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			Prologue

			It is February 16, 1960, and she is at the Sands Hotel, Jack Entratter’s place in the sun. She has been in Las Vegas before but not sitting ringside in the Copa Room and about to be introduced from the stage. The guys call what they are doing the Summit, in reference to the Eisenhower-Khrushchev meeting planned for Paris. Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr., Peter Lawford, and Joey Bishop in that order listed on the big neon marquee out front. This is their last night in town before taking a train back to Los Angeles.

			Frank she has known since her first TV appearance on The Colgate Comedy Hour, Dean is her likable, laid-back co-star from Rio Bravo, the hit Western she has just completed for director Howard Hawks. The other three are new acquaintances, part of Frank’s always-evolving entourage. Right now they are all making a picture together, a loose crazy thing about eleven former army buddies knocking off five Vegas casinos, including the Sands, on New Year’s Eve. She plays Frank’s wife and he is the leader, the same title the other four refer to him by in the nightclub act.

			If you can label what they are doing on stage an act. It is more like a few noisy friends entertaining each other at a party. They recite off-color limericks, ad-lib mutual putdowns, and occasionally sing some songs. Frank imitates a Japanese tourist, and Dean kids Sammy about being black. Dressed sharply in either suits or tuxes, they joke constantly about booze and broads. “On your way out,” Dean tells the audience, “make sure to buy a copy of my new book, The Power of Positive Drinking.” At one point, a waiter’s cart covered in white linen and well stocked with alcohol is wheeled in, and they make cocktails for each other. Dean drinks his from an ice bucket and does a special version of Lerner and Loewe’s “Almost Like Being in Love,” singing “What a day this has been, what a hole I am in, why it’s almost like losing my mind.” Lawford smokes a lot and plays straight man to Frank. When the pace slackens, emcee Joey Bishop makes another ethnic crack or Sammy tap dances.

			The room is packed with well-known faces and they all seem to be in on the fun. It is exactly the kind of night she enjoys, the kind of celebrity moment she often has imagined for herself. When the nuns back in North Dakota had asked her what she wanted to be after she grew up, she had answered without hesitation, “A movie star.” Not a teacher, a nurse, or even an actress, but a movie star. Now with over a dozen screen credits, the John Wayne Western, and a newly signed contract at Warner Bros., she is just about there.

			On the opposite side of the room, stage left, Frank is introducing Shirley Jones and her husband Jack Cassidy, declaring them “two of the young bright stars in our industry.” As they stand in response, Frank adds, “I nearly made a picture with this girl once,” a droll reference to his abrupt departure from the set of Carousel in 1956. Down in front, he recognizes columnist Jimmy Starr from the Los Angeles Herald Express, Sammy’s father and mother, and actress Erin O’Brien, who worked as a featured singer on both his and Eddie Fisher’s television variety shows. “A beautiful little girl,” he calls the twenty-six-year-old entertainer.

			At Angie’s table, immediately next to the stage on his right, Frank first singles out her friend and escort Johnny Grant, a KMPC radio personality and the future Honorary Mayor of Los Angeles. “He’s the guy causes all the wrecks on the freeway,” quips Frank. Then, before moving on to Dodgers relief pitcher Larry Sherry, it is her turn. “Sitting with Mr. Grant is a lovely lady who you saw in Rio Bravo with Mr. Martin . . . Tony Martin . . . Irving Martin 
. . .Sam Martin,” he kids. “She is soon to be seen in a picture called Bramble Bush and now she is the leading lady in our picture Ocean’s Eleven, Miss Angie Dickinson, sitting right over there.” A spotlight picks her out of the darkness, and she rises slowly in a black sleeveless dress to grasp Dean’s hand. He kisses her, steps aside for Lawford’s greeting, and then comically returns for a second handshake and a second kiss. 

			That spotlight will not often leave her in the years to come. She will become a star and a household name. She will marry a famous celebrity husband and give birth to a cherished daughter. There will be soaring highs and crushing lows, both personally and professionally.

			But for now, there is just this brief moment at the center of everything the American public considers sophisticated and cool. She smiles, acknowledges the applause, and holds on for the rest of the ride.

		

	
		
			Biographical Profile

			Starting Out

			In the introduction to her novel My Antonia, Willa Cather writes that she and a friend once “were talking about what it is like to spend one’s childhood in little towns like these, buried in wheat and corn, under stimulating extremes of climate: burning summers when the world lies green and billowy beneath a brilliant sky, when one is fairly stifled in vegetation, in the color and smell of strong weeds and heavy harvests; blustery winters with little snow, when the whole country is stripped bare and gray as sheet-iron. We agreed that no one who had not grown up in a little prairie town could know anything about it.”1 Angie Dickinson knew about little prairie towns, knew about the boundless open horizons of the Great Plains where you fought the dust and the wind to make a living. She knew about the dreams that reached out for loftier destinies and softer breezes.

			She was born Angeline Brown on September 30, 1931, in Kulm, North Dakota, a small rural community founded in 1892 as a railway stop on the Soo Line. Always sleepy, the place today barely hangs on to its identity as a city. Five city council members with day jobs govern the 350 or so residents, making sure they get water, electricity, and garbage pick-up. Many of the old stores and family farms have disappeared, and people drive farther for services that used to be offered nearby. There are roughly 135 students in kindergarten through twelfth grade, and they all attend class in the same building. One teacher covers the middle and high school math classes, another for science, one more for social science. A librarian and Spanish teacher split all of the English classes. To field a football team sanctioned by the North Dakota High School Activities Association, Kulm kids have had to join with students from neighboring schools in Ellendale and Edgeley.

			Named after Kulm, Germany, and Kulm, Bessarabia, the town was settled primarily by Germans and South Russians who brought their strict religious beliefs and strong work ethic along with them. Like elsewhere in the southwestern corner of LaMoure County, grain was the main crop and by 1930, a year before Angeline’s birth when the town’s population peaked at 742, there were seven grain elevators operating at full capacity and filling the Soo freight cars. Kulm’s main street included a stretch of two-story brick buildings housing a general merchandise store, a hardware outfit, a bank, café, post office, and other basic businesses. Wedged next to the city hall was a flat-fronted, white box structure (since demolished) occupied by The Kulm Messenger (since discontinued), a weekly newspaper printed by Angeline’s father, Leo Henry “Bud” Brown.

			Depending on the account, the little girl was delivered either in the newspaper office itself or in a farmhouse just outside of town. News of her birth was covered by The Messenger along with crop prices and updates on local government. The headline read, “It’s a Girl and the Depression Hangs On.”2 The newspaper was a family affair; Bud wrote the stories and his wife, the former Fredrika Hehr, did the type-setting. They never made a lot of money, but in the early days of the Great Depression they counted themselves lucky enough to be earning a steady income.

