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  To my brother Shawn,
Tim, Kayden, and Harper,
and the Tuckers
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One







   Novel Too Hot for Vermont May Be Filmed in Maine




  —ASSOCIATED PRESS







  W HEN CAMDEN was selected as the site for filming the spicy, controversial new book Peyton Place, the headline in the Boston Herald read, “Peyton Place Finds A Happy Home in Maine.” The Boston Herald was half right; Peyton Place had found a home, and sometimes any home is happy just because it has been found. Two neighboring states had already rejected 20th Century Fox’s request to serve as the location to film the movie; the towns involved in those states were split in half by heated battles over the film. Not everyone in Maine was on board with the idea of the movie being shot there either. Newspapers from some of the biggest cities in Maine went to battle over the issue. In the end, Camden was even battling with popular national magazine Life, which insinuated to its thirteen million readers that the people of that small town had been seduced by dollar signs.




  When Hollywood did arrive in Maine in June 1957 to begin a monthlong production, the home truly did seem to become happy. There was almost a carnival-like atmosphere on the Maine coast that summer. And the state ended up with a uniquely preserved, rolling image of one of its most beautiful areas, in all its 1950s splendor, and a great story to go with it.




  If Camden really had been Peyton Place, perhaps the villagers would have wondered who all those men were that their neighbor, Edith Crockett, a woman in her late thirties, was riding around with, up and down Camden’s streets, in those rented cars in the April rain. In Peyton Place, it was not so much about what people did but about how other people interpreted what was being done.




  It was just about Easter 1957, and the eyes of the state, of New England, and of the country had been riveted on the small, beautiful seaside town of Camden and its surrounding towns for the past few days.




  The hot topic in the United States for the past few months had been a book called Peyton Place, written by a New Hampshire mother, the wife of a schoolteacher who, it was said, had just gotten fired because of his wife’s book. The book was adult, it was controversial, and, due to its content, it was banned not only in many parts of the United States but by the entire country of Canada. Still, Peyton Place would soon become a best seller and a highly promoted movie.




  Most Camdenites, in fact, did know why Edith Crockett was in that car full of men; it was now an open secret. Hamilton “Ham” Hall, editor of the Camden Herald, ran the headline on his front page, as did most of the newspapers in Maine, in the region, and across the country.




  “Novel Too Hot for Vermont May Be Filmed in Maine.” The story, originating from Waterville, had been picked up by the Associated Press and gone national.




  Ham Hall and Fred Crockett, who was the managing director of the Camden-Rockport Chamber of Commerce, are generally given credit for bringing Peyton Place to Camden. But it can be said that Edith Crockett did a fair amount of the heavy lifting.




  Edith Crockett was born Edith Anthony in Port Clyde, Maine, in 1917. She had met her husband, Vere, known as Chum, at a community dance, and the two were married at the age of eighteen. It is unknown whether Chum Crockett and Fred Crockett were related. The couple, along with their two children, moved to Camden in 1948. Edie, as she was known, took a job in the office at Camden High School and became involved in the Camden-Rockport Chamber of Commerce.




  On that rainy April day, Edie Crockett, as the chamber of commerce’s secretary, was in fact escorting Hollywood film studio executives as well as a Maine state official around the streets of Camden and its outlying areas. Camden was in the running, along with three other Maine towns, for the location of the shooting of what was to be one of the year’s biggest movies, based on one of the year’s best-selling and most scandalous books. Towns in two states, New Hampshire and Vermont, had already said no to the idea.




  Crockett and her group were looking at the postcard scenery of Camden’s waterfront and its picturesque village lined with cozy shops. Crockett reported that the group looked at Camden’s old brick schools and even up its back alleys.




  “If you are going to have a stark story, at least it might as well be in a colorful setting,” said one 20th Century Fox executive.









  
Two







   The Lewiston Sun says we should post “Keep Out” signs.




  —Daily Kennebec Journal







  A FEW YEARS earlier, that New Hampshire mother, the wife of a high school teaching principal, wrote the book that was banned in many parts of the United States and in entire countries because of its graphic descriptions of sex. Peyton Place was an instant best seller even before it hit the bookstands.




