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  I am dedicating this book to

  my sister Judy

  who bought me the soundtrack to Exodus

  and opened up a whole new world of wonderful music,

  and to my brother Peter

  who took me to a flea-pit called the Tolmer to see The Vikings

  and opened up another new world of Saturday afternoon cinema.

  They both have a lot to answer for.


  Foreword

  James Stewart didn’t hear a word I said, and told me, ‘You’ll hafta speak up.’

  I’d not been told how deaf he was. He was, after all, sixty-seven–although as I later found out, he’d been losing his hearing for many years.

  So there I was, in his dressing room at London’s Prince of Wales Theatre, where he was performing Harvey in 1975, shouting questions at him. I was still a green young film journalist, twenty-two years old, nervous at meeting a screen legend and desperate not to sound like an idiot. Sensing my anxiety, Stewart smiled and said, very slowly, ‘It’s okay, son . . . this is only an interview, not a cross-examination. You ask the questions and . . . I’ll do my damnedest to give you an intelligent answer.’

  He also said, ‘You don’t hafta shout. Just. . . just speak up.’

  I discovered in later years that he was quite good at lip-reading, although he wouldn’t have admitted to it. He may even have been wearing a hearing aid, but I didn’t notice. I never have been observant about surroundings, or clothing, or colour schemes. I am always aware, though, of people, and what they say. And I was aware that James Stewart was remarkably composed considering he would soon be going on stage to play Elwood P Dowd, the amiable drunk who believes he’s got a six-foot white rabbit called Harvey as a friend. An hour later, I had the remarkable experience of seeing the play and watching Jimmy Stewart perform live on stage. The play was, as Stewart told me, much better than the famous 1950 film version.

  My second interview with Stewart took place a few years after the first. For a long time I was convinced it had been in 1980, until, while researching this book, I came across the published interview in Photoplay and discovered it was actually 1979.

  This time I met Stewart in a London hotel. I think it was the Dorchester, but again I have poor recollection of such details; I interviewed countless movie stars in countless hotels, countless restaurants, countless studios, countless bars, on countless outside locations, and after so many years the specifics of those places have often faded in my memory. But the memories of the stars–and some of those who never quite achieved stardom–are indelibly imprinted in my memory banks. And when it came to James Stewart–his mannerisms, his stories and his folksy persona–all of it is unforgettable.

  It was on the day of that second meeting that I began to get to know Jimmy Stewart and his wife, Gloria. I’d begun the interview by being chatty, saying, ‘I understand you’re on your way from the Paris air show.’ I’d forgotten how deaf he was; he tapped his ear and said, ‘You’ll hafta speak up . . . I’m a little . . .’and his words trailed off; I think he hated to use the word ‘deaf’.

  So I repeated my question, and he replied, ‘Waall. . . I’ve been trying to get there for the past twenty years.’

  ‘Why did it take so long?’ I asked.

  ‘I don’t know really . . . I guess mostly my work. Over the years you get. . . you know . . . awful busy, and I’ve just never been able to . . . er . . . make it.’ I’d also forgotten just how slowly Stewart talked, and how much he punctuated his sentences with pauses. He truly was the Jimmy Stewart the world had come to love and know.

  But there was so much more to Jimmy Stewart than what he publicly revealed. He even had secrets; something I was to find out all about because of a brief interruption to the interview. About halfway through, the front door to his hotel suite flew open and in breezed a woman bursting with vitality and enthusiasm that almost overwhelmed the legendary laconic presence of James Stewart. ‘This, young man,’ he said to me as he rose out of his chair, ‘is my wife Gloria.’

  ‘I just did the museum–the Natural History,’ she said. ‘They’ve got two new exhibits there. Fascinating. One is on ecology, the other on dinosaurs. Certainly an improvement on those old cages with all those stuffed animals. They all look so dead.’

  Stewart kissed her and said, ‘But they are dead.’

  She said, ‘I know. But God, they needn’t look that dead. Now I’m going for a bite to eat.’

  Stewart told her, ‘See you later, dear,’ and she breezed out.

  When the interview was over, I went down to the lobby and spotted Mrs Stewart, his wife of thirty years, having tea. She caught sight of me, and beckoned me over. ‘Have some tea with me,’ she said. ‘Keep me company.’

  So I did. We talked, and somehow it ended up with me volunteering to take her the next day to the British Museum, where I’d spent hundreds of hours as a child. We also took in other London sights, with me as her tour guide. To achieve this, I took a day off sick, and spent it touring London with Gloria Stewart in a taxi, walking around museums and exploring St Paul’s Cathedral where I refused to go up into the dome.

  ‘Why ever not?’ she asked.

  ‘Because I have an extreme fear of heights.’

  ‘Oh,’ she laughed, ‘you must have loved Jim’s film Vertigo.’

  So I patiently waited until she came down again.

  At the end of the day she invited me back to the hotel to have dinner with her and Jimmy–or Jim, as I was told to call him. Over dinner, I got to know a whole lot more about the real Jimmy Stewart.

  I often found myself in a position to discover more about the real lives of stars when my trusty tape recorder was off, because I was not a hard-nosed journalist only on the hunt for a good story, and it obviously showed. I had been working in the film business since 1969, starting as a messenger boy and graduating to a publicist until I accidentally became a journalist in 1974. I was in search of a career as a film director and screenwriter, and was also making tentative steps towards being an actor. This meant that I always had a lot more to talk about with movie stars and directors and writers than just seeking answers that were the staple diet of fan magazines. It explains why and how I came to know so much about the big stars of Hollywood, and especially James Stewart.

  I only had to mention that I’d spent a week with John Wayne in 1974 when he came to London to make Brannigan, or that I’d spent a day with Henry Fonda when he visited the city in 1976 to play Clarence Darrow on stage, or that I’d worked for John Huston for a time in 1974 (as well as dropping names like litter at every opportunity), to open the door for Jim and Gloria to be at ease with me.

  Gloria insisted I spend a second day showing her more of the London sights, followed by dinner with the Stewarts again. There followed a third day of sightseeing, and by then I was Gloria’s new best friend–or it seemed that way to me. I was just twenty-six and as everyone, including John Wayne, told me, I was ‘a nice kid’.

  Before I said goodbye to Jim and Gloria they gave me their home phone number, and I gave them mine. I never expected to see them again. But I did, just a couple of years later when they were back in London. I can’t remember why they were over as by then I was winding down my journalistic career and was trying to make it as an actor, or a screenwriter, or a director, so I wasn’t interested in doing an interview.

  I saw them a couple more times during the 1980s, the last occasion being when Jim had some kind of reunion at his old Second World War air base at Tibenham in East Anglia. I lived in East Anglia at that time, and an American Air Force friend of mine drove me to the reunion. When Gloria saw me, I was made to feel like a long-lost friend–or maybe it was more like a son. Jim was typically more laconic, shaking my hand and saying, ‘Sure is good to see ya, Mike.’

