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Dedications

I dedicate this book to my Dad, who worked on his autobiography, “Hollywood – DeFore and After” for twenty years. THE BOOK, as the family affectionately called it kept Dad busy and always armed him with yet another chapter or vignette to talk about. As I said at his eulogy, “as he added another year to his life, he added another chapter…so my fear was always, what happens when he does finish THE BOOK?” He finished it in October 1993 and passed away December 22, of that year at the age of 80.

Others to include in my dedication are: my siblings—Penny, David, Dawn, and Autumn who share many of my celebrity family experiences; my beautiful and forever youthful wife, Laurie, my two wonderful kids, Brittany and John, and the grandkids from Brittany and husband Jeff—Jayden, Landon, and Alden…and to hopefully future grandkids from son John and wife Katelyn Shinn. They would be the first great grandkids of Don DeFore to carry on the DeFore name.
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Preface

The first edition of Growing Up in Disneyland was published July 15, 2019. This second edition has some added chapters and updated content, minor edits, and many more photographs. The initial reason for a second edition was the first publisher going out of business and I was left with a highly rated book but no publisher. There are still a number of great reviews by professionals online and more than 150 reviews on Amazon— almost all 4- and 5-star ratings. The few that gave it a lower rating thought the book was exclusively about Disneyland, which it is not. And a couple did not like the sprinkling of some conservative thought. Sorry, Dad was conservative and I followed suit. I think we should all be inclusive of others’ views.

A comment that I sometimes got from readers, especially those posting in either the “Hazel” or “Ozzie and Harriet” Facebook groups was, “why didn’t you have more about those shows.” I wish I did. Dad was best known for those two shows. The problem is that Dad did not write a lot about both shows. I have no idea why not. So, I could only go with what he had written. However, those interested, may notice a bit more material about both shows. Dad did have more than what I had included about the “Hazel” show but it was pretty negative and some of it could have brought a legal challenge. In essence, he wrote about his belief that his law firm negotiating his contract was also representing the studio—a definite conflict of interest if true. But because I had no way of verifying that it would have been too risky to include. Either way, he had a couple good elements in his contract that benefit his family to this day: 10% ownership of the “Hazel” show; and residuals that continue forever. I conducted a few dozen book signings many of which were at Barnes and Nobles book stores near our home in Virginia. A few of the managers complimented me, saying I sold more books than any other author. That was surprising, but I guess it’s because of my PR and sales experience. At the signings, I had a dozen photos of Dad in his various productions on my table and the kicker—I brought his Emmy Award. People would come over my way just to hold the Emmy…then they got my pitch. Many have asked me to do one in their home town. The canned response I “copy and paste” is: If you can guarantee enough book sales to pay for travel and lodging so I can break even I’ll do it.” Most people don’t realize there are 8 million books published every year and the vast majority of us authors don’t get million-dollar advances we sometimes hear about. We get no advance. We have to buy our own books. And although I didn’t ever intend to make money as an author, I didn’t want to lose it either.

During the first book promotion period I was interviewed more than a hundred times on podcasts, radio, blogs, and newspapers. My favorite was live on KTLA-TV in Los Angeles where I started my career in the early 1970s which can be viewed on my YouTube channel along with many other videos mentioned in my book. Just search my name on YouTube. My first promotional activities started in August of 2019 but were interrupted in January of 2020 when the Covid 19 virus began to affect almost everything. All of my future book signing events were cancelled. I did, however, continue with internet interviews and actively participated in several social media sites, mostly on Facebook—my personal page, the Don DeFore Fan Club group that I created in the early 2000s, and a new one I created in 2023—My Celebrity Family—which is for people like me related to celebrities and those that are not who love hearing our stories.

I’m hoping The Second Edition will give me a second bite at the apple—not money wise—but to share stories about Dad. I’ve learned from the first book and my many presentations that there’s a lot of people that love reading and hearing them.
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Foreword

This is not a book all about Disneyland and Hollywood. Although Disneyland was my “backyard” for five years of my childhood, “Growing up in Disneyland”—with all its different “lands”—is a metaphor for my entire life beginning with growing up in a “Hollywood” celebrity family and into adult life filled with countless jaw-dropping experiences and career changes. Yes, there’s been many celebrity books written, so for years I thought writing such a book would be redundant or just overlooked. I mean, who cares? Who would be interested?

My Dad, Don DeFore, was a well-known celebrity in the 1940s, ‘50s, ‘60s, and ‘70s, a beloved actor of his time, along with Ozzie, Harriet, David and Ricky Nelson, Hugh Beaumont and Barbara Billingsley (“Leave it to Beaver”), Robert Young and Jane Wyatt (“Father Knows Best”), Shirley Booth and many others, because they were America’s first TV families when television was in its infancy. TV was a small box with black and white images that offered up good, wholesome entertainment that post-World War II families savored. Even later in life when his movies and TV shows were in re-runs, he still attracted many well-wishers at restaurants and other public places. Why? Not just because of his celebrity but because fans sensed that Don DeFore was never just acting, but projecting his genuine, “regular guy” personality that made him both endearing and enduring and loved by millions of fans. Many of his movies are shown today regularly on cable vintage TV channels like Turner Classic Movies (TCM).

As for interest in my life, other celebrity sons and daughters surely had exciting experiences. But did they have equally incredible brushes with history and amazing encounters and wrote about it for others to enjoy? One such friend did—Peter Ackerman— son of producer Harry Ackerman and actress Elinore Donahue. Harry Ackerman was the executive producer of my Dad’s show, “Hazel,” and many others back then. Peter’s book, “Mom, Dad, Me, and Classic TV - Growing Up with Classic Television’s Harry Ackerman and Elinor Donahue” is a must read for vintage TV buffs.

