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For all the victims and heroes of 9/11

Foreword
I have a great affection for the man they called the Duke.
There are numerous actors I have a great admiration for, and there are a great many I think were better actors than Wayne. But I can think of only three I have real affection for, and John Wayne is one of them.
One reason simply has to do with his screen persona. I liked—and still like—watching Wayne on screen. Some of his work has touched my life. I can’t think of another film that portrayed courage as inspiringly as The Alamo, which was the film that turned me on to Wayne in 1960 when I was just eight. I don’t think the critics who savaged the film knew what they were talking about, and I say that with confidence, having been taught a valuable lesson from Laurence Olivier who said, “Critics, laddie, know fuck all!”
My affection grew when I met Wayne. I spent several days on the set of his only British film, Brannigan, which was filmed in London in the summer of 1974. The first day was spent largely in his trailer—just me and the Duke—talking about his life and work, and he also wanted to know all about me.
He took a liking to me, partly because I simply wanted to know everything I could learn about the filmmaking business he loved so much. My ambition in those days was to write and direct films. I think too he was impressed by my knowledge of his career and he patiently answered the countless questions I put to him. I knew that Wayne knew as much about moviemaking as anyone, but he said, “Kid, you’re talking to the wrong fella. You wanna speak to [Howard] Hawks, or [Raoul] Walsh, or [Henry] Hathaway. It’s a goddamn shame you didn’t get the chance to speak to Pappy.” I knew that when he spoke of “Pappy”—sometimes he called him “Coach”—he meant John Ford who had died the previous year.
He also listened while I made observations about his work, both positive and negative. Not once was he patronizing. He asked—or maybe he told—Brannigan’s director Douglas Hickox that I should be allowed to spend several days on the set of the film to observe the process of filmmaking. That way, I got to know Wayne better than I ever dreamed was possible.
Another reason for my affection was the fact that we shed a few tears together. That’s not the kind of experience you can have and remain unaffected.
Being with John Wayne was a bit like being in a John Wayne film, because what you see on screen is pretty much what you get in real life. When I told him, “You somehow feel like you’re an old friend to me,” he said, “That’s how I hope young people—and older people—think of me. When you come to see a picture of mine, I want you to know that I’m not going to do anything that will make you uncomfortable. I want you to know that you won’t be disappointed in me. You may not like every film, and I’ve certainly made some stinkers, but it’s important to me that my fans will always come back because they know I won’t be mean, I won’t be small, and like an old friend, I won’t let them down.”
During the days I spent on the set, I tried not to make a nuisance of myself by being in Wayne’s face all the time. Every time he passed by me, he said, “Hi, kid, how ya doing?” and every day he made the effort to talk to me over a cup of coffee. He made me feel I was his friend. He’d ask me what I thought of the latest scene. I actually knew a bit about moviemaking because I’d worked with John Huston a bit, and I’d give my honest opinion. When a scene was being shot in Piccadilly Circus in which a red letter box (or “mailbox,” if you’re American) was used, I told Wayne that a letter box would not be located on a pedestrian island the way it was for the scene. He listened attentively with his arms crossed, and said, “You’re right. But we’ve got to show the American audience London landmarks they recognize, or they won’t believe it’s London. And there was nowhere else to put the damn thing.”
No matter what I said, he never put me down. Occasionally he said, “That’s a damn good idea, kid. I’ll talk to Hickox.” I’ve no idea if any suggestions I made were actually used. But he somehow managed to make me feel important. How could I not feel affection for him?
Curiously, the idea to write this book partly came from Wayne back in 1974. I was already thinking of trying my hand at journalism, having been in film publicity since 1969 (which was the year Bob Hope told me that I was so nosy, I ought to be a reporter). I was always asking questions of everyone in the business, and I had learned a very valuable lesson early on from my boss at Cinerama, where I began working in the film industry in 1969 as a messenger boy. He told me to write down everything that was said to me by the many stars I was meeting so I would always have a precise record. I had a knack for remembering whole anecdotes and was able to write them accurately. In fact, when my tape recorder broke down while I was transcribing an interview I’d conducted with Tony Curtis in 1975, I had to write almost two hours of interview by memory: Curtis said he had never been so faithfully quoted.
When I turned up on the Brannigan location, I came armed with a small tape recorder given to me by film critic and author Alan Frank, who wanted me to collaborate with him on a book about film epics, and he urged me to tape any interviews I could get.
I had it in mind that I might someday write a book on Wayne, although I was more concerned about recording whatever Wayne said to me for my own personal posterity. Fortunately, he allowed me to record some of our conversations in his trailer, but from time to time, when the subject became too personal or confidential, he’d switch the machine off, and then when we were back to talking movies once more, he’d switch it on again. The words I didn’t get on tape I wrote down at the earliest opportunity. Each day while I was on location, I jotted down virtually everything Duke said to me. Somewhat ironically, Wayne suggested that since I wanted to be a writer, I should make the most of my knowledge of cinema and try my hand at a book. I said “Well, really, I’d like to do a book on you.” He said, “Why not? Give it your best shot.”
A few days later he turned up with a long list of names and phone numbers; people like Henry Hathaway, Howard Hawks, George Sherman, Maureen O’Hara, Claire Trevor, Paul Fix, and many others he said I ought to talk to. He said, “These people can tell you everything you want to know about making pictures, and about me.” Consequently, I spent a lot of nights making transatlantic phone calls.
More than once he said, “Don’t forget to call up those people I made a list of for you. They’ll be expecting to hear from you.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t forget.”
