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    Introduction


    


    Mention Ray Danton and even the most astute modern film fans might not give you much of a response beyond his roles as Legs Diamond and George Raft. A handful of Fifties’ nostalgia television buffs may recall his roles on the Warner Brothers circuit. Some aficionados of 60’s European movies will mention his portrayal of Sandokan, the Malaysian pirate, or Lucky the Inscrutable, Jesus Franco’s absurd debonair secret agent. There will be a few cult enthusiasts who will remember him as a director of three 70’s horror movies. Ardent fans of Quincy, M.E., The New Mike Hammer and Cagney and Lacey will list his name among the show’s recurring directors and consider him solely for that.


    Ray Danton has worked in every facet of the performing arts. A pre-pubescent baritone enabled him to work as a child radio actor. Summer stock in his teen-age years culminated in appearing on the London stage before he was twenty. Live television in the Fifties introduced him to a burgeoning electronic audience. A contract with Universal-International in 1954 later produced a string of popular B’s and a tenure at Warner Brothers yielded his trademark film, The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond, plus a rogue’s gallery for its’ television division.


    Stardom in Europe came in the form of fantasy heroes and James Bond clones. The Seventies were made up of low-budget independents, mob boss impersonations for the major networks and directing and producing independent films. A move behind the camera led to television production, where writer, director, producer and supervising producer were the cappers to his career.


    Ray Danton was born in Queens, New York on September 19, 1931. He was the only son of Jack and Myrtle Caplan. His father was a haberdasher and he provided his family with a comfortable lifestyle during the Depression. The actor developed his trademark baritone when he was ten years old and started a career as a radio actor two years later after Nyla Mack, a producer for the NBC radio program Let’s Pretend, heard him speaking to a group of other children during a public school assembly at P.S. 144 in Queens. Aside from the long-running children’s show, Let’s Pretend, his best known credit from this period is the juvenile quiz show, Young Ideas.


    Like many aspiring actors from his time, Ray Danton did his time as a movie usher. His beat was the famed Radio City Music Hall. In 1947, Ray Danton graduated from Horace Mann Prep School and was accepted into Carnegie Tech. At night, he worked as a disc jockey and played semi-pro football on the weekends. He was enrolled at the school for two years but the curriculum bored him because he had learned most of the lessons from practical experience in radio and the Straw Hat Circuit. The faculty cited his irascible behavior as being a negative influence on the other students and asked him not to return in 1949. It didn’t matter; by then, he had gained a foothold in the theater as a journeyman in summer stock productions.


    Between 1947 and 1949, Danton worked as a stage manager and actor in summer productions of Private Lives, starring Tallulah Bankhead; Happy Birthday, starring Joan Blondell; The Barretts of Wimpole Street, with Susan Peters; and Anna Lucasta, starring Lizabeth Scott. Lady Sarah Churchill made her stage debut in a summer stock production during his apprenticeship, too.


    Danton’s journeyman’s experience at the East Coast summer stock circuit at Oganaut, Princeton, Olney and other venues led him to be hired by Joshua Logan for his London production of Mr. Roberts. He was nineteen when he appeared as Wiley, a crewman, with Tyrone Power in the title role and Jackie Cooper as Ensign Pulver.


    Letters written to Mary Morris, his acting coach at Carnegie Tech, during his London sojourn offer a glimpse into Ray Danton’s personality. He was riding in a convertible, playing golf twice a week, and practicing gymnastics. Conducting himself as a cultured adult, he made adroit observations about the theatre world and life in general. The conqueror’s line that exemplifies his arrogant triumph is that he “drank with the men and slept with the women.” That included a J. Arthur Rank starlet.


    After Mr. Roberts ended its run, Danton passed on an offer to star in a road show of South Pacific and a version of A Streetcar Named Desire produced by Laurence Olivier. He traveled to Paris, where he worked as a drummer in a night spot called The New Eve. The young actor was offered a role on Broadway when he received his draft notice. He opted for the infantry instead of becoming part of an entertainment unit, feeling that he did not “want to be another actor in khaki.”


    Ray Danton completed basic training at Ft. Benning, Georgia and served in Korea. Being an infantryman in such a rough terrain was not exactly an ideal situation and his many letters complained about the inclement weather. Sub-zero winters and sweltering summers were punctuated by tumultuous monsoons. Little did he realize how lucky he was because the Korean War started after he was transferred to Ft. Dix, New Jersey to finish his military obligation.


    His service at the New Jersey military base was uneventful except for a broken leg that he suffered during a service football game. His recuperation included watching movies as a form of therapy. One film that he watched a dozen times starred Julie Adams. Little did he realize that one day he would not only star in a movie with her but would also become her husband.


    Ray Danton received an honorable discharge after he recuperated from his football injury and returned to New York to act for three years on live television dramas. It was an appearance in an episode of the cop drama Man behind the Badge that earned him the attention of Aaron Rosenberg, a producer for Universal-International Pictures. The movie man met with the young actor in New York and persuaded him to fly to Hollywood for a screen test for a picture he was making, Five Rivers to Cross, later to become Five Bridges to Cross. As a result, the 22 year old stage and television actor was signed to a contract with Universal-International Pictures.


    Ray Danton flew to Los Angeles and was met by Julie Adams, acting as an emissary for the studio. Adams was an established star, having started out in Lippert Westerns years before. Her Fifties’ Universal-International credits include Hollywood Story (’51), Bend of the River (’52), Francis Joins the WACS (’54), The Creature from the Black Lagoon (’54), The Looters (’55), The Private War of Major Benson (‘55), Away All Boats (’56) and Slaughter on Tenth Avenue (’57), among many others.


