
  
    


    Dedication



    The greatest thing my mother and father did for me was to free me from the restrictions of self. They taught me from the beginning that I could be anything I wanted to be, and if I worked hard I could be the best at it, whether it was president, doctor, gardener, or fisherman. Find something you love to do, they said, and work hard at it, and it will support you and give you great pleasure. Thanks, Mom and Dad.
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  Deanna Durbin, Mom, and I, a few months old.


  
    Chapter 2


    Toddler



    My parents’ marriage was falling apart without the pressure of the Nazi threat to hold them together. My birth kept the marriage together for another year or so before Dad finally moved out. He had commissioned a house to be built in Westwood before the divorce. Mom got that house and custody of yours truly, along with the usual alimony and child support. The divorce was final in 1941. The house still stands at 262 South Bentley Drive. I remember little about those years. Guess I was too young. I do remember the dinners. Mom kept herself busy by joining the Hollywood Canteen and the USO. She also appeared in a traveling theatre group that flew or bussed to several local Army, Navy, and Air Force bases around Southern California. Mom would appear in a play or review and then invite a dozen or so servicemen to the house for a “home-cooked” meal. I remember the dining room filled with various uniforms, the men drinking good wine and eating good food while on leave in Hollywood. I was given to nurses and nannies to be brought up. Mom was busy with her stage career. I did see her when she was home.


    I also saw Dad on weekends. I remember him picking me up for Sunday visits in his convertible. He called it “Bonzo.” I was put on the back seat, remember, no seat belts in those days, and told to stay put. The top was usually down and there was a row of screws holding the convertible cover on. Dad would tell me to push the third screw from the end with my finger and the car would magically start. I didn’t know at the time that his car started with a button on the floor. He pushed it with his foot at the same time I pushed the screw. I loved doing this. Then we would go to his house and I could play with him and his new wife, Peggy. Or we went to a friend’s house, maybe Ernst Verebes, or Charles Laughton. Sometimes we went to Franz Waxman’s house and I played with his son, Johnny. My stepmother, Peggy Moran, had been a film star in the 1930s and 40s. At Universal she was known as “Queen of the B Pictures.” She was always full of fun and a great hostess for Dad’s weekend gatherings. Dad and Peggy had two sons, Nick and Peter. Nick went on to act in six of Dad’s films. Peter graduated from Yale and went into public welfare work in the San Francisco area.


    One event stands out in my memory. When my mother and I were together we did have fun. She and I would imitate what the other was saying until we both collapsed in laughter. This was particularly funny because she had a very thick Hungarian accent. What Hungarian does not? And I was three years old or so, and I didn’t speak too well myself.


    Mom was appearing at that time at the Hollywood Canteen. Such leading lights as Donald O’Connor and Fred Clark were appearing there regularly. I remember them coming to the house for dinner as well. In fact many of Hollywood’s best actors and actresses performed their wartime duty by appearing at the Canteen to entertain the troops after a day of filming. It was part of the war effort.


    On this day Mom decided it was time for me to see her performing on stage, so she obtained two tickets, front row center, to the matinee performance of her play. The audience was jammed with all manner and all rank of service personnel and a few civilians thrown in. My nanny, “Libby,” and I arrived on time and the usher (remember ushers?) showed us to our seats. I watched the first act with fascination. All those people on stage saying those funny things. Why, it was just like when they visited us at home. Same people, too.


    Mom didn’t appear until the second act, but when she did it was just like at home. I imitated, in a high, loud baby voice, everything she said. I did it consistently. The audience, at first startled, burst into laughter. They stopped laughing enough to hear Mom’s next line, then burst into laughter again when I repeated it. This went on throughout the scene. Fred Clark, an old hand at acting, was by now speaking with his face turned away from the audience because he was laughing so hard.


    At the end of the act there was an intermission, and Libby took me backstage to see Mommy. We sat in the dressing room. Soon a very large policeman with motorcycle boots entered. He said that Libby should take me home. Presumably the show went on without my commentary.


    When I was older, I usually spent Sundays during the year with Dad and his family. I saw very little of him when I was at his home. I did play as best I could with my half-brothers, Nick and Peter, under the ever vigilant eye of Libby, and we were all properly nice to each other. We usually got dressed up and went to a good restaurant for dinner. Dad was with us then, although I usually sat several chairs away from him and had little chance to talk to him. He was a kind of untouchable eminence who drifted into and out of my life without actually making any real contact. Most of the time when we were playing at his house he was closeted in his study with a writer or a producer, doing rewrites or shot plots on his current projects. Since he was a very reliable director, always on schedule and on time, and not at all temperamental, the studios kept him working. Fox even loaned him out to other studios for special tasks. He was loaned to Universal, for instance, for Harvey with Jimmy Stewart, the beginning of a long and fruitful relationship.


    While Dad was working in the office, one of his friends would come and stay with us. Usually it was Ernst Verebes. Verebes had been a very famous comedian in Austria, Hungary, and Germany before the war, but when he came to the U.S. his accent prevented him from having the same kind of success. His wife, Hedy Schoop, was a very accomplished and famous artist and ceramic sculptor, and she was able to keep the family going. They all came over on Sundays to be with Dad. Tony, son of Ernst, is a friend still.


    Sometimes we were accompanied by a European actor, like John Banner, or by Robert Cummings, also Dad’s friend. And there were others. The beautiful actress Jeanne Crain lived next door and her children came over to play. Across the street was a famous psychologist, Dr. Druckman, whose son, Joelie, is still a friend.


    Sometimes we went over to someone else’s house to play. We went to Franz Waxman’s home more than once, and I remember going to Ernst Lubitsch’s house and spending an afternoon with Nicola Lubitsch, his daughter. We also spent some time at Joe Pasternak’s house, where we played with his three sons, Peter, Jeff, and Mike, now famous as The Emperor Rosko.


    Felix Jackson had been Dad’s writing partner in Europe and in the early days in Hollywood, but Mom did not keep up that friendship. We visited Jackson’s ex-wife, Jill, and two daughters, Janet and Harley, with Mom, but not with Dad. Mom and Jill had become close friends, even after Felix divorced Jill. She later remarried a great musician and popular composer, Sy Miller, and together they wrote the famous hymn, “Let There Be Peace on Earth, and Let It Begin with Me.” Their daughters remain my friends.