There have been other biographies about John Wayne, most of them—with the exception of memoirs by his wife Pilar and daughter Aissa, as well as an account by Wayne’s last secretary Pat Stacy—written by people who didn’t actually know or meet Wayne. I think I got to know him quite well.
When I became a journalist toward the end of 1974, I began making concerted efforts to interview anyone who had ever worked with Wayne. When news came in 1979 that Wayne had been diagnosed with stomach cancer, I decided I needed to prepare a tribute, so I contacted all those I had originally called in 1974 who still survived. I also made contact with others, most of whom were willing to talk, some just prior to his death, some right after. I was working at Photoplay at the time and was asked by the editor to compile a tribute to John Wayne. But the one I wrote was never published.
I have continued to collect firsthand material on Wayne, and so almost thirty years after I met him, I’ve finally got around to writing my book on the Duke.
It took a long time for all sorts of reasons, but I became convinced the time was right just after the terrible disaster of 11 September 2001. As I watched the events of that day and the aftermath over the following weeks, as I heard stories of lives lost and of men and women who performed incredible acts of heroism, it became evident that old-fashioned American patriotism was flourishing. It made me think of John Wayne, what he spoke about and the message he put across in his films, especially in The Alamo.
Of course, John Wayne was just an actor. He didn’t really die fighting at the Alamo, or win the battle for Iwo Jima. And yet, to the people of America, he was and remains a symbol of all that America should stand for. And not all of it was an illusion, despite what his critics say. He stood by his beliefs, and he fought for freedom not just on film, but in his life—and in the process he nearly lost his life.
I decided it was time to put the record straight about a number of aspects of his life in response to attempts to blight his reputation since his death, which he cannot answer himself. The main questions have been: why didn’t he enlist during the Second World War, and what drove him to fight Communism so aggressively?
Those questions have answers, and they are not the ones his critics always aim for. Along the way, I’ll also straighten out some of the exaggerations about his early life and career. For some, it may seem to dilute the legend, but I think his life and career are remarkable enough without the embellishments, most of which came from early studio publicity notes—and also from the likes of John Ford. I don’t happen to believe in John Ford’s credo, “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”
Wayne wasn’t perfect. But as Maureen O’Hara said, “He was a beautiful human being.” There were some great flaws in that beauty, and despite the admiration and, yes, the awe I held him in, he was, after all, just a human being (although when I met him, I made him laugh by saying “I’ve never met a living legend before”). But what came across—from my brief friendship with him and from hearing what most of the people I spoke to had to say—was that he was a man who tried, though not always succeeded, to do what was right. When, as Davy Crockett in The Alamo, he says, “There’s right and there’s wrong. You gotta do one or the other,” he was speaking of his own philosophy. Good and bad were black-and-white. There were no gray areas. And maybe that philosophy was his biggest virtue and also his greatest flaw.
No one can deny Wayne had courage, something he displayed not merely on screen but in real life as he fought cancer twice. But he also faced death from forces just as deadly. Attempts were made on his life, which was a secret he kept—except from those who helped to protect him—for one reason: he did not want his family to know because he did not want any of them to worry about him or live in fear. In fact, against advice from the FBI, he refused to change his lifestyle and thereby give in to acts of terror. And that is an aspect of his life that is reflected in the courage and determination of the American people after 11 September.
Although the Wayne family home became something of a safe haven from the usual dangers celebrities feared—such as kidnappers and burglars—Wayne never took any extraordinary precautions to keep himself safe from any would-be assassins.
He continued to live his life his way. “America is the land of freedom,” he said, “and that’s the way I enjoy living.”
Yes, John Wayne had real courage.
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A Communist Conspiracy Revealed
As famed stuntman Yakima Canutt told me the story over a drink in the bar of a London hotel in 1976, it wasn’t too difficult to imagine it as a scene straight out of a movie.
Two men were on their knees on the firm wet sand of the secluded beach. Their hands were cuffed behind them, their heads hung low, and their long shadows were thrown by headlights from a car, its engine still running, parked on a side road that ran down to the beach. Beside the car stood two FBI agents.
Big John Wayne stood a meter or two behind the kneeling men, a gun in his hand. Next to him stood his partner, a broad, short man with a crew cut, also with a gun in his hand. The weapons were aimed at the back of the heads of the two kneeling men who muttered pathetically in Russian. Wayne assumed that they were saying their last prayers to whichever god Soviet Communists revered.
But this was no movie scene. This was for real. The man with the crew cut standing next to Wayne was screenwriter James Edward Grant who could never have written a scene like this for Duke to play. Wayne had a policy of never shooting a man in the back in his films. Bad for the image.
“On the count of three,” Wayne told Grant. “One—two—three,” and then came the sound which the two Russians expected to be the last they would ever hear.
After both guns fired, it took several seconds for the two kneeling men, now shaking uncontrollably, to realize they were still alive.
Wayne turned to the federal agents. “You can have them now.”
The G-men came forward, grabbed each Russian by an arm, and hauled them to their feet. The Russians looked quizzically at Wayne who held up his gun and said, “Blanks!”
“What do you want us to do with them?” asked one of the agents.
“Send them back to Russia.”
Suddenly, in perfect English with a Midwestern American accent, one of the Russians cried out, “No! Please! Don’t send us back to Stalin. We will both die.”
“Don’t worry,” said the federal agent. “You won’t be going back . . . yet. We’ve a few questions we want answered. And then—maybe—we’ll let Stalin have you back.”
“But you don’t need to interrogate us. We can help you. We can work for you.”
