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“Years from now, when you talk about this—and you
will—be kind.” 
Robert Anderson, Tea and Sympathy
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Alan Sues in Singin’ in the Rain, 1986
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FOREWORD

Alan Sues was a part of my life—close at home and from afar—for more than thirty-seven years.

He was complicated, intelligent, observant, generous, thoughtful, unaffected, shy, frugal, lonely, outrageous, crotchety, impatient, and very funny. Besides being friends, we worked on many writing projects together, including a screenplay, a couple of film treatments, his one-man show, and his standup material. Countless conversations and interviews informed this biography beginning in 1975 on the porch of Alan’s cottage overlooking Lake Wesserunsett at Lakewood Theater in Skowhegan, Maine, during his appearance in the musical Sugar. In his last years Alan remained guarded about his “personal indiscretions,” but he wanted me to complete this book about his life and times, and career.

Funny is a generic word – subjective, and a cliché. In Alan’s case, his sense of funny was rooted in exposing the wit of the everyday, and the absurdity of chance. Finding the humor in living helped him maneuver through his complicated life.

Alan entertained me and made my life better. Being in his company was always an adventure. With no effort, he could turn a simple night out at a restaurant into a master class in comedy.

Whether for an audience of ten thousand or an audience of two, Alan loved to perform. He could be a very charming host, and he was proud of his lovely, comfortable home. He liked my sister, and always enjoyed her visits. One afternoon, we had cheese and crackers and Cabernet (“Not necessarily in that order,” he would say) on the back patio, and he sang and danced a soft-shoe routine for her and her friend who was visiting from out of town. In the final months of his life, my sister was one of the few people he received at home. Not long before his death, my sister dropped in. “How are you?” he asked her. “I’m good,” she said. “Well, I’m not,” he cracked. “But you look good,” she said, and added, “getting old sucks shit.” Alan guffawed, turned to me and said, “I like her! Does she play football?”

Alan was an excellent cook. Through the years, besides seeking out the newest restaurants in town, we spent many hours in the kitchen, cooking and talking about food. One evening, I poached pears, a fruit that we both loved. Every Christmas thereafter, he sent me a box of fresh pears. He never forgot. But with every gift came a playful slap on the hand. “The only way you’re going to poach pears again is if I give you the damn pears,” he’d say.

It seems only fitting that I share the poached pear recipe that he so loved. Before every show, patrons have a go at the snack bar. Here’s something to eat while you’re reading Alan’s story.

POACHED PEARS À LA SUES

1 Bottle of Moscato (white preferable, but red works), or Riesling

2 cups of simple syrup

1 teaspoon of ground cinnamon

2 tablespoons of honey

1 teaspoon of ground ginger

1 teaspoon of pure vanilla extract

6 firm Anjou pears, peeled

In a large saucepan, combine wine, simple syrup, cinnamon, honey, ginger and vanilla extract. Bring the mixture to a simmer, stirring frequently to prevent burning, until the honey is melted. Add the pears and simmer 15–20 minutes, turning the pears occasionally until they are tender. Remove the pears and set aside to cool. Simmer the syrup 15–20 minutes longer until thickened and reduced by half. Be careful not to burn. Drizzle pears with the syrup reduction, and serve with vanilla ice cream.


Act 1

Scene 1
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1926–1946 “The truth just isn’t funny.”

“I was born on a ferry boat,” Alan Sues explained. “My mother was going to a party, and was crossing San Francisco Bay. It was before the Golden Gate Bridge was even built. It was foggy and all the cars started rocking and a car bumped ours and—plop—a baby! I ruined her green satin dress. She never forgave me.”

Performers often create and propagate mythologies about their lives. Alan was a master of personal reinvention. “The truth just isn’t funny,” he’d say.

Actually, Allen (Alan) Grigsby Sues was born on March 7, 1926, in bucolic Ross, California. The small town suburb of San Francisco is located fifteen miles north of Sausalito in Marin County. Ross, defined by farmland, tree-covered hills, and creeks, had a population of less than five hundred people at that time.

Alan’s mother’s premature labor prompted a Caesarean section, and he was kept in an incubator for several months. “She was expecting a girl,” Alan said. “She was knitting pink sweaters and booties for months. That’s probably why she never forgave me.”

Alice Murray Sues had been a secretary, and a “professional shopper,” as Alan described her. “She bought $35 hats and $64 dresses on a $32.50 weekly salary during the Depression. She may have caused the Depression,” he joked. Her excessive shopping was exceeded only by her excessive drinking. When she was confined to the house while Alan was in the incubator, a Catholic priest visited her daily. “It was the closest she ever came to religious practice,” Alan mused. “She liked the priest because he was the only person she met who could keep up with her drinking!”

Alan was surrounded by a large family. His maternal grandmother lived nearby, and his aunts, uncles and cousins congregated at her house. “There was a terrible draught,” Alan recalled. “My grandmother lived outside of town in a creaky old house that sat in the middle of fields of dusty dirt. When the wind blew, you couldn’t find the place. It looked like a scene from The Grapes of Wrath. Actually, my grandmother looked like Pa Joad.”

Alan’s parents were married on June 16, 1924. “I really don’t know how my mother and father met,” he said, “but I’d always thought it was in an alley. I never saw any affection between them. I think the only way she got pregnant was because my father rolled around in his sleep.”

Alan’s father, Melvin G. Sues was a native of San Francisco. In 1921, he began working as a radio salesman at the H. Earl Wright Company. Several years later, he became the sales manager for the Leo J. Mayberg Company in San Francisco, distributors for RCA Victor radios.

“My father’s nickname was Pete for some reason,” Alan recalled. “He didn’t seem to mind, but I did. I was called Son of a Pete by all my friends.”