    Various members of the Hollywood Canteen would stop by from time to time to visit with Mom. Fred Clark was a visitor. Sidney Blackmer came by from time to time.


    And Mom had dinners for various friends and parties as well. I remember Al Jarvis, originator of radio’s Make Believe Ballroom on the music station KMPC. He came over several times. A very nice man, a little short, good sense of humor. And once Blossom Seeley and Benny Fields came over and performed in the living room. More than once Mom invited her former accompanist over, and he played while she sang for the guests. This was a ritual that occurred in many showbiz homes in those pre-TV days.


    For instance, Dad would invite some guests, especially one or two singers, and after dinner ask them to perform for the other guests. He asked me once to sit down and play the piano, but I knew how good I was so I refused. He was dismayed at this but no matter how he tried to coax me I would not play for his guests. My brother Nick wasn’t so lucky, but he was far more talented than I ever could be. He played gladly for the guests.


    In fact, when Dad’s family went to London for No Highway in the Sky, they were invited for an evening at the home of Richard Addinsell, composer of the Warsaw Concerto. That piece had been composed by Addinsell for the British wartime film Dangerous Moonlight, starring Anton Walbrook. Originally the producers had requested a Rachmaninoff-like pastiche to be composed, but Rachmaninoff turned them down. Addinsell succeeded. The film was very successful, and the musical piece has drifted into the classical repertoire.


    Dad, Peggy, and Nick were invited to Addinsell’s home for dinner. After dinner Dad asked Addinsell to play the piece on the piano. He did try, but he had forgotten how to play it. So Nick, then eight years old, sat down at the piano and played it, to the amusement of all. Dad always bragged about the incident later.


    Since the parties at Dad’s house were held on Sunday evenings I was usually invited, especially later, when I was a teenager. Nick’s piano teacher, Mr. Teaford, was always invited for these dinners, and he came gladly, enjoyed the food, and always played the piano for the guests. If any of the guests was a singer, Dad invariably asked them to perform.


    When Dad directed Flower Drum Song, we made friends with Miyoshi Umeki and her husband, Win Opie. Miyoshi had been a famous singer and musical performer in Japan. Whenever she came over Dad always asked her to sing for the group. She did so gladly and effortlessly. She also spoke perfect English, so it was easy for her to sing her own parody of the American song “Up a Razy Liver.”


    Dad sold the house in the Hollywood Hills and bought one in Beverly Hills on Whittier Drive. Some reconstruction was done on the home before Dad and the family moved in. A swimming pool was installed in the backyard. It was placed lengthwise facing away from the patio, so the shallow end was where the patio was and the deep end at the other end of the pool, toward the alley in back of the house. Dad designed the pool to be a foot or two narrower at the deep end so the pool would appear much longer because of forced perspective.


    Dad also had to have the very latest in music playing equipment. First it was the record cutter. Then Dad got hold of a wire recorder. This was the precursor to the tape recorder, and it recorded the electrical impulses on a steel wire that wound from spool to spool across a recording head. It worked quite well as a recording device but the wire would break and become hopelessly tangled. This was around 1945 or ‘46. Next came the tape recorder. But before that, Dad bought a Grundig record player for the Whittier house that played both sides of the record. It did not turn the record over. Rather, the record dropped onto three revolving rubber wheels that rested on the record on the turntable. Then a needle protruded upward and played the underside of the record. A pressure arm held the record down on the rubber wheels because the records were too light to make a good connection. It worked well for a few weeks, then the wheels started not rolling properly. Long story short, the pressure arm started breaking the records over the spindle. End of Grundig. Dad got another Grundig but with a more standard playing mode.


    The new house was fine for Dad’s expanding family. He now had a maid and butler/chef. From time to time there were au pair girls. One was a young Dutch lady, Anita Magnus. Her father had been Dad’s acquaintance in Europe. Dad agreed to house her for a year or so in return for her watching over the rapidly growing Nick and Peter. During the day Anita attended Beverly Hills High School. She was not very happy. She was rather overweight and the other kids made fun of her accent. In the evening she was the kids’ nanny. She did not join the other kids’ activities and was never invited over to the other kids’ houses.


    One day she broke her leg and it was set in a cast for healing. This made her even less happy because now she could not enjoy recess at school either. And the cast, as they were in those days, was entirely white, and made her stand out in the class which she wished devoutly not to do.


    A few days later, Dad invited Deanna Durbin and Marlon Brando for dinner. Brando had expressed the desire to meet Deanna Durbin, who happened to be in town. Durbin had retired a few years prior and was living in Paris, but she was visiting Los Angeles at the time. The two arrived for dinner. During the meal Dad asked Deanna if she would like to meet the exchange student and Deanna said of course she would. Dad mentioned that Anita had her leg in a cast, and Deanna offered to sign it. Anita was delighted. She had known about Deanna for years since her father had told her of Dad’s and Deanna’s fame. Oddly she had not heard of Marlon Brando.


    Marlon asked if he could tag along. He was enjoying Deanna’s company. At this point, remember, he had just appeared in On the Waterfront and The Wild One and was at the height of his fame and popularity. Girls across the country felt their hearts race at the mention of his name. He followed Deanna upstairs to where Anita was sitting, watching television and doing her homework, and Deanna and Marlon entered the room. They had a brief conversation, which delighted Anita, and then Deanna signed her cast. Marlon asked if he could sign also, and did so. Those were the only two signatures on Anita’s cast.


    The next day when Anita went to school she was the most popular girl in her class, and from then on the house was filled with schoolgirls running in and out to visit their new best friend.


    I knew Marlon Brando briefly from a weekend visit to Dad’s house to use the swimming pool. Marlon’s friend Sam Gilman was with him. I was just learning chess at the time and I had set up a chess set in the back yard near the pool. Sam and I were playing a game. Sam gave me a few pointers on strategy. Marlon wandered over to watch, and he also gave me a few strategy suggestions, which I have never forgotten. His ability to understand the entire board was quite amazing. I also found him to be a very nice, very literate, interesting man whose interests ranged across a wide spectrum, from politics to art. He could discuss any of these with confidence because he was a voracious reader.


