable minimum size for a farmer-stockman. The Homestead Act’s limit of 160 acres was simply not enough to make a living where water was so limited. To alleviate the problem Congress passed the Desert Land Act of 1877, which allowed settlers to acquire up to 640 acres of land for $1.25 an acre, if they worked to convert the land to agricultural purposes. But the only land available under the law was desert property incapable of producing an agricultural crop without irrigation. The federal government wanted to encourage settlement of sparsely populated areas and create incentives for their economic development. The Desert Land Act was followed up by the Carey Act of 1894 and the Newlands Act of 1902, which gave federal land to state governments to promote irrigation. The land that Marion found for Clyde, Molly, and the boys was desert property available for homesteading.34


Clyde joined his father in California late in 1913, and they spent a good part of 1914 working the land and trying to meet the minimum requirements to secure title and get it ready for the family. Marion had selected the southern half of the northeastern quarter of Section 34, Township 7N, north of Range 12, west of the San Bernardino Meridian—a total of 80 acres. If they managed to develop the property, they could later lay claim to the surrounding 560 acres. The property was located near the Southern Pacific Railroad tracks, about three miles south of Lancaster. Marion put nearly three thousand dollars of his own money into the land. One hundred yards from the railroad tracks they built a three-room frame house, approximately five hundred feet square, and topped it with a tin roof. John Wayne later described it as “a glorified shack.” They constructed a small barn—only twelve by sixteen feet—just in case they might acquire a horse and cow, and built a small corral behind it. And they made a shelter for the twenty-horsepower Victor Horizontal gas engine and the Ingersoll-Rand air compressor that would run the water pump. They placed the outhouse about forty yards behind the house. Marion and Clyde both knew that Molly would hate the outhouse after living with indoor plumbing, but at least for the time being they had no choice.35


They contracted a drilling company to install a well. His father’s health was slipping, so under Marion’s supervision, Clyde dug ditches—three feet wide and eighteen inches deep—by hand all around the property and laid galvanized-iron pipe to deliver the water. He plowed ten acres, planted experimental plots of corn and wheat, and irrigated them. He and Marion then filed the necessary papers with the Los Angeles office of the Bureau of Land Management, testifying to their improvements on the property and asking for title.36


Ominously, the corn and wheat crops did poorly, even with the irrigation. Actually the well did not produce nearly enough water for the land. In his affidavit to the land office, Clyde attributed the poor yield to the fact that May had been too late in the season to plant corn or wheat, and that he had ended up cutting the crop early in September for fodder and feed. But he was convinced, as always, that everything would work out just fine, that the land had potential, that he could make a new life for his family, that his father’s plans and money had not just been sunk into a pipe dream. Clyde wrote home at the end of 1914 that it was time for Molly and the boys to come west. “I’m sure he didn’t give her any details in the letter,” John Wayne later told Mary St. John. “If he had, there’s no way she would have left Iowa.”37


When she told her parents the plan, the looks on their faces were probably not very reassuring. In the first place, it seemed as if half of Iowa was already heading there. And Robert and Maggie liked their son-in-law—as a human being. But they shared Molly’s frustration about Clyde’s inability to settle down. And why way off to the Mojave Desert? The Browns had always been a close-knit family. The idea of being two thousand miles from their daughter and grandsons, and them living in a desert, was frightening. The Browns decided to sell their home in Des Moines and move with her to California.38


Molly and the two boys, along with Robert and Maggie Brown, boarded the train in Des Moines. The baby was only two years old in 1914, but Marion was seven. It was a great adventure for him. For Molly and her parents, however, adventure gave way to reality after they switched trains in Sacramento, California. The Southern Pacific line ran down through the San Joaquín Valley. As they headed south, the landscape changed. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the trees thinned out and mountains gave way to grassy hills. The land became sandier. “Dust devils”—tiny, tornadolike wind bursts—skipped across the flatlands. This valley—resting between the coastal ranges and the Sierra Nevadas—was one of nature’s most powerful wind tunnels. As they chugged south, the winds blew more powerfully and the temperature rose. “When I got off the train in Lancaster, I couldn’t believe my eyes,” Molly told Mary St. John years later. “My father had the grimmest look on his face.” It was not only as bad as they expected, it was worse—Clyde had chosen a no-man’s land.39


He picked up his family in a wagon and headed toward their new home. Lancaster had the look of the Old West—a real frontier town—with five saloons, two large hotels, two banks, a real estate office, two cafés, and a dry goods store across the street from the station. A two-hundred-foot-long wooden trough for watering horses ran down Main Street. The Hannah Hotel had recently burned down, giving the downtown a somewhat depressing look, but the Lancaster Grammar School—a handsome two-story building—had just gone up on Cedar Avenue, and a new Baptist church had recently opened on Tenth Street and Herald. Only two streets were paved—Tenth Street and Antelope Avenue—but there were plans for more, and there were forty or so houses in town. There were no electric lines anywhere in sight. (Edison Electric would not come to Lancaster until 1914.)40


As they drove south toward the house, the wagon stirred up clouds of dust. The town abruptly ended a few blocks from the station, and there appeared to be nothing as far as the eye could see, all the way to the San Gabriel Mountains. The dirt road meandered around clumps of juniper bushes, sagebrush, and sandy soft spots, making for a twisting, bumpy ride. As they approached the Morrison property, the Browns did not see what Clyde had described as a house and barn. All they saw was a shack and a shed. “Guess you’d have to call it a miserable little shanty,” Wayne later told Maurice Zolotow. “Didn’t have gas nor electricty nor water…. Evenings we lit kerosene lamps to read by. Mother cooked on a woodburnin stove. No telephone lines out our way, of course…. We were cut off from the world…. A stranger visitin’ from Iowa wouldn’t have believed he was in the twentieth century.” There were no trees and no shrubs, not so much as a blade of grass—in fact, not a single green plant on the whole place, just sagebrush and sand. They must have known, in an instant, that Molly would despise the place. In fact their daughter was going to be absolutely, chronically miserable. Like the first generation of women to settle the Great Plains seventy years earlier, she would age before her time, growing wrinkled, sunburned, and bitter. Robert and Maggie must have been heartsick about their daughter’s future and loath to leave her and go on to Los Angeles. They decided to stay in Lancaster, moving in with their daughter and son-in-law.41


Clyde Morrison was not the first farmer to cast his lot, and lose, on Section 34, Township 7N, Range 12W, S.B. Meridian. In 1884 Edward Carlson first claimed the land, but he soon lost hope and returned it to the Bureau of Land Management. During the next twenty-five years, fourteen other people tried their hand at making a living on the section, but they all gave up, some after a few months, others after several years.42


Jackrabbits and rattlesnakes made farming hazardous, physically and financially. The Antelope Valley teemed with rabbits. To control the pests, local farmers and ranchers sponsored “jackrabbit roundups.” It was a sight unlike anything in Iowa—half blood sport, half picnic. Hundreds of well-dressed men and women stood outside the temporary corral, many of them from Los Angeles on a weekend outing, all gathered for the fun. The town fathers had constructed a ring of wire and light fencing several acres in size, and far away to the east, on the horizon of the Mojave Desert, great clouds of dust rose as hundreds of horseback riders and dogs approached at breakneck speed. As the clouds and horses drew closer, thousands of terror-stricken Jackrabbits ran ahead of them, racing to escape the horde. Two temporary fences formed an increasingly narrower chute that fed the Jackrabbits into the corral. The riders closed in a huge but steadily shrinking semicircle, driving the rabbits into the enclosure, where they milled about in a frenzy. Then dozens of farmers, anxious to get even with the varmints that so often destroyed their crops, systematically clubbed the animals to death. The bedlam was deafening, with the crowds outside the corral roaring their approval. The wholesale slaughter was followed by a huge beef barbecue and street dance in downtown Lancaster.43


The rattlesnakes were even worse. “And I don’t just mean a few,” John Wayne remembered in 1973. “Seems to me like there musta been millions. The more you killed—the more they kept on comin’.” Molly was afraid to walk too far from the house, and she kept the boys close at hand as well. There were just too many snakes. Clyde took young Marion on rattlesnake hunts. Years later Wayne could still remember having nightmares. “Shooting those snakes also gave me some sleepless nights—visions of thousands of slithering snakes coming after me. I used to wake up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night, but my dad, or my family, never knew it. I kept my fears to myself.”44


Clyde was not lazy. He struggled to make a success of the farm, working long hours, seven days a week, but he did not know the first thing about farming. Clyde had been raised as a city boy. The rest of the farmers in Antelope Valley, California, at least those who survived, raised hay and alfalfa on their land. But not Clyde. The profits on corn and wheat were higher per acre than on hay and alfalfa, so he tried corn and wheat. But grain crops also demanded heavier volumes of water—which he did not have. Even though the experimental corn and wheat crops of 1914 had been a bust, he confidently pushed ahead. Clyde, Molly, and even little Marion worked from dawn to dusk in the spring of 1915 clearing sagebrush off the property, tilling the soil, and planting corn—lots of Iowa corn. They also put in a crop of black-eyed peas. After a couple of weeks, the plants sprouted, but within two days jackrabbits had eaten them all. Their entire crop and four months of heavy labor was gone. Wayne remembered it as a turning point in the marriage:


We were in bad shape financially…. The biggest disappointment of all was when we planted black-eyed peas. We had five acres of greenery going, beautiful tender young shoots. We went away for a weekend and when we came back, they’d been completely eaten by rabbits. It was tough. Like any married couple, they were going through a rough time. But that broke them. They never made that adjustment where they could get together again.45


But even after that disastrous first year, Clyde’s faith was undimmed. Molly must have been miserably unhappy; they were broke; the heat was oppressive, the house drafty, and the wind unceasing. She could not keep the house clean, at least not up to her standards. There always seemed to be a film of dust on the tablecloths, dishes, glasses, floor, shelves, and pillows. During the summer the heat inside the house hit 90 degrees, and it continued throughout the summer. Clyde and Marion had built the house Iowa-style, with relatively low ceilings. Even minimum comfort in the desert, however, required high ceilings to let the heat rise. Outside the temperature went as high as 118 degrees. They had known heat spells back in Iowa, but nothing like this. Molly also had to keep the stove on to cook and to heat water for washing and bathing, adding to the oppressiveness inside. And to get the water to cook and wash, Molly had to carry it in five-gallon buckets from the well some distance away.46


It did not take long before Molly started venting her wrath directly on Clyde and indirectly on little Marion, whom she could barely tolerate. She complained to her parents every day and just as frequently yelled and screamed at Clyde. Robert and Maggie Brown felt sorry for Molly but worried that their presence in the household was only complicating matters, making a bad situation worse. The Browns were also fed up with the desert. Life in Antelope Valley was just too different from the comforts of Des Moines. It was too hot, too dusty, and too crowded in the three-room house. They decided to move to Los Angeles and told Clyde that he should do the same. Robert got a job as a proofreader at a print shop, Maggie found work as a seamstress, and they rented a house at 812 East Fourteenth Street. A few months later they moved to a somewhat larger home on Valencia Street.47


After that first crop failure in September 1914, Clyde and Molly enrolled young Marion as a second-grader in the Lancaster Grammar School. Sixty children attended. He soon earned the nickname “Skinny” because of the mare he rode to school every day. The animal had a metabolic disorder of some kind, which gave her the proverbial swayback exposed-rib-cage look. After school Marion rode the three or so miles back home, but since there were no other children nearby, he occupied his own time or did chores for his father.48


The poverty was bad enough, but Molly also had to deal with its social implications. She had grown up in a self-respecting, middle-class family known for its financial stability. The years in Iowa—despite the bad debts, bill collectors, and bankruptcy—seemed idyllic compared to life in the Mojave Desert. If it were not for both sets of parents, they would be destitute. Nor did Molly make friends in California, leaving her even more isolated. To get into town she had to hitch up the wagon and make the three-mile journey, but the trip was always disappointing since the prosperous ladies of Lancaster showed no interest in the poverty-stricken Morrisons. Her only interaction with polite society in Lancaster and Palmdale came when several local women accused the Morrisons of neglecting the mare that Marion rode to school each day. The animal was so skinny that they were convinced that the family was starving her. An examination by a veterinarian proved them wrong, but for Molly, the experience was still humiliating.49


Lancaster and Palmdale were not without prospects, even though the local economy was somewhat depressed. Between 1907 and 1912, the construction of the Los Angeles Aqueduct, bringing water from the Sierra Nevadas through Kern County to Los Angeles, had provided the city with hundreds of construction jobs. But completion of the canal brought an end to the infusion of government money, and all of Antelope Valley went through a painful period of adjustment. Most of that adjustment was over by the time the Morrisons arrived in 1914, and new construction plans were moving forward. A public library and new high school had just opened. Saturday-night street dances were weekly affairs. There was a Methodist Church on Date Avenue near Ninth Street, and its members were engaged in a campaign to fund construction of a new chapel. Lodge 437 of the Masonic Order opened in 1915, and the Woman’s Independence Club rented out part of its building at the corner of Tenth Street and Cedar to a motion picture operator who opened a nickelodeon—a storefront movie theater.