			Not long after Angeline’s birth, Bud and Rika, as she was known to friends and family, moved to the nearby town of Edgeley, about fifteen miles northeast of Kulm on state route 13. Here they took over operation of The Edgeley Mail, another weekly publication that guided and reflected local social activity. Slightly larger than Kulm by about 100 citizens, it had the same two blocks of commerce, the same mostly all-white population, and the same wide open spaces where kids could play.

			Angeline had already become “Angie,” and she and her two sisters, Mary Lou the oldest and Janet the youngest, made the most of Edgeley’s limited attractions. “Angie was always a lot of fun,” remembered Janet. “She was always smiling, liked fun, and was fun.”3 The three girls enjoyed ice cream at the drug store, attended school fairs, romped with their dog Blackie, and looked forward to the movies that Bud screened each week in the city’s auditorium. When they got home, they would act out the stories with friends. Mary Lou was considered the most attractive, but Angie was the most out-going. “I was born a flirt,” she described herself even then. “I would sell kisses for a nickel” to finance the ice cream treats.4 She also insisted on “directing” the movie scenes they performed; “ham” and “pain in the ass” is how she described her behavior.5 

			The Brown family lived behind the newspaper office in the center of town. “We knew everybody, everybody knew us,” said Janet.6 Devoutly Roman Catholic, they attended church regularly and the girls also went to catechism classes. With her grandmother living just down the street and plenty of friends who prized her company, Angie struck everyone as happy and content. Photos from the period show a chubby, round-faced toddler growing into a bright-eyed, finely featured little girl. Even then, however, watching Bud’s highly anticipated town hall movies, she envisioned a life beyond the stark plains of North Dakota. “In catechism class,” she explained, “the nuns would go up and down the row saying ‘what do you want to be?’ and when they got to me I stood up and said ‘I’m going to be a movie star.’ Now I didn’t say ‘I want to be a movie star.’ I said ‘I’m going to be a movie star.’”7 The confidence would later come in handy.

			Concealed more deeply beneath Angie’s carefree exterior was concern about the family. Again, on the surface, everything seemed fine. Popular and handsome, Bud was well received throughout the community, widely respected for his civic involvement. He wrote whimsical columns about the girls and played outside in the yard with them. In a family portrait taken one winter in front of the newspaper office, he looks like a Hollywood star himself. Wearing a dark wool overcoat with the collar turned up and a scarf looped around his neck, he grins boyishly beneath a black fedora tilted to the side, like Clark Gable minus the moustache. Rika, who possessed dark wavy hair, strong cheekbones, and sharp intelligence, was viewed as his ideal companion. But Bud had a problem. He was a serious alcoholic who became a completely different person when drinking. Unable to control his temper, he would lash out angrily at those around him, including his wife and children. Although he tried more than once to quit, he found it hard to get out from under the addiction.

			The girls coped as best they could, trying to rationalize the chaos and remember the good times. “We knew it was the alcohol that made my dad do the bad things he was doing,” concluded Janet.8 For Angie, there was something about the prairie itself that explained what was happening: “Like a lot of people in North Dakota before television, you drank, you played cards. It got dark at five o’clock. I can’t blame them but he drank a lot, and it was very difficult.”9 The situation continued to get worse. Bud ignored his work, and Rika took over total management of the newspaper. People who had admired Bud’s personal success now shook their heads and lamented the effect that drink was having on his personality. The girls were often frightened by his increasingly violent outbursts. “I remember once,” said Angie, “he threatened to kill our dog. He was just drunk, but I’ll never forget that we ran screaming to our grandmother’s house, ‘daddy’s gonna kill Blackie.’”10 Not exactly a Disney storybook memory.

			Kids process trauma likes this in various ways; Angie seemed to internalize it, even looking to herself for part of the blame. “He was dangerous,” she revealed. “It’s just so sad, and I feel very guilty because I think I didn’t do my part to try to understand him.”11 That acceptance of human weakness, which morphed into a tolerance of male impropriety, would remain with Angie and characterize her relationships with men as important to her as Bud. Finally, the family’s patience reached a breaking point when Bud lost the business and became physically abusive toward Rika. She checked him into a state hospital, packed her daughters, her belonging, and Blackie into the car, and set out for her parents’ house in Burbank, California.

			It was 1942, and they were part of a great wave of people migrating to the Golden State for jobs in the war factories. As historian Carey McWilliams noted, from 1940 to 1947, California “gained 3,000,000 new residents” and “more people moved to California than were living in Los Angeles County before the war.”12 Because of its decentralized, highly dispersed land use patterns, the area could easily accommodate the rapid construction of new housing and manufacturing facilities. Spacious, one-story factories dedicated to war production sprang up in peripheral suburbs all over the county. The federal government, according to McWilliams, “spent more than a billion dollars on the construction of new industrial plants” in these sleepy, blue-collar outposts.13 One such community was Burbank, home to the huge Lockheed Aircraft corporation, which produced nearly 20,000 combat planes and bombers during the war. Fueled by the labor force growth, Burbank’s population more than doubled during the decade, increasing from 34,000 in 1940 to around 80,000 by 1950.

			Rika found a house close to her parents and a job as a linotype operator at the Burbank Daily Review. Angie and her sisters quickly adapted to their new surroundings. The flatness of the San Fernando Valley suggested the plains, but the sun, the ocean, and the mountains were new delights. They quickly made friends with neighborhood kids who introduced them to southern California food and fads. There was always something to do, whether it was swimming, window shopping, sightseeing, or riding the trolleys that linked Los Angeles to surrounding cities.

			Additionally, the war, which seemed so far away in North Dakota, was very much a part of the picture. Men in uniform crowded the streets while airplanes from the assembly lines filled the sky with their test flights and maneuvers. Sirens regularly announced practice air raids and blackouts, both of which carried special significance for the vulnerable Pacific coast factories. In support of the armed forces, families collected scrap metal, cans of cooking grease, old automobile tires, and inner tubes for recycling into war materiel. Ration books were issued for shoes, sugar, meat, and other scarce items, and decals on car windows regulated how often gasoline could be purchased. 

			Burbank was a particularly busy place. Along with Lockheed, it was home to the Warner Bros. studios, which contributed both personnel and resources to the war effort and had a particularly profitable year in 1942 with patriotic hits such as Yankee Doodle Dandy and Casablanca. Jack Warner built a massive bomb shelter on the lot, painted the soundstage roofs in camouflage colors, and lent his set design technicians to Lockheed where they used canvas backdrops, rubber automobiles, and chicken wire shrubbery to disguise the whole plant as a semi-rural neighborhood. The army commandeered the new facility that Walt Disney had just built in Burbank and installed a searchlight battery to protect the adjacent Lockheed property.

