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Prologue

In the end, as in the beginning, they didn’t need words.

Hank’s health broke first. The pacemaker had been implanted while he was playing Clarence Darrow in 1975, and that was followed by a tumor the size of a grapefruit in his diaphragm. The tumor was benign, but the surgery resulted in a troublesome staph infection.

Prostate cancer was diagnosed in 1979 when he was appearing in First Monday in October. The cancer had moved into the bone, but doses of estrogen sent the disease into remission. After that came various hip and back problems.

His frailty was obvious. In 1980, when he wanted to make Gideon’s Trumpet for television, the only way he could be insured was to pay part of the premiums himself, which he did without much complaint. Clarence Gideon was a good part, and a good part meant more to Hank Fonda than bread, than air.

“Retire? I wouldn’t know what to do,” he said, dismissing the very idea.

Finally it rounded back to the heart again, which was descending into congestive failure. Before, he had always rallied, if only because dying was bound to interrupt acting. But this time the doctors and his family weren’t so confident.

He was in intensive care. His wife, Shirlee, remembers that things were looking grim until Jim Stewart came for a visit. Fonda had been in a deep sleep, but when he heard Jim’s unmistakable voice he began to stir.

“Stewart, is that you?” he said, his eyes still closed.

Assured that it was, Hank opened his eyes. It was definitely Jim standing there.

“Where’s my root beer float?” Fonda asked.

At that point, everyone in the room knew he was going to live for a while longer, because Henry Fonda took root beer floats very seriously. Another thing he took seriously was Jim Stewart, his best friend.

By the time Fonda won his ridiculously overdue Oscar for On Golden Pond he was in a wheelchair. He had acted right up until his body failed him. Between completing On Golden Pond and getting his award, he made a TV movie with Myrna Loy called Summer Solstice, then appeared in a play. He had to be carried onto the set and placed in position before the curtain rose, but he didn’t care. Acting was not a job to Henry Fonda. It was, rather, his identity.

“If I go,” he told his wife, “I go with my boots on.”

By the early summer of 1982, he was clearly spiraling down. On May 16, he celebrated his seventy-seventh birthday. It had been precisely 139 days since his release from Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, where he had resided for seven endless weeks. Shirlee had been keeping track—Cedars had been his thirteenth hospitalization since their marriage in 1965. If anybody noticed the unlucky number they didn’t mention it.

He hadn’t left the house since his daughter, Jane, had brought him his Oscar right after the ceremony. Some days he didn’t leave his bedroom. The skin around his face had begun to tighten and fade, which had the effect of making his startlingly blue eyes loom even larger. The rest of him had aged terribly, but his eyes remained radiant and fierce with life.

Every day Stewart would leave his house on North Roxbury in Beverly Hills and visit his friend up the hill in Bel-Air. Most days he would bring flowers in one hand and a bag of vegetables in the other, harvested that morning from the garden he and Gloria, his wife, had planted next to their house. If Fonda was awake and in the mood for conversation, they usually discussed gardening, and the pleasure it gave them.

When Jim wasn’t around, Jane would sit by her father’s bed. Her hope was that he would talk, say something that might dispel the aura of silence and grudge that had plagued their relationship since she was a little girl. But in his dying, as in his living, Henry Fonda kept his own counsel, reserving his thoughts about death to himself.

“When I die, put my ashes in the compost pile,” he had told Shirlee. It was the sort of defiant, I-don’t-give-a-good-goddamn statement people often make, but Fonda meant it. If there’s anything an organic gardener understands, it’s the importance of quality fertilizer.

As Jim sat with Hank that long summer, they figured out that the fall of 1982 would mark fifty years since they had thrown in together, two starving young actors in New York City. Since then they had been inseparable, emotionally if not physically.

On the surface, their friendship was a match of opposing personalities. Henry Jaynes Fonda was an agnostic trending toward atheist who had been raised in a Christian Science household on the plains of Nebraska. James Maitland Stewart was a churchgoing Presbyterian from the archetypal Midwest town of Indiana, Pennsylvania. Hank was an ardent New Deal Democrat, Jim an equally serious conservative Republican. Hank had had five wives—a fact he found mortifying—and often difficult relationships with his children, while Jim had one wife and was adored by his children.

Stewart had been finishing his architecture degree at Princeton when he was diverted into the least likely career ever attempted by a citizen of Indiana, Pennsylvania. Fonda was introduced to the craft by Dorothy Brando, whom everybody called Doe, an Omaha wife and mother with a bad marriage and a drinking problem who also nudged her son, Marlon, into the profession.

Hank lived most of his life like a tightly wound spring, and his acting followed suit. As one critic noted, he tended to project “anger over affirmation . . . he is almost always more convincing, attractive and memorable when at odds with something—the situation, the community, himself.” He could relax only with a few select friends—for a long time with John Ford and his roster of reprobates, always with Jim, Johnny Swope, or Leland Hayward.

Stewart was apparently comfortable in life or at work. One actress said that if you happened to turn your back and just listened to him talking, you couldn’t tell if he was playing a scene or having a conversation with someone on the set. He was that natural, that at ease.

What set Stewart apart from the other leading men of his generation was his embrace of emotional extremes—pain connected to nothing less than unmediated agony.

Stewart was regarded with open affection by the communities of Hollywood and movie fans alike. He was practically a member of the extended family of man. Nobody called Fonda “Hank” except close friends, but millions of people who never met Stewart referred to him as “Jimmy.”

In spite of their many differences, these unusually tall, skinny, gifted young actors had bonded immediately over their shared passion for their work, and for an ethereal young actress named Margaret Sullavan. Both of them worked with her. Fonda loved her, married her, then lost her. Stewart pined for her.

Through all the vicissitudes of the world, through career ups and downs, through their mutual jettisoning of their careers to go to war and the difficult adjustment that came after, they had stayed close, taking care to steer carefully past the shoals of their differing politics.

And now Jim was doing the only thing he could for his pal—be there while Hank struggled to stay awake, struggled to breathe, struggled to stay alive for one more hour, one more day. Dying is hard work, and Hank was exhausted.

Besides discussions of gardening, and periods of companionable silence, there was occasional yelling about episodes from their shared youth. Stewart was mostly deaf, while Fonda’s hearing loss was about fifty percent. Each of them had to shout in order to be heard by the other. This scene that had unaccountably not appeared in a play by Samuel Beckett struck Hank as hilarious—his sense of humor encompassed the bleak, while Jim could manage only a thin smile at their shared decrepitude.

Once or twice they reminisced about the time Stewart had played his accordion in Times Square at three in the morning, gradually gathering a crowd and passing the hat. It was a story they had been haggling over for decades, each of them secretly delighted by the fact that they could not agree on the particulars.

Stewart said the assembled multitude amounted to at least a dozen, and maybe more. Fonda, who insisted that Stewart’s stories were always embroidered, weakly asserted that the assembled group involved no more than eight people. Stewart said they had raised 26 cents; Fonda insisted it was 18 cents.

Ah yes; they remembered it well.

Sometimes they talked about the model of the Martin bomber they had built together in New York, and that Jim had dragged across the country so that they could fly it together in Hollywood.

What was missing from the conversations was any discussion of acting, at which they both excelled, or the movies, which had granted them immortality. “People say Hank and I are living in the past when we get together,” Stewart had said a few years earlier. “But it’s not that. It’s fun to remember things.”

In so many ways, these men had parallel lives. Each was an actor before he became a star, and they remained actors after they became legends. Each of them embodied America’s geographic as well as moral center—integrity mixed with a bloody-minded obstinance that wasn’t acting.