    Julie Adams was one of the stars of Five Bridges To Cross (1955), the movie that Ray Danton was scheduled to make a screen test for. He got the part but eventually lost the role to Tony Curtis because the studio wanted a recognizable star instead of a newcomer. The slight was considered an insult to the actor’s integrity and he considered returning to the East Coast but was dissuaded by Julie Adams. The upside to his disappointing start in Hollywood was that he dated and eventually wed Julie Adams. Their married life was showcased in fan magazines, a glimpse behind the scenes of another blissful Hollywood union. They were married for over twenty five years and became the parents of two sons, Steve and Mitchell.


    Ray Danton arrived on a lot whose constellation included reigning stars, leftovers from better times and promising newcomers. Tony Curtis, Piper Laurie, Jeff Chandler, Audey Murphy and Francis the Talking Mule mixed with Abbott and Costello, James Stewart, Mickey Rooney and Fred MacMurray, who shared the sound stages with Rock Hudson, Mamie Van Doren, George Nader and an endless parade of others.


    Universal-International was one of the many incarnations of the studio founded by Carl Laemmle in 1912. Financial crises forced Laemmle to sell the studio in 1935. Ten years later, after the Deanna Durbin period, a merger with International Pictures forged a production schedule filled with Westerns, comedies, crime dramas and action adventures. Double bills had to be filled and Universal-International was the studio to do it.


    Ray Danton made his film debut in Chief Crazy Horse in 1955, cast in the supporting role of the renegade Indian, Little Big Man. He considered it a routine western and earned his newcomer’s dues when he broke his wrist during the filming of the movie. A wrist operation was needed and he wore a black glove to conceal his convalescing hand when he played Blackie in his next western feature, The Spoilers. During his maiden year in the movie business, he also made The Looters and was on loan out to MGM, where he made I’ll Cry Tomorrow, for which he won the Golden Globe for Most Promising Newcomer. It was an honor he shared with Russ Tamblyn.


    The Best Newcomer Award doubled as a road that was off the beaten track of stardom. It contains many powerful performances and is the achievement of a professional actor and director whose career touched every entertainment phase except the success it richly deserved. Obscurity often implies a lack of talent or insignificance but in the case of Ray Danton, it is a hidden gold mine of original performances from an alternate universe of a Hollywood that had ceased to exist.


    Ray Danton’s bid for Hollywood fame was through movie stardom. In 1955, he was one of the promising new faces at Universal-International and had his share of public appearances, magazine profiles and fan clubs hungering for autographed glossies and apocryphal stories. The October, 1955 issue of Hollywood Stars featured him as part of the “Accent on Youth…12 Great Newcomers.” The 12 Great Newcomers were Shirley MacLaine, Dick Davalos, Ben Cooper, Jayne Mansfield, Margia Dean, Shirley Jones, Ray Danton, Carol Ohmart, Dana Wynter, Roger Moore, Kathleen Case, and Perry Lopez.


    Ray Danton’s segment was titled “I’ve Changed My Mind about Hollywood.”


    “By nature I’m not a Mocambo or Ciro’s boy“, he is quoted as saying in the article. “My preferences run to little restaurants in our Valley neighborhood. We enjoy going to the movies, too, and my idea of real fun is going to the ranch.”


    The same profile has a byline to a rakish portrait of Ray Danton that reads, “This handsome and independent Broadwayite dreaded what would happen to him in glitter town but he’s changed his tune.”


    On the opposite page, a snapshot shows a beaming Ray Danton and Julie Adams in their kitchen. He looks ebullient and wears an apron and holds a tray of food. She, too, is wearing an apron and is admiring the aroma of the tasty display. The photo captions reads, “Posing for fan layouts was a pet peeve of Ray’s until Julie Adams helped him realize the fan books stir up interest in the stars among millions of movie fans.”


    Ray Danton was an actor who exemplified a particular Hollywood period even though he was not famous. He was a contract player during the demise of the studio system, a precarious time for the grooming of stars. He was also a free lance actor due to an outside working clause in his contracts. Like the big stars of his time, Ray Danton earned his share of press and publicity puff pieces announcing business deals, vacation plans, personal appearances, industry parties and movie and television contract signings. His name had its time in bold tintype, especially in the late 50‘s through the mid-60‘s: the Eisenhower-Camelot eras.


    There were also press releases about his celebrity tennis tournaments. Ray Danton was considered one of the best tennis players in Hollywood and participated in tournaments and competitions well into the late 60’s. The actor’s marriage to Julie Adams made them a celebrity couple and they, too, generated their own favorable copy.


    There was a time when the actor seemed ubiquitous because of his concurrent film, television and stage appearances.


    Ray Danton’s heyday was the Hollywood of slick hair, cigarette smoking, hard drinking and two-fisted negotiations. His sharp-edged baritone matched dark chiseled features, making him a natural for his roles as suave heroes or venal hustlers. He had the look of a sly fox and the smooth moves of a dancing thief. His confident attitude, serpentine movements, switchblade stare, and silver-tongued voice gave his characters a touch of menace and panache.


    Although he is known primarily for his roles as hard-boiled tough guys, Ray Danton’s identity is multi-layered. He has played heroic leads, romantic types and light comedic parts. But despite the charm, elegance, and humor of these roles, the dark side of Danton’s persona is what stamped its imprimatur on his reputation. Often arrogant and cruel, his savage characters got what they wanted through avarice, deception and, sometimes, murder.


    They had cutting edge personalities and were steely-eyed, icy nerved, smooth talking and fast moving. Sometimes, they were noble when the situation called for honor and personable when it was advantageous to be so. They could also be charming creeps and spineless weasels or manipulative sharpies and characters beyond redemption. They were men that women either loved or hated! The trouble is they could love the scoundrels and hate the heroes and that made for a confusing mélange with the romantic payoff being happiness or disaster.