Pete was a towering, stoic man of German descent. He was a hard drinker with a terrible temper. Although Pete was a good provider, he was emotionally distant from his family. “The whole idea of family was foreign to me,” Alan said. “We had meals together, but my father didn’t say a word. He would read the paper or a book or a business report at the table. And we could not disturb him.”
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A rare tender moment at the beach with Alan and his father, Pete. 1930

Alice played the part of an “apron-wearing housewife,” but she was not interested in household chores or motherhood. “She couldn’t cook,” Alan recalled. “We had pineapple and cottage cheese salad, and tapioca pudding every day. I think the happiest day of my mother’s life was when cold cuts became popular. We had platters of cold cuts. My father sold appliances and my mother didn’t know how to use them. I thought birthday cakes were supposed to be at a forty-five degree angle so you could write ‘Happy Birthday’ on them. We ate out a lot. My mother was short and fat. And so was I.”
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Alan playing “dress-up” at an early age.

Pete and Alice had wanted a daughter. “I messed it all up,” Alan said. “My mother didn’t know what to do with me. And I had no interest in sports so my father didn’t understand me at all. If he had any feelings, he never expressed them.”

In grade school, Alan realized an interest in performing. He volunteered to play a Mexican folk dancer in a school pageant. “Of course, I didn’t know what I was doing, and I couldn’t dance, but I was a trouper. I just got on that stage and shook my maracas and shimmied in a sombrero.”

The Sues family moved from Ross to Palo Alto when Alan was five years old. Pete’s business thrived, and a second son, John Murray Sues, was born in September, 1931. “Another son,” Alan mused, “but John was a born sportsman and my father finally had the son he really wanted.”

“We moved fifty-two times,” Alan laughed. “My brother and I could pack our room in forty minutes. My father was a brilliant business man, but every time he saw anything start to grow in the yard, it made him nervous. I remember one time my mother had just gotten the living room together, and my father came home saying, ‘God’s country! This is God’s country! I want to live and die here!’ And that was always the cue. We knew we were going to move again. My mother ran through the living room screaming, ‘God’s country! God’s country!’, while yanking down the draperies. She’d put them up with thumb tacks. My father would have made a good gypsy but he was too straight to wear an earring.”

Alan’s brother, John Sues added, “Neither one of us learned to spell. We went to fifteen different schools in ten years.”

“I think that’s how I got into comedy,” Alan explained. “I was never a fighter, and with comedy you could sort of get through it. It was hard on a kid moving that much. I was always ‘the new kid’ at school. I would throw a joke out to see who was on my side. I was always at the point of desperation, being thrown into circumstances where some people would come out swinging and some would come out with jokes. And making people laugh can make the most unappealing person popular.”

The constant moving was also tough on Alice Sues. “She never had a chance to make friends, either,” Alan said, “and she had absolutely no sense of humor, unfortunately.” At that time, cigarettes and alcohol were common props for people in social situations. Both Alice and Pete were heavy drinkers. “My mother said she drank a little. She did. She drank a little every ten minutes. It sounds harsh to call her a drunk, but she was.”

In 1934, Pete became Vice President of the Los Angeles division of the Meyberg Company. He contacted numerous real estate agents and carefully reviewed photographs of available houses in the Los Angeles suburb of El Monte, then quickly purchased a modernist, three-bedroom house on ten acres of barren, flat land. “He never consulted my mother,” Alan recalled, “he just liked the pictures. He came home and said, ‘We’re moving!’ Long before, my mother had stopped asking where to.

“The walls and floors of the new house were made of cement. It was like living in a tomb, but John and I loved it because we got to roller skate around the house before the furniture was delivered.”

Living in a rambling, three-bedroom house with a Cadillac in the driveway presented a problem for young Alan at school. “Not only was I the new kid, now they thought I was the rich kid, too. I was ‘pantsed’ three times.”

Alan remembered his first Christmas in El Monte, which he described as “a truck garden with a quarry.” Alan decided he wanted a puppy for Christmas. “I started dropping hints,” he said. “I said, Jesus, I’ve got to get a puppy. A little fox terrier. I started off small but I worked up to a shepherd. Christmas finally came and I bounded out of bed expecting to find a puppy under the tree. Instead, there was an enormous tank filled with tropical fish! Not my idea of a dog. I guess my parents got puppy mixed up with guppy. Five too many martinis? I was furious. I don’t think in my whole life I’ve ever been quite as mad that I didn’t get my way. After presents had been opened and everyone else went into the dining room for Christmas breakfast, I cranked up the heat on the tank and boiled the fish. After we ate cold cuts and pineapple salad, we all came back into the living room. My mother yelled, ‘The fish! The fish!’ All thirty-five were floating on the top of the steaming water. ‘Oh, what could have happened,’ I said, while I was strapping on my roller skates. They never figured it out.”
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Alan at the horse ranch. 1936

It didn’t take long for the Sues family to move again. Pete developed an interest in race horses. He bought an old chicken ranch, built stables, bought horses and became a breeder. “He didn’t know the first thing about horses,” Alan said, “but I was very interested in horses, and I wanted a pony. I never got one. I never got so much as a rocking horse. My brother was never interested in horses, but my father gave him three ponies over the course of two years. Bucky had zebra-striped legs. Bucky thought he was a dog. He chased balls in the back yard, and when he sat down in the grass, he stretched his front legs out in front of him like a dog does. He even chased the car if we were in it driving around the property. After a while, my father decided to sell the place. For some reason, John and I brought Bucky into the house. He walked through the dining room and into the living room. Suddenly, a couple with two kids walked in to take a look around. The woman screamed, her kids thought it was a laugh riot, and we couldn’t move the horse. We had to move all the furniture out to get him turned around and out of the house. My father sold the house, but he never bought my brother a horse again.”

