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Introduction

A Cool Gaze

He can speak with his director and fellow cast members only in gestures, facial expressions, scant broken English.

Wearing clothes and cowboy gear he brought with him from back home, he’s stuck atop a mule and is coated with several days of stubble and sweat and attitude.

He has no entourage or plush accommodations or even a dressing room.

The broiling sun, the swirling dust, the blasted landscape, the gibbering crew, the foul cigarillo in his teeth, the nagging suspicion that he’s involved in something crazy: Of course he’s gonna squint.

In a sense, at age thirty-four, he’s finally doing what he’s always wanted to: starring in a film of his own choosing, without the approval of Hollywood pencil-pushers. He knows that his part was offered to several more bankable actors and that they all passed on it. And he knows that he was a last-minute choice, and a cheap one at that: $15,000 flat. There’s little glory here.

But it got him to Europe—or this forsaken bit of southern Spain, anyhow. And if it turns out to be as lousy as the pictures he made before he became a TV star, he can sleep comfortably in the assurance that nobody back home will ever see it.

Still, on the outside chance they might, he’s been doing his damnedest to make it hard for anyone to remember anything his character says and maybe even his name.

At the director’s command (“Azione!”—he’d learned that much), he presses his heels into the mule’s flanks, loosens the reins, and rides forward into the unknown.

What the hell . . .

C-L-I-N-T.

In that short, sharp syllable, there is an emblem of American manhood and morality and sheer bloody-minded will, for better and worse, on-screen and off-screen, for more than sixty years.

Whether he’s holding a pistol, an orangutan, or a boxing glove, whether he’s staring down bad guys on a Western street (Old West or new, no matter) or peering through the lens of a camera on yet another film set, he is as blunt, curt, and solid as his name, a star of the old-school stripe and one of the most prolific and accomplished directors of his time, a man of rock and iron and brute force.

Clint.

It fits him.

No Hollywood figure has so complexly represented the cultural and political climates of contemporary America as Clint Eastwood. At age ninety-five, he has lived a tumultuous century and embodied much of his time and many of its contradictions. He is an inkblot in whom we see a variety of opposing ideas at once—or one whole idea at one moment from one angle and the converse notion at the next from another.

He is a genuine box office superstar, tall and lean and handsome, with a glint in his eye (often of malice, but often, too, of wit) and a record of hit films spanning more than five decades. He is a prolific, popular, and admired director, whose dozens of films have earned billions of dollars and won thirteen Oscars (out of thirty-five total nominations), including two for Best Picture. And he’s a marvel of physical endurance and dogged work ethic; into his nineties, he could still be found not only behind the camera but in front of it, directing and/or starring in a film in both 2021 and 2024. He’s old enough and deserving enough and chiseled enough to be on Hollywood’s Mount Rushmore, and it’s a fair bet he could serve as contractor on the job and get in a couple of swings of a hammer.

In the popular mind, in the most common image of him, he is gruff, flinty, squint-eyed, stoic, even sadistic, prone to slow burns and violent outbursts, a vessel of privilege and patriarchy, an old-guard warhorse clinging to power, fame, wealth, and righteousness long past his sell-by date. From his violent Westerns to his violent cop movies to his late-career films that can seem to promote vigilantism and distrust of government to his cameos in the political world to his . . . let’s call it complex history of wives, partners, and children, he seems, at a cursory glance, the sort of dinosaur who gives other dinosaurs a rotten reputation.

But of course, that’s only the surface, below which other pictures emerge: a shy kid from a surprisingly comfortable upbringing who learned his crafts and rose to their summits—acting, directing, even music composition—with exacting and painstaking rigor; an iconoclast who changed the business of movies to his advantage while toiling within the system; a sober sentimentalist whose art regularly evokes romance and pathos for the downtrodden, the marginalized, the abused; an inconstant lover who regularly abetted the careers of his romantic partners (and who, incidentally, directed and starred in one of the greatest films Hollywood has made about grown-up love); a man averse to the spotlight who stepped into the political arena when he felt his sense of equity thwarted; a self-described loafer who has directed fifteen films since turning seventy-five (and acted in four and—why not?—produced four more).

We picture him most vividly, of course, as he has appeared on-screen: squinting through cigarillo smoke in A Fistful of Dollars or The Good, the Bad and the Ugly; imposing rough justice at the point of a .44 Magnum in Dirty Harry and its sequels; cavorting with an orangutan in Every Which Way But Loose; sowing moral vengeance in the Old West in The Outlaw Josey Wales or Pale Rider; abandoning farming for murder-for-hire in Unforgiven; grudgingly training a woman boxer in Million Dollar Baby; standing up for his neighbors despite his racism toward them in Gran Torino.

But those are roles, however well cast, however convincing (and they are), however iconic, and they are two-dimensional in comparison to the whole life. The reality of Clint Eastwood is far more rich, knotty, and absorbing—a saga of cunning, determination, and conquest, a great American story about a man ascending to the Hollywood pantheon while keeping a gimlet eye on its ways and habits and one foot firmly planted outside its door. To think about him is to consider the history of movies and of America itself; how the idea of what a man is and should be has changed over decades; the ideals of self-determination and hard work and communitarianism; the notions of privilege and merit and grace; and the strange turns of fate and fortune that can transform a journeyman into a master, an also-ran into an institution, a promising nobody into an icon.

So who is Clint Eastwood, really?

He’s a lifelong loner who, at an early age, found comfort and identity in dreaming and self-reliance and self-expression, first at a piano, then in front of a movie camera, then behind it.

He’s a self-styled man’s man of an almost extinct generation and ideal who finds virtue and worth in physical activity, sexual conquest, financial independence, and the ability to tell bosses and other big shots where to get off.

He’s an old-school Libertarian who believes in small government and big business; in individual freedom regardless of gender, race, sexuality, or lifestyle; in protecting natural resources; in the value of traditional guardrails and institutions; and—surprisingly, given his screen image—in the reasonable regulation of firearms. (It’s easy to imagine him a conservative fire-breather, but he has always named as his favorite Western William Wellman’s The Ox-Bow Incident, a film about the dangers of the bloodthirst of the mob.)

He’s a subtle and (even with all his laurels) underrated director and steward of his image and career, with a nearly neurotic set of practices and habits and thematic hobbyhorses and a work ethic that sometimes overrides his aesthetic judgments.

He’s the last true Old Hollywood movie star, a man who rose on a vibe and a certain kind of story and lived long enough to ask serious and disturbing questions of himself and his audience about the taste for that vibe and that story.

He’s a family man who loves and supports his children (he has so many of them!) but whose taste for autonomy and pleasure has undermined his most important relationships with women.

