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    Introduction & Acknowledgments




    William Conrad had a fascinating career. He began as a teenager in radio and after the interruption of World War II he quickly established himself as one of the top voices of West Coast radio drama. He was much in demand on shows like The Whistler, Escape, Suspense and many others. He once boasted (with some justification) that he worked on over 7000 radio shows. While his radio work from 1946-1951 was substantial — he didn’t find his peak as a radio star until he was selected to play Marshal Matt Dillon on the radio version of Gunsmoke (1952-1961).


    Matt Dillon was an iconic role and what makes it even more impressive is that he took it on in the waning days of radio drama. Not that radio wasn’t still a force — but more and more people were getting their entertainment from that newfangled medium of television. Even after Gunsmoke transitioned to television in 1955, the radio show was still a success and lasted another six years with Conrad’s sardonic, world weary Matt Dillon competing against the more white bread, heroic version of television. For many people who began with Gunsmoke on radio there was no competition — William Conrad was Matt Dillon.


    Along with radio he was a sought-after character actor in films. Between 1946 and 1959 Conrad acted in twenty-five films often as a villain or the best friend of the hero. He worked with top directors and in support of some of the biggest stars in Hollywood. Among his films were The Killers, Body and Soul and such noir classics as Tension, One Way Street, Cry Danger, The Racket, and 5 Against the House.


    Not that he would boycott television. Even after he was by-passed by for the television part of Matt Dillon (TV being a visual medium thought that Conrad was too short, fat, and bald to play Dillon) he began working on television as an actor, producer and director starting in the late 1950’s. By the early sixties he virtually stopped acting all together to become first, Jack Webb’s partner in running the television division of Warner Brothers. He then became the head of his own ‘B’ movie unit at Warner Brothers in the mid-sixties producing ten films for a million dollars or less. Along with his producing and directing duties he also still lent his voice to such projects as the classic Rocky and Bullwinkle Show and gave the weekly narration for The Fugitive which introduced him to the world of Quinn Martin Productions.


    It was for producer Quinn Martin that he began his own successful television show in 1971 as the private detective Cannon. Frank Cannon was a man who enjoyed the best — food, wine, boats and cars. A former cop he took on assignments for the money it provided him to indulge in the finer things in life. There had not been a lead in a detective show quite like him before. That he wasn’t the classic television leading man is an understatement — he was balding and overweight, and yet audiences and not a few women identified with him. He had charisma — something that the real life Conrad had in spades.


    After that Conrad took on other television projects including a short-lived run as Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe. He also began to appear on the stage in a series of plays. By the late 80’s he returned to television in his next famous role as former cop J.L. McCabe in Jake and the Fatman. You can guess which part he played. Unlike Cannon where Conrad was the whole show (except for guest stars) he had a young, good-looking assistant to back him up and perform the chases and fist fights that he used to do as Cannon. Part of this was due to his increasingly poor health. Within two-years of the end of Jake and the Fatman Conrad would be dead.


    Bill Conrad was a fascinating man in real life. As stated he was a man who exuded charisma. He had many friends — and yet, as he once told Leonard Maltin, he couldn’t understand why anybody would want to be his friend. His looks may not have been his ticket to stardom but they didn’t stop him from fascinating women. He married three times and had lovers. He was an often profane man — four letter words were just part of his everyday language and yet he could recite poetry and Shakespeare with ease. He had many interests and often they came before those of his own family — including his only son, Christopher — who he loved, but didn’t feel that he was a particularly good father to.


    I’m quite fortunate to have had many people connected with Bill Conrad share their recollections of this fascinating man. At the top of the list is his son Christopher Conrad. Christopher and his wife Janet Conrad couldn’t have been more helpful. I am also thankful for Christopher for allowing me to quote from a full interview that Leonard Maltin did with Bill Conrad for his book The Great American Broadcast which was much more extensive than what was included in that very fine book. My thanks is also extended to the following: Julie Adams, Richard Anderson, Kevin Butler, Alan Campbell, Paul Robert Coyle, Herb Ellis, Helen Frees, David Hedison, Ray Kemper, Michael Lange, Jimmy Lydon, Allan Miller, Kevin Moore, Robert Pine and Peggy Webber. I’d also like to thank Valerie Thompson for her design of this book — a great job as always.


    This is my eighth book and as usual I’m also indebted to my publisher, Ben Ohmart, for his support and for suggesting this project to me.




    CHARLES TRANBERG

  


  
    Chapter One:


    Beginnings — The Emergence of a Radio Actor


    1920-1946




    William Conrad was born John William Cann, Jr., on September 27, 1920 in Lexington, Kentucky. His parents, John (born 1897) and Ida (born 1900) were both native Alabamians and had been married for nearly two years when “Junior,” as John William was called, was born. Eventually to differentiate himself from his father Junior began to introduce himself as William Cann dropping the first name of John all together. “I remember him saying he was teased as a boy because his first name “John” was synonymous for a bathroom,” Conrad’s son Christopher later recalled. “Even later on he jokingly lamented after traveling through Europe that it was ironic that his name or more precisely his initials — W.C. — were still synonymous with a bathroom. I recall my mom telling him, ‘Maybe that’s why you’re such a potty mouth.’ ” When he wasn’t referred to as ‘Junior’ he began to be called ‘Bill’ by his friends — which stuck with him for the rest of his life.


    His father and mother got jobs in a local movie theater. His father as a projectionist and his mother as a cashier. They made only a modest living and Christopher Conrad recalls his father telling how he and his friends would go to a country store to buy balls of bubble gum. He and the other boys would then climb to the roof of the store and chew the gum until it became soft. They would then dunk the gum into the a water tank which was also located on the roof. By dunking the gum into the cold water the gum hardened and the boys could then enjoy chewing it again. Money was limited and so the boys tried to make their gum last as long as possible.


    At some point in the early 1930’s the family moved to Bellflower, California where his father got another job as a movie theater projectionist. As a teenager Bill found work singing in a funeral parlor. It was his first professional job. “He loved singing,” his son Christopher later related. Along with singing in a funeral parlor he would travel to Long Beach where he took singing lessons and sang in a choir at a local church.


    Bill was in Long Beach when a 6.3 magnitude earthquake hit Southern California on Friday, March 10, 1933 (with its center in Long Beach) and ended up killing 115 people. Bill ran outside and saw the street buckling back and forth as if it were a rolling pin. Brick buildings would come crashing down when this buckling wave hit them. It was an indelible scene that Bill never forgot.


    It was around this time that Bill’s father died. Ida was working as a cashier at the movie theater in Bellflower that her husband had been employed as a projectionist. Bill also continued to work at the funeral parlor and do other odd jobs to help support himself and his mother.