Beneath his placid surface, Stewart’s emotions churned, while Fonda had the stillest center of any American actor—as eloquent in his isolation as a painting by Edward Hopper. He adamantly refused to show the machinery at work, which constituted his triumph as an actor as well as his blockage as a husband and father.

Fonda would always be indelibly identified with Tom Joad, the idealistic, dispossessed ghost in the American darkness. That said, he was equally expert at playing bastards. He lunged for the part of a martinet in Fort Apache because Pappy Ford wanted him. And sometimes, as in The Wrong Man and Once Upon a Time in the West, Fonda created something truly startling—an impassivity that barely masked crushing existential guilt in the case of the former, bottomless evil in the latter.

But for most people he was Abe Lincoln defending an innocent man charged with murder, Wyatt Earp cleaning up Tombstone, Mister Roberts coping with a restless crew and a petty tyrant, juror number 8 endlessly arguing about the guilt or innocence of a Puerto Rican boy.

What distinguished Fonda’s acting from the beginning was watchfulness, beneath which was an equally perceptible attitude of “Don’t push me.” It’s there in his Lincoln, where he comes across as gentle and unassertive, except for the fact that he always wins, always gets his way.

And it’s certainly there in The Grapes of Wrath, when Tom Joad tells a truck driver how he knocked a man’s head “plumb to squash.” There’s no regret in his voice, just a statement of fact salted with a certain satisfaction that says the son of a bitch had it coming.

“A black friend of mine,” wrote James Baldwin, “swore that Fonda had colored blood. You could tell, he said, by the way Fonda walked down the road at the [beginning] of the film: white men don’t walk like that!”

Baldwin’s friend might have been right, psychologically if not genetically, for Hank Fonda was a man apart, in life as surely as in his work. He held himself aloof from the reflexive glad-handing of show business, the cheap embraces, the ecstatic cries of “Darling!” He was as wary of cheap compliments as he was of cheap people; he knew how hard it was to build a performance that lasts, let alone a career . . . or a friendship.

Stewart was gentler with people but equally fearless in his work. Stewart played a sly voyeur in Rear Window, a haunted necrophile in Vertigo, a furtive circus clown in The Greatest Show on Earth, tenacious, driven cowboys in Winchester ’73, Bend of the River, The Far Country, and The Man from Laramie, a Mitteleuropa clerk in The Shop Around the Corner, a middle-class banker driven to desperation in It’s a Wonderful Life, a swozzled bachelor with an invisible friend in Harvey, a grizzled old pilot in The Flight of the Phoenix, a crafty small-town lawyer in Anatomy of a Murder, a cynical reporter in Call Northside 777, a senator in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.

Superficially, they were different people. Beneath his often dour exterior, Hank had an antic gift for mimicry and physical humor that convulsed his friends. Jim was puckish, a little vague, more intrinsically relaxed. Perhaps it was the war that gave him a certainty about himself, the war where he had commanded men and flown B-24 bombers over Germany.

Fonda went to war, too, but as with so much else in his life, it was just one more irritating burden whose rewards seemed insufficient compared to the hope that had preceded it and the effort he had put into it.

Fonda was a closet intellectual and perfectionist, which inevitably meant he carried around a residual sense of disappointment with himself and others that could quickly ascend to seething impatience. If he attempted something, even if it was only a hobby, he had to achieve excellence. He did it with his gardening, his needlepoint, and especially with his painting. Stewart was far more easygoing; he didn’t read much, was outwardly affable, rarely lost his temper.

But on the deepest level, they shared one crucial characteristic: they were both loners, extremely sparing with the gift of intimacy, reserving themselves for themselves. Once, an actor complained to John Ford that although he’d worked with Stewart several times, he still didn’t know the man.

“You don’t get to know Jimmy Stewart,” replied Ford. “Jimmy Stewart gets to know you.”

Another similarity involved the essentials of their craft—neither of them had ever had an acting lesson. They were united in the belief that the best way to learn how to act was to act. Know the lines; don’t be afraid to think; above all, don’t talk about it, do it.

And now, suddenly, incomprehensibly, they were two hard-of-hearing old men who cherished their differences every bit as much as their shared memories.

Hank had good days when he was fully present, followed by bad days when his energy faded and he stayed inside himself. He had grown a beard out of pure defiance: “I made a pact with myself that only when I am well will I shave it off, which I am almost ready to do.” The beard, which had been perhaps an inch long when he got his Oscar in March, was now bushy.

When he felt up to it, he would sit in his favorite chair with a large sketch pad in his lap and draw. In the morning light he looked uncannily like the elderly, emaciated Auguste Renoir.

It was only right that Jim be there while Hank was dying. He had been there when Hank was acting, been there when Hank was courting his wives. They had lived together, double-dated together, starred in movies together, designed immeasurably complex practical jokes together.

There was so much to remember.



BEGINNING



One

In Hank Fonda’s telling, the earliest years were the most important.

He was born in Grand Island, Nebraska, 150 miles southwest of Omaha, in a rented house of six tiny rooms. The date was May 16, 1905, and the next day the local newspaper carried an announcement: “Dr. Roeder reports Uneeda Biscuits for sale at any old price from salesman William Brace Fonda this morning, a bright baby boy having arrived at the home of Mr. and Mrs. Fonda on West Division Street yesterday.”

When Henry was six months old, the family moved to Omaha, where his father continued working as a salesman, a successful one—the census for 1910 lists a servant named Minnie Stout living in the Fonda family’s home. A few years later William Fonda opened a reasonably successful small business: W. B. Fonda Printing Company, on Farnum Street. There were two employees, four or five presses. By that time, William Fonda owned his own home.

Henry Fonda’s last wife would say that the key to his often difficult life was that he never really liked himself, and that is borne out by a fragment of autobiography that dates from the 1970s. “For the first quarter of my life I had no real direction at all. I think it’s safe to say I was without ambition and I don’t say that proudly. As a boy, if someone patted me on the head and asked me what I was going to be when I grew up, I probably looked at them so idiotically that they lost interest in my future.”

All that began to change when Fonda was in the sixth grade. The class was asked to write a short story of a page or two. The best story would be printed in the local paper. Fonda, who described himself as “a good boy [who] always did my lessons,” titled his story, “The Mouse,” and told it from the point of view of the title character. It involved a burglar, and a mouse who alerted the house and became a hero. Henry won first prize—$1!—and also got his name printed in the paper right on top of his story. His mother bragged to her father and from that point on Grandpa Henry assumed that the boy would become a writer. Grandpa Henry had worked on the railroad, said Hank, “but he was a poet at heart, and I treasure the letters he wrote to me, his grandson and namesake, from his home in St. Paul.

“I was assigned to an ambition,” he would write. “I don’t remember being thrilled by it, but I accepted it, and by the time I was ready for college it was assumed that I would major in journalism.”

Along with a full ration of youthful indecision, in most respects Henry was a typical kid of that time and place. He lost his virginity in a house of prostitution. The price was $2, and he hated every minute of it. “It was just ‘wham-bam.’ I was repulsed. It turned me off for quite a while.”

In other respects, he had unusual talents—by the time he was an adolescent it was obvious that he could draw quite well. Violence sickened him, as he discovered when William Fonda took the fourteen-year-old Henry to courthouse square to witness the lynching of a black man. The poor unfortunate’s name was Will Brown, and he was accused of raping a white woman.

The date was September 28, 1919.