    He came over to Dad’s house on weekends because he wanted to escape the media zoo that collected around his own house in the Hollywood Hills. Paparazzi are not a modern phenomena. Dad’s house was quiet, usually with some soothing classical music playing. Marlon usually came over with Sam. A few times he came over with Anna Kashfi, to whom he was betrothed. They were like a couple of school kids in love. I don’t remember ever seeing him swim in the pool, as so many others did, but he did enjoy just sitting in the sun and being left alone with his own thoughts.


    One of Mom’s more constant companions was Joe Valentine. He had been Dad’s cameraman during the Universal years, 1936 through 1941. An excellent photographer, he finally won a much-deserved Oscar for his work on Joan of Arc, 1948, with Ingrid Bergman. He had been nominated four times prior, for Wings over Honolulu (1937), Mad About Music (1939), First Love (1939), and Spring Parade (1940), the last two working with Dad.


    He was a great friend. I loved being with him. He was full of fun, doing little magic tricks and telling jokes. Mom must have loved him as well because we spent more and more time with him and his family. It was a large Catholic Italian family and they took us into their hearts. I fondly remember weekend afternoons spent at the Valentine house in Van Nuys in the backyard under the trees. Eventually Mom and Joe became engaged. They were constant companions in 1948 and 1949 until he died in May of 1949. I do not know what caused his death.


    I do know that one of his last films was Alfred Hitchcock’s Rope, a film shot in ten-minute segments. Hitchcock had attempted to omit editing by shooting everything with a fluid camera in one shot, no intercuts. He almost succeeded, too.


    The cameras, grips, and actors all had to rehearse together because the camera was to appear to flow fluidly from room to room. The grips had to practice moving walls and furniture out of the way for the camera to dolly around, and all had to be done silently. The actors had to memorize their lines in ten-minute segments. This was easy for stage-trained actors, but film actors only memorize maybe ten or twenty seconds of dialogue at a time, shoot it, and then memorize the next shot. Some go so far as to memorize their whole day’s scenes, but these are not common. And a day’s shoot usually encompassed maybe three or four minutes of film time. Hitchcock was demanding ten minutes.


    After the wrap, Joe would come to our house and pour himself a glass of scotch or two. I guess he felt that our home was a “safe” place where he could let his hair down and relax, rather than go back to his own empty, cold house. Anyway, Mom was his fiancée, so why shouldn’t he come over?


    Unfortunately, Joe died in May of that year. Mom had planned a trip to Europe with me for that summer. It would have been the last time we would have alone together before she sent me away to school and married Joe. We went anyway, after the funeral. Mom had promised many of Joe’s relatives, all staunch Catholics, that we would bring their rosaries to have the Pope bless them in person, and this we did.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Europe



    In late June of 1949, we boarded a Lockheed Constellation flown by Air America, an unscheduled airline, possible in those days. I remember the flight vividly. We had to stop in Kansas City and Chicago to top off the gas tanks because the planes were as yet unable to fly coast-to-coast without refueling. We flew from Burbank Airport, now Bob Hope Airport, and we landed at Idlewild in Queens, New York. We were met at the airport by Uncle Miklos, Mom’s uncle. It would be 1963 before Idlewild changed its name to John F. Kennedy International Airport in honor of the assassinated president. We had a bit of wrangling to do because Mom had two big steamer trunks full of clothes for every possible kind of weather and every possible event. I had a drawer or two for my clothes also, and I had my good suit along for those formal dinner events. These trunks weighed a ton. This was before suitcases normally had casters to roll about. Skycaps and Redcaps were absolutely essential then. The tips one paid them were well worth the expense.


    We stayed in New York only for a day or two before we boarded the Queen Mary, for Le Havre, France, the first stop on our tour. I remember that the Queen was too large to dock at Le Havre, so we were shuttled to the harbor by ferry boat. We and our steamer trunks. We had met the other tour members on the Queen. We would travel to seven countries in six weeks: France, Italy, Switzerland, Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and England, then return on the Queen Elizabeth. It was the trip of a lifetime.


    From Le Havre we traveled by train to Paris, where we met an old friend of Mom, George Banyai. He was a Hungarian manager, impresario, producer. He originally specialized in stage shows and vaudeville, but later became involved more and more with legitimate theatre in Los Angeles and New York. He and Mom were friends in Los Angeles before the trip. George had married and settled down in Nice, France, with his wife. He joined us in Paris. We stayed very briefly in Paris at the Hotel du Louvre. And of course we saw the Louvre museum, which was across the street. At night I stayed alone in the room while George and Mom went out on the town. That was a pattern we would follow for the rest of the trip with a few exceptions. I didn’t mind much. I was used to staying alone at home as long as I had a book to read. Mom had bought me some French comic books and I used them to teach myself the rudiments of the French language, at least as it was spoken by Donald Duck and his family. I was surprised to learn that Huey, Dewey, and Louie had different names in France. I also had a “Supermann” comic book in German. I remember a girl was drowning in a lake, and was yelling “Hilfe! Hilfe!” when Supermann flew in and saved her. Not a bad way to learn a language, through comic books.


    One of the two mornings we were in Paris, the Tour de France bicycle race started right in front of the hotel. The riders were on bikes unfamiliar to me. At home I had a J.C. Higgins, the Sears and Roebuck house brand. It cost me $10 new, and had a spiffy little luggage carrier over the rear tire shaped like a jet plane’s tail. I rode it around the neighborhood but was afraid to take it to school because the kids were known to steal other people’s bikes. But the bikes ridden in the Tour de France were very different. On these the riders bent down over the handlebars, which had a reverse curve to them, much like racing bikes of today. This meant that from our point of view in the hotel window, with the riders peddling away from us, all we saw were multi-colored derrieres bobbing up and down as the bikes disappeared down the street.


    We went to the Louvre museum. Saw the Mona Lisa beautiful, but small. The Venus de Milo was also impressive.


    George drove us to his Nice estate in his Renault Dauphine. I was fascinated by the fact that the directional signal was a tiny lighted arm that swung out from the “B” pillar. We drove at night so we didn’t see much. We stayed with George and his wife for about four days then rejoined the tour group and headed down the coast to Genova. Stayed overnight, then bused down to Florence, pausing at Pisa to see the famous Leaning Tower. Mom took photos of the leaning tower, the cathedral, and the Hall of Whispers. I was more impressed by the Hall of Whispers, where one can stand at one end in front of a concave wall, and whisper, and the sound can be heard clearly at the other end of the room in front of another concave wall. Mom and I then went to a gelato place and had some of the lovely Italian ice cream. Back on the bus and on to Florence.