    Apparently, this was the case in real life, too. Ray Danton possessed the same cool, cocky and charismatic charm of his characters off screen. A general consensus among his contemporaries was that Ray Danton was an old school ladies’ man that had no problem whatsoever attracting women; his trouble was alienating them because all he did was talk about himself. The Danton Ego is something that almost everyone who worked with him has agreed upon.


    Ray Danton had a pointed style and straightforward manner that many people construed as assertive and egotistical (to say the least!). In an interview for the June, 1955 issue of Screen Stories (which featured a synopsis of The Looters), Ray Danton declared that he would like to win an Oscar before he was thirty. He did not consider himself arrogant, just ambitious and dedicated to his craft. It was something he said that should motivate other actors; if they didn’t feel this way then why bother being in the business?


    This take-no-prisoners attitude earned Ray Danton the reputation as being abrasive, self-assured and fiercely independent, not unlike his screen persona. Many of his friends and foes said that his assertive personality provided the basis for many bruised encounters, not only on a one-to-one level but with the studio production teams, too.


    Ray Danton’s insistent manner once caused him to be suspended by Universal-International when he refused to act in Cult of the Cobra. It was in his first year at the studio but he still defied the studio brass because he thought that the movie was beneath his talent. It was not unexpected considering his Golden Globe Best Newcomer award for I’ll Cry Tomorrow.


    He was also fired from Norman Taurog’s Fuzzy Pink Nightgown when he told the producers that the audience wouldn’t believe that the young kidnapper that he played would fall in love with his actress-victim, an older woman played by Jane Russell. He suggested that she be replaced with a younger actress. It was an arrogant move considering that the movie was being produced by Russ-Field, a production company owned by Jane Russell and her husband, Robert Waterfield. Ralph Meeker was hired to play his role. The trade papers announced that Ray Danton was replaced because he was considered too young for the part.


    There are other humorous instances of the Danton ego, mainly with his facility for having his name inserted into some of his movies. In the Beat Generation, Stan Hess, the midnight rambler, jots down the address of his next victim. It is a house on Danton Street. He plays Oscar Wetzel, a mob enforcer, in The Big Operator. The killer sits in the gallery of a Senate Sub-Committee on labor corruption. The prosecutor asks crime kingpin Joe Braun (Mickey Rooney) about a house on Danton Drive. The second time he asks the question the camera pans across the gallery and Oscar Wetzel does a double take when the address is mentioned.


    Ray Danton’s European characters mention his name such in the conversation with a bound and gagged Pamela Tudor in the Italian espionage thriller, You Only Die Once. The most prominent use of the actor’s name is in Will Our Hero Find the World’s Largest Diamond? Jimmy Logan, the nerdish protagonist spy, enters a hotel lobby and hears Ray Danton being paged on the loudspeaker. An Arab bellman walks by carrying a placard with Ray Danton written on it and Jimmy Logan swerves in a Groucho-type of gait and is temporarily is distracted.


    The self promotion continued into his directing period. In a Mike Hammer movie, technicians come out of the a recording studio and one of them has a question about a technical problem. His colleague answers, “Ask Ray Danton.”


    Ask Ray Danton, indeed, because the actor-director was an enigma. When you look at his career and compile a list of his best work, the result is a well-rounded collection of characters even though typecasting struck early and he was hard pressed to find a part outside of the menacing bone-crunching variety.


    To look at a career from the other side of the shadows, track down means compiling a list of credits and matching them with sources that live off the beaten track of popular entertainment norms. There are film collectors whose appreciation of movies goes beyond search engine choices and top ten lists of commercial cyber-download chains. Their treasures are the movies that never made it to videotape or DVD and still exist on celluloid. In some collections, you will find 16mm prints of The Looters (’55), Outside the Law (’56) and The Night Runner (’57).


    During the 1950’s, they were part of double bills and later found renewed life on 60’s and 70’s night owl television. Now, only film collectors and archivists know the place of these films in the Universal-International canon. Even to them, Ray Danton may have been an actor on the margins of the studio’s lot. At least, they know and appreciate him, understanding how easy it was for a dark star like Danton to be overshadowed by the upbeat personalities of Tony Curtis, Rock Hudson, Rory Calhoun and Jeff Chandler.


    An initial search for Ray Danton produces his trademark film, The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond (’60). The film’s success is mainly due to Ray Danton’s explosive performance but the movie’s durability is due to its inclusion among Budd Boeticcher’s best films, an ironic closure to his journeyman crime dramas as Oscar Boeticcher. It‘s the connection to Budd Boeticcher that gives the film its renewed periodic exposure.


    Degree of connection is how to access Ray Danton; it is his relation to the stars and directors that he worked with that enables one to piece together his career. At first, such searches will turn up the perfunctory supporting roles in Warner Brothers films like Onionhead (’58), The Ice Palace (’60), A Majority of One (’62) and The Chapman Report (’62). An odd addition to the popular searches is the cult item, Hannah, Queen of Vampires, augmented by Ray Danton’s direction in 1973.


    To stop there is to dismiss Ray Danton as a marginal figure. Invisible status is the another irony of his career, an effect of bad timing. Ray Danton was a 50’s contract player with a style and ego that were better suited for the screwball comedies of the 30’s and the true blood noirs of the 40’s. He was perfect for the suave Romeo roles, methodical anti-heroes and shady crime drama types of an earlier era.


    Ray Danton had a chance to play these types in a few movies and plenty of television shows. The trouble is that a new method of acting had created a different type of anti-hero, a brooder with a tortured voice and a soul of anger. This style was exemplified by Marlon Brando, Montgomery Clift, and James Dean. After his arrival in Hollywood, Ray Danton collected the signatures of several re-located New York actors in a letter asking Elia Kazan to open a West Coast version of the Group Theatre but the innovative director declined the invitation.