He’s a hard and loyal boss who nurtures the careers of colleagues and employees who accept his authority but has soured on even long-tenured collaborators overnight.

He’s a committed lover of nature, from domestic pets to wildlife to vast stretches of coast and forest and parkland, who nonetheless believes that the government is an enemy if it chooses to question a property owner’s intentions for what he’s paid for.

He’s a dedicated fan of jazz and blues and country music who has made a greater place for those arts in his movies than almost any other Hollywood director and lifted them into the limelight at every chance—sometimes, yes, for personal profit, but often just for the sheer joy of it.

He’s one of the few people in Hollywood’s history to be as significant behind the camera as in front of it, and one of the very few people who can claim to have enjoyed a seventy-plus-year career making movies.

He’s an honest-to-Pete American icon, a man who appeared in and created dozens of memorable films, has participated actively in public events that mattered to him, and has stood the test of time in real time, in real life, while still living it.

And what of, as is so central to his story, the movies?

Clint’s film career is an utterly singular thing. As previously noted, it has lasted seventy years,* longer than the lives—not just the working lives—of many of the actors and directors among whose company he justly ranks. It has included, by my count, two dozen films as actor, actor/director, or director that stand up to repeated viewings and critical scrutiny, among them a handful of indisputable masterworks. And, as a whole, it has been an unusually transparent work in progress; he has learned his craft before his audience’s eyes, all the while centering certain ideas and tones and emphases (and, yes, missteps) that make his filmography as coherent a whole as those of many other more celebrated performers and auteurs.

For now, let’s ignore the first decade: the tiny roles in about a dozen pieces of studio hackery and the epic ride in the saddle (217 hour-long episodes!) as Rowdy Yates on TV’s Rawhide. Importantly formative work, yes, but not the real story.

We start in the desert of Almería, where Clint spent three summers making world-changing films with Sergio Leone, the famed Dollars trilogy that launched the spaghetti Western and cemented in the public mind the image of a vengeful mercenary who shot more bullets than he uttered words. They are brilliant, brutal, groundbreaking movies, and Clint is perfect in them: lean, sullen, calculating, as still as a panther in wait and quick to explode into lethal violence. They are Leone’s movies chief of all, but they are unimaginable with a better-known actor in Clint’s stead. The sheer surprise and mystery of the character is a key element of his iconic power; if an actor can be said to have been born to play a role, then Clint is that actor and this character* is that part.

Within three more years, he had appeared in a number of big-budget studio movies, some quite successful, all quite lucrative for him, but he found he didn’t like them. So he built an independent production company for himself (albeit one housed at and funded by a studio) and began making movies of his own. Straightaway, he found a second mentor/guide, Don Siegel, an exemplary Hollywood working director who delivered solid and sometimes excellent films across a variety of genres. They entered into four collaborations over four years,* the last of which was the picture that made Clint a bona fide superstar. That movie, 1971’s diabolically effective crime thriller Dirty Harry, brought Clint and his taciturn, vengeful, trigger-happy Western gunman into the twentieth century and turned him from a genre star into the centerpiece of a national cultural debate. Clint had morphed from someone committing acts of almost cartoonish violence in a make-believe world to a killing machine dispatching foes recognizable from real life with extralegal lethality and no little relish. The film was a phenomenon, spawning four sequels over seventeen years and untold numbers of imitators. And it came to define its star in ways that would take decades for him to shake.

By the time he started wielding a .44 Magnum on the wicked streets of San Francisco, though, Clint was engaged in the process that would eventually free him from his accidental public image. The same year that saw the premiere of Dirty Harry saw him direct and star in a Hitchcockian psychological thriller titled Play Misty for Me, a fine debut for a directorial career that would overlap with his superstardom for the coming decades and allow him to make self-created productions within the studio system, eventually without appearing on-screen at all. Clint’s directing life would provide him an entire second career as long as those of, oh, Steven Spielberg and Martin Scorsese, to name two storied filmmakers who have not only made fewer fictional features than him* but won fewer Best Picture Oscars.

More important, Clint-the-director has made a habit of choosing projects that seemed to comment on the imposing cultural figure cut by Clint-the-actor and the themes of violence, vengeance, and law and order in the latter’s films. Starting in the 1980s, almost systematically, his films have explicitly critiqued the bloodshed and cruelty so prevalent in his earliest work. Several of his most notable later-career movies—Unforgiven, Mystic River, Gran Torino, American Sniper, Flags of Our Fathers, and White Hunter Black Heart—weighed the cost of killing on the soul of the perpetrator with a bluntness rare in the work of any action star. It’s hard to think of another movie icon who built such a towering image in the public mind and then regularly asked himself and his audience to reconsider the value that had been placed on what he had done.

And another thematic strain became evident in his work: reflections of a life spent making art (or at least spectacle) in Bronco Billy, Honkytonk Man, Bird, and, again, White Hunter Black Heart. In these films—beloved more by critics than audiences—Clint presented himself to the world as a showman, a conjurer, an itinerant player, a man haunted by an itch to create and express. In a significant way, those films are the essence of him. In one light, through the prism of certain films, you might see him as a machine, more intent on commerce than art. But in another, more personal view, he is someone who only feels right about the world and himself when he is working in the creation of something and sharing it. How else can we explain his determination to endure the drudging labor of filmmaking after reaching his ninetieth year? He was—he is—a man who makes movies. Take that away from him, and he loses much of the meaning and substance that spur us to learn more about him.

In late 2024, Juror #2, his fortieth feature behind the camera, was released, making him, at age ninety-four, almost surely the oldest director ever to have made a full-length film for a major American studio (and with a major-American-studio budget). You have to wonder why he persists. After all, he can golf at Pebble Beach any time he wants (he owns the course!), he can wander the lush, wild property of his home above Carmel-by-the-Sea, he can roam his massive ranch in the shadow of Mount Shasta or visit his vacation houses in Idaho or Maui, and yet he chooses to work, to make movies, to tell stories. He is a father (indeed, a great-grandfather) and an ex-mayor and a businessman and a fitness junkie and a jazz fan and a symbol of the American spirit and psyche and an ordinary man with ordinary needs and tastes—yes, all of that. But chief of all, he is a man of the cinema, even if he would think that a grand term. He is one of the very last actors or directors alive who can recall a time when making movies was a punch-the-clock job and, ultimately, one of the most memorable figures ever to fill the screen with his presence or to create the images that keep us enthralled with motion pictures. His life, as expansive as it has been, can be distilled into this truth: The man and his movies are one and the same, and he is a filmmaker in the very marrow of his bones.