  Jim always called me Mike. Gloria called me Michael. Perhaps it was because one of her own sons from her first marriage was called Michael. Perhaps she saw something in me that reminded her of him–or of the other son, Ronald, who had been killed while on active service in Vietnam in 1969. Jim even introduced me to a couple of the surviving members of his old squadron as ‘my good friend Mike’.

  I relate all this, not to elevate myself, but to try to explain the relationship I had developed with Jim and Gloria. A couple of times Gloria called to tell me she and Jim would be in England. I often telephoned them. Usually it was Gloria who answered, and she spent more hours than I could afford on a transatlantic phone call giving me all the latest news.

  When Jim spoke, it was usually, ‘Nice to hear from ya, Mike . . . hope you’re well . . . we’re doin’ just fíne . . . okay, bye now.’ I always had to remind myself that when Jim spoke, you had to make sure he’d finished before you said anything. The pauses he put into his speech often fooled you into believing he had come to the end of whatever he was saying . . . and then he’d add a little bit more. Like the time I asked him if he’d sign a photograph for me in 1979. He said, slowly, ‘I’m afraid I . . . er . . . don’t . . . er,’ and being convinced he was saying ‘I’m afraid I don’t sign autographs,’ I answered, ‘That’s all right.’ But then he finished his sentence: ‘. . . have a photograph to sign.’ It was not a problem as I had brought a still from How the West Was Won. That was the first film I ever saw starring (or in that case featuring) James Stewart, along with a couple of dozen other big stars. It has always been a favourite movie of mine; it was filmed in Cinerama, a film process whereby film that was shot with a camera with three lenses and three strips of film running through it, was projected onto a giant curved screen using three projectors, creating the first virtual-reality cinema experience. The still showed Jim hugging Carroll Baker standing under a tree, and he immediately launched into a story about that picture (which is included in the pages of this book).

  Getting to know the Stewarts was an exhilarating experience. It also held surprises: during those London tours with Gloria in 1979, she told me how Jim had worked for J Edgar Hoover, Director of the FBI, during the infamous Communist witch-hunts of the late 1940s and early 1950s. It was quite a story, and one that she told because she was confident I was not going to write any articles about it; it was a confidence I never betrayed because I was more interested in getting help and advice in my search for a career in films.

  I don’t think Jim ever knew she confided in me. And as I think back, I believe the only reason she did confide in me was because I first told her about a story John Wayne had related to me concerning his run-in with the Communists. Gloria, a staunch right-wing conservative like Jim and Duke Wayne, wanted me to know that Jim had played his part in serving his country by becoming what she described as ‘an undercover undercover agent’ for the FBI.

  She also wanted me to know how he had served his country during the Second World War, a subject Jim hardly ever spoke about. The only time he talked of it, and then only briefly, was when I saw him at Tibenham. When I told him I wanted to write a book about the men and women of the film industry who served in the war, Gloria urged him to open up. And he did, if only barely.

  Before she died in 1994, Gloria faxed me details of Jim’s war record. It came too late to include in the book I had just written (called Stars at War), so now I have the opportunity to write about it in this book–as well as the fascinating story of how Jim came to be a secret agent. I write about it now because, regardless of the rights and wrongs of the witch-hunts–and I’ve heard both sides and have my own opinions–it illustrates that Jimmy Stewart was a man who believed passionately in his country and did his duty as he saw it. But while Hoover enlisted him to help round up Hollywood’s Communists, for Jim it was more to do with the battle against an evil he felt was a greater threat than Communism. That was organised crime.

  It would be impossible for me to write a biography of James Stewart without including these details, because they fill in the gaps both in the stories he told himself and those related by others. Though I didn’t know it at the time, Henry Fonda, when I talked to him in 1976, was holding back such details. I believe he was the only person, apart from Gloria, who knew. That knowledge caused a deep rift in the legendary Fonda-Stewart friendship, and it must have taught Jim to keep his secrets in their place.

  When Gloria told me about such things, she was also letting me know that Jim was a man of many dimensions. People seem to think he really is like the Mr. Smith who went to Washington, or the George Bailey who had a wonderful life, or the Elwood P Dowd who was just crazy enough to think he had a six-foot white rabbit as a friend. He is also thought of as a wily old raconteur who, in the 1970s, told wonderful tall–and lengthy–tales on television chat shows. And, of course, a lot of people think Jimmy Stewart was somehow perfect. Too many books have presented him as something of a saint. He was a good man, true. But he had flaws. Don’t we all, though? Why should Jimmy Stewart be any different to the rest of us? For instance, he had a temper, which he had to learn to control but which still occasionally surfaced. He had a slightly quirky streak. He was something of a ladies’ man. And below the surface, he had a racist spirit which he tried to subdue. He was simply a Presbyterian from Pennsylvania who tried to do the best he could, never meaning to offend anyone.

  He was also a far better actor than people seem to remember. While I was writing this book, a friend of mine, who has to be in the minority of humankind, said, ‘I don’t like James Stewart. He always played the same character.’ In fact, Jim worked hard at his technique–a lot of which he taught to me. He strove (though not always) to create characters that were unlike himself–although they often had vestiges of his own personality, which would be true of all actors and their roles. You only have to watch Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and then The Naked Spur, or Call Northside 777 and Anatomy of a Murder, to see an actor with a wider range than he was ever given credit for. In fact, Jim hated it when people, a lot of them critics, called him a ‘natural’ actor, as they often did. He worked hard to learn his craft, and a lot of today’s generation of film actors would do well to study him.

  When writing this book I became aware of a huge gap in the cultural knowledge of today’s generation of film fans. It comes as a shock to discover that most young people have never heard of James Stewart. People of my generation and those who are older must encourage the youngsters of today to watch old movies and to get to know the great movie stars, even if some of their films were in black and white and didn’t have spectacular computer-generated special effects.

  It was a privilege for my generation to get to know Jimmy Stewart on the silver screen. It was a privilege for me to get to know him in life. And it was a hoot getting to know Gloria.
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  How the Stewarts

  Won the West

  ‘It’s kinda hard to believe, but when I was a baby I was a good round shape,’ James Stewart once told me. ‘I was eight pounds when I was born but . . . somewhere on the way . . . through the years . . . I got kinda thin!’

  The round, bouncing baby boy named James Maitland Stewart was born on 20 January 1908 in Indiana, Pennsylvania, to Alexander and Bessie Stewart. Alexander–better known to all as Alex–came from a large family of pioneers that settled in Pennsylvania.