It was a full-scale race riot. After Brown was dragged from his jail cell, stripped and probably castrated, he was lynched. After that, the mob filled his body with bullets and dragged it through the streets of Omaha. Finally, the body was burned in a bonfire, while pictures were taken of the jubilant population in front of the flames. Omaha’s mayor, who tried to stop the lynching, was also strung up but cut down just before he strangled.

William Fonda said nothing about what they were watching. “He didn’t preach, he didn’t make a point, he just made sure I saw it.”

Henry Fonda never explained why his father made him witness something so horrifying. “When it was all over, we went home. . . . I would like to think he realized it would be a lesson,” he said as an old man. “I had to grow up and move away from Omaha to appreciate that my father was a liberal Democrat in a hotbed of Republican reactionaries.”

It was the beginning of Henry Fonda’s fierce hatred of bigotry and intolerance. It was also the beginning of what his daughter would describe as his “land-based morality”—a sense of right and wrong that derived, not from the arbitrary structures of men, but from the rhythms and verities of the natural world, which he strove to be a part of all his life.

Henry Fonda always trusted seasons, soil, and seed; he trusted people infrequently.

As a young man, Fonda’s passion for the movies was a sometime thing; other than an enthusiasm for the weirdly babyish Harry Langdon, he gave the impression that movies didn’t play a huge part in his life. He studied journalism at the University of Minnesota, but dropped out after two years, making vague noises about going back in a year or two. He marked time for a couple of years doing itinerant labor—iceman, mechanic. In 1925 he began hanging around the Omaha Community Players, doing whatever needed doing, from dressing stages to cleaning up the place after performances.

His acting began as the idea of a young wife and mother named Dorothy Brando, who thought Hank might have the makings of an actor. By September 1925, it became clear that Fonda wasn’t going back to college, and Doe Brando asked him to play the juvenile lead in Philip Barry’s You and I. “They had rehearsed it for a few days and the boy playing it had decided to go back to college,” said Fonda decades later. “I was the guy who didn’t go back to college, so I was available and I got pushed into it.”

That was the beginning; as Fonda put it, he “got the smell of this thing.” He began hanging around the theater doing whatever needed to be done. His father was not happy—young Mr. Fonda was twenty years old and earning precisely nothing at the Omaha Players. He grudgingly took a job as a clerk with a credit company in June 1926, but in September Doe Brando called again. The theater was putting on Merton of the Movies, an extremely popular 1922 play by George S. Kaufman and Marc Connelly, and Fonda was perfect for the title role of a green country boy who lucks his way into a Hollywood career.

William Fonda hit the roof. “My mother was the diplomat who kept me home, instead of [my having to move] into the Y so that I wouldn’t have to argue with my father.” Fonda was up early, went to his job at the credit company, then went straight to the theater to rehearse. “By the time I got home, he was in bed, so I never saw him.”

If William Fonda was not pleased by his son’s lack of definition, or his habit of hanging around the theater, he was not unalterably opposed. He attended a performance of Merton of the Movies and liked what he saw. When one of Henry’s sisters ventured a criticism of Hank’s performance, William Fonda lowered his newspaper and said, “Shut up. He was perfect.” Henry Fonda remembered this moment of parental approval all his life, although he would only rarely be able to give his own children similar praise.

“Well, from that moment, I couldn’t make a mistake as far as my father was concerned, and when I decided a year or two later that I wanted to quit my job overnight and go to New York, not a word. Boy, he was great.”

A few years later, a friend of Fonda’s was introduced to the extended family, and his impression was of a studied normalcy. “I remember his father being a very lean, swarthy Italian type of man, and [the father and sisters were] all three of them interested and supportive and wanted to do anything for [Hank] that they possibly could.”

Merton of the Movies garnered a lot of local attention, as did Fonda. In October 1926, his first newspaper interview appeared. “I don’t intend to make acting my profession,” he said. “It is just my hobby. It was thrilling at first, but the glamour has worn off. From 7:30 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. I am a businessman.”

Brave words, foolish words. Much like Merton, Fonda was hooked, and for very specific reasons. “As far as I can remember,” he said, “I was shy and self-conscious and I’d cross the street rather than pass somebody just to say hello. . . . That’s why I’m an actor. I discovered . . . that [with] acting I could put a mask on and I wasn’t self-conscious.”

It went deeper than that, though. “The thing that I was getting fascinated by was not acting, but . . . theater. This strange new atmosphere and people that I was meeting. The life backstage.” This man who would spend much of his life in emotional isolation responded to the camaraderie, the band-of-brothers aspect of theater the way most people respond to being on an athletic team.

Although Fonda would always embody as well as project a great deal of internal conflict, he never blamed his parents for any of it. His mother, Herberta, was “angelic,” his father was “wonderful.” William Fonda built kites for his son, who loved flying them all his life; the father built toys and radios in his basement. The son loved the father’s unassuming competence at everything. “Only when I grew up and moved away did I realize exactly how much I loved him, how much he meant to me and what an unusual man he was.”

By the time he was a young man, Fonda had developed very specific emotional tics. Emotional displays were anathema. He liked girls, liked them a lot, but he wouldn’t pursue them. At all. Girls had to pursue him.

Henry Fonda first came to New York in the late spring of 1927, helping an Omaha friend drive a new Packard back home. He went to the theater and saw nine plays in six days—“three matinees and six nights.” He specifically mentioned seeing Helen Hayes in Coquette, but that show didn’t open until November 1927, so it might have been wishful thinking. But whatever he saw changed his life.

Slowly, Hank was becoming accustomed to the wider world. Take bootleg whiskey. Fonda learned that the one sure way to see if it was okay to drink was to pour a small amount on the running board of a car and light it. If the flame burned blue, it was good to drink; if it burned red, it was poison.

When Hank got back to Omaha, he worked as an assistant director at the Playhouse, acted in The School for Scandal, Seventeen, and, opposite Doe Brando, in Eugene O’Neill’s Beyond the Horizon. For the first time, he was drawing a salary from the Players. It was minute, but it was money.

The next few years were occupied with auditions, performances, jobs from acting to stage managing—the itinerant, semipro life of a young actor who will take any job in order to eat and work in the theater at the same time.

For a summer he worked with a Lincoln impersonator named George Billings, who toured small cities and towns doing a canned show of the great man. Fonda played John Hay, Lincoln’s secretary, who would come onstage and deliver exposition that would lead to Billings reciting selections from Lincoln’s correspondence and speeches.

The bookings were the smallest of the small time—two days in Montana and the same in Iowa, lower even than vaudeville’s lowly Gus Sun circuit. Imbued with the time-honored optimism of youthful actors, to Hank it was only a question of time until Broadway was bowled over. “Prospects for future work are brighter than ever,” he wrote home, in steadfast but blissful ignorance of reality.

It soon became obvious that Billings was a drunk, and it was a 50-50 proposition as to whether he would show up, or, if he did show up, would be able to remember his lines. Still, if he made the performance, Billings could cry real tears at the same moment, in every performance. Hank marveled at his skill, and also marveled at the $100 a week that Billings paid him. But Hank’s internal Calvinism was already formed, and working with a drunk was just too dodgy. He moved on, not without regrets: “I didn’t make $100 a week for ten [more] years.”

•  •  •

In 1929, Joshua Logan was recently graduated from Princeton and helping to run a group called the University Players. It was an apt description of the company—a bunch of stagestruck kids from the Ivy League and Seven Sisters. Logan had been born in Texarkana, Texas, in 1908, the son of a lumberman who committed suicide when his son was two years old. Josh was raised in Louisiana by his mother and stepfather, a military man who had taught at Culver Military Academy in Indiana and rode the boy hard. The neighborhood kids and his stepfather all regarded Josh as effeminate. The kids called him a sissy and his stepfather ordered him, “Don’t swing your ass like a girl.”