There is already a shelf of books about Clint Eastwood, including several full-length biographies, coffee-table books, academic studies, collections of interviews, and such irresistible oddities as Clint Eastwood: Sexual Cowboy and Clint Fucking Eastwood. But two volumes stand especially tall amid this company: Richard Schickel’s 1996 Clint Eastwood: A Biography and Patrick McGilligan’s 1999 Clint: The Life and Legend. They are both good books, and they obviously cover much of the same ground as each other, but the two could not be more different; indeed, they often seem to be at war. Schickel, who had access to Clint, his family and friends, and his film crews and casts, wrote a gentlemanly, even fawning account of his subject, judicious about and approving of Clint’s work, respectful of his longevity and status, and awkwardly dismissive and forgiving of anything untoward or downright ugly in his behavior. McGilligan didn’t have Clint’s cooperation, but he did impressive and unassailable research, puncturing some half-truths in Schickel’s account (as well as those of previous authors) and exploring areas, particularly dark areas, that no previous biographer had mapped. But just as Schickel can be faulted as overly generous, McGilligan is overly harsh; he doesn’t reckon Clint to be much as an actor, a director, or a man, and he thoroughly chronicles every misstep and flaw in Clint’s work and life. If the one book presents Clint as too good to be true, the other presents him as too awful to countenance. Each is worthy in its way; each is also at once overmuch and only partly sufficient.

When I started this book, I feared that those authors had explored every aspect of Clint’s life and achievement. And, in a way, they had. But they did so rather long ago, considering how much Clint has done in the twenty-first century, and they did so from such distinctly opposed points of view that they left a massive space between them, a middle ground where Clint and his work could be described and evaluated from a position of neither acquiescence nor denigration. It was still possible for a book to celebrate the man and his work and deeds while acknowledging the flaws—and worse—in him, his choices, and, yes, his films. I have come to admire Clint greatly as an artist, to be able to tip my hat to many of his actions as a man of heartfelt beliefs, to acknowledge some real unpleasantnesses about him, and to be grateful that I never worked for him or was a woman in his life. I believe he’s an indelible screen icon, an occasionally great director, and an emblematic citizen of Hollywood, Carmel, and the United States; I think, as well, that he has indulged in behavior that men of his breeding and generation have too often taken to be their right and due. I like him, and I revere some of his performances and films. But I’m happy to do so at a cool remove. And I think that this book reflects the balance of respect, appreciation, caution, sobriety, and neutrality that lives inside me when I think of him. The facts that comprise Clint Eastwood can be seen in plain daylight, noted, and weighed; his achievements, his endurance, and the sheer fact of him demand and merit an impartial assessment. I hope that’s exactly what you have in your hands.




Part I

Oakland to the Open Range

AN AMERICAN TALE

A FAMILY TREK

A TALL, LONELY BOY

A PIANO

HARD WORK

A CALL-UP

A SWIMMING POOL

A SPLASHDOWN

A GIRL

A JOB IN A DREAM WORLD

A PINPRICK OF HOPE

The life that prepared Clinton Eastwood Jr. to become an icon was ordinary enough. But chance and fortune and resilience all played a part in creating him, especially at the start.
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One

If you were to imagine a family line for Clint Eastwood—or for the characters he has most famously played—you’d probably come up with something like his actual genealogy. As might be surmised by his name, his work, his aura, the place he has occupied in American culture, and even the Lincolnesque physique by which the world knows him, he is about as deeply imbued with Anglo-European colonial and frontier heritage as it is possible for an American to be.

You’d likely think white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, colonialist, pioneering, empire-expanding, perhaps with some military connections, maybe a few stints enforcing the law, maybe a few stints outside of it, tracing back to the lands around the North Sea and the Irish Sea and arriving in North America as far back as, oh, the seventeenth century—and that would be, more or less, spot-on. Both main branches of his family tree—the paternal Eastwoods and the maternal Runners—have ancestry in Great Britain, Germany, Holland, and Ireland; both sides had a presence in the pre-Revolutionary colonies of New England and the mid-Atlantic; and both sides migrated westward over the generations, establishing homes in the Midwest, the Great Plains, and the Rockies before arriving in California as early as the Gold Rush era of the midnineteenth century and altogether by the dawn of the twentieth.

The lineage constitutes a fairly ordinary history of working families, employed mainly in the ordinary occupations of small-town life, with some seafarers, soldiers, public officeholders, and even a handful of dreamers and drifters in the mix. There were churchmen and doctors, sawyers and peddlers, hoteliers and miners, entrepreneurs and farmers. There were no outlaws or lawmen to speak of, to answer one obvious question, nor were there many people engaged in the arts, to answer another, save a pair of paternal great-grandparents who were music teachers and a maternal great-grandfather who occasionally indulged small-town theatrics as a sideline to commercial careers.

If that sounds like a heritage likely to produce nondescript descendants, it is equally the sort of inheritance that could also create someone capable of standing comfortably in the middle of American history and society and making art about it from a position that nowadays might be called, without prejudice, cultural advantage. Whatever else he may be, Clint Eastwood is a pure product of America, the good and the bad and the varied faces of it; and, as such, he is able to portray, examine, and assess what that inheritance means from a perspective that few other Hollywood filmmakers of the past half-century have enjoyed. Like his choices of subject matter, his heritage reveals in the man and his work a chronicle of a nation and its understanding of itself.

On the Eastwood side of the family, the great California Gold Rush of 1849 found a great-grandfather, Asa B. Eastwood, managing a mine in the mountains near Lake Tahoe, while his wife and three children resided mainly in San Francisco. The youngest of that family, Burr, born in 1871, lived most of his life in the San Francisco Bay area and worked almost his entire career in retail enterprise. In 1900, he married Jessie Anderson, whose family, recently immigrated from Scotland, was composed of those aforementioned music teachers and their four daughters. Burr and Jessie welcomed their first son, Burr Jr., in 1902 and a second, Clinton, four years later, mere weeks after the San Francisco earthquake and fire. Two more years later, the family relocated to the eastern shore of San Francisco Bay and the newly founded city of Piedmont, which then sat northeast of Oakland proper but today is essentially a neighborhood of Oakland, technically a city but completely surrounded by another, larger one. And that was where Clinton grew up as, by family accounts, a textbook all-American boy.

The Piedmont of the early twentieth century was a place where families from the port city of Oakland would move if they were lucky enough to rise in the world. One such was the family of Waldo and Virginia Runner, descended from a line with an even lengthier presence in North America than the Eastwoods. Waldo was born in Colorado in 1882, the first child of Charles (“C. C.”) and Sophia Runner. C. C. Runner played and sold organs, performed in local amateur shows, and was a notorious drinker, gambler, and Sabbath-breaker who abandoned his family, traveling to Alaska in the gold rush of the 1890s. Save for a single encounter with Waldo, who went north to see him, he never laid eyes on Sophia or their children again.