			Despite the proximity to the studio where she would become a contract player in less than twenty years, Angie concentrated on her education rather than on dreams of movie stardom. Rika enrolled the girls in Catholic school and expected them to take control of their futures just as she had done. Although her job entering text on the big 90 character linotype keyboards could be tedious and exacting, she was never too tired to make dinner or help with homework. Angie and her sisters shared household chores, keenly aware that they were their own best support network. As in North Dakota, they got along well with each other and with their hard-working role model mother. She had enough to worry about, they knew, and didn’t need lazy, ungrateful daughters also. To help with expenses, Angie picked up the kinds of part-time jobs available to young girls her age. By the time she was fifteen, she had worked as a babysitter, doughnut shop waitress, and gift store clerk.

			Always claiming that Janet effortlessly mastered new information, Angie had to spend more time on her own studies. She took school seriously and stayed up late with her books. Typical of most parochial schools of the day, the curriculum emphasized drills and memorization with little room for creative expression. More than the traditional math, science, and history classes, Angie preferred English. She was a good writer, earning praise for her essays and even thinking at one point of becoming a reporter. Overall, she received good grades and never called attention to herself in the classroom. Although religious studies were an essential part of the school day, neither Angie nor her sisters expressed interest in following the nuns into a life of service. They might act out a religious story from the movies but that was as far as it went.

			The Brown girls and their mother settled into a new, less stressful routine until one day, not unexpectedly, Bud showed up on the doorstep. Having checked himself out of the hospital and followed his family to California, he begged Rika to take him back. Like many women of her generation and her religion, who were averse to divorce or to any kind of professional counseling, she agreed. It was not a good decision. Unable or unwilling to change, Bud continued to drink and drifted from one odd job to another. Rika remained the principal bread-winner and now had her husband’s erratic, sometimes violent, behavior to contend with as well.

			Angie saw what was happening but kept the pain mostly out of sight from others. Her childhood friend Dorothy Howe sensed the damage Bud was causing and later revealed, “I feel that Angie thought she had an absentee father. It was very difficult for her.”14 The most emotionally direct that Angie would ever be was to say, “Love is destroyed in an alcoholic family, and therefore you don’t share and you don’t become a family because you don’t dare talk. The hope that tomorrow is going to be different is always there.”15 Tomorrow wasn’t different, however, and the family struggled forward with its unresolved issues. No matter how self-destructive Bud became, Angie always clung to a paternal loyalty that hovered somewhere between denial and forgiveness. “I hate to paint a picture that my dad was only an alcoholic,” she told an interviewer many years later. “He was really a fabulous guy. Everybody loved him and everyone who knew him always said, ‘What a shame Bud drank.’”16 Even when he spanked his daughters, Angie believed they probably had deserved it.

			As soon as she was old enough, Angie entered the new Bellarmine-Jefferson High School in Burbank. An independent Roman Catholic college preparatory school founded in 1944 by Monsignor Martin Cody Keating, it was located at 465 East Olive Avenue, not far from both Warner Bros. and Lockheed. Still standing today yet struggling to maintain enrollment, the institution’s architecture is early colonial, then as now somewhat at odds with the improvised mishmash of styles that characterizes the rest of Burbank. The main building is a replica of Philadelphia’s Independence Hall complete with an iconic tower clock frozen on the north and south sides to commemorate the signing times of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. Adjacent to this structure is St. Eleanor’s Hall, modeled after Thomas Jefferson’s design for the library at the University of Virginia. The main entry’s thirteen steps are meant to represent the original colonies in the order by which they became states.

			Rika scraped for tuition money, and Angie very much appreciated the opportunity she was given. The war had ended, and students had much brighter prospects ahead of them. Perhaps inspired by the school motto “God helping me, I will do my best today,” Angie continued to study hard, earning a straight A average in all of her classes. Language and literature remained favorites, and a composition she wrote for a Herald Examiner Bill of Rights essay contest took top honors.

			As a co-educational school, Bell-Jeff also allowed Angie to pursue her newly-found interest in the opposite sex. “I was so boy crazy,” she admitted, “it’s embarrassing.”17 She dated frequently and sometimes, according to Janet, saw two guys on the same day, one in the afternoon and another in the evening. “It was always in my diary,” she confessed, “which boy walked me home and which boy looked at me in class and which one hasn’t called. I went from one to the other to the other.”18 Janet also recalled that even if Angie would turn down a prospective date, she would congratulate the guy on making the effort. Warren Bowen, who was a couple years younger than Angie and went on to become a successful doctor, marveled that she agreed to see him: “Most girls wouldn’t be caught dead going out with someone in the grade below them. It meant nothing to Angie. She was always very comfortable with herself. She had a lot of confidence, and if it bothered someone else she could care less.”19 Years later he remembered her with fond admiration.

			Angie had grown out of her cute little girl stage and was an attractive young woman. She wore clothes well and had her dark brown hair waved back from her forehead and parted in the middle or on the right. She looked a little like Norma Jean Baker before she became Marilyn Monroe. Family photos show her in beach shorts and straw hat, a short-waisted jacket with matching skirt, an open white blouse under a tailored beige suit. She could have been a model and, in fact, she and her older sister volunteered as practice subjects for the professional photographer who lived next door. Although she appeared briefly in a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer promotional short titled Faith and Freedom, that was just a special diversion arranged by the school, not a serious career move. It was Mary Lou who first experimented with show business, touring for a time as a magician’s assistant.

			Upon graduation, Angie was offered a full scholarship at Immaculate Heart College, whose campus was situated on a leafy hillside in the upscale neighborhood of Los Feliz, less than ten miles from Burbank. The college is now closed, its old student union building occupied by the American Film Institute, but since 1916 it had been the most prestigious Catholic college for women in southern California (men were admitted later to help with enrollment). Angie knew the offer was part of a bigger plan and noted, “They worked at keeping you in the fold. They were, I think, hoping I would be a nun, hoping I’d be a leader in the religious community, I suppose, because I was somewhat of a leader.”20 Despite the progressive humanities and art classes (some of which were taught by the soon-to-be famous artist Sister Corita Kent), Angie lasted only a semester. The desire to be out in the world, interacting with both men and women in a professional setting, was stronger than the option of staying in school.

			“I needed a job,” she explained. “I wasn’t of the regular thinking of my day where you just assumed you would get married and have babies.”21 To prepare for the workplace, she transferred to Glendale College, a junior college which recently had opened its new campus in the city’s upper northeast corner. She enrolled in a series of typing, stenography, and bookkeeping courses and within a couple of semesters had mastered the basic secretarial curriculum. Like the rest of the school population, where men outnumbered women by four to one, she commuted from home and appeared on campus only for class. Still, there were opportunities to meet a wider circle of people, young adults different from the familiar Catholic kids she had spent her life around so far. One of those new acquaintances was Gene Dickinson, a semi-pro football player also picking up some courses at the school. Angie thought he “was a wonderful person. He was cute, quiet, and not pushy, and I was about eighteen when I met him.”22 With his thick black hair, pointed chin, and long arched eyebrows, he had an expressive face to go with his compact, athletic body. They started dating soon after, spending much of their free time with each other.