    By the early 60’s, the old days went into suspended animation, ensuring oblivion as a career epitaph for all those who failed to achieve stardom during the eclipse of the studio system. Apropos of many contract players of his time, Ray Danton enjoyed renewed life on the late-night television movie circuit and prime time network shows of the late 60‘s and 70‘s. After that, it was a trek to Europe; it wasn‘t personal, that was the fate of his era of movie making and the Hollywood star system.


    It is a major advantage for fans that Ray Danton augmented his film work with regular television appearances on many of the popular shows of his era. In over two decades, he acted in more than eighty television shows. It is the medium where Ray Danton gave some of his finest performances because he had more chances to play leading roles and to act in a variety of styles from to live drama to light comedy.


    Ray Danton’s film career has many notable performances but his mettle is tested by his television work. In the Fifties, he was an alternative to the corn-fed, beach-tanned, toothsome hero. During the Sixties, he was a retro-type of egotist going against the revolutionary spirit of the times. He ended his acting career in the Seventies offering parodies of the past as garish mop-topped hucksters and iron-fisted mob bosses.


    His retinue of characters is impressive, even though they only exist in a shadow land that started with the 50’s era of live television and ended with 80’s cable productions helmed as a director. Collectors of vintage shows may recall appearances by Ray Danton just as well as T.V. buffs will list his credits as a director but it takes a career overview that focuses on what went on in between to really appreciate his unique style.


    The final irony of Ray Danton’s career is that many of the stars that once outshined him are now just as obscure in the world of the modern movie lover. Most black and white melodramas, Technicolor extravaganzas and television shows of yesteryear are negated by today’s 3-D digital technology. There are the exceptions to the rule. Aside from a handful of actors that started in the old days and still have their mythology intact, few of yesterday’s stars are getting the digital treatment. For the others, their careers exist piecemeal among the 16mm collectors, Eurocine lovers, devotees of 70’s drive-in movies and television archivists.
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      AP wire photo announcing the March 20 wedding of Julie Adams and Ray Danton. January 25, 1954, Associated Press.
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      George Nader (left) was an established contract player at Universal-International Pictures when Ray Danton (right) arrived on the lot. 1955, Universal Pictures Company, Inc.
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      Ray Danton made his film debut as the renegade Indian, Little Big Man, in Chief Crazy Horse. 1954, Universal Pictures Company.
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      The role of David Tredman in I’ll Cry Tomorrow earned Ray Danton the Golden Globe award for Best Newcomer. 1955, Screen Service Group.
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      Ray Danton visits with wife Julie Adams and Charlton Heston on the set of The Private War of Major Benson. Danton sports a cast for a broken wrist suffered on the set of Chief Crazy Horse. 1955, Universal Pictures Company, Inc.
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      A Barcelona Lluvia de Estrellas gum card of Ray Danton illustrates the international influence of Hollywood. 1955, Editorial Bruguera, Barcelona.
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      The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond exemplifies Ray Danton’s explosive acting style. 1960, Warner Bros. Dist. Corp.
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      Ray Danton was well known and admired for his tennis game. He is pictured with fellow actors Robert Stack, Richard Anderson and Charlton Heston. AP, 1962.

    

  


  
    Prime Time TV: The Golden Age


    


    Live Television: The Early Days


    Television gained ascendancy over radio during a transitional phase in America. It was 1950 and the post-war years had become The Cold War era and the specter of Communism redefined identity, manners and morals in America. This impacted the entertainment media as Senator Joseph McCarthy and his anti-Communist witch hunt affected Hollywood with a paranoia that was as devastating as the Senate’s anti-trust suits a few years earlier.


    The studio system was on its last legs and would continue to diminish during the decade. Declining revenue and public and official scrutiny hampered the creative and lucrative aspects of the film industry and the upstart medium of television took advantage of this by adapting many radio formats for visualization.


    Anthologies, westerns, soap operas, situation comedies and crime dramas were grist for the mill during a period that has been dubbed The Golden Age of Television. Eventually, many of television’s stars, directors, writers, and technical crews were migrants from the silver screen. Having been forced off the larger Hollywood canvas by a new generation of filmmakers, the old timers recycled their craft for television audiences. Because of this, the television dramas of the Fifties were like abridged movies.


    The Golden Age appellation did not refer to television, in general, because the medium was frowned upon by culture mavens as being a general wasteland with vapid material serving as draws for sponsors. It was the sponsors who financed the shows and they often dictated the content, which meant that entries with the lowest common denominator were desired fare because the hucksters did not want their products to be associated with controversy.


    The exception to the rule was the live anthology shows. They were produced and written by men and women who were conscious of the medium’s power and they often battled with sponsors over censorship. The result may have been a mixed bag but much of the material was revolutionary and still holds up well today.


    Before shows were filmed, they were broadcast live, making early television an electronic theater. This revolution was abetted by innovative producers like Fred Coe, who created one of the first and prestigious anthologies, Philco-Goodyear Television Playhouse and its variations. There were other giants, such as Martin Manulis, who invigorated Climax and Danger before launching the touchstone of live television, Playhouse 90. Other top-of-the line live broadcasts were Studio One, Kraft Television Theatre and Robert Montgomery Presents. The list seems endless.


    Ray Danton entered the relatively new live television industry after his military discharge in 1951. His first role was a small part in the short-lived anthology series, Starlight Theater. In An Act of God Notwithstanding, the show’s penultimate episode, he played Coles, one of the workers trapped in a power plant for two days as the technicians try to maintain electricity for a city during a blizzard. The subplot concerns a local doctor performing a Caesarian section on the wife of Ed Kennedy (Chester Morris), the foreman of the work crew.


