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    Foreword


    


    Not so long ago I attended a lecture given by Jonathan Petropoulos, Professor of European History at Claremont McKenna College, entitled “The ‘Real’ (and Reel) Monuments Men” which was about the Nazi era stolen art and its recovery. He began the lecture by saying that finding fault with an historical Hollywood film is “like shooting fish in a barrel”. He then went on to say that although some of the facts may be wrong, Hollywood’s versions of history do at least give you some information about something you may otherwise know nothing about at all.


    This brought to mind an incident from my childhood. I was attending a Sunday School class and the teacher asked if any of us knew anything about the Old Testament personage Ruth. I raised my hand and proceeded to tell what I knew. When I was finished the teacher said “Well, you must have been reading your Bible.” With childish naiveté I blurted out, “Oh no, my mother took me to see the movie.” The teacher called my mother the next day and admonished her for sullying my mind with these warped Hollywood versions of the Bible. My mother asked her how many of the other kids in the class knew anything about Ruth. The teacher confessed that no one else offered any knowledge at all. “I rest my case,” said my mother and hung up. This sums up how I feel about historical fiction and the movies made from them. I don’t recall knowing anything of consequence about Cortez and the conquest of Mexico before I saw Captain from Castile at age eleven but it did prompt me to find out more about the subject. Ditto for the movie Desiree and Napoleon.


    Obviously the content of these movies should be taken with a grain of salt, but nevertheless a great deal of real historical information can be gained from watching them. Before your eyes you can see Ancient Egypt, Napoleonic France, the South before the Civil War, and Jerusalem at the time of Christ come alive again. Relax, give in, and go along for the ride. After all, it’s entertainment and not a history lesson.

  


  
    Introduction


    


    “Though sober minds may find our play too light,


    Your author and your players claim the right — 


    To serve no moral purpose by our art,


    But gaily treat with matters of the heart — ”


    Forever Amber


    


    “Read the Book. See the Movie” was once a frequent publicity catch phrase for motion pictures. Hollywood has always had a soft spot for best selling novels. Witness the recent kerfuffle over the erotic novel Fifty Shades of Grey by E.L. James. Better yet that the novel is the first in a trilogy. The initial installment sold over 100 million copies and Universal and Focus Features secured the movie rights for $5 million. The subsequent fuss over casting the main characters had readers of the book Twittering and Tweeting their fingers to the bone. A $40 million budget to make the film paid off handsomely with a worldwide gross of $571 million. No wonder Hollywood loves best sellers. And if this doesn’t convince you I have only two words to say: Harry Potter.


    This is not a new phenomenon. Right from the start Hollywood realized that popular novels made into movies already had a built in audience. By the late Thirties, movies made from best selling novels were nothing new to Hollywood but Gone With the Wind proved to be a game changer. Although many films had garnered the attention of readers of the novels they were made from, Gone With the Wind set a new standard for public interest.


    The novel Gone With the Wind by Margaret Mitchell (1900-1949) was published by Macmillan Company on June 30, 1936. The first printing of 10,000 copies sold out immediately as did subsequent printings, making it the top fiction best seller of 1936 and 1937. In 1937 Margaret Mitchell was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction but she never published another book. In July 1936, producer David O. Selznick bought the movie rights to Gone With the Wind for $50,000. The sale was arranged by Annie Laurie Williams, a woman with a reputation in Hollywood as a literary agent who knew instinctively which properties would make good movies. One of her early successes had been the sale of Lloyd C. Douglas’ 1929 novel Magnificent Obsession to Universal which was made into a film in 1935 and again in 1954.


    As soon as the forthcoming film version of Gone With the Wind was announced, the readers of the book offered their very definite opinions on who should be in the cast. They did this via letters to fan magazines and the studio since Twitters and Tweets did not yet exist. Public interest did not abate throughout the filming, in fact it grew to fever pitch. The search for an actress to play the main character Scarlett O’Hara generated more publicity than any prior movie had ever done and the final choice of Vivien Leigh made headlines. When the film was finally released in 1939 it went on to become the most successful and popular entertainment in the history of motion pictures. Gone With the Wind became the yardstick by which all other movies adapted from bestsellers would be measured. Film producers, including David O. Selznick himself, would all strive to find another Gone With the Wind throughout the Forties and beyond.