			Angie also pursued her job search, eventually landing a position at Weber Aircraft Corporation, an airplane seat manufacturer located in Burbank. Smart and efficient, she handled her secretarial duties with an ease that proved she would always be able to make a living for herself. Despite this professional advance, her life was still narrowly defined by Burbank, by the seventeen square miles of urban sprawl where she shared a small, one bath bungalow with four other people and where she sat eight hours a day in a factory office. To escape the sense of confinement, she drifted into marriage with Dickinson.

			“I knew before I married I was doing the wrong thing,” she later admitted. “I realized my real love for Gene was an escape to get out of a two bedroom house with an alcoholic problem.”23 There was also the matter of Angie’s very real physical attraction to Gene: “I was Catholic and you didn’t have sex unless you were married, so obviously I was eager for that.”24 The wedding took place on June 2, 1952, the bride in a white gown and veil, the groom in a dark suit and white carnation. Both sets of parents attended. A priest officiated at the small, traditional ceremony which was followed by an outdoor reception that included family and friends. For a restless, independent woman, the rush to marry seemed conventional, especially the June bride’s young age (20 years old) and the uninterrupted transition from parents’ house to husband’s house. While the couple settled into their new routine, Angie continued to work and Gene continued to play sports. 

			As feared, Angie soon became unhappy with her new life. It was not that Gene had drinking problems like her father or was prone to violent mood swings; on the contrary, he was steady and supportive. It was rather that Angie had not yet found what she really wanted for herself. A beauty pageant changed all that. Gene remembered it as his idea whereas Angie claimed that she got the inspiration by seeing an advertisement on her way home from work. In any case, they both agreed that she should enter Jack Rourke’s Beauty Parade, a televised pageant carried on the local NBC station. “From Hollywood, where you’ll find the most beautiful girls in the world,” contestants shared the stage with the shiny new Dodge or Cadillac advertised by that week’s sponsor, strolled around in one piece bathing suits, and responded to questions from a “guest advisor” panel composed of mid-level celebrities such as Preston Sturges, Katy Jurado, George Jessel, and Margaret O’Brien. It was every regressive sexist cliché possible; the women were judged on their face, figure, and personality. Appearing in a white swim suit, choker necklace, and heels, Angie charmed the audience with a radiant poise that outclassed the tacky studio set. She won the weekly, monthly semi-final, and year-end title competitions, far exceeding her hope to maybe come home with a Wittnauer watch for participation. Comedian Cliff Arquette, one of the judges on her panel, claimed later to know instinctively that she was marked for stardom and took some credit for “discovering” her. Ironically, the questionnaire she completed for entry into the pageant indicated that “if it came push to shove, one or the other, she would prefer to be happily married” rather than successful in a career.25 

			A casting agent for The Colgate Comedy Hour had been watching Rourke’s program and called Angie soon afterward. The conversation simultaneously confused and clarified her plans for the future.

			“Do you want to be in the show Sunday?” asked the agent.

			“I can’t act,” she hesitated.

			“Can you walk?”

			“Yes.”

			“So do you want to be in the show or not?”26 

			The epiphanic moment of this autobiographical anecdote, which Angie would tell to almost every reporter who interviewed her over the years, came when she walked into the rehearsal hall and saw Frank Sinatra working on a song for his own appearance on the show. Having idolized the singer since she was eleven, Angie felt comfortable rather than awed and slipped into an easy familiarity with the entire cast and crew. “The camaraderie of that afternoon is indelible,” she elaborated. “I just said, ‘Wow, this is where I want to be. Now I know where I want to make my life.’ And it was in show business.’”27 A friendship quickly developed with Sinatra that would take on many permutations as she got older.

			She worked three days and played a chorus girl in a comedy sketch with host Jimmy Durante that was broadcast on November 8, 1953. With a check for $140.50 and a glimpse of the limelight, she was hooked. Determined to be good not just pretty, she began to take acting classes at Batami Schneider’s workshop in Hollywood. Although she had never performed in plays during high school or college, she discovered a natural talent that could be cultivated through training and experience. She drove herself from one audition to another, eventually meeting a casting agent who liked her fresh appeal. He got her small parts on television shows such as I Led Three Lives, where she played a Communist agent, and The Mickey Rooney Show, where she was a receptionist. During January of 1954, she appeared in three episodes of Death Valley Days, a Western anthology series that was sponsored by the Pacific Coast Borax Company (with its trademark 20 mule team wagon) and was hosted from 1952 to 1963 by Stanley Andrews, known on the program as the “Old Ranger.” That same year she got her first, albeit uncredited, motion picture role as a party guest in the Doris Day musical Lucky Me. There followed three brief appearances, one of them credited, in the 1955 Western films Tennessee’s Partner, The Return of Jack Slade, and Man with the Gun. She went wherever there was work, from Warner Bros. to RKO to United Artists. Additional television work included appearances on City Detective, Buffalo Bill, Jr., Cameo Theatre, and multiple episodes of Matinee Theatre. “I was an achiever,” as she put it, adding ominously that Gene “was not.”28 
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			With Angie spending more and more time with her acting and Gene with his own interests, the marriage suffered. Always supportive of Angie’s career, Gene visited some of the locations but “could tell she didn’t like me around” and soon “didn’t do that anymore.”29 Angie saw the strain as an inevitable consequence of her new lifestyle: “It changes your interests, so you’re no longer the person you were, and your other friends just don’t fit into your life anymore. And Gene didn’t fit into my life at all.”30 There was never any rancor between the two, but Angie had seen too closely what happens when a couple does not confront its issues, and so, in 1955, they decided to separate (they would formally divorce four years later). Gene took the breakup more personally than she did. “To put that kind of pain on someone,” Angie realized, “was really the toughest, lowest period of my life.”31 Despite the failure of their marriage, they remained on such good terms that Angie even went camping later with Gene and his new partner. That ability to maintain a friendship after the end of a romance was a quality, a remarkably mature understanding of human nature, that never deserted Angie during all the encounters to come.