    The same year, the twenty year old actor appeared in two episodes of Danger, a live television anthology broadcast by CBS that lasted for five seasons. The stories were psychological dramas and murder mysteries with scripts supplied by writers that included Gore Vidal, Rod Serling, Paddy Chayefsky and Paul Monash. Other writers were the blacklisted Walter Bernstein and Abraham Polonsky, who wrote under pen names. Sidney Lumet, John Frankenheimer and Yul Brynner were some of the resident directors for the show. Two of the show’s producers were Martin Ritt and William Dozier.


    Each drama lasted twenty five minutes with five minutes of commercial time. It was a single camera setup broadcast by CBS. Besides being a proving ground for many actors, writers, directors and producers who eventually helped to shape their respective spheres, it showed a trail blazer in a different light before his ground breaking contribution to late night television. Steve Allen and Jayne Meadows appeared in two episodes of Danger. One was Five Minutes to Die (9/15/‘53), written by Paul Monash. Allen wrote the second show, Flamingo (11/01/’53), about an Asian woman who falls in love with a dissolute musician.


    The first episode that Ray Danton acted in was The Killer Scarf and starred Anne Bancroft when she used her original last name, Marno. The Killer Scarf is about Heidi (Anne Marno [Bancroft]), a young circus acrobat and the trials and tribulations of love and death. She is attracted to Carlo (Ray Danton), a virile animal trainer and this makes Fernandez (Gregory Morton), her guardian, jealous. He decides to prevent any budding romance by arranging for the trainer to be killed by one of his animals. He hopes to accomplish this by having a tiger become used to the trainer’s scent by sniffing a scarf. The plan backfires when the acrobat wears the scarf as a good luck charm and walks too close to the tiger. She is attacked by the big cat and the guardian is killed when he tries to save her from the rampaging tiger.


    The live show had an authentic circus ambience because it was filmed at Madison Square Garden where Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus was performing. Shots of circus performers and animals were intercut with the action of the drama. Stanley Prager also appeared as Irving, the hot dog vendor.


    Ray Danton has a supporting part in Marley’s Ghost, directed by Yul Brynner, who directed for the show until he signed to play the lead in The King and I. Despite its title, the episode had nothing to with A Christmas Carol. It told the story of a ghost writer (Rita Gam) to a famous author named Marley (Joseph Anthony). The ghost writer desires to step out of the shadows after ten years of being a ghost and the complications that ensue.


    His next appearance was on the early innovative live half hour science-fiction show, Out There, which debuted the same year as Tales of Tomorrow and Space Patrol. The live program incorporated filmed special effects sequences in shows that were based on short stories written by premier science-fiction authors like Robert A. Heinlein, Ray Bradbury, Theodore Sturgeon, John D. McDonald, Murray Leinster, Frank Belknap Long and Milton Lesser. Some notable performers who appeared on the show were Rod Steiger, Kim Stanley, Leslie Nielson, Bethel Leslie, Robert Webber and Eileen Heckart.


    The series appealed to adults and children but, despite its eclectic approach, failed to find a sponsor and folded after twelve episodes. It was surmised that its Sunday afternoon time slot contributed to the show’s demise. There was speculation that the network was going to revive the program after its cancellation but it never came to fruition.


    Ray Danton had a small part in the show’s fourth episode, Misfit, adapted by Joseph A. Kramm from a Robert Heinlein short story. Danton played a member of the Earth Foreign Legion, an intergalactic squad whose latest mission is to shift the orbit of an asteroid so it can serve as space station and an emergency landing between Earth and Mars.


    The play focuses on the angst of an astronaut who is a mathematical genius and can do computer-like computations in his head. The misfit is played by Robert Sylvester. Other actors in the cast are Wendell K. Phillips, Arthur Batanides, Jerry Paris, Gene Saks, and Eddie Hyans.


    It was two years before Danton appeared on another live television anthology, Kraft Theatre, which was sponsored by the dairy company to sell its product, Cheese Whiz. It debuted in 1947 and ended its run in 1958. The show was similar to other anthologies of the time in that it presented adaptations of famous plays and novels along with presenting original productions. The show was resurrected as Kraft Mystery Theater in 1963 but was filmed and presented solely original works specifically written for the show.


    To Live in Peace was adapted from the play by Giovacchino Forzano, an Italian playwright, librettist, stage director and film director. He was infamous for making propaganda films for Mussolini‘s National Fascist Party. Ironically, To Live in Peace is about a Utopia ruined by greed and ambition. The setting is a mountain village located near Siena, Italy in 1804. Don Geronimo is a priest who shepherds a flock of simple villagers who lead a peaceful life free from strife and ill-will.


    This changes with the arrival of the French Army headed by a general. They are on a good will mission to seek help from the priest in locating a relative of Napoleon. He is needed to fill the vacancy of a high office in the French government. Their presence agitates the nobles and lawyers of the village and they become consumed with visions of power and grand delusions. Their chicanery, in turn, instills a greedy ambition among the villagers. Anne Bancroft stars in this comedy along with Florenz Ames, Doro Merande and Arnold Moss. Ray Danton plays a French corsair.


    To Live in Peace has the distinction of being the first program broadcast in color. The night before the FCC gave the official go ahead for color broadcast, NBC televised this episode in what was then called ‘compatible color.’


    In 1954, Ray Danton signed a contract with Universal-International studios after he impressed Aaron Rosenberg, a producer for Universal-International, with his performance in an episode of Man behind the Badge, a crime drama anthology hosted by Charles Bickford. He filmed two movies for the studio to be released the following year: Chief Crazy Horse and The Looters. Both roles featured Danton in the treacherous mode that would characterize him during his career.


    In Chief Crazy Horse, Danton plays the renegade Indian, Little Big Man, a blood kinsman to Crazy Horse who is responsible for murdering the chief. It was The Looters that established the Danton persona. Pete Corder was a dashing, if bankrupt, bon vivant who becomes a murderous looter when he and the film’s hero (portrayed by Rory Calhoun), attempt to rescue the survivors of a plane crash on Pike’s Peak.


