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HORTON FOOTE








CHAPTER 1
Wharton: Front Porches and Kitchen Tables


THE TOWN of Wharton, Texas, lies forty-five miles inland from the Gulf of Mexico on an alluvial plain formed by the Colorado River and a smaller waterway called Caney Creek because of the giant switch cane that once grew along its banks. It resides on part of two leagues of land ceded by the Mexican government in 1824 to William Kincheloe, one of the original three hundred settlers who came to Texas from Louisiana with Stephen F. Austin.


The town was officially put on the geographic map in 1838, when the fledgling Republic of Texas added it to a mail route and named the community for two brothers, John and William Wharton, who fought in the Texas war of independence from Mexico. It first appeared on the literary map a hundred years later in a one-act play called Wharton Dance, written by an aspiring young actor named Horton Foote, a native son.


Over the course of the ensuing seventy years, Wharton became the setting, under a variety of names, for a canon of work that includes more than sixty plays, films, and television dramas and that defined twentieth-century America. The man responsible for turning it into a metaphoric Hometown, U.S.A., was the firstborn child of the fourth generation of extended families on both sides of an unlikely union.


The forebears on his father’s side had a lofty local pedigree. A decade after Kincheloe received his land grant from Mexico, Albert Clinton Horton arrived on the Texas Gulf Coast from Alabama with his wife, Eliza. Within a year he organized a group of volunteers who fought for Texas’s independence and, after it was won, served in the first Republic of Texas Congress. After that war, Horton bought some land near the Kincheloe plantations and built a two-story house on it that he called Sycamore Grove.


Albert Clinton Horton remained active in politics, and when Texas was admitted to the Union in 1845, he was elected lieutenant governor of the new state. He even served as acting governor for a year, from 1846 to 1847, while the governor, J. Pinckney Henderson, fought in the Mexican War. For the rest of his life and after, he was known among friends and relations as Governor Horton.


The governor and his wife had six children, but only two—a daughter named Patience Louisiana Texas and a son named Robert John—survived a yellow fever outbreak in the 1850s. In his will, Governor Horton left Sycamore Grove and half of his 170 slaves to his daughter and her husband. He left his son, who was unmarried and away fighting with the Confederate army at the time, the other half of his slaves.


Patience herself died shortly afterward, and she left all her property, including the plantation house, to her daughter. When Robert returned from the Civil War, he found that his young niece had inherited Sycamore Grove. Since the eighty-five slaves he inherited had all been freed, he was left with nothing. Robert Horton married the year after the war ended, and he and his wife had six children—one son and five daughters, the eldest of whom was named Corrella.


In 1889, Corrella Horton married a young lawyer named Albert Harrison Foote. Foote’s father had been a cotton dealer in Galveston, but the business, like so many in the South, went bankrupt after the Civil War, and when his father died, Foote moved with his mother and five brothers and sisters to Wharton. He and Corrella eventually had two children—a son they named Albert Horton, after Corrella’s grandfather, and a daughter, Lily Dale.


The marriage, however, was not a happy one. Foote, a lawyer who loved books and read Greek and Latin, had a hard time supporting not only his new family but also his mother and siblings, and he began to drink heavily. Corrella divorced Albert Harrison Foote and moved to Houston, taking her daughter with her. She left her son, Albert Horton, to live with her parents.


From the start, young Albert was something of an outsider at Sycamore Grove, a daily, living reminder of his profligate father. He was embraced by his four aunts—his mother’s younger sisters, all of whom still lived at home—but his grandparents treated him almost as an orphan. Soon after his mother left town, Albert’s lawyer father died, penniless, and was buried in an unmarked grave (his only legacy was a collection of books that went to the local saloon keeper to satisfy his bar bill). Young Albert’s mother married Pete Cleveland, a man she met in Houston.


If Albert was hoping his mother would send for him after her remarriage, he was to be disappointed. Although Cleveland accepted Lily Dale as part of the family, even doted on her, he refused to acknowledge Albert.


When he was twelve years old, Albert Horton Foote ended his formal education in the sixth grade, moved out of his grandparents’ house, and went to live with an uncle on a farm outside Wharton. The farm had a country store that catered mostly to black sharecroppers, and the boy was often left in charge of it while his uncle caroused in town. Young Albert eventually left his uncle and ended up living most of his adolescence with a black family who farmed some land nearby. He would later say that it was the happiest time of his childhood.


Although Albert maintained close familial ties with his four aunts into adulthood, he remained estranged from his mother. Corrella Cleveland refused to challenge her new husband on the issue of her son. Once, when Albert attended a six-week business course in Houston, his stepfather refused to let him stay in the house; Albert had to sneak over to visit his mother when Cleveland was away at work.


Unlike on the father’s side, the family of Horton Foote’s mother were relative newcomers to Wharton. Tom Brooks was born in East Columbia, Texas, in 1865, the year the Civil War ended. He was one of ten children born to John and Harriet Brooks, only five of whom survived infancy. Tom was the brightest, and he won a scholarship to Texas A&M College. After his graduation in 1886, rather than return home, he took a job as a clerk in his uncle’s grocery store in Wharton, a fast-growing community about thirty miles northwest of his hometown that had just been added to the New York, Texas and Mexican Railway line.


Brooks was an industrious young man and within a year he had bought his uncle’s store outright. Abolition had greatly changed the economy of the South, and the old plantations that had been its backbone were being abandoned or foreclosed. Brooks used the profits from the grocery store to buy up several of these plantations and divided them into smaller farms, reselling some of them and managing others on a sharecropping arrangement. Soon, he was the leading landowner in Wharton.


Brooks opened an office in the town and hired a young woman named Daisy Speed—who had been born on a plantation in Brooks’s home county—as his secretary. She was the first woman ever employed in such a position in Wharton. Within a year, Tom and Daisy were married.