			On her own, Angie was now free to accept invitations from any of the talented young men she was meeting around town. One of the most interesting of those new acquaintances was songwriter Jimmy Van Heusen, whom she began dating not long after the separation from Gene. She had met him backstage through that same Colgate Comedy Hour job that introduced her to Sinatra, with whom the composer maintained a very close friendship. Already an Oscar winner at thirty-one for “Swinging on a Star,” Van Heusen had also co-written the hits “Aren’t You Glad You’re You” and “Moonlight Becomes You” with Sammy Cahn and would go on to create “Come Fly with Me,” “Call Me Irresponsible,” “High Hopes,” “Last Dance,” and “September of My Years” for Frank. An avid flier, he shared Sinatra’s appetite for women, alcohol, and adventure.

			“You would not pick him over Clark Gable any day,” admitted Angie, in reference to his sharply drawn features and shaved head, “but his magnetism was irresistible. He was clever and funny. He used to take his hand, spread the fingers, and roll them down a person’s arm—naturally a woman—saying ‘Beau-tee-ful.’”32 They made a rather incongruous couple. Tall and extroverted, he loomed over the 5’5” Angie. His obscenity-laced speech seemed at odds with the melodically subtle music he wrote. In contrast to Gene’s reserve, she was impressed by the confidence he displayed, an assuredness that stopped just short of aggression. To her, “He had a great swagger. He walked like he thought. I am fascinated by walks. Frank walked great. John Wayne and Robert Mitchum walked great. And Jimmy had an incredible walk.”33 

			They hit several of the top Los Angeles nightspots together. When Sinatra chartered a plane in June, 1955, to fly a bunch of his pals up to Las Vegas to catch Noel Coward’s opening at the Desert Inn, she was Van Heusen’s date. Among the other guests were Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, David Niven, agent Irving “Swifty” Lazar, restaurateur Mike Romanoff, Judy Garland and her husband Sid Luft, Ernie Kovacs, Joan Fontaine, Zsa Zsa Gabor, Martha Hyer, and Laurence Harvey. According to Bacall, “Looking forward to Noel, we all flew up to Vegas and were met by hotel [the Sands, where Frank had an interest] representatives; luggage was whisked off to appropriate suites filled with booze. Then drinks, dinner, all arranged by Frank, with a hundred dollars worth of chips for each lady. And a front table for the opening . . . Frank forgot nothing.”34 Coward was a major success, and his starry retinue was duly reported in the newspaper reviews and columns.

			There were many such celebrity-filled evenings. During the day, Angie remained a working actress trying to catch her big break. In fact, she was an incredibly busy working actress. From January, 1956, through December, 1957, she appeared in nearly twenty different television programs and eight feature films. She did everything from the classic television drama The Millionaire to the boarding house sitcom It’s a Great Life. Several of her TV roles were in dramatic anthologies such as General Electric Theatre, Four Star Playhouse, Chevron Hall of Stars, and Schlitz Playhouse while many others were in Westerns, the American viewing public’s genre of choice in the mid Fifties. Five of the ten Nielsen top-rated TV shows for the 1957-58 season were Westerns, including Gunsmoke (number one), Have Gun-Will Travel, The Restless Gun, and The Legend of Wyatt Earp. Angie had parts in all four as well as in Broken Arrow, Cheyenne, and The Gray Ghost. The film roles were also in Westerns, quickly produced and forgettable ones conventionally titled Hidden Guns, Tension at Table Rock, The Black Whip, and Shoot-Out at Medicine Bend. All of it was valuable experience for a newcomer learning the business.

			Maybe the most iconic pairing from these early efforts was the work with James Arness. They first appeared together in the film Gun the Man Down, a revenge Western made early in 1956 by John Wayne’s independent company Batjac, produced by Wayne’s brother Robert Morrison, written by Burt Kennedy, and directed by Andrew V. McLaglen, son of actor Victor McLaglen. Both Kennedy and McLaglen would go on to direct much more prestigious pictures that included Kennedy’s The Rounders (1965) and The War Wagon (1967) and McLaglen’s Shenandoah (1965) and The Way West (1967). Shot in less than two weeks on a movie ranch outside of LA and at the Samuel Goldwyn Studios, Gun the Man Down (aka Arizona Mission) tells the story of a wounded bank robber abandoned by his associates and girlfriend and later released from prison to take both physical and psychological revenge on his betrayers. At six feet, seven inches, Arness towered over Angie, making her look especially petite and delicate. They seemed to physically embody several key generic dualities of the Western: strength and fragility, wilderness and refinement, simplicity and guile, substance and appearance. With her auburn hair swept back from her forehead, she looked every inch the austere Great Plains beauty capable of controlling a man’s destiny.

			When Arness began his hugely successful twenty year run as Marshal Matt Dillon on CBS’s Gunsmoke, Angie had one of the earliest guest parts as Rose Daggitt in a 1957 episode titled “Sins of the Father.” She played a Native American woman in a story about miscegenation, racial prejudice, sexual assault (suggested), and justifiable homicide, exactly the kinds of narrative elements that made Gunsmoke a so-called “adult Western.” They were also the kinds of controversial topics and characters that Angie would take on throughout her career.

			Another Native American connection brought Angie into contact with legendarily renegade movie director-writer-producer Sam Fuller. Having just completed Run of the Arrow, a film about a Civil War veteran who comes West and marries a member of the Sioux tribe, for RKO Pictures, Fuller realized that Sarita Montiel, the young Spanish actress playing the wife, could not be easily understood in the final print. “Sarita Montiel,” he recalled, “was gorgeous to look at, but her accent was incomprehensible on the sound mix.”35 It was at this point that he remembered meeting and talking with Angie when she was at the same studio shooting Tension at Table Rock. He had a hunch that she could help: “Angie had a great voice, not to mention those gorgeous legs. I told Angie to come over to the editing room when she got off work. She ended up redubbing every word of Montiel’s dialogue.”36 As a thank-you, Fuller promised Angie a leading part in a future film.

			That picture turned out to be China Gate, which both she and Fuller fit into their tight 1957 schedules. Shot on a Twentieth Century-Fox backlot set-decorated to look like French Indochina, it follows the efforts of two American mercenaries (Gene Barry and Nat King Cole) to destroy a Viet Minh ammunition dump during the First Indochina War. Aiding the men is Lucky Legs (played by Angie), a Chinese Eurasian “half caste” whose five-year-old son was fathered by Barry. With typical bravado, Fuller claimed, “There were enough hot topics in this adventure love story to push everybody’s buttons. Communism and colonialism. Racism and tolerance. Black markets and capitalism. Abandonment and fidelity.”37 Like Luise Rainer, Myrna Loy, and Katharine Hepburn before her, Angie was made-up and costumed to seem somewhat Asian. Although the “white washing” of an ethnic character would not escape critical comment today, neither Fuller nor Angie believed anything was culturally inappropriate. For Fuller, it was strictly a matter of looks: “With her high cheekbones and slanted eyes, Angie passed for a Eurasian. And those legs of hers stretched all the way across a CinemaScope screen.”38 The main emphasis remained on the action.

