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			Introduction

			HOW I wish that early in my career someone had warned me, “Now, one day people will be asking you for anecdotes about the films you made.”

			If only that had been the case, then I might have started keeping a little diary and filling it with personal observations about some of the extraordinary people with whom I’ve worked and the times we shared.

			Most useful of all, especially as I gaze in absolute horror at these blank pieces of paper before me, I could be relying on this sadly nonexistent private journal instead of my own shaky memory.

			That minor confession out of the way, I can easily state that no matter how long the passage of time, or how great the physical distance between us, there is one person whose very name makes me smile in total delight whenever I think of him. And that’s Stanley Donen.

			Stanley has been an important part of my life for more than thirty-five years. I think of Stanley first as a friend and then as “a famous film director.” Of course, there are other great, well-known filmmakers, but take my word, there is only one Stanley Donen.

			Stanley is a master moviemaker. His knowledge of film is boundless, from his clever camera technique and choreographic grace, to his finely tuned musical ear, to his exquisite taste in color design and story sense. Most important, in my estimation, is that he combines these remarkable professional talents with an extraordinary amount of sensitivity and patience, and, above all else, a tremendous sense of humor.

			As a director, Stanley has time and again generously provided insecure actors such as myself the reassurance and courage they need to give him their absolute best. I should know. I have had the good fortune to make three pictures with Stanley—Funny Face, Charade, and Two for the Road.

			Only for Stanley would I have jumped into the deep end of a pool without knowing how to swim.

			Only for Stanley would I have climbed behind the wheel of a sports car without knowing how to drive.

			And only for Stanley would I have shown the nerve to dance with Fred Astaire.

			That last feat, accomplished while making Funny Face, was some experience, and I’ll never forget the morning I was to meet Fred for the first time. We were to begin rehearsals at the studio in Hollywood, and I remember being so shaken that I threw up my breakfast. Stanley, himself having been a dancer, was remarkably encouraging, but on that particular day I was so ready to crumble that no words of comfort from anyone could have sufficed. And Fred, perhaps, was nervous too, over how he was going to get on with me.

			Well, unlucky fellow, he had every right to worry, because sure enough, as soon as we started on the rehearsal stage, the worst that could have happened did. I was tripping all over Fred’s feet. I could barely walk, let alone dance with him. I’m sure he and Stanley were silently thinking to themselves: My God, what are we going to do with this clumsy girl?

			But if they did, they never let me in on it. Fred, always the gentleman, only said, “That’s marvelous, but let’s try it again.” And so we did. (It was a tiny bit better that time.) And again. (Better still, but nowhere up to his standard, I could tell.) And again, until finally, long hours later, under the quiet, ever watchful eye of Stanley and Fred himself, I was dancing with Fred Astaire. Imagine—dancing with Fred Astaire!

			Another marvelous leading man Stanley introduced me to was Cary Grant, although, I must confess, I very much doubt if I left him with the best first impression. Cary and I had never met before we did Charade, so there we all were in Paris, about to have dinner at some terribly smart bistro. As it was early spring, Cary, who always dressed impeccably, was wearing an exquisite light-tan suit. I know I was thrilled to meet him, and I must have been terribly excited, because not ten seconds after we started chatting I made some gesture with my hand and managed to knock an entire bottle of red wine all over poor Cary and his beautiful suit.

			He remained cool. I, on the other hand, was horrified. Here we’d only just been introduced! If I somehow could have managed to crawl under the table and escape without ever having to see him again, I happily would have. Instead I attempted my best under the circumstances. I apologized and apologized. Stanley, though I could hardly look at him, diplomatically concealed his acute embarrassment, while Cary, still dripping wine, nonchalantly removed his jacket and pretended, very convincingly, that the stain would simply go away.
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					Rehearsing for Funny Face (1956): Audrey Hepburn, Stanley Donen, and, on piano, the producer, Roger Edens

				
			
			But in the back of my mind I wondered, After what I’ve just done, how could I ever face this man again, let alone make a movie with him?

			(Cary solved my situation like the true gallant he was. The next day he sent over a tin of caviar and a card telling me not to worry about the suit or anything. Then, wouldn’t you know, in the movie Stanley had me mess up Cary once more, this time by “accidentally” flinging a scoop of ice cream on him.)

			Two for the Road happens to contain one of my favorite scenes in all my movies. That business about changing outfits in the car. That’s something I’ve done in real life. Also that incident about sneaking food into the hotel because the dining room’s so expensive, only to find out later that the meals would have been included in the price of the stay. That’s happened too. As for the picture itself, I must confess to having been uncertain about taking on the role, but it was Stanley who, through sheer persistence, convinced me to accept it. Freddie Raphael had done a brilliant script, perhaps one that was slightly ahead of its time. It was extremely sophisticated, both in its exploration of the various stages of the man’s and woman’s infatuation with one another and in the way the story played itself out backward and forward in time. I can’t help but think that if the movie were to come out today, it might be more successful than it was. But who really knows about these things?

			As for Stanley himself, the record speaks for itself. He was a boy wonder at M-G-M. He made On the Town when he was only in his twenties, and then he went on to direct so many memorable pictures. He made Indiscreet with Cary and Ingrid Bergman, a super movie. And those brilliant musicals, like Singin’ in the Rain—that one is everybody’s favorite, isn’t it?—and Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, which was tremendously successful. Not bad for a kid.

			Professionally, I can tell you, Stanley works not only with the precision of a dancer, which is his training, but with the experienced eye of an artist who knows exactly what he wishes to capture and convey.
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					Audrey Hepburn and Stanley Donen in the studio-built darkroom where Fred Astaire will declare his love for Hepburn’s “funny face”

				
			
			That’s what gives his pictures their special look and feel, and what makes him a master moviemaker.

			Not that I mean to make him sound totally serious. Far from it. When you’re with Stanley, be prepared to fall on the floor giggling. He himself has the greatest laugh. In Paris while we were making Funny Face, we had a running gag, using Anglo-Franco terms in the wrong way. For example, when the light would come on in airplanes and alert us to stop smoking, it would read “Ne pas fumer.” That’s when we’d all look at each other and say, “It’s time to stop fuming.”

			Once, Stanley, who at the time was still perfecting his French, was photographing Fred and me floating down the stream on the little raft at the end of the picture. Stanley wanted to dress up the scene by having us followed by a flock of swans as the picture faded out—only the swan wrangler, as we called him, was late with his cue. And so, with the camera rolling, a desperately frantic Stanley started yelling at the top of his lungs, “Les singes! Les singes!”

			What he meant to say was, “Les cygnes!” or swans. Instead he was calling out for monkeys.

			And that—even without the benefit of a secret little diary—is what I so happily remember when I think about my life and times with Stanley Donen. We worked hard and we laughed hard.