Over the half century since it was settled, the original Kincheloe plantation had been divided and subdivided, sold off parcel by parcel, and in 1896 Tom Brooks bought fifteen acres of what remained of it and moved his wife into a six-room house that was standing on it. Tom and Daisy Brooks had eight children, six of whom survived infancy—three daughters and three sons. The eldest girl was named Harriet Gautier but was always called Hallie.


For reasons that were never clearly expressed, Tom Brooks was opposed to any of his daughters marrying. Perhaps it had something to do with his disappointment at his sons, all three of whom spent most of their adult lives running up saloon bills and gambling debts that the family had to pay off. If pressed on the matter, he would simply say he could provide for his daughters, so why did they need husbands? To support his argument, he would point to all the disastrous marriages around town, ignoring the fact that his own was an extremely happy one.


Tom Brooks had intervened once before to break up a romance his daughter Hallie had pursued with a young man he deemed unacceptable. But he had not objected when young Albert Foote first began to call at his house, possibly because he thought Foote was too old to have any romantic interest in his daughters.


After returning to Wharton from the business course in Houston, Albert had taken a job as a clerk in town and had ambitions about having his own store. He eventually opened a cleaning and pressing shop, from which he would also take measurements for mail-order tailored suits. He also began to acquire a reputation as something of a wild young man, a chip off his father’s block, a bit too fond of drink and cards and not always scrupulous in his choice of friends.


Foote had seen Hallie Brooks around town from the time she was a girl in high school, and as she grew older his interest became more amorously inclined. In the spring of 1914, Albert and Hallie started to go out together, to the picture show, as movies were called, and to dances and parties. He began to spend more time at the Brooks house.


Wharton was a small town, and the Brooks family was by now one of its pillars. Every time Albert and Hallie were seen together in each other’s company, especially at dances, which were supposedly forbidden to Hallie, a churchgoing Methodist, it was duly reported back to Tom and Daisy Brooks. When it became apparent that Hallie and Albert Foote were becoming serious about each other, Brooks forbade Foote to come to his house. Hallie pleaded with her father not to stand in their way, but Tom Brooks was resolute. He said young Foote was a ne’er-do-well who would bring only heartache to any woman unlucky enough to become his wife.


Myriad are the paths of love, however, and as lovers inevitably do, Albert and Hallie found other ways to meet. With a little help from friends, they would often find themselves at the same social gathering or just happen to go to see the same movie at the same time. They began to talk of marriage. They soon realized, however, that if they went forward with their plans, they would have to do it secretly and elope.


When the wedding day finally arrived, it was carried out with all the secrecy and precision of a military operation. Although Wharton was growing—its population had nearly tripled in a decade—it was still a small town in which everyone knew everybody else, and gossip raced around the main square faster than one of the new automobiles that were fast replacing horse and buggies.


Albert and Hallie told only their closest friends about their marriage plans, fearing that if word got out ahead of time, Hallie’s parents would find a way to stop it. Albert got a friend to go to the jewelry store to buy the wedding rings. He even went to a neighboring town to get the marriage license, knowing that if he applied for one at the Wharton courthouse, one of Mr. Brooks’s many friends there would report it to Hallie’s father.


Hallie sneaked her wedding dress over to a friend’s house the day before the planned ceremony. On the actual day, she left her house early in the morning, telling her mother she was going to spend the day with her friend. Thus she was able to dress for her wedding without arousing her parents’ suspicion.


Although an actual church wedding was out of the question, both Albert and Hallie wanted to be married by a minister. The pastor at the Methodist church the Brooks family had attended all of Hallie’s life refused to conduct the ceremony. Finally, they asked the town’s Baptist preacher if he would marry them, and he agreed to perform the service on the condition that Hallie tell her parents what she was doing beforehand.


The wedding was scheduled for five o’clock in the afternoon in the front parlor of the home of Allie and Archie Elmore, two of their friends. Ten minutes before that time, as the minister insisted, Hallie picked up the phone and dialed her home number. She thought it would be easier to tell her mother rather than her father.


The phone rang and rang, but no one answered. Her mother was clearly not at home. So Hallie had to call her father at his office. He pleaded with her over the phone not to go through with the marriage, saying she would regret it the rest of her life. She did not heed his advice, however, and with only their friends as witnesses, Albert Foote and Hallie Brooks were married on St. Valentine’s Day 1915.


For the first month of their marriage, the newlyweds lived in a spare bedroom at the Elmores’ house, then rented a single room of their own in a rooming house and took their meals at a boarding-house across the street.


Hallie’s parents refused to speak to her for nearly a year after she defied them by marrying Albert Foote. Once, when Hallie was walking on the sidewalk in town, she saw her mother approaching from a distance. Her mother turned on her heel and walked back in the direction from which she had come.


The estrangement ended as abruptly as it began. In the summer after her marriage, Hallie became pregnant. As was then common, pregnant women rarely went out in public. After Hallie began to show she was with child, she mainly stayed indoors at the rooming house where she and Albert lived. As a result, she was close to term before Tom and Daisy Brooks learned their daughter was expecting. One day while a friend was visiting, the landlady of the rooming house knocked on her door and told Hallie she had a telephone call. As she went downstairs, the landlady whispered, “I think it’s your mother.”


Hallie’s heart was pounding and she tried to mask the nervousness she was feeling as she picked up the receiver: “Hello.”


“Hallie, this is your mother,” the voice on the other end of the line said.


At first, Hallie couldn’t think of anything to say in return and she felt like she was going to start crying, so she swallowed and replied, “Hello, Mama, how are you?”


“I’m fine, thank you. I thought I would come over and see you this afternoon if you’re going to be at home.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be here.”


Daisy Brooks arrived about three in the afternoon and went straight to Hallie’s room. She strode in and began talking to her daughter as though they had seen each other the day before and hadn’t finished the conversation. No apologies were asked or given, and the subject of the rift between them was not mentioned, then or ever.