  ‘The history of my family was like something out of How the West Was Won,’ Jim told me when we talked about that particular favourite film of mine. ‘In fact, when Henry Hathaway [one of three directors who made that film] said he wanted me to play the mountain man [Linus Rawlins] in his segment of How the West Was Won, I said, “You know, Henry, let’s throw away the script and start a new one, based on my family history.” He said, “Damnit, Jim, why didn’t you say so before? John Ford and George Marshall are shooting their episodes now, so it’s too late. But if you ever want to sit down and write a screenplay based on your family history, let me know and we’ll make How the West Was Won by James Stewart and His Family of Presbyterian Pioneers.” Anyway, Henry asked me to tell him about my family and . . . I guess he wished he hadn’t asked because there were an awful lot of fellas in my family who shared names. But one evening I set out to tell him about how the Stewarts had won the West.’

  William Stewart, his heavily pregnant wife, Margaret Gettys, and baby boy Archibald left Belfast in Northern Ireland in the fall of 1785. During the lengthy Atlantic crossing on the Congress passenger ship, Margaret gave birth to her second son, John Kerr Stewart.

  Margaret had family who had already settled in America, in southern Pennsylvania, which was where William Stewart set himself up as a storekeeper. Three more children were born to the Stewarts–Martha, Alexander and William. But William Senior felt unsettled, and in 1794, he uprooted his family and spent the next few years moving from one town to another before finally establishing a home in Armstrong Township, just six miles west of Indiana. William Stewart Senior died in 1810, just fifty-six years of age.

  His second son, John Kerr Stewart, married Elizabeth Hindman Armstrong, who came from a family with both English and Scottish blood, on 16 March 1815. John and Elizabeth established a homestead several miles to the north of Indiana. They had ten children–five sons and five daughters. Jim told me, ‘To us, that may sound like a lot of babies to be having. But it took twenty-three years for all the babies to be had.’

  The last to be born to John and Elizabeth was James Maitland Stewart, in 1839 (his grandson and namesake would become James Stewart the movie star). James Maitland was to become one of the best educated of the Stewarts, graduating from Dayton Academy and then from Westminster College, both in Pennsylvania. He grew up with a sound sense of business.

  Archibald–the child born to William and Margaret in Belfast–had grown up to become a devout Presbyterian, but had never married. He devoted much of his life to fundraising for new hospitals, and he was also a founding member of the American Bible Society. When he went into partnership with a local family, the Suttons, to run a hardware store in 1851, he acquired the services of two of his brother John’s sons, Alexander and Archibald, to help run the store, which became known throughout the Indiana region as the Big Warehouse. Religion had made its mark on many of the Stewarts, and both Alexander and Archibald shared their Uncle Archibald’s religious fervour. Archibald the younger eventually left the Big Warehouse to become a justice of the peace, leaving Uncle Archibald and Alexander to run the store.

  (About this far into Jim’s story of his family history, Henry Hathaway had said, ‘Goddamnit, Jim, there’s been an awful lot of homesteading, having children, Bible reading and store-running–but no one’s killed an Indian or an outlaw or anything much else exciting. That’s not winning the West. That’s breeding the West.’ To which Jim said, ‘Now hold on just a minute, Henry. I’m just coming to the best part–the Civil War.’)

  During the Civil War, which tore America apart between 1861 and 1865, justice of the peace Archibald and his youngest brother James Maitland enlisted in the Union Army. Seven of John Kerr Stewart’s grandsons also fought in the war between the states. ‘When my grandfather and other members of the family enlisted in the Civil War,’ Jim told me, ‘it began a strong tradition of military duty in the Stewarts.’ This was a tradition that would eventually drive James Stewart to abandon films and join the US Army Air Force at the onset of the Second World War. Archibald and James Maitland appear to have been among Jim’s greatest heroes.

  Archibald had enlisted as a private in the 40th Regiment of the 11th Reserve of the Pennsylvania Volunteers in April 1861. Within just a few months, he had been promoted to second lieutenant because of his extraordinary leadership qualities. Two years later, he was promoted to first lieutenant. He fell at Spotsylvania, Virginia, in May 1864. One of his own nephews also died in the same battle. Another nephew was killed during the march through the South by General Sherman. Jim’s grandfather, James Maitland Stewart, was a sergeant in the Signal Corps, who saw action at Winchester, Cedar Creek, Fisher’s Hill and Richmond.

  (Henry Hathaway was impressed with the Civil War stories and conceded that ‘it would make a good picture if Civil War pictures made for good box office. But they’re poison.’ Whether Jim told Hathaway the rest of the family history, I have no idea–but he did tell me.)

  James Maitland returned from the war to marry Virginia Kelly, whose father had died fighting in the Mexican War of 1847. Her grandfather had been a state senator, and her great-grandfather had fought in the Revolutionary War of Independence. James and Virginia had two sons–Alexander and Ernest; the latter was born with a leg deformity.

  James went to work at the Big Warehouse, which continued to be managed by his older brother Alexander. However, Uncle Archibald, now in his mid-eighties and officially retired, maintained control of the store, and he considered the well-educated James Maitland a far better businessman than Alexander. (Uncle Archibald died in 1877 at the age of ninety-three.) James Maitland knew there would be a boom in building materials following the devastation of the Civil War, and taking advantage of the store’s location close to the Penn Railroad, he succeeded in acquiring contracts for building materials and tools that boosted the success of the Big Warehouse.

  James Maitland was popular with customers; he had a far more amiable personality than Alexander, and he rewarded his customers for their loyalty by throwing in occasional extra items with their orders. He had, in fact, what today we might call a good sense of marketing. One of his most popular giveaways was a penknife. He even sent one to President Calvin Coolidge and received a letter of thanks from the White House, which raised the esteem the locals had for James Maitland ever higher. He bought a booklet called 101 Famous Poems in bulk just for the purpose of giving it to people he felt needed a little cheer in their lives, and he knew his regular customers well enough to be able to tell when any of them was burdened or troubled.

  If anyone should have been troubled in his life, it was James Maitland. He lost Virginia to an illness at an early age, and a second wife also died before her time. His religious convictions were put to the test, but he seemed to emerge each time with a stronger faith. Such blows to his life did, however, dent his geniality, and he seemed to experience moments of bitterness and resentment.

  His son Alex (who would be James Stewart’s father) had been well educated, attending the best schools his father could afford, including Mercersburg Academy in the Cumberland Valley of southern Pennsylvania, and Princeton, a university that had strong connections with the Presbyterian Church. Then, suddenly, in April 1898, just weeks before receiving his Science degree, he took off to fight in the Spanish-American War with the Pennsylvanian Volunteers.

  Alex’s experiences during that war long remained a matter of conjecture, even for his son Jim. ‘What I do know is that he spent seven months in the war at San Juan, the capital of Puerto Rico. He might have been in the battle for San Juan Hill in Cuba–people said he was, and he never denied it. But he never could quite confirm it either.’