“Seems they’re more afraid of their beloved Stalin than they are of you,” Wayne said to the agents. To the Russians, he said, “Welcome to the land of the free.”
The two federal agents led the Russians to the car and shoved them into the backseat.
“You won’t forget our deal, will ya?” Wayne called out to the agents. “I don’t care what you have to tell Hoover, but you’ll keep my name out of this.”
“If that’s what you really want, Mr. Wayne. But these Commies came here to kill you. They failed this time, but those fucking Russkies may try again.”
“Like I told you, I got a wife, an ex-wife, and four kids, and I don’t want any of them knowing and having to worry for the rest of their lives. These Commies fucked it up this time. Maybe they’ll think twice before trying again.”
“Maybe, Mr. Wayne.”
“The name’s Duke.”
Wayne shook hands with the agents. Then they got in their car and backed up onto the highway.
Jimmy Grant handed his gun to Wayne. “I’m not used to handling these things. If they hadn’t been loaded with blanks, I’m sure I’d have missed.”
Wayne just grinned. Then they made their way up to the highway where Duke’s car was parked.
As they drove off, Grant asked, “But suppose they do try again?”
“You better hope they don’t,” Wayne replied with a lopsided grin, “otherwise you might never work again.”
As Yakima Canutt pointed out, “Duke was just a little too confident about that.”
An old friend of mine, British actor Peter Cushing, had returned from Hong Kong where he had made a couple of lousy films in 1973. The quality of the films hardly mattered to him, but he was full of inspirational tales of courageous people who had escaped from the Republic of China to find a new life in Hong Kong. Among those people were some skilled technicians from the Chinese film industry which, during the 1960s, had been suffering from a period of decline under Communist control.
Peter, a gentle man in the truest sense, was moved as he told me, “I heard a great deal about the oppression of the Chinese people.” And he asked, “Will the evil of Communism ever come to an end?” He spoke a great deal about the conditions the people of China lived under, and of the constraints that were put upon the artists of Chinese cinema. Out of this conversation came stories Peter had heard from a number of the Chinese immigrants of a plot hatched between Chairman Mao and Joseph Stalin to have a “big American film star” killed.
This was the first time I ever heard about it, and all Peter knew—“assuming the story is true,” he added—was that the big American film star was renowned for two things: “He is known to hate Communists, and he’s famous for being a screen cowboy. The first name that comes to mind is John Wayne. But surely that can’t be true. Yet that’s what these wonderful Chinese people told me. I wonder if it was John Wayne they meant.”
There was only one way to find out. I told John Wayne Peter’s story. I didn’t ask if it was true. I just told him what Peter Cushing had told me.
There we were, in John Wayne’s trailer, with Wayne looking down at the floor and saying nothing for what seemed like an eternity. Then, in an almost hushed tone, he said to me, “Once the genie’s out of the bottle, how ya gonna get it back in again?”
I didn’t understand what he meant, and told him so.
He slapped his knee, looked me in the eye, and said, “Kid, I’ve been criticized for years because I’ve made my feelings known about those pinko bastards. I said it during the fifties and I’ve said it in the sixties, and I’ve stood up and said we were right to be in Vietnam. But those lefties, those so-called liberals, have tried to crucify me. Well, ya know something? They can’t lay a glove on me with their mean-spirited words because I’ve faced worse than them.
“I’ll be straight with you ’cos I like you, and you already know more than anyone should. This is between you and me. The Communists have been trying to kill me since 1949. But as you can see, they didn’t do a very good job of it. I licked the Big C—and I licked those Commie bastards.”
He then related an incident that occurred in 1966 when he was visiting troops in Vietnam and a sniper opened fire. It was not quite the same story that had been reported in the press.
He also told me that there had been attempts on his life on American soil, which, with the help of the FBI and “a few good friends like Jimmy Grant and Yakima Canutt,” had been foiled. Grant was Wayne’s favorite screenwriter, and Canutt, who died in 1986, remains the most famous stuntman in movie history. He was also one of Wayne’s oldest and closest friends. “I owe my life to Yak,” he said. “The agents told me I needed special protection. I said, ‘Hell, I’m not gonna hide away for the rest of my life. This is the land of the free, and that’s the way I’m gonna stay.’ I’d say up to this point, I’ve succeeded right well.”
I asked him if he thought he was now safe. He said, “As far as I’m concerned, I’ve always been safe. I’m not going through life looking over my shoulder.”
Now it does seem that this could easily have been a great yarn Wayne had been spinning me. But, about two years after meeting Wayne, I interviewed Yakima Canutt. We sat and talked for a long time about Wayne, and how for years Wayne’s ultraconservative politics had brought him his fair share of detractors, and a good proportion of supporters. The Communist witch hunt, which had raged in Hollywood during the McCarthy era—when actors, writers, and other artists had their names blackened because they were Communists, or had leftist views, or merely took the First Amendment—still stirred emotions in the movie world, and continues to do so.
John Wayne supported Senator McCarthy, and denounced Communism to the end of his days. When he made The Alamo it was a direct statement about American freedom—and therefore an indirect attack on Communism—and when he made The Green Berets, it was an unashamed assault on Communism. Those who didn’t agree with Wayne’s right-wing politics denounced him.
But, as I pointed out to Canutt, what Wayne’s detractors probably never knew was that he had his own personal battle with the Communists who tried to have him killed.
Canutt was surprised to say the least, and asked, “How in hell did you know?”
“Because Duke told me. And he said he owed his life to you.”
And so Canutt told me how he had been instrumental in thwarting an attempt on Wayne’s life.