Alan recalled, “While John got a pony, I got a pigeon. My father thought that I should raise carrier pigeons. I thought it was funny to take the bird out of his cage and let him hop on my father’s head. My father belonged to a stuffy men’s club in downtown Los Angeles called the Jonathan Club. One day he was getting his hair cut there and the barber said, ‘Mr. Sues, do you realize you have head lice?’ My little birdie had infected him. That was the end of my pigeon.”

Pete Sues’ financial assets grew as RCA Victor radio sales soared in Southern California in the late 1930s. After a short time, the family moved to Glendale, and concurrently purchased a lakeside lot in Lake Arrowhead, a forested resort in the San Bernardino Mountains east of Los Angeles. “This was perfect,” Alan explained, “since my mother was petrified of water.”

Alan’s father built a large house with a boat slip and a twenty-foot dock, and purchased a motor boat from a catalogue, sight unseen. “He bought himself a ship captain’s hat and a white jacket with golden epaulettes on the shoulders. When the boat arrived, we christened it My Wish, and we all went down to the dock to take a spin. Because my mother was panicked by water, we had gotten her blind drunk. My father and I sat in the front, and John and mother sat in back. We took off and were out on the lake for some time when I turned around to look at mother. When she got nervous, she would laugh. And she was laughing hysterically.

“I said to my father, ‘Listen, we really have to stop. Mom’s getting out of hand.’ And the man who was so in touch with his family said, ‘I always knew Alice would love this.’ I said, ‘Dad, don’t you think we should go to shore?’ And he said, ‘Alan, I don’t know how to tell you this, but I don’t know how to park this boat.’ So we zipped around in circles until we ran out of gas. As the motor sputtered, we headed to the dock, which my father crashed into. He peeled all the chrome off the front of his new boat. My mother passed out and we carried her up to the house. The next weekend we drove up to the lake house and the boat was gone. It had sunk next to the dock.”

The house at Lake Arrowhead was as big as a lodge, and made of logs. Alan and his brother enjoyed swimming and exploring the woods. His parents, however, were lonely and lost in the quietude and remoteness of mountain living. “They were both stiff drunk by noon,” Alan said.

The winter was especially challenging. “None of us liked the snow,” Alan stated. They spent one Christmas at Lake Arrowhead and Alice’s mother and sisters and nieces and nephews descended upon the Sues mountain getaway. “There were cots all over the living room,” he explained. “It looked like the battlefield scene in Gone With the Wind. Too many people arguing and fighting. It was so festive. My mother wanted a real Christmas tree, so she bought one from a local fellow selling trees. He must have seen her coming. The tree was enormous. The branches were tied up and we had a hell of a time getting the damn thing in the house. When they cut the ropes, the branches opened so wide you couldn’t move around the room at all. We had to crawl around under it. It was bigger than the tree at Rockefeller Center. And they had to use a chain saw to cut it up to get it out of the house.

“My mother subscribed to California Sunset magazine. That’s where she got her recipe for pineapple and cottage cheese salad. She decided an arts and crafts project would fill in the time. There were instructions on how to put Bavarian designs on paper plates, and then lacquer them so you could use them for decoration or hors d’oeuvres. We all sat around and worked diligently on our plates, and my father got swept up in it. When people slugged in from the snow, they would remark about our Bavarian paper plates. ‘Oh, Alice, that’s marvelous what you’ve done! Look what you’ve done, John and Alan!’ Mine was the most artistic, naturally. They always said that. Finally, my father jumped up and screamed, ‘Look at mine! Look at mine! Nobody’s paying any attention to mine!’ And he went running around the room shoving his plate in everyone’s face like a two-year old kid. Then he made himself a drink and played jacks with my oldest cousin. We warned everyone who came in, ‘Look at Pete’s plate. Admire Pete’s plate, or Big Daddy will have a conniption fit.’ It was so much fun up there in the mountains.”
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Alan with his brother, John. 1937.

Faced with boredom and his woeful lack of boating skills, Pete quickly lost interest in the lake property. “Once my father kicked his nautical phase, he decided he was interested in big game,” Alan recalled. “He bought himself a safari outfit and a pith helmet and drove us to Gay’s Lion Ranch outside of Los Angeles. There were hundreds of lions running around, and crazy men chasing them. Then we went to an alligator farm nearby. The place was crawling with alligators. My father wanted me to sit on a two-hundred pound man-eater, but there was no way I was climbing on an alligator for a picture. Across the street was an ostrich farm. I never knew Los Angeles was so damn exotic. Kids could sit in little wagons and get pulled around a track by seven-foot tall ostriches. I didn’t fall for that one, either.”

Pete and Alice did not believe in giving their sons allowances. Alice had fur coats, fine feathered hats and diamond jewelry, but was miserly when it came to the more usual expenses in life. “On the rare occasion my father handed me money,” Alan said, “he grumbled, ‘Oh, God, he’s not doing anything.’”

Alan’s first job was working in a grocery store. He thought he would be setting up food displays and directing customers to specific food aisles, but instead, he was assigned the chore of cleaning the public restrooms. The job lasted two days.

His second job was working as a waiter at Yosemite National Park. His family vacationed at the Ahwahnee Hotel in Yosemite Valley. “It was the first time I had ever gotten along with a lot of kids,” Alan explained, “and they were all working there.”

He had to lie about his age to get hired, and his parents allowed him to stay there for the summer. He served meals in a tent in Camp Curry. “We took pats of butter and flipped them up to stick to the canvas overhead. When it got hot, the butter would melt and plop down on people’s heads. I thought that was the greatest thing I’d ever seen in my life!”

Serving meals in a tent didn’t compare to working as a waiter in the luxurious Ahwahnee Hotel. “But it was all so beautiful there. The deer ate out of your hand and the bears chased you up a tree. It was a natural wonderland. I felt like the forest dwelling beauty in the book Green Mansions. Well, not exactly, but I did feel like a forest dweller. Of course, when you’re a kid, after a day, it all looks the same.”