    20th Century-Fox was well known as the studio where screenwriters were given a fair shake. MGM was famous for its vast roster of stars and glossy musicals, Universal had its monsters, and Warner Bros. made movies with a hard hitting social conscience. But Fox’s Darryl F. Zanuck had been a screenwriter himself at Warner Bros. and he knew the importance of a good script. Zanuck’s good story sense and ability to constructively edit the screenplays of his writers resulted in some of the best written movies to come out of the Golden Age of Hollywood. Zanuck never underestimated the value of his writers and never failed to praise them when they deserved it. He also knew a good book when he read it. He missed out on Gone With the Wind because he had offered $35,000 for the screen rights and David O. Selznick had deeper pockets.


    In 1933 Darryl Zanuck left Warner Bros. and, with Joseph Schenck, the former president of United Artists, founded the independent production company Twentieth Century Pictures. During the new company’s first year of production, Zanuck made twelve pictures. These twelve included Clive of India, Les Miserables, Cardinal Richelieu, and The House of Rothschild, all costume pictures with an historic setting. The House of Rothschild, in particular, foreshadowed many of the semi-historical films Zanuck would later make at 20th Century-Fox.


    In 1935, Zanuck and Schenck bought out the financially floundering Fox Film Corporation and merged it with Twentieth Century Pictures to create 20th Century-Fox. At the newly formed company, Zanuck installed himself as vice president of production. The following year, under Zanuck’s new regime, Fox’s biggest production was slated to be the historical drama Lloyds of London, a largely fictitious story about the founding of the famous British insurance company. Fox contract player Don Ameche was set to play the main character Jonathan Blake. Director Henry King had met a new contract player on the lot named Tyrone Power, son of Tyrone Power Sr. whom King had directed in Hell Harbor (1930). Henry King was so impressed with young Tyrone that he suggested Zanuck test him for the lead in Lloyds of London. Power got the part and the movie made him a star. It was also the beginning of a long and fruitful relationship with Henry King who would direct some of Power’s best pictures.


    After a few lightweight comedies, Tyrone Power was back in costume for Zanuck’s answer to MGM’s successful 1936 film San Francisco. Zanuck hoped that Mrs. O’Leary’s cow and the great fire which consumed much of Chicago would do for Fox what the San Francisco earthquake had done for MGM. The film was In Old Chicago (1938) and it went on to become a smash hit. Six months later Power, as Ferdinand de Lesseps, was building the Suez canal in Suez (1938). A lawsuit filed by de Lesseps’ descendants took exception to Fox’s romanticized version of their illustrious relative but the box office success of the movie more than made up for the trouble as far as Zanuck was concerned.


    For nearly two decades Tyrone Power would be Zanuck’s go-to-guy when it came to costume films; he starred in four of the movies discussed in this book. Eventually Power rebelled and went on suspension rather than make another costume picture. But Zanuck’s rather liberal interpretations of history didn’t all involve Tyrone Power. Little Old New York (1940) starred Richard Greene as steamboat inventor Robert Fulton. Hudson’s Bay (1941) had Paul Muni as the French fur trader Pierre Esprit Radisson and featured Vincent Price as King Charles II of England. All of these films consisted of a bit of history and a lot of fiction.


    At the beginning of the Forties the impact of Gone With the Wind was still being felt as both a novel and a movie. Novels with an historical setting thrived as never before. The usual approach was to take fictional main characters and immerse them in true historical events populated with some actual historical personages. The 20th Century-Fox pseudo-historical movies had followed this pattern but now the added bonus of a built in audience of readers made using a novel as the source even more appealing. Richard Llewellyn’s 1939 novel How Green Was My Valley was filmed by John Ford at Fox in 1941 to great acclaim. The Song of Bernadette (1943) was based on Franz Werfel’s 1941 novel of the same name and made a star of Jennifer Jones. Both of these films were big successes for Fox. Zanuck’s philosophy in adapting novels into screenplays was clearly stated in a 1945 memo from him to screenwriter Jerome Cady: “How Green Was My Valley and Grapes of Wrath prove that if you are true to the spirit of a book and reasonably accurate with the characters, it does not matter a tinker’s damn whether or not you faithfully follow the continuity or structure of the book, providing, of course, you do not leave out any of the outstanding moments of the book. If we are to succeed, we must adroitly select what we are going to tell and then devote our footage exclusively to telling it clearly, effectively, dramatically. We cannot hope to tell it all.” And Fox films seldom did.