In 1903, Waldo married Virginia McClanahan, who came from a line of physicians, businessmen, and educators, and the two welcomed a daughter the following year. By 1906, when their next child, a son, arrived, they had moved to Oakland, where Waldo worked for a firm that manufactured automobile parts. A third Runner child, Margret Ruth—who would always go by her middle name—was born in 1909. By the time she was in middle school, the Runner family’s fortunes had so risen that they, too, were living in Piedmont. And a few years later, when Ruth Runner was thirteen, she set eyes on a tall, athletic, attractive boy two years her senior: Clinton Eastwood.

They were honest-to-gosh high school sweethearts, Ruth and Clinton, and they made a striking couple: He was quarterback of the football team and a competitive swimmer, a Big Man on Campus; she was pretty and tall and liked to dance and was musical, able to pick out hit tunes of the day by ear on the family piano. They were popular around school and were sought after socially. Clinton, Ruth later recalled, was “the first one at a party and the last one to leave.” His son later remembered Clinton playing the guitar and singing with friends and always being in the midst of the fun. “My dad would have loved to have been an actor,” he recalled, “because he was kind of a ham.”

Before long, Clinton and Ruth would be bound together not only by sparkle but by loss. In 1925, when Clinton was enrolled in what would be a brief college career, his mother, Jessie, died, aged forty. That same year, Waldo and Virginia Runner dissolved their marriage. The connection between Clinton and Ruth deepened amid these upheavals. Two years later, on June 5, 1927, after Ruth had graduated high school and when they were both working at office jobs, they were wed at the Piedmont Interdenominational Church, a centerpiece of the small city.* Ruth was eighteen and Clinton a few days shy of twenty-one.

By mid-April 1930, they were entered into the federal census, having set up house in an apartment on Beacon Street in Oakland, just a block or so from Lake Merritt, with Clinton then selling stocks and bonds. On May 31, at Saint Francis Memorial Hospital in San Francisco, their first child, a son, was born. He was a prodigy, weighing in, per his mother’s recollection, at an elephantine 11 pounds, 6 ounces. The nurses on the maternity ward nicknamed him “Samson” and showed him off to visitors, including, per family legend, a local news reporter. But on paper he was named Clinton Eastwood Jr.—with, just like his father, no middle name. (For the record, he hated sharing a name with his dad. For one thing, it meant that around the house he was called “Junior” or “Sonny”; for another, as he told a Hollywood columnist, “I think a kid deserves his own name.”)*

It being the spring of 1930, scant months after the stock market crash that inaugurated the Great Depression, Clinton’s securities career had ground to a halt. Now responsible for the care of a wife and child, he sought any work he could find, wherever he could find it. An opportunity arose in Spokane, Washington, where Ruth’s brother operated a refrigeration company, and the little family spent a short period there before beginning a chapter of wandering as Clinton’s employment opportunities emerged and faded. They moved back to Oakland for a spell, during which time Clinton was offered a job as an attendant at a service station in Pacific Palisades, smack on the corner of Sunset Boulevard and the Pacific Coast Highway. The opportunity to make a steady wage pumping gas was a sufficient lure for him to uproot his wife and child again and move 370 miles south. “That’s how tough times were,” his son later recalled. “The guy had a year or two of college and that was the best job he could get.”*

The Eastwoods rented a home in Pacific Palisades, which was almost countryside at the time, “a little dumpy house,” as Clint recalled, “with nothing around it apart from other dumpy houses.” They moved on to the more central Wilshire district of Los Angeles, where they lived through at least January 1934, when a second child, a daughter, Jeanne, was born, completing the family. And they kept moving in search of financial stability. The following years found them bouncing around, living in Redding, Sacramento, and, finally, the East Bay area, where they settled permanently by the late 1930s, making a home in Piedmont by the time Clint was twelve.

They weren’t desperate; Clinton always seemed to be able to find a position, often a step above the previous, and even with all their worldly goods towed behind their car in a cargo trailer, they would never be mistaken for the Joad family. “It wasn’t Grapes of Wrath stuff,” Clint acknowledged, “but it wasn’t uptown, either.” He could see that there were folks worse off than his family: “I still have an image,” he said decades later, “of someone coming to our house when I was about six years old, offering to cut and stack the wood in our backyard if my mother would make him a sandwich.” Clint was deeply impressed by the determination, selflessness, and drive his father demonstrated. “My dad was a hardworking guy, and he’d been brought up under the ethic ‘Nothing comes from nothing.’ You get what you give. And you work for what you get. . . . You look back as an adult, and you see the struggles both of them went through, and you think they put out a lot for us.”

Still, the pattern of settle-and-move, settle-and-move throughout his childhood meant continual upheaval for a young boy who, naturally, longed for the security of a regular school and a steady group of friends. “Those were shitty years,” Clint recalled. He was, by his own telling, stoic about the routine of pulling up stakes, but that didn’t mean he was happy about it. “I must have gone to ten different schools in ten years,” he said. It was a routine guaranteed to cultivate reticence and loneliness. “Having moved around and never getting to know too many people,” he remembered, “you spend a lot of time alone.” Worse, perhaps, than the isolation was the fact that he stood out doubly: for his sudden appearance in a new school and for his height, the combination of which made for a painful pattern. “When you’re the new kid in town, you always have to punch it out with the kids the first day or so,” he said. “Kids always seem to pick on tall kids, too, and I was six feet tall at the age of thirteen.” Even as a mature man looking back on a successful life, he could vividly recall the cost that his family’s transitional life imposed on him: “You always hated it, because, you know, you just get to know a few kids on the block and get accepted a little bit and then, all of a sudden, boom, you’re gone.” As he put it bluntly: “I didn’t have a lot of friends.”

He was, later on, able to identify a positive strain in all of this discomfort: His boyhood loneliness opened a portal to an internal world, where, as he would later realize, his future life was taking root. “Since I was almost always the new boy on the block, I often played alone, and in that situation your imagination becomes very active. You create little mythologies in your own mind. I suppose it was the best thing that ever happened in my youth.” One of his favorite imaginary lives involved, predictably, the Wild West, but there was a stay on that fantasy. “My mother wouldn’t let me dress up as a cowboy,” he said, laughing about it years later—perhaps because of his penchant for simulating gunshot wounds; Ruth “hated it when I covered my shirts with ketchup.” He lost himself in reading—he was especially fond of Walter R. Brooks’s series featuring Freddy the Pig, who solved barnyard crimes and mysteries—and he had a talismanic toy, “a little bear [with] a suit and a hat, sort of a brown fedora. It belonged to my grandfather and then to my dad’s brother, and then my dad,” and Clint kept it long enough for his own grandchildren to play with it.