I had thought that would be the last I’d hear about the Communist conspiracy, but to my surprise it came up again in 1983, and from someone who hardly knew John Wayne. He was Orson Welles.
It could never be said that Welles was a great fan of John Wayne, and he had no intention of enhancing the legend any further. We had been discussing the subject of the so-called Hollywood Ten and the Communist witch hunts, and the conversation had resulted in Welles suddenly saying, “Stalin was mad, of course. Should have been put in a straitjacket. Only a madman like Joseph Stalin would have tried to have John Wayne killed.”
He eyed me as if to say, “That took you by surprise, didn’t it?”
I decided it was prudent to let him think it did and I asked him what he meant. He went on to explain how he had heard about it from Soviet director Sergei Bondarchuk when making Waterloo in 1970. Through all this hearsay, Welles knew how, why, and when Stalin had made the decision to have Wayne killed. Had it not been for the fact that I already knew about the plot, I most certainly would have taken Welles’s storytelling with a generous pinch of salt.
But now I had what I consider to be as full an account of the Communist plot to kill John Wayne as I’m ever likely to get.
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From Marion to Duke
“John Wayne was born Marion Michael Morrison,” Claire Trevor told me.
The question of Wayne’s real name was one I put to many who knew him, and Claire Trevor’s mistake was a common one.
“Marion Michael Morrison was the name he was born with,” said Henry Fonda.
“His parents must have had an odd sense of humor ’cos they named him Marion,” said Yakima Canutt.
“But what was his middle name?” I asked Canutt.
“Michael.”
“Marion Michael Morrison,” said director George Sherman.
“Marion Mitchell Robinson,” said actor John Carradine.
“They called him Marion, that’s for sure,” said Ken Curtis, “and his middle name was Michael.”
All of them got it wrong, and it isn’t surprising. Much of Wayne’s life and work is shrouded in myth and legend, even to those who knew him best.
The confusion is understandable. John Wayne told me, “My parents named me after my grandfather, Marion Mitchell Morrison. Only my middle name wasn’t Mitchell. It was Robert. And that’s the name on my birth certificate. My parents changed my middle name to Michael because they wanted my younger brother to be called Robert.”
The legend is further complicated by the fact that in the 1925 Glendale High Yearbook, Wayne’s picture, for reasons Wayne could never remember, bears the name Marion Mitchell Morrison, which has caused some film historians and biographers to mistakenly state his original name as being Marion Mitchell.
But Marion Robert it was when he was born on 26 May 1907 in Winterset, Iowa. And when his brother Robert was born on 8 December 1911, four-year-old Marion’s middle name got unofficially changed to Michael, which is why Wayne’s oldest son was called Michael.
“Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to name my firstborn Marion,” Wayne told me with that famous crooked smile. “Any kid called Marion’s gonna have a rough ride. And I should know.”
Wayne’s memories of his childhood are not particularly happy ones. He hated being called Marion, he couldn’t understand why his middle name had to change just because he had a younger brother, and he resented his mother because for some reason Robert, not the firstborn son, became the apple of her eye.
Mother was Mary Brown—but always called Molly—born in Lincoln, Nebraska, in 1885. She was of Irish descent and known for being a dynamic, sometimes harping, and quick-tempered woman. Father was mild mannered, generous, and trusting Clyde Morrison from Monmouth, Illinois, of Scottish descent. His father was Marion Mitchell Morrison, apparently a hero of the American Civil War.
Just a few years after Clyde’s birth in 1884, his family moved to Iowa where he grew up and served an apprenticeship as a pharmacist in Waterloo. It was there that he met Molly, who worked as a telephone operator. They were married on 29 September 1906, just eight months before Marion was born. No one knows, or cares to reveal, whether Marion was born prematurely, or if Molly was already pregnant when she and Clyde married. But no one who knew them could ever claim they were a match made in heaven.
By the time Marion came into the world, Clyde was working as a pharmacist’s clerk at a drugstore in Winterset. It seems there were marital problems almost from the beginning. While Clyde was easygoing and trusting of others, Molly was a dominant woman and definitely the head of the household. She constantly nagged Clyde, which upset Marion who began to feel insecure listening to his parents’ constant arguments. It may well be that the incompatible couple had married in haste.
She wanted Clyde to progress in his work, and made sure that they saved enough money so he could buy his own store in nearby Earlham where the family made their new home. That’s where Robert was born, named after Molly’s father. Marion came to resent his mother’s devotion to his younger brother, feeling unloved by her. Consequently, this made him grow closer to his father who taught him how to play football. In turn, Molly became increasingly impatient with Marion who wanted little to do with Robert.
By most accounts, the store Clyde bought was a pharmacy. But according to Yakima Canutt, “Duke’s father’s store mainly sold paint and wallpaper, and it also sold patent medicine. I know that for a fact because Duke told me. But I also knew that Duke idolized his father and he felt that a pharmacist was a respectable profession and he preferred to remember his father as a pharmacist and not a seller of paint and wallpaper.”
Years later, when Marion Michael Morrison became famous as John Wayne, stories emerged, often made up by studio publicists, which delved into his past and made a few changes to the true story. Young Marion, they said, discovered a great love of the countryside and would often go off on his own. “I hated the countryside when I was a kid,” he told me, however. “The only reason I’d go off on my own was to run away from home because there was . . . well, a lot of unhappiness back then.”