    Somewhere on the road to Florence, Mom realized that she had left her cameras at the gelato store. We would have driven four hours from Pisa to Florence. We arrived at the hotel, had the steamer trunks taken to the room, and Mom got on the phone to Pisa. Not easy for a Hungarian who spoke no Italian, but she managed. Mom was good at managing.


    Long story short, five hours later, a man appeared at the hotel room door with Mom’s cameras in hand. Mom was understandably grateful. She offered the man money, which he refused. She offered to buy him dinner and gasoline for his trip. He refused that too. Finally she persuaded him to take a carton of American cigarettes. He accepted that and left with his booty under his arm. Two valuable cameras in exchange for a carton of cigarettes. Might have cost her $2.00.


    In Florence we visited museums like the Uffizi. In the evening, back to the hotel room after dinner while Mom sampled what night life there was in Florence with the rest of the tour. I was the only child on the tour. At that age, of course, I wouldn’t have known what a nightclub was if I fell over one, but I was not happy being left alone in the room. I was nervous about being left alone in a foreign country where I did not speak the language. If I needed something whom do I call and how? Mom had locked the door to the hotel room so I couldn’t get out, and nobody could get in. I’m sure the manager had a master key, but I didn’t know that at the time. After I read some, I went to bed. There were two cords hanging, one on each side of the bed. Pull one and the light goes on. Pull the other and it summons the concierge. I woke up an hour or two later and needed to use the rest room, so I pulled the cord that I remembered as the light cord. I was wrong. Presently there was a knock at the door, and a lady outside started speaking to me very fast in Italian. I answered, of course, in English. I have no idea what she said and I am sure she was equally confused. Luckily she gave up after a minute or two and went away. I never heard from her again, and I went back to sleep.


    I should mention that I was just uncomfortable being alone in a foreign country. I was not uncomfortable being alone. I spent many evenings and afternoons by myself as a child, reading and listening to the radio. Mom was working or otherwise occupied and Lucy was cleaning or cooking. The world of Superman and Straight Arrow was just fine for me.


    After about 1948 we had a very early TV set in the playroom over the garage, and I could watch TV for hours, even if I never learned how to adjust the picture properly. I always had the contrast too high, and the pictures were always blackand-white with little gray scale. Eventually Joe Valentine showed me how to adjust the brightness and contrast so that the picture was much more pleasant.


    After a few days in Florence we bused down to Rome. The highlight of that trip was the visit to the Vatican. I don’t remember much about Rome except for that, but that was enough. Mom had a bag full of rosaries that Joe Valentine’s family had asked her to have blessed. She still wanted to do that. So we went with the tour to the Vatican to have a mass audience with Pope Pius XII. Eugenio Pacelli was still in the prime of life. Dad recalled having lunch with him in Paris when he was Eugenio Pacelli, Papal Nuncio to Pope Pius XI. Dad described him as a very learned man, well read, and very aware of the world around him.


    We were ushered into the big audience chamber. There must have been a thousand people there, divided by a silken rope, with an aisle down the center, down which the Pope was to be carried to his throne. The Swiss Guard were there to carry the pallet bearing the Pope and to act as guard for His Holiness. They all carried large pikes and were dressed in colorful costumes. We were standing at the rear of the crowd, nowhere near where the Pope was to enter. Mom took the rosaries from the bag and handed them to me so they were draped over my hand. She told me to work my way forward through the crowd until I was standing next to the rope where I could see the Pope clearly. When the Pope appeared I was to raise the rosaries in the hope that His Holiness would notice and bless me.


    Needless to say, when the Pope saw me holding the rosaries he reached down, touched my hand, and smiled at me. It was a very kind smile. Then he sat back up, made the sign of the cross over me, and continued on down to the throne. His sign of the cross probably included everyone in my section of the audience, but to me it seemed it was for me alone. I worked my way back to Mom, who of course was delighted. Not bad for a couple of Jews, eh? But we did get the rosaries properly blessed for the Valentine family, and that was her main reason for this visit. We continued on the tour. Saw the Sistine Chapel with the magnificent Michelangelo ceiling painting, saw a lot of religious artifacts. We also took a tour of the Vatican and saw many great paintings and statues.


    We stayed in Rome for a couple more days, then took the train to Naples. From there we took a small boat out to the Isle of Capri where we visited the blue grotto. This is a cave that opens to the sea just outside of Anacapri. The sunlight bounces off the crystal sides of the grotto and makes the water an unearthly blue. To enter the cave we had to lie down in the bottom of the little boat and pull ourselves in by a rope because the cave entrance was so small. Mom went swimming inside the grotto and her skin appeared silver. Very beautiful. On the way back to Naples the pilot allowed me to take the wheel for a few minutes. On open water, with no other ships close by. Thrill of a lifetime.


    From Naples we took the train to Milan on our way to Switzerland. We stayed in Milan for a couple of days going to museums. We went just outside of Milan to the little church where DaVinci had painted the Last Supper on the wall. The war had not been kind to the painting. The roof of the church was gone, exposing the painting to the weather. Worse, the painting had been protected by sandbags against the bombing. The bags had rotted and the painting had been attacked by mildew. I recognized it from the fact that there is a stained-glass copy in Los Angeles at one of the several Forest Lawn cemeteries. Much was made by the tour guide in L.A. about the fact that the glass figure of Judas had broken thirteen times in the kiln. The curator who showed us the original DaVinci painting told us that it would have to be restored. The restoration was finally completed fifty years later. In Milan we stayed at a hotel managed by a former Italian Fascist. He would harangue us at meals about the damage that American bombing had done to his city during the war, and how we had killed women and children and bombed a hospital. He was quite loud, too. This was in 1949 and the city had not been rebuilt yet. There were large neighborhoods of ruined houses that we drove through on our way.