It’s hard to look at this early, wandering life and not empathize with its lonely, introverted, dreamy protagonist. It would be a long time before the tall, fantasizing boy with the tight lips and sharp eyes would find a plausible conduit for his internal life. But his mother always encouraged him, telling him repeatedly, “You have a little angel on your shoulder.” Perhaps, but it didn’t do much to buoy him. He was wary of connection, protective of his emotions, and deeply desperate to cut away on his own and find some other life. “I always wanted to flee the flock,” he remembered. “I just always wanted to be out somewhere.”

Just as the family’s wandering years weren’t the stuff of Steinbeck, the life Clint lived as a middle schooler and teen hardly evoked Dickens. “We weren’t hungry,” Clint recalled, “and my parents were always cheerful,” but they were scary years in which to grow up. “There was no fallback position for anyone. You didn’t know how things could turn out. I think it left me with a feeling of uncertainty about life.”

By the time of the 1940 census, the Eastwoods were living on Ardley Avenue in Oakland; Clinton was working at a jewelry store in San Francisco and earning $2,200 a year—almost double the national average salary—while Ruth added to the household income with occasional work as a keypunch operator at a local bank, where she earned $25 a week. Their meanderings came to an end in 1942, when they put together enough money to buy a house on Hillside Avenue in Piedmont from one of Ruth’s aunts. There, young Clint started attending what turned out to be a string of schools—an impermanence necessitated by his inability to fit in, academically or socially, and by the occasional disciplinary infraction, which school officials resolved by simply sending the bothersome boy somewhere else.

The country was, of course, at war by then. As he recalled, “The day of Pearl Harbor, I remember my dad coming home with all the newspapers from San Francisco. I remember all the headlines and the wild rumors.” Clinton began to work as a pipefitter at Bethlehem Steel’s Oakland shipyard in lieu of serving in the military, and he contributed to the war effort in his time off as well, as his son recalled: “My dad was a block warden, and he’d go around with his little hat . . . [making sure] everybody was shading their windows with black.”

In those preadolescent years, Clint found two chief forms of solace, both, as it happens, granted him by his grandmothers. From Jessie Eastwood (whom he never knew), he got the gift of music in the form of her parents’ piano, originally imported from Germany and still maintained by the family,* providing Ruth with an instrument on which to share her musical skills with her son. His interest sparked in late 1943: “My mother, when Fats Waller died, brought home his records and said, ‘That’s what I call real piano playing.’” He spent hours listening to those records and trying to imitate them, note for note, eventually developing a facility for a jaunty, boogie-woogie playing style. The piano would become a lifelong passion and outlet, providing a quiet boy with an escape valve for his emotions and a creative pastime to alleviate boredom—and, later, a means to find social acceptance and, later still, a means of expression as an artist.

A second outlet was provided by Ruth’s mother, Virginia, who, after her divorce from Waldo Runner, settled in the rural East Bay community of Sunol. Her small house regularly received her grandson for weeks at a time. As Clint would recall, his parents’ need to keep moving around to find work sometimes meant splitting up the family for brief spells: “There were times when we had to be separated, when times weren’t good.” He harmonized with the rustic setting of Virginia’s home, growing comfortable with farm animals and the rhythms and ways of country living. He learned to ride and care for horses, he earned a little money by helping nearby farmers with chores, he began a lifetime of affectionate connection to wildlife (even snakes—his mom would one day find him with a collection of, as she recalled, thirteen of them in her house), and he wandered the nearby hills, an experience of solitude more nourishing than the lonely remove he felt amid his classmates back in town. Once again, he had few friends. “I talked to the chickens a lot,” he joked. But that early introduction to nature marked him permanently. He would become a bona fide animal-lover; he thrived on outdoor activity; he grew into an active and generous conservationist; and his films, particularly his Westerns, would be steeped in their settings to a degree that made the natural world itself a theme of his work.

As the war wound down and Clinton found increasingly solid and remunerative work, the family moved from that first Piedmont home on Hillside Avenue to a series of larger residences, some complete with backyard swimming pools. Ruth continued her clerical work, including a spell at IBM, and the dual incomes meant that the family could own two cars, take vacations (including, for a time, at a lakeside cabin they owned in Central California), and belong to a local country club, where they played tennis and golf. Photos of Clint in these years reveal a happy, active kid, well fed, clean, in neat clothes, playing with a toy rifle, wading in a stream with a fishing rod, smiling alongside his parents and sister on a beach outing—at a time when great swaths of the country were still burdened by economic depression and war.

Years later, Clint would come to recognize how fortunate he was that his folks were who they were. “They were very young parents,” he understood, but “my father . . . knew who he was on the planet and my mother . . . knew who she was, and they liked where they were.” He appreciated attention and reliability. His mom, he recalled, was “an extremely giving lady . . . always very flexible, very supportive, when I was growing up. I was always taught to be respectful of her. My father was big on basic courtesies toward women. The one time I ever got snotty with my mother when he was around, he left me a little battered. . . . I was taught values.” As he put it: “I think my parents and my grandmother—she was quite a person, very self-sufficient, lived by herself on a mountain—probably had more to do with my turning out the way I have than any educational process I may have gone through.” As one of his chums put it, Clint’s parents were “loved by everyone. If you were to pray for parents, Ruth and Clint Sr. would be the ones you would pray for.”

The Eastwoods had emerged from the worst of the Depression a lot better off than many. They weren’t the wealthiest family in Piedmont or the most socially connected, but they were legitimately knit into the fabric of a well-off community, and Clint grew up with comforts beyond those of most American boys of the time. That didn’t, however, mean that school was any easier for him—either as a learning experience or a social setting. He was a natural lefty at a time when the practice was to force children to learn to write with their right hands, and this caused him physical discomfort and embarrassment.* And he was prone to internal wanderlust: “I daydreamed constantly. I was a mediocre student because I would sit in the classroom, the leaves would rustle, and I would be off on a journey somewhere.” He was tall and physically coordinated but unwilling to pursue athletics, and he never participated eagerly in team sports, despite his physical coordination;* he was eager to play music but not in any band that would be asked to perform before an audience.

He made a group of friends, one of whom, Fritz Manes, would become part of his filmmaking family decades later; another, Don Kincade, would remain a lifelong connection; and yet another, Harry Pendleton, would stand as his best man at his first wedding. But as Manes would later reflect, he stood slightly apart from the group: “Even in junior high, Clint was a solid loner. He was always right on center with himself, very sure of himself. . . . He didn’t need the support of a circle of friends.” As Clint himself recalled, “I never seemed to get into any of the cliques. I don’t know if I really liked hanging out a lot, but I got used to it. In a way, being alone is a good lesson. You become introverted, maybe, but you also learn to think for yourself. You develop a sense of self-reliance.”