    Zanuck also had a definite bias regarding the length of movies: “Since the beginning of the motion picture industry, I do not believe that there have been more than twenty-five pictures which have run more than two hours and a half. And these included some of the big epics. I believe, without a question of doubt, that without harming the quality, [a film] can be brought down to a total footage length of not more than two hours and fifteen minutes or two hours and twenty minutes.” Zanuck stuck to his guns about this and the running times of some of Fox’s biggest films are nearly identical: Forever Amber (138 minutes), Captain from Castile (140 minutes), The Robe (135 minutes), and The Egyptian (139 minutes). Even a proven success like The King and I suffered from Zanuck’s obsession about running times. To conform to his preferred optimum length several musical numbers were eliminated from the film version of the Broadway hit. Particularly in the case of Forever Amber I believe that Zanuck’s insistence on reducing running times sabotaged what could possibly have been Fox’s answer to Gone With the Wind, although censorship from outside sources played an even bigger part in damaging the content and the film’s chances of greater success. But more on this later.


    By the mid-Fifties the popularity of historical fiction had been supplanted by novels dealing with more realistic contemporary subject matter. Fox continued to produce films based on best sellers but now they were the likes of The View from Pompey’s Head (“Still on the nation’s best seller lists one solid year after publication!”) and Left Hand of God (“From the pages of William E. Barrett’s challenging best seller!”). An advertising section in the October 17, 1955 issue of Daily Variety declares “We are proud and happy to announce the greatest line-up of best sellers and stage hits in the history of 20th Century-Fox! All in CinemaScope and Color by DeLuxe.” Of the twenty six best sellers listed only Katherine by Anya Seton and Lord Vanity by Samuel Shellabarger fall into the historical fiction category. Neither of them were filmed. In the years that followed, Fox continued to mine the best seller lists for material, producing such controversial films as Peyton Place (1957), Valley of the Dolls (1967) and, most infamously, Gore Vidal’s Myra Breckenridge (1970).


    In choosing the 20th Century-Fox films included in this book I have picked titles based on novels which were extremely popular at the time they were published. Many of these books are now largely forgotten; a real pity as they are outstanding examples of the historical fiction genre. The same can be said for the movie adaptations. Although they are all beautifully produced in the typical Fox tradition, the majority of these films have been consigned to motion picture oblivion. At this point in time only a few of these movies are still in the public consciousness to any great extent. The Robe mainly because of its place in history as the first widescreen movie and Anna and the King of Siam because of the popularity of the musical The King and I. The others, not so much. After reading this book, I hope my readers are inspired to “read the books and see the movies.” There is a treasure trove out there to be discovered in both cases.
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      Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh in Gone With the Wind.
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      Tyrone Power and Madeleine Carroll in Lloyds of London.
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    1.


    Benjamin Blake by Edison Marshall


    


    “If I could live my life again I would be guilty of the same crime and be prepared to hang for it.”


    Benjamin Blake


    


    Edison Marshall (1894-1967) was born in Rensselaer, Indiana and moved with his family to Medford, Oregon in 1907. He attended the University of Oregon from 1913 to 1916. As a freshman there, Marshall sold his short story “When the Fire Dies” to Argosy magazine and this was the beginning of his professional writing career. After a stint in the army during World War I, Marshall returned to Medford with Agnes Sharp Flythe, whom he had met and married while stationed at an army camp in Georgia. Marshall wrote his first novel, The Voice of the Pack in 1920. He also continued to write short stories and his “The Heart of Little Shikara”, which appeared in the January 1921 issue of Everybody’s Magazine, won him the O. Henry Award that year. During their time in Medford the couple had two children. In 1926 the Marshall family moved to Agnes’ hometown of Augusta, Georgia. Their home in Augusta was called “Breetholm” and Marshall would use the name of this beloved house for the Blake estate in his 1941 novel Benjamin Blake.