After years of telling my life’s many stories in conversations and public presentations, the number of people telling me to write a book reached critical mass. I’ve now come to believe at least some people are interested. The hundreds of positive comments since publication of the first edition has strengthened this belief. At minimum, this book will chronicle the achievements of one of America’s favorite character actors. But I must emphasize this is not meant to be a comprehensive biography of Don DeFore. There are historians that know far more about every character he played and interesting details about each production. Many of his accomplishments happened before I was born in 1950. It is this period—his early live theater, film, and TV career where I use my Dad’s own words. For the first time, portions of his unpublished autobiographical memoirs, Hollywood—DeFore ‘n’ After, are published here and even more excerpts in this second edition. Only minor editing was applied for clarity. His writings are in italics. Some portions of the book are not in chronological order so for reference, Don DeFore was married to Marion Holmes and had five children – Penny, David, Dawn, Ronald (me), and Amy/Autumn. Amy was her birth name, but while attending UC Santa Cruz, she changed her name to Autumn. It’s a California thing.

This book is a hybrid between Dad’s memoirs and my autobiography. It includes episodes of my life and my Dad’s that people have found unusual, interesting, and in some cases, pretty amazing. Although the first part covers most of my Dad’s career highlights, much of this is my story of growing up in a celebrity family (and surviving), and many of the amazing experiences afforded me because of it and my upbringing. As you read this book, you may agree there are similarities in my life with the fictitious character Forrest Gump. Like that character, I’ve had numerous brushes with history and historic figures. I’ve gone from Brentwood to Hollywood to Washington, D.C.
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Hollywood-DeFore ‘n’ After book cover



Being in the public relations business the later part of my life, I’ve learned to “give the headlines first” or at least some of them. Grab people’s attention up front, and they’re more likely to want to hear “the rest of the story” as the late, great Paul Harvey would say. So here are just a few headlines I will expound upon in my book:

•Don DeFore, has a star on Hollywood Boulevard’s Walk of Fame. Many younger people reading this may not recognize him by name, but in the 1940s, ’50s and ’60s his name and the characters he played were well-known to most Americans. Today, many still recognize him if shown his picture.

•In the 1950s he was “Mr. Thornberry,” or “Thorny,” the next-door-neighbor character, in the tremendously popular weekly TV series “The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet.”

•In the early 1960s he co-starred in his own hit TV series, “Hazel,” playing the head of the household, Mr. Baxter, or “Mr. B.”

•Dad was in more than thirty feature films, co-starring in about a dozen with Ronald Reagan, John Wayne, Rock Hudson, Spencer Tracy, Betty Hutton, Bob Hope, Lucille Ball, and Groucho Marx (a full list is on my website dedicated to his works: www.defore.net

•He co-starred in Charlton Heston’s first feature film, “Dark City.”

•In “My Friend Irma” Dad got co-star billing above “introducing Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis.” Similarly, with Doris Day’s first feature film, “Romance on the High Seas,” as well Lizabeth Scott’s first film, “You Came Along.”

•Dad owned a restaurant in Disneyland from 1957 to 1962, “Don DeFore’s Silver Banjo Barbecue,” in Frontierland.

•As president of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences (1954-1956), Dad sold the first national broadcast of the Emmy Awards Show to NBC (Walt Disney was among the many to congratulate him).

•Dad produced one of Ronald Reagan’s early political events in 1961 at the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium.

•Dad received hundreds of personally signed letters from famous people including presidents going back to Truman. One of the many from Ronald Reagan is a hand-written letter (including the addressed envelope).

•Our family got to meet the Beatles during their first U.S. tour in 1964. My sister, Dawn, kissed them all. My new 8mm camera captured the only known film of that private party in Brentwood.

•As a real estate agent in Encino California, I showed a house to Michael Jackson.

•I got to meet Led Zeppelin and was the only on-stage photographer (other than their own) at their September 4, 1970 Los Angeles Forum concert.

•Mike Love, lead singer of the Beach Boys, asked me to be his PR guy for the 1986 “Live Aid Concert” in Philadelphia. Before he dragged me on stage, he stationed me in their backstage mobile home with Brian Wilson. What an experience!

•I did a show with Robin Williams at which he and I arrived before anyone else and spent at least 30 minutes talking. I don’t recall saying a word!

•The Robin Williams experience was during my mid-life crisis (at age 26) when I was a Disco DJ – “The Flying DJ” of L.A.’s famous Dillon’s Discotheque. I actually flew above the crowd in a space suit. I’ve got video to prove it, however I never listed that exact job description as I later became…

•A political appointee in President Ronald Reagan’s Administration—holding three positions (wow, good thing they didn’t see the video!).

•As a featured singer with orchestras in the1930s and early ’40s my Mom, Marion Holmes, recorded and made “I’m a Little Teapot” famous. She also had a pretty well-known matron of honor at her wedding: Judy Garland (for younger readers, “Dorothy” in the “Wizard of Oz”).

For those who find interest in any one of these experiences – hold on! To quote some famous people spanning all generations:



	“You Ain’t Heard Nothing Yet”
	Al Jolson



	“You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet”
	Bachman -Turner Overdrive, Avril Lavigne





Part I – Who Was Don DeFore?
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Don DeFore publicity photo circa 1955.

 


Chapter 1 – Just the Headlines

If I had written this book in the1960s or early ‘70s this chapter would not have been necessary or at most I’d provide a quick reminder and publicity shot of Dad in the preface. If the name Don DeFore was not familiar to you in those days, a quick look at his face would have likely caused you to recognize him and if not, you didn’t watch TV and were probably not a film buff.