There were more than twenty thousand nickelodeons operating around the country, catering to a working-class clientele, who would go to the small theaters and watch a vitascope project a film on a wall or screen. The movie industry also came to Lancaster in a more tangible way. Antelope Valley was only an hour by train from the growing number of film studios in Los Angeles, and the valley’s desert landscape was perfect for Westerns, which were nickelodeon staples. Film production companies arrived at the railroad station every week to make movies, and film stars roared over the San Gabriel mountains and down into the valley in their Stutz Bearcats, Crosley tourers, luxury Locomobiles, Cadillacs, and Houpt-Rockwell tourers. At night the film crews met in the Lancaster Grammar School on Cedar Avenue and reviewed the day’s shooting. Townsfolk gathered outside the building to peer through the windows.50


Most of the Western films of the time employed the basic themes of Zane Grey’s Riders of the Purple Sage (1912), which sold an astonishing one million hardcover copies and was followed up with annual bestsellers until 1925. Taking up where Owen Wister and The Virginian left off, Grey created a mythical West in which strong men see to justice. But while Wister made sure the heroes were well-bred, well-to-do men capable of governing a society, the hero of Riders of the Purple Sage is Lassiter, a mysterious gunman without a past who rescues the heroine, Jane Withersteen, from the clutches of a greedy Mormon land baron and a mob of rustlers. Withersteen, if she is going to survive in a red-blooded world, must learn to accept, even revere, the legitimate violence existing in “true men.” Lassiter is a hero capable of any amount of violence and cruelty to protect the innocent; he is perfectly comfortable with the demands of revenge and retribution. In him the cowboy-gunslinger became the new icon of Western literature.51


When the good people of Lancaster and Palmdale peeped through the windows of the schoolhouse to view the rushes, they saw formula Westerns. The Edison Company had made a Western—Cripple Creek Barroom—in 1898, but the first real Western movie was Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery (1903), from which G. M. “Bronco Billy” Anderson emerged as the first Western star. Dozens of other Westerns followed, all of them melodramas, such as In the Badlands, Boots and Saddles, Stampede, On the Border, and Pine Ridge Feud. D. W. Griffith turned his talents to Westerns in 1911, making The Last Drop of Water and Fighting Blood. William S. Hart soon succeeded Bronco Billy as the premier Western star in the 1910s. The formula was clear-cut and morally unambiguous: Heroic cowboy-gunslingers save women and children from hostile Indians, acquisitive land barons, lecherous villains, and greedy capitalists. The Western film would eventually make young Marion Morrison one of the most famous men in the world.52


But in 1915 Molly was sick of the heat, the wind, the dust, and the smelly outhouse. She badgered Clyde to do something—anything—to get them away from what was fast becoming a domestic catastrophe. More than once she threatened divorce. John Wayne remembered a warning she gave to Clyde: “One of these days, mark my words, I’m just going to pack and go back to Des Moines.” As usual Clyde saw a sliver of hope. In September 1915, he came up with what he thought was the answer to their problems. Another piece of land—the 320-acre tract in Section 26, Township 11 North—was available, and Clyde decided to lay claim to it. If he could get those 320 acres and then purchase or inherit from his father the 640 acres they were already living on, the family would own nearly one thousand acres of land.53


Molly would have none of it. The marriage, already weak by the time they arrived in California, was approaching the breaking point. Their arguments increased in frequency and intensity. She shouted and screamed at him every night, demanding that Clyde relieve her of her misery. Clyde refused to shout back, tried to calm her down, and gave the children the distinct impression that their mother was unreasonable, that the problems in the marriage rested with her, not him. Eight-year-old Marion would lie in bed at night and cover his ears with a pillow to muffle the shrill sounds of his mother’s complaints, wondering what was wrong, why she was so upset, and why she hated his dad. Early in 1916 Molly had had enough. She gave Clyde an ultimatum—either move across the San Gabriel Mountains and get a job, or get a lawyer, because she was going to file for divorce.54


Her demands came as no surprise to Clyde. By the end of 1915 they were not only out of luck but out of money. Clyde did not have the funds to make the necessary improvements to the larger plot, and he could not sell the existing property because he had not lived on it long enough to satisfy the federal title requirements. Nor was his father in any position to help. Marion was fast becoming senile and suffering from tuberculosis, and early in 1915 he became so mentally incompetent and physically incontinent that his wife, Emma, could no longer take care of him. Clyde committed him to the Thornycraft Sanitarium in Glendale for three weeks, but they soon had him transferred across town to Patton Veterans Hospital.55


Clyde, along with Molly and the boys, visited his father a few times at the sanitarium and the VA hospital. They took the railroad through the San Gabriel Mountains and then rode a taxi out to the hospital. The taxi took them through downtown Glendale and then north to the Verdugo foothills. The visits only intensified Molly’s unhappiness with the farm. Compared to Lancaster, Glendale seemed like paradise. The city sat up against the foothills, where the temperature averaged about seventy degrees. Even in the summers, when the heat was most intense, the evening breezes from the Pacific Ocean cooled the late afternoons and nights. Many of the streets were paved, and automobiles were everywhere. It was a beautiful community full of Protestant churches, Masonic lodges, schools, houses, apartments, drugstores, parks, theaters, electricity, and, best of all, plumbing. It was like Des Moines, only with mountains and a better climate. The Morrisons had read about the beauties of Glendale in the Palmdale Post and Antelope Valley Press: “Good roads, prosperous appearance of the homes, the hospitable residents and the thriving towns.” But it was the visits to Marion Morrison’s hospital that convinced Molly that she wanted to relocate there. The old man’s illness and death later that year removed one more barrier to moving out of the desert. John Wayne described the decision quite simply: “Mother convinced [Clyde] after many bitter discussions that almost broke up the marriage, that he was not fit for agriculture.”56


After his father’s funeral, Clyde began taking the Southern Pacific train into Los Angeles to look for work. He stayed with the in-laws on Valencia Avenue and studied the classified ads in the Los Angeles Times and the Los Angeles Evening Herald. But 1915 Los Angeles was a busy place, a city in the midst of an unprecedented boom. Clyde Morrison knew that they could not live any longer in Lancaster, but he was still a small-town person, and Los Angeles was just too big and chaotic. Molly had really liked Glendale when they came in for the hospital visits, and he was anxious to try to please her. So he looked there as well, searching the classifieds of the Glendale Evening News. The Glendale Pharmacy on West Broadway was looking for a registered pharmacist, and Clyde charmed them, as he always did, in the interview. They offered him the job, and he went to work early in 1916. Molly liked the small house at 421 South Isabel, and the Morrisons rented it. They abandoned the farm in Lancaster, sold off what little equipment they had, and came over the mountains on the Southern Pacific Railroad to start, once again, a new life together.57








2
“He’s Just Been Playing Himself All These Years”



It was a common sight in the neighborhood: Clyde was out in the front yard playing football with his oldest son, Marion. Back in Iowa, Clyde had been a talented athlete at Simpson College, playing tackle on the football team and winning All-State honors. He was just a little over five feet ten, 185 pounds, with a well-muscled body. Marion was tall but thin in 1918, his eleven-year-old body no match for his father’s yet, but they were not in any real contest anyway. Clyde patiently taught the boy how to throw, kick, run, block, and tackle. Frank Hoyt, one of Marion’s close boyhood friends, often played with them. He even remembered one magical day when the Morrisons took him along to the beach in Southern California. Clyde was decked out in a striped, one-piece bathing suit, while Molly was in one of those Victorian women’s bathing dresses—black, full length, long-sleeved. The boys had a glorious time. Standing along the edge of the beach, Clyde had them run pass patterns into the surf, throwing them the ball just before the waves crashed into them. He showed them how to bodysurf. “The only problem with the whole day,” Hoyt remembered, “was Mrs. Morrison. You could never tell how she would feel. She complained all day about the long drive from Glendale and the sand getting in their car and clothes.” But the front-yard father-son football was everyday; the beach was an occasional luxury.1


When the Morrisons left the Mojave in 1916, they could hardly be civil to, let alone love, each other. But life in Glendale was pleasant enough to postpone disaster for another ten years. The streets were paved and well-lighted, and the homes and apartments enjoyed electricity, indoor water, and telephone hookups. Hundreds of new fire hydrants protected the frame and stucco houses. The city was surrounded by thousands of square miles of vineyards and orange, apricot, and lemon groves. To locals Glendale was known as “Jewel City.”2


Like the rest of the American Southwest, Glendale had been Mexican territory until 1848. José María Berdugo, a young soldier in the Spanish army stationed at the San Gabriel Mission east of Los Angeles, first explored the area of what is today Glendale in the early 1770s. When he took his first look at the San Fernando Valley, Berdugo was overwhelmed by its beauty, describing it as “the gate of Heaven.” When his enlistment was over, he managed to secure from the king of Spain a land grant there of more than 32,000 acres. He named it the San Rafael Rancho. The land stayed with the family for nearly a century before Anglo settlers got title to it. After the end of the Mexican War in 1848, the United States assumed sovereignty over the Southwest. The Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo guaranteed all Hispanic residents American citizenship, freedom of religion, and protection of their land titles. But those guarantees proved to be little protection later, when millions of Anglo pioneers settled in the West.3


Because of the large-scale immigration during the first years of the Gold Rush, the Mexican inhabitants of California, who were known as Californios, were soon outnumbered by 65,000. When the gold rush played out, tens of thousands of Anglo immigrants squatted on Californio land. To resolve the question of title, the state legislature passed the Land Act of 1851, creating a Board of Land Commissioners to hear and mediate conflicting claims. The board was hopelessly biased: The commissioners were all Anglos, the hearings were conducted in English, and the burden of proof rested on the Californio owners, not the Anglo squatters. By 1860 the board had turned more than four million acres of Spanish land over to the squatters. When the board decided in favor of the Californio owners, the squatters often resorted to the federal court system, where cases took an average of seventeen years to resolve. During the litigation the squatters were allowed to remain on the land. The San Rafael Rancho was just one small piece in that historical puzzle. The Berdugos lost it piecemeal—through lawsuits and sale—in the late nineteenth century, and early in the twentieth century, San Rafael Rancho was swallowed up by the great California land boom.4


By 1900 Southern California was in the midst of an unprecedented economic and demographic expansion, much of it engineered by Harry Chandler. In 1892 he had married the daughter of Harrison Gray Otis, owner of the Los Angeles Times. Over the years, Chandler built the Times into the most powerful newspaper on the West Coast. He also created a vast real estate empire in the Imperial Valley, deep in Southern California near the Mexican border, and in the San Fernando Valley north of Los Angeles. Using the Times to spread the word about his economic crusade, Chandler convinced Southern California voters in 1903 and 1907 to pass large bond issues to bring water out of the Sierra Nevadas to the San Fernando Valley. As these plans were being developed, Chandler secretly bought up large ranches in the area. Eventually, he controlled more than sixty million acres, which he carved up into real estate subdivisions. To bring new settlers to Southern California, Chandler used the Times for a promotional advertising, distributing tens of thousands of copies during the winter months in the Midwest.5


Midwesterners responded to the propaganda and headed for California by the millions. The population of Los Angeles was only 50,000 in 1890, but it doubled to 102,000 in 1900. It more than tripled to 319,000 in 1910 and nearly doubled again to 577,000 in 1920. In 1930 Los Angeles counted more than 1,238,000 residents. Rich in land, Chandler and the other founding fathers of modern Los Angeles wanted everybody driving a car and living in a single-family suburban house. That type of growth maximized profits on land sales, and there was no premium on space anyway. They did not want city tenements and apartment houses. Southern California obediently exploded in every direction.6


Nestled between the Verdugo foothills to the north and the Hollywood hills to the south, Glendale was at the eastern end of the San Fernando Valley, near the center of the boom. At the turn of the century only three hundred people lived in Glendale, but local boosters asserted it had real economic possibilities, primarily because it was so close to Los Angeles—only ten miles northeast of downtown city center. The Glendale Improvement Association, composed primarily of real estate interests, successfully campaigned for an interurban commuter railroad, and by 1904 the Pacific Electric Railway Company was making thirty-three round-trips to Los Angeles every day. The daily fare was seven cents, and the trip—beginning at Sixth and Main, going past Echo Park, and then crossing the Los Angeles River—took only twenty minutes. Glendale quickly became a commuter suburb.7


Real estate agents began selling 50-by 125-foot lots in the city for $250 to $600, requiring a 25 percent down payment followed by eighteen monthly payments. The cheapest lots sold for $10 down and twenty-four monthly payments of $10. Affordable land prices, good weather, and the easy commute to Los Angeles transformed Glendale, swelling its population from 300 in 1900 to 2,746 in 1910. When the Morrisons arrived there in 1916, the population had tripled to nearly 9,000 people, and when Clyde and Molly split in 1926, Glendale had a population of more than 53,000. Town boosters bragged that Glendale was the fastest-growing city in the country, and because of its resources, they dubbed it “Playground of the World.”8