    From Milan we went to Interlaken, Switzerland, where we took a ski lift up the Jungfrau. Well, up some Swiss Alp. It was raining and foggy, but we were given heavy insulated raincoats. I remember looking across the valley toward the Eigerwand and the Mönch. Or maybe we were going up the Eigerwand and looking… Anyway it was high and cold. And on the way up the bus driver explained to me that Swiss cows were specially bred so that they could stand easily on hillsides – their left legs were shorter than their right ones. He also told me that the dark brown cows gave chocolate milk. Ah, the Swiss…


    We took a bus from Interlaken to Lucerne. On the way we stopped at the Rhône Glacier, the start of the River Rhône. The Glacier had a tunnel carved into it for several dozen yards and one could walk right into it. Inside the glacier, because of light refraction, the tunnel walls, which in fact were clear ice, appeared very light blue. After the walk into the glacier the tour went into a coffee shop next to the tunnel opening, where Mom had some Glühwein and I had some hot chocolate, gotten from those brown cows no doubt.


    Later we passed through Altdorf, home of William Tell. The monument there tells the story of Tell, his son, the apple, and his expertise with the bow and arrow. It does not tell the story of the masked man who only shoots silver bullets and has a faithful Indian companion.


    In Lucerne I remember seeing the dying lion memorial. It memorialized the Swiss Guard who died trying to save Louis XVI. A granite statue, very soulful. Too bad Louis didn’t survive. From Basel we traveled to Luxembourg of which I remember nothing. Then to Brussels.


    In Brussels I remember going to the house of a rather morbid painter, Antoine Joseph Wiertz. His subjects were people dying, a cholera victim trying to claw his way out of a coffin, a person’s life flashing before his eyes just before he is guillotined. Just the thing for a ten-year-old’s imagination.


    The other Brussels landmark we saw was Mannekin-Pis, a statue of a youth about two or three years old urinating into the street. That must be one of those “Brussels Spouts” we have all heard about.


    From there we traveled to Amsterdam. There we stayed with Gabriel Levy and his wonderful wife, Elsbeth. Gabriel had been a very successful film producer in Germany before Hitler, then was forced to flee in the early 1930s. Went to Amsterdam where he produced more films, including De Kribbebijter, starring Frits van Dongen and directed by Henry Koster. Van Dongen would later come to Hollywood and have a very active career as Philip Dorn, including as co-star of I Remember Mama. He visited Dad’s house many times.


    But now we were visiting the Levys in Holland. We stayed there for several days, cutting time off the tour’s travel to London so we could spend more time with the Levys. Gabriel took me on a bicycle tour of Amsterdam, to the museums, the sights. We stopped on a street corner and bought from a street vendor two herring, which we ate whole. I have never stopped loving that, and whenever I am in Europe I search out street vendors selling fresh herring, which I eat whole.


    We also took a train to Marken and Volendam, two medieval Dutch towns near Amsterdam. The people there still wore wooden shoes and traditional clothing and the buildings had been largely untouched by the war. Fascinating. And the bike ride was excellent. We took the train there, biked around, had some more herring, and trained back. Being with this marvelous man was a real treat. And when we arrived home, Elsbeth had prepared a wonderful German-Dutch meal. I have wonderful, warm memories of these marvelous people.


    Next stop was London. Only two memories of London. We visited the Tower, saw the old White Tower, built by William the Conqueror in 1078, saw some battlements. Saw where the “Princes in the Tower” presumably met their fate. Also saw the interrogation chambers. Nice things for a ten-year-old. But then we saw the crown jewels, which are very impressive.


    The other thing in London that impressed me was a visit to a travel agent. Not for the travel agent, but because he told us what deprivations were still suffered by the British people due to the recent war. He and his family, wife and two children, were allowed a piece of beef about the size of a fist, for the four of them for an entire week. Coming from America, the land of plenty, I did not relate to that at all and remembered it for the rest of my life. Having been brought up with enough food and clothing, I found it an eye-opener.


    We sailed for America from Southampton on the Queen Elizabeth. That liner was eleven feet longer than the Queen Mary, and the staterooms, especially in tourist class, were correspondingly larger. I must say this about both trips on the Queens; the food was excellent no matter in which class one dined. The service was excellent. The accommodations were luxurious even in tourist. Within reason there was enough room in our cabin. I do remember that the ship rolled quite a bit more than modern cruise ships do, probably because modern stabilizers had not been invented yet. I also remember that my daily bath was in warm salt water, and the steward quickly learned what temperature to set it.


    I also remember that when we came through customs in New York an embarrassing thing happened. Mom and I both enjoyed real Hungarian salami and she wanted to bring some in. This was not on the customs list of allowed items. Hungarian salami is very aromatic, so Mom wrapped it carefully in wax paper to keep the aroma in. When we visited the Grand Chartreuse monastery in France, Mom bought a bottle of Chartreuse liqueur, also on the import verboten list. This she did not wrap carefully.


    The bottle broke in the steamer trunk, soaking the clothing around it and spreading its cloyingly sweet aroma around the customs area. The customs officers were amused, anyway, but in opening the steamer trunk to see what was causing the atmospheric change they also discovered the Hungarian salami. We lost the salami, and since there was nothing left in the Chartreuse bottle, all the customs inspectors kept were the pieces of the bottle. We went to Uncle Miklos’ home with aromatic luggage.


    If I had my druthers I would give every child an experience like that trip. It left lasting impressions that I have to this day, impressions mostly of people and places of which I had no knowledge before this. Reading all the books in the library cannot give one the experience of experience.


    It would also be the last time, and one of the few times in my life, that I spent any valuable time at all with my mother. The next school year I was in the fifth grade in West Hollywood, and the following summer I was sent to Chadwick School, a private boarding school in Palos Verdes. After that I spent very little time at home.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Ojai



    Within a week after Chadwick School was out I learned that I would be going away, this time to the Ojai Valley School. Mom sent me away to summer camp there to see if I liked it. Then I was to go to school there for the next two years, eighth and ninth grades.


    The Ojai Valley School is nestled in the center of the Ojai Valley, about 80 miles from Hollywood, just inland from Ventura. It was about a three-hour drive. The summer camp was a six-week affair. I lived in a big dormitory with all the other boys. The dorm actually was split into two sections with a very strong door between them, the other section being for the girls. The school had great facilities, including a swimming pool where I took my first swimming classes and a stable with horses to ride. I had my bike there and could ride into town from time to time. I also rode all over the school.