According to Canutt, “He ran away and was usually found and returned home. Other times he just came home on his own because he was hungry. And when he came home, it was back to a house where his parents were bickering. It was back to a town where the local bullies teased him about his name. What I believe is true—only this probably came about when he was a little older and not as a youngster of five or six as has been told—he enjoyed learning about the history of the old West. When we were working together on those early Westerns, he’d talk about the old West and of wagon trains and pioneers, of stagecoach robberies and heroic lawmen. And because his grandfather had fought in the Civil War, he immersed himself in the history of the war between the states.
“I reckon he must have been around ten or in his early teens when he discovered his love of American history. And it was good for him, because he learned what became so important to him and his image: the value of his country and the freedom it enjoyed. He was on his way to becoming an American patriot.”
But before he was old enough to learn all that, he had learned how to keep silent about his deepest feelings. “He never complained to his mother about the lack of love he felt from her,” said Canutt, “and he couldn’t bring himself to let his father know how much he appreciated the patience and understanding he always showed him.”
Wayne’s inability to reveal his feelings was a trait he would instill in his own children, with the exception of one emotion. “The one feeling Duke encouraged in his children was showing love,” said Canutt. “But he has never been able to abide people who bellyache and complain.”
In 1914 the Morrisons moved to California. The reason for this move is in question. Most accounts say that Clyde was unwell—possibly with tuberculosis—and was told by his doctor to move to a much warmer and drier climate. But Wayne told me, “My father couldn’t make a living as a pharmacist so I guess he decided he’d try his hand at homesteading. I guess he failed in business just because he was too generous to his customers and allowed them credit, much to my mother’s displeasure, I may add. When much of the credit was not paid, he was forced to close the store.”
And so the Morrisons left Iowa for California where Clyde took over the homestead that had belonged to his father. It was situated in Antelope Valley, an arid basin north of Los Angeles. The nearest town was Lancaster. Molly hated it there and complained about the primitive conditions she found herself having to endure.
Marion, who was just seven when they moved to the valley, also disliked it. Years later the story emerged that young Marion was in awe of the distant mountains that stretched for hundreds of miles, making him feel like a part of the old West. But I suspect that observation was one created by film publicists because it fitted the image of cowboy star John Wayne.
Henry Hathaway, who directed several of Wayne’s films, including True Grit, told me during a transatlantic phone call, “That’s the trouble with the studios in those days—when they found a star, they’d embellish biographical details, so you can never trust the ‘official’ versions.” “I hated living in Antelope Valley,” Wayne told me. “There were so many rattlesnakes, I had nightmares about them,” he said. “We were living in little more than a rambling shack with no electricity. It was a hard life for all of us. I had to get up at five every morning to do my chores, while my father fought a losing battle growing crops in the poor soil, and what did grow was eaten by the jackrabbits.”
Michael Wayne, Duke’s oldest son, whom I met on the set of Brannigan, said of his father’s family, “They were really quite poor and lived off tuna fish for about six months because evidently they got a good buy on several cases of tuna fish. After that, my father could never eat tuna.”
So much of Wayne’s childhood was clouded by stories that were tailored to fit the cowboy star that it becomes difficult separating fact from fiction. When he was barely more than seven, he was supposedly taught by his father to fire a rifle. Henry Hathaway said, “I think it’s extremely questionable whether a pharmacist like Clyde would have even known how to use a rifle.”
Marion apparently learned to swim using a local irrigation ditch, and he certainly had to learn to ride a horse. “I was riding as soon as I could walk,” he said, which wasn’t quite true, but it does fit snugly into the John Wayne legend.
“I had a horse called Jenny,” he said, “and twice every week I rode over desert roads to pick up the mail and groceries from the general store in Lancaster. I also rode Jenny to school, which was in the same town.” Wayne didn’t say if he was particularly fond of Jenny, especially since she was little more than a scrawny nag. But despite making a career out of riding horses, he told me, “I’ve never really liked horses and I daresay not many of them liked me too much.”
Poor Jenny’s days ended when she became ill and thin, and had to be shot. Wayne said, “The nosy biddies of the town called the Humane Society and accused me, a seven-year-old, of not feeding my horse and watering him. This was proven to be a lie.” (It didn’t occur to me at the time, but Wayne referred to Jenny as “him” rather than “her.”)
The Morrisons could not afford another horse, so Marion had to walk to school, and occasionally he would hitch a ride in a passing wagon. By now a loner who suffered from anxiety and shyness, he found making friends almost impossible. “I got into a lot of fights at school because my classmates laughed at my Midwestern accent and especially at my goddamn name. On many an occasion I came home from school covered in mud and blood, and got berated by my mother who gave me endless lectures on how I should behave like a gentleman. My father, however, praised me for my courage and taught me that a man must always stand up for himself. Unfortunately, I didn’t usually win when I stood up for myself.”
Clyde’s advice may seem uncharacteristic coming from a man dominated by his wife, but Clyde learned to stand up to her. This led to constant arguments, and many nights Marion and Robert lay in bed, listening to their parents shouting at each other.
Conflict between them grew worse as Clyde’s health improved (assuming it had been poor to start with). What is sure is that Clyde was no farmer and, in June 1916, he gave up tilling the soil and moved his family to Glendale, a suburb of Los Angeles, California, where he went to work as a clerk in the Glendale Pharmacy. Clyde’s father had recently died and left a small inheritance, which gave the family a good start in Glendale.
Wayne said, “My father was well liked by the young people of the town and they called him Doc, because as well as dispensing medicine, he also gave what young people considered to be good advice. They’d go to him with their problems rather than to their own folks. He was a caring man, a selfless man. Thinking back after all these years, I don’t think my mother, God rest her soul, deserved him. I only wish I’d learned then to let him know how much I loved him.”