Dad reached celebrity fame and was among the first with a star on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame at 6804 Hollywood Boulevard (across from the famous Mann’s Chinese Theater, formerly called Grauman’s Chinese Theater). Not too shabby for a guy from Cedar Rapids, Iowa. With some coaxing from his mother who directed church and community plays, he would ultimately get a scholarship to Pasadena Playhouse School of Theater.

In the next chapter, I will provide better-known career events, whereas subsequent chapters will provide more details of his earlier life. Dad was in more than 30 feature films in the late 1930s to the early 1960s and co-starred in about a dozen. A few of his films in the 1940s were big hits and others were moderate successes—many are still broadcast on cable channels such as Turner Classic Movie (TCM), Antenna TV, MeTV, Aspire HD, INSP, FETV, and TV Land, and are also available on DVD. In his day, he was a well-known, well-recognized character actor. He was considered a good actor and most of the roles he played were very likeable; the quintessential “gosh-oh-gee” all-American good guy in most roles—very much like his real personality. There were only a few exceptions with his four film noir productions: “Southside 1-1000,” “Dark City,” “Too Late for Tears,” and “Ramrod” – the latter being one of the first film noir westerns.

I often get emails or posts to my Don DeFore Fan Club Facebook group from folks saying they just watched one of his movies. It happens all the time during Christmas because TCM has now made

“It Happened on Fifth Avenue” one of their holiday classics. It’s kind of like the other Christmas classics, “Miracle on Forty Second Street,” and “It’s a Wonderful Life” except not as well-known. In fact, the director of the latter film, Frank Capra, was originally slotted to direct “It Happened on Fifth Avenue.” The film received an Oscar nomination for Best Original Story.

The first half-dozen of Dad’s parts were what they call “bit” parts, some with no speaking role. This type of role is how many better-known actors began their careers and was usually played by somebody who had studied acting and probably had previously performed in live stage productions. On the other hand, an “extra” is seen in the background without a speaking role and most often has no actor training. Also, some of the films and TV appearances mentioned in this book are on my YouTube channel.

Perhaps the most significant film for me and Dad, but certainly not the biggest hit, was “She’s Working Her Way Through College” in which he co-starred with Ronald Reagan. They became good friends, and he later would be involved with Reagan’s political career, and I would become an appointee in his presidential administration.
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Don DeFore publicity photo circa 1940.




Chapter 2 – Television Years
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Don DeFore’s star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame at 6804 Hollywood Blvd. earned for his supporting role in a TV series ("The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet"). Placement ceremony was February 8, 1960.



Don DeFore became even more well-known after the birth of television. He co-starred in one of America’s most favorite weekly shows in TV’s early years, the role of Mr. Thornberry or “Thorny,” the next-door-neighbor character in the “Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet.” He was in virtually every episode for the first five years of the show from 1952-1957 (171 episodes) and his first-year contract specified $1,000 per week (per episode). That contract also spelled Thorny with an “e”—“Thorney” but every reference to his character does not include the “e” including IMDB (Internet Movie Database) and the wonderful remastered DVD set of the series by Ricky Nelson’s youngest son, Sam. I’ve included the first page of his first-year contract here (retyped because of its age). This period was when most people would recognize Dad - quite often stopping him to get his autograph. That’s also the role that earned him the star on Hollywood Boulevard and an Emmy nomination in 1954 for best supporting actor in a weekly series. An excellent video that chronicles much of Dad’s career and family up to this Ozzie and Harriet period is an episode of “This is Your Life” starring Ralph Edwards, and featuring Dad, our family, friends, and relatives. This, and other videos referenced are on my YouTube channel.
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The regular cast members of the "Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet" TV series 1952-1956. From left: Ricky, Ozzie, Harriet Nelson, Don DeFore as "Thorney," and David Nelson.



As indicated previously, I won’t attempt to provide a comprehensive biography of every one of Dad’s feature film roles and TV appearances, but there are several significant ones worth mentioning. Here’s the first sample of Dad recalling his iconic role as the next-door-neighbor in one of television’s first popular situation comedies starring the entire Ozzie Nelson family:

Don DeFore:


“The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet” had been a highly successful radio series for several years, in fact, beginning before David and Ricky had joined their mom and dad in the cast. They were first part of Red Skelton’s radio show that included Ozzie’s orchestra until Red joined the Army. Before leaving for duty, Red suggested to Ozzie that he and the family should do their own radio show, which they subsequently did.

In 1952, Ozzie and his brother scripted a feature film, “Here Come the Nelsons,” that proved to be successful enough to encourage them to do the series that began that same year. I’d first met Ozzie and Harriet when they attended our old-fashioned box social, benefitting the Village Church of Westwood, held in the rear garden of our Mandeville Lane home in Brentwood. My wife Marion had known them during her singing days with Henry Busse and Art Kassel. The filming schedule was quite easy for me. Usually the family scenes were the first to be filmed, although sometimes in the afternoons I would receive an unscheduled call; that prompted me to always leave a phone number where I could be reached.

Occasionally, in between shooting scenes, David and Ricky Nelson would toss a football on one tiny piece of grassy turf on the lot, prompting many late afternoon calls from the production office, “Don, we need you this afternoon because the boys have soiled their wardrobe!” No sweat, I thought, it was great that Dave and Rick were being real boys!

During the time frame of our first year on the tube, viewers could depend on entertainment shows being well transmitted by the two major networks, NBC and CBS. However, the third, ABC, suffered transmission problems which relegated it to a poor third position of importance. One morning I arrived on the set early to find Oz in a heated phone conversation with ABC’s Hollywood station director regarding the poor transmission of the “Ozzie and Harriet” show. Ozzie had built his company’s own cutting and projection room, allowing him and his Oscar-winning cameraman, Bill Mellor, to know that the shows were far clearer and sharper than what was being broadcast over the airwaves. The phone conversation now became a three-way one that included his New York agent, Sonny Werblin. Ozzie was insisting that arrangements be made for him and his cameraman to visit the control room during the next segment’s transmission. They did just that.
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Don DeFore’s nomination for an Emmy Award for "Best Supporting Actor" in a Regular Series - The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet - March 7, 1954. Note he was also president of the Television Academy at the time.