    It was in March, 1955 — a month before his movie debut in Chief Crazy Horse — that Ray Danton starred in Hallmark Theater: The Pirate and the Lawyer. The half hour show was a pre-cursor to the classic drama show sponsored by the greeting card company. Ray Danton portrayed Jean Lafitte, the New Orleans privateer who aided the colonies in the Battle of New Orleans.


    Despite his assistance during the war, Governor Claiborne confiscated Lafitte’s property. A distinguished lawyer named Edward Livingston took up Lafitte’s case and argued on his behalf. The conflict is created because Livingston belongs to a family that had distinguished itself during the Revolutionary War. The resolution occurs when Livingston wins the case and Lafitte’s citizenship is restored and he regains ownership of his confiscated property because of his valor in the Battle of New Orleans. Herbert Rudley played Edward Livingston, Douglas Dumbrille was Governor Claiborne and Andrew Duggan portrayed Andrew Jackson.


    The month Ray Danton made his movie debut in Chief Crazy Horse, he had another starring role on television’s Lux Video Theatre, a live drama show whose repertoire was mainly television adaptations of successful movies.


    The series was a television adaptation of a successful radio program, Lux Radio Theater, which ran for 21 years. The CBS shows originated in 1950 from New York before moving to Hollywood two years later. It then became a one-hour show whose format was adapting popular films into abridged television shows. Like many anthology shows of the time, Lux Video Theatre has a series of host to introduce the episode and interview the performers. It broadcast its last show on September 25, 1959.


    An Act of Murder was based on Universal-International’s 1948 movie of the same name. The original film starred Frederic March, Florence Eldridge and Edmond O’Brien in the main roles. In the televised version, Thomas Mitchell, Ann Harding and Ray Danton played the leads. It is a story about euthanasia and the law.


    Judge Cook (Thomas Mitchell) is a strict judge whose nickname is Old Man Maximum. He follows the letter of the law and shows no lenience towards defendants. His daughter loves public defender David Douglas (Ray Danton) who is at odds with his prospective father-in-law because of the way the judge has no sympathy for defendants. Cooke’s understanding of the law changes drastically when he finds out that his wife, Cathy, (Ann Harding) has terminal brain cancer. He considers mercy killing but the consequences of a murder trial make him feel conflicted.


    Two months after starring in The Pirate and The Lawyer, Danton returned to Hallmark Theater. He had a supporting part in The Promise, the Greek legend of Damon and Pythias. The tale is a convoluted story about dedication and bravery that form the bonds of unbroken friendship. Marshall Thompson plays Pythias, who travels to Syracuse with his friend, Damon (Lamont Johnson). When Pythias is accused of sedition against the Greek tyrant Dionysius (Ian Keith) he asks Damon to take his place while he returns home to settle some personal matters.


    Dionysius was intent on executing Damon because he believed that Pythias would not return. At the 11th hour, Pythias returns and explains to the tyrant that his ship was captured by pirates and he was thrown overboard. To keep his word, Pythias swam ashore and this courage and honesty warranted him and Damon a pardon from Dionysius, who retained both men as counselors to his court. Cathy Downs, Robert Brubaker and June Howard also appeared in the cast.


    The Looters was released the same month as The Promise aired. It contained a powerful performance by Ray Danton, who all but steals the picture. Pete Corder remains one of the best performances of Danton’s career, though one that helped to typecast him as a suave villain.


    He resumed his television work with one more appearance on Lux Video Theatre, starring in The Web, another adaptation of a 1947 Universal-International movie. It is a taut murder mystery with twisted obsessions and double-crosses. In the movie, Andrew Colby (Vincent Price) is a tycoon who claims that he was threatened by Leopold Kroner (Fritz Leiber), a former employee of his company who was sentenced to five years in prison for embezzlement.


    Kroner hires young attorney Bob Regan (Edmond O’Brien) as a bodyguard to protect him from Kroner. Regan shoots Kroner in self-defense when the ex-con shows up in Colby’s hotel room. The bodyguard suspects that he was set-up because of his involvement with his employer’s secretary-girlfriend, Noel Farady (Ella Raines).


    In the television version, Raymond Burr plays the tycoon, Barton MacClane is the embezzler, Ray Danton portrays the attorney turned bodyguard and Arleen Whelan is the secretary-girlfriend. The Web was broadcast the same month that The Spoilers was released, along with a movie Danton made on loan out to MGM: I’ll Cry Tomorrow.


    In 1956, Ray Danton had his first starring role in Outside the Law, a gritty crime noir for his studio, Universal-International. He returned at the end of the year to appear in another telecast of Lux Video Theatre called The Quick and the Dead. He appears along with James Whitmore, Karen Steele and Keith Larsen in a western tale about paranoia and bad judgment. It deals with a wagon train of settlers who are being guided to their destination by a Sioux Indian. A gambler suspects that they will be betrayed by their guide and his suspicion breeds paranoia among his fellow travelers.


    In 1957, Ray Danton starred in one more crime drama for Universal-International, The Night Runner, his last movie for Universal-International. His contract was renegotiated from a multi-picture deal to a yearly contract when it was mutually terminated. He appeared on stage with Don Taylor and Una Merkel in Career, performed at the La Jolla Playhouse and starred with Robert Ryan, John Ireland, Marilyn Erskine and Mary Astor in Jean Giradoux’s Tiger at the Gates at the Sombrero Theatre in Phoenix, Arizona and the Ivar Theatre in Los Angeles. Ray Danton also found the time to star in Happy Hunting at the Sacramento Live Opera Theater during the summer.