    Edison Marshall was a prolific writer of pulp fiction and wrote adventure and fantasy stories for Blue Book Magazine and Famous Fantastic Mysteries, sometimes using the pseudonym of Hall Hunter. But he also contributed stories to more mainstream publications such as The Saturday Evening Post, Cosmopolitan, Good Housekeeping, and Harper’s Bazaar. His readership numbered in the millions. As an avid big game hunter, Edison Marshall was familiar with exotic places and he used this firsthand knowledge in writing his books, including several which are about big game hunting. In total he wrote 49 books, many of them in the historical fiction category. Some of these are Gypsy Sixpence (1949) dealing with a regiment of the Queen’s Lancers in 19th century India, The Infinite Woman (1950) in which the main character Lola Montero is a thinly veiled version of Lola Montez, and Cortez and Marina (1963) a story of the conquest of Mexico. He also wrote novels about Alexander the Great, Marco Polo, and Captain John Smith. Edison Marshall’s final novel was The Lost Colony (1964), an account of the Roanoke Island settlement in North Carolina which was founded in 1587 but disappeared without a trace. Marshall always claimed that he never read any novels other than his own. He prided himself on “making a good living from my pen alone and a long lifetime spent at absolutely no other gainful occupation.”


    Five of Edison Marshall’s books were made into silent movies, the first being The Snowshoe Trail in 1922. During the sound era three of Marshall’s other novels were made into films. Fox filmed Benjamin Blake twice, first as Son of Fury (1942) and later as Treasure of the Golden Condor (1953). Universal-International filmed Yankee Pasha — The Adventures of Jason Starbuck as Yankee Pasha (1954) starring Jeff Chandler. The Viking became the United Artists release The Vikings (1958) starring Kirk Douglas and Tony Curtis.


    


    THE MOVIE


    


    On January 15, 1941, Louella Parsons had the following article in her column:


    


    LATEST NOVEL BY EDISON MARSHALL BOUGHT FOR FILM. BENJAMIN BLAKE IN MARCH “COSMOPOLITAN” MAGAZINE.


    


    “Many people will buy the March ‘Cosmopolitan’ magazine just to read Benjamin Blake, by Edison Marshall, for the Literary Guild has picked it up as their novel for March. Darryl Zanuck, in line with other producers, keeps his ears glued to the ground to hear reports on these novels. So he bought the Marshall novel, paying a figure estimated to be more than $50,000 — a big price for an unpublished novel. William Perlberg will produce it and Tyrone Power will undoubtedly play the hero for it is the sort of thing he does so well.”


    


    Louella was right about Tyrone Power, as Zanuck had bought the rights specifically with the intention of starring him in the lead, but she was off a bit about when the condensed version of Benjamin Blake would appear in Cosmo. It was featured in the April 1941 issue. Also, William Perlberg was the Associate Producer for credited Producer Darryl Zanuck. “Movie Briefs”, a July 10, 1941 article in a trade magazine, announced that Fox was planning to film Benjamin Blake with stars Tyrone Power and Ida Lupino.


    Philip Dunne was assigned to adapting Edison Marshall’s novel into a screenplay. Having just come off writing Johnny Apollo and How Green Was My Valley, Dunne thought the assignment was “an anti-climax but was a satisfactory swashbuckler.” He did feel he was “blessed” to be working with director John Cromwell and Dunne also became good friends with Tyrone Power during this time. Notes from Zanuck’s story conferences regarding this film say he wants the time period of the story moved up from the late 1770s and early 1780s setting of the novel because he does not want to “handicap ourselves by using wigs”. Apparently Zanuck felt the same way about wigs as he did about excessive running times of movies because he says that wigs “have proved to be a detriment to every picture they have adorned.” The film version opens with a prologue, most likely set around 1795, in which Roddy McDowall plays Benjamin as a child. Then the story resumes ten years later when Tyrone Power takes over as the adult Benjamin. This is quite a transformation, to say the least.