  Alex’s penchant for tall tales rubbed off on to Jim, according to Gloria. There were, she said, the stories Jim told journalists and on television for pure entertainment, and then there was the truth. She added, however, that much of the truth was just as entertaining as the ‘tall stories’. Gloria became a reliable guide as to the authenticity of the many tales Jim told me. Actor Burgess Meredith, a long-time friend of Jim’s, also testified to Stewart’s yam- spinning: ‘He’s a gifted storyteller, and he can launch into one of his tales . . . and then he stumbles–that is, he undergoes some misfortune–just at the right spot. It’s perfect timing, really, because it’s the stumble and the pause that precedes the misfortune that makes it a crowd-pleaser, so to speak. And the reason Jimmy stumbles in his stories is to make his own misfortune the punch line. He satirises himself.’ Jim’s yams, from my observation, ranged from the factual to the exaggerated, to the occasional bit of amusing fiction. For instance, Jim liked to tell how, when he became a cowboy star, he would talk to his horse, Pie, giving it strict instructions. He insisted that Pie followed his instructions to the letter. With Jim, you could guess when he was pulling your leg, but you were never completely sure.

  Alex returned after serving his seven months in the war, and wore his uniform proudly to receive his belated graduation at Princeton. His father, James Maitland, had considered Alex’s sudden departure from Princeton as irrational. His once gentle humour now honed with a sometimes cruel edge, James Maitland was heard to remark, ‘I have one son with a crippled leg and another with a crippled head.’

  Alex went on to prove that he was anything but crippled in the head. The esteem and respect in which he (and Jim) held James Maitland was never dented by the old man’s sour demeanour. Alex had always been expected to work in the Big Warehouse, and Alex did not disappoint his father. He worked as his father’s employee for several years until 1905 when he was able to buy a one-third investment in the store, a sound business move that more than satisfied James Maitland.

  He also got engaged, to Elizabeth (Bessie) Ruth Jackson. Like Alex, she had been well educated, which for a woman of her time was a rarity. Her father was a man of means and good standing in the community, having founded a steel company and a bank, and he was able to afford to send her to Wilson College in Chambersburg which, like Princeton, had strong Presbyterian links. There she excelled in music and art.

  Although Alex carried on the religious traditions of his father, he enjoyed the company of drinking men and explored numerous alcoholic sprees. His father had been unable to dissuade him from such carousing, but Bessie laid down the law: either he gave up his wicked ways or there would be no marriage. Alex at first took the ultimatum as a joke, but when he realised that she was deadly serious, he did as he was told. ‘He didn’t quit drinking,’ said Jim, ‘but he sure cut down his intake.’

  Jim described his parents thus: ‘Dad was a colourful character and had the common touch which appealed to many of the customers. Mom was a cultured, elegant and refined woman. They weren’t much like each other at all, really. But they had love and respect–and they liked each other.’

  Alex and Bessie married on 19 December 1906, and two years later, on 20 January 1908, the first of their three children arrived–James Maitland Stewart. The second child, a daughter, Mary Wilson (named from Bessie’s side of the family), arrived on 12 January 1912, and on 29 October 1914 Virginia Kelly (named after her father’s mother) was born. They lived close to the store, on Philadelphia Street, but when the family was complete, Alex moved them to 104 North Seventh Street in the Vinegar Hill district. Jim recalled, ‘My folks lived there for the rest of their lives–and to me it was always home, even when I didn’t live there much later in life. It was always home.’

  The store, too, was a place that forever marked young James Stewart. He said:

  ‘The store was the centre of my universe for many years. Certainly through my boyhood years . . . and it was always the place I could come back to and feel at home. I was . . . grounded there. As was my father. But what I came to realise . . . much later . . . was that the thing that made the store the centre of my life was not the store itself. . . but my father. That store was my father . . . and he was the centre of my life.

  ‘My mother called me Jimsey . . . which was a name I wouldn’t want anyone else calling me . . . so don’t. But it was such an affectionate name coming from my Mom. [The way Jim used the words ‘Dad’ and ‘Mom’ always made them sound as though they required a capital ‘D’ and ‘M’, as though they were like any real name.] She had a sweet talent for music. She played the piano just . . . beautifully. She’d give recitals . . . Beethoven, Schubert . . . she could play all the classics. And she could sing too. Sang in the choir. And she encouraged me to appreciate music and to want to play . . . though I never was as good on the piano as she was. More important than anything, Mom was the rock of our family. She kept us all in line . . . including my father.’

  In one of our many conversations between 1979 and 1994, Gloria told me, ‘Jim’s mother had a lifelong hearing problem which Jim inherited by the time he was middle-aged. Bessie had a slow way of speaking–very methodical, so she would make sure she was being understood. And Jim thought it was her way of compensating for her loss of hearing. She’d really strive to speak slowly and deliberately. As Jim grew, he found himself copying her speech patterns, and that’s how Jim came to speak in his familiar drawl. People think it’s because he’s slow thinking at times. Well, that he isn’t. He’s dead sharp. But when he speaks you can almost see him thinking ahead, so it slows his speech down. And as he’s got older and he’s lost a lot of his hearing, it’s become more pronounced, so the public now [in the late 1970s and 1980s] have the James Stewart they love and know. The cynics think it’s an act. The ignorant think he’s not that bright. They’ve got it so wrong.’

  Of his parents, Jim recalled, ‘They were strict with us kids . . . but not in a harsh way. They believed in discipline, but they were never strict in a way that made you feel miserable. In fact, they made you feel more secure, because they laid down the rules of good behaviour . . . and you just kinda knew exactly where you stood. You knew what was right and wrong, and somehow my folks were able to instil that in us without terrorising us.’

  Like many of the Stewarts before him, Jim was always a man with a strong faith in God, instilled in him from birth: ‘Religion was an important part of our lives. We used to go to church a lot. The Presbyterian Church. My mother played the organ and my father sang in the choir.

  ‘There was a minister . . . the Reverend Frederick Hinitt who kinda made a name for himself because he didn’t just quote the Bible at you. He studied everything that was going on in the country, politically and socially . . . he read all the newspapers . . . and he would deliver these sermons that basically told people to be better people . . . not just because the Bible said so but because it was the human thing to do. He talked about all sorts of things from racial prejudice to social deprivation . . . not just moral deprivation. And I’d have to say that Reverend Hinitt was a big inspiration to me.

  ‘But it wasn’t just a one-day-a-week religion. At mealtimes we’d hold hands and give thanks for the food we had. Sunday evenings we’d sing hymns at home. As children my sisters and I didn’t have religion force-fed to us. It was just a part of family life.’