Logan enrolled at Princeton mainly because he had read about the Triangle Club theatricals that toured the country during Christmas vacation. Princeton students wrote the shows, composed the music, and starred. “I had to be in that club,” remembered Logan.

He visited New York City for the first time and saw What Price Glory with Louis Wolheim, and just like that, Joshua Logan found his tribe. He stayed on for weeks, seeing The Ziegfeld Follies with Will Rogers and W. C. Fields, George White’s Scandals with Willie and Eugene Howard, listened to Harry Richman sing “The Birth of the Blues.” He didn’t neglect straight plays either; shows with impeccable provenance such as Walter Huston in Eugene O’Neill’s sultry Desire Under the Elms, as well as the equally sultry but less pedigreed White Cargo.

The University Players had been founded in 1928 by Charles Leatherbee of Harvard and Bretaigne Windust of Princeton. Leatherbee came from money; his grandfather was Charles Crane, of Crane Fixtures, while his stepfather was Jan Masaryk, who would die under mysterious circumstances during the Communist takeover of Czechoslovakia.

The precipitating event was a Manhattan cocktail party for Vladimir Nimirovich-Danchenko, who, along with Constantin Stanislavsky, founded the Moscow Art Theater. Danchenko must have been mightily charismatic, because meeting him led to Windust and Leatherbee kicking around a general idea that undergraduates in their respective theater programs ought to be able to continue their theatrical training in the summers, whether the school facilities were available or not.

Leatherbee’s family had a house in Woods Hole, Massachusetts. He anted up the money to form a Moscow Art–style theater that would be headquartered at the Elizabeth Theater in nearby Falmouth. The Elizabeth was the town’s movie theater, but the management was amenable to renting the place out on Monday and Tuesday nights, when hardly anybody went to the movies.

At Princeton, Logan had played football, boxed, acted, and directed. When he wasn’t suffering from depressive twinges, he was a buoyant, gregarious man. He and Hank Fonda would have a long friendship that extended into their professional lives, and Logan added a little something extra to that mix by developing something of a crush on Fonda. “He was the best looking human being I ever saw,” he would assert.

Actually, Logan may well have just been objective. Some early portraits of Fonda from his first days in the theater have survived, and he was indeed breathtaking, with much of the dark beauty of Tyrone Power but more masculine.

The atmosphere at the University Players was chaotic, because it was basically a theatrical collective. “Benign anarchy might describe it,” wrote Josh Logan in his memoirs, “with everyone fighting for his own ideals. . . . The energy of two dozen undiscovered stars, the mixture of grand and poor, mostly poor, the fact that everyone was nearly the same age, the lack of a principal or teacher to shake fingers or teach ‘academic precepts’—all of this made for a kind of hell. Only the strong could live through this criticism because it was as hot as a baptism of fire. . . . Physical fights were nonexistent, but belligerent stand-offs could last for days.

“But always we were totally involved, ecstatically alive.”

That first summer, the University Players put on A. A. Milne’s The Dover Road, Eugene O’Neill’s Beyond the Horizon, and George Kelly’s The Torch Bearers. The girls lived in a nearby cottage, the boys lived in a converted sub-chaser that was owned by Leatherbee’s father. The result of all this ferment was an entirely unexpected profit of $1,200.

While all this was going on, Henry Fonda had taken the money he’d saved working for the alcoholic Billings and agreed to drive the wife of a friend of his father’s to Cape Cod. He tried to get a job with the Provincetown Players and failed, but succeeded at the Cape Playhouse, where he was taken on as an assistant stage manager, which inevitably led to his being assigned small parts. Fonda began canvassing the other theater companies around the area.

It was the University Players production of The Torch Bearers that brought Henry Fonda to Josh Logan and the University Players. Logan never made any claims for his acting, but his performance as a foolish old man named Huxley Hossefrosse struck young Hank as the funniest thing he had ever seen, and his hysterics carried the rest of the audience along and made the performance sing.

“I can’t imitate it,” Logan would say of Fonda’s laugh. “It was like a sob, and it went way up in the air and then there was a strangulation of some sort. But it was every kind of sound that could possibly come. . . . It’s a little bit like trying to imitate Fonda singing. He sings very well, really, and it’s always on key. He just hasn’t got anything to do with the way the song really sounds.”

After the performance, Fonda went backstage. “We looked around and saw this boy standing there,” said Logan. “He was lean and lanky and he had an extraordinary chest—his chest was caved in and his pelvis stuck out, and his lower thighs went back and his knees stuck out. He just wasn’t as well-conditioned as he should’ve been. But he was also in a black sweater pullover, and the typical golf pants of the day, which were supposedly plus fours, but his were minus two.”

Logan realized there were only two possibilities: either Fonda was dressed in the height of fashion but was incompetent at mixing and matching, or he was poor. Logan’s first impression was little short of love at first sight: “His extraordinarily handsome, almost beautiful face and huge innocent eyes, combined with that roughhewn physique, made for a startling effect.”

Fonda asked if Logan had played Huxley, and when the answer was in the affirmative, Fonda once again let out his strange laugh. “I loved him from that minute on,” said Logan, “and nothing has ever shaken that love. And there have been some good shakes, too.”

Also in the cast of The Torch Bearers was a young man named John Swope, the son of the president of General Electric and the nephew of Herbert Bayard Swope, the legendary editor of the New York World. John Swope would graduate from Harvard in 1930 and become a boon companion of Hank’s.

It was one of the great two-fers of twentieth-century theater. In one night Fonda met two lifelong friends who would in turn lead him to a half dozen more, including Jim Stewart. As Jane Alexander, one of the children of the University Players would note, “First loves are so strong.”

Unlike Logan and Fonda, John Swope’s theatrical career didn’t last long; he had a strong, booming voice, but he was a terrible ham and was always on the verge of breaking character. He was eventually told in no uncertain terms that acting was not his métier. The young man would have to find another artistic vocation.

Leatherbee was properly encouraged by the first summer of the Players, and began to make plans to build a theater. He managed to extract a loan from some Cape Cod bankers, and chose a site at Old Silver Beach in West Falmouth. The structure was to be constructed of equal parts wood, Celotex, and vaulting ambition, and would connect to an already existing tearoom and bathing pavilion.

Hank first went to work for the Players as a carpenter, then an actor, where, Logan said, “Fonda wiped us all off the stage simply by seeming to do nothing,”

Around this time, Hank went back to Omaha to do a benefit for the Playhouse. The show was A Kiss for Cinderella, and one of the actresses was a young girl named Dorothy McGuire, who described herself as “very shy,” but stagestruck. She was always making up plays and directing them. Her teacher thought she should try out her enthusiasm on a larger stage.

McGuire tried out for the play opposite Fonda, who was “very giving.” She got the part, and after the glorious experience was over—“I could scarcely look at him when I was in the play, because he was so handsome”—Fonda asked her if she’d given any serious thought to being in the theater. Having planted the seed, he would always support McGuire in her career; in time, he would introduce her to his friend John Swope, who would marry her.

It was April 1929 and Fonda traveled back to the East Coast and his future. Young Mr. Fonda was about to fall irrevocably in love with an actress named Margaret Sullavan.