The reconciliation was completed the following day. Hallie’s father showed up at the rooming house. As soon as he saw his daughter, he started telling her about his plans to build a house on a lot adjacent to his own, so that she and her husband would have a place to take the baby. Albert agreed to his father-in-law’s plan, provided the house be kept in his wife’s name.


On March 14, 1916, Hallie delivered a baby boy in the single room she and her husband had rented and lived in since shortly after their elopement. The child was named after his father: Albert Horton Foote Jr.


The following year, the Footes and their son moved into a six-room house built by Hallie’s father on three-quarters of an acre of land, with the backyard adjoining that of the Brookses. They lived in that house their entire lives, and although he left it at the age of sixteen to pursue his dream of being an actor, it is the house Horton Foote regarded as home for the next ninety years.


The house was built high off the ground, like that of the Brookses, to protect it from the frequent flooding of Caney Creek, which ran nearby. It was said that when Caney Creek flooded, the town’s main square turned to mud so thick that it took a team of four mules just to pull a wagon across it. In the summer, Caney Creek usually ran dry, leaving its banks covered with dead fish, and spawning outbreaks of malaria, typhoid, and yellow fever. In the 1920s, Wharton’s two main doctors prevailed on the town’s leaders to drain Caney Creek in an effort to prevent the perennial outbreak of disease, and the crawl spaces underneath the two houses were covered over.


The house also had a wide front porch that ran nearly halfway around it. The front porch, or gallery as it was sometimes called, was a central part of American society in the early twentieth century and beyond. Almost without exception, front porches were furnished with a swing, a rocking chair, a love seat, and an array of other chairs and stools. It was where families gathered after the evening meal to discuss the day’s affairs and tell stories. Even after the radio made its way into most American homes, the front porch remained a family room. It was only in the second half of the century, when televisions became pervasive, that families moved indoors permanently. The den replaced the front porch, and Americans became content to let TV take over the storytelling.


The front-porch ritual was very much a fixture at the Foote household during Horton’s childhood. It would begin each night with Foote’s mother asking his father about the day’s business. The elder Foote had sold his cleaning business and opened a clothing store on the main square. After an accounting of the day’s sales and the visitors who came into the store, the talk would turn to town gossip. Once that was exhausted, the evening was spent recalling old tales, usually prefaced with a rhetorical question, such as “Whatever happened to … [so and so],” or “Do you remember the time …?” Foote’s father, who had been a traveling salesman during the time he courted Foote’s mother, would sometimes recount stories from the places he had visited, beginning each with the phrase “When I was on the road … ”


Unlike most boys his age, who preferred to run outside and play after supper, young Foote relished listening to the stories, even when they were told over and over. Albert and Hallie later had two more sons, but Foote was never particularly close to his brothers growing up. For one thing, there was a difference of several years in their ages. Tom Brooks, the middle son, was born in 1921, when Foote was five and already in the first grade. The third son, John Speed, was born two years later. But it was not only the age differences, and the natural resentment of an eldest son toward siblings who steal the attention of his parents and relatives; the two younger Foote boys simply did not share their elder brother’s fascination with old family tales. While they were off playing baseball or hide-and-seek with other kids, their brother stayed at home or visited his grandmother or aunts, or the black families who lived on his grandmother’s property and worked for her, prompting them to repeat yarns he had heard many times but that changed slightly with each retelling. And even in Wharton, Texas, there was a wealth of stories.


The town was expanding. The arrival of a second railroad around the turn of the twentieth century had brought another population boom. Wharton, a hamlet of only a couple hundred people at the time Foote’s grandparents married, had a population of over three thousand by the time Foote started school. And like the Naked City with its eight million inhabitants, every one of Wharton’s three thousand had a story to tell.


Many of the stories involved his own family. The Foote and Brooks family trees had more branches than the giant pecans that grew everywhere in Wharton. There was a plethora of aunts and uncles, great-aunts and great-uncles, and cousins by the dozens. Even for a family member, it was hard to keep them all straight. To an outsider, it was like reading a nineteenth-century Russian novel in which all the characters have three given names, in addition to one or more nicknames.


There were, for example, his mother’s three brothers. They were Thomas Henry Brooks, John Speed Brooks, and William Smith Brooks. The eldest was known in the family as Brother, or Uncle Brother, or sometimes as Harry. The second one was known by his middle name, Speed, and the youngest was usually called Billy, although he had other nicknames as well. His grandmother, who was born Mary Phelps Speed, was called Daisy all her life by friends and relations, and dubbed Baboo by Foote when he was a child. On his father’s side, Foote had two aunts and two uncles in addition to four great-aunts—sisters of the paternal grandmother he saw only infrequently in childhood, usually when he would visit her in Houston for two weeks in the summer. The eldest of these women was named Louisiana Texas Patience Horton, but always known as Loula, and she was one of young Foote’s favorites.


It was Loula who had the most stories, and many of them involved his three maternal uncles, whose misguided lives brought their mother and their sisters much heartache. It is not unusual for a respected family to have at least one black sheep in it. But for a family as highly regarded as the Brookses to have all three male offspring turn out to be profligate was a subject of more than idle gossip.


The Brooks boys, as they were collectively known around town, each began drinking as adolescents, and they were never far from trouble. The drinking led to gambling and the gambling to debts that their father had to pay off. There was a scandal over a girl one got pregnant; there were fights and arrests. Speed was once involved in a drunken brawl in a neighboring town in which a man was killed; there was a trial, but both Speed and the man who struck the fatal blow were freed. Each was found a variety of jobs or set up in a business in the hopes the responsibility would instill some discipline in their lives, but it never did.