Marion was enrolled at Doran Elementary School and began attending the Presbyterian Church. “I liked Glendale,” he said. “It was a town with a good community spirit. It kind of forced me out of my shell, and I joined the Boy Scouts, the YMCA, and the Masonic youth fraternity. When my father’s inheritance ran out and we found we were short of money, I took odd jobs such as delivering newspapers and delivering prescriptions for the Glendale Pharmacy.” He also acquired a dog, an Airedale: “We called him Duke. I loved that dog. He went with me everywhere, except to school and church. I used to go by the town’s fire station where the firefighters began calling me Big Duke and the dog Little Duke. So everyone started calling me Duke, except my mother. I tell ya, I was real glad to be rid of that goddamn name.
“They were great guys, those firefighters. They used to give me milk. They’d say, ‘Take it home for your cat,’ even though they knew we had no cat. The milk was really for me. One day I got into a fight with a local bully and lost and got a black eye. One of the firefighters who was a former professional boxer gave me lessons in self-defense, and, ya know, before long I got to be pretty good with my fists.”
In 1921 Duke Morrison began his freshman year at Glendale High. In his teens he had begun to grow rapidly upward, and before long he stood more than six feet tall. Although he was skinny, weighing just 140 pounds, he became star guard on the school football team. An intelligent young man, still a little shy but possessing a modest and unassuming manner, he started to win the admiration of his peers and began to achieve success in various aspects of his school life. He became class vice president in his sophomore and junior years, graduating to president as a senior, and he even wrote a sports column for the school paper.
It was in Glendale that Duke discovered movies. Not surprisingly, perhaps, his favorite pictures were Westerns. “I understand my fans because I had idols. They were Harry Carey and Tom Mix. Glendale was a popular location for picture makers, and I got to see a lot of scenes being filmed. I remember seeing Douglas Fairbanks filming a woodland scene for Robin Hood.
“I guess watching famous movie stars gave me some inspiration to try acting. I was a member of the school’s dramatic society. I even got chosen as the school’s representative in the Southern California Shakespeare Contest in 1925. I delivered Cardinal Wolsey’s speech from Henry VIII.” This is noted in the Glendale High School Yearbook of 1925. Among his plays at school were The First Lady of the Land in which he played a nobleman, and Dulcey as an old man.
It is unlikely that Duke Morrison possessed strong acting skills at this stage. School plays inevitably win praise more for the enthusiasm displayed by the cast than for any notable acting ability. The only evidence we have of his acting skills as a young man comes from his first speaking parts in films, namely Salute and Words and Music (both 1929), when he delivers his few lines with no conviction or credibility. However, I think Wayne made a point of emphasizing his high school plays and his attempt at Shakespeare in order to fend off the film critics, who often felt his greatest ability was to get on and off a horse with conviction.
But there seemed to be no desire to take up acting as a profession when he graduated in 1925. “When we moved to California, I discovered the ocean, and I loved it,” he said. “My ambition was to become an officer in the United States Navy. I applied to the Naval Academy but was turned down.”
Henry Hathaway cast doubt on this claim, saying, “I never heard Duke say his ambition was to join the Navy. I think that was an invention of either the studio or John Ford, who was in the Naval Reserve. Once a story like that gets the official stamp, it’s hard for someone like John Wayne to turn around say it wasn’t true. As far as I knew, his ambition was to become a lawyer. When he went to university, that’s what he studied—law.”
His high school grades were good enough for his acceptance to the University of Southern California (USC), but for a short while it looked like he would not be able to attend because the Morrison family simply couldn’t afford it. He was saved when he received a football scholarship. During his first year at college, his parents finally separated and were divorced in 1929. Duke was relieved. Clyde eventually married a saleswoman at Webb’s Department Store in Glendale, and Molly moved to Long Beach, taking Robert with her, where she lived for the rest of her days. Duke had little contact with either parent during his college years, when he was learning to become ever more independent. He was also becoming a high achiever at college.
When I spoke to one of Wayne’s lifelong friends, actress Loretta Young, by telephone, she said, “Duke was no dummy, which a lot of people like to think. He did well academically during his freshman year, and he learned from his fraternity brothers how to drink and to play cards. I think that was the beginning of his preference for the company of men who could hold their liquor and play cards. Not that he didn’t like girls. He found himself the center of attention from a number of college girls who warmed to his natural naïve charm and good looks. One of his girlfriends was my sister, Polly Ann Young. That’s how I got to meet Duke, and we enjoyed a friendship that lasted many years. He always treated the girls he dated with good old-fashioned respect, never swearing in their presence and certainly never getting drunk. But in the company of men, it was a different story. He learned to hold his liquor, he swore when he felt like it, but he was never belligerent and was a nice guy, plain and simple.”
Director Andrew V. McLaglen knew Wayne for many years and directed several of his later movies. When I had lunch with McLaglen at Pinewood Studios in 1978, where he was preparing to film North Sea Hijack, he said, “People think Duke was not an intellectual. Well, he was an intellectual. He read avidly and could hold a discussion about many subjects. He made himself aware of politics both nationally and internationally. Don’t ever mistake John Wayne for being dumb, just because he was big and kind of slow. That was only a part of his screen persona.”
George Sherman, who directed Wayne in a number of films, concurred when I spoke to him by telephone for a second time in 1979: “I knew Duke when he was still a young man and I can tell you that he was an extremely intelligent guy. He knew what the 1917 revolution in Russia was all about. He knew he didn’t like Communists.”