    Predictably there were problems with the Hays Office regarding the plot element of a love affair between a white Englishman (Benjamin) and a Polynesian (Eve). They warned that there should be no hint of immoral sex between them and it would have to be made clear that Benjamin and Eve had been married in a native ceremony. This warning was ignored. In the film Eve moves into Ben’s hut without benefit of any ceremony. Ben places a hibiscus flower behind her ear and says, “No bride was ever more beautiful.” And that’s it as far as any inkling of marriage is concerned. At the behest of Darryl Zanuck, rather than the Hays Office, a major incident in the original story was changed for the movie version. Ben’s Polynesian lover Eve does not commit suicide in the film as she does in the book. Adverse public reaction to Tyrone Power’s death in Blood and Sand prompted Zanuck to tell his writers to avoid unhappy endings for the time being.


    When Philip Dunne turned in his first draft of the screenplay Zanuck felt that Dunne had overemphasized the “social injustice” aspects of the story. He told Dunne “We don’t want this to be a social document. It must be told with gusto — swashbuckling.” In the finished film, Dunne still manages to give Tyrone Power a nice speech about “social injustice” at the end. While Dunne was revising his script, Zanuck began to feel that Benjamin Blake would need another title to better sell it to audiences as the swashbuckling adventure he envisioned. He considered Son of the Storm but finally settled on Son of Fury. In 1941, anticipating the film version, the novel was reissued as a hardback by Grosset and Dunlap under the title Son of Fury: Photoplay Title of Benjamin Blake. Concurrently Dell issued a paperback titled Benjamin Blake, Son of Fury.


    Before principal photography began, a second unit crew headed by Otto Brewer was sent to Hawaii to film background footage for the scenes set in Tahiti. Zanuck had decided to expand this section of the story. This decision cost $125,000 which brought the estimated budget up to $2 million. Other location photography was done at Pasadena’s Busch Gardens. The government rationed the amount of available Technicolor film stock during World War II so Son of Fury would be shot in black and white. The Tahitian sequences were tinted in sepia for the initial release but shown only in black and white for subsequent reissues.


    Virginia Gilmore was originally cast as “Lady Helena Blake” but it was soon decided that she looked too young for the part. On August 29, 1941, the film was back in Louella Parson’s column.


    


    KAY JOHNSON TO MAKE NEW FILM; LONG TIME AWAY FINALLY PERSUADED TO ACCEPT ROLE IN SON OF FURY.


    


    “Kay Johnson is coming back to the screen — and I say that is good news to any movie fan. Kay has accepted the role of Lady Helene [sic] in Son of Fury, with Tyrone Power — and, as you know, this is the former Benjamin Blake announced for Ty. Bill Perlberg, the producer, tells it was harder to coax Kay back to the screen than it would be to get Helen Hayes. The reason is that John Cromwell, her husband, is the director of the picture and the lady has a sense of humor for she said: ‘What? Make a comeback in my husband’s picture and have everybody say it was the only offer I could get!’ ”


    


    There were other changes in casting prior to the start of production. Edmund Gwenn asked to be released from his commitment so he could appear in the Broadway stage production of the Chekov play Three Sisters. Laird Cregar was originally considered for the role of Sir Arthur Blake but George Sanders ended up playing the part. Ida Lupino, who had been cast as Isabel Blake, was taken off the picture and cast in Moontide opposite French actor Jean Gabin in his first American movie. Maureen O’Hara was briefly recast as Isabel but had to bow out when she needed an emergency appendectomy. Next up was Cobina Wright Jr. who came down with a severe throat infection. Apparently having exhausted all of the contract players he felt were right for the part of Isabel, Zanuck borrowed Francis Farmer from Paramount. Once filming started, it turned out that Farmer’s casting would also be problematic.