Lo and behold, the two discovered what they’d suspected. The person in charge of the fine tuning of the dials was not doing his job correctly. This of course affected other ABC shows the same way. But from that day to the present, viewers, as well as production companies, can thank the two persevering ‘quixotic’ investigators, Ozzie Nelson and cinematographer William Mellor, for the vastly improved transmission of film emanating from the West Coast ABC station.
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Don DeFore as Mr. Thornberry or "Thorny," and Ozzie Nelson as "Ozzie" in the "Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet."





“The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet,” was the longest-running live-action American TV sitcom (running 14 years 1952-66) until 2020 when it was surpassed by “It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia.” It was unusual in that the show’s family was actually a family in real life—Ozzie, Harriet, David, and Ricky. The show started when the boys were very young and followed them all the way to their married lives. It was particularly unusual in that it launched the singing career of a rock and roll artist—Ricky, who, with the help of his band-leader father, became one of the most popular singers of his time. David would go on to become a director of various productions, one such movie, “Rare Breed,” would be Dad’s final film. Ricky Nelson’s son, Sam, spent many years remastering each of the 435 episodes of the series and is now available on Blu-ray DVDs. The quality is better than when the show was originally broadcast on ABC-TV.
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Don DeFore’s first-year contract with the Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (retyped due to poor quality of original).



Unlike some celebrities, Don DeFore loved his fans and spent time chatting with them. When tour busses stopped in front of our house he would often step away from furniture-making in his workshop and go out to the bus to the delight of all the tourists. He was a great storyteller. I inherited much of his DNA, although I never took up acting. I did, however, work on “the other side of the camera” as they say in the business and later in my career served as a spokesperson for several entities doing literally hundreds of media interviews.
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Publicity photo from the 1960s TV situation comedy "Hazel" starring Shirley Booth and Don DeFore.


His recognition skyrocketed when he landed his own TV series in 1961 co-starring with Oscar Award winner Shirley Booth. The TV series, “Hazel,” was based on the very famous newspaper cartoon series by the same name written by Ted Key. “Hazel” was the maid for the Baxter household and Dad was Mr. Baxter or “Mr. B” as Hazel would affectionately call him. The series was an immediate success. Here’s some of the history in Dad’s own words:

Don DeFore:


In 1943 a fresh new funny bone-tickling cartoon, “Hazel,” appeared in the Saturday Evening Post, then one of America’s leading weekly magazines. Created by Ted Key, the printed cartoon became and continues to be a national treasure. The first I’d heard of a proposed TV series based on the famous cartoon was in a trade paper squib in the latter part of 1960, announcing a TV pilot to be made with Thelma Ritter playing the title role. The following spring, Mitch Gertz, an agent I was planning on signing with, invited Marion and me to go to Ojai, California with him and his girlfriend to attend a benefit party.

During the drive to Ojai, Mitch expressed his enthusiasm about representing me and my career’s future in general. He asked if I’d been approached by Bill Dozier of Columbia Studios about playing the husband role, Hazel’s boss, in the “Hazel” series. I said I hadn’t. He then told me the studio was disappointed in their pilot and planned to recast the husband role, and that Executive Producer Bill Dozier had mentioned me for the replacement. Mitch said he told Dozier he would soon be representing me.

“As your agent, Don,” Mitch said, “I’m strongly advising you to turn it down. Shirley Booth is signing to play the title role, and her boss’s role can only end up being secondary. So please go along with me—we’ll hold out for your own show.” The day following our return from Ojai, I received the shocking news of Mitch Gertz’s death following a heart attack. I knew he’d had a doctor check him over while we were in Ojai. All who knew this terrific outgoing person realized we had lost one of the most decent, honest, and concerned human beings ever to come into our industry. For me, it was a sad farewell to a true and loyal friend.

Shortly thereafter, I received a call from my agent Tobias regarding Columbia’s “Hazel” series, relaying a request from Executive Producer Dozier to meet with him at the studio. At the meeting, Dozier expressed a strong desire to have me play Hazel’s boss, “Mr. B.” I expressed my reluctance to play a secondary role and said that after five years with the Ozzie and Harriet show, I was entitled to hold out for my own series. He quickly assured me I’d be co-starring and that the importance of the role of Hazel’s boss would be commensurate with the billing and the role’s co-starring status would prevail in all publicity and exploitation.

I then informed him of my current CBS pilot, “The Home Team,” in which I had the starring role and that CBS still had two more weeks on their option. Dozier explained he’d seen the pilot and liked it and had already spoken with Bob Lewine of CBS in New York about it. “Though CBS likes the pilot, they are willing to release you if you want it that way,” Dozier told me. The following day Bob Lewine with CBS called from New York reiterating the Dozier discussion, adding a key point: “If next year we decide to make a series of your pilot, we’ll then have the right to cast another lead.” That left me with a tough decision. Dozier said, “Study our offer over the weekend.” I did. The “Hazel” series started production summer of 1961 with me in the co-starring role.