Family tragedy struck when Foote was only nine years old. Tom Brooks, Foote’s grandfather, collapsed and died one March afternoon on a street in Wharton. For the nine-year-old boy, the biggest loss at the time was the sense of security he had always felt being the number one grandson of the town’s leading and wealthiest citizen. If his grandfather had lavished attention on him, his now widowed grandmother took him under her wing almost as though he were her own.


The boy began to spend nearly as much time at his grandmother’s house as his own. Possibly because her own sons had turned out the way they had, his grandmother began to place all of her hopes on young Horton. She would have catered to his every whim if Foote’s father had not insisted against it. Instead, she rewarded him with capital of a different kind—more of the stories that he would later turn into plays and movies.


There were other stories to tell as well. The Ku Klux Klan was still active in Wharton in the 1920s, as it was throughout the South, and one incident involved a local man who was rumored to be living with a black woman. He was pulled from his horse one afternoon in the middle of town, carried off in a car, then returned a couple of hours later, naked, shaved bald, and covered with tar and feathers. Another involved the lynching of a black man, a trustee from a prison farm who had been working in a neighbor’s yard the same day a white woman was raped and murdered. There was a cousin, Mabel Horton, a celebrated beauty whose husband shot and killed himself on their honeymoon. Whether it was an accident or suicide was a source of family speculation for years to come. Then there was an aunt who was engaged to be married but called it off practically at the church door when she learned on her wedding day that her fiancé had “outside children,” meaning he had fathered children with a black woman. Another aunt had wanted to marry her first cousin but was forbidden, and the cousin used to walk by her house every evening just so he could see her sitting on the front porch and wave to her.


There was the story about the president of a local bank and his son-in-law, who were discovered to have been helping themselves to their customers’ savings. There was the married neighbor who had been keeping a woman in the next town, and the wife of another local man who ran away with a traveling salesman. There was another cousin whose husband killed his father-in-law, and yet another who walked out into a lake in Florida, even though he couldn’t swim, and drowned. There was Archie Elmore, in whose home his parents had been married, who put a gun to his head one day and blew his brains out. There was one of young Foote’s classmates whose father ran off with another woman, leaving the boy’s mother destitute. There was the neighbor who would get drunk and walk into town and climb the pecan trees in the courthouse square. And there was the mysterious story of Miss Minnie Mae, the prettiest girl in the county, who once went to all the dances and was the belle of all the balls, but married a handsome layabout who never worked a day in his life. She ended up a recluse, refusing to answer the door, and was often seen walking up and down in her garden at night talking to herself.


The stories went on and on, and when the stories on his own front porch ran out, he would race across his backyard to his grandmother’s house, or across the street to his aunt’s, to hear more. If his own relations were too busy, Foote would visit the two homes that his grandparents had built for their black retainers, where he would often hear the same stories, but from the servants’ point of view rather than the masters’.


At the time, the population of Wharton was about evenly divided between white and black families, and although racial segregation was still the rule in public places and in schools and churches, and the black and white neighborhoods were in separate parts of town, young Horton was welcomed into the black homes as though he were one of the family. This was partly due to the regard the black townsfolk had for his father.


Having been partly raised by a black family during his teen years, Foote’s father had a strong empathy with the plight of black people in the South, most of whom worked as sharecroppers on small farms or at the cotton gin or as domestic help. The local black population shopped for their clothes almost exclusively at Foote’s haberdashery, and on Saturdays they would wait in line outside the store for the elder Foote to wait on them personally. There once was a small scandal in town when Foote senior refused to stop assisting a black customer when a white woman came in and demanded to be served immediately. The woman stalked out and tried to organize a boycott of the store, but it had no effect.


During his childhood, Foote visited the houses of black families and played with their children almost as much as with those of white neighbors. Many of the black people he knew only by their first names, but one with whom he felt great kinship was Stant Powell. Stant had worked for Foote’s father when Foote senior ran the cleaning business with the sideline in mail-order suits. When Foote was a baby, Stant would carry him around on his shoulders. Stant always called young Foote “Little Horton” and his father “Big Horton.” Little Horton and Stant had a special bond.


One of Foote’s early lessons in the realities of racial relations in the South came when he was sixteen. Foote had spent the summer in Dallas with his aunt and grandmother, and when he returned to Wharton and saw Stant on the street, the now aging black man addressed him as “Mister.” Young Horton said nothing, but felt a sadness at the change and asked his father about it. “That’s because you are both in the South,” his father replied. “And that’s the way things are done in the South.”


It was in the kitchens and yards of black families that he heard tales of the supernatural that were rife in the black community. A major source for these stories was Walter, who worked for Foote’s grandmother as yardman and chauffeur, both in horse-and-buggy days and after the arrival of automobiles. Walter claimed to have the gift of second sight, which allowed him to see spirits that no one else could see. Walter, who had been sent overseas in a Negro regiment in World War I, loved to recount how he had seen mermaids during his ocean voyage to Europe. Another story Walter was fond of telling was how he had once been driving the Brooks family in a buggy when the horse suddenly shied, reared, and refused to go forward. No one could figure out what was wrong except Walter, who saw there was a fiery chariot standing in the middle of the road and the horse wouldn’t go around it.


From the black servants of the town’s white families Foote often heard the unvarnished versions of the local scandals. He heard, for example, how the wife and daughter of a prominent businessman refused to talk to him or even eat meals with him because he was discovered to be keeping a mistress. The maid had to take a tray of food to him in his room and carry notes to and from his family. If he walked into a room, the other family members would walk out. Or, how another lady called her children into the dining room, sat them down in the presence of their father (and the maid), and proceeded to tell them in detail what he had been up to with a woman he was keeping in Houston.


Another source of stories for young Foote was Outlar’s Drugstore. If the front porch was the family room of small-town America, the drugstore was its forum. Everybody stopped in the drugstore at some point during the day. It was the place where one could pick up a soda pop and all the latest news bulletins about anything that happened in the town. The drugstore was such a predominant social institution that Foote set his first full-length play in one much like Outlar’s.