			One last “diary” entry, if you will indulge me. Rather early on in Funny Face, I got to sing—in my own voice, thank you very much—a tender and wistful song by George and Ira Gershwin, called “How Long Has This Been Going On?” Of course, it had to do with love. In the case of the impressive film legacy of Stanley Donen, which also has a very great deal to do with love, “this” has been going on for fifty years.

			Dear Stanley, what I wouldn’t give to see it go on another fifty, at least.

			AUDREY HEPBURN

			Tolochenaz, Switzerland September 1992

		

	
		
			Prelude

			WHEN THE magic of movies is discussed—this is before intergalactic space cruisers and cyborgs took to cluttering our consciousness—certain time-tested sequences inevitably pop to mind, moments driven by dynamic screen personalities being shown to the best of their advantage. Consider the pleasures of watching a love-drunk Fred Astaire dancing on the ceiling of his London hotel room, or an equally besotted Gene Kelly determinedly sloshing about the gutter of a rain-soaked California street, or three carefree, hyperglandular sailors, taking in the unbridled joys of a glistening metropolis called New York.

			These small but not inconsiderable separate samplings—there are more to follow—share one common human characteristic: Perched behind the camera, peering through its various lenses, loomed one director, Stanley Donen. Quick-witted. High-aspiring. And the unsung background force responsible for changing the face and form of the American movie musical.

			What Donen, starting in the early 1940s with sequences he contributed to Cover Girl and Anchors Aweigh, brought to the slowly stagnating genre was a new and much required level of energy, color, and maturity. Before his efforts, Hollywood studios rendered reliable if clunky backstage musicals, or else syrupy, snail-paced concoctions, recognizable for being fancifully dressed yet hollow at their core. With the arrival of Donen, musicals snapped to and noticeably came of age, integrating in a naturalistic fashion the elements of song, dance, plot, and realistic character motives. Where once waltzed effete noblemen, who found their romance at courtly balls, now tap-danced Average Joes, who fell head over heels—literally—for the girls next door. All the more admirable is that at the time Donen directed his first musicals—On the Town, Royal Wedding, and Singin’ in the Rain—the precocious filmmaker was still in his twenties and considered the boy wonder of the Arthur Freed Unit at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. More impressive, perhaps, is that when he started commanding the shots for Rita Hayworth and Gene Kelly behind the camera on Cover Girl, Stanley Donen was nineteen.

			Neither did the mature Donen, by then an independent producer-director operating out of London, disappoint once he turned his attention to sharp-witted, European-dressed love stories. Think of Cary Grant and Ingrid Bergman, both ravishing looking and shadowed by her Rolls-Royce, strolling along the Thames in Indiscreet as they consider the very real ramifications of his very imaginary marriage to another woman. Or the Audrey Hepburn of Charade, taking the awkward matter of first-time physical intimacy with Cary Grant directly in hand when she coquettishly inserts her index finger into the cleft of her leading man’s chin. Her question to him as the two ride the lift of her Paris hotel: “How do you shave, in there?” Or Hepburn once again, this time somewhere in the south of France in Two for the Road, as she and an equally smitten Albert Finney glance curiously at a somber middle-aged couple sitting in a hotel cafe. “What kind of people sit like that without a word to say to each other?” Finney asks under his breath.

			The resounding answer: “Married people.”

			

			—

			WHETHER THEY were examining a different perspective on wedded bliss or devising a new way to convey a particular dance movement, Donen pictures continually managed to break established rules. Sometimes, in fact, dialogue proved not to be a necessary component at all. (Movies had, after all, begun as a strictly visual medium; Donen was lucky to have come along when he could at least employ music, and lots of it.) In his robust Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, for instance, the great seduction—of the seven virgins, of the filmgoer—was not in spoken odes to love but in the impressive footwork when the strapping Pontipee brothers vigorously outdance the other fellows in town. In another signature Donen musical, in all probability his most personally distinctive, Funny Face, the director successfully combined his unerring taste for beauty and music, his ability for maximizing his actors’ strengths (an outgrowth of Donen’s admiration for a true artist’s talents), and his gift for maneuvering the camera in such a way as to involve the viewer, so that the movie’s simple Cinderella story was provided its proper sound, lights, and backdrop.

			We see this from the outset of one key sequence, when the funny-faced duckling of the piece is magically transformed into the graceful swan. At the fade-in, the only occupants of an otherwise completely abandoned Louvre are two casually occupied foreground figures and the gloriously lit Winged Victory back at the top of the stairs. It is this statue, this triumph of white marble, framed center screen, that commands our attention—for reasons that are not yet plainly evident. The two people, Marcel, an assistant, and Dick Avery, a photographer (his lithe silhouette could belong only to Fred Astaire), fiddle with equipment as they set up a fashion shoot. The music builds, dramatic variations on the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth. Peering into his viewfinder, Avery shouts to the unseen model poised behind Winged Victory: “Jo? Jo? Jo, where are you?”

			“Tell me when you’re ready,” she replies. The lilt in her voice auspiciously indicates that she has a surprise in store.

			“I’m ready,” he insists. “What are you going to do?”

			“Never mind what I’m going to do. Just say ‘Go.’ ”

			“All right,” he surrenders. “Go.”

			The music plays, the melody to Gershwin’s “Funny Face.” Audrey Hepburn, as Jo, emerges from behind Winged Victory, resplendent in a flowing full-length red Givenchy gown, arms extended so high that it appears she could practically fly down the grand staircase. She looks every bit like an angel herself.

			“Holy Moses!” gasps Avery, frantically snapping the shutter. “You look fabulous. Stop!” he commands. “Stop!”

			Jo keeps coming toward him. “I can’t stop,” she declares. “Take the picture.”

			“Stop!” Avery orders.

			“I don’t want to stop. I like it! Take the picture,” Jo pleads. “Take the picture!”

			The frame freezes—the music, the girl, the gown, the staircase, the Winged Victory—and the moment is captured, safely, artfully, permanently, as only could have been accomplished by one filmmaker.
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					A dance-school portrait, Columbia, South Carolina, 1933

				
			
		

	
		
			Part 1

			Dancer

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“That Probably Happened”

			IT WAS an eight-millimeter Kodak, and I thought it was the most glorious thing,” Stanley Donen said of his first movie camera. “I’d hardly ever let it out of my hands.” Despite parental warnings that he could conceivably fall from the moving vehicle, the young Donen would “hang out the windows of the family car as my father drove. I’d shoot signs, the roads, trees, anything we would pass,” he said. “I adored spending time with that camera beyond anything else I might have been doing as a child.”