    But the school was fun. And for the first time in my life I was becoming aware of girls in a manner more than school-mate. There were possibilities here for sure.


    Mom, in the meantime, had gone to a school to learn stenography and speed-typing. Then she got a job as secretary to one of Hollywood’s leading literary agents, Laura Wilck. Laura handled such people as Rupert Hughes and Tom and Margaret Coffey. Mom got to know these people and more and more of them came over to the house when Mom had one of her literary dinner evenings. By this time I was away at school and very seldom had the chance to join her for dinner any more. But she seemed to be happier than she had been in a long time.


    Also during this time she sold our house on Doheny Drive and bought some income property a few blocks away. This was a four-unit apartment house on the northwest corner of Holloway and La Cienega. It was directly outside the back door of Art Linkletter’s La Cienega Bowling Lanes. Handy for me because I loved to bowl. And Mom derived enough income from the other apartments to pay the mortgage.


    In the apartment just above us were an actor, Harry Lewis, and his wife, Marilyn. He worked quite often in Hollywood, usually in film noir projects. They had a small son who was just learning to walk, which we were aware of because we lived immediately below them. To supplement his income as an actor they opened a lunch café on Sunset Strip called Hamburger Hamlet. They covered the walls with pictures of famous actors in Shakespearean roles, the majority of them with John Barrymore as Hamlet. Actors of his generation flocked to the place. Heck, even I went there. Eventually they opened more and more branches of the place and sold the business in the mid-1990s for over $30,000,000.


    The Ojai Valley School was a quiet, serene spot in the Ojai Valley. It had its share of princes and princesses, some real princes and princesses, although we didn’t know it at the time. There was a young man from Italy named Martino de Bourbon, a member of the Bourbon family. Because he spoke with a pronounced accent we made fun of him. He usually was referred to as “Martini Bourbon.” But he was a nice lad and joined in the fun cheerfully. Another was a young lady from Japan whom we later discovered was a member of the Japanese royal family.


    There was the usual smattering of children of Hollywood celebrities. Since we were given a home weekend every four weeks, we had to learn to get along. I shared a room with Ed Bailey. Ed and I had known each other as children, in fact we went to Boy’s Camp together. His mother was a Hungarian actress named Eury Erzi. Ed’s father, James P. Bailey, was seldom at home. As chief geologist for Standard Oil of California he traveled the world looking for oil deposits. He had a fascinating wall of photos at home of himself in every conceivable location from Bali to Arabia to South Africa, even to Nazi Germany before the war. Because his mother and mine were Hungarian we had played together as young children.


    The setup at OVS was that one of two roommates stayed in the room while the other lived in the common dorm area on the sun porch. At the end of four weeks we switched. So part of the time I slept in the room alone, and part of the time I was on the sun porch. I usually slept on the upper part of a double-bunk, which meant that I was usually about five feet above the ground. This led to an amusing incident. Well, it wasn’t amusing at the time.


    I went to summer camp at OVS in 1951, 1952 and 1953. I was staying at OVS during the summer of 1952. I was sleeping on that upper bunk on the night of July 21, when around 5:00 AM the White Wolf fault, an offshoot of the San Andreas fault system, slipped two feet horizontally and one-and-a-half feet vertically. It was a magnitude 7.5. Caused widespread damage. We felt it in Ojai, and it was also felt as far south as San Diego, in Las Vegas, and of course in Los Angeles. I was asleep on the upper bunk when it began to sway, quite alarmingly at first. It was rocking back and forth on its legs, swinging side-to-side alarmingly. I grabbed onto the upper corners of the closest uprights and hung on for dear life. The big fear was that the bunk beds would collapse like a row of dominoes.


    They didn’t. I survived, and even was able to reassure a younger boy who wandered out onto the sunroom porch, crying, “It’s an eruption from Mars! It’s an eruption from Mars!” For the rest of the morning, before time to get up, there were aftershocks. One or two were so severe that I hung on to the uprights again, but usually they were not very strong. Mrs. Launder, the dorm mother, came out in nightgown and bathrobe to reassure us that the worst was over. Ojai was closer to the epicenter than most places. I don’t know if any buildings were damaged in Ojai. I suspect not. But I sure got a good shaking and a healthy respect for good architecture.


    Many good memories and a few bad ones about OVS. We used to go camping in the Los Padres National Forest on the Sespe River at Piedras Blancas, the White Rocks. Hiking, horseback riding, fishing. We once caught a rattlesnake. The cook, Mr. Paul Pittman, skinned him and we each had a little chunk of rattler for dinner. Pittman was a real character himself. He also managed the stables, and he kept all the equestrian princes and princesses in line, always very tactfully but very authoritatively. Mostly we were on our own, although the counselors were always present when we needed them. If anyone caught a trout, we always had it for dinner. And in those days the Sespe had plenty of trout.


    The school neither encouraged nor discouraged contact between the sexes. We were never alone enough to get into real trouble, but we did form attachments. There were two girls, both in the grade just behind mine, that I fantasized about. One of them was very seductive for a thirteen-year old. We sat opposite each other at the lunch and dinner tables and made seductive faces at each other.


    The other girl, Sarah-Jane Futch, was a bit more mature. Her father was a famous surgeon who had made a very fine career for himself in Beverly Hills as an otorhinolaryngologist. Unfortunately he became addicted to the medicines he took to stay awake and to sleep. He shot himself to death in their home. Sarah was there at the time. According to Sarah, her mother ran up the stairs, then came back down and told her that her father had died from a heart attack.


    Sarah was a frail youth who overcompensated in many ways to make up for her shortcomings. She had fallen off a horse and suffered from seizures. Her mother was overprotective, at least when she was younger. She also suffered from being the younger sister to Margaret-Ann, who was an aggressive, beautiful, talented lady. Still is, at this writing. Sarah was seven years her junior.


    We didn’t do much together. Went to a few dances, rode horses. Sarah was an excellent horsewoman both in traditional English style and in Western. After I moved on from OVS to the Webb School she and I corresponded, stayed in touch for a few years.