They were also proud of its wholesomeness and progressive spirit. Glendale was a “dry” city in the early 1900s, and its chapter of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) led the fight for Prohibition in California. To avoid the problems of urban machines controlled by powerful bosses and large corporations—so common in the Northeast and Midwest—Glendale adopted a city-manager system of government complete with modern tax assessment methods, public utility regulation, annual city budgets, and centralized, audited purchasing. Progressive Republican values shaped Glendale’s political culture as they had much of that of Los Angeles, and both cities prided themselves on their ability to maximize economic growth while preserving good government.9


The city also had a distinctly midwestern flavor to it, which limited the culture shock for families like the Morrisons. In 1910, 735 families lived in Glendale, overwhelmingly white Anglo-Saxon Protestants who had been born in the Midwest and Northeast. Only eighty-nine of the heads of those families were foreign-born, and half of them were English and Canadian. The largest minority group was Japanese, with sixteen families; and the second largest was Hispanic, with twelve families. Only a handful of people were from the southern states. More than 90 percent of the families came from New England and the Midwest. Only 6 percent were even second-generation Californians. On its face and in its faces, Glendale was not much different from Winterset.10


Midwesterners, so used to transient societies in which kinship ties were weak or nonexistent, equated community life with community organization. Like Winterset, Glendale had its collection of Protestant churches—Methodist, Baptist, Presbyterian, and Episcopalian—as well as a small Roman Catholic congregation. A full slate of fraternal lodges arrived with the Midwestern migration, including the Masons, Eastern Star, Elks, Knights Templars, Rebekah Lodges, Oddfellows, Knights of Pythias, Good Templars, and Modern Woodmen. Also as in Winterset, patriotism ran strong. Civil War veterans had their Grand Army of the Republic building at South Glendale Avenue, and their wives attended the Women’s Relief Corps. The Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) met every week to promote love of country. The Sons of Veterans was an auxiliary of the Grand Army of the Republic. There was also an organized group of Spanish War Veterans, and after World War I Glendale had chapters of the American Legion and the Red Cross as well.11


When the Morrisons arrived in Glendale in the fall of 1916, they felt as if they had returned home. They moved into a house at 421 S. Isabel, and Clyde had a good job as a druggist at the Glendale Pharmacy on West Broadway. He sold everything from medicine to ice cream and, as he had done in Earlham and Winterset, gave away free advice. Soon he was again being called “Doc” and was a popular figure in the store. Marion was enrolled in the fourth grade at the Sixth Street Elementary School, and the family joined the First Methodist Church, which was in the middle of a construction campaign to finish the new chapel at Wilson Avenue and Kenwood Street. Clyde joined the Unity Chapter of the Royal Arch Masons, and Molly stayed home taking care of Bobby. The Morrisons had all the appearances of an ideal family.12


Young Marion even managed to get rid of his name, which he had always hated. Kids teased him, saying he had a girl’s name, and the abuse frequently led to fights. He also came to despise the way Molly screeched it out when she was mad at him. Back in Lancaster, his friends had nicknamed him “Skinny,” but Marion was no fonder of that name, thinking it implied either weakness or unattractiveness. He began insisting that his friends just call him “Morrison” until 1918, when a group of local firemen provided him with the nickname that would last for life. The family had a pet dog—a huge Airedale—named “Duke,” and the animal dutifully followed Marion to school every day. When they passed Fire Department Station No. 1 at 315 East Broadway, the dog would stay behind, sleeping there until the eleven-year-old boy came from school. The firemen began referring to Marion as “Little Duke,” or just “Duke,” and he liked the sound of it. “Until I got the dog’s name,” Wayne laughed in 1973, “everyone used to call me Marion.” From then on, one of the first things out of his mouth when he introduced himself to people would be, “Just call me Duke.”13


The Morrisons’ domestic tranquillity was short-lived. Few dysfunctional families solve their basic problems merely by relocating, and the Morrisons were no exception. Clyde had a job, but he never brought home enough money to go around, never enough to pay the bills. And he drank too much. Liquor dulled some of the pain, making Molly’s outbursts and his own failures easier to live with. Molly came to despise Clyde, sober or drunk. He also made too many friends and helped too many of them when they ran short of cash. With married life all but intolerable, Clyde spent too much of his time in pool halls and bars. The family was also on the move, changing houses frequently. In 1917 they rented another house, at 315 South Geneva Street, but the stay was only temporary. By the end of the year they were living at 443 West Colorado. They bought a house of their own at 404 North Isabel in 1918 but lost it before the year was out; the owners of the Glendale Pharmacy let the Morrisons move into a tiny apartment above the drugstore. Clyde and Molly managed to buy another house in 1920. It was a nice six-room dwelling at 313 Garfield Avenue, the finest they had ever had, but Clyde defaulted on the payments in 1921. They then rented another place at 815 South Garfield.14


Even more humiliating than the constant moves, at least for Molly, was the frequency with which they had to use Duke’s money for household expenses. In the summer of 1918, Duke went to work in the orchards, picking apricots and oranges. He also got a paper route delivering the Los Angeles Examiner on his bicycle, a job that required him to get up at 4:30 A.M. seven days a week and ride through his neighborhood in the dark. On Sunday mornings, when the papers were too heavy to carry, Clyde would get up, too, and drive the boy along the paper route in the Nash. That fall, when he became an eighth grader at the Wilson Intermediate School, Duke continued to work, obtaining an after-school job making deliveries for the Glendale Pharmacy. On Saturdays he often passed out handbills for downtown Glendale businesses. More often than not, Molly had to ask her son to help her buy groceries and pay utility bills. “You won’t believe this,” Molly told Mary St. John in the 1960s, “but sometimes I had to take Duke’s paper route money to pay bills.” Mary brought the subject up to Duke a few days later, and he was nonchalant about it. “Hell,” he told her, “times were hard then. I didn’t mind if my folks needed some of my money. Dad would’ve given me the shirt off his back.” But whatever shred of respect or affection Molly had for her husband died during those first years in Glendale.15


Duke shared none of his mother’s resentments. In fact, the one constant in life was Clyde. Frank Hoyt also delivered drugs for the Glendale Pharmacy and papers for the Los Angeles Examiner. He remembered rushing downtown from Wilson Intermediate after school to the pharmacy, where Clyde would greet both boys with a smile and an ice-cold Coke. In the evenings and on Sunday afternoons, Clyde played football and baseball with the boys, umpiring games, keeping score, and settling arguments. Hoyt recalled Clyde as “a great guy—strong, friendly, and gentle. Sometimes Mr. Morrison would even drive me around on Sunday mornings to get my papers delivered. I envied the relationship Duke had with his father. They spent a lot of time together and really enjoyed each other.”16


Molly was another story. Her feelings for Duke were directly related to her growing dislike for Clyde. Duke was tentative and hesitant around her, never sure how she was feeling or how she was going to react. Hoyt remembered times when she would storm into the pharmacy to give Clyde a “dressing down, embarassing Duke and Doc in front of everybody.” She insisted that Duke take little Bobby along whenever he left the house to play with his friends. “When we were ten, Bobby was only five,” Hoyt recalled, “and when we were fifteen Bobby was only ten. He was always too little. And if Bobby was ever unhappy or crying, she immediately blamed Duke for it. You could tell Duke often hated having to bring Bobby along, but he kept his mouth shut. He was not about to cross his mother.” Not surprisingly Duke was reluctant to bring friends home or even to play in the yard unless Clyde was there. “She would get mad for no apparent reason,” Hoyt remembered.17


Under the best of circumstances, adolescence is difficult, but rather than wallow in unhappiness, Duke began to reveal the drive and resources that would power his career. Between the part-time jobs and community activities, and later high school, Duke became the busiest teenager in Glendale. Molly wanted him out earning money, and Clyde wanted him busy enough to stay out of trouble. Clyde also wanted his boy involved in respectable, middle-class pursuits that would put him in touch with important people and their children. But most important, the boy himself wanted mainly to be out of the house. As long as he was working or going to meetings, he was insulated from his mother’s wrath. In those formal settings he was also free of his little brother. Years later Duke remarked that the “biggest trial of my young life was shepherding my little brother around. Wherever I went, Bob had to follow.” But not, thankfully, to the Boy Scouts or YMCA. Those groups had age limits. Gradually Duke discovered something in these gatherings that had been suppressed at home: He was smart, talented, and popular.18


As a city of recently uprooted midwestern farm families who found urban life at once delightful and unsettling, Glendale was an ideal setting for the Boy Scouts and the YMCA. The unprecedented growth during the first three decades of the twentieth century created the need for a formal way to instill stable and traditional values. The Boy Scouts and YMCA, both organized in Great Britain in the nineteenth century as training institutions for the youth who would later populate the clubs of the aristocratic “ruling class” of the British Empire, had become in the United States ideal institutions for middle-class men to express patriotism, individualism, and voluntarism. Boy Scouting had been especially popular in the Midwest, and it was an organization Clyde Morrison supported wholeheartedly. In 1919, when he was twelve years old, Duke joined Troop Four of the Boy Scouts and started attending YMCA activities. He was a serious Boy Scout, still active in the troop four years later. He went on the campouts and summer camps, learned to tie knots, recited the Scout Oath and Scout Law, completed the skills requirements, earned the merit badges, conducted the service projects, and advanced through the ranks of Tenderfoot, Second Class, and First Class. Perhaps the only surprise on the future John Wayne’s résumé is that he did not make Eagle Scout. He was part of the Boy Scouts “Bicycle Battalion,” a bike drill and military group that went on extended trips and engaged in competitive races. On March 9, 1920, Duke received his first newspaper notice. The Glendale Evening News reported that “Marion Morrison got the thumb of his left hand caught between the chain and sprocket wheel of his bicycle last Saturday while tuning it up for practice on the boys speedway at the corner of Hawthorne and Central Avenue. He hoped to enter the races. The flesh was badly lacerated and the joint spread somewhat, necessitating the care of a surgeon.”19


The Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) first came to Glendale in 1919 and Duke joined immediately. Although the YMCA’s program was less formal than that of the Boy Scouts, it nevertheless provided some structure and an outlet. The YMCA’s focus was athletic; it sponsored basketball and baseball teams, took the boys on weekend trips and more extended camping during the summer and spring breaks, and gave them opportunities for swimming and boating. The YMCA sponsors would drive the boys down to Long Beach, put them on a boat, and sail them across the twenty-mile channel to Catalina Island. On those trips Duke acquired a love for the sea that lasted throughout his life.20


As if these organizations were not enough, the Masonic Lodges in Glendale established a De Molay chapter in the summer of 1922. The De Molay fraternity was founded in 1919 in Kansas City, Missouri, by Frank S. Land, a Freemason concerned about encouraging the “development of good citizenship and character among youth.” At the time the United States was caught up in its first Red Scare, one that has been overshadowed by Joe McCarthy and the early Cold War; but at the time, in the wake of Lenin’s astonishing ascent to the helm of one of the largest and most powerful nations on earth, the first was terrifying. Many Americans worried about the erosion of their values. Each De Molay chapter had to be sponsored by a Masonic Lodge, and only boys whose fathers were Masons could join. De Molay emphasized what it called the seven “jewels” in the “Crown of Youth”: filial love, reverence for sacred things, courtesy, comradeship, fidelity, cleanliness, and patriotism. From its inception De Molay was overtly anticommunist. It sponsored service projects, vocational guidance, speech contests, and teenage safety instruction for boys. When the local Masons started a De Molay chapter in Glendale in 1922, Clyde made sure that Duke was inducted and that he attended the weekly meetings at the Masonic Temple. From the time he was fourteen, Duke consumed a steady diet of anticommunist rhetoric at those meetings, rhetoric that hardened into convictions. In California the midwestern Scotch-Irish Morrison values were thus transformed into all-American values by the Boy Scouts, the YMCA, and De Molay.21


By the time he was fourteen years old, Duke was spending 95 percent of his waking moments away from home. He would get up before dawn and ride his bicycle to the corner of Broadway and South Maryland to roll and tie the newspapers. The route took him up and down several miles of Glendale streets before he headed home for breakfast. After a full day in school, he then headed for the Glendale Pharmacy to make deliveries. He went to Boy Scout meetings on Tuesday nights, YMCA on Wednesday nights, and De Molay on Thursday nights. Every other weekend there was some Boy Scout campout or YMCA excursion on the calendar. On those weekends when he was not out with the scouts or the YMCA, he was usually working at the pharmacy, distributing handbills, or doing odd jobs.