Through what Faulkner once called the “means of childhood’s simple inevitable listening,” Foote stored away all of the stories that would one day make their way into his plays. That the veneer of genteel Southern society covered a tawdry reality steeped in alcoholism, gambling, and sex is not surprising. That Foote’s plays could have occurred in any town in the country only serves to make them universally relevant. What sets his stories apart are not the details themselves, but the compassion for human frailty and the struggle for dignity in the face of adversity and failure that runs through them.


It is probably only natural that a young man so enamored of stories should find an affinity for the theater and the movies. Discovering that connection, however, was not easy in a small town like Wharton. While there was a cinema in Wharton and young Foote saw many motion pictures, his only exposure to live theater was a traveling troupe called the Dude Arthur Comedians that came to town every summer for a week of performances staged in a tent. His only childhood acting experience came in the third grade, when his teacher enlisted his class to perform scenes from A Midsummer Night’s Dream for a charity social she was organizing. Young Foote was cast as Puck, and the scenes were presented one night in the backyard of his teacher’s home. Eighty years later he would say it was one of the happiest memories of his childhood.


When he was twelve years old, Foote told his parents that he wanted to be an actor when he grew up. If his parents did not immediately try to dissuade him from such a notion, it was probably because they thought it was a childhood fantasy he would soon outgrow. In an effort to provide his stagestruck son with a taste of reality, Foote’s father put him to work in his store as a clerk on Saturdays and after school.


His father never employed a full-time clerk in his haberdashery, and the only time he might have needed one was on Saturdays. There were days during the week when Foote would not sell a single item all day long, although people might drop by to pass the time of day. As with most farming communities, the opening of any conversation usually had to do with the weather and how cotton was faring, since the entire economy relied on the success of the year’s crop. On Saturdays, when nearly everyone in town did their shopping, Foote often kept his store open until ten or eleven o’clock at night, especially during the cotton season, which ran from July until late October. Dozens of customers would crowd into the store, visiting and chatting with other customers while waiting their turn to buy shirts, socks, hats, ties, or maybe to be measured for a mail-order suit.


Horton senior’s decision to bring his son into his store as a clerk, however, failed to dissuade Foote from his theatrical pursuits. Two events in the town helped keep young Foote’s aspirations alive: the first was the formation of a theater company in Wharton, and young Foote saw every play it mounted; the second was the arrival of Eppie Murphree, who was hired to teach speech classes at Wharton High School.


Ms. Murphree had traveled, loved the theater, and had seen numerous productions in big cities. In addition to teaching speech, she began to direct plays at school. Foote confided in her about his desire to become an actor, and she encouraged him by casting him in all the school plays during his sophomore, junior, and senior years.


It was also about this time that Foote began going steady with a girl in his class, Martha Jay Winn. Apart from going to the movies, the main entertainment for young people in Wharton, as in many small towns, were dances, and if a young man didn’t know how to dance, he was pretty much regarded as a social outcast. Although his mother’s family had long been pillars of the local Methodist church, which condemned dancing as sinful, Foote had by the time he was thirteen learned the waltz, the fox-trot, and a scandalous new dance known simply as “belly rubbing.”


Since the Footes did not own a car, Horton and Martha Jay had to double-date when they went out on the weekends. There was a dance every Friday night at the Norton Opera House, a large, barnlike structure originally built for touring Chautauqua shows, the summer programs of concerts and lectures, named for the New York lakeside town where they were first organized. At one end of the hall was a stage where an orchestra, usually a six- or seven-piece band from a neighboring town, played. Occasionally, a black orchestra from Houston would appear, but usually it was a white group. Admission was normally twenty-five cents, though it could go up to as much as a half-dollar if there was a larger band.


The dances were not just for high school students. Young couples, married or single, attended the weekly dances. There was a lot of traffic in and out of the dance hall, and invariably someone had some bootleg liquor in a car in the parking lot. Sometimes there were arguments or fights outside, but chaperones, usually mothers of the school-age crowd, were on hand to make sure nothing untoward occurred inside the dance hall.


Foote himself was abstemious with regard to drinking—his uncles had set a vivid example of the pitfalls of liquor—and he would spend his time dancing to the hits of the day, such as “Stardust,” “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” “I’ll Get By,” and everybody’s favorite swing number, “Tiger Rag.”


Since Foote had started public school when he was five and the high school ran only through the eleventh grade, he graduated when he was sixteen. For most of his senior year, he had rebuffed his parents when they spoke of him going to college, insisting that he only wanted to be an actor and that the only place for an actor was New York City.


While not rejecting him outright, his father kept referring to his plans to be an actor as a “notion” and insisted that New York City was no place for a sixteen-year-old boy to be on his own. Another consideration was money. It was 1932, and the Depression was by now being felt in every town in America; Wharton and Foote’s haberdashery were no exceptions. The economy of Wharton, like much of the agrarian South, was based on cotton. If cotton was not selling, it meant that fewer shirts were being made. If fewer shirts were being made, fewer shirts were being bought. It was an unending cycle that affected farmers, manufacturers, retailers, and everyone in between. While Foote senior was managing to keep food on his family’s table, he did not have money to send his son off to New York to study acting.


Finally, a compromise was reached. Foote agreed to wait one year after his graduation to be sure that was what he wanted to do with his life. If he still wanted to pursue acting, his father would pay for him to study for two years, but not in New York City. Miss Murphree had some brochures from other acting schools around the country, and after looking them over, Foote’s father told him he could attend the Pasadena Playhouse in California, mainly because Foote had a great-aunt who lived in Los Angeles. In the interim, his father said, he could spend the off year with another aunt, Laura, who lived in Dallas, and take acting lessons there.


When his grandmother heard of the plan, she devised one of her own to help him and, possibly, to straighten out her own youngest son, Billy, in the process. Mrs. Brooks announced she had decided to spend a year in Dallas herself. She would take Billy with her and he could go to night school and study to become a lawyer while young Horton studied acting.