    At some point, while still in his teens, Bill decided that he could work in radio — possibly as an announcer. He visited KFOX Radio in Long Beach finding only a secretary and the station’s announcer in the building. The announcer was a genial six-footer named Lou Huston, who would become a life-long friend. Huston invited Bill to sit in the booth with him and observe him at work. At one point Huston asked Bill if he wanted to give it a try. Bill was nothing if not game. He took the script and read it on the air. Afterward Bill said, “That wasn’t too bad was it?” Huston later said that Bill, “learned more in ten minutes than I could in six months.” Huston convinced his boss to give Bill odd jobs. “Everybody did everything,” Huston later explained of those heady days of radio. “There were people who only announced, and then there were people who did announcing and went out on the street and sold shoes. We had a secretary who sang, played piano and acted in skits. That was during the Big Depression. Jobs of any kind were hard to get, so we were also driven with the idea that writing scripts and doing long announce shifts was a lot better than digging ditches…”


    One day in the summer of 1938 a man from RCA (Radio Corporation of America) named Echos, who was doing a sound check at the radio station that Ida worked at in Bellflower, began a casual conversation with Bill. It was thru Echos that Bill met another man who was going to help advance Bill’s career and become yet another life-long friend, Clete Roberts. Roberts was twenty-six years old and was the news director of Station KMPC Radio which was located behind a service station in Beverly Hills. KMPC was nick-named “The Station of the Stars.” Roberts invited Bill (who he recalled as being young and slim, “Bill didn’t start to gain weight until after World War II.”) for coffee and found him to be a very enthusiastic young man with a voice that seemed tailor made for broadcasting.


    Roberts arranged for Bill to meet management at KMPC in hopes of finding a position for the young man at the station. “Clete worked out a deal where I would be a clean-up man around the place,” Bill later told Leonard Maltin. “I ended up living with Clete, his wife, and children for a year-and-a-half and eventually became an announcer at the station.” It was easier for Conrad to live with Roberts and his family in Los Angeles than to travel to Bellflower to live with his mother — especially since Bill didn’t have a car. He continued to support his mother financially. Roberts recalled that Bill had “this big voice” that reminded him of Orson Welles. (“I was trying to sound like Welles in those days,” Bill later conceded). Roberts thought he could make a newsman out of the youngster. “I took him along to Redondo Beach where the high waves were crashing against the homes there,” Roberts later recalled. “I set the scene briefly, and said, ‘Here’s William Conrad to describe what’s happening.” Conrad, years later, would ruefully recall his first check from KMPC, “On the voucher it said, ‘for acting, singing, directing’ — two weeks. $2.50!”


    While Conrad didn’t really become a newsman at KMPC he did do a fair amount of announcing for the station and stayed with them until 1942 — when he entered the service. It was during these early years that Bill made a realization about working in radio. “I had been poor all of my life and I thought God Dammit I could make some money at this thing,” Conrad told Leonard Maltin. “I made decisions based on making money — that is why I kept myself so involved in everything.” In 1940 KMPC had the power to transmit up to 10,000 watts per day and night thanks to a transmitter that was on top of Burbank Boulevard in North Hollywood. The Hermit’s Cave was a syndicated horror/suspense series that began in Detroit, Michigan in 1930 and moved to KMPC in 1940 where the twenty-year old Bill, now going by the last name Conrad, acted as co-producer (with Bill Forman, who would later become an announcer and lead on The Whistler), writer, director, and — occasionally — as an actor. The Hermit’s Cave was narrated by an old crackling voiced Hermit who would tell the audience, “Ghost stories, weird stories, and murders, too. The Hermit knows of them all. Turn out your lights. Turn them out…and listen as the Hermit tells you the story.” While Conrad did sometimes work as an actor on The Hermit’s Cave he was most happy being a director. “I had always hoped to be a director when I began in radio,” he later told a reporter. In addition to all of this Conrad also began taking courses in drama and literature at Fullerton College.


    It was while working on The Hermit’s Cave that Conrad became acquainted with another great radio voice and actor, John Dehner, who assumed the voice of the old hermit in 1942. They would work together many times over the next twenty-years in numerous radio programs. John Dunning in his Encyclopedia of Radio would accurately state that the West Coast version of The Hermit’s Cave was “a training ground of sorts for young actors with network aspirations.” It should also be noted that the music on The Hermit’s Cave (including the macabre organ tones) was by Rex Koury, who would later compose the theme to Gunsmoke.


    It was during this period that Conrad began dating June Nelson, a fellow student at Fullerton College, who had aspirations of becoming a school teacher. Many people thought it was a case of opposites attracting — since Bill was outgoing, loud, and often profane. June, in contrast, was a gentle and shy brunette. Complicating matters for Bill was that the United States was at war and able bodied young men were being called upon to serve their county — Bill was no exception. In 1943 he began basic training at Luke Air Force Base near Phoenix, Arizona. It was while training at Luke that Bill and June were married.


    He became a pilot and enjoyed flying immensely — he would continue to do so as a hobby for years after leaving the service. His son, Christopher, has few WWII anecdotes to offer about his dad, but does recall that as a pilot Bill buzzed the Golden Gate Bridge and then a small town north of San Francisco — in which he succeeded in breaking a bunch of windows. Christopher recalls his dad telling him that he got called on the carpet for that. Initially Conrad was to be a fighter pilot with the U.S. Army Air Force — but he was ultimately grounded due to night blindness.


    Most of his service career was spent from 1944-1946 as a member of the Armed Forces Radio Network. With his experience in radio prior to the war he often produced and directed a series of programs for service personnel. Bill also worked on a short-lived public affairs program titled Destination Tomorrow which only ran for about fifteen episodes from January to March of 1945. Bill was an announcer and occasional actor on the program which also featured Jack Moyles (who later became best known to radio listeners as Rocky Jordan) playing FDR. The show discussed and dramatized issues of the day. Among the issues highlighted on various episodes were 1) Does man only do his best for war? 2) The right to a useful job (following the war for returning service men and a G.I. Bill of Rights) 3) The right of a family to a decent home? 4) The right of good health and medical treatment (a discussion of National Health Insurance) 5) The right of ‘freedom of economic fear’ such as unemployment, disability, illness, old age 6) The right to a good education.


    Destination Tomorrow was narrated by Chet Huntley, a Montana born newsman associated with CBS News and station KNX since 1939 as a newscaster, correspondent and analyst. Later he would achieve national fame as the co-host of the NBC television networks very popular nightly news — The Huntley-Brinkley Report. Huntley and Bill became friendly acquaintances who would meet from time to time over the years (In 1980 Bill would marry Huntley’s widow, Tippy). Shortly after the end of the war Bill was discharged from the service with the rank of Captain.


    When he was discharged Bill and June returned to Los Angeles and for a time stayed with his old friend Clete Roberts and his family until they could get established in their own home in the San Fernando Valley. During the time that Conrad was in the service June established herself as a school teacher and was working in that field. Conrad, meanwhile, returned to WMPC, but his work during the war got him recognized and soon he was part of an integral group of young men and women who were the back bone of West Coast radio drama.