Between scene setups during our working week, Miss Booth could be found at her favorite out-of-traffic knitting retreat. There at the side of her director’s chair her poodles, Benji and Grazzia, snoozed on top of two shopping bags of yarn. I often joined her for friendly chit-chat or to run dialogue for forthcoming scenes. Whenever time afforded us these unpressured rehearsals, our scenes always proved to be far better. These were the moments I remember most and dearly cherish. They allowed me the privilege of knowing and understanding her better. And it certainly prepared me for the myriad of inquiries I fielded later such as: “What is Shirley Booth like?” “In person is she like the maid, Hazel?” My answer was, and still is, “Miss Booth is nothing like the maid, Hazel. She is a highly intelligent, quiet, somewhat reserved, genteel person. In real life she avoids the often-obtrusive qualities of Hazel.”

Mid-February 1965 found our highly rated Hazel series winding up the first half of its thirty-five-show commitment for the season. The production office had scheduled a five-week hiatus before resuming production on the second half. We’d been extremely fortunate with a two-season continuity of high-caliber scripts, ably maintained under the hawk-eye supervision of key writers William Cowley, Peggy Changler, and producer Jim Fonda. They had all contributed greatly to “Hazel’s” prestigious position amongst the industry’s top-rated shows——number one its first year out!

After three seasons, making the series still held a great deal of excitement and enjoyment for me. I felt that way despite recurring problems and aggravating working conditions emanating from the production office. On the up side, working with Shirley Booth was a daily pleasure that guaranteed a lot of laughs. Many times, while filming she broke me up with her fabulous, plaintive delivery. This great asset of hers, coupled with the rarest of performing commodities—pathos—had lofted her to that high, rare plateau of special class amongst performers. A few silent stars like Chaplin, Stan Laurel, Larry Semon, Harold Lloyd, Buster Keaton, and Mary Pickford had it too. As did one of the latter-day luminaries, Judy Holiday. During the mid-fifties, I had the privilege of costarring with the incomparable Judy in the successful revival on Broadway of Elmer Rice’s delightful play, “Dream Girl.”

From the Hazel series’ inception, a warm, pleasant rapport between Shirley and myself had developed, both on the set and off. Her genteel manner and consideration to all immediately ignited reciprocal responses from cast and crew. At the time “Hazel” went into production I was the lessee owner-operator of a successful barbecue restaurant in Disneyland’s Frontierland, “Don DeFore’s Silver Banjo.” On many weekends Marion and I and our children took Shirley with us to the park. Along with partaking of the Banjo’s barbecue goodies, always a must, our kids taught Miss Booth the shortcuts throughout Disneyland and eventually got her hooked on riding the fast toboggan ride through the Matterhorn. [More on the Silver Banjo in Part IV.] After I had left the “Hazel” series and was opening in a play in Austin, Texas, an NBC representative handed me a copy of the following comments Shirley made during a local interview:

“We had four of the most pleasant years. We had such marvelous times together. He’s such a wonderful man to play with because we had a peculiar relationship then. We were combatants all the time. But the audience never felt uncomfortable because they always knew we’d end up friends. They knew we liked each other. You give him my love and can’t make it too strong as far as I’m concerned!”

“Give my best to Marion. He has a beautiful wife. They’re a very devoted family. I looked forward to going to the studio every morning and seeing Don’s smiling face. Unfortunately, in this business, you don’t see too many other people. You’re almost like a family while you’re functioning in this particular setup, and then you go east, and they go west. But it never takes anything away from the feeling that you have and that you cherish.”

My routine had been to get up at 6 a.m. for a hurried juice and coffee so I could be in the on-set makeup chair at 8:30 ready for the first shot at 9. Usually we worked until 7 p.m., many times until 8. By the third season of the Hazel series, those long hours on my feet sent my back into convulsions and before long to the therapeutic manipulations of the famous Westwood M.D. and osteopath-wizard, Bob Tolle, who had taken care of many UCLA athletes and corrected the injured back of Olympic Decathlon Champion Rafer Johnson, enabling him to compete in the 1962 Olympics.

By that time, I knew from many others on the lot that these long, backbreaking hours had become common practice at this studio, and it was bandied about that the original “Mr. Wilson” of the “Dennis The Menace” series (played by Joseph Kearns) had suffered a heart attack working under similar conditions. Consequently, I became greatly concerned not only about my health and welfare but that of Shirley Booth’s as well.



The popularity of the Don DeFore Fan Club Facebook page has grown over the years and the most common question asked is, “In the first season, why are there “Hazel” episodes with “Mr. B’s” left hand bandaged?” Well, for the first time, in Dad’s own words, is the rest of the story.

Don DeFore:


For many years one of my favorite hobbies has been working with wood and metals in my workshop. During the early days of my film career, space and budget confined my work to the use of hand tools——plane, spoke-shave, rasps, wood files, a Swedish crosscut saw, sandpaper, and early American stains concocted by me. Now with my much larger garage-workshop at our Mandeville Canyon home, I slowly graduated to power tools and bigger projects. With the “Hazel” series established as a national hit, I began to spend more free time with the friendly tools in my workshop.

 The close of the fourth week’s filming found me in my workshop on a Sunday afternoon cutting miters on my new radial arm circular saw for a large picture frame. While feeding some knotty wood, the piece broke. That sent my hand forward and put my right middle finger in contact with the blade’s teeth. In a flash the finger was cut very seriously. Marion rushed me to St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica, where a good orthopedic surgeon was able to repair the damage. When I came out of the anesthetic and back to reality in my hospital room, I had a bandaged right mitt the size of a boxing glove!

Marion notified the series’ director and early Monday morning Bill Russell and the wardrobe man arrived. With a minimum of sympathy, they proceeded to take measurements of my injured hand and arm. “We’re going to have to make a new coat for you with bigger sleeves by Wednesday,” director Russell stated somewhat angrily. Then he added, “Your doctor said you could report for work Wednesday morning.” I groaned, “That’s the day after tomorrow. This is not only painful, but the shock has really knocked me for a loop. I hope I’m able to even sit up by Wednesday.”