			Angie played the part straight, minus any stereotypical accent or gesturality. The opportunity to learn from an experienced auteur like Fuller, who made a picture that same year with Barbara Stanwyck, was of great value, and she took direction gratefully. Barry, about to begin his Bat Masterson television series, and singer Cole, star of his own variety program on CBS, also were easy to work with, and the shoot went well. “The crew loved her,” Fuller observed of his actress. “Warmhearted and caring, Angie was everybody’s pal. Angie and I became pals, too. I sang her praises to everyone in Hollywood.”39 Released on May 22, 1957, the film did not create much stir either positively or negatively although it is currently much discussed among Fuller fans and scholars. Angie herself, for whatever reason, rarely spoke about China Gate when interviewed about her career. 

			The rest of that year and the following one were packed with additional television work. There were more Westerns, such as Colt .45, Northwest Passage, and Tombstone Territory, of course, but also appearances on the detective show Mike Hammer, the police dramas M-Squad, The Lineup, and State Trooper, the courtroom drama Perry Mason, and the anthologies Studio 57 and Target. She even did two episodes each of Jackie Cooper’s situation comedy The People’s Choice and Bob Cummings’s self-titled comedy series The Bob Cummings Show. By 1960, fifty-two million American households, nine out of ten, had television sets, and any one week’s viewership for a top-rated program like Gunsmoke could be nearly eighteen million people. Angie was getting a lot of exposure, then, but she did not have a recognizable image. One week she might be a suspect in a crime series and the next a pioneer wife in a Western. Coupled with this challenge was the fact that scores of bright young actresses from both New York and Los Angeles were appearing in the same shows.

			Angie also had parts in two feature films that were released in 1958. I Married a Woman had been completed in 1956 but kept on the shelf while RKO reshot some scenes and tinkered with the final cut. An unsuccessful attempt to make a movie star out of TV comedian George Gobel, it centered around an advertising executive (Gobel) who neglects his beautiful ex-model wife (Diana Dors) just as she learns she is pregnant. During a night out, they see a movie where, by contrast, John Wayne (playing an ideal modern husband) is sweetly attentive to his young, on-screen wife (Angie). It was an amusing little cameo for Wayne and an inadvertent preview of a truly memorable pairing to come. 

			The other picture, Cry Terror!, had a much more immediate impact on Angie. Directed by Andrew L. Stone, who was specializing in low-budget crime thrillers at the time, it featured Rod Steiger as a psychotic gang boss who holds James Mason and his family captive while forcing them to participate in an elaborate bomb-making/ransom scheme. In one of her least sympathetic roles to date, Angie gave a menacing performance as an accomplice who uses a knife to control the family’s young daughter. Handily sharing screen time with dramatic heavyweights such as Steiger and Mason convinced her that she was ready to move forward in her career. “It gave me the confidence because I saw that I had ‘it,’” she explained in reference to her chemistry with camera and cast. “I saw that I could take over the screen.”40 

			It was a bold statement of purpose from the usually self-effacing actress.

		

	
		
			Stardom

			The transition from the 1950s to the 60s was auspicious for Angie, a period marked by the major career success of Rio Bravo and the cultivation of deep emotional connections to Frank Sinatra and John Kennedy. It was the time during which her image as sultry screen star, Rat Pack sidekick and Democratic Party stalwart became rooted in the public consciousness. It was exactly the kind of life she had dreamed of back in North Dakota.

			Among film scholars and historians, Rio Bravo will always be the film for which Angie is most fondly remembered. Her casting in the picture came at the end of a long selection process by director Howard Hawks. Highly regarded today for such classics as Bringing Up Baby (1938), Only Angels Have Wings (1939), His Girl Friday (1940), The Big Sleep (1946) and Red River (1948), Hawks was returning to the United States after a four year hiatus in Europe that had followed the critical and commercial failure of Land of the Pharaohs (1955) and was looking for a picture to put him back on top. Initially considering an adult sex comedy by long-time Billy Wilder collaborator I.A.L. Diamond for his “comeback,” he eventually settled on the idea of a Western and convinced Warner Bros. to finance it in exchange for the dismissal of Hawks’s breach of contract suit against the studio.
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			Written by Jules Furthman and Leigh Brackett with story contributions from Hawks and his daughter Barbara McCampbell, Rio Bravo was intended as a direct response to High Noon (1952), a film that Hawks hated for the way in which it depicts a small-town marshal (Gary Cooper) appealing to residents for help in confronting a gang of vengeful outlaws. Never, he believed, would a real lawman behave in such a craven manner. Conversely, Rio Bravo focuses on the efforts of a sheriff, his alcoholic deputy, a young gunslinger and a game-legged, cantankerous old man to hold a murder suspect in jail as the criminal’s cattle baron brother and his henchmen lay siege to the town. 

			It was always clear that John Wayne, who had worked successfully with Hawks on Red River and shared his disdain for High Noon, would play Sheriff John T. Chance. For the burnt-out Dude character, Hawks considered Montgomery Clift, James Cagney, William Holden, and nearly twenty other actors before offering the part to Dean Martin. A similarly long list was reviewed for hired gun Colorado until Hawks hit on the clever notion of casting teen heartthrob Ricky Nelson, then starring on his father’s hit television show The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet and enjoying a lucrative rock ‘n’ roll singing career. To play cranky old Stumpy, Hawks selected three-time Academy Award winning character actor Walter Brennan, who was also appearing on a successful TV series, The Real McCoys. The television connections, he believed, would pay off at the box office.

			Complementing the director’s familiar exploration of a tightly bonded male community pledged to the completion of a professional task was the Hawksian woman—vibrant, strong-willed, unconventional and appreciative of personal codes. Like singer Bonnie Lee (Jean Arthur) in Only Angels Have Wings and café entertainer Marie “Slim” Browning (Lauren Bacall) in To Have and Have Not (1944), wandering saloon girl and gambler Feathers would be Rio Bravo’s iteration of the character. She falls in love with Chance and appears at an opportune moment to help him escape an ambush.

			Hawks’s preference was to groom a complete unknown and mold her into his ideal heroine as he had done with Bacall in To Have and Have Not, but there was not sufficient time for such a laborious process. Instead, he considered several experienced performers as well as a few young actresses who were early in their careers and had not yet established a recognizable “image” with moviegoers. Among the candidates were Mari Blanchard, Diane Brewster, Capucine, Rhonda Fleming, Beverly Garland, Jane Greer, Martha Hyer, Carolyn Jones, Piper Laurie, Julie London, Sheree North, Janis Paige and Donna Reed. As Feldman’s girlfriend and client, 30-year-old French fashion model Capucine came close, but Hawks ultimately decided her accent was too heavy (two years later, however, she would make the comedy Western North to Alaska with John Wayne). Fleming, Greer, Hyer and Reed had all appeared before in Westerns and would have given Feathers a stronger touch of worldliness yet after extensive deliberation Hawks still was not satisfied. 