    II




    By the post-war period the hub of radio had moved from New York and Chicago to Los Angeles — and specifically Hollywood (in part this was true because more and more radio personalities were also big stars in movies such as Bing Crosby and Bob Hope). The area surrounding Vine Street, between Hollywood and Sunset Boulevard, was home to many of the radio shows of the day.


    Bill Conrad would work at all the major radio studios in town — but it was at Columbia Square, the home of CBS Radio, in an area known as “Gower Gulch” — located between Sunset and Gower — that Conrad worked most frequently. The site of Columbia Square had a venerable past. It was built in 1938 as a CBS Radio Studio on the site of the first film company ever to be built in Hollywood. Among the gallery of stars who performed at Columbia Square were Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor, Burns and Allen, Gene Autry, Edgar Bergen, Red Skelton, Al Jolson and Ed Wynn. These were the big stars that were household names and headlined radio shows. Conrad would be included in an elite group of talented artists who worked together on some of the finest dramatic radio shows of the era. They may not have been household names but their talent made them much sought after and, in addition to Bill Conrad, the group included: Elliott Lewis, Parley Baer, Howard McNear, Herb Ellis, Hans Conried, Paul Frees, Peggy Webber, Jack Webb, Joseph Kearns, Harry Bartell, Virginia Gregg, Jeanette Nolan, and John Dehner.


    The show that Bill Conrad worked most consistently during this time was The Whistler, a mystery-suspense anthology series which ran on CBS radio from 1942-1955. The show was hosted and narrated by “The Whistler” (such prolific radio actors as Bill Forman, Joseph Kearns and Gale Gordon performed the hosting duties over the years) whose footsteps were heard in the distance approaching while whistling a creepy tune. The listener would then hear him say his classic opening lines, “I am the Whistler, and I know many things, for I walk by night. I know many strange tales, many secrets hidden in the hearts of men and women who have stepped into the shadows. I know the nameless terrors of which they dare not speak.”


    Conrad maintains that The Whistler was his big break on network radio and tells the story about getting a call from somebody at CBS asking if he would be interested in working on The Whistler. Conrad, instead of jumping at the chance maintains that his first question was “how much does it pay?” It turned out to be enough and it provided him an introduction to many other shows where his distinctive voice was utilized. “From that time on I worked seven days a week while in radio,” he later told Leonard Maltin. Conrad, who could be self-deprecating in many ways, maintains that his sole interest in radio was not artistic but to make money — there was, of course, truth in that — but he certainly was interested in maintaining his viability as a radio actor and in that effort became recognized as one of the finest radio talents on the West Coast.


    Between March and October of 1946 Conrad made appearances on nine episodes of The Whistler. Many of the shows he was on during this time used him in supporting roles — often as a cop or a criminal — and he didn’t always get credit at the end. One good example is “The Trigger Man” (3/25/46) in which Conrad doesn’t appear until near the end — but it’s a showy part. The protagonist thinks that Conrad is “Spike” a hit-man for the client that he is defending for a murder that he witnessed. But it turns out that Conrad is actually the guard that the D.A. assigned to the attorney believing that he would be a target for death by his client.


    Conrad plays a cop again in “Bullet Proof” (8/5/46) an excellent story (by Kenneth Harvey) about a woman (Mary Jane Croft) who wants to divorce her husband (Gerald Mohr) so that she can marry her lover. The husband comes up with an ingenious plan to kill her before divorcing him so that he can inherit all of her money. The plot depends on the husband devising a way to make his .45 caliber gun fire .22 caliber bullets.


    It’s in the middle of this episode that Bill makes his appearance playing a police detective named, ironically, William Conrad. The detective that Conrad plays is a ballistics expert. While he seems suspicious of some aspects of the crime (such as why didn’t the husband wake up when the shot was fired) he seems to buy the story — that the wife was killed by a .22 bullet by a jewel thief. Eventually the husband confesses to the crime after killing a blackmailer with the same gun.


    Gerald Mohr, a former member of Orson Welles’ Mercury Theater, who had more than 500 radio credits, dominates this episode with an assured performance. Conrad has relatively little air time. He enters the program at mid-point for a few minutes and then appears again at the end. But he gives a completely believable performance. His voice being instantly recognizable and — at age 26 — makes you believe that you are listening to an experienced police officer of many years’ service. It’s probably just as well that the character that Conrad plays in “Bullet Proof” is named “William Conrad” because Conrad, the actor, gets no identification in the credits (only Mohr and Croft do). But this was common for relatively young and less experienced radio actors.


    “Stolen Murder” (8/12/46) is another gem and stars Paul Frees in a nuanced performance as a man who steals a friend’s novel believing that the friend only has a short time to live. As it turns out the man was mistaken and now is expected to recover with rest and relaxation. The Frees character contrives to get his friend out of doors so he can kill him and make it look like a hunting accident. All goes according to plan — the novel becomes a best-seller and the Frees character gets rich. However, in the denouement, Conrad finally appears playing a publicist trying to get a story about the new best-selling novelist. In doing so the Conrad character eventually reveals himself to be a police officer investigating a missing persons case and the novel both in location and in characterization was close to home and so they followed the clues and found the missing man — murdered. It turns out that the plot of the friend’s novel was based on a murder he committed — a murder that will now be pinned on the Frees character.


    In all Conrad would work on more than thirty episodes of The Whistler with the bulk of these appearances being from 1946-1952. Another popular radio show that Conrad was frequently appearing was Favorite Story, a transcribed syndicated series, which was produced by Frederick Ziv Productions (a company that Conrad would work for extensively on television as an actor, director and producer from the late 1950’s into the early 1960’s). The program was hosted by film star Ronald Colman. The show was advertised as presenting “the greatest stories of all-time, masterfully adapted by writers pre-eminent in their field.” Each week some popular figure in the arts would choose his or her ‘favorite story’ which would then be dramatized. Several of the dramatizations were adapted by the team of Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee, who would go on to write such prestigious plays as Inherit the Wind, First Monday in October and Auntie Mame.


    The show was transcribed at Radio station KFI on Vermont Street in Hollywood and sponsored by Bullock’s Department Store. Conrad appeared in twenty-three episodes over a two-year period in adaptations of novels by Charlotte Bronte (Jane Eyre), Emily Bronte (Wuthering Heights), Rudyard Kipling (The Strange Mr. Bartleby), Jane Austen (Pride and Prejudice), Henry Melville (Moby Dick), Robert Louis Stevenson (Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde), Edgar Allen Poe (The Tell-Tale Heart) Henrik Isben (The Doll’s House) among many others.


    Conrad would later recall that there was only an “hour-and-a-half of rehearsals and then they put it on the air…nobody had time to think of subtlety.” He later added, “I was so valuable to people they would tell me that I didn’t have to make the table reading, I didn’t have to make the first rehearsal; all I had to do was make the dress rehearsal. There were many times when they’d say, ‘You sight read better than anybody anyway, so here’s the script, everybody else is rehearsed,’ and it would be go on the air.”