			The portentous hobby was entirely self-taught, as were the lessons that followed in lens adjustments that made faraway objects appear gigantic and, inversely, close-up objects look small. “The camera itself was so primitive,” Donen remembered. “In order to make it work, I had to lift a black plate to let in the light. But I loved taking pictures with it, and with my still camera too. I’d shoot whatever I could find. We had a flood once. I was thrilled.”

			To view his footage, as well as the handful of professional one-reelers that had been purchased at the local toy store, Donen used to sit alone in his bedroom and run the hand-cranked projector his father had presented to him on a birthday. “I eventually graduated to an automatic one,” he said with pride, though his viewing method of choice was to free the sprocketed film strip from its mechanical constraints and hold the print directly to the lamp so it could be inspected with the naked eye. This way Donen could study how the frames differed one from the other, shifted from one visual composition to the next, and, when arranged with attention to a sense of order, could form one fluid, continuous scene.

			“The first film I ever owned was a Keystone Kops comedy,” said Donen. “Cars crashing, fire engines racing, buildings blowing up. I’d take it out of the projector, hold it up to the light, look at it carefully, then put it back and watch it all over again.” For an only child like Donen, the camera was a perfect play object, because its viewfinder never required having to be shared. This, consciously or not, is the first lesson every filmmaker must learn. Donen realized it by the age of eight.

			“All I knew,” said Donen, “was that the camera was like a constant companion. It allowed me to withdraw into myself.”

			“He was always crazy about his camera,” verified the writer-entertainer Kay Thompson, who knew Donen at M-G-M in the early forties, before she worked with him in 1956, on Funny Face. “His movie camera, his still camera, any kind of camera, which makes perfect sense when you think about it. The camera is a wonderful friend to a director. If anybody on the set is sassy, or giving other people problems, the director can be totally carefree, because the camera has already settled the argument, and beautifully.”

			Stanley Donen was born April 13, 1924, into loving and, as he described them, “completely middle-class” circumstances. “I was born in Columbia, South Carolina,” he said, as if by identifying the location he was delivering volumes about the nature of his upbringing. Rather than risk interpretation, however, Donen openheartedly volunteered his feelings toward his hometown: “It was sleepy, it was awful, I hated growing up there, and I couldn’t wait to get out.”

			Columbia, which even its admirers would admit is laid-back, was built at a ferry site on the Congaree, a river that rarely contained enough water to wade across. The town functions as the state capital—South Carolina has long maintained a politically conservative bent, a posture Donen would never assume—and provides the backdrop for Woodrow Wilson’s boyhood home as well as the forthrightly named First Baptist Church. That latter structure was built in 1856 on what would become Hampton Street, in honor of the local antebellum hero Wade Hampton. Here, on these very premises, members of the first Secession Convention gathered to pave the way for the War Between the States, one of the strongest and most sustaining influences upon the people of the region. To any loyal Columbian, General Sherman, who burned down three-quarters of the town on February 7, 1865, would ever after into eternity be considered the very Devil himself, as would, according to Donen, a few chosen others.

			“My family and I were Southerners,” said Donen, “really, really Southern, and really, really American. My mother was born in Columbia, South Carolina. My father was born in Augusta, Georgia, which is just over the border. His father died in Beaufort, South Carolina,*1 and my mother’s mother and father—that is, my maternal grandparents—are buried in the same town where they were born, Columbia, South Carolina.”

			Yet the family was Southern and American with a distinction. The Donens were Jewish.

			“My mother’s maiden name was Helen Cohen,” said Donen, “and my father’s name was Mordecai Moses Donen.” Because of the softness of the Southern dialect, the surname is properly pronounced “Dah-nen” rather than “Doh-nen,” as it may look upon first glance and is most often mispronounced. As for the decidedly un-Southern appellation Mordecai, Helen Donen, Stanley’s mother, in her constant efforts to assimilate, forbade the use of the name, even within the enlightened confines of the Donen household.

			“So my father was Mordie,” explained his son. “It even says that on his gravestone.” In a similar vein, the couple’s firstborn—and for most of the boy’s upbringing, the Donens’ only child—was not to have been named Stanley at all, but Isaac, after Mordie’s late father. “That would have been the traditional Jewish thing to do,” said Stanley, “but Isaac was a name my mother felt I couldn’t live with in Columbia, South Carolina. She was probably right. And somehow, my father must’ve been convinced that Stanley was a close derivative of Isaac, because I was named Stanley.”

			Stanley Donen’s grandfather Isaac was killed in cold blood during a robbery that took place inside his farmhouse in Beaufort when Mordie Donen was four years old, although details surrounding the tragedy would forever remain sketchy. “All I know,” Stanley Donen could furnish, “is that my father’s father was murdered and his mother, Betty Donen, my grandmother, was raped and ended up in a mental institution. This guy broke into their house, shot my grandfather, and brutally attacked the mother.” Mordie, who was the youngest of four children, was sent to live with his grandmother, who raised the boy as if he were a brother to his uncles and aunts, who were, in fact, relatively his age. As was later gleaned by Stanley Donen, though, the grandmother “did not believe in sending the youngsters to school.”

			As for Donen’s mother, Helen Cohen, “She was a very interesting woman, and a very independent one,” said her only daughter, Carla, Stanley’s younger sister by thirteen years. “Our mother always had her priorities pretty much in order, with no baloney about her. She had just a down-to-earth intelligence. She was never dazzled by anything or anybody, including movie stars and money.”*2

			Helen hailed from a proud, middle-class family, although plainly “one with no money to speak of,” according to her son. Helen’s father, Jack (Jacob) Cohen, sold wholesale jewelry to local shops, and both he and Helen’s mother, the former Carrie Goldsmith, opposed Helen’s selection of the unschooled Mordie as a suitor. In retaliation, the young lovers eloped in 1923, when Helen was eighteen and Mordie twenty-three.

			“My memory of my father is entirely of his selling ladies’ dresses,” said Donen. “What he did before I was born, I don’t know.” The women’s wear chain that employed Mordie Donen was Mangel’s, a purveyor of midpriced dresses, whose closest national rival was the Lerner Shops. “My father was the district manager, and there was another store in Asheville, North Carolina, and one in Knoxville, Tennessee. There were five or six of them in all.”

			The local outlet, which Mordie ran, stood on one of the three small streets that constituted the unceremonious main drag of downtown Columbia, “called—what else?—Main Street,” sniped native son Stanley Donen. As newlyweds, the Donens lived at 3920 Park Street, half a mile from Mordie’s place of employment, until right before the birth of their son. The later address was 1729 Crestwood Drive, which is where Stanley Donen grew up. “Our house was nice,” said Donen, relying upon one of his most commonly used adjectives (another is “sweet,” usually in regard to people). “Nothing special, but nice.” Summers would be spent at the family beach house on Pawleys Island, about a two-hour drive from Columbia.