    Ray Danton returned to live television with Studio 57: Always Open and Shut. Studio 57 (aka Heinz Studio 57) was a rarity among early television anthologies because it was filmed. It was also broadcast by the short-lived DuMont Television Network, which lacked the large budgets of its rivals. As a result, its productions were modest and it could not rely on stunt casting, that is, the use of major film stars to attract viewers. A few of its performers did go on to become big stars, such as Paul Newman and Natalie Wood.


    In Always Open and Shut, Ray Danton and Scott Brady play two police officers who are partners whose prowl car covers a dangerous night beat. They are in love with the same woman and this adds tension to their partnership. The friends become enemies when the woman chooses Brady. Danton decks him and ends their friendship although they still remain partners.


    It takes a crisis to find out if they can rise above personal feelings to fulfill their obligation to each other and the badges they wear. Scott Brady’s character is caught in a deadly shootout when Danton risks his life to save him and heal the wounds to rise above the negative emotions.


    Ray Danton continued to do live television and appeared in two episodes of Climax!, a popular live drama anthology: The Sound of the Moon and The Disappearance of Daphne. Climax! (renamed Climax Mystery Theater) was an early pioneer of color television technology. The episodes were broadcast in color but they were preserved on black and white kinescopes. The show originally had a solo host, Willian Lundigan, who later shared his duties with Mary Costa. It had an inauspicious start before pioneer producer Martin Manulis was brought in to bolster the show’s ratings. One of his assets was using neophyte director John Frankenheimer.


    In Sound of the Moon, Jan (Vera Miles) is a steel-willed airline stewardess who has handled many in-flight crises. A personal matter becomes unbearable for her, creating a sense of isolation from others as she continues her intensive flight into psychological terror. It happens when a passenger almost dies from a heart attack because she did not hear his cries for help.


    Jan is partially deaf, a fact that she has concealed from the airlines. Her problem is compounded when she has a hard time accepting advice from three passengers who try to assist her. The doctor (Royal Dano) who saves the heart attack victim is curt and perfunctory in his diagnosis. An operation is recommended but she is too impatient and wants a short-term cure. His suggestion of using a hearing aid upsets her and personal vanity makes her shudder at the thought of wearing one.


    It is the kind philosophical humor of Jazzman (Hoagy Carmichael) and his sideman (Ray Danton) that change the woman’s life. Jan is especially emboldened after the sideman reveals to her that he is partially deaf. She is dumbfounded that he can still play music. It gives her the courage to face her dilemma and seek a solution, even if it means giving up her job as a stewardess.


    There is a lot of tension to the drama, mainly due to Vera Miles’ portrayal of anxiety-ridden stewardess. Hoagy Carmichael lends his easy going charm to his role of Jazzman, as does Ray Danton as his sideman. Royal Dano delivers an able portrait of the doctor who is on the spot, if not in the house. Buzz Kulik directed from a script by Irwin and Gwen Gielgud.


    In The Disappearance of Daphne, Cynthia Crane (Mona Freeman) is a young heiress who is courted and swept off her feet by Eric Bartholomew (Ray Danton), a dancer. They become involved in a whirlwind romance that ends in marriage. Time passes and Cynthia begins to suspect her new husband of leading a double life. Before long, she believes that he may have been responsible for the mysterious disappearance of his former dance partner, Daphne.


    Everybody wonders about what happened to Daphne once the question of her existence is brought up. Eric Bartholomew — the resolute rake replete with a mustache and goatee — is of a suspicious nature and this, in turn, makes everyone unnerved. hey begin to suspect each other until they focus their accusations at him.


    Elaine Stritch plays the rich girl‘s sister and she is strong and straightforward in her suspicion about her new brother-in-law but it turns out that Irene Leleku-Papas (Irene Pappas), the former flame turned revenge queen, is the one who-done-it! Eduardo Cianelli and Jenny Hecht also star in the drama.


    Ray Danton had the opportunity to act on one of the prestigious anthologies, Studio One. The CBS show ran from 1948 to 1958 and was always in Emmy contention from 1950 to 1958. It aired 466 shows, some of which were made into movies, like 1984, Twelve Angry Men, and Dino. Studio One (and its variant titles) set a high bar for anthology show and was a precursor to Playhouse 90.


    He starred with Amanda Blake and Barry Sullivan in Tide of Corruption. Barry Sullivan plays Edward Roberts, a young investigator for a Senate committee on corruption. He plans to make a name for himself by investigating the rackets empire of notorious gangster, Mr. Antony, played by Murvyn Vye.


    The gangster counterpunches by digging into Roberts’ past. He is rewarded with information regarding Roberts’ mother, who once accepted help from a crooked politician. Antony uses this information to blackmail Roberts in order to derail the Senate investigation. Amanda Blake and Patricia Neal also starred in this drama, along with Ray Danton, who had a supporting role.


    


    From Live Dramas to Videotape


    Ray Danton was versatile and acted in a variety of styles and formats. Two examples of these divergent styles were two different live format shows that Danton appeared on in 1957. Matinee Theater: Eye of the Storm was an episode of a daily afternoon soap opera and Playhouse 90: The Death of Manolete was a bullfighter drama that was part of a celebrated weekly anthology series that boasted fine direction, writing and acting.


    Matinee Theater was a live hour long daily afternoon soap opera created and produced by Albert McCleery. Eye of the Storm opens on a sweltering summer night in the country when Annie (Gloria Talbot) arrives at her sister Stella’s (Marian Seldes) farm with her baby in tow. Stella is a bitter, hawkish spinster who resents Annie but allows her to stay because of the infant. The older sister is harsh because she lost Ben (Ray Danton), her beau, to Annie and was left to care for their senile father.


    Despite Ben’s boorish personality, Stella still believes that he is the ideal man. It is a fantasy that she clings to as her world fell apart — Maw is dead and Paw (William H. Vedder) is senile. Her only company is Lonnie (Dick Gardner), the happy-go-lucky ranch hand. The night of Annie’s arrival, Lonnie takes her to a movie. On the way to town, they stop in a field, where she tells him the reason that she left home was her husband is a drinker and a wife-beater.