There were other ways of getting out of the house as well, of escaping into a fantasy land where life seemed simpler, issues clearer-cut, people easier to figure out. Glendale has, and has had for the last eighty years, one of the finest public libraries in the country. Duke was bright; he could read before he went to school. And he loved to read: “I became a confirmed reader when I was growing up in Glendale,” he told a reporter in 1972. “I’ve loved reading all my life.” He would check books out to bring them home, but he also spent hours reading in the solitude of the library, losing himself and his troubles in romantic adventure novels like Ivanhoe, The Last of the Mohicans, and Robinson Crusoe. Biography intrigued him—the stories of heroic men, George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, John Paul Jones, Kit Carson, Buffalo Bill Cody, George Rogers Clark, and Jim Bridger, men who triumphed over long odds and made a place for themselves in the world and in history. He also became an avid reader of Zane Grey’s Western novels.22


There was also the magic of movies which attracted his attention as he got older. Inside the theaters Duke watched mythical heroes act out morality plays, with good triumphing over evil, and patriotism, competition, and individualism prevailing in every encounter. Glendale was a great place to watch movies. The Glendale Theater was built on West Fourth Street in 1910, and four years later Jensen’s Palace Grand Theater, complete with “opera chairs, [an] asbestos and iron-lined projection room, and a motion picture machine,” went up at 319 South Brand. The new Glendale Theater was constructed at 124 South Grand in 1920, and Duke went as often as he could. “My folks always let me go to the movies every Saturday,” he recalled years later. “We were really motion-picture goers. In those days, it was the most inexpensive entertainment in the country; movies cost about ten cents and the Saturday afternoon show was a nickel.”23


Many times during junior high and high school, he escaped to the cool, dark theaters, alone, to watch and dream. “Movies fascinated me,” he told an interviewer in 1969. “I went on average, four or five times a week. I used to mimic Douglas Fairbanks. I admired his duelling, stunts, fearlessness and impish grin.” The Western was just coming of age. William S. Hart dominated the Western film landscape in the teens and early twenties, rescuing Westerns from the bland mediocrity that had engulfed the genre. He brought to the screen—as an actor, director, and writer—the rugged authenticity of what Americans believed the real West had been like. In Hell’s Hinges (1916), a classic Western, Tracey (William S. Hart) rides into the town of Hell’s Hinges, which has been taken over by a brutal saloon gang. His guns blazing, he restores order so that decent men and women can get on with the work of building lives for their families.


At the same time that William S. Hart was bringing realism to the screen, Tom Mix created a different cowboy hero. Between 1911 and 1917, Tom Mix made seventy-one one-and two-reel Westerns for producer William Selig and gained a following in the South and West. Mix signed with Fox in 1917 and eventually made more than three hundred more films. He eclipsed Hart as the nation’s favorite Western star. His clothes were crisp, clean, and freshly pressed. The neckerchief, tied tight and high around his neck, looked decorative, not functional, and his trousers, with the dry cleaner’s crease often visible, were tucked into shiny, new boots. His long-sleeved Western shirt sported pearl buttons. The costume was topped off with Mix’s gigantic signature cowboy hats. If William S. Hart resembled a real cowboy working cattle in the dusty, dirty Old West, Mix seemed right off a dude ranch. But America loved him.


Other producers and directors turned to Westerns as well. Triangle and Artcraft Studios promoted Douglas Fairbanks Sr. as a Western hero in their movies. In 1923 John Cruze made The Covered Wagon, the first epic Western, and a year later John Ford’s The Iron Horse established him as one of Hollywood’s greatest directors. Sitting in those Glendale theaters, Duke also watched the fictional exploits of actors like Hoot Gibson, Dustin Farnum, Rudolph Valentino, and Harry Carey Sr. When Clyde was working for Jensen’s Drug Store, the owners let the boy in free whenever he wanted to go to the Palace Grand Theater. He would also ride his bike for miles along the San Fernando Road distributing handbills for the Palace Grand and Glendale Theaters. The pay was all he needed: free admission whenever he wanted to watch a film. When Rudolph Valentino and The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse played the Glendale Theater in the summer of 1921, he watched the movie fourteen times during the week.24


But there was more to the movie business than just going to the theater. Filmmakers were shooting movies in Glendale constantly in the early 1900s. The Sierra Photoplays Studio was located at 315 West Chestnut and Kalem Studios was at 400 North Verdugo Road. Other studios in Los Angeles regularly brought their actors and cameras out to Glendale on the Pacific Electric Railway to shoot films in the Verdugo foothills. From the time he was nine years old, Duke spent hours, especially during the summers, at the Kalem Studio lot watching the camermen shoot the films. On lucky days the grips would let him be their gofer, giving him chores to do and then letting him eat a box lunch with them at noon. During World War I, film stars came out to Glendale and gave patriotic speeches urging Americans to buy war bonds. The kids often went over to a vacant lot on Louise Street to “play movies,” creating their own dramas, operating a makeshift wooden camera, and pretending to be Douglas Fairbanks, Tom Mix, or Rudolph Valentino. In 1921, as one of his ongoing stunts to promote Glendale nationally, Leslie Brand, a local real estate developer, sponsored America’s first “fly-in” lunch, in which prominent people, especially film stars, flew private planes into Glendale to dine. It was one of the biggest events of the year in Glendale and made the national newspapers as well as the theater newsreels.25


Duke frequently retreated into a fantasy world of books and movies, but he did not live there nor grow up an introvert. His feet were firmly planted on the ground, and he gradually discovered that success in the outside world compensated at least partially for emptiness and insecurity inside. He yearned to have his father’s assets—an understanding nature and the ability to make friends—without Clyde’s undeniable liability: an inability to succeed financially. Duke loved his father deeply and felt loved unconditionally by him. A childhood friend of Duke’s remembered, “Even as a teenager, Duke was not afraid to greet his father with a hug and kiss. They were very close.” He forgave Clyde his weaknesses, but he had no desire to become a carbon copy of his old man. He sought success and recognition, not a happy-go-lucky series of failures.26


He loved his mother in an abstract way; children are supposed to love their mothers, but she frightened him. Duke admired her toughness, honesty, and spunk, but he wanted none of Molly’s bad-tempered capriciousness and irrational dislikes. It is overwhelmingly clear that Duke yearned for acceptance, and since it was not naturally forthcoming from Molly, the only way to get it was to earn it—to prove to his mother that he could do what Clyde had failed to do. Meanwhile, while Duke was doing all the right things in life, his brother Bobby was checking out, missing more and more school, getting poor grades, drinking, refusing to earn his own money—acting out a script that could have been written by Clyde. Nevertheless, in her convoluted way, Molly attached herself to Bobby, the boy most like the husband she despised, and ignored Duke, the son who worked so hard at being a “good boy.”


Although Duke never satisfied Molly, most other people took to him easily. He impressed and attracted the people with whom he came in contact. When Duke entered Glendale Union High School as a freshman in 1921, he found an acceptance and popularity that had escaped him at home. Early-twentieth-century America enshrined good looks, casual gentility, intelligence, and athletic prowess, and Duke had more than his share of all four.


When he started high school, he was nearly six feet tall and weighed about 135 pounds. He was thin but no longer “skinny,” with piercing blue eyes, a shock of dark hair he combed straight back, and, as schoolmate Ruth Conrad remembered, a smile that had “a funny little way of twisting his mouth up in one corner.” Mildred Power used to “stand outside the fence on East Broadway, where they put up a makeshift netball basket and the gang used to practice shots. Duke was the tallest and most handsome thing you ever saw. I was in awe.” Dorothy Hacker, another schoolgirl friend, recalled years later: “I don’t think it’s possible to realize from watching his movies how absolutely stunningly handsome he was then. His looks alone would stop traffic. He was about the handsomest young man that ever walked on two legs.”27


Duke showed little interest in girls, however. More often than he could remember, Molly had accused Clyde of flirting with the women who came into the stores, so Duke did not want to flirt. He was uncomfortable around females. Undoubtedly irascibility had something to do with it; all his life he acted as if the safest thing to do was maintain some emotional distance from women, even the ones he liked. The popular high school girls wanted to date him—some prayed for dates with him—but as Dorothy Hacker remembered, “Believe it or not, he was very bashful with girls in high school. He was very popular, but as far as I know he didn’t date in those days.” Actually there were a few dates. He would occasionally drive a girl over to the Tam-o-Shanter Inn, a drive-in hamburger joint on Los Feliz Boulevard, and then go to a movie, but he preferred group dates or just going with a bunch of guys down to the La Monica Ballroom in Ocean Park to dance with young women they met there. Duke’s relationships with schoolgirls were characterized by genuine politeness, impeccable manners, and a prudent caution.28


Students and teachers also remembered him as being very friendly, but careful and judicious with most people. After a steady diet of arguments, Duke could not stand conflict, arguing, or verbal battles. All his life he had watched Molly openly vent every frustration regardless of the circumstance, while Clyde stifled his feelings in a futile attempt to keep the peace. He had seen too many arguments started and too few resolved. Duke grew up suspicious of people who talked too much, who “aired their dirty laundry” when silence would have been more appropriate. And he could not abide bullies. Archie Neel, one of Duke’s classmates in Glendale, remembered him as a “nice-looking, clean-cut, All-American boy. Everybody liked him. He always took care of the underdog. He either stopped fights or took over for the little guy.” Ralph “Pexy” Eckles, a close friend, said that Duke “was never in trouble and was not looking for it.” Norm Nelson played football with Duke at Glendale. “He was a great guy,” Nelson recalled in 1979. “I thought a lot of him. He was one of the popular fellows, but not the least bit uppish. He was very friendly…. I never knew him to be mean or nasty with people.”29


Actually Duke was a far more guarded, private person than anybody except his closest friends realized. As a teenager he developed a public persona—displayed in front of parents, adults, and casual acquaintances—that seemed conservative, serious, quiet, mature, reserved, and anxious to please. Bob Hatch, who served on the student council with Duke at Glendale, remembered him as “mature and conservative. He had a confidence and maturity that most of us didn’t have…. He was a good leader.” Beneath that well-behaved exterior, however, was a different person who revealed himself only to his closest, most trusted friends. This side was more of a typical teenager, spending nights drinking rotgut Prohibition liquor with friends and ending the occasion by driving them to their homes. He had a sense of humor that manifested itself in practical jokes, whether it was contaminating the chemistry lab with hydrogen sulfide or pelting streetcars with eggs and tomatoes. During the course of his life, the huge gap between his public and private personas gradually narrowed. Years later, when the John Wayne screen persona—the hell-raising, masculine individualist who was polite with but distant from women, socially liberal, and politically conservative—reached its fullest expression, close friends recognized it immediately as quintessentially Duke Morrison. After Duke’s death in 1979, Archie Neel remarked that he “always acted natural, walked slow, talked slow. His motion picture career was like his life…. I don’t think he’s ever had to act—he’s just been playing himself all these years.”30


There was more to Duke than good looks and a pleasant disposition. From the time he was in grammar school he impressed teachers not just with the quality of his mind but with his work habits. At the graduation ceremonies at Wilson Intermediate School in 1921, teachers selected him to give the valedictory remarks, and he expounded on the evils of World War I. At Glendale Union High School, he was on the fast track, taking every college preparatory class offered, including algebra, geometry, trigonometry, calculus, chemistry, biology, physics, and Latin. Park Turril, who taught chemistry at Glendale, said Duke was “a fine student. He did fine work, understood write-ups and never complained. He got A’s all the way through.” He headed the school’s debate team, won honors pins several years in a row, played an aggressive game of chess, was all but unbeatable at bridge and hearts because of an uncanny ability to count cards, and graduated with a four-year average of ninety-four, the salutatorian in a class of two hundred students.31


Finally, he excelled in football, at a time in the 1920s when Americans were first becoming captivated by the game. As a halfback at the University of Illinois, Harold “Red” Grange, the “Galloping Ghost,” captured national attention in 1923, 1924, and 1925 and put college and professional football on the map. Glendale was caught up in the mania. When Duke tried to make the flyweight team as a freshman, he weighed too much, even after several weeks of drinking a diet beverage called “Pluto.” As a sophomore he played on the Midgets, the lightweight team, but in the spring of 1923 he started putting on some weight, getting up to 155 pounds, and in the fall he attracted regional attention as a left guard. Glendale played Long Beach for the state championship in 1923, when Duke was a junior, losing by a score of 15 to 8, but a sportswriter wrote that “Morrison was supposed to be opposite the best prep guard in Southern California. If he was, Morrison has established the right to that title, for he made that jackrabbit look like a fuzzy bunny.” By the opening of the 1924 season, when he was a senior, Duke had grown to nearly six feet three inches and 175 pounds, with most of the weight gain in his upper body. He was just as quick as before but much stronger. Glendale won the state championship in 1924, and college recruiters took a close look at Duke Morrison.32


All his life he enjoyed football, first as a player and then as a fan. But even in high school it was probably more than just a game for him. Perhaps it was another psychological strategy to prove himself, and not simply because of the popularity that came from being a first-stringer on a state championship high school team. In Glendale, Duke was smart and good-looking, but he also knew that he came from the lower rungs of society, that his home life was a mess, and that people talked about his father, his mother, and his family. Over the years there had been too many public arguments, unpaid bills, eviction notices, moves, and job changes. The Morrisons were not part of the “better half.” But most of Duke’s friends in high school belonged to the elite of the community. Their fathers had good jobs, and their families lived in the best homes. Football was a great equalizer. The line of scrimmage was the most democratic arena on earth, one of the few places where ability, and ability alone, prevailed. Head to head, one on one, the best man prevailed, every time. Years later, when a journalist asked him if football really prepared a boy for life, Duke responded: “Do you know a better way to learn to respect someone than to have him across the line of scrimmage from you? Do you think the color of your skin or the amount of your father’s property or your social position helps you there?”33


Football, scholastics, good looks, and personality made Duke the most popular student at Glendale Union High School. Students elected him vice president of the freshman class and a member of the student council during his sophomore year. But by the time he was a junior, Duke’s home life was out of control. He had outgrown the Boy Scouts and the YMCA. High school was another escape, a new way of avoiding Molly and Bobby and earning some respect, and he approached it like a job. During the 1923-24 school year, Duke worked on the advertising staff for the yearbook, Stylus, selling space to local businessmen. He was again elected to the student council, as junior representative; had small roles in two dramatic productions; worked on the stage crew that presented the monthly films, and served as a member of the Roll Room Council. Students elected him president of the senior class in 1924 and inducted him into the Boys “G” Club. He served as sports editor of the student newspaper and chaired the senior dance committee.34


Somehow he also managed to keep working several part-time jobs, using the family car before his parents got up to deliver the Los Angeles Examiner in the mornings, and after football practice making deliveries for Jensen’s Drug Store. In addition, on afternoons and weekends, he got a job hauling large blocks of ice around town to businesses and homes for their coolers. Between the morning newspaper route, school classes, football practice, pharmacy and ice deliveries, school extracurricular activities, and studying at the library, he was able to avoid home, and that suited him just fine. At the age of seventeen he was a workaholic. He remained one the rest of his life. Outside home he found happiness, then and forever.