Another of Wayne’s directors and friends, Raoul Walsh, told me in 1974, “I got to know Duke when he was still very young and the only thing he did that was stupid was to let himself get drunk too often. But when we were making The Big Trail, he proved he was very bright and articulate. When he spoke as a youngster, you knew he’d had a good education. He had to learn to drawl like a cowboy.”
He developed his first political affiliations at USC. “When I was a sophomore at USC, I was a socialist, pretty much to the left,” he said. “But not when I left the university. I quickly got wise. I’d read about what had happened to Russia in 1917 when the Communists took over. The average kid in college would like everybody to be able to have ice cream and cake with every meal as their God-given right. But as he gets older and gives more thought to his own and his fellow man’s responsibility, he finds it just can’t work the way he wanted it to because there are always some people who just won’t carry their load. And the ones who whine about how hard they’ve got it are often the ones who won’t carry their load. Communism just doesn’t work.”
Two of Duke’s best friends at Glendale were Bob and Bill Bradbury, whose father, Robert N. Bradbury, was making short films featuring his sons. In 1926 Robert N. Bradbury made Davy Crockett at the Fall of the Alamo, with a featured part for his son Bob (who later took on the screen name of Bob Steele).
Wayne said, “I’d read up on the history of our country and I’d become fascinated with the story of the Alamo. To me it represented the fight for freedom, not just in America, but in all countries. Seeing Robert Bradbury’s film was a real inspiration to me, and I guess it stuck with me until it became a passion of mine to make The Alamo. It’s a story of freedom, and courage, and doing right in the face of adversity.”
Legend has it that Duke Morrison was a star football player with the Trojans at USC and on his way to becoming an all-American football star. He certainly trained for a year under legendary football coach Howard Jones. It was through Jones that Duke met cowboy star Tom Mix who was under contract to the William Fox Studios in nearby Hollywood.
“When Tom Mix wanted the best seats to see the USC’s Trojan football games, Jones arranged it,” said Wayne. “In return, Mix promised Jones that he would find work for any of his players who needed summer jobs. So in the summer of 1926 me and my buddy Don Williams were sent to Fox.”
There, legend has it, they drank and talked football with Mix, who decided to put Duke on the payroll as a personal trainer to help keep him in peak condition; their plan was that Duke would make Mix run two or three miles every day.
Henry Hathaway disputed that account, saying, “I’m not sure that Tom Mix actually took Duke on as a trainer. I think it’s one of those stories that the studio put into his biographies because it made for a good story. And once it was in print, Wayne couldn’t actually ever turn around and say that it wasn’t true, so he went along with it.”
It seems that, by 1974, Wayne was no longer sticking to the “official” version. He said, “I arrived at the studio and they put me straight to work carrying props. I got to meet Tom Mix at Fox. That was a real thrill for me. He used to like talking about football more than movies.”
Duke Morrison was a tall, rather skinny young man, and it was probably doing all that work shifting props that helped him build up some of his muscles. His good looks inspired someone in the casting department to give him a job as an extra and even as a stuntman in a number of films.
“I do know that Tom Mix got him one of his first jobs as an extra in a Western at Fox called The Great K & A Train Robbery which starred Mix,” said George Sherman.
There are unsubstantiated reports that Wayne was also an extra over at MGM in Brown of Harvard and Bardelys the Magnificent, and also at Warner Bros. in Michael Curtiz’s biblical epic Noah’s Ark. But since he was at work at Fox, these reports are unreliable. “I can’t remember all the pictures I appeared in as an extra,” he said. “That was a helluva long time ago.”
When the summer was over, Duke went back to college and at a weekend party met Josephine Saenz, the daughter of Dr. Saenz, a wealthy Hispanic businessman and consul general in Los Angeles. Loretta Young recalled, “Although Josephine was a devout Catholic and a part of high society, she found Duke to be sincere and earnest, and a fresh change from the usual rich young men who tried to date her. Her family, however, did not approve of lowly Duke Morrison when he began dating their daughter. So they had to meet in secret, and despite her parents’ objections, they became engaged.”
According to virtually everything I’ve read about John Wayne, his dream of becoming an all-American ended with a shoulder injury. Some accounts say it happened while playing football; others that he hurt it surfing. Woody Strode, who appeared opposite Wayne in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (but is probably best remembered as the black gladiator Draba in Spartacus), played for the Los Angeles Rams before becoming an actor. He was of the opinion Duke Morrison had no chance of ever becoming an all-American. When I interviewed him in London in 1976 (where he was visiting briefly while en route to making a film in Italy), he told me, “Wayne was never a great football player, but somehow he got into the USC’s hall of fame. I guess becoming the greatest movie star in the world will do that for you.”
Coach Jones tried Duke first as a guard, which meant he had to be fast, but Duke never could run fast, so Jones moved him to tackle. When he failed at that too, he was dropped from the team at the end of the first year, and he lost his scholarship.
He may well have received a shoulder injury, but as Strode said, “It’s unlikely, almost unthinkable, that a good coach would drop a promising all-American because of one injury. Duke just was not good enough to stay on the team.”
George Sherman told me, “I don’t know if Duke ever had a shoulder injury. All I can tell you is that when we first worked together, he never showed any sign of a weakened shoulder. But by 1939 he was already becoming less agile. For one thing, he suffered with back pain. My feeling is that if Duke said he hurt his shoulder, then it was true, but I don’t believe that was the reason he was dropped from the college football team. He never could run particularly fast, and if you look at pictures of Wayne up to the time he made The Big Trail [in 1930], you can see that he was tall but not well built, which means he was never going to be a star football player. But it looked good to the fans in those early days to say he was, and it was something Duke was never going to dispute.”