    Back at the farm, Paw is asleep in his rocking chair and Stella is napping on the porch, her head resting on a column. Ben arrives, singing a carefree hiking song while clenching a cigar between his teeth. Dressed in a hound’s tooth jacket with wide shoulders, he is a back wood’s Romeo brimming with confidence. Stella awakes and acts as if she is still dreaming when she sees her former beau standing before her.


    The rugged ne’er-do-well sweet talks Stella into taking off with him. He cons her into believing that he really loves her and that his marriage to Annie is a mistake. Stella tries to resist his advances but desperately wants to believe him because she still desires him. She realizes his con when they stop at a motel and he makes a slip of the tongue and tells her that he is doing this to provoke Annie.


    Stella, distraught and irrational, returns to the farm and takes off into the woods with the baby. Annie and Lonnie return to the farm and find out that the baby is missing. Annie hears from Paw that Ben has arrived and suspects that he took the baby. Ben returns and, before long, he and Annie have made up, much to Lonnie’s chagrin. A brief confrontation between Ben and the ranch hand ends when the sheriff intervenes.


    They are worried about the baby, whom they believe was kidnapped by a distraught Stella. Lonnie finds Stella and the baby in the woods. She confesses that, by taking the infant, she pretended that she was Ben’s wife. She trumps Annie and Ben by planting doubts in their minds about possible infidelity on both their parts. Annie will never know whether Ben and Stella slept together at the hotel and Ben will never know whether Lonnie and Annie consummated their desire for each other in the field. The carefree Annie and Ben are crestfallen. A delirious Stella is ecstatic about her triumph.


    “You brought it on yourselves”, she tells the mercurial couple.


    A Tennessee Williams wannabe on a late afternoon soap opera is an apt description of this teleplay. It’s not that the principals — Marian Seldes, Gloria Talbott and Ray Danton — are bad; they bring their characters to vivid life in spite of some of the drama‘s heavy-handedness. It’s just that they are watered down versions of the dysfunctional leads that are so often the focus of Williams’ plays. There is some expertise to the writing because of the twist ending. The play could stand on its own if it wasn’t compared to Tennessee Williams. It was the late fifties and it fit in with the “dysfunctional bucolic family” of the daily live soap opera conundrum.


    Marian Seldes is fine as a woman drained of her life force. One doesn’t appreciate her performance until the end, when she emerges from her room, refreshed and dressed in a polka-dotted dress. It is then that we realize how far she has fallen. At first, we suspect that she lost Ben because she is drab. We now know that this isn’t the case.


    Gloria Talbott is flirtatious as the younger sister Annie. She initially appears as a young innocent wronged by her overbearing husband. It isn’t until the end of the play that we realize that she is an instigator. She plays the innocent to lure Lonnie into a false sense of infatuation. By the play’s end, she has little regard for Lonnie’s hurt feelings.


    Ray Danton stands out as the rake, Ben. He is the epitome of the country Romeo, who is swift with a line, his fists, and his charm. We realize that his sensual qualities short-circuit the women who fall in love with him. He is the classic bad man who attracts “nice girls.” He would return to Matinee Theater for Button, Button, a tense drama about the threat of nuclear annihilation.


    Playhouse 90 was a watershed series that raised the standard for live dramas with the scope of its subject matter, breadth of its productions and the quality of talent in front of and behind the cameras. Ironically, its ambitious compass also predicated the demise of live television as the development of videotape enabled the shows to be broadcast to the West Coast without losing any technical quality because of inferior Kinescope process.


    The show was grand in every way possible: its’ duration was ninety minutes; it had big-time Hollywood stars performing; exorbitant pay scales for writers, directors and performers; and the ability to deal with mature subject matter in the way a novel or a play would. The program was an antidote to the bland network offerings that were merely vehicles for sponsors to hawk their goods.


    Playhouse 90 produced 134 programs, many of them lost; however, those that remain include classic stories, some of which were made into equally powerful motion pictures. Requiem for a Heavyweight, The Comedian, Days of Wine and Roses, The Miracle Worker, and Judgment at Nuremburg are prime examples. Some of the top notch directors who honed their craft on the show are John Frankenheimer, George Roy Hill, Fieldler Cook, Delbert Mann, Robert Mulligan and Sidney Lumet.


    The most successful program of its maiden season was Requiem for a Heavyweight, written by Rod Serling and directed by Ralph Nelson. It starred Jack Palance as ‘Mountain’ McClintock, an over-the-hill boxer who is exploited by Maish Rennick (Keenan Wynn), his unscrupulous manager and loved by the sensitive Grace Carney (Kim Hunter), a caring woman who works at an employment agency.


    The episode won three Emmy Awards for Best Program, Best Acting, Best Writing, and Best Directing. Playhouse 90 also garnered an Emmy for Best New Program. It was an auspicious start for this groundbreaking series.


    It was the original intention of producer Martin Manulis to open the second season with, A Town has Turned to Dust, written by Rod Serling. Difficulties arose with the sponsor’s objections to plot elements. Creative differences and client’s revenues were the basis of much antagonism in a world where artistry and economics formed a strange and symbiotic partnership. Compromise was often the answer but, in the case of the second season’s opener, there was also another factor to be considered: The General Electric’s Theatre’s plans to broadcast television’s first bullfighting drama, Cornada, starring Tony Curtis. It was a filmed show already in the can and scheduled for broadcast.


    One of Playhouse 90’s aspirations was to push the envelope on forbidden material in an attempt to broaden American sensibilities. Bullfighting was a prohibited subject because of the sport’s brutal nature. Not to be outdone by a rival network, Martin Manulis gave the


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    Gypsies, Soldiers, Card Sharps and Duelists
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