  This aspect of his family life is what made Jimmy Stewart a man not just admired as a movie star but loved as a human being by millions around the world. Said Gloria, in 1979, ‘There’s no doubt that Jim’s religious background helped to bring out his virtues which he still has today. It’s what makes him a decent, honourable and patriotic human being.’

  It’s possible, too, that the teaching of the Reverend Hinitt on racial tolerance prevented Jim from growing up into a bigot. Pennsylvania had a history of racial intolerance and was long a favourite state for the Ku Klux Klan to gather, but the Reverend’s warnings must have helped Jim to contain his own prejudice.

  Alex and Bessie also instilled in their children a curiosity about the world. Said Jim, ‘My father loved organising family outings so we’d see something outside of our home town. Both my folks were interested in the world, and their curiosity to explore rubbed off on to my sisters and myself. It seems that wherever we went my father did his research so he’d know about the places we would visit, and when we’d arrive, he’d tell us about this and that, and we’d learn . . . and we’d want to go to other places and learn more. We would make regular visits to Pittsburgh. Before we had a car we’d go by train. Every summer we went further . . . to places like Yellowstone Park and Washington . . . and up to Canada. My parents were folks who wanted their kids to know more about the world. And the more we knew, the more we wanted to know.’

  Alex Stewart was well known in Indiana, not just because he was a colourful, good-natured man, or because he ran the Big Warehouse, but also because he got involved with everything he felt a good citizen of any town should get involved with. He was a member of the Masonic lodge, of the Indiana Rotary Club, and of the Salvation Army’s advisory board. But what excited Jim was that his father was a volunteer fire-fighter. Jim recalled:

  ‘The town we lived in caught fire with alarming regularity . . . which was not surprising as most of the houses were built the previous century and were made a lot from wood. So my father was kept pretty busy.

  ‘Our house was very close to the siren that would go off with a loud wailing to call the fire-fighters. Didn’t matter where my father was, if the siren went off, he dropped everything and was soon driving the fire engine . . . and sometimes I’d go with him. Driving those ladder trucks was kind of precarious, and it made for an exciting ride.

  ‘Of course, I couldn’t go if the siren went off while we were at church, but my father would simply stand up in the choir loft and quickly leave with all eyes of the congregation upon him . . . because it could be any one of their houses that was on fire. But nobody dared leave church, and everyone would wait until my father came back. I could hear a sort of uneasy silence as everybody held their breath until my father calmly took his seat in the choir loft. Even the minister would stop and wait. . . and then my father would look to the congregation and nod to indicate that all was well . . . and then there was a huge collective sigh of relief.’
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  Beat the Kaiser

  While many who become actors grow up with that burning ambition to tread the boards or grace the silver screen, Jim never did: ‘I never had any ambition to be an actor when I was a boy. It never entered my head.

  ‘Like all children, I liked to put on shows. It was all part of playing . . . just as a kid. When I was five I used to like playing with hand puppets . . . I’d sneak them into church and put on my own show. Mom was at the organ and Dad was in the choir, so I was on my own with my sisters . . . we were trusted to behave. My puppets used to join in the prayers and the hymns, and we’d have little conversations among ourselves. I didn’t do it for the benefit of others. It was all for me.’

  Even watching movies had no effect upon young Jim other than providing a means of being entertained. He said, ‘I don’t know that watching movies back then had much of an impact on anyone’s ambitions. They were just flickering pictures you saw at the nickelodeons. I think people who wanted to become actors in those days did so because they’d go to the theatre and feel the thrill of performing to an audience.

  ‘When you watched a movie back then, it didn’t inspire you. Well, it didn’t inspire me. The movies were just a means of escape from the real world. It was the cliff-hanging serials I enjoyed . . . like The Perils of Pauline. Seeing a serial like that made you go to the movie theatre every week because you didn’t want to miss an episode.’

  Those flickering pictures did, however, provide Jim with his first female fantasy figure: ‘There was an actress called Ruth Roland . . . she was one of the silent screen’s great heroines in a whole succession of serials. I guess you could say she was my first fantasy woman. She was my favourite actress. She may not have been the best actress who ever lived but she was my favourite movie star.

  ‘She was Pearl White’s closest rival, but I thought she had a more exciting personality on the screen than Pearl White, who was always the more popular and is still better remembered. But Ruth Roland’s films had more style. The studio spent more money on them. During the 1920s she was known as “Queen of the Thriller”. I remember watching one of her pictures, and she was in mortal danger, and I got so excited and frightened that this would be the end of Ruth, I jumped out of my seat. . . and my friends had to hold me back from rushing at the screen to help her. That was the magic of pictures back then. You weren’t sophisticated then . . . you didn’t know anything about movie stars and their real lives. You just saw their pictures and you got caught up in them . . . you believed them. You’d forget you were just watching something that was being acted.

  ‘When I first got to Hollywood, I met her. I was just so thrilled to meet this beautiful woman who had given me so much pleasure . . . and I mean that in an innocent way. She was still young . . . just in her thirties. I asked her if she really did all those stunts herself. And they were really dangerous stunts. And she said she did. I thought that was just incredible. And shortly after that she died. I’d only just met her . . . and not long after I heard she was dead.’ Ruth Roland was just forty-five when she died of cancer in 1937.

  Another great source of entertainment in those days was the circus:

  ‘My father used to love the arrival of the circus that came to town twice a year. Dad would want to go and see them as their wagons drove in just before dawn. And he’d wake me up and take me with him . . . and I got to thinking I’d like to run away with the circus. It was just such a thrill. When I turned eight I was allowed to help unload the wagons and my reward was being able to feed the animals. The elephants were always my favourites.

  ‘The circus folk usually asked for credit to purchase supplies from the store, and Dad figured that if they needed credit, they also needed feeding, so he’d sometimes invite some of the circus folk to our house for an evening meal. I remember there was a certain smell about them . . . and you could tell they worked with the animals. Mom wasn’t too keen on the smell, and she was even less keen on the conversation, which tended to be kind of racy . . . but Dad loved it, and so did us kids.

  ‘When the circus artists were broke, they offered to pay Dad back with circus merchandise. There was one fella who played the accordion, and when he couldn’t pay his bill, he gave Dad the accordion . . . and Dad gave it to me and said, “Here, son, learn to play the accordion.” I knew how to play the piano a little, so I could pick out the keys, and then it was a case of figuring out how to squeeze the thing. It took a long time, but I taught myself to play the accordion . . . and I really came to love playing that instrument. Still do. At first I could only play it in the key of C. But I could play a tune, and that pleased my mother.