“Don,” Russell stated flatly, “we just can’t afford to get behind with our shooting schedule. We’ve arranged for you not to have too rough a day Wednesday, but you’re in almost every shot. Your doctor said he’d send along whatever pain pills you might need if things should get rough.” After Russel left, the doctor added, “My basic concern is your health and welfare, not their damned schedule. Tomorrow night if you really feel you can’t cut it without too much pain, I won’t release you.” “Thanks, Doc,” I said. “Let’s see how I feel.” Late Tuesday afternoon I asked to be released. Marion picked me up, and I reported for work Wednesday morning, still groggy but upright. Sometime later I heard that the director’s bonus deal was predicated on his keeping the series on schedule, with no deviations. Previously, on the “Dennis the Menace” series, he’d made a good record in that regard, maintaining the schedule even though the original “Mr. Wilson’s” heart attack knocked him out of the show.

Our production executives had decided not to include any reference to my bandaged hand in the show. However, after several segments were aired and many inquiries poured in, they decided to insert a reference. My boss in the show, Mr. Griffin, came by to visit Hazel and asked about the heavily bandaged hand. I explained I was playing ball against Bobby’s team. “Those kids can’t hit a ball that hard, can they?” he asked. My reply: “Hazel was up to bat!” As healing progressed the boxing glove-bandage diminished to a single finger-splint, but for some unknown reason the summer reruns were aired out of continuity, causing my hand to jump back and forth between boxing glove bandage and splinted ring finger—confusing to say the least when not explained.

One of my diversionary pleasantries during the three seasons of “Hazel” was the time spent between scenes and during lunch hours working on my first serious writing venture. My book was based on a current ongoing, family happening: our seventeen-year-old daughter, Penny, had gone to Seoul, Korea in 1960 to work as a volunteer in an orphanage. I had contacted several publishing houses when Prentice-Hall sent an editor to the West Coast to discuss the project with me. After reading the material I’d written, editor Dick Laughran said he thought I was on the right track toward an excellent book.

Penny’s decision to go to Korea had come about in a most unusual way. In 1965 I made a Korean war movie with Rock Hudson titled “Battle Hymn.” The film had been based on a popular book about America’s involvement in the Korean War by Colonel Dean Hess. In part, the book described how Hess had been instrumental in convincing the U.S. Air Force’s Commanding Officer in Korea to save thousands of South Korean orphans trapped in a no-man’s land between the U.S. land forces and the onrushing Chinese army. Once saved, Hess founded an orphanage in Seoul for them.

When the studio flew twenty-five of the little orphans to Hollywood for the film, I arranged for Marion to bring our four kids on the set to watch. Actually, I wanted them to see and meet these orphaned children who didn’t have a mother or father to love them. While our other three children seemed fascinated with the shooting of the scenes, Penny, who was thirteen at the time, stayed outdoors in the children’s play area teaching the little orphans American songs and games. It being the start of Easter vacation, each morning thereafter, Penny—eager to help take care of the little visitors from Seoul—would be up and ready to go to the studio with me. Each day Penny brought along boxes crammed with dolls, games, and toys.

At the close of their ten-day stay, many tears were shed, and Penny stated in all enthusiasm and sincerity, “I know now what I want to do when I graduate. I want to go to the orphanage and work with these children for a year.” We all agreed it was a beautiful thought for a child so young, so we patted her head and proceeded to play ostrich with her dream-beginnings. From that moment on Penny began saving her money. Working in our Disneyland restaurant did the trick. One evening I came into our den and found her sewing and asked her when she was planning to leave for South Korea. “The tenth of December,” she replied, happy and confident. “I already have my ticket.” Pulling it from her blouse pocket, she waved her ticket in the air. “I want to be there on the twenty-fifth, my birthday.”

***



Penny would indeed volunteer overseas similar to what tens of thousands of Americans would eventually do in President Kennedy’s Peace Corps. Ironically, I would someday handle public relations for the Peace Corps in Washington, D.C. Further irony is a year later I also cut my finger on a power saw in our workshop—straight up the middle to the first knuckle. Ouch! I was making and selling skateboards. In fact, I believe my generation (and specifically in the West L.A. area) were the kids that invented skateboards. We made them ourselves using old metal roller skates. We later discovered a smoother ride by buying used roller skate shoes from a roller rink and using those softer composite material wheels. The Hilton boys, Stevie and Davie, who lived near us, were among the pioneers who later went on to tour in one of the first skateboard competition teams.

We kids learned a lot from Dad about making and fixing things but, unfortunately, none of us learned his furniture-making skills. In the early 1950s he built a number of things including converting an antique sewing machine and two hand-held water pumps into lamps, a large blacksmith’s bellows that he turned into a coffee table, and cabinetry in the family room surrounding a 27-inch black and white TV with remote control—yes, remote control—it was attached to the TV by a long thick cable!
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Shirley Booth as Hazel and Don DeFore as "Mr. B" on the October 1962 issue of TV Guide. This issue sold more than any one previously.



On October 6, 1962, he and Shirley Booth were on the front cover of TV Guide magazine (a must-have publication in those days if you wanted to know what was on any of the five or six channels in your area). I still have the letter from the publisher saying the Don DeFore issue had sold more copies than any other previous issue. I also have about 20 pristine copies of that issue (I may have played a major role in getting eBay off the ground!).