    Peggy Webber first met Conrad on Favorite Story while they were rehearsing “Jane Eyre.” “I was Jane Eyre,” Miss Webber recalls, “and he was Mr. Rochester. I was very impressed with his voice and ability. He was trim and nice looking — I had not seen him on any other show.” (Conrad later recalled that he was a trim 165 pounds when he got out of the military. He also recalled that twice in his life he lost a hundred pounds, “but I put it back on.”) As she got to know Conrad on this show (and many others over the years) she noticed a few things that fascinated her:




    “I saw that he liked to look as if he were very nonchalant about ‘wood shedding,’ (which is a comment referring to an actor studying his script). He would work on crossword puzzles and draw cartoons instead. It was unstated behavior with more sophisticated actors, such as Hans Conried, to not mark ones script with too many pencil marks. Sometimes the role they were playing was not even circled in the margin, which was the usual way to mark a script. The lofty ones (such as Bill) showed how astute they were and quick to perform, with what was required, but without too much display of effort.”




    Conrad, would later say that he could pick up a script cold (without having read it) and be able to go on the air without making any mistakes. “I’d say just tell me what the character is, or what he’s called, and roughly what it’s about,” Conrad later told Leonard Maltin, “and that’s all I need…I had a picture in my mind, but I was never consciously referring to it.”

  


  
    Chapter Two:


    Movie Tough Guy


    1946-1952




    Between 1946 and 1959 William Conrad acted in twenty-five films. In most cases he was a member of the supporting cast. In the early 1970’s Conrad gave his own take on the types of roles he played in motion pictures, “I played a lot of heavies and the leading man’s best friend, which is the dullest part in the world.” While Conrad is best known today for his television and radio work his film career holds its own interest not only for his work as an actor but, later, as a producer and director. Leonard Maltin once asked Conrad which took priority in his career at the time — movies or radio — and Conrad replied, “Movies were my priority always — unless it was something I was committed to do (such as Gunsmoke).” Conrad was a working actor and he often took anything that was offered to him. He liked to work and even in dull films he usually always enlivened the proceedings due to his presence.


    Conrad acted in films which starred such Hollywood icons as Burt Lancaster, Barbara Stanwyck, Ava Gardner, Clark Gable, Joel McCrea, Ingrid Bergman, James Mason (three times), Dick Powell, Robert Mitchum, Charlton Heston, Eleanor Parker, Kim Novak, John Wayne, Susan Hayward, Anthony Quinn and Frank Sinatra. If nothing else he got his money’s worth observing these Hollywood giants at work and benefited by being seen on the screen with them or at least being associated in films in which they appeared. Furthermore, for a man who was interested in directing, he had the opportunity to observe and study several outstanding film directors including Robert Siodmak, Robert Rossen, Victor Fleming, Anatole Litvak, Mervyn LeRoy, Robert Parrish, John Cromwell and Phil Karlson.


    Conrad acted in several different movie genres. He appeared in westerns (Four Faces West, Lone Star); historical drama (Joan of Arc ); comedies (The Milkman); adventures (The Sword of Monte Cristo, The Naked Jungle); and he even appeared in a musical (Desert Song).


    But the films he made that are among his best come under that post-World War II genre known as Film Noir. Film Noir presents characters that are cynical and sexually aggressive. They are about people who are outcasts in life who want to get ahead even if it means resorting to murder. In many cases what the ‘hero’ wants is a woman — one who is sometimes unhappily married — and usually one who can’t be trusted. Film Noir has its roots in the German Expressionistic cinema with stark black and white cinematography and shadows. Another notable trait of Film Noir is that you are under no illusion that there will be a happy ending. Even though Film Noir has much in common with German expressionism (and found much popular success in France) the film critic Roger Ebert believes that it is, “The most American film genre, because no society would have created a world so filled with doom, fate, fear and betrayal, unless it were essentially naïve and optimistic.” Among the noir films that Conrad appeared in are: The Killers, Body and Soul, Tension, Death on a Side Street, Cry Danger, The Racket and Cry of the Hunted.


    The Killers, Conrad’s film debut, is better known for being the first film to star Burt Lancaster. It was based on a short story by Ernest Hemingway that was published in Scribner’s Magazine in 1927.


    The prologue is brilliant. Two men, Max (Conrad) and Al (Charles McGraw), drive into the small New Jersey town of Brentwood. They are on a mission to find Ole “Swede” Andreson (Lancaster), to kill him. They go to the local diner to dig up information on the whereabouts of “the Swede” and they aren’t diplomatic about it. When told that they don’t have any hard liquor to serve, Max derisively says, “This is a hot town.” It certainly will be that night. There is another diner present, Nick Adams (who in the Hemingway short story is the narrator of the story — his presence in the film much diminished), who is taken to the kitchen by Al and tied up with the cook. “What’s this all about?” asks the proprietor. They admit that they have come to town to kill the Swede.


    “Why — What did he ever do to you?,” asks the proprietor. “Nothing,” is the reply, they have never even met him. “He’s going to see us only once,” Max says.


    The proprietor finally convinces Max and Al that the Swede will not be in that night, “If he’s not here by six-o’clock he won’t be here at all.”


    They take his word for it, but without Max first telling him “you gotta lot of luck” because they didn’t kill him. They leave and go elsewhere to find information about the whereabouts of the Swede. After being freed, Nick sneaks over to the Swede’s boarding house to warn him about the two men who are out to kill him and find that the Swede is going to take his fate laying down — literally on his bed. “There’s nothing I can do about it.” He wants to die because he knows he will always be a hunted man if he runs. Nick leaves and the Killers arrive and shoot half a dozen bullets into the Swede. The rest of the story unfolds mostly in flashback explaining how the Swede got into this predicament.


    Conrad recalled that he auditioned for producer Mark Hellinger, who took one look at Conrad and said, “That’s the guy!” Conrad and McGraw make a irritable, sarcastic and truly frightening pair. They easily admit why they are in town because they know they have nothing to fear. If anybody gets in the way they will just blow them away — like the professionals they are. They then go about their job in a workman like way — it’s just another job for them. In this they foreshadow the hit men in Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction. They dominate the first ten minutes of the film.


    The film was written by John Huston and Anthony Veiller, (but it’s only Veiller who is credited on screen). Huston was also slated to direct the film but then ran into a collision course with the film’s producer, Mark Hellinger, which forced Huston into leaving the project. In his place Hellinger brought in Robert Siodmak as director. Siodmak was born in the United States but spent much of his early life living in Germany where he made several interesting pictures including People on Sunday (1930) a film he co-directed with Edgar Ulmer (and was co-written by Billy Wilder and co-photographed by Fred Zinnemann.) He was heralded by the German cinema critics of the late twenties and early thirties as an impressive director but, with the rise of Hitler, the Jewish Siodmak fled to France, where he resumed his career before finding his way to Hollywood in the early forties.