    In her autobiography, co-star Gene Tierney, who plays the part of Eve, says: “It was during the making of Son of Fury that I had my first, up-close exposure to mental illness — someone else’s. Francis Farmer fell ill. I heard the crew buzzing and gossiping about her. She had thrown a brush at one of the hairdressers, had a tantrum on the set, and literally snarled at people. I was puzzled by her behavior and by the crew’s lack of sympathy for her. Francis never left our picture. By the end of it, no one seemed to realize, or care, that she was seriously ill.” Son of Fury would be Francis Farmer’s last appearance in a major motion picture. When she returned to Paramount she was suspended when she refused a role in Take a Letter Darling and soon after her contract was terminated. After several brushes with the law caused by her erratic behavior, Farmer’s mother had her committed to a mental institution where she was diagnosed as a “paranoid schizophrenic”.


    In Tyrone Power: The Last Idol, author Fred Lawrence Guiles claims that Power’s wife Annabella was anxious throughout the filming of Son of Fury because her husband was having affairs with both Gene Tierney and Francis Farmer. This, incidentally, is the only mention of the film by Guiles in a book where salacious gossip always trumps information about the making of a movie. I find this claim to be highly unlikely in both cases as Tierney had only recently happily married Oleg Cassini and Farmer was in not an emotional state to have an affair with anyone. If Power had as many affairs as Guiles suggests, I doubt he would have had time to make movies.


    Typically for a Fox prestige production, Music Director Alfred Newman was assigned to write the background score for Son of Fury. One of his melodies would become a popular song called “Blue Tahitian Moon” with lyrics by Mack Gordon.


    Son of Fury: The Story of Benjamin Blake (as it was eventually titled) opened in New York on January 29, 1942 at the Roxy Theatre. Bosley Crowther’s New York Times review begins: “20th Century-Fox and Darryl F. Zanuck have always had a soft spot in their corporate heart (but not their head) for robust romantic screen fiction dressed in historical clothes.” He continues, “To say that [Son of Fury] is an excessively fanciful film would be a mild statement. For the fact, it’s another juvenile charmer with a great deal more brawn than brain.” Variety felt that the “Running time is a little long, with some sequences slowing the action down, but generally the story commands rapt attention and, on the whole, emerges as sound, compelling entertainment.”


    Howard Barnes of the New York Herald thought Tyrone Power was “at his flamboyant best” and that he “bears the brunt of the acting and bears it handsomely.” Author Edison Marshall said that he felt the book and the movie “compliment each other nicely.” The film opened in Hollywood at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre on February 12, 1942 where, curiously, it played only one week. Son of Fury made $1.6 million in the U.S. which made it Fox’s eighth biggest moneymaker that year. The film would go on to make a considerable amount of money throughout the rest of the world, making it a box office success.


    


    SON OF FURY: The Story of Benjamin Blake


    Released: January 1942. Running time: 98 minutes


    Produced by Darryl F. Zanuck


    Directed by John Cromwell


    Screenplay by Philip Dunne.


    Music by Alfred Newman


    Cinematography by Arthur C. Miller


    Edited by Walter Thompson.


    Cast: Tyrone Power, Gene Tierney, George Sanders, Francis Farmer, John Carradine, Elsa Lanchester, Harry Davenport, Kay Johnson, Roddy McDowall, Dudley Digges


    


    The story opens in the port of Bristol, England. Young Benjamin Blake (Roddy McDowall) lives with his grandfather Amos Kidder (Harry Davenport). Ben is the illegitimate son of Godfrey Blake and Amos’ daughter, both now deceased. Godfrey’s brother, Sir Arthur Blake (George Sanders) comes to take Ben to the family estate of Breetholm, presumably to give him a better life. Instead he makes Ben a stableboy and treats him cruelly. He is plagued by the fear that Ben is the rightful heir to the Blake title and estate. Ten years pass and Ben (now Tyrone Power) has fallen in love with Sir Arthur’s daughter Isabel (Francis Farmer), a situation greatly encouraged by her. When Sir Arthur finds out he beats Ben badly. When Ben fights back his uncle accuses him of assault with intent to kill, which is a hanging offense. Ben runs away from Bristol vowing to return one day and claim the title he believes is rightfully his. He stows away on a ship where he is treated just as cruelly as he was by his uncle. He befriends another sailor, Caleb Green (John Carradine), who wants to abandon ship when they arrive at Tahiti where he hopes to make his fortune pearl diving. Ben decides to go with him. In Tahiti, Ben and Caleb are warmly accepted by the natives. Ben falls in love with a beautiful native girl, whom he names Eve (Gene Tierney).