Early in his senior year, Clyde started making college plans for Duke. The family had a high regard for education, and Clyde told his son over and over again that the only way to make it in modern America was to get a degree. For a poor family in the early 1920s, however, college was a distant dream. The idea of higher education as a democratic birthright was a phenomenon of the post-World War II era, when the GI Bill sent millions of veterans to school. In 1924 and 1925, when Duke was considering college, there were no Pell Grants, student loans, or work-study programs. Universities were still the province of economic and social elites, with only a few “scholarship boys” allowed. Clyde wanted his son to be one of them, but as a backup he urged him to secure an appointment to one of the military academies. All those YMCA trips to Catalina Island, as well as summer surfing escapades in the Southern California beaches, had deepened his love of the sea, but his decision to try to get into the U.S. Naval Academy was only tangentially connected to the smell of sea breezes. He wanted to be a midshipman for the same reason generations of poor Irish peasant boys had decided to become Roman Catholic priests: It was the only way to get a formal education and escape the circumstances of their births. When the appointment did not come through, Duke was only modestly disappointed.35


Fortunately he had another option. President Rufus Bernhard von KleinSmid of the University of Southern California in Los Angeles was intent on building the school’s endowment, and he believed that fielding a nationally ranked football team was one way of doing it. KleinSmid successively hired Elmer C. Henderson and the legendary Howard Jones as head coaches, and both men were determined to build a powerhouse. Duke Morrison fitted into those plans. In the spring of 1925, a few months before high school graduation, USC offered him a football scholarship—which provided enough money to cover tuition and books—and he could work part-time to support himself. His years of hard work had been rewarded. He talked at some length with his father about majors and career choices. After spending ten years in Southern California, Clyde knew that the people who were making money were either selling real estate or handling the transactions through their title companies. A legal career was the ticket to success, and USC had just finished a new building for its law school. Duke Morrison decided to become a USC Trojan, a member of the “Thundering Herd.”36








3
Scholarship Boy



When Lou Gehrig, the legendary first baseman for the New York Yankees, died of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis on June 2, 1941, America mourned. During the 1920s Gehrig had been a symbol of stability and propriety in a changing world. His record of playing in 2,130 consecutive games seemed unbreakable. Gehrig’s life and slow, heroic death quickly became grist for the Hollywood mill. With the Yankee star only freshly buried, Hollywood paid homage to him in The Pride of the Yankees (1942). Gary Cooper was cast in the lead. It was a perfect role for the emotionally reserved, laconic Cooper. John Wayne loved the film. One scene was especially powerful and poignant, at least for Duke. Lou Gehrig, the son of German immigrants, was a “scholarship boy” who gained admission to Columbia University because of his brains and in spite of his working-class origins. Gehrig had a baseball scholarship to Columbia, but the grant did not cover all of his expenses, and he had to wait tables in one of the fraternity houses to make ends meet. In the film some of the rich boys in the frat house ridicule Gehrig’s background in subtle ways, poking fun at his German accent and servant’s clothes. When Wayne saw the scene, he thought of his own years waiting on tables and washing dishes at the Sigma Chi House on the campus of USC. He remembered the sense of shared brotherhood he had enjoyed there, but also the feeling that somehow he was not as good as the rest of them and would never really be part of the club. Baseball rescued Lou Gehrig from what would have been a lifelong struggle to get inside the closed door. Hollywood did the same for John Wayne.1


Duke Morrison went to USC on a football scholarship, but in those days there were few full rides. USC tuition was $130 a semester. The scholarship covered tuition and provided one meal a day on weekdays for the players on the regular squad. Eugene Clarke, who played football with Wayne at USC, remembered that “we sort of had to search around for our other meals and all of our meals on weekends. We were always pretty hungry by Monday morning.” To make ends meet, Duke took a part-time job at the Sigma Chi house, busing tables and washing dishes. Then, as now, Sigma Chi was known as the fraternity of jocks, rich kids, and party boys, and Duke was accepted as a pledge. He was popular with most of his fraternity brothers, who respected his wit, intellect, and athletic ability. But every morning he served them breakfast, wearing a tight, high-collared white uniform. Most of them acted as if his servant’s role and clothes made no difference, but Duke knew better. He was not on the social register. He was still a scholarship boy giving his friends their bacon and eggs in the morning and then washing their dishes.2


When Duke enrolled at USC in the fall of 1925, the school was forty-five years old and on the make. The Methodist Church founded USC in 1880, locating the campus west of the original town plaza on Olvera Street. The city of Los Angeles boomed around it, and by 1900 USC, though still at the same site, was downtown. When midwestern immigrants poured into Los Angeles during the first three decades of the twentieth century, USC grew along with the city. Its enrollment jumped from 329 students in 1903 to 4,600 in 1920. But the rapid growth was a mixed blessing. Because USC and the city of Los Angeles were so young and their growth so recent, the university had only limited resources. Alumni in general, let alone active alumni, were few in number, the endowment was under $1 million, and the resources of the Methodist Church did not stretch very far. If the university was to have any chance of achieving greatness, it needed to improve its resource base.3


Von KleinSmid became president of USC in 1921 and set out to do just that. Between 1921 and 1928 he gradually secularized the university, severing its connection to the Methodist Church. Pressed for cash themselves, the members of the Methodist Conference went along with his plans. Although he lost some financial support from the church, he compensated by courting real estate developers and oil producers in Southern California. Von KleinSmid vastly improved the law school and school of international affairs, established a medical school, built graduate programs in arts and sciences, and developed outstanding programs in social work, architecture, business, and engineering. He cultivated friends in the best and highest places of Los Angeles society and business, giving USC an elitist WASP respectability. Woody Strode, a black athlete from UCLA who played professional football and went on to a film career, wrote that USC in the 1920s and 1930s “was the biggest, richest, most popular school … so for a kid to go there he had to have either parents with a lot of money or tremendous athletic ability.”4


College football, beginning in the 1920s, proved to be a cash cow for schools like USC, a way of raising money, generating enthusiastic community support, and binding together students, faculty, and alumni—albeit on a much smaller scale than in the television era. Von KleinSmid was influenced by Knute Rockne at Notre Dame. Rockne took over as head football coach at Notre Dame in 1918, and by the 1920s he was the most famous coach in the country. He put Notre Dame on the cultural map of the United States, helping to complete the small Roman Catholic university’s move from obscurity to fame. Knute Rockne and Notre Dame football epitomized the old frontier values of hard work, individual effort, teamwork, dedication, and success. Football also put Notre Dame in the black financially during the 1920s.5


Von KleinSmid planned to do for USC what Knute Rockne had done for Notre Dame. In 1919 Elmer C. Henderson had been named as head coach, and the next year the Trojans managed to get into the Pacific Coast Conference. In 1922 Henderson took them to the Rose Bowl, where they defeated Penn State and became the sports talk of the town. Two years later KleinSmid hired Howard Jones as head coach, and the team went undefeated. KleinSmid and Jones then hit on a brainstorm: Match USC up with Notre Dame and create the greatest rivalry in sports. They did. A USC-Notre Dame rivalry pitted East against West, Catholic against Protestant, wet against dry, and Democrat against Republican. It was a perfect match. The Fighting Irish came out to Los Angeles for the last game of the 1926 season, filling the Rose Bowl with more than 100,000 people and defeating USC 13 to 12. In 1927 Notre Dame and USC played before 114,000 people at Soldier Field in Chicago. The Trojans lost 7-6. By that time USC football was so popular that season tickets were practically impossible to come by. Loew’s State Theater in Los Angeles ran some of the game films as second features. KleinSmid tripled the endowment between 1921 and 1927, and enrollment jumped from 4,600 to 9,000. USC was on its way to becoming a major university.6


Duke Morrison played a part, albeit a small one, in von KleinSmid’s grand design for his university. During the summer of 1925 Duke went through another growth spurt, shooting up to six feet four inches and adding another twenty pounds. His shoulders broadened and chest expansion increased. When he showed up in August for the preseason workouts on the Trojan freshman team, he was taller than anyone else on the squad. Howard Jones immediately moved him from guard to tackle. It was a long time from early August to October 3, when the frosh played their first game. Freshmen college players have to unlearn bad high school habits, and Howard Jones worked those habits out of them with a vengeance. The two-a-day drills in August were brutal, especially after the Santa Ana winds started blowing desert air into the Los Angeles Basin, raising temperatures into the 90s for several weeks in a row and forcing the players to deal with dehydration as well as Jones’s legendary temper. (Those were the days when it was considered an unmanly act to drink water during practice.) But the hard work paid off. The freshmen Trojans went undefeated in seven games, outscoring their opponents 261 to 20. Duke played enough to win a freshman letter and catch the eye of Jones, who was already making plans for the 1926 season.7


By temperament and design USC was a midwestern Protestant school. Students and faculty were overwhelmingly Protestant and Republican. Next to the campus, the Southern California Masons had constructed the huge Shrine Civic Auditorium. The Greek fraternities and sororities were the campus equivalents of the Masons, DeMolay, Eastern Star, Elks, and Moose. President von KleinSmid spent USC money on football and academics; there was not enough money left over to build dormitories on campus, so he encouraged the development of fraternities and sororities. Social events revolved around the Greek social calendar, as did the intramural sports program and extracurricular events. The vast majority of USC students commuted to school by automobile and were not accepted as pledges, which virtually froze them out of nonacademic campus activities. To attend school dances or play softball, students had to be Greeks.8


Duke had a good year academically and socially. He took the standard prelaw curriculum, won academic honors, became a leader of the freshman debate team, and pledged the most popular fraternity on campus. At USC in the 1920s, Sigma Chi was inhabited by rich, handsome young men and athletes. Duke took the fraternity, and its sense of brotherhood, quite seriously. Sigma Chi became the first real family he had ever had, an all-male community in which he did not have to worry about what a woman thought about him and was free to be himself, at least up to a point. For the first time in his life, he had a place to go at night where he felt comfortable and relaxed. And for the rest of his life, when Duke met someone who had been in the fraternity, he would give them the secret Sigma Chi handshake-grip.9


After the end of the football season, one of Duke’s Sigma Chi brothers got him to agree to a blind date with Polly Ann Belzer, the older sister of Gretchen Belzer, who would soon be known to movie audiences as Loretta Young. Polly was a student at the Ramona Convent, an exclusive Catholic boarding school in Alhambra, out in the San Fernando Valley. This blind date led to another, with Carmen Saenz, one of Polly’s school friends. Duke, Carmen, and several other couples went down to the Rendezvous Ballroom in Balboa, near present-day Newport Beach, and when they returned to the Saenz home, Duke met Carmen’s younger sister Josephine and was immediately infatuated. They began seeing each other regularly. For Duke she was the perfect opposite of his mother. Molly was impatient, capricious, quick to anger, and viciously outspoken. Josie was beautiful, dignified, intelligent, and blessed with a sense of discipline and self-control. She measured her words carefully, attended Mass regularly, and moved comfortably in Los Angeles high society. She was the daughter of a prominent Southern California businessman. She was self-confident but at the same time seemed comfortable with the role assigned to her by Hispanic and Roman Catholic culture, in which men were accorded obedience and respect.10


The Saenz family were Hispanic bluebloods. Although the Spanish-speaking Californios had lost most of their land during the mass migration of Anglos in the nineteenth century, certain Hispanic families in Southern California were still widely recognized as Social Register types and enjoyed the respect of the Anglo elite. Such families as the Sepulvedas, Verdugos, and Figueroas maintained influence in Los Angeles, and when Dr. José Saenz and his family moved there on the eve of World War I, they fitted into upper-class culture. The Saenzes had immigrated to the United States from Spain in the early 1880s; José Saenz earned a medical degree but eventually branched out into business, establishing a chain of successful pharmacies in the Southwest. In 1921 several Caribbean and Latin American countries—including Haiti, Panama, Dominican Republic, and El Salvador—retained him as their consul for Los Angeles.11