Alan experienced his first crush in the wilds of Yosemite. “I fell in love with a girl who drove a LaSalle convertible and wore real pearls around her swan-like neck. She worked as a life guard at the pool. I tried to impress her by diving backwards into the pool, which wasn’t easy because I was so fat. I was very tall for my age, and the pool was only four feet deep. I sprained all ten fingers and wore finger splints for a couple of weeks. No matter what I did, she put me down. When I approached, she’d say, ‘Oh, here it comes again, kids. Get in the pool and I’ll get rid of it.’”

At the end of the summer, Alan took the train back to Pasadena. “I wasn’t anxious to go home,” Alan recalled. When he got off the train, Pete was waiting. “My father said, ‘My God, you’re fat. Get in the car.’”

While Alan was away in Yosemite, the Sues family had moved into a five-thousand-square-foot, five-bedroom mansion on prestigious Earl Drive. “It was a huge house in Flintridge with a long driveway lined with oak trees,” Alan said. “My mother gave me the impression we were struggling, but we had a big place, plenty of food, and now she had two employees in the house.”

Alice had hired a lady to cook, but would never ask her to serve the family. “Mother said it was too embarrassing to have her serve us like a waitress. But it wasn’t too embarrassing to ask me. So I did the serving.”

Pete hired a man to care for their horses, who also doubled as a chauffeur. Alan and John never took the bus to school, but were driven in an old Packard, one of the family’s several cars. “My brother and I hated it. We’d wedge ourselves way down in the back seat so our friends wouldn’t see us being driven to school.”

During the next couple of years, the Sues family bought a tiny, rustic cabin near Lake Arrowhead, and a four-hundred-acre alfalfa ranch in the Los Angeles suburb of Saugus. The ranch came with fourteen resident Mexican immigrant workers. “My father didn’t speak Spanish, and the poor workers didn’t speak English. My father blamed them for anything and everything that went wrong. Even when he lost control of the tractor and drove it through the side of the barn, he managed to blame those guys.”

Pete bought additional acreage to build an adjacent ranch house. “My father worked hard, and he expected us to work hard, too. My mother and I baled alfalfa, which is quite a job. And I dug fence-pole holes for miles.

“My father did a lot of research about farming. He was always trying to increase his harvest. He purchased something called hybrid alfalfa from some shadowy person who told him it would yield seven crops a year instead of four. My father, whose new costume was farmer’s overalls and a pitchfork, proudly said, ‘Al, everybody will be looking at this ranch!’ We didn’t know that he had actually purchased marijuana instead of hybrid alfalfa. The ranch was raided by five state troopers with shotguns. They jumped out of their cars and said, ‘Is Sues here?’ My father said, ‘That’s right. Pete Sues. Farmer. Here I am. I guess you’re here to check out my alfalfa…. See, Al? I told you they’d be coming from all over!’ Well, they sure did. My father talked his way of it, but we had to plow it all under.”

In 1944 Pete and another business associate formed a company with movie producer/director Clarence Brown to handle the Southern California distribution of Zenith radios, Coolerator refrigerators, Speed Queen washers, Thermadore electric ranges and many other appliance lines. He also moved his family into a spacious mansion on Chevy Chase Drive near Descanso Gardens in Flintridge.

Years earlier, Alan had stopped trying to have a “father-son relationship” with Pete. “The only thing he cared about was business,” Alan said. “That’s probably why he was so successful at it, but there was nothing left for his family.”

One day, Pete took Alan for lunch at the Jonathan Club in Los Angeles. “I thought I was in a Sherlock Holmes movie,” Alan recalled, “all these stuffy old men in three-piece suits smoking cigars and pipes, and sitting in stuffy old chairs in cavernous, dark rooms.”

At first, Alan thought his father intended to establish some sort of fatherly camaraderie with his son. “He wanted to talk to me all right,” Alan said. “He told me he was having an affair with a female business associate who lived in Chicago. I couldn’t say a word. I don’t know if I was shocked because he was talking to me like an adult, or because he was having an affair, or simply because I never thought the old iceberg was capable of or even interested in sex! He told me not to tell my mother. And, he said, I was now responsible for her. He said the living arrangement would remain the same, and he would support her, but I had to take care of her well-being. I was the oldest son, and it was my job. I was seventeen.”

When Alan was sixteen, he had jumped the fence at Paramount Studios in Hollywood and wandered onto a cavernous soundstage. The film Holiday Inn was in production, and the stage was decorated with a replica of a rustic inn, snow covered trails and trees, and a horse and carriage. Bing Crosby was preparing to film a scene.

“I was amazed,” Alan said. “It was sunny and hot outside, and in this building was a complete snow-covered country house. It was a winter wonderland, and I thought, this is magic. This is for me.”

Alan stealthily returned to the studio many times to watch movies in progress. When he was occasionally confronted on a sound-stage, he said he was working with the wardrobe department. “And I’d duck between racks of costumes to get away,” he explained. “I even ate in the commissary and saw lots of movie stars.”

His career interest was a problem for his parents, though. “I had no aptitude for business. I just wanted to be an actor. My father was absolutely flummoxed, and my mother was upset, too. They thought show business was frivolous, unimportant and for sissies. My mother told me, ‘If I thought you were queer, I’d rather you were dead.’

“Her words stayed with me for the rest of my life. It was awful.”

Despite his parent’s protestations, Alan enrolled at the UCLA drama school. After three weeks he quit. His professor told him he had a “Jimmy Stewart quality” and he should model himself after the star. “But one Jimmy Stewart was enough,” Alan joked. “For me, one was one too many.”

World War II was raging in Europe, although the Allied forces were making marked advances during the summer of 1944. On July 18, Alan was drafted into the Army.