“She was not exactly beautiful,” wrote Norris Houghton in his memoir of the University Players. “She was a little shy. She had a husky voice with a strong southern accent. She was about 18, slight, with sandy blonde hair.” But if nature had not endowed Sullavan with spectacular physical gifts, it had compensated with something else: “There was electricity here, a wonderful arresting magnetism.”

Sullavan was effervescent, entrancing, one of a kind, utterly charming and completely conscious of it, with one of the great voices—warm and throaty, as if she was getting over a bad cold. And although the University Players were made up of Ivy Leaguers, Sullavan somehow wormed her way in despite a lack of any meaningful experience. But then Maggie Sullavan always had a way of getting what she wanted.

She was born in Norfolk, Virginia, in 1909, the daughter of a wealthy stockbroker. She began acting during her final year at Chatham Institute, rehearsing her debut part as instructed, then turning all the director’s instructions on their head during the actual performance. The result was that her interpretation of a debutante transformed into a brutal parody of her flightier classmates. It was her debut as an actress and it was also her swan song at Chatham. She wasn’t asked to join the drama club. After that, she studied dance at the Boston branch of the Denishawn studio, followed by an appearance for the Harvard Dramatic Society, where Charles Leatherbee saw her.

Joshua Logan had already developed that instinctive sense of appraisal that every good director needs, and Sullavan knocked him out: “She had from the very beginning that kind of incandescence, that magic, that indescribable quality that is just extremely rare. . . . She had a pulsing and husky voice which could suddenly switch, in emotional moments, to a high boy choir soprano. Her beauty was not obvious or even standard. It showed as she tilted her head, as she walked, as she laughed, and she was breathtakingly beautiful as she ran. . . . We were all in love with her.”

Logan wasn’t kidding. Charlie Leatherbee was in love with her, Johnny Swope was in love with her, and Fonda . . . Fonda was beset by waves of interest mingled with justified wariness. At first Fonda was merely intrigued with the woman everybody called “Maggie,” but whom he insisted on calling “Peggy.” Then he fell deeply in love and lust. “Hank was much in love with Peggy,” was the way Norris Houghton remembered it, “and Peggy thought she might be in love with Hank.”

It was not any one thing, it was everything—her honey-colored hair, her trim figure, the way she threw back her head when she laughed. As for Sullavan, she seems never to have gotten past the intrigue stage. She adamantly refused to call him “Hank” as his friends did; all her life she called him “Fonda.”

Things moved slowly between them. “I think by the end of the summer I had kissed her,” Fonda said, but then he went on to explain the circumstances. One night someone in the Players passed Hank a marijuana cigarette. Emboldened by his first high, he asked Sullavan if she would be interested in a moonlight swim. After that, and, perhaps, something more, they fell asleep in the sand dunes. Hours later they were awakened by the early morning sun. That moonlight swim sealed it; from that night on, Sullavan was Fonda’s girl.

“She was a character even the first time I met her,” Fonda would say as an old man, shaking his head at all that fire and how it had first captivated him, then nearly killed him.



Two

In 1930, a young man named James Maitland Stewart was a sophomore at Princeton when the drama club put on a show that featured Margaret Sullavan. “Hank wasn’t in the show,” remembered Jim, “but he came down to Princeton and I met him at that time.” Stewart was an architecture student, and Fonda had undoubtedly traveled to Princeton to keep an eye on Sullavan.

Nothing much happened; the two young men met, shook hands, exchanged pleasantries, and went about their business. Sullavan did the show and left with Fonda. Stewart returned to his architecture studies. Life went on.

In the summer of 1931, as the University Players were in the middle of their season in West Falmouth, John Swope began moving toward his own art when he picked up a 16mm movie camera and documented the Players’ backstage life in home movies, complete with titles written on plate glass placed between the lens and the natural backgrounds of Falmouth.

The atmosphere Swope photographed was of a windswept, eroticized summer camp. We see the group communally building sets, darning costumes, lining up for dinner. The Hank Fonda captured by Swope’s camera is a revelation—not just gleamingly handsome, but animated, exuberant, utterly carefree. We even see an early example of Fonda’s penchant for art, as a witty drawing of a Chinese man is credited to “HANK.” (Josh Logan would characterize Fonda’s artistic style at this time as “Gauguinesque” but the existing evidence points to a young man with a natural gift who was leaning toward caricature.)

The reason for Fonda’s exuberance is clearly Sullavan. Swope’s camera shows Hank and Maggie busily at play and quite obviously falling in love as they paint signs or nuzzle in profile. Josh Logan is lurking around on the perimeter of the shots, and there are even some scenes of the Players onstage, bravely performing in front of sets that would have not been out of place in a high school play.

Swope’s documentation of this crucial developmental stage of people who would be major players in the American theater was typically prescient. He was always an energetic man, playful yet patient, with a sense of humor that could smooth over nearly any disagreement—his children would see him angry precisely twice in their lives. Swope was one of the few exuberant personalities that didn’t irritate Fonda; rather, he energized him. Swope liked everybody, and, because of his fundamental warmth and humor, everybody liked Swope.

“Hank Fonda could be a very reticent man,” said Norman Lloyd, the actor/manager/director whose career spanned the twentieth century and part of the twenty-first. “And Jim Stewart was similar in temperament. But John was able to bring them out of their shells; you simply couldn’t resist John. He had this energetic way of approaching you that enveloped you. With John, everything was going to be exciting and fun.”

Swope would become D’Artagnan to Jim’s and Hank’s moodier musketeers; as their careers grew and flourished with an eerie simultaneity, their lives became bound together in a warmly encompassing weave.

If the physical standards of the University Players were low, the acting talent stood out. “In a company where there were no stars, Fonda shone,” was the way Josh Logan put it. One of the lesser lights circling the brilliant constellation formed by Fonda, Sullavan, and Logan was a young man named Bart Quigley, who had been a few years behind Fonda at Omaha Central High School. Bart’s father had been Buffalo Bill Cody’s personal physician in North Platte, Nebraska, years before, and in time Bart would become a distinguished orthopedist, but at this point he was a stagestruck kid relegated to small parts. He and Fonda also became lifelong friends and grew to have a lot in common: both would father famous actresses.

Fonda’s character was already defined: “He had great convictions, even at that time, about what was good, what was right, what was wrong,” said Logan with the perceptible philosophical sigh that infects a lot of his reminiscing about his friend. Socially he was shy, but only up to a point. Before and after Sullavan, he didn’t fend off the women who flocked to him. “He had them,” remembered Logan. “He was sort of a dreamer. He was an artist.”

At this remove, it’s hard to gauge just how good the University Players were. Given the level of talent involved, they had to have been considerably better than most summer theater troupes, even though that’s essentially what they were. Josh Logan told stories of production catastrophes, the sort of actor-laddie stories that old theater folk love to regale friends with.

But he was always serious about the level of performance. Logan directed Coquette, with Sullavan as the title character and Fonda as her doomed lover, and his memory focused on the “poetically tragic quality of the star-crossed lovers.” Logan loved Sullavan’s portrayal of an impulsive, destructive young woman, and Fonda’s intensity and masculinity. He also claimed that the University Players had better actors than the Group Theatre. Certainly, they must have been less mannered. Fonda’s Plains pragmatism meant that he never had any use for the Group: “I didn’t like them. I didn’t like the way they talked. They intellectualized too much, used words that [didn’t] mean anything to me.”