  ‘Another time, some circus fella couldn’t pay and he asked Dad what he’d like in return. Waall . . . Dad chose a fourteen-foot python, which arrived at the store in a wooden crate. Dad thought he could put the python in the window where it would be safe behind glass, and it would attract customers. And it sure did because everyone came to the store to see what the snake was doing. The python seemed to take a dislike to two spinsters who were looking at the snake, which suddenly struck at them . . . which didn’t do the snake any good because he hit his nose on the window. But one of the spinsters fainted.

  ‘Later, the police turned up and charged Dad with being in charge of a snake that was a threat to life and limb. So the snake had to be removed, but when Dad asked for a volunteer among his staff to get it from behind the glass, nobody stepped forward. So Dad got his friend, Doc Torrance, to come with him to the store late one Sunday night, and they chloroformed the snake so they could remove it. Well, it took the two of them to grab the snake, hold it down and get the chloroform over its face, and what Dad later told me but nobody else was that he and the Doc almost chloroformed themselves in the process.

  ‘That was the kind of fella my father was. He was a good churchgoer, but he liked adventure, he liked to live it up a little . . . and he was my hero. He used to ride horses at harness races in country fairs. I got to sit on ‘em a bit but it was a while later before Dad taught me to ride . . . but I got to spend a lot of time cleaning out the stables. Can’t say it was the most fun I ever had but it did give me something that would be important when I started making Westerns . . . which was a lack of fear of horses. They’re big creatures, and they can scare a small child. But I learned not to be afraid of them.’

  In all of Jim’s tales about his childhood, little was ever said about his sisters, Mary (who everyone called Dotie) and Virginia. ‘Sisters were little more than pests to a boy,’ he once said. ‘When Mom and Dad went out I had to babysit them ’cos they were younger than me. That was a cruel thing to do to a boy.’ Jim much preferred the company of his dog to that of his sisters:

  ‘I had a dog called Bounce. By God, I loved that dog. Then a neighbour’s dog killed him, and I was so angry that I vowed to kill that dog. I just wanted revenge, and every day I’d tell my father I was going to kill it. I was actually aware that I was screaming for blood . . . and I used that emotion–that rage–later in the Westerns I made in the fifties. Anyway, Dad said to me, “So you really want to kill the dog?” and I said, “Yes, I sure do.” And he said, “Right, let’s go and do it.”

  ‘He took me to the store and we went down the alley by the side of the building, and I discovered he’d already got the dog and had it tied up there. He went into the store and came out with a huge deer rifle, put it in my hands, stepped back and said, “Okay, son, do your bloody work.”

  ‘I aimed the rifle at the dog, barely able to hold it . . . and this dog . . . he just looked at me through big brown eyes . . . and his tail started to wag . . . and I couldn’t squeeze the trigger with him looking at me like that. Finally, the gun was too heavy to hold any longer, and I put it down. Then the dog started licking my hand.

  ‘Then Dad untied the dog, and the three of us walked home. Dad didn’t say a word to me. He’d taught me I wasn’t a killer. He also taught me it was all right to say what was on my mind and get it off my chest. It was okay to be angry. But what you do about it is another matter.’

  As Gloria once said to me, ‘People think Jim is always this slow and gentle man–and mostly he is. But he can get as mad as any man. He has this terrible rage. But he has learned to contain it so it doesn’t show very often. He has a rage that is as frightening as anything I have ever seen. But he controls it better than anyone I have ever known.’

  Perhaps somewhat urged on by Alex’s encouragement that the children seek adventure and learn about the world, Jim, before reaching his teens, came to the decision to seek greater thrills. He recalled:

  ‘When I was ten I made the momentous decision to go on safari in Africa. Ya see, I was always a dreamer–dreaming about going places and seeing things and doing stuff. I told my parents that I wanted to go and see the elephants and the lions and the rhinos in their natural environment. Waall . . . Mom thought the whole idea was ridiculous . . . which I didn’t think it was at all. And she just laughed at the whole prospect of this ten-year-old trekking off to the plains and jungles of Africa. But Dad didn’t laugh. I guess you could say that he . . . humoured me.

  ‘He immediately started to gather books about Africa, schedules for ships and trains . . . and he even got a stack of iron bars for me to make cages with when I caught all those wild animals. I had made up my mind, but all this kinda took me by surprise because it was one thing having a dream, but another finding it becoming a reality . . . and at such speed.

  ‘Before I knew it, Dad had set my date for departure and had it all planned out. . . catching a train to Baltimore, getting another for New York, and getting on a ship bound for Africa. I really thought I was going. And then the day came, and I packed all my things and was thinking that I really didn’t want to go after all. Like I say, it was one thing to dream about these things. That’s what kids do.

  ‘At the last minute Dad said, “Sorry, Jimbo”–that’s what he often called me, Jimbo–he said, “Sorry, Jimbo, but there’s been a derailment on the line to Baltimore so you’re gonna hafta put off your safari for a bit. But I’ll tell ya what. Why don’t we go off to Atlantic City for a short trip?”

  ‘And so we went off to Atlantic City, and while we were there, Dad said to me, “You know, son, I think it would be a good idea if you waited a couple of years before going off on safari.” And I said, “I think that’s a great idea, Dad.”

  ‘Of course, Dad had no intention of letting me go off to Africa at ten years of age . . . but he had great fun making all the arrangements and watching me get more anxious but never having the nerve to say “I’ve changed my mind”. I guess what he taught me that time was not to make hasty decisions without thinking them through. Well, I’m not sure I learned that lesson.’

  While Jim was growing up and becoming ever more curious about the world, Europe erupted in war. It never occurred to Jim that the war would have any direct effect on him, except to instil in him what became the greatest passion of his life–aeroplanes. ‘I got real interested in planes during the Great War. I was about nine . . . and we used to receive a magazine called the Literary Digest, and most issues seemed to have photos of the war on the cover. And every time there was a picture that showed an aeroplane, I carefully cut the cover off and stuck it on my bedroom wall until the wall was covered in pictures of planes. For a dreamer, there was no better dream than the ability to fly. And I began to dream about flying . . . to be free like a bird . . . to be able to look down on the world from a height and see it perhaps the way God sees it.

  ‘When I went to bed at night I saw those pictures of aeroplanes, and so planes were the last thing I thought of when I went to sleep, and I’d dream about flying my own plane. And when I woke up I’d see all those pictures, so planes were the first things I thought of.’

  The war also inspired him to create plays, although he insisted he still had no ambitions to be an actor: ‘Doing plays was just me having fun. I started to put on shows for others . . . in the basement of our house. I think a lot of kids do that kind of thing without having theatrical aspirations of any kind. For no other reason than the fact that it was fun I put on a show in the basement of our house called Beat the Kaiser . . . and I wrote it, produced it, directed it, and played all the male roles. My sisters played the females. And I made Mom and Dad sit there and watch. I remember thinking that Dad looked kind of swollen and red in the face, and I thought he was just getting sick. It was only years later that I realised he always looked that way when he was trying not to laugh.’