Alice berated her son. “My mother said I would never wake up, and I would be court-martialed. She had me so panicked that I bought an alarm clock and set it to all hours for two weeks before I shipped out. I wanted to practice getting up early.”

Pete drove the family to Montrose, California, where Alan caught the bus that would take him to basic-training camp. “I got into an argument with my brother,” Alan recalled. “And the whole family got into it. My parents took my brother’s side, as usual. We were all screaming at each other. When we pulled up to the bus stop, I jumped out of the car and yelled, ‘I’m glad I’m out of here! I hope I never see you again!’

“My mother said, ‘The Army will do you a lot of good.’ My father shouted, ‘You never worked a day in your life. They’ll march the shit out of you, and then you’ll know what’s really going on…’ I ran past a wall of wailing women in scarves, crying and blowing kisses to their departing sons. Fathers were proudly shaking their kid’s hands and slapping them on the back. ‘Go to hell,’ I screamed at my family.

“As I pushed my way onto the bus, I was yelling out the windows, ‘Shove it! Get out of here! Move this bus! Get me out of here!’ It didn’t occur to any of us that I might get hurt or killed in the war, or worse, captured by the enemy.”

Alan’s experience in the defense of his country was no less idiosyncratic than life at the Sues home. He arrived at camp late in the evening and was instructed to go immediately to bed. He was assigned to a barracks that was oddly empty. At four o’clock the next morning he awoke. “I thought, Oh, God, I’ve missed the boat! I jumped up and ran to shower. I shaved and got dressed.”

As the light of dawn crept through the barracks windows, he noticed that sometime during the night, all the beds were filled. “I’m a sound sleeper, but Jesus.” However, as the men awoke, Alan realized he was the only Caucasian in the building. “I thought that was very strange because at that time, the service was segregated. They actually had ‘Negro’ barracks.”

During the next several weeks of training, he had little personal interaction with his barracks mates. “We marched around in circles all day,” Alan said, “and went from classroom to classroom, and nobody ever talked to me. I was the only white guy in the bunch. I really looked cute in my Army uniform, though. The neck looked like something Balenciaga had designed. It was six inches away from neck all around. My cap was way down over my ears, and I wore enormous, heavy boots. I carried my manual. I never went anywhere without it because I was sure I was going to do something wrong.”
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P.F.C. Alan G. Sues. 1944.

After eight weeks, Alan took a train home for his first leave. He sat next to a uniformed officer who told him he hadn’t seen him before in the group. He explained to Alan that he was a doctor and wondered why he hadn’t seen Alan pass through his office.

“I said, that’s strange, I’m having a perfectly marvelous time in D Battery with all the kids.” After a long pause, the officer said, ‘I suppose you’re told this a lot, but you don’t look at all Negro.’

“What?” Alan asked. “This may come as a shock to you, but I’m really not a Negro.”

The officer then accused him of being ashamed of his race. “He said, now, listen, that’s a wonderful race. And you’re going to be very unhappy if you keep putting it down. It’s unfortunate that you don’t look Negro, but you are a Negro. I said, wait a minute, I’d know if I was Negro for crying out loud!” They argued for a moment, and then the officer instructed Alan to come to his office as soon as he returned from leave.

“That was perfect,” Alan said. “I certainly wasn’t going to tell my mother that the Army made me a Negro.” His time at home was anything but restful. “My parents knew I would be shipped off to Europe, but my father needed work done on his new one hundred acres, so I dug a cesspool during my leave.”

Upon his return to camp, Alan went directly to the office of the doctor he’d met on the train. Somehow, someone erroneously stamped “Negro” on Alan’s induction papers. “I guess they had two stamps. One was ‘White’ and one was ‘Negro’ and somebody picked up the wrong stamp. If I hadn’t met that doctor on the train, I might have gone through my whole tour of duty as a Negro, which I probably would have liked.” D Battery was designated for African-American servicemen. “They fixed their mistake,” Alan said, “and by three o’clock that afternoon I was on a train to Fort Sill in Oklahoma. I was their mistake. They warned me, don’t tell anybody because you will get in a lot of trouble! I had a sinking feeling about this Army business.”

Alan followed in his parents’ footsteps and had become an accomplished drinker by the age of eighteen. “It was a matter of survival,” he said. Oklahoma was a “dry” state, which meant the sale or use of alcohol was prohibited by law. “That was hard to take,” Alan explained, “as if the service wasn’t hard enough. A friend told me to sign up for kitchen duty at once. I was reluctant until he explained that the vanilla extract the cook used was forty proof. It wasn’t as smooth as vodka, but I smelled a lot better.”

Alan shared his Quonset hut at Fort Sill with five other fellows. The family of one kid sent him the fixings to make his own moonshine. “They were professional bootleggers from Tennessee,” Alan recalled. “I was very fond of him. We mixed it all up, and hid it under the guy’s bunk. One night, he woke us all up by running back and forth yelling, ‘It’s ripe! It’s ripe!’ We all had a couple of swigs, and it was worse than awful. Suddenly, the guy yelled, ‘I made a mistake! Too much lye! Don’t drink it! My uncle did this once and it ate the enamel off his teeth!”

In November 1944, Alan began twelve weeks of training as a switchboard operator. Fort Sill, Oklahoma, was buried in snow. For weeks, he practiced constructing a communications tent in the frosty outdoors. “I had to dig through four feet of snow and down four feet into the frozen ground,” he explained. “I didn’t know how good I had it digging a cesspool in sunny California.