			The Donens’ two-story residence on Crestwood sat on a modest-size city lot, with a large white pine planted out front and a solarium with handmade Moorish tiles attached to the rear. The entire house was done in the Spanish style, with arches over the windows, a red-tiled roof, and a coral-colored, adobe-like facade. Interestingly, it was eerily comparable in design, albeit smaller in size and dissimilar in interior decor, to the residence of the Gene Kelly character in Singin’ in the Rain. In southern California it would have been called a bungalow, but during the thirties in Columbia, South Carolina, it was considered a fine house in one of the better neighborhoods.

			“Not elaborate, but very comfortable,” drawled one longtime resident. “There were always a lot of trees, nice yards, and separate garages.”
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					Donen’s paternal grandparents, Isaac and Betty Donen (c. 1900), and, holding him at eight months, his maternal grandmother, Carrie Goldsmith

				
			
			Many of the children who grew up in the neighborhood went on to become professionals. “Nearly everyone went to college,” said the proud local. “Several became doctors. One became an oral surgeon.”

			“Stanley was sort of an icon figure on our block,” remembered Betty Walker, who, as Betty Koty, lived two doors down from the Donens, at 1719 Crestwood. “He was a very handsome boy and kind of fun, dark and dashing looking. We’d play in the street—kick the can, hide-and-go-seek, games like that. Stanley was older, but he’d join in. He had a cute girlfriend, Yvonne Harvey, then another one, Muff Rowlette, now deceased.”

			As for school, Donen recalled it as far from being fun and games. “There was a chant I’d hear in the schoolyard, always directed at me,” he said. “It pretty much sums up my childhood in Columbia, South Carolina, and I obviously don’t like repeating it, because of the way it also offends others.”

			After some prodding, Donen stonily recited the perennial playground taunt:

			
				Roses are red,

				Violets are blue,

				I’d rather be a nigger

				Than a goddamned Jew.

			

			“I’m afraid that probably happened,” confirmed Betty Walker. “Columbia was a town with a wonderful group of Jewish people. It’s just that there weren’t too many of them. They were really outnumbered.”

			“To be Jewish in South Carolina,” declared Donen, “was to be considered a freak, to be thought of as contemptible, a devil, and a cheat. Every ugly stereotype ever foisted upon Jews existed there, and I think I know how this prejudice started. When the Jews began coming to the South in large numbers in the 1850s, first from Germany [the original home of the Cohens] and then from Eastern Europe and Russia [home of the Donens], as they got off the boats dressed in rags and looking the way they did, that was the image of Jews that Southerners perceived, and that was the image that stuck. It was not like being a Jew in Los Angeles or New York, where large Jewish communities have long existed and Jews form part of the traditional fabric of life. In Columbia, South Carolina, we were totally isolated because there were so few of us. And as a child, to be so alienated, to be called names every time I turned around, it was horrible, just horrible.”

			Donen’s boyhood religious training was negligible, though he would grow up to be conversant with show-business Yiddish. Mordie Donen, on the other hand, was a deeply pious man, and Columbia, despite the relatively few number of Jews who lived there, managed to offer two separate congregations.
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					At the family beach house, Pawleys Island, South Carolina: Helen Donen, née Cohen, with her son, c. 1926
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					Stanley’s father, Mordie Donen, 1925. “The only regret of my entire life,” Stanley Donen admitted in 1995, “is that I did not honor my father’s wish that I be bar mitzvahed.”

				
			
			“We attended the Reform temple,” said Donen, “not the Orthodox shul.” Though the family belonged to the Tree of Life congregation, founded in 1896, worshiping there was sporadic for the boy. “Right before I got to be thirteen,” he recalled, “my father very much wanted me to be bar mitzvahed. My mother didn’t care, and to be honest, I loathed the whole idea.”

			To please his father, Donen attended Hebrew lessons, only to “discover, to my surprise, that what they were teaching me were the symbols for things but not their meanings. I was learning to make these noises—huch, achad, hech—and not being given the faintest idea of what I was talking about. Finally, I went home and said to my mother, ‘Really, this is silly. I could be going to the movies.’ ”

			

			—

			DESPITE DONEN’S insistence that he grew up in a backwater town, Columbia’s population in the twenties was more than sixty thousand, large enough to warrant the town’s having its own vaudeville house, the Columbia (Al Jolson played there on March 19, 1909, when he was still part of Lew Dockstader’s Minstrel Troupe). Neither did the town suffer for a lack of movie houses during Donen’s developmental phase. Of the five cinemas located in Columbia—the Palmetto, the Ritz, the Strand, the State, and the Carolina—three were to be found within the limited confines of Main Street.

			“Every day after school, I’d drop off my books at my father’s store, then go to the movies,” said Donen, whose regular afternoon routine coincided with most of the townspeople’s either heading toward one of Columbia’s numerous fishing holes or taking a nap. There in the cinema, during the Depression thirties, the boy would sit spellbound in the dark in the same manner that subsequent generations of American children would grow up being glued to television sets and computer screens.

			“Westerns, comedies, dramas—it didn’t matter to me,” said Donen. “I loved going to the movies. At home we’d listen to the radio. We’d sit and stare at it.” Jack Benny, with his deft comic timing, was an early hero, as were the sundry protagonists on G-Men, Gangbusters, and Amos ‘n’ Andy, programs with rock-ribbed narratives and characters to match.

			“But what I really did,” said Donen, “was go to the movies. I’d go every day, and then my father used to come find me after he’d close up the shop, and he’d take me home by the hand.” Donen did not always depart willingly. “One afternoon my father came to get me, but I was watching Flying Down to Rio,” he said. “I was nine, and I’d never seen anything like it in my life. I’m not sure I ever have since. It was as if something had exploded inside me.”

			Containing the flimsiest of plots—will a Copacabana Beach hotel receive its entertainment license in time for its grand opening?—but enough slapstick and aerial photography to capture the attention of any nine-year-old, the black-and-white 1933 RKO musical boasted one remarkable distinction: It marked the first pairing of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, albeit confined to wisecracking, second-banana roles (the actual stars of the picture were a sultry Dolores Del Rio and a heavily mascaraed Gene Raymond). Astaire and Rogers’s attention-grabbing first dance together, “The Carioca,” in which they floated across the screen as if attached at the forehead in the manner of Siamese twins, created a national sensation and ended up securing both performers separate star contracts at their studio.

			What appealed to the preadolescent Donen upon his initial exposure to Flying Down to Rio was neither its “aeroplanes” nor its pre–Production Code spicy patter, but Fred Astaire’s first solo, “Music Makes Me.” In the course of the one-minute-twenty-five-second number, the lanky performer artfully monopolized the film frame simply by letting his body respond to the rhythm of the band.