  In 1917, the Great War in Europe brought a sudden and shocking interruption to the lives of the Stewart family. America entered the war, and Alex followed in the tradition of Stewarts before him by enlisting in October. Early in 1918, he was sent overseas:

  ‘My dad went off to fight in the war in Europe when I was about ten. The whole family went off to New York to see him off. We went up the Statue of Liberty. Just to prove how fearless I was, I tried to climb out on to the giant lady’s nose . . . but I was stopped. I wasn’t so much trying to show I was unafraid of heights but that I was not going to show how afraid I was for my father . . . and how desperately I was going to miss him.

  ‘I had decided a good way of keeping myself occupied while he was away was to have my own theatre. So before he went I told him I wanted to build a theatre in our basement and asked if I could have some wooden boards from the store to build a stage. So he told Mom to let me have what I needed.

  ‘And off he went to war . . . and I felt alone . . . not in a good way . . . not in the way I liked . . . I was lonely without him. The house felt empty. So I got to work building my theatre, and with help from my friends, we built a proscenium and we had lights and curtains . . . it was something I got really into. My first production was a sort of remake of Beat the Kaiser, which I called To Hell with the Kaiser. It was a more elaborate production than the first. Cost a cent to see it. Even Mom had to pay.

  ‘My next production was The Slacker. Thinking back on it, I was already becoming something of a conservative, I guess . . . or just a young patriot. Anyway, it was about a man who refuses to fight in the war. Finally he realises it’s his duty to fight. . . and he wins the war all by himself. I played the lead . . . it was my theatre, so I felt I could do that. But I also felt the play had something important to say. What really fascinated me and my friends was the challenge to make it look like a battle was going on. It was crude stuff perhaps, but we had the footlights flicker to create the illusion of shells exploding, and we had red lights to create the illusion of fires. I was so interested in the technical things that I could just as easily have become a special-effects designer or art director in movies as an actor. But the biggest thing with me was that I got so into anything I did. I believe in the credo, “If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well”, so it still wasn’t a matter of me discovering I wanted to be an actor. I just wanted to make sure I did it well. . . or as well as I could.

  ‘Dad was in Ordnance, and I knew that kept him a lot safer than the men who had to fight in the trenches. I somehow never believed he would get killed . . . maybe because I felt that sort of thing only happened to other boys’ dads . . . or because I felt Dad was such a good churchgoing man God wouldn’t let anything happen to him. So I never was afraid for him.

  ‘It’s incredible just how strong a simple faith in God can be. It isn’t that God is actually going to protect your father because you have faith. It’s simply that having faith takes away your fear. I know that’s true from the terrible experience of losing my son [Ronald] in Vietnam. God just can’t be there to protect every good soldier. It just doesn’t work that way. You can only hope to do the best you can in this life . . . and trust there’s something better waiting for all of us. And I guess that’s what true faith is.’

  When his father came home, the theatre closed down.
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  Inventions and Education

  The child who started off ‘a good round shape’ as a baby grew at what might be generally accepted as a normal rate. But once adolescence set in, the changes were quite dramatic:

  ‘I was just a normal-looking kid until I was thirteen. Then suddenly I shot up . . . and at the same time I got thinner. My folks were a little concerned if only because they had to keep buying me new suits to fit me. I had three new suits before I was fourteen. And I still grew a few more inches after that, but they never bought me a fourth suit. I had to make do with the third suit with sleeves that didn’t cover my wrists and pants that stopped just short of my ankles.

  ‘Both my dad and grandfather were tall, so my height was no great surprise. But no one in our family was so thin. Mom got very worried about that and she made me eat huge portions of oatmeal every morning. It didn’t make me put on any weight. . . but it did make me hate oatmeal so much I haven’t eaten it since.

  ‘Being thin has been a problem for me in life from time to time. I guess all adolescent boys become self-conscious but I really had something to be self-conscious about. I decided no one was ever going to look at my legs, so I just avoided putting on a bathing suit. People got to thinking I had a phobia about water. My only phobia was about showing my skinny legs. Oh boy, that was a problem I had most of my life.’

  Spending so much time in his father’s merchandise store, Jim was allowed to have a go at using whatever tools, materials and gadgets were available, and before long he was creating quite sophisticated technical appliances. Henry Fonda, probably Jim’s best friend in adulthood, said, ‘Jim was no slouch. He had a talent for technical things. Never was much good academically, but he could make things. He told me that when he was twelve, he made a crystal radio. He said he did it with oatmeal boxes and wires. I didn’t believe him, so he made one–and the damn thing worked.’

  Gloria said, ‘He was always finding things around the store and making things out of them. He had the imagination to visualise how things might work, and the wherewithal to actually make those things work. He and a couple of friends even began a small business. They’d make crystal radios and sell them, and Alex provided many of the parts they needed. Alex figured his son had what it took to be an engineer and wanted to do everything to encourage him.

  ‘Jim was always making things as a boy–radios, little steam engines, little cars . . . and little planes that never actually flew but they moved across the floor, driven by a propeller. He never gave up, though, trying to figure out how to make the planes fly, and eventually he did it. Years later, he and Hank Fonda spent endless hours making model aeroplanes.’

  However, he was not, as Henry Fonda noted, academically accomplished, and his school marks were poor. T just had a real hard time at school,’ said Jim. ‘I didn’t know if I was just dumb or what. I missed a lot of stuff at school when I came down with scarlet fever [which developed into a kidney infection] when I was around fourteen. I was off school for three or four months, and that certainly put me behind. My folks hoped that my bad marks were down to those months away from school . . . but I never did do well.’

  The chance finally came for Jim to fly in an aeroplane, and having been imbued with his father’s sense of adventure, he literally took off to discover a whole new dimension to his life:

  ‘I took my first flight when I was, oh, I guess fourteen or fifteen. It was in a plane flown by a fella called Jack Law, who’d been a pilot in the war. And like a lot of pilots who had no other way of making a living after they were discharged, they began what was called barnstorming. You’d see these amazing aerobatics performed in the air by these pilots in those old biplanes. And they’d come to town every so often, and people could pay for a ride. Fifteen dollars for fifteen minutes up in the air.

  ‘Waall, I’d been working around the store for a bit and saving every nickel I earned, just waiting for the day when I could afford a ride in a plane. And then we heard that Jack Law was heading our way.

  ‘My folks were mortified ’cos they thought planes were about the unsafest way to get anywhere, and they tried to persuade me not go up . . . they forbade me to go up. Some barnstormers had been killed . . . but that was when they were doing stunts. But I had made up my mind, and Dad could see that and he asked just about every customer if they’d ever flown in a plane, and some of them had, and none of them had been in a crash and no one knew of anyone who’d died while going up in a plane, and that kind of reassured him . . . a bit.