The August after his graduation, Foote, his grandmother, and his uncle Billy all went to Dallas and settled into a house his grandmother had rented in the Oak Cliff section of the city. She even found him a drama academy called the Woodward School. Under the agreement his grandmother had reached with his father, Horton could stay at the house she had rented, but he would have to find a job to pay his tuition to the acting school. Within his first week in Dallas, he got a job as an usher at the Majestic movie theater on Elm Street. It paid three dollars a week, which just barely covered school fees and his pocket expenses. It also allowed him to see free movies. Every day he would take a streetcar to his job, and twice a week he went to his classes at the Woodward School.


As it turned out, Miss Woodward gave little in the way of acting instruction. The school was more an elocution class than anything else, but there was to be a recital in the spring in which her students would perform scenes they had worked on during the term. She assigned Foote a part in a two-character Chekhov play called Swan Song, in which he, at the age of sixteen, was to play a washed-up, alcoholic actor in his sixties who, one night after a performance, recalls his glory days by reciting speeches from King Lear, Hamlet, and Othello.


When spring rolled around, Foote’s mother came up from Wharton to see him in the recital. It was the first time she had spent a night away from her husband since they had married, and she planned to stay several days. The evening went well, and they all celebrated at a dinner out that evening. But the next day, Foote’s mother received a phone call from his father saying that Foote’s brother Tom had fallen out of a tree and broken his collarbone. Foote’s mother took the bus back to Wharton the following morning, her break from domestic life cut short.


If anything, the Woodward School only made Foote more determined than ever to take proper acting lessons at a proper acting school, and with his parents’ blessing he enrolled in the Pasadena Playhouse for the fall. To pay for his tuition, Foote’s father sold a small house he had bought years earlier and had been renting to bring in extra money.


As Foote recounted in Farewell, a memoir of his childhood, his father called him out on the front porch on the night before he was to leave and gave him a new billfold with some money for his trip inside it.


“Be careful with that wallet, son,” his father admonished him. “There are pickpockets on those buses, and—”


“Daddy, I’m going to be careful. Don’t worry.”


“I’m not worrying,” his father said. “I have every confidence in you. I’m very proud of you, son. I know you’ll do just fine.”


There was a brief silence, then his father continued.


“You’ll get to see mountains. Do you realize that? I envy you. I’ve never seen a mountain in my life. I guess now I never will. I’m glad you’re going, son. Sometimes I wish your mother and I could get up and go and live some other place.”


The following morning, Foote and his mother were driven to Houston by his uncle Billy to catch the bus to Dallas, where he was to spend one night with his aunt Laura before catching another bus the next day to Los Angeles.


Although he would return for one more summer, Foote knew he was leaving home for good. But rather than escaping his family, Foote ended up carrying them all with him, and it was they who became his collective muse.








CHAPTER 2
Pasadena: The Actor Prepares


THE PASADENA PLAYHOUSE was founded in 1917 when a man named Gilmor Brown took over an old burlesque house and began putting on plays there. Although he had little talent as an actor or a director, he had a great passion for the theater, and he staged new and interesting plays that found an audience in Pasadena. By 1925, Brown’s success prompted the town to raise funds to build a new theater for his enterprise, which was originally called the Pasadena Community Playhouse. Brown soon added a second stage, a small theater-in-the-round called the Play Box, and established a school that offered classes in acting and other theater arts.


By the time the seventeen-year-old Horton Foote arrived in the fall of 1933, it was a well-known academy that attracted aspiring actors from across the country. The school had a two-year curriculum and charged a fee of five hundred dollars for the first year and two hundred fifty dollars for the second, a lot of money during the Depression. The fee included a room at a boardinghouse near the school, but any other expenses were out of the students’ pockets.


One of the reasons Foote’s father agreed to his studying in Pasadena was that he had a great-aunt, his maternal grandmother’s sister, who lived in Los Angeles. Foote had been told that this aunt, Mag, and her husband, Walt, would meet him when he arrived in Los Angeles, and he would spend the weekend with them before reporting to the school the following Monday.


He arrived at the Greyhound bus terminal in the middle of Los Angeles after dark on a Saturday evening. Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt were indeed waiting for him. His aunt asked if he was hungry. He said he was, and they drove to a cafeteria for a meal. After dinner, his aunt and uncle suggested they drive around the city, and Foote readily agreed, eager to see his new hometown. After a brief time, however, Aunt Mag told Walt it was late, and they should drive to Pasadena so Horton could find a room at the YMCA. Foote was surprised. He started to remind her that he was supposed to stay at their apartment until Monday, but he was too polite, so he said nothing.


When they parted at the YMCA in Pasadena, Foote’s aunt told him that they wanted him to come spend Thanksgiving with them. Foote thanked them, but was still puzzled over why they did not take him home with them as planned. He was also starting to worry about how long his money would last. The room at the Y was an expense he had not counted on. It was a small room but clean, and by this time Foote was so tired, he lay down on the bed and went to sleep with his clothes on.


The next day, Foote spent twenty-five cents on a breakfast of bacon and eggs and coffee at a drugstore, then asked directions to the Playhouse. He walked there, but it was locked up like a jail. He sat outside for a while, thinking someone might come out, but no one did. He walked along an empty Colorado Boulevard, the main street in Pasadena.


At one intersection, he heard church bells ringing and thought that his mother was likely sitting down to play the organ at the Methodist church in Wharton. For some reason, he thought of Miss Barclay, the woman who played the organ at the church until she committed suicide by hanging herself in her bedroom. He then remembered that California time was two hours behind Texas time, and that church services in Wharton were over, and his family was probably sitting down to Sunday dinner of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, biscuits, and gravy. The thought made him hungry again, but he knew he couldn’t spend the money on another meal so soon.