  The novel was based in part on the small mill town of Gilmanton, New Hampshire, where the author, Grace Metalious, lived. The book’s central plot was based on a murder that had been committed in 1947 in Gilmanton. The “sheep pen murder” involved a young woman from a middle-class family who had killed her father and buried him in the family farm’s sheep pen. The man’s body was discovered a year later, when the young woman confessed to a family member, who took her to local officials to tell her sordid story of the different forms of abuse committed by her father that ended in a gunshot to his back.




  In writing Peyton Place and making the “sheep pen murder” the basis for the plot, Grace had committed the ultimate sin against the people of Gilmanton: she was an outsider who was not only airing the town’s dirty laundry in public, but was doing so in a best-selling, notorious book, making money off their shame.




  This feud between the author and the town in which she lived was fueling the firestorm of publicity that was already being churned by the “obscene” content of the book. All that publicity combined was sending this banned book soaring up the best-seller lists.




  Jerry Wald, head of Wald Productions, was a movie producer for 20th Century Fox. Wald had bought the movie rights to Peyton Place almost immediately after the publisher bought the book, even before the book hit bookshelves. Wald was moving quickly on the project, most likely to capitalize on the infamy of the much-talked-about novel, which was priceless for publicity.




  Wald quickly began work on finding somewhere to shoot the film. He put director Mark Robson in charge of the choice of location. Robson, accompanied by the movie’s art director, Jack Smith, quickly left for New Hampshire, as that was the assumed setting of the book, to scout for locations and to visit with Metalious, who was now living in Laconia. The men looked over the area where she had written the book, including Gilmanton. But Robson and Smith received a chilly reception from the people of New Hampshire, who were in the middle of their very public fight with Metalious. The citizens of Gilmanton were not crazy about the book itself, which contained the town’s dirty little secrets, being published, let alone seeing it become a movie that was sure to be a hit based on publicity alone. And Gilmanton as the location for that filming? Out of the question.




  In the end, 20th Century Fox said they rejected New Hampshire as a location for shooting the movie. Robson said the town was too large for filming. Metalious said the reason the men gave was that New Hampshire was not New England enough and was ugly. Though she gave Robson and Smith the names of three other New Hampshire locations, Wald immediately turned his attention to the state of Vermont.




  Anonymously, Robson and Smith soon visited Woodstock Village, looking at the white colonial houses, the quiet streets, and the elm and maple trees. The two Hollywood movie executives must have stood out in the small northern New England town. But they did not tell anyone in the village who they were or the true nature of their mission. Only after completing scouting did Robson and Smith reveal their true identities to the Woodstock Chamber of Commerce and express interest in having Woodstock, Vermont, serve as the location for the filming of Peyton Place.




  In small, rural areas such as northern New England, fresh money coming into an area can be hard to come by. New Englanders want to welcome economic opportunities. Northern New England’s stock-in-trade is nature, the scenery, the charm of the old villages. What a great opportunity to promote that resource—and in a feature film by 20th Century Fox, sure to be seen by millions of people.




  But that does not mean everything is for sale.




  With articles still fresh in the newspapers about Metalious’s own scandalous exploits, and with a new town banning sales of the book almost every day due to what was called the book’s obscene nature, Woodstock was sharply divided on the issue of whether to allow permission for the movie’s filming in their town.




  The story that ran in the Associated Press was more direct about the controversy over 20th Century Fox’s request to film Peyton Place in Woodstock. “This pleasant shire town of Windsor County, outwardly as serene as the scene of a Dorothy Canfield Fisher story, is buzzing like a hornet’s nest in springtime—and all over a completely different sort of story. This village is split right down the middle—between those who see it as good publicity value, and those who regard it as a blight on the town,” wrote the Associated Press reporter.




  “Wouldn’t they like to see Gregory Peck and Susan Hayward, wouldn’t they like a chance to pick up something as ‘extras’ in the film, wouldn’t they like to see the town gain a considerable amount from the company’s production crew?




  “The answer of some people here is as definite as Sam Goldwyn’s famous retort: ‘In words of one syllable, definitely not.’”




  On April 16, three weeks after Robson and Smith returned to California from Vermont, Robson received a message from Frank Teagle, executive secretary of the Woodstock Chamber of Commerce. Teagle said the town did not know what to think about Hollywood’s consideration, that the village trustees, school board, chamber of commerce, and citizens were split on the idea. There had even been talk of holding a special town meeting to vote on whether to grant permission, but one never materialized.