  ‘The plane was in a nearby field, and I couldn’t run there fast enough. Dad drove out to the field . . . but on the way he stopped off to pick up the doctor just in case I was in need of medical treatment.

  ‘So I took my first flight. . . and I was hooked. I’d never experienced anything like it. I never did find anything to beat the feeling I’d been dreaming about. It was more than liberation. It was the ultimate experience of being in control . . . and being alone. I’ve always been a loner. I don’t enjoy being lonely, but I enjoy being on my own. It’s a feeling of freedom to be alone. And being up there was the most alone I ever got. I was soaring. It was sheer exhilaration. I just. . . it’s so hard to describe . . . but it’s like knowing a bit what it must be like to be God.

  ‘I had no fear of being off the ground, and I have never had the fear some folks have. Driving a car scares me to death, but not flying. Dad, though, wasn’t taking any chances. He stayed in his car with the engine running the whole time . . . just in case he had to step on it and get the doctor to the crash site!’

  Obviously, the plane didn’t crash, and Jim was hooked. But he didn’t dare dream that he might actually learn to fly a plane himself one day. He did, however, continue to build and even invent all kinds of contraptions:

  ‘When you’re just a kid in his early teens and you don’t have television or any of the things kids have today, you either made mischief or you made useful things. A friend of mine called Hall Blair made something we thought at the time was a pretty useful contraption. It was called the Whizzbang . . . a carnival ride of our own design. It was nothing more than a seat attached to a rope or a clothesline that we ran from the top of a tree down to the garage.

  ‘We had to try it out. . . but when nobody volunteered, we made Hall’s little sister sit in it and we flew her down this thing. And she screamed her head off . . . which I can’t blame her for since the thing was so steep. But the thing was it worked. So Hall and I got to thinking we could do better if we made a chair driven by electricity. So we built the electric Whizzbang, and our first customer was a cat. Waall, the cat didn’t think too much of it judging by its howls and the way it scrambled out of the chair in the biggest hurry ever. It was all claws and teeth and hissing and fur standing on end . . . and the cat was our first and last customer. I guess Hall and I figured we’d explored the ultimate possibility with the electric Whizzbang and we decided it was time to move on to other inventions.

  ‘We started our own carnival attractions. In those days you’d go to a carnival and you’d be intrigued by some special attraction . . . like “See the invisible mermaid” . . . and you’d pay your money, go into a darkened room where a single light shone on a casket. You’d open the casket and . . . there was nothing inside. Waall, the mermaid was invisible! Then another door would open and you’d step outside . . . and that was that.

  ‘I wanted people to get value for their money, so I put on a show in which I guaranteed people would see the invisible mermaid. I billed it something like “She’s a mermaid and she’s invisible, but you will be able to see her as if she were any other woman.” And that’s exactly what they got. . . only it was a young girl I talked into lying in a big box. No fish tail or anything. Just a girl. . . with the explanation that she’s only a mermaid when she’s invisible. People were paying just to see what the gag was. They knew it was a carnival gag.

  ‘My friends Blair and Bill Neff and I came up with a thing we called “Men Only”. It sounded very risqué . . . and it was advertised as being literally “for men only”. We invited men to pay to take a look inside a closet and see what only a man would appreciate. Waall, we had the boys from the neighbourhood queuing up to take a look inside this closet. And when they opened the door they found a pair of men’s pants hanging inside.

  ‘We also came up with something that was more of a thrill ride . . . or that’s what we sold it as. It was called ‘A Trip to Mars’. For five cents or a dollar or whatever it was, our customers had the thrill of sitting on a board which was heavily waxed on the underside, and sent flying down the stairs into Blair’s cellar. I thought it should be called ‘Descent into Hell’ since it was a short but hair-raising trip down . . . but I figured that wasn’t a trip anyone wanted to take.’

  Alex encouraged Jim to enjoy such frivolities in life, but he also made sure that his son underwent more meaningful and sobering experiences–even if Bessie disapproved. Jim recalled:

  ‘When President [Warren] Harding died [in August, 1923], I went with my father to the Blairsville Intersection–about twenty miles away–where the funeral train would pass. We had to go in the dark of the morning because the train was due to pass at 3.30 a.m. Mom had told me I couldn’t go, but at about 2.30 a.m. Dad woke me up and whispered, “Come on, Jim. We’re going to see the President’s funeral train.” I don’t remember any other time both Dad and I disobeyed Mom.

  ‘It was a solemn time, but there was something kinda mystical about the whole experience. The moonlight was shining off the silver tracks. There were only about a dozen other people with us on the platform. And then the rails began to hum. Dad gave me two pennies and said, “Put them on the rails.” So I jumped down and put the coins on the rails, climbed back up, and held my father’s hand as the train thundered by. And for a few brief moments I saw the car, which had a huge glass window and inside was the casket with the President’s body. Flags were draped over the casket, and two marines stood to attention, and I saw their bayonets glisten. It was such an amazing experience, I felt like I could hardly breathe.

  ‘When the train had gone, I jumped down and found the two coins. There used to be the face of an Indian on the coins, and on one the feathers on his head had been spread into a great plume. I kept that one. On the other side of the coin were engraved stalks of wheat. On the coin I gave to Dad, it looked like the wheat had grown and burst, like the seed had ripened and scattered. Dad and I kept those coins.’

  Now that Jim was growing, and despite his struggle to do well at school, it had become obvious to him that his father expected certain things, namely going to the schools Alex had gone to, and eventually running the store. While Jim would have little–or no–choice in what schools he would attend, he did find a voice to express to his father that his interest did not lie in running a store.

  ‘As I got a little older, Dad obviously expected me to take an interest in the store. It seemed natural to him that I should kind of inherit the store from him. But I just wasn’t interested. When I was thirteen, and the summer holidays had come around, Dad wanted me to work at the store to earn my own spending money. But I told him I didn’t want to spend my vacation in the store. That kind of took him aback, and he said, “You gotta do something. What do you want to do?” And I said, “I’d like to run the movies in a movie theatre.” I liked the idea of spending the summer watching pictures, so Dad had a word with the local theatre owner, and I got the job.’

  What Alex was able to make Jim do was go to Mercersburg Academy. Jim recalled, ‘My father was not prepared that I should go to any high school other than Mercersburg Academy, where Dad had gone, and it was an object lesson in “it’s not what you know, it’s who you know.” I got such lousy grades at school that Mercersburg had no intention of admitting me. So Dad went to work on his connections in the Presbyterian Church, and Mom went to work on her connections through her side of the family . . . and before I knew it, I was pacing the halls of Mercersburg. Waall, I didn’t do any better there than I had previously, and my grades were just shameful . . . shameful.’
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