Like so many upper-class Hispanics in the Southwest, the Saenzes described themselves as “Spanish Americans” rather than “Mexican Americans.” Aware of the American prejudice against Mexicans, they distanced themselves from the mestizo progeny of Spaniards and Indians. Ever since the 1890s, when poor Mexican immigrants began arriving in the Southwest, the older Hispanic residents felt the need to distinguish themselves from the newcomers, and Anglo society acknowledged the perceived differences. They nurtured a sense of “pure” origins and hoped Anglos would continue to distinguish between them and the others. When José Saenz and his family arrived in Los Angeles, the local elite accepted them as social equals.12


The Saenzes were also devout Roman Catholics. In the Spanish colonial empire, the church was responsible for the moral and spiritual guidance of the people, but the Catholic clergy were under the political control of the Spanish crown. Highly dependent on the governing classes, the church became a conservative force closely identified with the interests of the elite. Far more so than the lower classes, upper-class Catholics in the Southwest attended Mass regularly, contributed financially to the church, gave their children parochial school educations, and sent boys into the priesthood. They accepted the importance of internal faith as well as external observances of piety. Priests were permanent fixtures in the Saenz home, eating dinner there regularly, accompanying the family on vacations and weekend trips, and offering counsel and support during family emergencies. The Saenz children attended parochial school.13


When Duke met Josie’s parents, he knew enough about the pharmacy business to make polite conversation, but the family immediately had misgivings about the relationship. Part of the problem was the youngsters’ age. Duke was a nineteen-year-old college student; she was only sixteen. The Saenzes worried about the difference. Each time Josie returned to the Ramona Convent after weekend trips home or vacations, they felt relieved, knowing Duke would not be able to see her there. José Saenz was also concerned about Duke’s background. The Social Register was Saenz’s bible, and he expected his daughters to marry equals—young men from the best Southern California families. Duke Morrison was not even from a “good” family. He was a scholarship boy from a poor family, and he washed dishes at the Sigma Chi house. Added to José’s worries was the fact that the Morrison marriage was in distress and headed for divorce. To the Saenzes, bad marriages and divorces were among the most offensive moral issues, proof that the parties involved lacked breeding, self-discipline, spirituality, and religious commitment. From the moment Josie told her parents about Clyde and Molly, Duke was suspect in their eyes. And, of course, the religious issue loomed large for them. From their earliest years all three of the Saenz children heard repeatedly that God, the church, and the family expected them to marry other Catholics and raise their children within the faith. Duke was a Protestant, and not a very religious one at that. “In their opinion,” Pilar Wayne later wrote, “he had no breeding, no money, and no prospects.” Duke later told Mary St. John, “They were good people, but they never really accepted me. Being around them was like being around my mother. I was always ill at ease.”14


Duke harbored prejudices of his own, biting animosities that shaped his behavior. The Saenzes were registered members of the Los Angeles Blue Book who danced at the Ambassador Club, dined at the Little Club and finest restaurants, attended consulate parties, and staged coming-out balls for their daughters. Even at home they were thoroughly conscious of etiquette—dressing for dinner and meticulously observing the niceties of polite conversation. And nothing social happened at the Saenz home without the presence of Roman Catholic priests, who were practically members of the family. When he was with Josie’s family, Duke had to put on his proper face—the soft-spoken, polite, deferential, hardworking successful-young-man image that had so endeared him to students and teachers back in Glendale and that he had thought for so long might please his parents, especially his mother, and help him get ahead in life. At the time that persona occupied a prominent place in Duke’s makeup. As a USC prelaw student, he was preparing for a lifetime of interacting with people like Dr. José Saenz and decades of being on his best behavior, rubbing shoulders with the leaders of Los Angeles, preparing to become part of the WASP east-side establishment.


Yet, at a deeper level, he rejected the very establishment he yearned to join. There was an increasing tension between the “good boy” persona and the laughing, hard-drinking, hell-raiser at Sigma Chi who just wanted to be himself. The tension was magnified by an east-west split in the city itself. By the mid-1920s the real political and economic power center in Los Angeles was in the downtown area, in the San Fernando Valley, and out to the east in Glendale and Pasadena. The old money in Los Angeles was bound up in land and railroads; the power brokers were conservative Republican Protestants who read Harry Chandler’s Los Angeles Times. They wanted to create Los Angeles in their own image and spent their lives bringing water in from the Owens Valley and the Colorado River and filling the Los Angeles Basin with automobiles, highways, and single-family homes.15


Over on the west side of town, however, another power center was just emerging, and it revolved around the film colony. The leaders of West Los Angeles, Beverly Hills, Santa Monica, and Hollywood were more likely to be liberal than conservative, Democratic than Republican, and Jewish and Catholic than Protestant. They considered the east-siders staid, straitlaced, and bigoted. The east-siders, for their part, saw Hollywood as a dark, greasy, radical, exotic place threatening to blacken their image of sunny California. The USC campus was just south of downtown, right on the border between the east and west sides of the city, between the old and the new money. When Wayne went to USC in the fall of 1925, he traveled the ten miles or so southwest out of Glendale to the frontier of a brave new world.


In the summer of 1926, Duke crossed that frontier. Seats at the USC home games were the hottest-selling ones in town, and Tom Mix, the famous star of so many Hollywood Westerns, wanted his own personal box at the Coliseum. He approached Howard Jones, the USC football coach, and Jones struck a bargain with him: If Mix would agree to put some USC football players on Fox Studio payrolls during the summer, he would see to it that the star had his own personal cluster of box seats. Mix agreed immediately, and in June 1926 Jones made sure that Duke Morrison, one of his most promising sophomores, got one of the summer jobs. Duke went to work for the Fox Studio on Western Avenue for thirty-five dollars a week.16


A decade and a half earlier there had been no Hollywood. Then came the Jewish producers—Adolph Zukor, William Fox, Louis B. Mayer, Samuel Goldwyn, Carl Laemmle, Harry Cohn, Joseph Schenck, and the Warner brothers—fleeing the restraints of Edison’s film trust and their own origins. They were short—the overused joke in Hollywood was that you could swing a scythe five-and-a-half feet from the floor and not touch a hair on the head of one of them—and ambitious. Most had come to the United States from Eastern Europe, still spoke with thick accents, and worked in sales before turning to the infant film industry. Some had sold furs or clothing or gloves or ice cream; others had been junk dealers or peddlers or had operated vaudeville shows and amusement parks. In the film industry, and especially in Hollywood, they found respectability, money, and power.17


Between 1910 and 1927, the movie industry mushroomed in the United States. Major studios—Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Universal, Fox, RKO, and Paramount—began to produce full-length, high-budget motion pictures, appealing to a more affluent, middle-class audience than had the cheaper one reelers. By 1920 there were 20,000 theaters in the United States, and that number grew to 28,000 in 1929. In the cities, new theaters dubbed “palaces” seated from 1,000 to 2,000 people in luxurious splendor. Actors and actresses like Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Fatty Arbuckle, William S. Hart, Gloria Swanson, Mary Pickford, Greta Garbo, Rudolph Valentino, Clara Bow, Tom Mix, Theda Bara, and Douglas Fairbanks became household figures, familiar to millions. The cultural impact of movies was enormous. Back in the late nineteenth century, with great waves of immigration, American culture had begun to divide along ethnic and regional lines. Mass entertainment no longer consisted of band concerts in the town park. Ethnic theaters, foreign-language newspapers, regional and ethnic dialects, and local legends and heroes had proliferated widely. But Hollywood reversed the trend. All over the country Americans attended the same movies, watched the same stars, laughed at the same gags, and listened to the same theater music. Vaudeville and the ethnic theaters rapidly declined, giving way to a new mass culture.18


Hollywood was also pushing the boundaries of moral acceptability, rejecting Victorian values and worshiping at the altar of individual freedom and expression. In the 1920s, Hollywood came to symbolize all that was wrong with modern America—the embodiment of materialism, uninhibited sexuality, divorce, and instability. Gossip columnists, radio soap operas, fan magazines, and the establishment press headlined the escapades of the stars. Clara Bow, “the It Girl,” was the premier flapper of the 1920s, portraying a liberated woman who smoked, drank, caroused, and rejected the repressed Victorian code and manners. Theda Bara, “the Vamp,” often issued publicity photos showing her as a pallid woman, peering out of heavily darkened eyes, with the skeleton of a man lying at her feet. Fatty Arbuckle’s name was plastered on the front pages of newspapers around the country in 1921, when he allegedly raped and then killed Virginia Rappe with a champagne bottle. Arbuckle stood trial three times for the crime. During those trials it became clear that Virginia Rappe had a history of prostitution and had had five abortions between the ages of fourteen and sixteen. The first two juries could not reach a verdict, and the third acquitted Arbuckle, but by that time his career was ruined. Rudolph Valentino’s purported sexual exploits titillated millions of American women.19


As a member of the popular USC football team, Duke got a chance to mix occasionally with movie stars. Clara Bow used to hold a party at her home on Bedford Drive for the Trojans each Saturday night after a home game. A few other actresses, such as Joan Crawford and Lina Basquette, were regulars. Duke attended the parties with teammate Lowry McCaslin. “We had a good time,” said McCaslin. “But it wasn’t that exciting.” By “that” McCaslin was referring to the salacious rumors of GraphicC, a quasi-pornographic New York City tabloid, which claimed that Bow had had sex with the entire Trojan football team one Saturday evening in 1926, with Duke one of the young men waiting his turn, and afterward showered them with gold cigarette cases, gold cufflinks, and bootleg booze. Kenneth Anger’s Hollywood Babylon (1975) further embellished the myth. There was plenty of drinking, loud music, and dancing, followed by sunrise swims in the pool, but Clara Bow’s biographer denied the rumors: “Her escapades with the U.S.C. football team were not the stuff of legend.”20


Duke saw through the rumors, but he was fascinated by the way Hollywood managed to stand apart from the existing establishment, by how culturally and personally free the stars had become. He did not like some of the stars’ values, but he admired their freedom to behave as they pleased. During his freshman year at USC, he earned pocket money working as an extra. Pexy Eckles, a friend from Glendale and a USC classmate, remembered several jobs they got with MGM. Duke doubled for Francis X. Bushman in Brown of Harvard, and he portrayed a spear-carrying guard in Bardelys the Magnificent. “Duke and I enjoyed such work,” Eckles recalled, “and were grateful for the pay, which was about eight or ten dollars a day—good money back then.” Football films were popular in Hollywood. “Nearly all the studios were making them,” Eckles went on, “and so were coming over to USC and using students as extras. Duke worked as a football player in several of them.” MGM released Brown of Harvard and Bardelys the Magnificent in the spring of 1926, near the end of Duke’s second semester at USC. Duke also worked that semester as an extra in MGM’s Annie Laurie. Intrigued with the industry, he wangled a screen test at MGM. Iron Eyes Cody, an Indian actor, remembered meeting Wayne in the spring of 1926. “Well, I believe I worked with John Wayne longer than anybody…. John Wayne took some tests at MGM and didn’t pass.”21


Duke’s real break came a few months later at the Fox Studio. William Fox had the reputation among his peers as the loudest and tallest mogul of them all. An immigrant from Hungary obsessed by success and respectability, he saw early that the film industry could satisfy both his financial and emotional desires. Although he continued to live in the East at Fox Hall, his mansion on Long Island, where he controlled his family and his financial affairs with gothic machinations, Fox built his studio in Hollywood on the corner of Sunset Boulevard and Western Avenue. There his tightfisted production men, Sol Wurtzel and Winfield Sheehan, made profitable movies. And there his gifted directors—John Ford, Howard Hawks, Raoul Walsh, William Wellman, Allan Dwan, and David Butler—made great films. Fox had talent, vision, and money.22


When Duke started working at Fox in the summer of 1926, he thought his main duties would be to serve as a trainer to Tom Mix and go on location with him to Colorado to film the Great K & A Train Robbery. At the beginning of the summer, “Tom Mix met us at his boxing ring,” Duke remembered, “where he was working out. The room was plastered with his pictures. He told us he was gonna make a movie in Colorado and take us along to work out with him and do bits. We got pretty excited. The next day he got his box seats. The day after that I met him driving in the gate [at Fox Studio] and said, ‘Good morning, Mr. Mix.’ He looked right through me.” Mix had talked about having a trainer and keeping himself in shape, even leaving the impression that Duke and some of the other players might get bit parts in the film. But when they got to Colorado, Duke never spoke to the star. He propped the film, and that was it. When Duke arrived back in Hollywood at the end of June 1926, the studio put him to work on a swing gang as a glorified furniture mover. He also moonlighted as an extra in First National’s The Dropkick.23


Abandoned by Mix, Duke soon met a more valuable benefactor. One day John Ford saw Duke working on a set. Ford called out to him, “You one of Howard Jones’s bright boys?” Duke said, “Yes,” and Ford then said, “Let’s see you get down in position.” Duke had barely got into a three-point stance before Ford kicked out both of his hands and sent him sprawling in the dirt. Ford laughed and said, “And you call yourself a football player. I’ll bet you couldn’t even take me out.” Duke said, “I’d like to try.” In the next ten seconds, Duke ran at Ford, drove his leg into the director’s chest, and sent him sprawling. The set was absolutely quiet. Everybody waited for the explosion of Ford’s legendary wrath, for Duke to be banished forever from Hollywood. Instead Ford burst out laughing, taking an immediate liking to the young man who would not be intimidated. The encounter changed both of their lives.24


Duke lived in Glendale that summer, but not at home. When USC’s spring semester ended in June 1926, he left the Sigma Chi house and headed back north to Glendale. There was no homecoming. Duke walked by the last house his family had lived in at 207 West Windsor; another family had already rented it. Molly and Clyde had legally separated on May 1, 1926, officially ending a relationship that had died years before. Both had hoped to keep the marriage together until the kids were grown, but neither of them could stand the misery anymore. They had probably waited too long already. Molly took Bobby, who was just finishing the eighth grade, and moved in with her folks in Los Angeles. Clyde moved to Beverly Hills. Duke had no place to go. Pexy Eckles invited Duke home, and Eckles’s parents let him sleep in a room over their garage.25


Molly Morrison was forty-one years old in 1926. Her parents were almost eighty and not in the best of health. After more than a decade in California, she was no better off than when she was living with the Browns back in Des Moines in 1914. She had a high school diploma but no real work experience, except for her short term as a telephone operator before meeting Clyde. In a matter of just a few months, she had lost her favorite verbal targets, the two men on whom she had unleashed her frustrations for the previous fifteen years. Clyde and Duke were both out of her life, at least on a daily basis.