Logan realized that the experience of the Players was transforming him, transforming all of them. Logan had migrated to theater as “a half-assed opportunist,” a young man in search of praise. But living with actors, getting plays on their feet, he began to be aware of his own taste. As he put it, “to appreciate the furnishings of a room, or shape of a house, or the designing of a set. I was stimulated by the choice of one color over another for a costume, or the perfection of a prop, or the subtlety of lighting.

“I turned into a visual animal. I became acutely conscious of the way an actor stood, or moved, or stopped, or sat. . . . I felt actors should capture the relaxed anticipation of an outfielder: living anatomy in repose but with a promise of instant action.”

Other than Charlie Leatherbee, the Players didn’t have any money, but they had possibilities and that made all the difference. The kids were self-absorbed, on fire with the secular religion of the theater, and the perennial urges of the young. Josh Logan would marry Barbara O’Neill, one of the Players, although that ended in divorce, and Fonda and Sullavan would form one of the most tumultuous double acts in theater history.

•  •  •

As Frederick Lewis Allen would write, the period between 1923 and late 1929 represented “nearly seven years of unparalleled plenty; nearly seven years during which men and women . . . believed that at the end of the rainbow there was at least a pot of negotiable legal tender. . . . For nearly seven years the prosperity bandwagon [had] rolled down Main Street.”

But outside of the young person’s bubble, things were suddenly terrible. An interesting statistic: between 1865 and 1920, a total of 3,108 banks failed in the United States. In 1930 alone, 1,352 banks failed, which was only a fraction of the 26,355 business that collapsed in that one year—the highest rate of business failures in history. And it got worse. In 1932, there were 31,822 business failures.

What this meant for the theater was a corresponding rate of disaster. Between 1928 and 1933 the number of Broadway productions dropped by half and the number of working New York theater employees, actors as well as crew, plummeted from 25,000 to 4,000. Across the country, untold numbers of repertory and stock companies folded.

“Seven or eight years ago,” wrote James Thurber in Fortune magazine in 1932, “a just-average comedy or drama often had a fairly good run—two or three months, let us say, anyway; the same kind of play nowadays is likely to close in a week.” Irving Berlin’s As Thousands Cheer, which opened in September 1933, would be the only significantly profitable show of the entire 1933–34 theater season.

On the streets of New York, there were more than 15,000 homeless, wandering the streets, said one historian, “like particles in liquid suspension, seeking shelter however they could.” Many of them eked out an existence in shantytowns that were dubbed Hoovervilles, along the Hudson River, below Riverside Drive.

On the streets of Hollywood, things were nowhere near as bad because Hollywood is a company town, and the companies were muddling through . . . after a fashion. Between 1930 and 1933 the combined market value of the five major studios—Warner Bros., RKO, Paramount, MGM, and Fox—declined from about a billion dollars to $200 million. Warners had to sell $60 million in assets in order to stay in business. Paramount had profits of $25 million in 1930 and filed for bankruptcy protection in 1933. MGM stood alone as the only movie studio to stay in the black during the Depression, even if their profits were reduced to about a quarter of what they had been. But nobody went out of business.

Throughout the financial debacle, God was watching out for the University Players. They weren’t starving, weren’t homeless, were making a slender go of it. “Working in Falmouth was not exactly a constant reminder of how tough the nation as a whole had it,” remembered Norris Houghton. “Roughing it aboard a yacht, like we did the first year, might not have been as luxurious as some people believe, but it wasn’t sleeping on a Manhattan sidewalk or park bench, either. Above that, though, I’d be tempted to say that the company as a whole was less aware of the social, economic, and political trends of its times than any other intelligent, educated group of young people in America.”

Life with Sullavan was up and down, in and out. Fonda and Sullavan played opposite each other in James M. Barrie’s A Kiss for Cinderella in the summer of 1930, and audiences came from all over the Cape to see Fonda in Outward Bound and Sullavan in The Constant Nymph.

Onstage, they meshed beautifully; offstage Sullavan turned him every which way but loose. “Offstage she was a true Southern rebel,” said Fonda. “Peggy was Scarlett O’Hara before Margaret Mitchell ever dreamed of her. In fact, at times she made me feel a little like the Leslie Howard character. All that girl needed was a hoop skirt. She had everything else Scarlett had, particularly her temperament.”

They took out a marriage license as early as June 1931, just about the time the University Players moved to Baltimore in search of a year-round audience. Sullavan kept the license for the rest of her life. Fonda declared himself to be white, twenty-six years of age, living at 5 Prospect Park. His occupation? “Artist.”

But they didn’t marry that month. They finally did the deed on Christmas Day 1931, in a ceremony performed in the dining room of the Kernan Hotel in Baltimore by one Horace Donegan, the rector of the Episcopal Christ Church. Everyone drank cheap champagne and Bretaigne Windust sang “Ah, Say Not So,” from The Constant Nymph.

Josh Logan was there, and he remembered that Fonda and Sullavan joined in the song, which would have been charming except for the fact that “Sullavan had an atrocious voice. . . . The only way she could get on key was to kind of memorize the steps up to the next note.”

Johnny Swope’s 16mm camera once again documented priceless moments in time. Fonda is sporting a boutonniere in his lapel, there are bouquets scattered around, and Fonda and Sullavan share one long kiss while some other University Players hover in the background.

What rivets is the behavior.

With the exception of the wedding kiss, Sullavan is focused on the task at hand—signing the wedding license, or carefully cutting the cake. Fonda looks at her constantly, trying to get her attention, which she gives only in brief flashes. She’s not exactly indifferent; it’s more as if her new husband is simply far down the list of the things she has to attend to. She knows he’s there and she’s not particularly concerned about keeping him there. It was a preview of coming attractions.

Fonda and Sullavan headed out on their honeymoon, but felt sorry for the Players, who were presumably crippled by their absence. They turned back, but instead of going onstage, they disappeared into their hotel room, where they remained incommunicado for days, occasionally sending out messages beneath the door rebuking the company for the indifferent quality of their production of Lysistrata.

Aristophanes was followed by James M. Barrie—the Players were nothing if not eclectic. Barrie’s Mary Rose was marred by Sullavan throwing a fit about the set. Fonda had indicated that Sullavan was prone to tantrums, but this was the first time Josh Logan encountered one directly. He decided to face the situation squarely: he told her that if she hated the set that much she should go home and he would recast the part.

Sullavan promptly changed her mind about the set. The play after that was by S. N. Behrman, and was to be directed by Windust, but he came down with tuberculosis and Logan was called in. He didn’t know the play, so began instructing the players to follow the directions in the script, at which point Fonda protested: actors shouldn’t move if the director doesn’t know why. Logan persisted, and finally Fonda spoke up again and said that he was speaking for the entire company. They had, said Fonda, sent for Charlie Leatherbee. They expected him to get an experienced director from New York.

When Leatherbee showed up he refused to acquiesce to mutiny. Logan settled down and so did the actors.

They were a contentious bunch. Fonda tended to bridle at Logan, whose authority he didn’t particularly respect—“We’ve got many people more talented than he is,” Fonda had snorted when Logan was named one of the company’s directors. Fonda’s dissatisfaction spread to about half the company.

“He was my friend . . . but not when I was in charge of him,” was the way Logan put it. “When Fonda is against you, look out. It’s very rough. He just avoids you. Argues violently in public. . . . He felt that I had let him down, that I had gone over to the directors, and he and I were kind of revolutionaries before that, and now suddenly I’ve joined the Lenin side, and he’s still on the Trotsky side.”

Yet Logan understood that Fonda was not using his considerable supply of anger in pursuit of personal aggrandizement. He simply refused to go along with anything he regarded as cheap or expedient. “He was the most outstanding young egotist I’d ever met in my life. He had a way of willing you to go with him.”