“I had to sit crunched up in this tiny hole talking into the switchboard. My bootlegging buddy from Tennessee leaned over and said, ‘Hey, I heard we got a march order. We’re going back to camp for Thanksgiving!’ I said, ‘My God, that’s marvelous!’ I put in a call to A Battery and B Battery and said, ‘March order!’ We all started moving out across a hill and all of sudden shells started bursting all around us. We were under attack for Christ sakes! I thought, Oh my God, what have I done? The next thing a helicopter landed and the general got out, trudged through the snow, and said to the colonel, ‘Who gave the march orders!?’ The colonel said, ‘I got it from the major, sir.’ And the blame went down through the ranks. I thought, Oh, shit. The blame had reached down to our lieutenant. I was withering, and tip-toeing backward behind a truck. They found me and dragged me to the general who yelled, ‘Who gave you the march order!?’ I smiled my prettiest smile, shrugged and said, ‘Well, I thought…’ The general screamed, ‘Thought! Are you out of your mind!? Thought? What are you doing? You don’t think here! Do you know what this means?’ And I thought, Oh, yes, I know what it means. My head off at the shoulders. The general screamed, ‘this means we’ve lost the pennant!’

“For Christ sakes, I thought. What pennant? We could have been blown up! Tennessee, who smelled like a distillery, which was one of his few redeeming qualities, confessed that he thought they were going to give us marching orders. I had taken it as an order. More fun in the Army.”

During his training, Alan discovered he needed to wear glasses. “I was having terrible headaches,” Alan recalled. “I went to see the doctor and said I was having migraine headaches, and he said, ‘Oh, sure you are sweetheart.’ He prescribed aspirin! I was taking so many I coughed up white smoke.”

Finally he was sent to the eye doctor. “I sat in the doctor’s office with a bunch of guys and we got the bum’s rush with the exam. The doctor was hurrying to have lunch with the colonel that day. I got my new glasses in a week and when I put them on, I could not see a thing. Absolutely nothing. But the round, steel rims were very good looking.

“I wanted to surprise my parents on my next and final leave home before heading out to war. My mother hated surprises, but I rang the buzzer and she opened the door and barked out, ‘Jesus Christ! He’s cross-eyed!’”

When he was home, Alan went to see the family eye doctor. His Army diagnosis was wrong. “I was a little bit far-sighted, but they had given me glasses for someone who was terribly near-sighted.” The new glasses would not be ready before he returned to Oklahoma, so his mother assured him she would take care of it and send him the new glasses.

Alice sent Alan a pair of glasses with dark pink frames. “She was giddy, or drunk,” Alan said, “or vindictive. I was afraid to go to the men’s room. I never had so many cat-calls in my life!”

Within days, Alan got his orders to sail for Europe. He took a train to Baltimore, and got blind drunk. “I don’t remember much except waking up and hearing we had a five hour layover in Chicago. I had a hangover and staggered over to the USO. I was trying to get a cup of coffee, my hand was shaking and a very attractive WAC asked, ‘Having a little trouble?’ I said, ‘You’ll never believe it.’ She asked me what I was doing. ‘Being unattractive, what else?’ I said. So we went from the coffee bar to the joy juice bar. I proceeded to get drunk all over again. We had a chummy moment before we got into a cab to go back to the train. As I got on the platform, my Chicago sweetie yelled out, ‘Big Al!’ and ran over and handed me three dozen bright yellow jonquils. So, I’m staggering through the train car to my seat, dragging my barracks bag on the floor, wearing pink glasses and holding dozens of yellow jonquils. I sat down next to a soldier who took one look at me and asked, ‘California?’”

After hours of drinking on the train, Alan arrived in Baltimore. When his name was called, he was passed out on the floor. “I nearly poisoned myself with alcohol,” he said. “I was in the dispensary for two days. When I fell, I broke my pink glasses, and I missed my ship going overseas. That was the only bit of luck I had in the service.”

On April 16, 1945, Alan set sail for La Havre, France. “We traveled in a convoy of ships that was not protected by gun boats. I was assigned a bunk at the very bottom of the ship along with nine hundred other guys. After about four days at sea, the motors stopped because submarines were detected nearby. The guy next to me, a peach of an optimist, said, ‘We’re at the bottom, right in the line of torpedoes. If they hit us, we’re finished.’ For a minute, I thought it was a joke, and then panic set in. I clung to my little crib in complete horror and never went on deck for the rest of the trip.”

It was raining when he arrived at La Havre twelve days later. The city had been leveled by Allied air attacks during the Battle of Normandy. “There were piles of rubble smoldering all around,” Alan remembered. “Everything was in splinters and blinds were dangling from blown out windows. And I remember seeing all these colorful movie magazines scattered around in the debris and blowing in the breeze. It was the only color in the place. It was cold, and we marched. A lot. The truth is I was petrified.

“We arrived at a camp called Lucky Strike. All the camps were named after cigarette brands. The camp was one big field of boot-deep mud. Chaplains were running around giving Last Rites to wounded guys on gurneys. The sergeant said, ‘Men this is going to be pretty rough.’ Talk about understatement. It was hell.”

The soldiers slept in the mud. “We were shipped around and around in circles. We traveled five days on a burned-out boxcar that obviously caught the wrong end of a bomb. It was snowing and raining, and Jesus, it was terrible. I couldn’t sleep. I was afraid I’d roll out of the boxcar in my fart sack onto the tracks.”

The next stop was an encampment used to treat soldiers who experienced post-traumatic syndrome. “They were all nuts and ran around the place screaming. They told us how much trouble we were in for on the front. We could hear artillery fire nearby. The guys would laugh at us and say, ‘Ha, ha, love is just around the corner!’ They woke us up at four o’clock in the morning, made us strip to the waist and do pushups in the snow. We had to run up the hill, down the hill, up the hill, down the hill. Jesus, I wondered what side some of our officers were on.”

Alan had been trained in artillery, and had been using a carbine. Suddenly, he and his fellow servicemen were handed Springfield rifles. “I didn’t even know what it was,” Alan said. “We’d never seen one before. They told us to clean them. We were being moved to infantry. It really scared the shit out of all of us.”