    In Hollywood Siodmak signed a contract with Universal where, in addition to such stylish horror films as Son of Dracula and Cobra Woman, he became adept at directing highly imaginative and taut film noirs with B-picture budgets like Phantom Lady, Christmas Holiday, The Suspect and The Dark Mirror. But it would be The Killers and his follow-up film The Spiral Staircase that would put Siodmak (for a time) on Hollywood’s A-list of directors.


    Hemingway was fond of the 1946 film version of The Killers — despite some liberties that were taken by the filmmakers. He later called it, “the only good picture ever made of a story of mine.” According to Ava Gardner, who became a close friend of the writers, “Hemingway always considered The Killers the best of all the many films his work inspired and after Mark Hellinger…gave him a print of his own, he’d invariably pull out a projector and show it to guests at Finca Vigia, his place in Cuba.”


    The Killers opened to good reviews with Lancaster, particularly, stealing the show in his film debut. The New York Times credited Siodmak’s “restrained direction” and praised Lancaster as “lanky and wistful,” Gardner as “sultry and sardonic” and O’Brien as “cool and clipped.” Neither the killers of the title (Conrad and McGraw) were singled out for praise though critic Bosley Crowther did write that “several other characters are sharply and colorfully played.” Life magazine labeled The Killers “a minor masterpiece.” Life went further than that in singling out Conrad and McGraw, “With time and typecasting, you may be able to view this pair of sinister citizens with the assurance of a customer who paid for his seat and expects to be intimidated in air conditioned comfort. As of the moment, however, the chances are that they will make you feel extremely nervous.” Today The Killers is considered one of the best of the post-war noir films.


    The film was also successful with audiences. When it opened at the Winter Garden Theater in New York City it earned a robust $65,456. Per Robert Siodmak biographer Joseph Greco, “Universal was certain to recoup its $875,000 in production costs and make a sizable profit as well. It was, indeed, a phenomenal success, a rarity for a film noir, since this kind of movie was generally unpopular with American audiences.”


    Conrad’s next film gave him more to do. Body and Soul stars John Garfield in a boxing drama which is based on the life of Barney Ross, a middle weight champion who became a World War II hero and then, on discharge, turned to drugs and had to claw his way back to the top. Unfortunately censorship at this time didn’t allow the film to deal realistically with drug addiction, so the hero (named Charlie Davis in the film) fights to get out of the New York ghetto he was born into and ends up getting involved with gangsters. (Several years later a biography of Barney Ross would be produced by United Artists, Monkey on My Back, starring Cameron Mitchell with Andre De Toth directing which was more honest about his addiction). Conrad is cast as Quinn, Charlie’s fight promoter. Also in the cast is Lili Palmer as Garfield’s love interest, a Greenwich Village artist. Anne Revere plays his disapproving mother (who when Charlie tells her he wants to be a fighter, replies, ‘Well fight for something — not for money’). The great black actor Canada Lee plays Ben Chaplin, a boxer in an arranged fight with Charlie. It is their relationship that becomes one of the central themes of the film.


    Conrad’s Quinn is a gruff promoter who, in his first introduction to Charlie, is chomping on his ever present cigar while playing pool. He is dismissive of Charlie, who had just won an amateur bout. A pal of Charlie’s keeps building him up to Quinn, who seemingly ignores him while concentrating on his pool moves. He is actually testing Charlie — trying to see how much he really wants it. He dismisses Charlie by saying, “Tell your boy to get an honest job.” Soon thereafter, Charlie’s father dies and Charlie needs to help support his mother. For a time Charlie is determined to please his mother and go to school and lead a respectable life. But fighting is in his blood and he soon turns to Quinn, who arranges a series of fights which establish Charlie as a champ. He is in it body and soul and that includes the dark underbelly of boxing. When the champ is expected to fight the black boxer Ben Chaplin (Lee), who suffers from a blood clot in the head and has been told by doctors not to fight again (but is forced to do so to pay back a $40,000 investment), it is Charlie who is kept in the dark about Chaplin’s condition — not Quinn, who is fully aware of the possibility of tragic consequences.


    Meanwhile Quinn also has to deal with the fact that his floozy of a girlfriend (played by Hazel Brooks) develops a thing for Charlie — or more likely his money. She tells Quinn, “Don’t romance me, Quinn, You’re getting old.” To which Quinn replies, with one of the best lines in the movie, “You could use a paint job yourself.”


    Body and Soul was produced by Garfield, who chose Robert Rossen to direct. Rossen himself was a former boxer turned writer and director and was an inspired choice to make this gritty boxing film. As a screenwriter for Warner Brothers he had several superb pictures to his credit including A Walk in the Sun and The Strange Love of Martha Ivers. Body and Soul would be his second film as a director (his first was a top-notch film noir with Dick Powell titled Johnny O’Clock).


    The film was photographed by the great cinematographer James Wong Howe who, when filming the boxing sequences, would get into the ring himself wearing a pair of roller skates while holding a 16 mm camera and being pushed into position to catch the drama of the boxing scenes, some of the most effective ever photographed in a film up to that time.


    Garfield pushed himself ragged for this film and at one point along the way suffered a mild heart attack. When all was said and done the film turned out to be a huge box office and critical success. The New York Times in its review praised Garfield for giving a “rattling good performance.” (He was nominated for a Best Actor Oscar). However, critic Bosley Crowther especially praised the work of Canada Lee, “who brings to focus the horrible pathos of the cruelly exploited prizefighter…the inclusion of this portrait is one of the finer things about this film.” As for Conrad — Crowther wrote that he was “revolting as a punk,” which means that he got across his characterization well.


    Despite the success of the film the careers of director Rossen, Garfield, Lee and Anne Revere (cast as Garfield’s mother) soon were affected by the Hollywood blacklist. They each were called before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Garfield maintained his innocence and refused to name names which led to his being blacklisted with similar action taken against Lee, Revere and Rossen. Rossen directed one more big film, All the King’s Men, before being blacklisted. But by 1953, Rossen had relented and did name names which allowed him to work again, but he chose not to return to Hollywood on any permanent basis. He would, however, direct one of his best films, The Hustler, in 1961. As for Garfield and Canada Lee — they would both die of heart attacks within two weeks of each other in May of 1952.




    II




    Sorry Wrong Number had been a hugely successful radio production written by Lucille Fletcher and presented on Suspense. Agnes Moorehead had made a personal triumph in playing the role of an invalid who overhears her murder being plotted over a party line on the telephone. As the tension mounts and her attempts to get help are stymied, her hysteria gradually mounts as the murderers enter her house and eventually her bedroom where she will be murdered. It was highly successful as a half-hour radio production with the focus solely on the invalid, but when Paramount decided to make a film version in 1948 — the story had to be expanded and that hurt the dramatic impact. Barbara Stanwyck, one of the finest of Hollywood’s actresses, was selected to play the lead role of the invalid.