			And he tap-danced.
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					From the title number, Flying Down to Rio (1933)
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					And when he danced, thought Donen, “Everything in this world was perfect.”


				
			
			“The basic idea,” as interpreted by the film historian John Mueller, who made a formal study of Astaire, “is to suggest that the music has taken possession of Astaire’s body—his feet in particular—and is forcing him to execute the blistering routine contrary to his conscious will.”

			“I was mesmerized,” Donen admitted. “I could not stop watching Fred Astaire dance. I went back to the theater every day while the picture was playing. I must’ve seen it at least twenty times. Fred Astaire was so graceful. It was as if he were connected to the music. He led it and he interpreted it, and he made it look so effortless. He performed as though he were absolutely without gravity.” This last observation was a notion that would stick.

			In contrast to the oppressive small-town atmosphere choking the boy in Columbia, “when Fred Astaire danced,” Donen noticed, “everything in this world was perfect.”

			Seldom knowing his mother or father to refuse him any request, and seeking entrée of his own into Astaire’s rarefied universe, Donen came home from the movie theater one day and announced: “ ‘I want to be a tap dancer. The only thing I want to be is a tap dancer.’ My parents thought I was crazy, but they said okay. After all, it wasn’t very common for a Jewish boy to become a tap dancer.”

			Donen knew music; he had been taking piano lessons at home since the age of four. He also displayed a talent for perfect recall, a gift that would never abandon him. “Stanley is one of those people who can not only remember every lyric to a song,” professed the late lyricist Sammy Cahn, who worked with Donen on both of their earliest M-G-M musicals, “but he can sing you the fourth chorus performed by the third lead in the second number of the first act that was cut in Philadelphia before the show came to New York.”

			“I was very good on the piano by the time I was six,” Donen admitted of his musical prowess. “Then I switched. I started playing the clarinet. If fate had been cruel, I would have continued playing the clarinet instead of going on to make movies. Today I could be with the Los Angeles Philharmonic.”

			

			—

			
				“THERE WERE some dancing schools in Columbia, South Carolina,” Donen remembered. “They weren’t very good, but they were the only ones around. In class there would be eight or ten students. I’d be the only boy. They probably thought I was a sissy, but I didn’t care.”*3

			On school holidays, the boy was permitted to sharpen his skills on a more professional level. “My father spent summers at the home office of his company, which was in New York, and I got to go along. It was the worst time of the year to go to New York, given the hot, humid weather, but I loved these trips, because they meant going to the theater.”

			At the boy’s insistence, his mother enrolled him in some New York dance schools, of a better caliber than those at home. One of Donen’s earliest Manhattan instructors was Ned Wayburn, “a tall, heavy-set man who didn’t look like a dancer,” Fred Astaire himself remembered. “[He] was a stage director for Klaw and Erlanger, Ziegfeld, and the Shuberts. I looked upon him as a giant.” Wayburn had personally taught the eleven-year-old Astaire some buck-and-wing steps in 1910, so by the time Donen enrolled in his class in the 1930s, the tutor had seen better days.

			As for Broadway, “I remember every show I saw, and not just the musicals,” said Donen. “It was the Depression, and you could buy a ticket for nothing.” What stuck in Donen’s memory was “something called Ceiling Zero, a flying drama,” starring Osgood Perkins and written by the World War I navy pilot Frank “Spig” Wead (later played by John Wayne in John Ford’s 1957 movie The Wings of Eagles), “and a revue with Ethel Waters singing ‘(We’re Having a) Heat Wave.’ ” The Waters show, As Thousands Cheer, in 1933, was written by Moss Hart and Irving Berlin. Each of its sketches and numbers opened with a topical newspaper headline of the day flashing across the width of a curtain backdrop, a device Donen would adapt cinematically in On the Town, when he superimposed the hour of day in electric lights right to left across the width of the screen to mark the advancement of the clock.

			“There was another show,” recalled Donen, “with Fred Allen, Three’s a Crowd.” In it, Allen impersonated Admiral Byrd, recently returned from the South Pole. The biggest laugh came when Allen as Byrd proudly hailed his latest discovery, “five hundred thousand square miles of brand-new snow.”

			“I loved going to New York, with all that was going on then,” said Donen. “Rodgers and Hart. Cole Porter. The Gershwins. There were playwrights. Kaufman and Hart. Hecht and MacArthur.*4 Sidney Kingsley. This was Broadway. There was Bob Hope. Ethel Merman. The people I used to hear at home on the radio I could actually see on the stage. As much as I loved the movies I loved Broadway.”

			Compounding the pull of the metropolis was Donen’s own deepening sense of displacement in Columbia. Worse, his lofty position in his own household was permanently usurped on August 26, 1937, when Carla was born.

			Repeating his childhood mantra, Donen said, “I couldn’t wait to get out of Columbia, South Carolina. There were twelve grades, and I only went ten. In those days they used to skip you if you were intelligent, and as it was, I started a year earlier than I was supposed to because I wanted to go to school and my mother lied to the school board and said I was a year older. So by the time I was sixteen I was finished.”

			Mordie Donen strongly urged his son to enter college, a paternal desire fueled by his own circumstances. “My father had had no schooling whatsoever,” said Donen. “I mean, he could read and write, but he was forced to teach himself those things. Much as it broke my father’s heart, I didn’t care about college. I wanted Broadway and the movies.”

			In truth, what Stanley Donen wanted was to be in the movies, “only I couldn’t contemplate going straight to California from South Carolina. California seemed too far away. At the time, anyway, movies were thought to be a second-rate art form. They were looked upon the way we later looked at television. I mean, Kaufman and Hart didn’t write for movies. Thornton Wilder didn’t write for movies. Besides, even though I’m sure my parents were apprehensive about my going, I had been to New York several times.”

			“I think our mother had spent so much time with Stanley in New York when he was a child that the city was no longer foreign to the family,” reflected Carla Davis, née Donen, long afterward. “In fact, in some ways I have to believe that our mother must’ve encouraged Stanley to go to New York.”

			
				*1 Seventy miles south of Charleston.

				*2 Asked where Stanley Donen got his sense of humor, his sister replied, “From Mars.”

				*3 Betty Walker insisted that in the neighborhood, at least, this was not the case. “If anything,” she recalled, “the other kids looked up to him, because he could do something nobody else could. He could dance.”

				*4 Donen considered the team’s 1928 The Front Page “probably the best American play ever written.” His choice for second-best was their Twentieth Century.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“An Open Cattle Call”

			DONEN COULD hardly have chosen a more propitious time to try his luck in show business. With Hollywood coming off its glory year—the Motion Picture Academy’s ten top nominees for 1939 were Dark Victory, Goodbye, Mr. Chips, Love Affair, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Ninotchka, Of Mice and Men, Stagecoach, The Wizard of Oz Wuthering Heights, and the keeper of the crown, Gone With the Wind—so, too, was the New York theater experiencing a deservedly high level of accomplishment and prosperity.