  Teagle’s message read:






   To Mark Robson, 20th Century Fox, West Los Angeles, Calif.




  The following is the promised result of our unofficial sampling of local opinion on the subject of your proposed visit.




  The five village trustees are emphatically divided in their opinion.




  The Catholic church is unalterably opposed and has forbidden the children of their parish to participate in any school activities incident to the filming. The directors of the Chamber of Commerce are about evenly split, and feel that the decision is not within their providence.




  We suggest you send a representative to consult further with village and school representatives.







  Robson also received a letter from Woodstock’s school board regarding its decision on whether school facilities could be used in the filming, the school location being a critical element to the film’s plot.




  The school board had taken issue with the speed with which the movie company wanted to start production, as well as the disruption that would be caused to the students. There appeared to have been discussion of filming Woodstock’s actual high school graduation that year as a scene in the movie.




  “After careful consideration and professional advice, we, the Woodstock School Board and administration wish to go on record as opposing the use of school property and facilities for the filming of the story ‘Peyton Place’ during the school year.”




  The letter was signed by Mrs. Beatrix Kendall, chairman of the board of directors, as well as other school officials.




  “Things are so much at a fever pitch anyway, at the end of the school year, that we’d be opposed to having a film company move in—no matter what the subject matter of it might be,” Kendall told a reporter.




  “We just felt there was enough excitement already, and will be for a month preceding the graduation exercises. You know how it is with youngsters at graduation anyway. We were given to understand the motion picture company wanted to move right in, to take pictures of events as they actually happened.




  “The board felt any filming of these commencement exercises would definitely take away from the dignity of the program,” said Kendall, who had not read the book. “Also there have been any number of people who have let us know in no uncertain terms they didn’t think much of the project.”




  Within a week of Vermont’s rejection, with Robson sitting the next trip out, Peyton Place’s production manager, Henry Weinberger, joined Smith on a trip to 20th Century Fox’s third choice, the state of Maine, arriving on Saturday, April 20. Instead of visiting under a cloak of secrecy, this time the Hollywood men had coordinated with the Maine Department of Economic Development as well as the chambers of commerce of the four Maine towns they were considering.




  One cannot help but think that perhaps the Hollywood men operating in secrecy in Woodstock, Vermont, did not help their cause with the townspeople or local officials. To further support that notion, the Hollywood executives did change their tactics when coming to Maine. Contacting the local chambers of commerce was a logical place for the Hollywood men to start, since the businesspeople of an area best understood the good publicity that could come from having a major motion picture being filmed in a town, and the money that would follow that publicity—not to mention the estimated one hundred thousand dollars, nearly one million dollars in today’s money, that the movie company was expected to spend on location.




  Though the men from Hollywood had made arrangements with different officials, it is not known whether they meant for their visit to become as publicized as it did. Weinberger and Smith’s first visit in Maine was to Waterville, and on Sunday, April 21, the director of the Waterville Chamber of Commerce announced to the press that 20th Century Fox was considering four Maine communities as possible sites for filming: Waterville, Skowhegan, Wiscasset, and Camden.




  The Associated Press picked up the story. The next day, news of Maine being in the running for the shooting location was in most of the state’s papers, large and small, as well as newspapers in other states.




  “Novel Too Hot for Vermont May Be Filmed in Maine” was the headline.




  The news story told of the problems the production officials had in New Hampshire and Vermont, and why.




  “Attempts to film the novel of life in a small New Hampshire town met with local outrage when proposed in Vermont,” reported the Associated Press.




  Weinberger and Smith visited Waterville again Sunday to look at places to be used for the movie’s exterior shots. They moved on to the other three towns, guided by Wayne Buxton of the Maine Department of Economic Development. Buxton was no stranger to films being shot in Maine; he had worked with Robson two summers before, when 20th Century Fox produced the hit movie Carousel in Boothbay Harbor.




  Robson was due in Maine the following week to take a look at the four locations for himself. “Robson will have the final word as to where the filming will be done,” Weinberger told the press.




  Robson arrived on Tuesday, April 23, and was met at the Augusta State Airport by Weinberger and Smith. Even before checking into the Augusta House, the hotel at which the Hollywood executives stayed, Robson and the three men, including Buxton, toured the towns that Smith and Weinberger had already surveyed. That day they visited Waterville, Skowhegan, and also Farmington. “It’s marvelous!” was Robson’s comment about the state when he arrived at the Augusta House Tuesday night after his tour of the first three towns.