Clyde had left Glendale and rented a room near the Beverly Hills electrical supply store where he found a job. Getting work as a druggist was not as easy as it used to be. More pharmacists had graduated in recent years, and Clyde’s résumé, with so many job and residence changes, scared off most prospective employers. Nor was his health good. The asthma or tuberculosis that had driven him from Iowa to California in 1914 had become a heart disease. He complained frequently of being short of breath and feeling weak. To maintain the facade of a possible reconciliation, Molly and Clyde were slow to file formal divorce papers. Divorce, which still carried a powerful social stigma, was legally complicated in the 1920s, although that stopped fewer and fewer couples. There was a minimum waiting period of one year before the law recognized any divorce as final. In 1880 there had been only one divorce for every twenty-one marriages in the United States; in 1900 one of every twelve marriages ended in divorce and in 1920 one in nine. Clergymen and social commentators decried the “decline in American morality,” citing these statistics and urging Americans to reform their ways. Actually, the rise in divorce had little to do with morality and much to do with expanding economic opportunities for women, who were entering the workforce at a rapid rate. On February 13, 1929, Clyde and Molly at last filed the necessary papers.26


During the next year, while waiting for the divorce to become final, mutual friends introduced Clyde to Florence Buck, a twenty-nine-year-old divorcée who worked at Webb’s Department Store in Glendale. Florence had a young daughter, Nancy. Florence appeared to be everything that Molly was not, and Clyde was enchanted with her. She had a pleasant, engaging personality and an easy smile, and she thought Clyde was the kindest, most understanding man she had ever met. Several weeks after Clyde’s divorce became final in February 1930, they married. After kissing his new bride at the wedding ceremony, Clyde had turned to little Nancy, knelt, embraced her, and whispered into her ear, “I will always love you as my one and only daughter.” Florence and Nancy moved in with Clyde in Beverly Hills.


For Clyde the difference between marriage to Florence instead of Molly was like that between night and day. He was happy at home and brought his drinking under control. After he remarried Clyde rarely had more than a small glass of wine for dinner. Because of the depression, finding and keeping work was hard, and in 1931 he lost his job at the electrical supply store. With commercial and residential construction at a standstill, his job as a retail salesman was expendable. Florence managed to get her old job back at Webb’s, and the Morrisons returned to Glendale, renting a house at 227 North Cedar. After a few more months out of work, Clyde secured a retail sales job at a local paint store, but it did not last long. In 1932 they moved to Santa Barbara, where he tried his hand again at pharmacy. The business did not prosper, and they returned to Beverly Hills in 1935.27


In spite of the financial setbacks, Clyde was happy. Florence continued to consider him a kind and gentle man. She was a patient, upbeat woman who enjoyed people and treated him with devotion and respect. Each evening when he got home from work, the family enjoyed dinner together, and Clyde would sit on the couch next to Nancy and do crossword puzzles with her or read to her. Florence and Nancy brought out the best in him, the part Duke had always seen but his mother had forgotten. Without the need to escape from Molly’s moods, Clyde became a success at home and at work, in spite of his heart problems. He managed a paint store in Beverly Hills and became a popular figure in the local business community, serving as president of the Beverly Hills Lions Club in 1936 and 1937.28


Duke would eventually come to love Florence as a stepmother and accept the divorce as good for both of his parents, but 1926 was a very complicated crossroads. His family dissolved, he worked full-time at Fox, and he met John Ford. Ever since he was a kid, Duke had loved the ocean, and on weekends during the summer of 1926, when he was not working at Fox, he frequently headed to the beaches south of Los Angeles. Duke and his friends would go in somebody’s car or just hitchhike. Some days they would drive to Redondo Beach or Santa Monica; others, they headed southeast, sometimes sleeping overnight at a place called “Tin Can Beach,” between Seal Beach and Huntington Beach. They loved to bodysurf, and the waves along much of the Southern California coast were ideal for it, curling and breaking relatively close to shore in four to five feet of water. But occasionally the waves were violent and unpredictable. One day, just a week before summer football workouts started at USC, Duke was showing off for some college coeds on the beach, and he caught a wave too late. Instead of gliding down its front, he was thrown around uncontrollably in the breaking foam and went crashing to the bottom, probably breaking his collarbone and separating his right shoulder. The next morning he could barely lift his arm.29


For interior linemen, shoulder injuries are catastrophic. When summer drills started a week later, Duke tried to use his right shoulder, but the pain was excruciating. Coach Howard Jones noticed right away that Duke was hesitating on the blocking dummies and even avoiding use of the injured right shoulder by contorting himself to use his left. According to Eugene Clarke: “All hell broke loose. Jones accused the Duke of being yellow, of being afraid to block, and demoted him to the scrubs.” Trainers tried to fit Duke with a shoulder harness, but it was no use. Duke recalled that he worked out all year “with a harness on my shoulder, but, Jesus, how it hurt.” The shoulder needed months to heal, and his sophomore year as a football player was ruined.30


The injury had other consequences. When Howard Jones dropped Duke from the regular team, he also lost training-table privileges—the one meal a day at which the team members ate their fill. “That was a disaster for the Duke,” Clarke remembered. “Money was very tight for the Duke in those days.” Clyde tried to help out, sending Duke five dollars a week whenever he could, but even that was not enough. Duke went to work nights at the telephone company for sixty cents an hour, plotting maps of existing telephone lines. He kept washing dishes, but over the course of the school year, he accumulated a good-sized debt for room, board, and dues at Sigma Chi. His fraternity brothers began pressuring him to clear the books, and he felt as he used to in Glendale when the landlords forced the Morrisons to move. The last thing he wanted was to live the way his parents had.31


When the spring term ended in 1927, Duke reached an unsettling conclusion about the world of money and power. As a student he had been prelaw, served as a member of the debate team, and planned an eventual career with one of the prestigious East Los Angeles law firms. But USC taught him more than the law; it taught him that he was a poor scholarship boy surrounded by money. Unlike so many of his fraternity brothers and friends, he lacked the contacts vital to a successful law career. As he remembered years later, even if he were brighter than his classmates and worked harder than they did, he would still end up working for them because their fathers and uncles ran the best firms. It would be just like life in Sigma Chi, where he served the meals and washed the dishes while his frat brothers laughed and ate. He would do the dirty work; they would become the partners. “If I keep on studying law, [he thought,] I’m gonna end up writing briefs in somebody’s back room for people who aren’t as smart as I am.” He decided not to return to school.32


The decision displeased his father. Clyde urged him repeatedly to stay and get a degree, even if it meant playing football with a bum shoulder and working day and night. “Daddy really wanted Duke to stay in school,” Nancy Morrison recalled. “The movie business seemed too risky, too fly-by-night.” Making movies at Fox was good enough for a summer job, Clyde told his son, but careers had to be built in more reliable areas, such as real estate and the law. They talked at length about college and careers in the spring of 1927. Duke would often stop by the paint store and talk to Clyde about life at college. Clyde listened patiently but always delivered the same advice: Stay in school.33


Confused and depressed, Duke decided late in May to head for San Francisco to find a job. George O’Brien, an actor at Fox, gave him the names of some friends who would put him up and told him to look up his father, the police chief. After a few weeks jobless in the city, he launched into a foolish adventure. Duke stowed away on the SS Malolo, a steamship making the San Francisco—Honolulu journey. At first, he mingled with other passengers and slept in an unoccupied stateroom, but he could not get enough food. Famished, he turned himself over to the ship’s captain on the morning of the fourth day at sea. They threw him in the brig for the rest of the round trip, and when the Malolo docked in San Francisco at the end of June, police officers handcuffed him and put him in jail. Fortunately the police chief convinced the Matson Navigation Company not to press charges, and he put Duke on a train bound for Los Angeles.34


As soon as Duke got back, he went to work at Fox to make some money, as he had the year before. He was broke, and his junior year was only two months away. He propped that summer for films directed by Raoul Walsh and John Ford. In August, just before football practice started, Duke sought out John Ford for advice. He felt comfortable in Hollywood. The mixture of Irish and Jewish accents, old money and new, hustle, greed, and optimism appealed to him. Hollywood was the place where money and futures were made, where background and breeding did not matter. Duke wanted to join; he wanted to follow. Ford told him he would find a place for him at Fox.


Though Duke wanted to stay with Ford, he was not ready yet to reject Clyde’s advice. The boy and his father were just too close. Duke checked back into the Sigma Chi house, picked up the waiter outfit for morning breakfast duty, and got outfitted for football. But the always-imperious Howard Jones had already written him off. Duke was about to become an early victim of big-time college football. Anxious to give Duke’s money to a new recruit, Jones wanted him off the team. Duke was only too happy to leave: “I was washing dishes for my board at the Sigma Chi house and working all summer to pay back the money I had borrowed to go to school,” Duke recalled years later, “so when my shoulder didn’t feel any better at the start of my junior year, I decided to drop out for a year and let it heal. I never got back.” He did not have much choice. Without the football scholarship, he could not pay for his tuition or buy books.35


Although his own family no longer existed as a unit, Duke’s family responsibilities continued. Molly soon discovered that with Clyde and Duke not around, Bobby was increasingly difficult to control. The boy had just turned fourteen when the Morrisons separated, and he was already exhibiting a troubled personality. Bobby inherited all of his father’s charm but none of his mother’s backbone. He was like Clyde in so many ways—ingratiating, kind, and pleasant—but he had no ambition. Bobby enjoyed talking, laughing, and drinking, killing time rather than using it. He was destined to become, as Mary St. John described him, the kind of man whose ambitions never got very far past the lifeguard towers in Long Beach, where he spent many summers getting a tan and flirting with women on the beach. Bobby was the kind of man who did not want a real job because it might ruin a really good tan.


Bobby started drinking and smoking when he was in junior high school, and although he was intelligent enough, his grades never showed it. He loved watching and playing sports, but they were not enough to keep him in school. After Molly moved to Los Angeles when he was a freshman, he started skipping classes more and more, heading for the water and sand at Long Beach or Balboa. Duke, on the other hand, was just the opposite—tough, demanding, honest, and hardworking. Molly was equally blind to Duke’s virtues and Bobby’s vices. Duke could never please her, and Bobby could never fail to.