			Simultaneous to the “young, green hick,” as Donen described himself, casting himself as a fifteen-dollar-a-week lodger inside a couple’s apartment at 101 West Fifty-fifth Street, Broadway was embracing the Oliviers in Romeo and Juliet, Jane Cowl and Peggy Wood in Old Acquaintance, Shirley Booth in My Sister Eileen, Ingrid Bergman and Burgess Meredith in Liliom, Helen Hayes and Maurice Evans in Twelfth Night, Helen Craig in Johnny Belinda, José Ferrer in Charley’s Aunt, Elliott Nugent and Gene Tierney in The Male Animal, Flora Robson in Ladies in Retirement (her American theatrical debut), John Barrymore in My Dear Children (his theatrical return), and the Lunts in Robert E. Sherwood’s Pulitzer Prize–winning There Shall Be No Night, a play that also earned raves for a newcomer named Montgomery Clift. Musically as well, there was much to appreciate, including Ethel Waters in Vernon Duke and John Latouche’s Cabin in the Sky, Ethel Merman in Cole Porter’s Panama Hattie, and Victor Moore, William Gaxton, Vera Zorina, and Irene Bordoni in Irving Berlin’s Louisiana Purchase.

			“The Depression was over,” said Donen, and although war had broken out in Europe, the battles seemed far enough away not to impede the goals of the young careerist. Scanning the classifieds in Variety, Donen spotted “one or two casting notices, both for musicals, that looked interesting.” The first inquiry quickly led nowhere, but the second directed him to the crowded stage door of the Ethel Barrymore Theater, on Forty-seventh Street. “It was an open cattle call,” Donen remembered. “The ad didn’t mention the name of the show or any of the people involved, and I was just one of the many who tried out. They must have liked my thick accent—’cause Ah steel tahked lak theeus. It must’ve made them laugh, because I got the job.”

			The show turned out to be Pal Joey, chief among whose several distinctions was that it served as the supreme, penultimate effort in the prolific but turbulent partnership of the composer Richard Rodgers (1902–1979) and the lyricist Lorenz Hart (1895–1943). Donen was thereby catapulted into an enviable position from which any greenhorn might benefit, especially so ardent a student of the musical form as he was.

			“Rodgers and Hart shows of 1935 to 1943 expanded the scope, style, and subject matter for the American musical theater—crossing frontiers into territories which had never before admitted singing and dancing,” noted cultural historian Gerald Mast. Known for the bright burst of wit they brought to their shows (their string of stage hits included The Garrick Gaieties, A Connecticut Yankee, Evergreen, Jumbo, On Your Toes, Babes in Arms, I’d Rather Be Right, I Married an Angel, The Boys from Syracuse, Too Many Girls, and Higher and Higher, while their movie work, although never on an artistic par with their Broadway output, included numbers in Love Me Tonight, Hallelujah, Tm a Bum, Hollywood Party, and Mississippi)*1, the New York songwriters began their creative marriage in 1919. Hart at the time was a twenty-three-year-old Columbia University School of Journalism graduate, while Rodgers was a sixteen-year-old Columbia aspirant seeking early admission from De Witt Clinton High in the Bronx. Their first encounter, in the Hart family’s West 119th Street apartment, left Rodgers speechless over his future collaborator’s appearance. Unshaven and unkempt, Hart could have passed for a hobo and, at five foot nothing, with a large head and small frame, was, according to Rodgers, “gnomelike.” Young, wiry Rodgers, meanwhile, bore an uncanny resemblance to an accountancy student. But that Sunday afternoon on the Upper West Side, the two personalities clicked. Both Rodgers and Hart discovered they shared an unwavering admiration for Guy Bolton, P. G. Wodehouse, and Jerome Kern, and sought to follow in the footsteps of such accomplished men of the musical stage.

			The first Rodgers and Hart song to be published and performed professionally was “Any Old Place with You,” and it contained two lines that more or less summed up the whole of its parts:

			
				I’d go to hell for ya,

				Or Philadelphia!

			

			Despite its overtly unripe quality, the ditty made its way into the show A Lonely Romeo, a Broadway vehicle at the Casino Theater that starred and was produced by the comedian Lew Fields. The newcomers and the experienced vaudevillian had been brought together by the same fellow who had introduced Rodgers to Hart, one Phillip Leavitt, a Columbia classmate of Rodgers’s brother Mortimer and part of a family who rented a summer house next to Fields’s in Far Rockaway. Thanks to “Any Old Place with You,” the team of Rodgers and Hart was launched—though five dry years would ensue before it reached solid footing with The Garrick Gaieties—and the two extremely dissimilar men would remain partnered for the next twenty-four years, until Hart’s final descent into alcohol.*2

			In assessing the new theatrical ground that Rodgers and Hart broke during their career together, Gerald Mast said, “The show that went furthest and deepest into that territory was Pal Joey,” which effectively blew the lid off the Victorian candy box that had been the Broadway musical.

			

			—

			ALTHOUGH the form of the “light opera,” as it came to be termed, dated back to Colonial times, the first original musical to debut in America came about entirely by accident, in 1866. A Parisian ballet troupe, scheduled to perform in downtown Manhattan, arrived to discover their venue burned to the ground. William Wheatley, manager of the neighboring Niblo’s Garden, at Broadway and Prince Streets, was hastily persuaded by the dancers’ enterprising impresario to intersperse musical routines featuring the stranded Parisians with the dramatic scenes of Wheatley’s already established production of Faust. Thanks largely to the skimpy French costumes of the dancers, the dramatic-musical hybrid, which was called The Black Crook, caught on, and thus the American musical was officially born. The show ran an unprecedented 475 performances and spawned fifteen separate New York revivals.

			From then on, through various refinements, musical comedies adhered to a fairly standard formula, in which a boy met a girl, the boy sang to the girl, and in the end the boy got the girl. (Despite the epochal nature of the Edna Ferber plot and the Greek chorus of racial tension, Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein’s 1927 Show Boat followed the same predictable moral path; Magnolia’s virtue was rewarded, while Julie’s lack of it was not.) Pal Joey was to break that sugar-encrusted mold and do so with no apologies: The boy met the girl, the boy sang to the girl, and in the end the girl dumped the boy—before her husband found out.

			“It was a hard-edged piece of theater,” said Donen. “Some performances, we could sense the discomfort of the audience, on matinee days in particular. Theatergoers had never seen characters like this in a musical before. Most people just hated it.”