Similarly, he never found an academic or extracurricular activity to commit himself to in school. Not even acting, which he gave but a single try. In eighth grade, he was cast in a play, learning to his horror just before the premiere that actual high schoolers would be in the audience (“We just about crapped,” he recalled); the show started a shambles but righted itself, and kudos were offered by some of the older kids and by the teacher who had buttonholed him for the role. Didn’t matter. Praised by the drama teacher, he told her, “I don’t want to do that again, ever in my life.”

The following year, enrolled at Piedmont High School, Clint seemed sparked by only three subjects: girls, hot rods, and the piano. Music was the principal thing that distinguished him as a teen. He’d fallen completely under the sway of jazz—boogie-woogie and stride piano especially, but also Dixieland, swing, big band, and the nascent strains of bebop and West Coast cool, even the very first rumbles of rhythm and blues. He bought stacks of Blue Note 78s and saved his job money and allowance with a vague dream of someday visiting New York’s 52nd Street, then the mecca of the music. “Jazz always represented freedom in general, but also a freedom of expression,” he reflected. “It was just a quality of being different, of not really fitting in but doing your own thing in your own way.” He tried trumpet and flugelhorn, but they didn’t stick; piano would forever be his instrument, even if, as he later admitted, he lacked the application to excel in it. “For a while, I thought I had a real knack for playing,” he said, “but I was never very disciplined about it, even though I recognized it early as a way to express myself.”

At the same time, he discovered that even more fun than playing music was watching it live. Once he hit high school, he began to bundle into cars with his chums and head into downtown Oakland or some other East Bay town where the club owners weren’t fussy about admitting underage kids. Having sprouted to over six feet, he found it relatively easy to get into such venues as Slim Jenkins Corner, an Oakland blues joint; Hambone Kelly’s in nearby El Cerrito, which specialized in Dixieland; and such famed San Francisco clubs as the Blackhawk and the Dawn. He saw such legends as Coleman Hawkins, Lester Young, Dave Brubeck, Chet Baker, Stan Kenton, and Kid Ory, among dozens of others. In April 1946, he attended a Jazz at the Philharmonic all-star concert in Oakland and had his mind blown:

I had gone to see Lester Young, who was God to me, and suddenly this guy in a pinstripe suit steps forward playing, and I’m not sure what it’s all about, but there’s a lot of things going on here. It’s unexplainable—there was nobody like him. . . . And he looked like somebody special, different from the other guys. They were great, they were giants, but here was somebody different. It was like four Joe Smiths and Gary Cooper or Clark Gable. Just something about the guy.

The “guy” was Charlie “Bird” Parker, the genius bebop innovator and one of the greatest virtuosi, on any instrument, of the century. Clint never forgot him.

Inevitably, too, he was a bit of a movie buff. “I didn’t get to see a lot of them in my early years, but through the ages of eleven to my teen years, I got to go to the movies.” His earliest movie outings were family affairs, but he had a vivid memory of seeing one particular picture with his dad alone, “because my mother didn’t want to go see a war movie: Sergeant York. My dad was a big admirer of Sergeant York stories from the First World War. It was directed by Howard Hawks. That was when I first became aware of movies, who made them, who was involved.” As a young filmgoer, he was partial to meat-and-potatoes Hollywood films: The Grapes of Wrath, The Ox-Bow Incident, The Story of G.I. Joe, and such. Unlike his musical explorations, his filmgoing was strictly for entertainment. But the seed of an artistic aesthetic was lurking in his preferences: a taste for plain, classic staging, shooting, and editing; an interest in stories about stark moral choices; a professional polish that was recognizable the world over as the classic Hollywood studio style. He may not have known the names of every director whose work he admired—John Ford, Raoul Walsh, William Wellman—but he consistently returned to their work as ideals in his own conception of moviemaking, and he would cite their films for the rest of his life as his chief influences.

Of course, neither jazz nor cinema was on the curriculum at Piedmont High in the mid-1940s. And frankly, it didn’t matter much what was taught there. As he had previously, Clint ignored his studies and cared only about the things that were fun to him. Before his freshman year had finished, school administrators suggested he find an institution better suited to him.

That place turned out to be Oakland Tech—or Oakland Technical High School—a mile or so west of Piedmont High but, as it sat in the big city proper, a distinctly different world. In that short drive from home to his new school, Clint went from a privileged, all-white* bubble of fewer than ten thousand residents to an integrated community of more than three hundred thousand. Instead of a small suburban high school where everyone knew everyone else, he found himself in a large school with renowned science and math programs, a strong athletics department, and a socially active student body that had raised $175,000 during the war to fund a B-25 bomber and would later found the first Black student union at any high school in the country. (Additionally, by the time Clint showed up, the student body included a number of demobilized servicemen, some as old as their midtwenties, a rougher and harder crowd than any he ever encountered on the mean streets of Piedmont.)

Clint’s education emphasized “manual arts”: wood shop, aircraft maintenance, and—his fave—auto mechanics, which fed a passion for cars and engines that would persist his whole life. He’d owned a car since before he was old enough to get a license (underage driving was an accepted thing in Piedmont), and one of Clint Sr.’s great inspirations as a dad was to allow his son to keep any car for which he could take complete financial and mechanical responsibility. Clint worked multiple jobs—paperboy, lawn mower, grocery bagger, caddy—to keep his rides on the road, going through a series of woebegone beaters, a ’32 Chevy without a roof and a two-door ’34 Ford coupe among them, jalopies that, per his recollection, were “running on chewing gum and spit and wire.” They could be frustrating to own—“brake rods’d be falling off, and batteries wouldn’t start”—but he loved working on them and, especially, the entrée they provided him to a wider world; getting school credit for learning even more about how they worked was pure kismet.

Oakland Tech proved a doorway into the bigger city and its neighborhood joints and hangouts, and Clint found he could fit in there without much trouble. “He just seemed more relaxed at Tech,” his mother later recalled. He split his social time between his old gang in Piedmont and his friends at Tech, gliding between the two circles rather than trying to bring them together. His preference leaned toward the Tech gang, at least judging by the look he came to favor: Unlike the clean-cut Piedmont crowd, he began to wear a leather jacket and sport a slick, greasy haircut with a pompadour up front and a back of the sort known as a DA (or duck’s ass, for the way the sides came together). He wasn’t a delinquent. If anything, he was a dreamy loner interested in making art—or music, anyhow—who hadn’t found his medium or the courage to declare himself. But he looked like a hoodlum, and he enjoyed suggesting, at least to the eye, that he might be one.