Then there was Mrs. Fonda, whose charm was generally deployed when she wanted something, and who wanted something most of the time. Periods of docility were rare. “I think she probably was the most difficult woman I’ve ever met in my life,” remembered Logan, who knew thousands of actresses. “She was so attractive, and so beautiful, and she had so many little Southern tricks . . . to win you, but she was willful as all get out.”

To which Fonda could only reply Amen. “I never knew I had a temper until I got married. Time after time that slender girl’s words stung me like a wasp. It got to the point where we didn’t live on love. We were at each other constantly, screaming, arguing, fighting. It’s all a big blur now. I don’t know whether I stamped out in a rage or whether Sullavan threw me out.

“It was just hot and cold all the time. And fights . . . we would be in desperate fights about anything.”

Anything could easily become everything. One time Fonda was collecting spare change from the troupe for fireworks to light up the 4th of July. Sullavan took offense over something and poured a pitcher of ice water over Fonda’s head. “I don’t remember it,” said Fonda when he was reminded about the incident fifty years later, “but I’m sure it’s true because that’s like her.”

“They fought like cats and dogs,” said Logan. “About absolutely everything. Both of them were perfectionists, and if [a] possible reading of a line was slightly more subtle than another way, they would go on for days as to how to do that, and what they thought about it. And I guess it was worthwhile because when they did appear they were just as good as the Lunts.”

The core problem was that Fonda couldn’t wear Sullavan down, and vice versa. Immovable force, meet irresistible object. They separated by March 1932, and Sullavan quickly segued to the director Jed Harris, who had been living with Ruth Gordon. Fonda heard about it, of course, and he indulged in every young man’s right to flagrant masochism: he stood below the apartment he had shared with Sullavan and waited for Jed Harris to leave the building. Instead, the lights would go out.

“I’d stand there and cry and then wipe away my tears so that I wouldn’t look like a wino on the subway riding uptown. . . . That just destroyed me, completely destroyed me. Never in my life have I felt so betrayed, so rejected, so alone.” There is a strong suspicion that Hank never got Sullavan out of his head, let alone his heart, and didn’t really want to. In a letter to his sister about this time, he nicely described Sullavan as “cream and sugar on a dish of hot ashes.”

In Jed Harris, Sullavan found someone every bit her equal when it came to emotional turbulence. He had brilliantly directed Our Town, The Front Page, and other plays, but he was universally loathed for his wanton cruelty toward his lovers, toward his actors, toward everybody. With Sullavan, Harris was by turns adoring, jealous, abusive, demanding, and then adoring again.

At one point, Harris told his sister that Sullavan proposed a suicide pact. “I’m ready to kill myself out of love for you, say you feel the same way too,” Sullavan supposedly told him. “If we killed ourselves, at least we’d be together forever. It would prove how much we loved each other.”

Harris’s sister told him they were both meshugeneh.

Sullavan eventually broke away to go to Hollywood, where she met William Wyler and married him several weeks later. Harris followed her to Hollywood, called Wyler, and told him “You’re a weak, untalented man married to a woman who is in love with me.” Wyler responded by driving to Harris’s house in a rainstorm and beating him up. The marriage didn’t last.

For Fonda, it was as if the University Players—and Maggie—had never happened at all. The experience of being desperately in love with someone who doesn’t share your depth of feeling can be devastating, and so it was for Hank. It’s entirely possible that the Sullavan disaster closed off some part of him forever, made him refuse to give himself completely ever again. Certainly, the beaming, flamboyantly carefree Fonda seen in John Swope’s home movies would become a very rare sight, as he slowly began transforming into a more withholding personality.

Sullavan quickly conquered Hollywood, but a stunned Fonda was on his way to nowhere in particular. Between Sullavan and his discontent with the way the University Players were being run, he bailed. “He was a tremendous loss,” Logan would write. “He was the heart of the company.” But the director had a replacement up his sleeve: the talented beanpole from Princeton whom Fonda had met in 1930 and who was just about to graduate.

Logan called Jim Stewart.

Logan told him that he would be replacing Fonda as the romantic juvenile. “Oh, no,” Stewart protested. “Hold on a minute. I couldn’t. I promised my father I’d help run the hardware store in Indiana, Pennsylvania, this summer. Besides, I’m not good enough to replace Fonda.” Logan persisted, and the architect on his way to being an actor finally capitulated.

James Stewart was with the company by June 1932, when he appeared in Booth Tarkington’s Magnolia and succeeded in a comic part. Meanwhile, Henry Fonda sat in New York—impoverished, miserable, alone.

The problem Fonda encountered was that coming to New York after a few successful summers with the University Players really didn’t mean anything, simply because the glorified summer stock operation was too far out of town to attract notice from New York–centric producers and scouts. “[New York agents and producers] had to see you,” Fonda explained. “It had to be more than your word that you had played The Barker, Coquette, The Constant Nymph and so on. That was too far away for producers, and our group didn’t attract them.”

•  •  •

In the summer of 1932, the University Players were back in Falmouth, in their own theater. (The theater would burn to the ground in 1936; it was never rebuilt.) Shortly after that, they made a sink-or-swim decision and decided to throw in their lot with a character named Arthur Beckhard, a Broadway producer of no distinction whatever. Still, Beckhard had produced Broadway plays, and he undoubtedly conjured visions of a Broadway repertory theater before the assembled Players.

A single disastrous production entitled Carry Nation, which opened on October 29, 1932, and closed almost immediately spelled the end of the University Players. At the time of its demise the stock company was quite impressive: Mildred Natwick, James Stewart, Joshua Logan, Myron McCormick, Kent Smith, Barbara O’Neill, Norris Houghton, and Bretaigne Windust, all of whom were cast onto the turbulent waves of New York City in the deepest pit of the Great Depression.

At this point, Fonda and Stewart knew each other only superficially, but that was about to change. Hank would say of Jim Stewart that “He was swept into the theater almost without his knowing it. All he wanted was a little fun.”

He got the fun. He also got a way of life.



Three

James Maitland Stewart was born in his father’s house, and given his grandfather’s name. The date was May 20, 1908, the place 965 Philadelphia Street in Indiana, Pennsylvania, about fifty miles northeast of Pittsburgh. He was the only son of Alexander and Elizabeth Stewart, and in time would be joined by two sisters, born in 1912 and 1914.

Indiana, Pennsylvania, consisted of 6,500 hardy souls. The town spawned two famous men with an odd similarity. Besides, Stewart, the writer and naturalist Edward Abbey was also born there—two tall men who were always willing to go their own way.

The Stewarts were among the more prosperous members of the community. Alex Stewart ran the J. M. Stewart Hardware Store in a building on Philadelphia Street that had been built in 1853. The first James Stewart had taken over the store in 1883 and had renamed it in his own honor. Alex kept the name, although it was generally known in town as either “Stewart’s” or “the hardware store.”

Indiana was and is a conventional American small town, but the Stewart Hardware Store was far from conventional. For one thing, it was three stories tall, and as Jim would say decades later, it was “full to the rafters with everything needed to build a house, hunt a deer, plant a garden and harvest it, repair a car, or make a scrapbook. I could conceive of no human need that could not be satisfied in this store.”

The store was the center of Jim’s youth. His earliest memories were of its smells—the dry aroma of coiled rope, the sweet smell of linseed oil used to soften baseball gloves, the acid tang of open nail kegs. In 1913, the Stewart family moved to a larger house at 104 North Seventh Street, on top of Vinegar Hill, which afforded a good view of the entire downtown area.