			Joey Evans, the antihero of the piece, was born in the October 22, 1938, issue of The New Yorker, nearly two years to the day before the start of rehearsals on his musical incarnation. Conceived as a semiliterate letter from Joey, a wayfaring singer in cheap midwestern dives, to his New York musician friend Ted, the captivating piece was the work of the thirty-three-year-old John O’Hara (born Pottsville, Pennsylvania, 1905; died 1970), who almost single-handedly defined the then still fledgling magazine’s pithy short-story style. Joey, as his missive reveals, is superficially contrite for his neglect in not having earlier thanked Ted for an opening-night telegram, then he boasts of a couple of local sexual conquests before telegraphing some job prospects.

			“Your old pal Joey is doing all right for himself,” the correspondent relates, as he returns thirty of the fifty dollars he borrowed from Ted prior to hightailing it to Ohio.

			Sixteen months after publication of the original letter, and fourteen “Joey” stories later, the playwright George Oppenheimer expressed interest in optioning stage rights. O’Hara politely declined, but the idea was sparked. O’Hara, in Hollywood to doctor dialogue for a Betty Grable musical, contacted Richard Rodgers in the East with the tantalizing suggestion that he musicalize Joey’s exploits. “I got the idea that the pieces, or at least the character and the life in general, could be made into a book show,” O’Hara wrote Rodgers, “and I wonder if you and Larry would be interested in working on it with me.” It was an astute move on O’Hara’s part; Larry Hart, despite his lofty and bankable reputation in the theater, was, like Joey, a denizen of the low life and no stranger to cheap dives. “After our working day was over,” said Rodgers, “I would go home to my wife and family.” As for where his partner would roam, Rodgers revealed, “My honest answer is, ‘I don’t know.’ ” He speculated that Hart would begin one of his familiar binges at Ralph’s Bar on Forty-fifth Street, “in the heart of the theater district. I also know that he frequently went to the Luxor Baths to get steamed out. Other than that—what he did, where he went, and with whom—I have no idea.” Perhaps Hart’s greatest literary gift, his hard-boiled cynicism, was, like his rampant alcoholism, born out of a gnawing discontent with life and a repressed homosexuality. “From the start he had made it clear that he led the life he wanted and was not about to change it for anyone,” Rodgers recalled long after his onetime partner’s death, “though I knew it bothered him that, as he once told me, his mother was constantly nagging him to ‘settle down like Dick and marry a nice girl.’ ”

			As for Rodgers, in direct contrast to the sweetness of his melodies, which made the astringent Hart his perfect foil, he was no Pollyanna. Professional colleagues, especially the choreographer Agnes de Mille, with whom Rodgers would later work on Oklahoma!, Carousel, and Allegro, found him mercenary, temperamental, and refractory, an unquestionably gifted artist who approached his craft with the emotional detachment of a surgeon. On the occasion of Rodgers’s death on December 30, 1979, after a long bout with cancer, de Mille commented pointedly to friends, “He certainly died piecemeal, didn’t he?”

			If not for Richard Rodgers, however, there may not have been a Pal Joey. Serving as the show’s driving force, he began shaping the project by personally convincing the producer-director (and, ultimately, the doctor of O’Hara’s troubled book) George Abbott to become involved, despite Abbott’s being, on first bounce, completely turned off by O’Hara’s unseemly cast of characters—beginning with the protagonist.

			

			—

			
				“IN THE SHOW,” said Donen, “I sort of floated through Joey’s life, which is strange, because I looked like such a child.”

			Act I opens with Joey’s landing a job in a cheap South Side Chicago joint once its proprietor is properly satisfied that the singer is attracted to neither cocaine nor young boys. “There wasn’t one decent character in the play except for the girl who briefly fell for Joey,” said Richard Rodgers. “Her trouble was simply that she was stupid.”
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					A scene from the Broadway production of Pal Joey, 1940. Here Gene Kelly leads a production number. Van Johnson is in the male chorus, to rear, stage right. Donen, a fellow “waiter,” leans on the table, stage left.

				
			
			The dumb “mouse”—Joey’s term for every woman, unless she’s a “lesbo”—on whom Joey puts the make is Linda English, though it is the wealthy, married socialite, Vera Simpson, who motivates the plot by putting the make on Joey. Using her ample financial means, Vera builds him “the right club,” Chez Joey, only to see the whole setup collapse when a pair of inadvertently comic blackmailers threatens to expose Vera to her spouse.

			Though the show’s book took as its source only two stories in the “Joey” canon, “Bow Wow” and “A Bit of Shock,” the stage material remained uncommonly faithful to the spirit of O’Hara. At the same time, it managed to be a lively entertainment, relying heavily on Hart’s strongest suit, wickedly clever lyrics, particularly in “Bewitched (Bothered and Bewildered)”—to wit, Vera’s dreamy lament:

			
				Couldn’t sleep

				And wouldn’t sleep

				Until I could sleep where I shouldn’t sleep—

			

			Another number, “I Could Write a Book,” willfully takes to task Joey’s pretentiousness and illiteracy; as the original New Yorker stories proved, the selfish son of a bitch could barely write a letter.

			Some elevation of tone was accomplished through production numbers set inside the club, such as “That Terrific Rainbow” and “A Great Big Town,”*3 and some all-around great hoofing, seamlessly tied together in the airtight style of George Abbott. While some found that tireless theater veteran to be as cold as steel, a trait usually chalked up to Abbott’s Scandinavian ancestry, Donen perceived him otherwise and considered Abbott the very model of what an exemplary director should be.

			“I found him to be a very sweet man,” said Donen. “After all, he hired me. But he was extremely gifted and professional, tireless in his dedication to the job, and he carried out his responsibilities with a minimum amount of ego. He was always ‘in charge,’ yet in spite of his years of experience, he never closed himself off. He loved new people, he saw everything with open eyes, he always remained willing to hear, and he had an ear for humor,” though that last attribute may actually say more about Donen than about Abbott.

			Abbott’s phenomenal career encompassed 125 shows, in which he served as either actor, playwright, producer, or director, if not a simultaneous combination of all. A native of upstate New York, Abbott entered the theater in 1913 at the age of sixteen (before setting off for Harvard), when he appeared in a play called The Misleading Lady. By 1925, the year before Rodgers and Hart struck with The Garrick Gaieties, Abbott wrote his first Broadway play, a comedy called The Fall Guy; the following year he directed for the first time, a murder mystery he cowrote, titled Broadway. By 1932, he was producing plays; in 1935, he wrote his first book for a musical, the circus-inspired Jumbo, which inaugurated his collaboration with Rodgers and Hart; in 1936, besides cowriting the book, he directed his first musical, Rodgers and Hart’s On Your Toes, which gave the Broadway musical its first ballet number, “Slaughter on Tenth Avenue,” and two years later Abbott took to producing musicals, kicking off with Rodgers and Hart’s The Boys from Syracuse. Throughout the thirties, forties, fifties, and into the sixties, George Abbott (1887–1995), with his ramrod-straight posture, his piercing blue eyes, his tall, commanding presence, was a Broadway force to be reckoned with, and even as the millennium approached, it appeared that this consummate man of theater would never stop. During the same 1993–94 season that saw Donen return to Broadway to direct what would be an ill-fated musical adaptation of The Red Shoes, Abbott, at the age of 106, was involved in rewriting a generally well-received revival of his 1955 Damn Yankees.