When Bobby finally dropped out of high school altogether in 1927, Molly somehow held Duke responsible, telling him that it was his obligation to see that Bobby got back in school. Duke talked to his younger brother, but it was no use. Bobby had made his own adjustment to the family soap opera, and that was that. He was on his way to becoming, in the words of Mary St. John, “the most easygoing human being on earth.” While Duke used hard work and accomplishments to earn respect, Bobby made apathy into an art form. Molly asked Duke to let Bobby live with him and to try to get him back in school. Duke agreed: “I was happy to have him there, loved him, and the only thing I expected of him were good grades. He didn’t have to do any outside work, just get his grades.” For his part Bobby was only too happy to get away from his mother and grandparents, and he moved into Duke’s apartment in Beverly Hills. Duke got him back into high school, kept track of him for three years, and in 1930 Bobby graduated. He attended a junior college for a year and then entered the University of Southern California in 1931.36


Meanwhile, Duke’s decision to leave USC did not endear him to the Saenzes family. Even when he was enrolled full-time and playing football for the most popular team in California, they had not thought much of him. Clyde and Molly’s divorce had deepened their suspicions about Duke’s “trashy” family. But his decision to leave USC for Hollywood confirmed their worst fears. Hollywood, as far as Dr. Saenz and his wife were concerned, was a den of iniquity inhabited by lowlifes who had no sense of class or breeding. It was an intemperate world where traditional moral values were either badly blurred or invisible. If Duke Morrison was going to enter that Babylon, they wanted to make sure that their daughter did not follow him into it. In the fall of 1927, they told Josie in the most direct way not to see him ever again.37


Duke’s life would never be the same after 1927. Like his father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and great-great-grandfather, he looked west for opportunity. But he would not be traveling over long distances in a covered wagon or on a railroad. He went to Hollywood, it was irrelevant if your parents were divorced and your father unemployed. For a young man yearning to be himself, to be rid of the rules and expectations of polite society, to cast off the superficial persona that had helped him to survive a troubled youth, Hollywood was the place to be. Hollywood was the land of rebirth, the place where stars could invent themselves. Late in August 1927, Duke told Clyde he was dropping out of USC and going to work for John Ford at Fox. Clyde accepted what was a fait accompli and gave his son his blessing. Duke Morrison moved a step closer to being John Wayne.
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Driven by a Ford



It is one of the great questions of Hollywood history why John Ford took an interest in odd-jobber Duke Morrison in the summers of 1926 and 1927. Perhaps it was the incongruity of the young football player, at least in comparison to the other Jones boys; if so, Morrison must have reminded Ford of his own youth. Morrison was tall, well built, and had the WASPish good looks of a leading man, but in high school and college he had been a debater, a chess player, and a diligent, accomplished student. He was always quick to please, though those efforts stopped short of obsequiousness. As Morrison worked on the different sets, Ford noticed that the youth quietly paid attention to everything that was going on around him. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, Ford began to test Duke, giving him a little responsibility here, another task there. When the cameras were not rolling, Ford challenged, belittled, and befriended him, testing the quality of the man as well as the intellect. Whatever sparked the approach, Morrison passed Fords private tests. Like Ford, he was a football player adept at concealing his ideas behind a facade of anti-intellectualism.


John Ford fancied himself a primitive, and like every other person in the industry he dressed his part. Outfitted in a dirty shirt, grimy, baggy pants, and worn sneakers or boots, he barked orders, chewed on an Irish linen handkerchief or pipe, and dominated his world. Other leading directors in the 1920s and 1930s were fastidious about their dress, often parading about their sets in starched shirts and riding pants accented by an ascot, polished English boots, and a crop. They looked as if they were participating in a lifelong search for some particularly elusive fox. Ford looked like a day laborer standing on a street corner with a gang of other men waiting for a job. It was, of course, a pose, announcing that here was a man who had renounced all the posturing that Hollywood stood for and was … well, just another hardworking, five-thousand-dollars-a-week Irish stiff who was not afraid to get his hands dirty.1


John Ford claimed that his real name was Sean Aloysius O’Feeney; it wasn’t. He was born John Martin Feeney on February 1, 1894, in Cape Elizabeth, Maine, the tenth child of Irish immigrants. His hardworking, dependable father earned a good living bootlegging alcohol and running an illegal saloon along Portland’s waterfront. Making the natural transition from the liquor business to politics, he became a leader of the local Democratic machine and a patriotic American, once instructing his son, “When the flag passes, take off your cap.” When John pointed out that he was not wearing a cap, his father shot back, “Then cross yourself, damnit!”2


Although Ford tended to romanticize the tough waterfront environment of his youth, he grew to manhood in fairly comfortable surroundings, his family only a step or two away from being “lace curtain” Irish. At Portland High School he was a standout fullback on the football team, an above-average student, and a renowned wit. But he was restless, and when he graduated from high school in 1914, he set out for California rather than take the more respectable college route.3


He had a brother in Hollywood who called himself Francis Ford and had made a mark in the movies. Concealment and wanderlust, it seemed, were part of a family tradition. Francis had married at sixteen, left Portland a year later to enlist in the Spanish-American War, and, when his father’s political connections got him out of a cholera camp, lit off again to join a circus. Eventually he found his way to Hollywood, changed his name, and became an actor and director. By the summer of 1914 when John Feeney went looking for his long-lost brother, Francis Ford was making films at Carl Laemmle’s Universal City. The brothers reunited; John adopted the name Ford and went to work for Francis, who was a relaxed, tolerant employer. While War War I consumed a generation of European men, John Ford worked alongside his brother and learned about moving pictures.4


Ford was a natural, a cinematic genius—and a deeply troubled man. By 1917 he was working with Harry Carey and making Western feature films for Universal. Ford greatly admired the gentle, easygoing Carey, a man everyone seemed to like. For Ford, Carey was the embodiment of American manhood—democratic, dignified, quiet, dependable, and at ease with himself. Carey was the silent era’s no-frills cowboy. He was not a dandy like Tom Mix or a matinee idol like Hoot Gibson or Bob Steele, but he had a powerful movie presence—a thin-lipped, plain-dressed sincerity. In an age of theatrical pyrotechnics and broad pantomime, Carey’s style emphasized economy. In the late teens and 1920s, he was America’s good bad man, the reluctant hero. In such films as Straight Shooting (1917), The Phantom Riders (1918), and Desperate Trails (1921), Ford and Carey capitalized on and refined Carey’s screen image, one that would be transferred whole to John Wayne. “Duke,” Ford later told a young John Wayne, “take a look over at Harry Carey and watch him work. Stand like he does, if you can, and play your roles so that people can look upon you as a friend.”5


During the 1920s the careers of John Ford’s two most important mentors declined. Francis Ford’s interests were too thinly spread, and he lacked the single-mindedness to become either a great actor or a great director. He left Universal, failed to establish his own studio, and seemed to float aimlessly from one adventure to the next. By the late 1920s he had become one of the thousands of character actors looking for work in Hollywood. The industry also moved past Carey. He too left Universal, ending his four-year, twenty-five-film collaboration with John Ford. He bounced from one studio to another and was nearly broke by 1928. No longer a leading man, in the 1930s he carved out a new career for himself as a character actor in “poverty row” Westerns—low-budget films made by independent production companies that did not own any theater outlets.6


While his brother’s and friend’s careers languished, Ford’s shot forward. Francis Ford, Harry Carey, John Ford—they all had the talent, but only John had the drive, the will, and the ruthless toughness to remain on top. He was a strange, complex, oddly balanced man, intensely loyal, often petty and just as often mean, and yet regularly generous. Fellow director Frank Capra called Ford “half-tyrant, half-revolutionary; half-saint, half-satan; half-possible, half-impossible; half-genius, half-blah; half-Irish, half-man—but all director and all American.” He belittled and humiliated almost everyone with whom he ever worked, but he used the same troupe in picture after picture, and every member of the group loved him. He expressed a low opinion of the movie industry but was truly happy only on a set. His films often evince warm family values, but he seemed to take pleasure in humiliating his older brother Francis, had trouble living in peace with his wife, and alienated his only son. He was a lousy drunk, a distant father, a tyrannical employer, and a great devoted friend. In all these ways, he was just a bit more extreme than John Wayne would become. When Ford was dying of stomach cancer in 1973, Wayne bought space in Variety for a simple handwritten message: “Dear Coach, Thanks for a wonderful and eventful life. Duke.”7


John Ford needed Hollywood. Uncomfortable in his own skin and with the world around him, he re-created himself and his world on his sets and in his films. Actors and actresses, Stuntmen and cameramen, screenwriters and grips—they formed his surrogate family. On his sets Danny Borzage, a Ford regular, played “Bringing in the Sheaves,” “Red River Valley,” “Wild Colonial Boy,” and the directors other favorite tunes on the accordion; Earl Grey tea was served every afternoon; there was a twenty-five-cent fine for anyone who talked shop at the communal lunches and dinners. Men treated women with respect, avoiding foul language and watching their manners. Ford himself sat at the head of the table and was the paterfamilias; older men called him “Pappy” and felt like kids when he was around. “If you were in Big Trouble, Ford’d be the first guy you’d go to—rape, murder, assault. But if you just wanted to gossip or talk about girls, you wouldn’t tell it to him,” recalled Harry Carey Jr. “He set it up that way, then was almost sorry he did. No, he wasn’t a fitter-inner, sort of an outsider.” He was even a little uncomfortable in the world he had created.8


He reveled in legends, creating them for himself and for America. “This is the West, sir. When the legend becomes fact, print the legend,” remarked a character in one of his later films. All his life Ford manufactured and printed legends. He liked the image of himself as the gruff, Irish intruder who always spoke his mind. In fact he often had trouble articulating his feelings and was apt to withdraw for long periods of time into the bottle or silence. His films invoked an America where silent, hard, good bad men—men like Harry Carey and later John Wayne—maintained order but remained on the outside, apart from civilization.


Ford’s need for Hollywood was so great, and his talent and vision so complete, that success came almost without effort. In 1921 he left Universal for Fox Film Corporation, at the time a minor studio that catered to working-class and rural audiences. But William Fox and Winfield Sheehan, his chief of production in Hollywood, were ambitious and smart. They recognized that Ford had talent and gave him wide latitude in script development, filming, and editing. For a few years Ford flirted with various working-class subjects, ranging from New York Jewish ghetto and rural New England life to Maine fishing towns and riverboat gambling. Then, in 1923 and 1924, he made The Iron Horse, the story of the building of the Union Pacific Railroad. It was an expensive film involving thousands of extras and location filming in the Sierra Nevadas. A series of blizzards stretched a four-week shoot to ten, and caused serious budget overruns. Fox considered canceling the expensive project, but when he and his executives saw the dailies he approved the added costs. The gamble paid off. Critics instantly recognized the film as a classic, and it was a huge commercial success, grossing more than two million dollars worldwide. John Ford never looked back.9


By the time Duke met him in 1926, Ford was one of the leading directors in Hollywood. For Duke it was a summer job, a chance to earn money to allow him to return to USC and pursue his plans to become a lawyer. But Ford fascinated him. The director seemed wired into everything and everyone around him; nothing escaped his notice—no nuance, no look, no movement. He was “a labored learned man,” Duke later recalled. He “absorbed everything—mood, wine, lines, everything.” He was an artist, with an artists eye for scene and texture; an intellect, with an intellectuals concern for ideas. Duke noticed that Ford would argue with anyone about almost anything, playing devil’s advocate just to learn what the other person knew. But if anyone had called him an artist or an intellectual, Ford would have told the person to get off the set. Duke had seen no one like him at USC or anywhere else. It was Ford who inspired Duke to begin to consider a life in the motion picture industry.10


Ford got Duke a thirty-five-dollar-a-week job as an assistant property man and a general go-getter, the same job his brother Francis had given him thirteen years before. Duke found a home on the older mans set. Because of the lack of unions and craft guilds in Hollywood during the 1920s, there were no hardened labor lines, and property men often earned extra money doubling as stunt men, extras in crowd scenes, or assistant gaffers, juicers, and grips. Between 1927 and 1929, Duke learned the industry from the bottom up. It was an education not offered at USC.11


Working as a property man, he learned how to dress a set so that it look authentic. It was the art of the little details—a well-placed photograph or book, a lit cigarette or a flowerpot—that transformed a set into a believable room. A property man had to be attuned to camera angles and the action of a scene. Duke had an eye for those details, and he liked propping, even considering a career as a prop man. It was good work; in the late 1920s, a skilled property man earned $120 or more a week. In fact, he never lost his eye for details. In later years he enjoyed buying presents for friends, especially women. He had a near-infallible judgment for clothing sizes and styles, and for what pieces of art or other objects would look best in his friends’ homes. “Duke never, ever asked what size a woman was,” his longtime personal secretary Mary St. John remembered. “He would meet the wife of some associate one time and a month or two later see some dress in a catalog and say, ‘You know Mary, I think so-and-so would like this. Order a size seven.’”12


Not only did propping teach Duke to see a set as it would look on film, it exposed him to different directors. He propped for Raoul Walsh, Frank Borzage, and several of Fox’s other leading directors. But he most enjoyed working for Ford, who treated him with the same mixture of disgust and respect that he treated everyone else in his troupe.


On the set of Ford’s Four Sons, the story of a Bavarian mother who lost three of her four sons in World War I, Duke made the mistake of not paying close enough attention. In one of the film’s crucial scenes, Margaret Mann, who played the mother, learned of the death of her third son. Ford set the scene on the porch of the family’s home in the last autumn of the war, and to give a visual sense of the loss, he ordered Duke to use a fan to blow dead leaves across the front of the porch. Rehearsals went badly; from nine in the morning until well into the afternoon, Ford worked with his two leads. Duke spent the long day blowing leaves and then sweeping them during the breaks. He became bored and distracted. Shortly after four-thirty he once again blew the leaves across the porch and then began to sweep. “Cut!” he heard Ford bellow. No one had told Duke that the camera was rolling. “Shit, there I was. I just threw down my goddamn broom and started to walk off.”


“Ford roared like a lion,” Duke recalled years later, and told him to stop. Then he marched Duke around the set and got a Serbian actor to pin an Iron Cross on him. Ford told him: “Assume the position.” Duke knelt down and the director kicked him like he had never been kicked before. That done, Ford cursed him for a few minutes, laughed, and went back to work.13

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png
=






OEBPS/images/img01_1-6.png
JOHN
WAYNE

AMERICAN

RANDY ROBERT'S - JAMES S. OLSON








OEBPS/images/9781439108345.png
JOHN
WAY NE

AMERTCAN

RANDY ROBERIS * JAMES §. OLSON

[T

THE FREE PRESS
New York