    One thing I do remember about the OVS days was a radio evangelist named “Brother Jessup.” The good brother broadcast often and loud, probably from Ventura. In those days Ventura was a kind of country town, not very sophisticated, and the radio fare was usually limited to country music and preaching. Brother Jessup was a real dilly. He advertised two things of note: his book of Soul Saver Sermons and his bottles of Soul Saver Serum. Open your hearts and open your wallets, friends, salvation is about to be yours. For merely five dollars you could buy a book of Brother Jessup’s best sermons, the reading of which would practically guarantee your place inside those pearly gates. But much quicker access was promised by buying a bottle of Soul Saver Serum. Drink this and your soul will be saved, no question about it. A quick lesson in the power of radio (How many suckers actually bought the stuff?) and in broadcast persuasion.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Webb



    Come 1953 I graduated from OVS and it was time to move on. Mom gave me the choice of three schools to attend: Cate, Thacher, and Webb. We went to each of them and toured the campus. Thacher was nice but in order to succeed there one needed a horse. Horsemanship was an integral part of the curriculum. Each student either brought his own horse, or was given one by the school, and the student was graded on caring for the horse as much as for any academic subject. I have always liked horses but the horsy life was not for me.


    Cate school in Carpinteria seemed much more than adequate. Had good surroundings, nice teachers, good living accommodations. A few of my classmates from OVS went there so I already knew some of the other students.


    We also visited Webb, in Claremont, California. Here too were a few OVS graduates. The spacious campus is located in the foothills of the San Bernardino Mountains, close to Mount Baldy. It had an advantage in that I would have my own private bedroom, with no roommate. The curriculum seemed straightforward enough. It really didn’t matter between Cate and Webb. I flipped a mental coin and chose Webb. I considered myself lucky that I had a choice of schools anyway. Most kids my age had to go to public schools, and then they were limited to going near where they lived. I would go to private school, maybe have as much fun as at OVS.


    If there was a down side it was that Webb is a boys’ school. Once every two months or so they had exchange dances with private girls’ schools such as Marlborough and Westlake. I had a problem in that I was already shy. Not afraid of girls, just had no experience in how to approach them or make friends with them. I had taken dancing lessons at OVS but it was square dancing, nothing more. Anyway I was awkward and gangling as a child, a little clumsy, prone to drop or break things at unfortunate moments. Webb’s strict protocol did not help much.


    Mom at this time was absorbed in dating the author, Ronn Marvin, whom she married in 1954. He would be my stepfather and they would remain married until their deaths in the late 1990s.


    After I had moved into my new bedroom I settled down to work into the routine there. There was study hall, there were assemblies every morning. Twice a week we had to put on coats and ties, the traditional Webb color tie, and go to chapel meetings. There were lectures in chapel about all sorts of moral subjects, the usual singing of hymns, some kind of benediction by Thompson Webb, the school’s founder. During my tenth and eleventh grades, Webb was involved with building a chapel that Thompson named after his wife. After that, in our twelfth grade, we trekked up the hill to the Vivian Webb chapel.


    Girls were something else again. Webb had these dances, but they had a strictly enforced “six-centimeter” rule. The teachers actually went around the dance floor with little measuring sticks, and if you were unlucky to be caught snuggling up to your dancing partner you were given demerits. One demerit meant an extra hour in study hall. I think if one had three demerits one had to give up an afternoon of going into Claremont.


    We were allowed to ride our bikes or walk into Claremont on Wednesdays and Saturday afternoons. We could go to the store and buy food to bring back to our rooms. Or we could go to the record store and buy records. Whatever our meager allowances would allow. Some of us had allowances somewhat less meager than others. I quickly learned to buy foods that did not spoil quickly as I did not have a refrigerator in the room. I did have a record player, not a very good one, and a small collection of records. I also had a small radio that did not pick up very many stations, but at least it could play some music. In those days transistor radios were unheard of. They came into general use in another year or so. I finally got one in my senior year. Some of the other boys had a new super-duper radio, a Telefunken, from Germany. It had white ivory keys that you used to tune it, and the sound from its speakers was wonderful. Others had Webcor tape recorders. There were no pre-recorded tapes in those days but one could use the tape recorder to help in memorizing the many poems we were taught in English Lit.


    A note on the curriculum. I spent hours learning Latin, by choice. I studied it for three years. Others studied French, and most studied Spanish because Spanish is handy for Californians. But Latin, ah, there’s a classic subject that has uses far beyond its founders’ dreams. My knowledge of Latin has helped in so many ways, and still does. I can sometimes figure out all kinds of foreign languages because of my knowledge of Latin. Also it opened a whole new world of word analysis for me. If I don’t know what a word in English means, many times I can work out the meaning by checking the parts against the Latin dictionary. The luckier boys at Webb studied Greek, which with Latin gave them an even greater advantage.


    While I went to Webb, during the summer I was sent to a really great camp Catalina Island Boys Camp. Many of the Webb students were there. And in fact the camp was managed by Les Perry, who was the athletics coach at Webb. The kitchen staff was the same also. Counselors were drawn from college students around the Los Angeles area. By this time I was one of the “older boys,” so I no longer worried about bullies. I had reached my adult height, 6’2.” I wasn’t particularly muscular, but I could hold my own. That was such a treat. Swimming every day, hiking the back roads of Catalina. Spear fishing and regular reel fishing. Horses, too, although I didn’t pay much attention to them. The camp owned several little sailboats and I learned to sail. I took a snorkel and swim fins and snorkeled in the kelp around the camp, looking at the fish. The camp was right on the water at Howland’s Landing, around four or five miles from the Isthmus.


    One event stands out in my mind. I went to regular six-week camp, and then stayed two weeks for the “post-camp” session. During that time we caught a pig, there are wild pigs on the island, and we had a luau.


    If there was a down side to this it was that there were no girls there. There was a girls’ camp not far away but we had almost no contact with them. I remember we had one campfire where we sat around with the girls, toasted marshmallows, and sang songs, and then the girls headed back to their own camp and we didn’t see them again. I was just as awkward as ever.


    During the few weeks I spent at home there was not enough time for me to make any headway with any girls. I saw some but since I didn’t have a car there wasn’t much I could do about it. I fantasized a lot, usually about Sarah. She was a very fine looking lady, had shown me a great deal of heart. Maybe there would be something there after all.