			Recollecting the young Donen, the normally tight-lipped Abbott recalled, more than half a century after their paths initially crossed, “Stanley started out as just one of the boys. I can’t say I remember anything special about him when he came in. But he turned out to be bright.”

			

			—

			
				“I’M TOLD Larry Hart was a trial for Dick Rodgers because he never arrived on time, or sometimes wouldn’t arrive at all,” said Donen. “But he was a very friendly man, very quick-witted, and never at a loss for talent.”
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					In formation, Donen, as chorus boy, bottom center, for Pal Joey. Above him, stage right, is Henning Irgens. The two women exchanging dialogue are Janet Irving (with mirror) and Tilda Goetz.

				
			
			Donen witnessed an example of this “when we tried out in Philadelphia. The song ‘Zip’ was a great success, only Rodgers and Hart had written only one chorus.” The Act II song was performed as a strip-tease by the bespectacled Melba, a journalist with intellectual leanings (played by Jean Castro), as she satirized contemporary personalities of her day.

			
				Zip! Walter Lippmann wasn’t brilliant today.

				Zip! Will Saroyan ever write a great play?

				Zip! I was reading Schopenhauer last night.

				Zip! And I think that Schopenhauer was right.

			

			“The number ‘Zip’ had nothing to do with Pal Joey,” Donen elucidated, “but it stopped the show every night. Actually, if it had a primary function, it was because this newspaperwoman was needed to stand out front during a scenery change.”

			The song’s appeal became plainly evident at the very first out-of-town preview, December 16, 1940, at Philadelphia’s Forrest Theater. “The next day,” said Donen, “Larry Hart came into the theater and everybody wanted more choruses to ‘Zip!’ only there weren’t any, so Hart said, ‘Okay.’ He sat down in the back of the house and wrote out two or more choruses on a piece of paper.”

			
				Zip! I consider Dali’s paintings passé.

				Zip! Can they make the Metropolitan pay?

				Zip! Hearing rhumba bands will drive me to drink.

				Zip! Mrs. Perkins isn’t red, she’s just pink….

			

			“One of Rodgers and Hart’s favorite actresses, Vivienne Segal, was to be the married woman in the cast,” recalled George Abbott. Segal had starred in their I Married an Angel, in 1938. June Havoc played Gladys Bumps, one of the two comic blackmailers, and Donen played Albert Doane, who uttered all of one immortal remark: “I’ll have the same.”

			Several lines up on Donen was another member of the ensemble, Van Johnson, a Newport, Rhode Island, native who had gravitated to New York in 1935 as a well-seasoned young veteran of the New England theatrical circuit.

			“Stanley and I were chorines together,” Johnson said in 1994. Johnson lived in the same apartment building as Donen, as did the aspiring songwriters Hugh Martin and Ralph Blane, who by day were moonlighting as Pal Joey’s vocal coaches. “They had already composed this song, ‘Buckle Down, Winsocki,’ for this musical about a prep school they were writing,” recalled Johnson. “They used to drive the whole building crazy, banging the song on the piano ad nauseam.”*4

			Donen insisted that once he left home, he completely fell out of touch with his parents “for the next sixteen years. Not a word. Don’t ask me why. I loved my family, but I guess I was just so happy to be away from Columbia, South Carolina.” His sister, Carla, admitting that the thirteen years existing between her and Stanley may have dulled her expertise,*5 nevertheless had trouble accepting her brother’s dramatic claim. Van Johnson, on the other hand, canceled it out completely when he discussed Mordie and Helen’s visit to New York to see their son in Pal Joey.

			“Very lovely, very warm people,” was Johnson’s description of the Donens, “and very rich.” When informed that his last comment contrasted sharply with Donen’s own portrayal of his background as “completely middle class,” Johnson backed his own assertion by stating, “Sure they were rich. Mrs. Donen was swathed in furs, and they were Jews.”

			After the performance, the Donens took their son and Johnson out to dinner, “to the Starlight Roof of the Waldorf-Astoria,” said Johnson. “Thank God in those days I always wore a necktie to work. Xavier Cugat and his band were playing, and I’ll never forget going, because it was the first time in my life I ever ate lobster thermidor. It had real sherry in the sauce.”

			Explaining why the Donens would have tendered such an invitation, Johnson said, “Because I was the only person in the cast who was nice to Stanley. Everybody else was so mean and used to make fun of his accent. They thought he must have been some kind of hayseed.”

			One of the worst perpetrators, Donen recalled, “was this other dancer in the chorus. His name was Henning Irgens and he was about forty-five years old and, I would guess, had already been in about fifty shows. And there I was, a first-timer, unbelievably green and a real bean-pole. I must’ve weighed all of one hundred pounds. Besides my accent, I was also awkward. Oh boy, was I awkward.”

			One afternoon during rehearsals, Irgens sidled up to Donen and inquired, “What are you going to do about makeup? Actors are responsible for their own makeup, you know.”

			Donen confessed that he hadn’t given the matter any thought, “so Henning Irgens asked, ‘Would you like me to help?’ ” Donen responded with a grateful, “Oh, that would be wonderful,” and the two repaired to the local five-and-dime, where Irgens instructed the eager lad in his purchase of “professional” pancake makeup and sponge applicator.

			“You’ll also need a pencil to outline your eyes,” came the voice of experience. Donen knowingly pretended to select the best one off the rack.

			“Now,” said Irgens, “what will you use to take off your makeup?”

			“Cold cream, I guess,” said Donen, wishing to appear somewhat less ingenuous than he was. “Or water and a washcloth, I suppose, if I’m in a hurry.”

			“That’s fine at the beginning,” said Irgens, “but this show’s going to be a hit and run a long time, so you shouldn’t use either, or else you’ll break out in a rash.”

			Donen saw Irgens’s point. “Let me tell you the secret of what the old-timers use,” said the well-established dancer. “Orange marmalade.”

			“Orange marmalade?” repeated Donen.

			“You wipe it all over your face,” said Irgens, “and it takes off the makeup beautifully.”

			“I hardly knew how to thank him,” said Donen, relating the story, “especially when he offered to accompany me to the grocery store to help me select the same brand that all the great, experienced dancers used.”

			They did exactly that. “I was very particular about my orange marmalade
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