One night, the soldiers were called to the mess hall for a rally. “There was a platform where a lieutenant got up and starting talking. He said how tough it was going to be on the front. He got more and more excited, and then just lost his marbles up there in front of us. They dragged him off the stage. It was loony.”

Being so far away from his family, and literally in the line of enemy fire, Alan felt emboldened to explore his sexuality. He had felt homosexual urges for several years, but never acted upon his feelings. He was aware of other soldiers stealing intimate moments when the lights went out. It wasn’t long before he began a relationship with an officer. “He was very macho, and he told me we couldn’t say a word about what we were doing. I don’t know if he was sexually attracted to me, or just so desperate being in the middle of nowhere with no women in sight. But I was more afraid than he was. Still, it worked for me. Considering what was going on around us, it was a good distraction.”

In a short time, Alan’s division was moved closer to the action. They were housed in the ghostly remains of a badly bombed factory. The new recruits were on one side of the wreckage, and the veterans were on the other. Half of the building was open to freezing rain and snow. “We were on the fourth floor,” he recalled. “One night, an old guy started running back and forth, waving his arms and screaming for help. He just lost his head and eventually ran off the open edge of the fourth floor. He fell to the ground and died.”

The next morning, Alan and his fellow soldiers were called to breakfast. “We marched to breakfast, like everything else. Nobody talked about the jumper. They gave us a scoop of powdered eggs. When I finished, I said to a friend that I was still hungry. He said he was too. We whispered because if you spoke aloud, an officer would jump up and scream at you, and order you to do pushups for the crowd. I went from two hundred and twenty five pounds to one hundred and fifty. My uniform never fit. The boys would laugh at me under their breath. I was always a crowd pleaser. So, we go back to the line to get more breakfast. The lieutenant said, ‘Oh, you want more, huh? Well, I’ll just fill up your tray then.’ A pyramid of powdered eggs. I didn’t want more eggs, I wanted real eggs. Then he made us eat all of it—at gun point! Somehow, I got mine down, but my friend vomited all over the floor. The lieutenant made him clean it up. Then he filled the guy’s tray up again and made him eat it. My friend vomited again. They let me go, but I don’t know how long my friend had to go through that abuse. The next time we had a meal, though, he ate like a bird.”

Alan and his fellow soldiers finally got their marching orders to head for the front. The next day, the war ended. “In the nick of time,” Alan said. “Then we transferred from company to company. I never got to really know anyone. One night, four of us were sitting around drinking cognac. We were a little nervous because the Germans were known to poison booze and leave it behind. So we’re drinking, and two of the guys started frothing at the mouth. I had just gulped a big glass of it. Nothing happened to me, but one of the guys died. My mother’s horrible cooking gave me a cast iron stomach. Maybe her slop had saved my life.

“We were so bored. We just got hammered each night. For fun, we’d strip and chase each other around the trees in the snow. If only we had a deck of cards. Nobody got shot, but a few got pneumonia. We still moved around a lot, and I eventually ended up near Nuremburg.”

The buildings in the town had been used by the Germans to imprison Russian soldiers. The Russian prisoners had been freed by the Americans, and were waiting to go home. “They were all shell-shocked,” Alan said. “By this time, the place was used as a prison for the Germans. My job was to guard the German prisoners who were forced to dig up the Russian soldiers they had killed and buried in shallow graves, recover any identification on the bodies, and re-bury them properly. You could smell it miles away.”

Most of Alan’s time was spent watching over the prisoners. “You were on duty for two hours and off for four, but you rarely got any sleep because the Germans were always trying to escape. One of their tricks was to rush out of the barracks and make a run for the fence. The guards just sprayed them with machine guns. Then their comrades had to dig their graves the next day.”

One day, Alan was guarding fourteen German prisoners who were cleaning latrines. When they were finished, Alan was horrified to discover that two of the prisoners were missing. “One of the Germans pointed to a nearby tree,” Alan recalled. “Two Russian soldiers were standing there, smiling and joking. They had taken my two prisoners, beaten them, and buried them alive.”

Alan was then moved to a large villa in the countryside that had been used as a “baby factory” by the Germans. “Blond, blue-eyed studs serviced all the young German girls breeding their super race,” Alan recalled. “All the files were still there with the most clinical coupling instructions in the world.”

He returned to his duties as a switchboard operator. “I was working for a major who was bucking for colonel. One day he called and told me to call Able Battery. We were in Headquarter’s Company. I tried to call, but couldn’t get through, and I told him so. Even after the war ended, Germans were cutting the lines so we couldn’t communicate. I tried several times, but no answer. All of a sudden the major called and screamed, ‘You goddamned son-of-a-bitch! Why can’t you get Able Battery?!’ I cracked. I said, ‘Listen you asshole, I can’t get anybody! You’ve got everyone out marching around in formation like idiots instead of checking the lines. I’ve had enough of that!’ I pulled out his cord, cutting him off, thinking he was in another building. He was in the next room. He burst in and charged at me. ‘Oh, you’ve had enough? Get the fuck off my switchboard!’ I said, ‘Do you really want it off?’ He screamed, ‘Yes, I do.’ What he meant was that he wanted me off the switchboard at the end of my shift, which was four hours away. There were a series of boosters on the switchboard which allowed us to contact Switzerland or Paris or Brussels. Everything had to be lined up and sometimes it took days to get through. I said, ‘You want me off? All right, I’m off!’ And I pulled all the switches including the delicate boosters. ‘Go to your room,’ he screamed, ‘and prepare for court martial!’