    The script had to be expanded from 30-minutes to 90 minutes and many characters had to be created and a reason given for why the woman is murdered (this we don’t know in the radio version). It turns out that her husband (Burt Lancaster) owes a gangster named Morono (William Conrad) an IOU for $200,000 — and he wants it — NOW. The husband tells Morono that he doesn’t have that kind of money. Morono tells him he could collect it on his invalid wife’s life insurance money. That sets the murder in motion. Morono is yet another of Conrad’s heavies and he was very effective in playing such roles and with his burly looks and deep voice he seems to have become, this early in his film career, typed in such parts. He was noticed again by New York Times critic Bosley Crowther:




    “As the ear-bending lady, however, Miss Stanwyck does a quite elaborate job of working herself into a frenzy, as well as playing a nasty dame in the previous and self-aggrandizing phases of her life. And a painfully obtuse performance as her stubborn and frustrated spouse who is driven to criminal extremities is given by Burt Lancaster. Ed Begley is uncouth as her father, Ann Richards is prim as a school friend and Harold Vermilyea, Wendell Corey and William Conrad are intriguing in lesser roles.”




    After playing the small role of a prosecutor in Victor Fleming’s ambitious, but generally unsatisfying, version of Joan of Arc, Conrad made his first movie western as a sheriff who helps Pat Garrett (Charles Bickford) track a bank robber in Four Faces West (1948) which starred Joel McCrea.


    Tension (1949) at MGM was the kind of small scale inexpensive film that new studio production chief Dore Schary loved to make. The budget was only $682,000 and the ‘stars’ were talented but not huge box office names — Richard Basehart, Audrey Totter, Barry Sullivan and Cyd Charisse. Conrad plays police Lt. Edgar (“Blackie”) Gonsales, the partner to Barry Sullivan’s Lt. Bonnabel.


    Tension tells the story of a druggist (Basehart) who becomes enraged when his wife (Totter) leaves him for another man. He soon comes up with the idea of the double murder of his wife and the man she ran off with. In doing so he needs to establish an alibi and soon comes up with a new identity. Soon, however, he finds a beautiful and sympathetic woman (Charisse) entering his life which distracts him from his initial plans. But then his wife’s lover is found murdered (and, even though the Basehart character is innocent) he becomes the prime suspect in the investigation conducted by Sullivan and Conrad.


    The film is a good taut 92 minutes and has uniformly good performances including a wonderful scene of Sullivan and Conrad interviewing prime suspects Basehart and Totter in their apartment. At one point Totter says the murdered man “was full of laughs” to which Conrad smirks, “He’s full of lead now.” The film was directed by John Berry, a member of Orson Welles’ theatrical Mercury Theater, who would soon leave for France in exile after being accused of being a Communist by the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC).


    However, Bosley Crowther in the NewYork Times wrote that Tension was anything but, “it rambles from one thing to another in a most unsuspenseful way and ends with a shattering revelation which you can see coming a half-hour in advance.” Variety, however, liked the movie. It’s critic writing that Tension, “lived up to its title. It’s a tight, tersely stated melodrama that holds the attention.“ The film ended up grossing about $776,000 worldwide at the box office losing $229,000.


    After staying on at MGM to work with Clark Gable (as a hit man) in the gambling drama Any Number Can Play (1949) Conrad went to Universal for One Way Street (1950) which was directed by Argentine director Hugo Fregonese and set mainly in Mexico. The plot deals with a doctor (James Mason) to a mob boss who steals $200,000 from the boss (the always good Dan Duryea). For good measure he runs off to Mexico with the mob boss’s moll (Marta Toren). Naturally they hunt them down. Conrad is cast (fifth billed) as ‘Ollie’ the mob bosses right hand man. Bosley Crowther in the New York Times thought the film itself was “obvious and not especially exciting,” but did find Conrad and actor Basil Ruysdael (who played a priest) “competent.”


    The Milkman (1950) (also at Universal) at least got Conrad out of crime drama and into a comedy — not that he had much to do in this story of about a dim-witted son (Donald O’Connor) of a milk company owner who gets a job as a milkman for a rival company and whose partner is another milkman on the verge of retirement (played by Jimmy Durante). And even though this is a comedy (with four songs, no less) Conrad can’t escape being cast as a gangster. The film was released in New York on New Year’s Day, 1951, and Bosley Crowther in the Times wrote that “it is painful to greet the New Year with a bleakly unfavorable report,” and it goes downhill from there.


    Dial 1119 is another interesting little MGM film (total budget $473,000) that featured no stars but a talented cast of character actors and up and comers. Marshall Thompson (later the star of the 1960’s adventure series Daktari) stars as an escaped mental patient searching for a “Dr. Faron” (Sam Levene) with the intentions of killing him. He searches for Faron at his work and at the apartment complex in which he lives. He can’t find him but does find a bar (“The Oasis”) located across the street from the apartments which offers him a good vantage point to keep a look out for the good doctor. There are four other people in the bar including the bar tender, “Chuckles” (played by Conrad). Unfortunately for Chuckles (and Conrad) he is an early victim of this homicidal maniac. He recognizes the man from a television report and is shot dead while trying to phone the police.


    Speaking of television when this film was produced in the early 50’s the movie studios were at war with television which was taking people out of movie theaters and decreasing studio profits. It’s not surprising that the television in Chuckle’s bar has bad reception and Chuckles disparages the programming, “the television set cost $1400 and it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”


    Dial 1119 (1950) is a nice compact (75-minute) melodrama and it’s interesting seeing the usually clean-cut Thompson playing against type. It is also interesting as the first feature film to be directed by Gerald Mayer. Mayer was the nephew of MGM studio boss Louis B. Mayer — who obviously believed in nepotism (Gerald Mayer’s father Jerry Mayer was studio manager and Jack Cummings, another nephew of Mayer’s, proved a successful producer for the studio). Gerald Mayer directed relatively few films but did some gritty early 50’s B-plus films at Metro that are including Dial 1119, The Sellout, Inside Straight, and Holiday for Sinners. After this brief run of films directed for MGM he spent much of the rest of his career directing for television — and would go on to direct Conrad again in the short-lived Nero Wolfe series of the early 1980’s.


    From MGM Conrad returned to RKO to work with Dick Powell and Rhonda Fleming in the film noir Cry Danger (1951). Powell plays a man who was sentenced to life in prison for a robbery and murder he always maintained he didn’t commit. After five years a witness provides him an alibi and he’s released. The problem is that (unbeknown to Powell) the alibi (played by Richard Erdman, in a sensational performance) is lying — he really does think that Powell is guilty — he just wants to share in the supposedly hidden loot. Meanwhile Powell seeks out the person who really framed him. He comes to believe that a bookie named Louis Castro (Conrad) is the man. As it happens Powell gets to beat Conrad silly a couple of times in the film and torture him with a game of Russian roulette for good measure.