An incident on the bus trip had made him acutely mindful of his finances. A woman who sat next to him had told him how she and her husband had lost their house, their car, and all their savings in the Depression. She asked him why he was going to California, and when Foote told her he was going to study acting at a drama school, she wanted to know how much it cost. When he told her, she exclaimed, “My God, that’s a fortune. Seven hundred and fifty dollars is a fortune to me.” And she proceeded to tell just about everyone else on the bus that he was going to California to study to be an actor and that it cost seven hundred and fifty dollars.


By late afternoon, he was tired of walking and was getting hungry again. He saw a cafeteria, but he didn’t know how much the dishes cost, so he decided not to risk it. He found a diner that had the price of items they offered on signs behind the counter, and he got a hamburger for ten cents. After eating, he returned to his room at the YMCA. He lay down on his bed for a nap and when he awoke it was after nine o’clock at night. He thought again of his parents and realized they would be asleep by now.


To pass the time as much as anything else, he began writing a letter to his parents, telling them how much he loved Pasadena and how beautiful it was with its huge palm trees and flowering bougainvillea, although at that moment he was beginning to wonder why he had ever thought of becoming an actor in the first place: how he’d really like to be home at that very moment, sleeping in his own bed. He had only half finished the letter when sleepiness again overtook him and he lay down. The next thing he knew it was Monday morning, and the world looked a little brighter.


He paid his bill at the YMCA and walked with his one suitcase to the same diner for breakfast, then to the Pasadena Playhouse. When he got there it was still padlocked. It was only seven thirty in the morning, and the school didn’t open until nine. There was one other person in front of the theater, clearly another student who had arrived early. Foote introduced himself.


The other student was named John Forsht, and he had just arrived that morning on a bus from Pennsylvania. He was three years older than Foote and had attended college for two years at Bucknell. Forsht asked Foote if he had eaten breakfast. When Foote said he had, Forsht told him he hadn’t eaten in two days because his wallet had been stolen when he changed buses in Denver, and he didn’t have a cent. Foote loaned Forsht a quarter so he could eat breakfast.


The class was comprised of twelve girls and seven boys, all but one of whom were about Foote’s age or a little older. One of the girls was very loud and kept telling anyone in earshot she was Jody Schwartzberg from Fort Worth, Texas. The students were introduced to one of their teachers, Miss Eugenia Ong, and given the addresses for their rooming houses. They were told classes would begin the following morning.


The house to which Foote was assigned was a two-story yellow frame structure only a block from the school. The landlady said another student at the school, Charles Robinson, would be staying there, but he wouldn’t arrive until the next day. There were two other boarders, both older men. Foote’s room was on the second floor, furnished with a bed, a table, a straight-backed chair, and one armchair.


Classes took place five days a week, from nine to five, with an hour off for lunch. There were courses in speech, theater history, scene design, makeup, and fencing, a common instruction for actors at that time, more to teach graceful movement than to prepare for swashbuckling roles. Two hours each day were spent in rehearsals. The three directors employed by the main theater took turns directing the students in different plays. Each student was assigned to a play they would present at the end of term.


For the next few weeks, Foote got to know the other class members. One to whom he paid considerable attention was named Charlotte Sturges. She was willowy and attractive in an ethereal sort of way and reminded him of Katharine Hepburn. Charlotte’s great passion in life was modern dance, and she was devoted to Mary Wigman. She had wanted to go to Germany to study with the great dancer, but her parents insisted she go to the Pasadena Playhouse instead. Foote had known little of dance besides the fox-trot and belly rub when he started going out with Charlotte, but he soon learned a great deal, and modern dance would play an important part in his life within a few years.


The first play to which Foote was assigned was a Roman comedy to be directed by Tom Brown Henry. Henry was a harsh taskmaster who believed the best way to get a credible performance out of an actor was to scare him or her into it. On the first day of rehearsals, as Foote recalled in Beginnings, his memoir of his early years trying to become an actor, Henry addressed the cast:


You are here to learn, I believe. You won’t learn by my flattering you, but by my telling you what you have to do to survive in this lousy business. Now Gilmor Brown will be along one day and give you inspirational talks about how the theater is a temple and you must dedicate yourself unselfishly to it, and that’s what he has done and that’s worked for him, but I tell you you’ll get kicked out of the temple if you don’t know how to walk across the stage without looking like an automaton and talking so low you can’t be heard.


Henry certainly wasted no flattery on Foote’s efforts. On the second day of rehearsals, as Foote was acting in a scene, Henry stopped him after almost every line.


“Boy,” he finally snapped. “Where are you from?”


“Texas, sir,” Foote replied.


“Is that how they talk in Texas?”


“I guess so, sir.”


“Well, I’m not from Texas and I can’t understand a word you are saying.”


“Is it not loud enough?” Foote asked.


“No. You’re loud enough. But you’ll never get anywhere with that accent.”


After his speech class the following day, Foote was asked by Miss Ong to stay behind after the others had left. She told him he should have some private tutoring to overcome his drawl of a Texas accent and recommended her own speech teacher, Blanche Townsend.


In all of his budgeting and planning for his studies in Pasadena, the prospect of additional lessons had not entered into the calculations. But he figured if he went without lunch, he would be able to afford two lessons a week from Miss Townsend.


The extra speech lessons began at eight o’clock, an hour before classes started at the Playhouse. The first lessons concentrated on breathing exercises. Then Miss Townsend had him read Hamlet’s speech to the players. Foote began: “Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue … ” She interrupted him.


They concentrated on the phrase “trippingly on the tongue” for half an hour. Miss Townsend made him say it over and over and over.


“Trippingly, trippingly, trippingly,” she would say.


“Trippingly, trippingly, trippingly,” he would echo.


“Better. Much better,” she would encourage.