			It was at this point that he took the advice of his friend Christian Nyby, who had directed the science fiction thriller The Thing from Another World (1951) for Hawks’s independent production company, and screened some of Angie’s television work, particularly a Perry Mason episode directed by Nyby. Impressed with what he saw, Hawks promptly invited her to his office for a series of meetings. To validate his gut feeling, he shot a test with Angie as Feathers and Frank Gifford as John Chance. That sealed the deal; she was offered the part.

			Thrilled with the career opportunity, she explained to Hawks, “I’ve always been told, if I do a picture with George Cukor or Howard Hawks, I’d be in clover,” and he replied, “Do you know why that is? It’s because we do all your thinking for you.”1 True to form, he went to work on Angie’s look, instructing her to lose weight, talk more slowly, keep her chin tilted downward, and develop a throatier speaking voice. He selected a soft, lacy wardrobe to emphasize her figure and even, briefly and without any follow-through, considered changing her name. It was not the complete make-over he had engineered for Bacall and had planned for Margaret Sheridan (who withdrew from Red River to raise a family and then appeared belatedly in The Thing), but the sense of control was similar. Hawks signed Angie to a personal contract with his Armada Productions Company and then split the agreement with Warner Bros.; specified “borrowers” included Nyby, Wayne, and Hawks’s producer brother William.

			Shooting began on May 1, 1958, in Old Tucson, Arizona, a replica of the original adobe walled city built by Columbia Pictures several years earlier. Since almost all of her scenes were interiors, Angie did not report to the location until May 19, by which time temperatures already had surpassed one hundred degrees. Her first day of filming involved a scene, later dropped from the picture, where she arrives in town on a stagecoach. She had trouble feeling natural and getting into the rhythm of her character, and the hot weather did not help. “I hated my costume and I was intimidated in the acting because I felt I didn’t look good,” she told Hawks biographer Todd McCarthy. “It was a very tough first day, with five or six takes of every shot . . . He (Hawks) didn’t want to show me how to do it. If he showed me what he wanted, it wouldn’t be my own original approach.”2 Eventually she relaxed, learning how to read Hawks’s body language and developing confidence in her interpretation of the role. Much easier was the scene where she throws a flowerpot through a hotel window to distract the outlaws and help Colorado rescue an unarmed Sheriff Chance.

			With little on-screen work to do, Angie spent much of her time wandering around the set and exploring the Arizona desert, often in the company of seventeen-year-old Ricky Nelson. As the two “rookies,” they felt a professional kinship and gracefully passed the initiation rituals of the older veterans—Nelson getting tossed into a pile of cow manure on his birthday and Angie eating a plate of mountain oysters. So comfortable was she among the mostly all-male cast and crew that she quickly became known as one of the guys, a real-life embodiment of the Hawksian ideal and a flattering reputation that carried over to later productions such as Ocean’s Eleven (1960) and Captain Newman, M.D. (1963).

			When the company finished location shooting on May 28, production shifted to Stage 4 of the Warner Bros. studios in Burbank, and Angie became much more directly involved. Because most of her scenes were with Wayne, Hawks concentrated on the dynamic between the two performers, who had actually briefly appeared together a few months earlier as husband and wife in that film within a film cameo from the George Gobel-Diana Dors comedy I Married a Woman (1957). Twenty-four years her senior, Wayne was a bit hesitant in the romantic scenes with Angie and Hawks smoothly incorporated the shyness into his character. As Feathers flirts and fusses, Chance reacts with annoyance, frustration and, finally, awkward affection. In a reworking of Bacall’s famous “It’s even better when you help” response to kissing Bogart in To Have and Have Not, Hawks has Feathers announce, “I’m glad we tried it a second time. It’s better when two people do it,” after she finally kisses Chance.

			Aided by Hawks, Angie hit on comic exasperation as the key to Feathers’s relationship with Chance. It’s there in the moments where Chance accuses her of cheating at cards, scolds her for sitting guard outside his hotel room, and tries to put her on a stage leaving town. For the final scene, after the men have subdued Burdette’s gang, Feathers models a skimpy costume she plans to wear for her new singing job at the hotel and Chance threatens to arrest her if she does. Crucially, the gesture tells both Feathers and the audience that the sheriff loves her, but after several takes the interaction was not working. Hawks suggested that Angie start crying midway through her dialogue, and with little other direction she nailed the emotional pay-off.

			The sixty-one days of filming wrapped on July 23, only a week over schedule. By December, with Hawks supervising the editing, Rio Bravo was ready for release, but Warner Bros. decided to wait until March 18, 1959, when the picture debuted at the Roxy in New York City. Two days later it opened nationally, becoming the number one box office attraction during its first week of release and ultimately totaling $5.2 million in North American rentals on a budget of $1.95 million (plus $100,000 up front for Hawks). The reviews were good if not great with director and cast receiving praise for their competence and professionalism. Over time, however, Rio Bravo has grown in reputation, regarded by some critics as one of the best American films ever made. “If I were asked to choose a film that would justify the existence of Hollywood,” Robin Wood wrote in his 1968 book on Hawks, “I think it would be Rio Bravo.”3 In 2012, the editors of Sight and Sound ranked it sixty-third among the top movies of all time, and Guillermo Cabrera Infante summed up its impact by stating simply, “Rio Bravo is a masterwork.”4 Of Angie’s contribution, David Thomson has argued, “Angie Dickinson took her moment the way Bob Beamon jumped in Mexico City in 1968,”5 a reference to the track and field athlete’s record-breaking long jump at the XIX Olympics.

			Based on her personal contract, Angie hoped that moment would lead to more golden opportunities with the newly hot director: “I thought, gosh, I was gonna be molded into this great star by Hawks and do another movie with him.” Hawks, however, looking to shore up his own finances, sold the contract outright to Warner Bros. “Which pissed me off,” Angie later remembered.6

			More satisfying was her personal relationship with Richard Brooks, a writer-director nearly twenty years her senior. Responsible for hard-hitting social/political dramas such as Deadline-USA (1952), Battle Circus (1953), Blackboard Jungle (1955), and Something of Value (1957), he was lover, mentor, and perhaps even father figure. As an outspoken proponent of civil rights and economic opportunity, he encouraged Angie’s growing interest in liberal politics. They were seen around town together at the races and at restaurants, dates which were detailed by Hedda Hopper and other gossip columnists. Sam Fuller recalled, “My close friend Richard Brooks and Angie became a couple. I shot some home movies of the two lovers cavorting in my pool.”7 Known as an “intellectual” filmmaker, he shared Angie’s love of books and seemed the ideal companion for her, a man who understood the business but did not allow it to totally define him.