The chemistry between Dad and Shirley Booth was magical. It wasn’t just good acting—you could feel the chemistry—something very rare in any production. I got to be in the first episode of “Hazel” playing the part of one of “Harold’s” friends all decked out in football gear—no speaking, just a lot of cheering. Some of my friends got to join me, including one of Dick Van Dyke’s sons, Barry. So that’s what they call being an “extra” is, and for that day’s work we got what all extras got: $36. A few years prior, my brother, sisters and I also were extras on two episodes of the “Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet.” As brother Dave reminds me, we each got $20.
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Don DeFore’s son, Ron, as an "extra" playing one of Harold’s football buddies in the first "Hazel" TV episode. LtoR: Shirley Booth, Ron DeFore, Don DeFore.



Being in the first episode of my father’s own TV series was an important event in my life for a number of reasons. I learned a number of things that would be helpful later in my own TV production career. First, it can take several hours to film 20 seconds of what you see on the screen; some actors learn their lines before shooting the scene and some do not. Dad did; Shirley, not always. I learned how they can fake a shot. One of the scenes I watched them film was a character kicking a football clear across the field into somebody’s chimney. Well, the actor really didn’t have to do that— it was done later with special effects. I also got to be at work with my father for a day, something not all kids have the opportunity to do. I got to know the assistant director and second assistant director, both of whom would later be my supervisors at Paramount Television—Herb Wallerstein and Bob Rosenbaum. They were some of the best bosses I ever had. Besides being vice president of Paramount TV production, Herb directed several episodes of “Star Trek” and “Happy Days.”

The role of “Mr. B” lasted four seasons, from 1961 to 1965. In Dad’s contract for the last two seasons, his agent was able to negotiate a ten percent participation of his last two seasons for which the estate still receives royalties. However, beginning with the fifth season, NBC sold the show to CBS and presumably, as part of a cost-cutting move, the new network switched the format eliminating the roles played by Dad and Whitney Blake as Mrs. Baxter. History has shown, and many comments posted by Don DeFore fans have proven, removing them from the show was not such a wise move. As proof, “Hazel” lasted for only one more season with the new cast as ratings plummeted.

Speaking of “Hazel” royalties, I was contacted in January of 2018 by a film production company preparing to produce a documentary about the late singer and actress, Whitney Houston. There have been a number of Houston documentaries produced, this was the 2018 production directed by Oscar-winning director, Kevin Macdonald. They wanted to license the use of about twenty seconds of a “Hazel” scene with Dad and Whitney Blake. What the heck would that have to do with Whitney Houston? It turns out her parents named her after Whitney Blake! Talk about out of left field! Sure, just make the check out to the DeFore Family Trust. Thanks Dad! And speaking of the Trust, while at a business meeting at Sony Television in 2023, while looking over the Hazel participation accounting, brother David and I noticed a line item for residuals and asked if those would include Dad’s. The answer was yes, but those are sent to the Screen Actors Guild. Before this meeting I had reviewed Dad’s original “Hazel” contract and Dad’s agent had not only negotiated 10% ownership of the show but residuals that never expire! Next stop—The Screen Actors Guild! Yup, turns out they had been banking his residuals for years.
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Ted Key, the creator of the syndicated newspaper cartoon "Hazel," upon which the TV series was based, made this cartoon for Don DeFore.



After the “Hazel” series, Dad guest-starred in a number of TV shows until 1987. His last TV series appearance was in an episode of “St. Elsewhere.” In 1986 he participated in NBC’s 60th Anniversary Celebration –a three-hour telecast with more than 50 “NBC family” stars. I have a poster of all the stars with Dad proudly standing among them. I’m sure I don’t have a complete list of all his TV appearances, and I know the list of radio programs is still incomplete. Since researching his feature films, I believe I’ve captured all of them, although there were a few I found while researching in the mid-1990s that Mom didn’t even remember. The TV credits list, on my website, is more of an ever-evolving list. Even though the IMDB website has been helpful, I’ve found that it’s not always complete. Over the years I’ve had members of the Don DeFore Fan Club on Facebook identify Dad’s TV appearances that weren’t on my list.


Chapter 3 – Beginnings

Don DeFore was born August 25, 1913, in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, one of seven siblings and the only one to pursue an acting career; born to Joseph E. DeFore (Big Joe, a railroad engineer for the C&NW line) and Albia Nezerka. Dad had two older sisters—Marvel, Isabel and two younger—Virginia, and Marilyn; one older brother— Cliff and Verne, younger. The family lived in a small home at 826 Eighth Street and was very much involved with Sinclair Memorial Presbyterian Church and its many sports and drama activities. Dad’s mother directed him in plays and encouraged Dad’s interest in acting.
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Don DeFore’s siblings LtoR: Isabel, Donald, Virginia, Clifford, Marvel, Verne.



Here Dad starts with his earliest memories:

Don DeFore:


My earliest memories harken back to the age of five--which I strongly suspect doesn’t break any records; a pair of incidents from that time remain vividly in my memory. The first—the day the Cedar Rapids contingent of the Iowa National Guard Home Defense unit came marching down our Eighth Street Parkway behind an automobile carrying our next-door wounded-in-combat neighbors, Buz and Verne Gladwyn. The procession delivered Buz and Verne right to their threshold—the Guard unit’s way of paying them homage in that war year of 1918.

My second memory is of the Monday after the stormy weekend when I was forced to succumb to the Buster Brown haircut I hated. Buster Brown, one of the first kid film actors, starred in his own Buster Brown movies. His one distinguishing feature, outside of being ornery as hell, was his straight down the sides, Dutchboy hairdo, with straight across bangs. All over America mothers of every comparably-aged son supervised their offspring’s hair tailoring to the new rage, the Buster Brown look. My mom, Albia, led the parade. It stayed with me through a year and a quarter of razzings and fights mostly from the unprivileged brats lacking loving mother-concern and Samson-like hair. I thanked the Lord the night Cliff and I were left alone for a short while, long enough to allow him to prove our grandfather’s tailor shears could cut anything.