Foote was not sure what all this had to do with acting, but he trusted Miss Townsend, and she was very patient with him. Also, Tom Brown Henry had stopped riding him quite so hard in rehearsals at school.


By the time Thanksgiving rolled around, Foote was looking forward to a weekend away. He called his aunt Mag early that week and she said they would be at his boardinghouse at eight o’clock on Thursday morning and all drive together to Vista, the town where Mag and Walt’s grown children lived.


Foote packed a small suitcase and was waiting in the living room of his boardinghouse by seven thirty Thanksgiving morning. When eight o’clock came, he went outside to look for their car. By eight thirty, he was becoming a bit anxious. By nine, he was decidedly uneasy. His landlady asked if he was sure he had the time right. She suggested that maybe they had gotten lost trying to find the house. He doubted that was the case.


Ten o’clock came and went. At eleven, Foote tried to call them. Uncle Walt answered the phone. Foote asked if Aunt Mag was there, but Walt told him that she had gone to Vista the day before for Thanksgiving and would be gone a few days. If it occurred to Walt that she was supposed to take her grandnephew with him, he said nothing about it. Again, Foote was too polite to mention it, so he wished his uncle a happy Thanksgiving and hung up. They had simply forgotten about him.


Foote’s landlady set a place for him to have Thanksgiving dinner at the boardinghouse, and he spent the rest of the weekend on his own. All the other students had departed to family and friends. He started writing a letter to his mother and father, but he didn’t want to tell them what had happened with Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt, and he didn’t want to lie by telling them what a wonderful Thanksgiving he had, so in the end he didn’t write them at all.


Throughout the fall, in addition to classes and the plays they worked on, the students attended productions at the Playhouse’s main stage and at the Play Box. Seeing these performances gave Foote as much of an education in acting as he was receiving from the teachers.


Foote took Charlotte to most of the plays at the Playhouse, although she was dismissive of all of them. For Charlotte, modern dance was the only true form of artistic expression, and the theater and acting were outdated and not worth wasting one’s time on.


One night, after they had seen a production of Oscar Wilde’s Salomé with a young actor named Lee J. Cobb in the role of Herod, their differences of opinion developed into a full-blown argument. Charlotte was particularly incensed by the actress playing the title role and her Dance of the Seven Veils.


“That vulgar display is not dancing,” she told Foote as they left the theater.


Foote had been very taken with Cobb’s portrayal of Herod and marveled that he was only twenty-five years old. Moreover, a fellow student named Joe Anthony, who was in his second year at the Playhouse, appeared in the production and Foote admired his performance as well. He wanted to talk about the play and asked Charlotte if she wanted to go for a soda.


“I’m going home,” Charlotte fumed. “I hated it.”


Foote offered to walk with her, but she insisted on going alone. They quarreled, then agreed to disagree, and Charlotte finally let Foote walk her home.


By dating Charlotte throughout his first year, Foote learned a great deal about modern dance. But he had to look elsewhere for any discussion about the plays and performances he saw at the school. One of his more outspoken classmates was Jody Schwartzberg, who was as enamored of the German theater, especially Max Reinhardt, as Charlotte was of German dance and Mary Wigman. John Forsht was also devoted to German theater, as was Doc Granby, another classmate who had graduated from Princeton and had actually seen Broadway productions. In fact, Germany was pretty much at the vanguard of all artistic endeavor at the time, and many of its leading lights—actors, playwrights, directors, dancers, musicians—were beginning to emigrate to America as the Nazis brought more of German society under their repressive control.


Foote soon joined the chorus of students who extolled German theater and acting as the acme of the profession. It was, however, an American actress who made the most lasting impression on him during his two years in Pasadena. It came in the spring of Foote’s first year, and it was his grandmother from Wharton who made it possible.


Early in December, Foote received a letter from his mother saying his grandmother had decided to spend some time with her two sisters in California, and, unsurprisingly, had chosen Pasadena to be her home base for the visit. Foote had since written his parents about the Thanksgiving incident with Mag and Walt. It occurred to him that his mother might write her aunt to thank her for having him for the holiday, and that would only deepen the embarrassment. His grandmother figured that Walt had gotten drunk and so angered Mag that she simply went off on her own and forgot about her grandnephew.


Foote’s grandmother arrived the day before the Christmas holiday break began at the school. It was arranged that she and Mag would collect him at his boardinghouse and they would drive together to spend Christmas with their other sister, Bo, in La Jolla. Foote had not seen or heard from Mag since being stood up on Thanksgiving, and he did not know whether there would be any awkwardness. But his aunt was friendly when they met and did not mention the incident. It was as though nothing had ever happened.


Bo, Foote’s other great-aunt, was a widow who lived in a house on the ocean. Her husband, Harry, had owned an insurance business that had run into financial problems, and he had hanged himself in their bedroom ten years earlier. Aunt Bo had taken over the company, turned it around, and now clearly had a lot of money.


Aunt Bo surprised Foote by announcing on the first day of their visit that since it was 1933 and Prohibition had been repealed, she would serve cocktails before dinner and wine with the meal. She also said that she smoked cigarettes. What surprised him even more was that his grandmother simply smiled and said that was fine. Foote had thought that since Baboo’s own sons had such a problem with alcohol, she would have objected. His grandmother, of course, declined the cocktails and wine, and seemed pleased when Foote did as well.


After Christmas, Aunt Bo decided to join Foote’s grandmother in Pasadena for a few weeks. His grandmother had rented an apartment in one of the more expensive neighborhoods in Pasadena, and she insisted that Foote move in with them. It would be a longer walk to school each day, and Foote knew there would be a problem if he left the boardinghouse before the end of the school year.


Indeed, his landlady complained to the school, saying she relied on the income from renting her rooms to acting students for her livelihood, and she expected Foote to stay there through the end of the term. But the school smoothed things over, and Foote spent the rest of the semester in the apartment his grandmother and Aunt Bo had rented.
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