With his wheels, his tough affect, and his piano chops, he began to hang around a joint in Oakland’s Uptown neighborhood called the Omar Club (Omar’s Pizzeria, or just the Omar). The club featured professional musicians at night, but during the day Clint and his chums could hang out and the owners allowed Clint to tinkle at the piano. “I’d go in there,” he remembered, “play piano and get a beer for a quarter. In those days, the only ID you needed was the dough in your pocket. They’d give me free pizzas and meals, and I’d hang out there and play.” According to Fritz Manes, Clint was an attraction in and of himself: “Everyone started gathering around and listening and having a great time. Then whenever we came back, they tried to get Clint to play and people would come in and ask for him. And he’d walk in and say, ‘Well, we’ll get to it later,’ but he always did because he wanted to, and he would play for hours, literally for hours.”

The piano playing became more than a way to fit in. It was a way to stand out. “I was such a backward kid at that age,” he remembered, “but I could sit down at a party and play the blues. And the gals would come around the piano, and all of a sudden you had a date.” (Fritz Manes had a different angle on Clint’s allure for girls: “He had a kind of natural charisma that was really maddening. You could sit in class and do all your little tricks of flirtation—flex your muscles, shuffle your ten-dollar bills—and nothing would work if Clint was in the room. He’d be sitting there doing nothing, just looking at the floor, and all the girls would be looking at him, as if they were in a trance, locked in on some kind of secret magnetism he had. It was very demoralizing for the rest of us guys.”)

He and his jazzbo pals drove off to other cities to see their favorite musicians play: San Francisco, of course, but also Los Angeles and beyond. Under the cover story of tagging along with a friend while he toured colleges, Clint’s gang launched a road trip to Southern California, seeing shows on the fabled Central Avenue in South L.A. and accidentally meeting movie royalty. During a party at a home in Westwood, and well into the evening’s ration of beer, Clint and his crew noticed horses wandering loose on Sepulveda Boulevard. They leaped into action—Clint legitimately had experience with horses—and herded the animals into a nearby corral where a gate had swung open. They were approached by the owner, an older man who was all smiles and gratitude—“Oh God, you got the horses. Thank you guys.” When they told the story to their party host, he told them that the horses’ owner was Howard Hawks, who had directed Clinton Eastwood’s favorite movie, Sergeant York. “I was really impressed,” Clint recalled.*

Tall, handsome, vaguely dangerous, quiet, with his own car and the ability (and nerve) to play music in public, he inevitably met a lot of girls. He had lost his virginity at fourteen (“I had nice neighbors,” as he once put it), and he had at least one steady romance in Piedmont, a situation that both sets of parents stepped in to break up. After that, he found himself always looking for love—or sex, anyhow—and remaining unattached through his school years.

He was mostly unattached to school as well. He skipped out on a lot of classes, and he participated in barely any activities. He once told a columnist that in high school his “best subject was basketball,” and it may well have been, but he was never on the school’s team. He remembered playing some boogie-woogie piano onstage in a school talent show, but his senior yearbook listed only two extracurricular connections for his entire tenure: planning committees for the annual Senior Day and Senior Banquet. Despite having made friends, he wasn’t especially connected to the community. He spent summers out of town, doing hard, physical work on farms or with the forestry service in North Central California, then dutifully returning to the drudgery of school.

He managed to graduate with the January class of 1949, not long before his nineteenth birthday. In at least one way, it was a bit late: During the previous year, Clint Sr., Ruth, and Jeanne had left Piedmont for Seattle, where Clinton, by then an executive with the Container Corporation of America, had been sent to manage a plant and oversee Northwest operations. When they moved, Clint still had some time left to finish school, so he stayed behind, living with a friend whose family operated a small apartment complex, until he graduated.

Soon after receiving his diploma, in early 1949, Clint drove north to reunite with his folks, his only assets being a car, the know-how to keep it running, a jazzy way with a piano, and his native good looks: His high school yearbook photo shows a slender boy with a crest of styled hair, a soft, bow-shaped mouth, and gentle eyes that look at once determined and self-protective. He had no plan for future education, for employment, for what he should do with himself. If he hadn’t had his family’s new home to aim toward, he would almost literally have been going nowhere.




Two

Say this about Ruth and Clinton Eastwood: They raised their boy to work. Clint may not have excelled in school or had the slightest inkling of a career, but he absolutely always had a job, and he never shied away from hard labor. In Seattle, his folks lived in a big house steps away from Lake Washington, and Clint lifeguarded at Kennydale Beach, about three miles south, during that first summer after graduation. When the season turned, he went back to Oakland, where a friend got him a job at a can-manufacturing plant. Then he and his buddy returned to Seattle and any paying situation they could find: odd jobs, none cushy. He was lost, directionless: “I was a bit of a screw-up, a loser.”

Clinton, who had contacts in the lumber industry, got Clint and his friend hired at a logging operation in the southern notch of Oregon’s Willamette Valley. It was hard, dangerous work—Clint was hit by a load of timber and was lucky to escape with only a slightly injured knee. He found a safer gig in a paper mill near the town of Springfield, a fetid working environment that gave off a reek you could smell for miles and infused his skin and his clothes. “It was always wet, really depressing. Wintertime. Dank,” he remembered. He and his buddy could manage only the cheapest rental housing, and it was as damp inside as out; once, preparing to hit the one good bar in town, Clint found his one good suit mildewed and unwearable.

He didn’t even have music to console him: There was no jazz to see in that part of the world at that time, and even the radio offered just “one jazz program out of San Francisco late at night,” he recalled. “Hell, just to hear a taste of it, I used to stay up late even though I had to get up early and go to work.” His moaning about missing jazz was so well-known that a fellow logger, a poetical proto-hippie who was making a movie about roses, asked him for a list of jazz songs with flowers in their titles for a soundtrack. In desperation, Clint frequented local bars to see what was then known as “hillbilly music,” and he stumbled on a sound he enjoyed. “Someone told me to go out to this place where there was a lot of country music. I wasn’t very interested, but this guy told me there were a lot of girls there. So I went. I saw Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys. Unlike most country bands, they had brass and reeds and they played country swing. They were good. . . . Also, there were a lot of girls there, which didn’t surprise me at all. So I guess you could say that lust expanded my musical horizons.”

But that was meager consolation for his situation; even a young man without focus or ambition could see that this was no way to live. “It’s beautiful,” he said of the deeply forested setting, “but in the winter it socks in. You go six, seven months without seeing blue.” So back to Seattle it was, where he stoked furnaces, pumped gas, drove a delivery truck, worked as a parts clerk at Boeing, and even considered applying to Seattle University. He had a chance to sign on to a long-haul trucking company, but there was a snag. “They said, ‘Sure, we’ll hire you. All you have to do is join the union.’ So I went over to join the union, thinking, ‘Why wouldn’t the union want you to join if you had a job lined up?’ But they said, ‘Sorry, you can’t join.’ And I said, ‘Well, why not?’ And they said, ‘You just can’t. We’ve got too many people unemployed.’”