    The director of Cry Danger is Robert Parrish who previously was a well-respected film editor (which included editing Body and Soul, for which he won an Academy Award). His directing career isn’t as distinguished as his editing career but he did make a few interesting films along the way including the very gritty The Mob (1951) and Saddle the Wind (1957) a western that was written by Rod Serling and starred Robert Taylor and John Cassavetes. Incidentally the cinematographer for Cry Danger is Joseph F. Biroc, who photographed such diverse pictures as It’s a Wonderful Life, Bye Bye Birdie, Blazing Saddles and Airplane. He won an Oscar for his camera work on The Towering Inferno. Conrad would use him as the director of photography on his 1957 western The Ride Back.


    Cry Danger got some good reviews. Bosley Crowther in the New York Times wrote, “Looking for excitement and suspense? And perhaps a few laughs, too? Then accept this recommendation to a very tidy package of fictional extravagance called ‘Cry Danger.’ ” Crowther congratulated Conrad on playing “the heavy with unctuous delight.” Variety said the film had “all the ingredients for a suspenseful melodrama.”


    After appearing in a swashbuckler at Twentieth Century-Fox, The Sword of Monte Cristo (1951), Conrad moved back to RKO for The Racket (1951). The Racket was based on a 1920’s stage play (which had starred Edward G. Robinson) and a silent film of the same name. The film stars three other actors who had strong ties to film noir — Robert Ryan, Robert Mitchum and Lizabeth Scott (after originally flirting with casting Shelley Winters).


    Directed by John Cromwell (with uncredited help by a roster including Nicholas Ray, Tay Garnett and Mel Ferrer) it is the story of a mobster (Ryan) who has bought protection from government officials and the police in the large (unnamed) American city he controls. There is one cop (Mitchum) who is beyond his control, however. Mitchum’s job isn’t helped by the crooked police detective (Conrad) who is on the mobster’s payroll and attempts to thwart every step he takes. Among the lead characters Ryan the crook is constantly on edge, while (as usual) Mitchum, the honest cop, is laid-back and world weary — the two crackle in their scenes together. Of course the censors looked at the script with a fine tooth comb and found that the screenplay reached “a new low in crime screen stories” — meaning too violent and some of the characters too unsavory. For instance, in the original story, the Lizabeth Scott character (Irene) is clearly a prostitute. In the sanitized script she is a legitimate singer. Also the Breen Office wanted the ending to make clear that the character Conrad plays “Turk” gets his comeuppance at the end for killing the Ryan character — in the original script it seemed unclear what would happen to Turk.


    The Racket premiered in New York in December, 1951 was panned by Bosley Crowther’s in his New York Times review, “the only things worthy of notice about this modernized repeat of an old show are the timeliness of its general topic and the predestined clash of its stars.” The direction by Cromwell was called “dismally uninspired” and the performances of Mitchum and Ryan are described as “exchanges of clichés.” Perhaps mercifully Conrad is not mentioned in the review. Variety is more positive stating that “the old play has been handled to emphasize clear-cut action and suspense and the casting is right to stress and rough and ready toughness of the script.” The performances of such supporting players as William Tallman (as a rookie cop), Ray Collins and Conrad are called, “Strong.” Overall the film has more of the feel of the 1920’s (when it was initially produced on the stage) than the early 50’s but has enough zest and good performances to keep one interested. Conrad next returned to MGM to play opposite Clark Gable, Ava Gardner, Broderick Crawford and, in his final film, Lionel Barrymore (as ex-president Andrew Jackson) in the western Lone Star (1952). The plot has Jackson sending Gable to Texas to make sure that Texans will not enter into annexation with Mexico — meanwhile finding love with Gardner and a rival in a wealthy rancher played by Crawford. Conrad has fun as a wily Frenchman in only a couple of scenes, but he makes them count. Lone Star is a fun, non-consequential western that made a mint for MGM (with profits of $900,000). Two months after the premiere of Lone Star Conrad would make his debut in another western which would cause a sensation first on radio and then television — Gunsmoke. Conrad would begin a nine-year run in his most iconic radio role — U.S. Marshal Matt Dillon.

  


  
    Chapter Three:


    Gunsmoke


    1952-1955




    On April 26, 1952 on CBS radio the following introduction was made to a brand new western series:




    “Around Dodge City and in the territory on West, there’s just one way to handle the killers and the spoilers, and that’s with a U.S. Marshal and the smell of Gunsmoke! Gunsmoke starring William Conrad. The transcribed story of the violence that moved West with young America, and the story of a man who moved with it.”




    Then came the gruff baritone voice of Matt Dillon:




    “I’m that man. Matt Dillon, United States Marshal, the first man they look for, and the last they want to meet. It’s a chancy job, and it makes a man watchful, and a little lonely.”




    This would be the introduction to one of the most ground breaking series in all of radio — made all the more exceptional because it debuted in the waning years of radio drama — a medium done in by television. Despite this Gunsmoke made its mark on radio and would run for nine consecutive years with the same cast. The show transitioned to television in 1955, but the radio version was still well regarded and highly rated and the show successfully pushed on for nearly six more years despite the growing popularity of the television series. This has a great deal to do with the first rate cast selected to play the main characters as well as the ensemble stock company of well-regarded radio actors who performed year in and year out. But perhaps more than that was the integrity and realism of the scripts which caught the imagination of the public and made them think they were actually transported seventy-five years back to the frontier state of Kansas and Dodge City.


    Gunsmoke became the brain child of Norman Macdonnell and John Meston who worked well together on the suspense series Escape! with Meston writing many of the episodes and Macdonnell directing. The two men were interested in developing a new kind of western series — an adult western — to counter such shows as The Lone Ranger, Hopalong Cassidy, Roy Rogers and Gene Autry which, in many respects, drew much of their audiences from children.


    Macdonnell and Meston had certainly experimented with the adult western format in the past. For Escape Meston wrote a script called “Wild Jack Rhett” in which a gunfighter tames a wild west town and starred radio veteran John Dehner, who would later be one of the most frequently used of the Gunsmoke stock company. The episode included ample amounts of violence and bloodshed.


    At another point the Macdonnell-Meston team worked on a radio series called Romance where in 1951 Meston wrote an episode titled “Pagosa” (produced by Macdonnell) which would have many of the ingredients that the later Gunsmoke would offer in style and structure as well as having William Conrad as the star (with Georgia Ellis, who would later play Miss Kitty).