    Ben and Caleb amass a fortune in pearls and when a Dutch ship arrives at the island, Caleb decides to stay but Ben feels he must to return to England to right the wrongs done to him. Back in Bristol, Ben enlists the aid of a cantankerous barrister named Bartholomew Pratt (Dudley Digges) to try and help him clear his name and gain his rightful title. After more tribulations, Ben gets his title and fortune but realizes that his true happiness lies with Eve in Tahiti.


    Son of Fury is a prime example of the type of film 20th Century-Fox did best. It’s a well written, fast moving, and totally absorbing story populated with interesting characters. A perfect cast is the film’s greatest asset. Power and Tierney, in their first of three movies together, are as beautiful a couple as ever graced the motion picture screen. Their kiss in the final shot of the movie takes your breath away. Francis Farmer may have been undergoing a mental breakdown when she was making the film but you would never know it from what appears onscreen. She looks gorgeous and gives a wonderful performance. But of all the good things in Son of Fury, and there are many, the best, for me, is the jewel of a performance given by Elsa Lanchester as “Bristol Isabel.” When Ben is trying to escape from England he seeks refuge at The Bull’s Head, a wharf side Grog Shop. Lanchester is a barmaid and prostitute named Isabel who works there. She aids Ben and shows a greatness of heart that Ben’s other Isabel sorely lacks. When Ben returns from Tahiti he searches for Bristol Isabel and finds her ailing and impoverished. Unfortunately this latter bit ended up on the cutting room floor. Lanchester’s brief scenes are memorable but also a sad reminder of how underused she was by Hollywood.


    More than any other major studio, 20th Century-Fox liked to recycle the plots of their films for other movies. And I’m not talking about “remakes”. The Rains of Ranchipur (1955) was an acknowledged remake of Fox’s 1939 hit The Rains Came, both based on the novel by Louis Bromfield. I’m referring to when Fox took a basic plot, changed the locale of the story and the names of the characters and hoped that audiences wouldn’t notice. Love Is News, a 1937 comedy with Tyrone Power and Loretta Young, became the 1943 Betty Grable turn-of-the -century musical Sweet Rosie O’Grady. In 1948 they used the same plot again for That Wonderful Urge, a comedy starring Tyrone Power (again!) and Gene Tierney. Another example is House of Strangers, a 1949 film noir based on the Jerome Weidman 1941 novel I’ll Never Go There Anymore. A change of time period and locale and it became the 1954 western Broken Lance. In 1961 the same story surfaced yet again with a circus setting as The Big Show.


    Although the credits of Treasure of the Golden Condor do say it is “Based on a Novel by Edison Marshall”, they don’t say which one. Hopefully audiences wouldn’t realize this was another version of Benjamin Blake. Instead of an 18th century English setting, it is now set in 18th century France. Benjamin has become Jean-Paul, who goes to Guatemala instead of Tahiti. Other than that, the plot is pretty much the same.


    In 1946, author/aviator Clayton Knight wrote a book called Quest of the Golden Condor. In it a widowed professor takes his two sons to South America on a search for the Golden Condor, a fabled treasure of the Incas. The book is a prime example of “A Boy’s Own Adventure” and won first prize in the New York Herald Tribune’s Spring Book Festival. Publicity at the time stated that the book was based on a trip the author had undertaken with his family. One of Clayton Knight’s sons is the famed illustrator of the Eloise books, Hilary Knight. In a recent inquiry to him about his father’s book Hilary said that he and his brother never went with their father to South America. It was all publicity dreamed up by the publisher. He also said that he has no recollection of Fox ever approaching his father for the screen rights to the book. Yet somehow elements from Clayton Knight’s book found their way into Delmer Daves’ script for the reboot of Benjamin Blake.