“I got dressed and suddenly heard a voice, ‘Private Sues, report to the office.’ I walked in and saluted the major. ‘Private Sues,’ he said, ‘we really haven’t had a talk. We haven’t gotten to know each other very well. I feel we should have a chance to get with our men and understand them.’ I thought, Okay, what are you doing, sweetheart? Get on with it. Pick it up. Then he said with a big smile, ‘Look who’s behind you. It’s your cousin.’ I had never met my cousin before, but I knew he was a colonel in the First Division. Thank God he happened to come by looking for me. I had a real lunch in the officer’s mess that day. And he helped me out of the jam because he outranked the major.”

Before being shipped home, Alan was stationed in Biarritz, France, for a short time. The resort city in the south of France had been converted into a transitional campus for American troops preparing to return to North America. “I met a very attractive girl with Veronica Lake bangs. She was wearing a smart red blazer, a white pleated skirt, and flat shoes with spats, which were popular with the French girls. We proceeded to get hammered and we cribbed it. I didn’t know many civilians, but I knew an English woman through a friend of mine. She was a dowager, tall and slender with a marvelous straight nose, hair swept up, expensive Chanel suits. She lived in a villa and invited me to dinner. Bring a friend, she said. The mayor would be there. It was all very grand. The salon was beautiful with butlers running around. I walked in with my new date with the Veronica Lake bangs and the entire room gasped. Dinner was unbearable. I had brought the most famous whore in all of Biarritz. Apparently, she was a terrible streetwalker of the tomato throwing variety. ‘If you don’t pay me, you get it in the mouth.’ The sensitive flower turned into Tiger Lily right before my eyes. I dumped her because I thought since she was such a legendary whore, she should have been a much better lay.”

After ten months in France, P.F.C. Alan G. Sues left Europe for the United States on June 10, 1946. He arrived at Fort Dix, New Jersey, on June 19. “I had an Eames Medal, a Good Conduct Medal, and a World War II Victory Medal,” Alan said, “and all of my war-time earnings of $533.04.”

Years later Alan pondered, “It was a funny thing about the war. Everyone looked like they were wearing costumes and over-acting. None of it seemed real to me. I never could get a real sensation of people doing the awful things they were doing. As horrible as it was—my time with the German prisoners—I never had the realization that people are really evil. I never saw the real battle action, of course, but still, the evil of it all never really sunk in with me. I know how terrible it all was, and maybe it was just too much for me to take in. It was hard to find any humor. It was too awful to believe.”


Act 1

Scene 2

[image: images]

1946–1954 “I washed my hair in the toilet bowl, and realized I had finally arrived in New York.”

Being back in Flintridge with his family was as painful as he had remembered. “I lost so much weight in the service,” Alan said, “but I still had my huge, protruding ears. I was home only a couple of days, and when I came down to breakfast, my mother, who was already plastered, said, ‘Ah, ha! Jumbo’s down for breakfast! Can’t let him out on a windy day, huh? Has to go through a door sideways!’ Jesus, I thought, haven’t I been through enough.”

Pete’s business responsibilities kept him away from the house. His firm had broken national records for RCA television sales. While Alan was away in France, his father had served as president of the Electric Club in Los Angeles, and become a director of the Pacific Coast Electrical Association. “I barely saw him at all,” Alan recalled. “If he wasn’t at the office, he was out of town.”

While Alan was in the service, his younger brother John was left alone to deal with their parents. The care and keeping of Alice had landed in his youthful lap. John anxiously shared family battle stories with his brother. Alice had discovered that Pete was carrying on with his female business associate in Chicago. At first, John explained, Alice took responsibility for her husband’s indiscretion, blaming his wandering eye on her frumpy, overweight self. But the affair took its toll, and Pete told his wife he wanted a divorce. One night Alice got drunk and pulled a rifle on her husband, intent on killing him. John jumped into the fray and wrestled the gun away from his mother, but not before she got off two thunderous shots that tore through the wall.

“That was a rough time and I think we both took each other into our confidences about really personal things,” Alan said, “and it brought us together as brothers.”

The G.I. Bill provided newly discharged servicemen with money to attend college. Alan decided to use the money for acting classes at the Pasadena Playhouse. Since opening in 1925, the Playhouse had earned a respectable, national reputation, and many Hollywood stars had studied or performed there including William Holden, Eleanor Parker, Victor Mature, Tyrone Power, Robert Young and Robert Taylor. In 1936, the Playhouse added a two-year College of Theatre Arts program, which provided many different classes such as makeup, voice, speech, stage-movement, dance, theater technique, theater history, and an introduction to Shakespeare. The program cost seven hundred and fifty dollars.

“I’d always been kind of funny,” Alan said, “but I thought I could overcome that and really be good in dramatic roles. In class, I got up to do Hamlet’s soliloquy and I got entangled in a big black cape. People hollered and laughed as I got more and more wound up with that cape. Finally, I got an ovation, and that was the end of my serious acting.”

After years of being teased about his big ears by schoolmates and especially his own mother, Alan had developed a complex about his appearance. “It got so I couldn’t act with people because I turned sideways to talk to them,” he explained. A friend recommended a plastic surgeon. The doctor performed the painful procedure of cutting and pinning back his ears. While his head was wrapped in bandages, he was told that the play Anna Lucasta was being cast at the Coronet Theater in Los Angeles.

While a friend drove him to the theater, Alan hastily removed his bandages. The director gave him a script and instructed him to read. “I’ve always been a lousy reader,” Alan said, “but I started to read and I thought, My God, I’m killing them! The few people in the theater were laughing and rolling on the floor. I read for nearly a half hour. So the director said, ‘Thank you very much. If we need your type, we’ll call you.’ I thought that was a strange thing to say until I got into the theater lobby and looked in the mirror. All my head sutures with long black strings were hanging down from my ears, and every time I moved, the strings—and my ears—were swinging back and forth!”

Alan’s friends at the Playhouse included George Nader, a fellow student who became a well-known movie star. “George was in
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