    As it turned out CBS was also on the lookout for a new ‘adult’ western series. William S. Paley, the chairman of the board of CBS, was a fan of the private eye program The Adventures of Philip Marlowe and suggested to a network executive that CBS develop a “Philip Marlow of the early west” type of show. The executive went to Harry Ackerman, the vice president in charge of programming for CBS radio on the West Coast, to develop this idea. “I called into action all the creative people,” Ackerman later said. One of the things that Ackerman and his team did was come up with a title — “Gunsmoke.” “It just popped into my head one day,” Ackerman later maintained.


    At this point Macdonnell and Meston came to CBS with their idea of doing an adult western and learned that the network was actively pursuing this. In fact, the network had already produced two pilots for such a series. On June 11, 1949 they taped a program which featured an actor named Rye Billsbury as “Mark” Dillon in Mark Dillon Goes to Gouge Eye, and later the idea was re-recorded with Howard Culver as Dillon on July 15, 1949. Neither pilot seemed to satisfy the network.


    Suddenly, and out of the blue, the network had an opening on its Saturday night schedule and needed a replacement series — within a week! Ackerman asked Macdonnell to produce and direct the program with the proviso that the series be named Gunsmoke — and that the hero be named Mark Dillon. In that week Macdonnell had to come up with a script, cast it and develop the musical theme. Interestingly Meston was not given the assignment of writing the script, but he would be the show’s script editor (and ultimately its most prolific writer) and his scripts for “Pagosa” and “Wild Jack Rhett” were used as the framework. “We got Walter Brown Newman to come in, one of the better writers in town,” Macdonnell later recalled. “We gave him an acetate disk of ‘Pagosa’ and ‘Wild Jack Rhett’ and said, ‘This is the style, this is the color, this is the feel.’ We laid out no other guidelines except that we felt Dillon should be written, be the kind of character he was, and sent Walter away…That was on a Monday.” Newman was told to go for authenticity when writing his story — something that Meston, as story editor, and later as the head writer would always insist on.


    Later, in an interview with Chris Lembesis, William Conrad would talk about the research which went into Gunsmoke that made it such an authentic show:




    “Of course, there was no Matt Dillon. That was a figment of the writer’s imagination. But you’d get a lot of fight from a lot of people who will tell you that they know there was. It’s pretty funny. I’ve had several arguments with people about it who will say that they know for a fact that their grandfather was related to him. John Meston and Norman Macdonnell were very meticulous in seeing that everything was as authentic as they could possibly make it…”




    As Newman got down to work Meston gave him one more bit of information — the last name of the hero — Dillon — was fine, but he felt that another first name was warranted. Meston believed that “Mark” was too contemporary of a name and felt it out of place in the 1870’s. He instead suggested “Matt” and so the character of Marshal Matt Dillon was born.


    According to MacDonnell, Newman was given additional instructions regarding the script, “We made a list of every western cliché and determined to avoid them at any cost — even our jobs,” Macdonnell said in a 1957 interview. “For instance, the devotion of a cowboy to his horse. That’s a lot of bunk. The two things a real cowboy loves best are his saddle and hat.” Secondly, “We never have action for action sake.”


    Next MacDonnell had to get somebody working right away on the theme music for the show — something he felt would be an important ingredient in defining the series. Composer Rex Koury was approached. Koury had been involved with composing music for many CBS radio shows over the years. Later he became the musical director at ABC on the West Coast.


    Koury later said that he had never written a western theme before but that he was “game for anything.” The forty-year old composer met with Macdonnell who gave him his marching orders in that he wanted something that suggested “a big, wide, open sound to it…the open spaces.” Koury then asked to see the script and was astounded to learn that the script was not yet completed and that he only had about six days to get this theme written. “(It)…was written under rather frantic circumstances because I had gone to bed the night before…feeling that I knew pretty much what I wanted, and figuring I could do it rather quickly in the morning…At 8 O’clock in the morning I’m in the middle of shaving and I suddenly realize we haven’t written the theme. So I grabbed a magazine, a piece of manuscript, and a pencil, and sat down in the most convenient spot (a toilet?) and that is where the Gunsmoke theme was actually composed.”


    When the theme was played for Macdonnell the producer was more than pleased. Macdonnell made arrangements for an 18-piece orchestra to record it. The actual title of the Gunsmoke theme is “Old Trails” and it suited the series to a tee, and later also became the theme of the Gunsmoke television series as well. The lyrics, written by Glenn Spencer, were never used on the radio or television show, but were used in a song recorded by Tex Ritter in 1955:




    “Gunsmoke trail; oh tell me of days gone by, tho’ alone you still wind your way. Are the ghostly horsemen riding, as they speed the eastern mail? It’s up to you see them through the old trail….Gunsmoke traveler, no traveler to care where you go. Sands of time are hiding your way. Bet if heaven ever let you, you could tell a rugged tale. That’s why I hate to see you fade old trail….”




    II




    While all of this was going on, MacDonnell and Meston were working on the casting of the show. First and foremost would be the casting of Marshal Matt Dillon. “As I thought of Dillon first,” Meston later said, “and as I still do, he’s probably red-haired — if he has any hair at all. He’d be handsome if he had received better treatment, but his rough way of living and his enemies have given him a beat up look.” For his part Macdonnell didn’t think that Dillon was completely sane. “Frontier marshals were hired for only one reason — they were tough enough to frighten the inhabitants and no city had any meaner citizens that the old Dodge City. No wholly sane man would voluntarily take a job like that,” Macdonnell explained. Macdonnell would also later say that Dillon was “a lonely, sad, tragic man…a quiet, unhappy confused Marshal; these days we’d send him to an analyst.”


    When it came to casting Dillon Macdonnell didn’t want a ‘cowboy’ type of accent he actually wanted somebody who sounded a little like Orson Welles. Several actors were auditioned for the role among them Raymond Burr. The man who finally got the part, William Conrad, was among the last auditioned. “They auditioned everybody in town, and as a last resort, they called me and said, ‘Okay, we give up. Come on in.’ And I went in and read about two lines and they said, ‘Okay, thank you.’ And I walked out. Then the next day they called me and said, ‘You have the job.’ ”


    Of course Conrad is being typically facetious. Macdonnell and Meston both knew Conrad well and worked with him many times and had the highest regard for his talent. Meston was more enthusiastic than Macdonnell, however — but Macdonnell wasn’t against Conrad. Those who were most against the casting of William Conrad were the executives at CBS radio who wanted a big name to star in the show. They knew of Conrad as a top-notch character actor on radio but hardly a house hold name and — when he was seen on screen — it was mostly in villainous roles rather than as a hero. As the deadline was approaching Macdonnell decided to go with the known quantity — Bill Conrad. They knew he was a total professional and had one of the best voices in radio. George Walsh, who was the announcer on the radio Gunsmoke (and would later serve in the same capacity for a time with the television show) later said, “Conrad had a great ability in establishing character in our mind, and could be tough, hard, or sentimental.”


    Parley Baer, another top notch radio voice, who was well known to both Macdonnell and Meston, was
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