    During the year Webb had dances with girls’ schools. One of these was Westlake School for Girls in Holmby Hills. Sarah attended that school. Since I was shy I only went to one dance during the three years I went to Webb, and that was at Westlake. We were bused there. There was a band. And there was Sarah. We were allowed two dances with the same girl, that was all, but I managed to exchange dances with another Webb student so I had three with Sarah. She had by now become a fantasy girl, a wonderful golden angel. In reality she was a lovely girl, just shy of a golden angel, but quite extraordinary nonetheless. And she didn’t care if I couldn’t dance well.


    I had been taking dancing lessons provided by Webb with a few girls shipped in from Claremont High School for the purpose. These only pointed up my inability to dance, and I wasn’t getting any better. I stuck with it for the entire course but to no avail.


    When I returned home for a weekend, my mother let me borrow her Buick to go on a date. I was now of an age when driving was legal. I took driving lessons and earned my driver’s license. I had no car, but because I lived at school the Buick would do. At this time Sarah was living in Bel-Air with her mother, who was very protective of her. I could take her out during the day but not at night. I could live with that. But we were only able to go out maybe two or three times because of my schedule, going back to Webb.


    I could not have had a better education than I had at Webb. The whole school was focused on preparing the student for college and for later life as well. We were punished not only for rule infractions but also for infractions of the honor code. After each test we had to write out and sign the following statement: “I pledge my word of honor as a gentleman that I have neither given nor received aid during this examination.” The school was very strict about that aspect. If it were later discovered that cheating had occurred, you could be asked to leave the school. Furthermore, if we saw someone cheat on an exam we were expected to go to the offender and tell him to admit to the teacher that he had cheated. If he did, he would have to take the test over, usually. If we did see someone cheating, told him, and he did not admit his offense to the teacher, we were to do it. And if we did not do it, and later it was discovered that he had cheated and we saw it but did nothing, we would both be asked to leave the school. It was strict indeed, but it was a good lesson well learned. Very few students suffered dismissal while I was there. A member of my graduating class was dismissed a week before graduation, but nobody else in my class was dismissed. Another classmate was barred from the graduation ceremony because he had the temerity to swear at a teacher. A younger fellow was dismissed because he kept a car in the canyon next to the school, snuck out his dorm window after “lights out” time, and drove into town to see a girl. Another student was dismissed for stealing. You either hewed to the straight and narrow or you were not welcome at Webb.


    We were also taught personal hygiene. No facial hair. Clothes always neat. Rooms always straightened. There was room inspection every day. Strangely enough, when I went there in the mid-50s, smoking was allowed in the twelfth grade. We could smoke in our rooms or around the dorm, but nowhere else. Sam Davidge, a classmate, had something of an emporium in his dorm room, selling cigarettes, candy, and other necessities.


    There was not much effort to involve the parents in the school process. We went home once a month for a weekend. Mom wasn’t happy about the one-and-a-half-hour drive so she and two or three other parents shared driving responsibilities on alternate home weekends.


    A private boarding school is usually a placid place. Big excitement can be caused by improperly conjugating a verb. Our lives were orderly and pre-ordained. The motto for Webb School is “Principes, non Homines” Leaders, not Men. We were being groomed to be captains of industry, upper-echelon government employees, creative forces in the community. The road to this was made easier by the fact that all the teachers lived on campus, some in the dorms with us. Most had families that lived with them. So at dinner when we sat down to table, each table was headed by a teacher, we called them “masters,” and Dr. Webb, or “Pappy” as we called him, was the headmaster. We couldn’t take a bite until he picked up his fork at his table. But we usually ate with the table’s master and his wife and whatever children he had.


    Our daily routine seldom varied. We knew when to be in the common dining hall for breakfast, when to straighten up our rooms, when to go to class, when to go to study hall. Our days were laid out with precision. Wednesdays and Saturdays we were given extra time in the afternoons for free time, and then we could go into Claremont, or just sit around on the lawns, or study, whatever we wanted to do. Other weekdays we did have an hour or two in the afternoon to ourselves. There were specific times for practicing sports also. The “Gauls,” the home team, had a regular schedule for football practice and for games with other schools. In any case, nothing was anticipated to disrupt our studies and the routine.


    One of the boys with whom I drove home, whose mother alternated as chauffeur with mine, was Bob Roos. He was a diminutive eighth grader. He had buck teeth. He dressed funny. He was shorter than most Webbites. He became the butt of school jokes, a position he seemed to enjoy. He never complained about it. Sometimes some of the older boys would rough him up, not seriously, just uncomfortably. He didn’t invite this, but he didn’t shy away either. He came from a good family. His father owned a string of clothing stores in Los Angeles. I rather liked him, and I was not happy when the older kids picked on him. Once or twice I suggested that they take their aggression out elsewhere, but they paid me no heed. I probably was mean to him too from time to time.


    Roos was one of those few who was extremely intelligent and perceptive. He could turn anything into a joke. He usually interjected himself into any handy conversation whether he knew the people or not. And he was loud. He was also impulsive.


    One morning we woke up to the sounds of sirens. Sometime during the night Bob Roos had hanged himself in his room. He used his belt looped over the pipe in the ceiling, and he stepped off a chair. The dorm master found him the next morning when he didn’t show up for breakfast. I wasn’t particularly touched by this. He hadn’t been a close friend. It was, however, disjointing because our orderly lives were disrupted for a day or two while the shock wore off. One of us had actually done it. The ambulance and the police cruiser left the campus, and we were called into an assembly. Pappy gave a eulogy of sorts, said how much he loved the boy, how hurt he was that this had happened. None of the rest of us knew how to react, I believe. We sure didn’t make any more Roos jokes and Mom had to find a new mother to share driving chores.


    Mom’s time became more constricted in 1954. That was the year she married Ronn Marvin, an author whom she had represented as a literary agent. They were very close to each other and their wedding was almost inevitable. The wedding was held at the temple on the corner of Crescent Heights and Fountain. I wore my suit. Mom’s father was there but not her mother. Ronn’s parents, Isaac and Marie, and his sister, Ebria, were there. I had asked for and been given a leave of absence from Webb for that weekend to attend the event. After the ceremony we went back to the apartment on Holloway Drive. Mom and Ronn were to leave right after the service for a honeymoon in Europe, so I would take the bus
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