Jim was a shy boy. His father called him Jimbo, his mother called him Jimsy. Jim’s mother played the piano, his sister Virginia played harmony while his other sister Doddie played the fiddle.

He built model planes with his buddy Hall Blair, worked up a magic act with Bill Neff. He took up mechanical drawing and designed airplanes and thought about chemistry—his father was already making noises about the boy attending Princeton, Alex’s alma mater. “I wouldn’t say he was a loner,” remembered his sister Virginia, “but he could spend a lot of time absolutely alone, his own best company, and never mind it.”

He worked at the kind of jobs that were available to a boy in a small Midwest town—he helped out at his father’s store, ran the movie projectors at the Strand Theatre, painted white stripes on the roads. For a time, he went into business building small crystal radios that cost $20 and could pick up KDKA in Pittsburgh, where he heard live coverage of Warren Harding’s inauguration—the first radio broadcast to reach Indiana.

As with many in the early twentieth century, it was not a Mark Twain boyhood exactly; more like something out of Booth Tarkington. “We celebrated Halloween with an enormous parade,” Jim remembered. “Everybody got dressed up. We celebrated New Year’s with actually more noise than the Fourth of July. We saved the firecrackers and the skyrockets and one outfit got on one side of Main Street . . . and we almost had a battle.”

He was a shambling, likable boy, with kindness as a keynote of his personality. Jim had a dog named Bounce, who was attacked and killed by a neighbor’s dog while Jim was away at summer camp. Jim was more than grieved, he was furious, and he told his father he wanted to kill the neighbor’s dog. Alex trapped the offending animal and handed Jim a gun, but he couldn’t do it, couldn’t kill an animal who had acted like an animal. In the process, he learned something about himself. For the rest of his life, he was a sentimental goner about animals.

The alternating currents of his personality—the gentleness and obstinancy that were primary components of his acting—were functions of his bloodlines. “He came out of two different worlds,” was the way Stewart’s daughter Kelly would put it.

His performing side came from his mother. Elizabeth Stewart descended from a tradition of free-spirited political liberalism, while Alex’s traditions and values were much narrower, more absorbed with matters of duty and honor. Family legend had it that when the Spanish-American War broke out, Alex was in such a hurry to get to the enlistment center that he forgot to turn off the Bunsen burner in his chemistry class at Princeton. He would join the fight in World War I with equal alacrity.

Jim remembered that his mother “was the only person [Alex] would listen to about anything. And there were times when we kids sure appreciated that. He would raise his voice about pretty nearly anything—but never to her.”

It was a potentially difficult combination of elements, but Jim managed. Alex was nearly as tall as his son would become, but unlike Jim he was sturdy and muscular, with a personality to match. People who liked Alex thought he was outgoing; people who didn’t like him thought he was overbearing.

A small-town businessman had to be resourceful, and Alex was not above bartering his merchandise. The story goes that he once took a ten-foot python in trade from a carnival that went bust, said snake being displayed for a long time in the window of his store for the edification of the citizens who had never seen a reptile of such proportions. Then there was the time Alex took a used accordion in trade, which was all the inspiration Jim needed in order to become reasonably proficient at the instrument. He also learned to play the piano, albeit in a more conventional manner—he took lessons.

“Jimmy had an interesting family life,” remembered his friend Hall Blair. “They were very close. At every meal they all took hands and said Grace. On Sunday they all went to [Calvary Presbyterian] church. [Alex] was in the choir and [Elizabeth] was the organist. . . . At home they all sang hymns and had musical Sunday evenings. They always had the New York Times and magazines like Atlantic Monthly and Scribner’s. They followed theater and opera.”

Since Alex’s own interests extended far beyond Indiana, Pennsylvania, he made sure that his children would never be insular. He organized regular family outings to Pittsburgh, and in the summer they would head for points east, west, and north: Yellowstone, Washington, D.C., Canada. The Stewarts may have lived in a small town, but their horizons were high and wide. There was a Steinway in the drawing room.

When Alex went to World War I, the family traveled to New York to see him off. When they got back home, Jim set up a little theater in the basement of their house and began producing theatricals with a wartime theme: Beat the Kaiser was eventually given the more emphatic title To Hell with the Kaiser, and there was another show called The Slacker. The admission was one cent; Jim’s sister Virginia remembered that her brother “was terribly intense about his plays, just as he is about everything he gets interested in. There are no halfway measures with Jim.” It was an early sign of theatrical ambition, but it ended after Alex returned from the war, and didn’t flare up again for nearly ten years.

Jim remembered only a few childhood moments of feverish excitement. One of the latter was in 1923, when Jim saw the funeral train taking President Harding from Washington to burial in his hometown of Marion, Ohio. The train passed through Blairsville, about twenty miles from Indiana, at 3:30 in the morning. Alex woke his son up at 2:30 and they drove to Blairsville, where there were only about six people waiting.

“Suddenly the tracks gave off a low hum,” Stewart remembered. “The funeral train was coming! Dad shoved two pennies into my hands and said, ‘Run, put them on the rails. Quick, now!’ ”

Stewart put the pennies on the rail, then stood back as the train rolled past. He saw the brightly lit observation car that held the casket of the president, covered with a flag and guarded by two Marines.

After the train passed, Jim retrieved the pennies. Alex kept one and Jim kept the other for decades, even after he left Indiana and moved to New York to become an actor.

Jim’s interest in model planes indicated an interest in flight, and that was confirmed when he got his first plane ride in high school. The plane was a war-surplus Curtiss flown by a man named Jack Law, who was barnstorming around the area and who charged a dollar a minute. Alex Stewart came out to witness the event, and insisted on picking up the town doctor first—in case of a crash, he wanted his son to have every chance at survival.

From the beginning, Jim had a strange, circular hemming-and-hawing speech pattern. “The stuttering and the stammering and all of this. This I had when I was a kid. I don’t try to put that on—I never did—in a movie or a play.”

Everybody liked Jim, although he had his quirks, and in a small town everybody knew about them. For one thing, he was cheap. Hall Blair’s wife, Eleanor, said that “He’d go to a movie with a girl, then afterward go to a soda shop or something. As soon as the two of them sat down, Jim would take out a dime and put it on the counter between them and say, ‘OK, this is what we have to spend.’ He was so infamous for this that Hall and the others would laugh, even be disappointed if he didn’t do it.”

When Jim was sixteen, Alex sent him off to Mercersburg Academy, a prep school that would get the boy in line for Princeton—fifty-four of the 104 boys in Stewart’s class would move on to Princeton. Jim had a vague yearning for the Naval Academy, but Alex was determined that his son would be like him—it was Princeton or bust.

Jim was home when Lindbergh flew the Atlantic to Paris in May of 1927. He got a large piece of beaverboard, warped it to approximate the curvature of the earth, and drew a map of the North Atlantic on the board. He built a model of Lindbergh’s plane, the Spirit of St. Louis, then scale models of New York’s Woolworth Building and the Eiffel Tower and installed the three structures in the window of the hardware store.

Lindbergh began his flight on May 20, 1927, Jim’s nineteenth birthday, which he took as a good omen for both of them. “Every time I got a flash that a fishing boat or a steamer had sighted Lindy’s plane, I rushed to the store window and moved my model plane closer to France.” When the news arrived that Lindbergh had made it all the way to Le Bourget Airport in Paris, Indiana exploded. Church bells rang, everybody quit work.
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