He slipped back into chasing girls, drinking beer, tinkering with cars, hitting jazz joints. But there was a new wrinkle: In 1950, with no dependents and unenrolled in school, he was of draft age—and there was a war on in Korea and a drive to fill the U.S. military with new recruits. He tried to wiggle out of the service, but, he confessed, “I wasn’t tricky or smart enough,” and he was called up and conscripted into the U.S. Army for a two-year-minimum stint. Later on, he could be wry about the experience: “I went from the drift to the draft,” he quipped. But at the time he wasn’t so sanguine. Just a few years earlier, when the world war ended, the future looked so peaceful. “I remember the celebration in downtown Oakland,” he said. “Everybody was screaming and going crazy, and I thought, ‘This will be history. This will never happen again.’ A few years later, I’m drafted in the army. I thought, ‘What happened to “never again”?’” He visited Oakland en route to basic training, and friends remembered him grousing about his fate. And in early 1951, not long before his twenty-first birthday, he reported to Fort Ord, a stone’s throw north of Monterey, California.

As during World War II and, later, the Vietnam War, Fort Ord was a staging area, absorbing civilians into a months-long regimen of basic training, then funneling them into combat duty as new batches of recruits followed immediately behind. Clint was assigned to the infantry, meaning he was virtually certain to be deployed to Korea, which he decidedly did not wish to do. Like most of his fellow draftees, what he wanted out of the army was out of the army: “Two years is the maximum I want to be here,” he told anyone who asked.*

But he nonetheless was the son of Clinton Eastwood, and was a young man who took his duty seriously enough that his platoon sergeant noticed his work ethic and asked him if he wished to enroll in officer training. He didn’t. He hated the regimentation of the army, he hated the bureaucracy, and he hated the way small-minded people imposed their will on him without cause or explanation. “When I was in boot camp,” he remembered, “I had to have my rifle inspected to get weekend liberty. It was this old beat-up M1, it had all kinds of nicks inside the barrel. I used lighter fluid to make it shine, and this guy with almost no rank at all looks down the barrel and says, ‘It looks like crap.’ I said, ‘Let me explain.’ He said, ‘I don’t want to hear about it. No pass for you.’ I had dozens of piddling things like that.”

A friend suggested that it was possible to avoid being shipped out by volunteering to be an instructor or do some other essential work on the post, and Clint followed his lead. The two went to see if there were any positions for which they qualified. As Clint recalled, an officer walked in and said, “They need three or four guys down at the pool,” which he thought meant the motor pool—fantastic for a born car nut. “We were thinking, ‘This will be good. We’ll go to the motor pool, we’ll drive some cars and keep our mouths shut. . . . We won’t be going to Korea.’” But the officer meant the swimming pool, which was short a few lifeguards and instructors. Well. Not only had Clint legitimately worked as a lifeguard in Lake Washington, but he had Red Cross lifesaving certification and had been a strong swimmer all his life. He and his friend stepped up, and they were sent to the fifty-yard, ten-lane pool to audition, as it were, for the gig. After swimming impressively, Clint was told that the pool was fully staffed and he would be notified in the event he was needed. A few days later, the call came: Clint Eastwood, buck private infantryman, became Clint Eastwood, army lifeguard. And, as a member of the faculty, he was yanked from the feeding tube of infantrymen headed off to war.

And things would only get better. Over the coming weeks, deployments and discharges meant that Clint and his chum quickly became the senior members of the swimming staff. They transferred their living quarters from the regular barracks to a makeshift bedroom on the grounds of the pool itself. Talk about soft duty. “While everybody else was getting up at five in the morning, in the cold air,” he recalled, “I was sleeping. I didn’t have classes until 10 o’clock or 11 o’clock or whatever. . . . It was a good life.”

Clint and his friend weren’t the only ones who’d figured out that the swimming pool provided a means of escaping combat. All trainees had to demonstrate competency in swimming, and if you could swim, you were that much closer to being shipped out. So, inevitably, “everybody was trying to fake that they couldn’t swim. They all wanted to stay there and have lessons [rather] than go out in the field and run with the other guys carrying rifles.”

As a fine place to goldbrick, the pool was a social center. Enlistees ate their lunch poolside or simply took in the sun, pleasures augmented by the presence of members of the Women’s Army Corps, which had training facilities at the fort. Lording over this scene in trunks and a T-shirt, Clint met most everybody on the base. One new acquaintance was Lennie Niehaus, a saxophone player and arranger who’d been drafted out of the Stan Kenton band and who met Clint literally by accident. “Leaving the pool one day,” Niehaus remembered, “I slipped and fell, causing a pretty good-sized gash between two toes. From nowhere, a hand and arm reached out to steady me and help me over to the first aid station. This kind stranger stayed with me while the medics, without giving me a painkiller shot, stitched everything together. The sergeant in charge said, ‘Okay, soldier, get your boots on and get back to the barracks!’ The stranger said, in a voice of steel that would later become famous, ‘This man has just had a serious injury and can’t walk.’ Considering that he was only a private first class, speaking to a career master sergeant like that took a lot of courage.” They cemented their bond over their shared love of jazz; Niehaus played at beer clubs on base where Clint would sometimes put in shifts behind the bar, and when Clint could wrangle a weekend pass, he would often drop in on nighteries where Niehaus was performing.

Among the other grunts hanging around the pool were a few fellows with nascent careers in Hollywood. “Guys like Richard Long, Martin Milner, and David Janssen . . . became my friends,” Clint remembered, and those future stars of TV’s The Big Valley, Route 66, and The Fugitive, respectively, gave him the idea that there might be some potential for him in that line of work. He heard the same from an army clerk named Norman Bartold, who’d made a single film at Warner Bros. before being drafted, and a guy named Chuck Hill, who also had eyes on a movie career. When Clint mentioned that he was thinking of using his G.I. Bill benefits to enroll in college after the army, maybe in Stockton, California, Hill suggested Los Angeles City College, where he would be situated to at least try his luck in the crapshoot that was a career in show business.

It was a thought.

All in all, hanging around a pool, giving swimming lessons, and operating the projector on movie nights* was a hell of a lot rosier than the life he imagined when he first reported to Fort Ord. But as he soon learned, a serviceman could face life-or-death danger as readily stateside as overseas.

In October 1951, he was granted a weekend’s leave and decided to visit Seattle, where there was, of course, a girl. He knew
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