Other memories of that time are nearly as vivid. My dad had won a portable phonograph at one of the Bohemian bazaars, and I recall constantly hearing records by John Philip Sousa, in particular The Chocolate Soldier, the first music I remember. My mother often took us to Little Bohemia to visit our grandparents, Babi and Dedje. On the way we’d pass something that always fascinated a boy like me: the Iowa Steel and Iron Works stretching along the Chicago & Northwestern Railroad tracks. We passed the Works many times on Cliff’s paper route, and going to the Olympic Theater to see a Buck Jones, Tom Mix, or a Harry Carey movie.
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Young Don DeFore with Buster Brown haircut.





For several years after high school, he held various jobs, one of which was doing stage construction work at Coe College’s drama department with the Cedar Rapids Community Players’ director, Albert McCleery, who eventually cast him in several leading roles in his productions, some of which were very successful. McCleery recognized Dad’s tremendous potential and encouraged him to attend the Pasadena Playhouse School of Theater in California where he had previously worked. He assured Dad he could arrange a scholarship there as well. (McCleery would later go on to become one of NBC’s finest creative directors.)

Prior to taking that route, Dad made the decision instead to enroll in pre-law courses at the University of Iowa with desires to become a lawyer. He also had registered for the School of Drama but as one of his professors warned, it was too much of a load. Professor Maby had seen Dad in some of the Community Players productions and also suggested he attend a prestigious drama school like Pasadena Playhouse School of Theater. Now, with two respected figures in his life recommending the drama path in Pasadena with a promise of a scholarship, Dad decided to go west. In those days it was the opinion of many that there were three famous acting academies in the world with equally famous performing theaters. In order of their impact, they were: The Moscow Art Theatre, Royal Academy of London, and the Pasadena Playhouse School of Theatre. The Pasadena School graduated many stars such as Raymond Burr, Victor Mature, Ernest Borgnine, Eleanor Parker, Anthony Caruso, Charles Bronson, Gene Hackman, Dustin Hoffman, and Sally Struthers.

On May 10th, 1935 Don DeFore along with his older brother, Cliff, left Cedar Rapids and headed west on Lincoln Highway. Fortunately, they had their eldest sister, Marvel, living in Pasadena with her husband Rufus Hoon, who offered them both a place to live. Dad’s arrival at the Pasadena School of Theater was met with a shocking revelation: Although director McCleery was still highly regarded at the school, he had no authority to promise a scholarship. Dad would have to compete against 300 other applicants of which three would go to women and three to men. As a testament to his talents forged by many years of training and diligence, Don DeFore was awarded one of the rare scholarships.

He was at the school for three years and played leading roles in numerous Playhouse productions. It was common for studio executives and talent scouts to attend the plays, and so it led to his first job in the professional film business: a bit player on location with no speaking role or credits in a film starring the Dione Quintuplets, “Reunion,” directed by Norman Tourog who would later direct Dad in the Hall Wallis comedy co-starring Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, “Jumping Jacks.” He worked for two days in several outdoor scenes along with more than a hundred other extras and got $7.50 and a box lunch for each day. However, as an extra in a large crowd you’re never sure where or if you’ll be seen. After years of searching, I finally found a copy of “Reunion” and after watching it twice Dad is nowhere to be found!

Another opportunity came shortly after and would lead to his

first work on a Hollywood sound stage.

Don DeFore:


Following the usual Parsons-Hopper [Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons] column announcements regarding the forthcoming start of “Kid Galahad” starring Edward G. Robinson, Bette Davis, Humphrey Bogart, and Wayne Morris, I got a call from a Warner casting director, Irving Kumin. He’d seen me in several plays and asked if I’d be interested in working as Wayne Morris’ stand-in on the picture, that it would be approximately ten weeks, at one hundred dollars a week, depending on adjustments. [Note: Wayne, had changed his name from Bert and was a former fellow student at Pasadena Playhouse who became friends with Dad.] It was a chance to earn school money, but I told him I’d first have to get permission from school. With permission granted, I made my way over to Burbank, in my recently acquired twelve-year-old Chevy.

There are certain days and moments of my life, beginning at the age of six, in which I have perfect recall. That first working day on a Hollywood movie set is one of them. Just walking into the large hangar scared me right out of my mind. Cautiously I moved onto the edge of the lighted set, searching for someone of authority to make my presence known, when a stocky guy approached me introducing himself as Russ Saunders, the first assistant director. I immediately recognized him as the great halfback from USC. “Go over there and make yourself known to the ‘owl’ with the dark glasses . . . Jack Sullivan, God’s angry man! Jack’s our second assistant director.”

Jack Sullivan, I was to learn, was a former silent screen bully-heavy, had gone to work for Warner Brothers’ production department, later functioning as a “herder” – just what the word implies, herding extras in large production scenes. Before reaching Sullivan, a fellow intercepted me, introducing himself as Edward G. Robinson’s stand-in which I was to learn was his usual move to eventually borrow lunch money. I was also soon to be educated to the fact that a stand-in has absolutely no glory allotted to him, merely the cameraman’s beast-of-burden for setting correct lighting and camera positioning. [Setting the lighting, staging, and rehearsing camera moves can sometimes take hours under white-hot lighting, thus stand-ins are used in place of valuable stars.] Edward G. Robinson’s stand-in advised me to “watch out for that Sullivan bastard . . . he has a long history of meanness!” And Sullivan wasted no time!

As I neared him he barked, “Hey, punk, if you’re a dress extra you better get your ass into your monkey suit, we’re about ready to rehearse . . . soon as the ‘mad Hungarian’ gets here!” “I’m standing in for Bert . . . uh, Wayne Morris,” I finally was able to project. “Well then get your ass over there
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