			Brooks also had a growing reputation for being difficult on set, prone to angry outbursts when frustrated by cast and crew members or challenged by studio executives over content. Much less social than Angie, he preferred to see a very small circle of friends for dinner or tennis. Brooks would never have jumped aboard a chartered plane with Frank Sinatra and a flock of celebrities to catch Noel Coward’s debut in Las Vegas. Eventually personality differences and career priorities drew them apart, yet Angie always remained thankful for the love and support Brooks provided during such an uncertain period in her life. The director went on to marry Jean Simmons, the London-born actress who starred in his award-winning 1960 film Elmer Gantry. 

			Meanwhile, Angie made only three TV appearances between 1959 and 1960, and her film career, rather than building on the Rio Bravo momentum, was stalled. Moviegoers’ next opportunity to see her on the big screen was in two mediocre films that did little to advance her popularity. I’ll Give My Life, also known in the United States as The Unfinished Task, was shot in 1955 but not distributed nationwide until February 3, 1960. It looks like a catechism film, a strange follow-up to the Hawks picture. Produced by Concordia Films and partly financed by the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod, it is the story of Jim Bradford, an engineering student who declines to join his father’s construction firm and becomes a foreign service minister instead. Angie played Alice Greenway, secretary to the father and wife of the young missionary. Her costumes could not have been further from Feathers’s tights and bustiers; she wore high collared dresses, veiled hats with gloves, turtlenecks, and sweaters.

			Ironically, the film references much that Angie had left behind, particularly the austere Scandinavian Lutheranism of Kulm and the secretarial job in Burbank. In delivering lines like “Grandma will tuck you in and I’ll be in later to hear your prayers” and “You wouldn’t wonder if you really knew what the Gospel means to these people,” she called on her memories of the proper young women with whom she had attended school. Her performance was credible enough, but the film’s limited run drew almost no attention.

			Released just three weeks later on February 4, 1960, The Bramble Bush was the first picture Angie made under the new Warner Bros. arrangement. Shot entirely on the Warner lot, it kept her in Los Angeles during the first half of 1959. The plot revolves around Dr. Guy Montford (Richard Burton), who returns to his Massachusetts hometown to find a dying childhood friend, a corrupt lawyer running for district attorney, a sympathetic hospital administrator and two willing female admirers. More than one reviewer noticed a close resemblance to Peyton Place, the small New England community of Grace Metalious’s 1956 best-selling novel and 20th Century Fox’s 1957 movie.
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			“Why do you want to be a nurse? It’s so unglamorous,”8 Angie once told her sister Janet, and now here she was in the part of Fran, a beautiful young nurse involved with the politician but in love with Montford. Both Patricia Crest and Diana Lynn had also tested for the role. For a steamy story involving euthanasia, illicit romance and a climactic courtroom trial, it is not surprising that director Daniel Petrie instructed Angie to emphasize Fran’s sexual skills over her medical ones. Clad only in a slip, she did exactly that in a motel scene with Jack Carson and a similar rendezvous with Burton. “I’m not a motel tramp,” read her lobby poster tagline, “I don’t want you to think I am.” Angie was unhappy with her role and later described The Bramble Bush as “a rotten movie, just cheap and terrible.’9

			Burton also hated the picture and couldn’t wait for it to be finished. One of his biographers, Tom Rubython, has alleged an on-set affair with both Angie and his other female co-star Barbara Rush, but no one else familiar with the actors has confirmed such a claim. Jack Warner had battled Production Code Administrator Geoffrey Shurlock for several months over the film’s content and marketed it as an explosive potboiler about people “who hunger for the forbidden fruit of the bramble bush.” In competition with similarly sensationalized films such as Butterfield 8 (1960) and From the Terrace (1960), it made a decent enough $3 million. Although she received lower billing after Burton, Rush, and Carson, Angie demonstrated once again that increasing confidence and comfort before the camera, even in her scenes with the formally trained, widely experienced, yet ill-at-ease Burton, that had been building since her Cry Terror! self-revelation. In The New York Times, Bosley Crowther commented, “As a trained nurse who vainly loves the doctor and has some other gnawing problems of her own, Angie Dickinson is passionate and pretty, a combination that is hard to beat.”10

			Angie’s next project, The Sins of Rachel Cade, was equally scandalous. Based on a novel by Charles Mercer, the story concerned an unmarried medical missionary who comes to 1930s Belgian Congo and finds herself caught up in tribal rivalries, two clandestine love interests, and an unplanned pregnancy. The fact that she was given such a juicy part over other young Warner Bros. contract actresses like Diane McBain, Carroll Baker, Dorothy Provine, and Connie Stevens testified to the high standing she had with Jack Warner and other studio executives. They envisioned the film as a Protestant version of The Nun’s Story (1959), complete with the same setting, producer (Henry Blanke), and male co-star (Peter Finch). The hope was that the part of Rachel might do for Angie what The Nun’s Story did for Audrey Hepburn. 

			As played out over several years, the picture had a long, laborious path to the screen. RKO first optioned the book in 1956 and then, amidst its ongoing corporate upheaval, sold the rights to Warner Bros. soon afterwards. Edward Anhalt, who with his wife Edna had won an Oscar for the Panic in the Streets (1950) screenplay, drafted a script, which lingered in pre-production while various plot and character changes were made. Staffing was strictly an in-house arrangement. Gordon Douglas, having proven himself capable of steering contract players from the Warner Bros. television unit through pictures such as Fort Dobbs (1958), Yellowstone Kelly (1959), and Up Periscope (1959), was selected to direct. Studio veterans J. Peverell Marley, Owen Marks, and Max Steiner, nearing the ends of their remarkable careers, were enlisted for cinematography, editing, and musical score respectively. In addition to Dickinson and Finch, Roger Moore, about to appear in the Warner Bros. television series The Alaskans (1959-60) and Maverick (1960-61), joined the company as the RAF doctor who fathers Rachel’s child. Finally, after all the delays and revisions, Angie reported for wardrobe tests in July and began filming in late August, 1959. 

			Unlike The Nun’s Story, The Sins of Rachel Cade did not benefit from location shooting but was confined to the studio’s backlot and soundstages. Despite the best efforts of art director Leo Kuter and set decorator George James Hopkins, the setting never seemed authentic. Douglas had a good feel for the physical action but not so much for the interior drama of a religious woman torn between her faith and her passion
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Angie joins Richard Burton and Barbara Rush in The Bramble Bush's steamy
love triangle (1960).
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Angie in a Warner Bros. publicity photo at the time of Rio Bravo (1959).
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Angie begins her career in the 50s as a tightly permed brunette.