  Canadian-born Mark Robson was forty-three when he directed Peyton Place. He had just directed The Little Hut for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer the year before, and it was a big hit, earning him an Academy Award nomination in the category of directing. Among other professional accomplishments, Robson had been involved in the editing of Citizen Kane, and after completing production of Peyton Place, he would go on to direct a movie based on another sensational, best-selling book, Valley of the Dolls, written by Jacqueline Susann.




  After spending the day riding around the three central Maine towns, the men returned to the Augusta House. They were joined by Earl Doucette, the state of Maine’s director of the Public Relations Division. With the task of heading to Camden the following day in front of them, the men had dinner at the Augusta House that night: lobster, a traditional Maine meal.




  Despite Robson’s warm, personal welcome to Maine that day, not everyone in the state was so gracious.




  The Lewiston Sun Journal was the newspaper of record for the Lewiston, Maine, area. In 1957 Lewiston was a conservative mill city with a heavy French Catholic influence. On the day that Robson arrived in Maine—as he toured the central part of the state and then relaxed with a lobster dinner—the Lewiston Sun Journal ran a strong editorial opposing Maine being involved in the movie:






   We see that Camden, Wiscasset, and at least two other Maine communities are being considered as “locations” for the filming of the best-selling book Peyton Place. But before residents of the town chosen clap their hands in joy over the fame they will presumably acquire, to say nothing of the income involved, we suggest they read the book and ask themselves if they want their town or city associated with it in the minds of other readers and filmgoers.




  Peyton Place is a monotonous recital of the sexual adventures of leading townspeople in a supposedly mythical New Hampshire village. It was written by the wife of a school principal in Gilmanton, N.H. and many people there, correctly or not, think they are identified in a disreputable way within the novel.




  Before someone raises the accusation of prudery, one freely admits that hundreds of books are written every year dealing with the subject of sex. Some of them are trashy, and some are serious and worthwhile. A number of what we call literary classics incorporate sex as an important part of the plot. In every case, it depends on what the author is trying to say and whether he is writing honestly and objectively.




  In the opinion of most critics, Peyton Place is no literary masterpiece. If the author claims she is merely portraying what she calls the prevailing hypocrisy of the typical small town, that in itself is not difficult to do, given a few facts, a number of rumors, and a fertile imagination. It is the lack of other redeeming motivations that makes “Peyton Place” just another place for clandestine amours, and we somewhat doubt if even the broad-minded people of any Maine town would want it known as the vicarious locale or such purposeless goings on.







  This is not the welcome that Camden officials wanted Robson to have the day before he toured their town.




  On April 24, Robson, Weinberger, and Smith, accompanied by Buxton, headed to Camden to meet with Edith Crockett, the Camden-Rockport Chamber of Commerce secretary. The group went to Lincolnville as far as the Duck Trap River, and they toured the Camden waterfront, along the Megunticook turnpike, and around Lily Pond in Rockport. The men told Crockett that the town had great charm and that the red brick and white-painted buildings were extremely photogenic.




  Crockett herself said the private homes they looked at were stark or bland, with infinite variations in between. Art director Smith took countless pictures of streets and homes for Wald back in Hollywood.




  While in Camden, the Hollywood officials seemed to be doing some name-dropping to help whatever locale they chose with its decision, or at least to help the medicine go down with dissenters of the area chosen. An article appeared in the newspaper concordant with movie executives’ visit to Camden saying that, though the principal actors had not all been cast, there was a good chance that screen legend Lana Turner might star in the film.




  Lana Turner was thirty-six when she took the part of Constance MacKenzie in the movie Peyton Place. She grew up poor. She had been discovered while in a soda shop in high school in San Francisco, where her family had relocated from Idaho. She was a pinup girl in WWII. She had been married a few times, most of the marriages scandalous. Many of Turner’s roles were vampy, sometimes to play off her real-life dramas. The year before filming, Turner had given birth to a stillborn baby girl after seven months of pregnancy. During Peyton Place’s filming, Turner was filing for divorce from her current husband because her daughter, Cheryl, said the man was molesting her.




  In addition, the movie studio was hyping the financial incentive. Weinberger initially stated that 90 percent of the movie would be shot on location. (It was not; the area was mainly used for exterior shots; though a few scenes were shot in Maine. The rest were shot on a movie lot in California.)