    First announced as The Golden Serpent, the title evolved into Condor’s Nest and eventually Treasure of the Golden Condor. The film was the first Hollywood production to feature location shooting in Guatemala. Like Kay Johnson before her, Fay Wray returned to the screen after a long absence in the same role Johnson played in Son of Fury. When filming on Treasure of the Golden Condor was finished, director Delmer Daves left for England to direct his next picture. After viewing the completed footage, Darryl Zanuck wanted some additional scenes and retakes and gave this task to Otto Preminger. Preminger later said “It was only one scene, it took an hour” but it is has been conjectured that his contribution was more extensive than he admitted.


    Treasure of the Golden Condor was released in February 1953 and went on to make back most if its $1.2 million budget during the U.S. release. Like Son of Fury, international engagements put the movie well into the black. The anonymous New York Times critic didn’t seem to realize that it is a remake of Son of Fury. The reviewer says, “Mr. [Delmer] Daves cannot be accused of desecrating his source, a typically sprawling and fanciful novel by Edison Marshall” but the critic doesn’t seem aware of what that source is. The review goes on to say: “Filmed in the splashiest kind of Technicolor amid eye-filling backgrounds, this Jules Buck production stacks up as any respectably wrought adventure romp should — pretty and constantly on the go.” Not bad compared to Bosley Crowther’s condescending review of the original version, which is a much better movie than this one. For once Variety was less enthused than the New York Times saying “A moderate round of entertainment is offered in this adventure-swashbuckler.” Like most Fox films, Treasure of the Golden Condor had its Hollywood premiere at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. The film opened there on February 10, 1953 and played a one week engagement.


    


    TREASURE OF THE GOLDEN CONDOR


    Released: February 1953. Running time: 93 minutes.


    In Technicolor


    Produced by Jules Buck


    Written and Directed by Delmer Daves


    Music by Sol Kaplan.


    Cinematography by Edward Cronjager


    Edited by Robert Simpson.


    Cast: Cornel Wilde, Constance Smith, Anne Bancroft, Finlay Currie, George Macready, Walter Hampden, Fay Wray, Leo G. Carroll


    


    The film’s 93 minute length is divided equally into thirds. The first and last thirds are basically a scene by scene, line by line copy of Son of Fury. It’s amazing that Philip Dunne didn’t demand credit for the pervasive reuse of his dialogue. As previously mentioned, Benjamin has become Jean-Paul (Cornel Wilde). His evil uncle is now Edward, Marquis de St. Malo (George Mcready) whose daughter is Marie, Comtesse de St. Malo (Anne Bancroft).


    The most significant difference in the first third of the movie is the addition of MacDougal (Finlay Currie) who substitutes for the Caleb Green character in the prior film. MacDougal is a Scotsman who has come from Guatemala in search of a former missionary priest who can translate a parchment map he has acquired. When Jean-Paul must flee France, he sails with MacDougal back to Guatemala where the Scotsman’s daughter Clara (Constance Smith) joins them on their quest for the Mayan treasure indicated on the map.


    The middle section of Treasure of the Golden Condor sometimes comes across as a B-movie adventure programmer, complete with fierce natives, earthquakes, and deadly pythons. What sets it above programmer status is the extensive Technicolor location photography, which is often quite spectacular. Unlike other Fox location shoots where doubles stand in for the stars, Cornel Wilde, Finlay Currie, and Constance Smith went to Guatemala for the filming of these scenes.


    Jean-Paul and MacDougal find the treasure and the young man returns to France to claim his title and estate. To this end he engages the lawyer Raoul Dondel (Leo G. Carroll) and gives him a retainer of emeralds (rather than pearls as in Son of Fury). The rest of the movie plays out exactly like the earlier version. Apparently the artist assigned to design the posters for Treasure of the Golden Condor took the title a bit too literally as the artwork prominently features a menacing giant condor. There is no condor in the film at all, giant or otherwise.
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      Tyrone Power and Gene Tierney in Son of Fury.
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      Tyrone Power as Benjamin and Francis Farmer as Isabel.
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