  Maine’s chances for being selected as the shooting location were probably helped by two newspaper editorials. One ran the day Robson was headed to Camden for his first visit, the day after the Lewiston Sun Journal’s discouraging editorial, and the other editorial ran the following day, on Robson’s second visit to Camden. The editorials took issue with the Lewiston Sun’s anti-filming editorial from the day before, one paper even saying the Sun had practiced irresponsible journalism. They welcomed the Hollywood men.




  Dated April 24, 1957, and titled “20th Century Fox Is Welcome to Film in Maine,” the Portland Press Herald wrote,






   Maine welcomes this week’s surveys by representatives of 20th Century Fox for a suitable site for the filming of Peyton Place. The Press Herald hopes they find the locale they seek, whether it be Camden, Wiscasset, Skowhegan, Waterville, or some other attractive Maine community, and are able to proceed with their work in a climate of friendship and cooperation.




  We are not proud of the narrow-mindedness of citizens in our sister state of Vermont, who protested filming of the book there because they consider it indecent and in poor taste. We are even more disturbed by the attitude of our journalistic neighbor, the Lewiston Sun, which also presented a cold shoulder to the film producers on the grounds that Peyton Place is “no literary masterpiece” and “just another book about clandestine amours.”




  The Sun doesn’t actually ask the 20th Century men to get out of town but the doubts it raises about the propriety of a motion picture firm’s right to do business in Maine border on irresponsible journalism.




  In the first place 20th Century Fox is a legitimate and responsible company. Secondly, its filmed efforts must meet the standards set by a stringent code of Hollywood regulations. Thirdly, the movie-going public is the final judge of a picture’s good taste or lack thereof, and has the power to make or break an expensive production in accordance with its judgment.




  As for the merits of “Peyton Place,” we agree that it is not a great book, or even a particularly good one. But it is a sorry day when the people of a state as steeped in freedom as Vermont, or the editors of a newspaper as conscientious as the Sun, argue against the making of a film because the book it is based on is bad. Great films have been made from poor books and vice versa. No one has the prescience to judge in advance. As for the presence of sex in “Peyton Place,” this was also true of the book “From Here to Eternity,” whose movie version harvested an armful of Oscars for its artistry and praise from the public at large for its accurate, sensitive—and decent—portrayal of Army life in Hawaii.




  To the people of 20th Century Fox we say, Welcome. Vermont is not typical of New England and the Lewiston Sun does not speak for Maine.







  The following day, April 25, as officials from Fox spent their second day poking around Camden and trying to make up their mind, the Daily Kennebec Journal also weighed in on the controversy, also taking the Lewiston Sun to task. Their editorial was titled “Maine Can Stand Peyton Place”:






   The Press Herald welcomes filmers of Peyton Place to Maine with open arms. The Lewiston Sun says we should post “Keep Out” signs.




  The Press Herald argues that strict Hollywood codes will clean up the filthy aspects of the novel and that a reliable film company has a right to film it in Maine if it wants to. The Sun holds that the novel has none of the redeeming literary excellence that has justified many a sex-laden classic and that no Maine community wants to be identified with such a trashy view of community life.




  This writer’s first reaction was similar to that of our colleague on the Sun. But something told us to think it over for a day or two.




  Most editors are busy people who have to ration their reading time sparingly. If three of us found time to read or familiarize ourselves with Peyton Place, it must have some importance.




  Actually the book does possess a few redeeming features. The principal female character is a tender, sensitive girl who leans to refinement and a high sense of values. When she goes picnicking with a lad, readers hungry for salacious scenes are disappointed.




  The book’s brutal aspects appear when it approaches normally forbidden portals. There are no locked doors, no privacy, no inhibitions in portraying baser actions and language. Whether this amounts to trash or literary courage is debatable to say the least. Actually the profanity, the sexual orgies and drunken squalor add up to a small proportion of the total wordage.




  But they are shocking enough to leave the impression that life in Peyton Place is dominated by such standards.




  We read frequently in the news that a person has been prosecuted for a “morals” violation of mysterious nature. Yet few writers have attempted to portray realistically, as Grace Metalious did, a drunken wood cutter turning his alcohol-crazed attentions to an adolescent step-daughter.
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