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Call Him Wayne
With the football scholarship no longer available, Duke was unable to continue going to college. So he went back to Fox in the spring of 1927 to work in the property department, where he was well liked by the people he worked with for his casual and pleasant manner.
“When John Ford [then in his early thirties] needed an extra propman on Mother Machree [in 1928], I was given a very important job.” Wayne laughed as he recalled, “My very important job was to release a gaggle of geese from their pens and herd them into camera shot. Now the coach was a pretty large man with a ferocious temper, and every time he called, ‘Action!’ the geese went everywhere. Well, that just made Pappy lose his temper with me, and I just stood there flustered and embarrassed as he told me that I was the most awkward fucking propman he’d ever known.
“So I got mad at him for yelling at me and cussing me, and I yelled and cussed right back. He said, ‘You’re a football player, aren’t you?’ I said, ‘Yes,’ and he said, ‘Do you think you could block me?’ and I said, ‘Yes.’ So he said, ‘Get down on your three-point stance,’ which is where you have one hand on the ground and the other in front of you. So I got down, and he kicked my hand away, and I went facedown in the dirt.
“Pappy and everyone just laughed, but I was steaming mad. I said, ‘I’d like to try that again,’ so I got down, but this time, I didn’t wait for him to make a move. I just suddenly drove into him and sent him flying over tables and chairs—and there was horrified silence from everyone who obviously thought, ‘That guy won’t work here again.’ But Pappy just laughed and said, ‘You’ll do all right, now get those fucking geese back in the pen and we’ll try again.’
“Maybe ’cos I’d shown him he couldn’t intimidate me, he took an instant liking to me and made sure I worked for him again on his next picture [Four Sons]. This time my very important job was to pick up piles of maple leaves and toss them into the air so they could be blown by a giant fan across the set to simulate autumn. After they shot the scene several times, I misunderstood a signal from Ford and thought the scene was over. So I began the very important job of sweeping up the leaves, and when I crossed in front of the camera, I realized they were still turning. Well, horror was written on every face around me and I figured I was in big trouble. But Pappy just laughed and did something to me he was famous for when he wanted to punish someone for their sins. He told me to bend over, which I did, and then he kicked me in the butt. He said, ‘That’s what we call assuming the position, so when I tell you to assume the position, you’ll know what to do.’ ”
It’s a great story, and one I’d like to assume is true. The problem is, Ford was a master storyteller, and as time went by, he invented tales about the stars he discovered, and those stars loyal to him, like Wayne, went along with everything Ford said.
For instance, when Ford made Salute, which was about a football rivalry between the army and the navy, Ford requested the use of twenty-five football players from the USC Trojans. His request was turned down, so, goes the story, he got Duke Morrison, who was to have his first talking part in the picture, to pull some strings. Duke supposedly went to the USC president and persuaded him to allow John Ford to borrow the players he needed.
On the morning the Salute cast and crew were ready to pull out of Los Angeles by train to head for the Naval Academy at Annapolis, an extra football player turned up by the name of Ward Bond.
Duke Morrison didn’t like Bond and told him, “You’re not getting on this train, Bond. You’re too ugly to be in movies.”
“Screw you, Duke,” replied Bond, and shoved his way on to the train with the other football players.
At the Naval Academy, the players were taught how to drill and act like midshipmen. Finally, Ward Bond called out, “What is this bullshit, anyway?”
Ford asked Duke, “Who is that big ugly guy? The one with the liver lips and the big mouth.”
“His name is Ward Bond,” answered Duke. “He’s just a big loudmouth who thinks he can play football.”
“He sure is ugly,” said Ford.
“He’s a lousy football player too,” said Duke.
“I’m going to use him,” said Ford and, so the story goes, he invented a small part for Bond to play.
Henry Hathaway trashed this whole story for me: “Wayne had no pull with the university. He was probably totally forgotten by the university. There was no way he had the authority to cast the film. Only a studio executive could do that, and that’s what really happened. No one was handpicked by Duke; Ford chose his team from photographs the studio collected. And Ford never invented a part for Ward Bond. That part was already in the script. I tell you, that Jack Ford really knew how to blarney! And I can tell you, Wayne thought the world of Ward Bond.”
It was just as well that John Ford knew how to blarney; he was carrying out secret activities for the navy. Wayne told me, “He was recruited by Rear Admiral Sims to work with Captain Ellis Zacharias [who was to become commander of the Eleventh Navy District in San Diego]. They were concerned over the rise of Japanese power in the Pacific. Zacharias ran a semiofficial intelligence unit using local Naval Reserve officers to collect information on Japanese and German influence in Mexico and the Far East. This information was passed to J. Edgar Hoover and Vice Admiral T.S. Wilkinson.
“Ford happily conducted intelligence activities on his own initiative without pay or official recognition. I didn’t know it then, but while we were filming Salute, he met with naval intelligence leaders and was given a mission to go to the Pacific. His official job was to research and film sequences for his next film, Men Without Women, but unofficially he was reporting on harbor access and defenses.”
Morrison and Bond were both in Men Without Women, the story of a submarine damaged and trapped on the ocean floor with fourteen men on board. Another legend has built up around Wayne’s involvement in this film. It’s been claimed that when Ford was filming a scene in which the men of the submarine have to dive into choppy water, the stuntmen were too afraid to take the plunge. So Ford said, “Duke, get in the water,” and Duke obliged by diving into the rough sea.
Wayne confirmed the story when I asked him about it, but Yakima Canutt said, “There’s no doubt Duke was fearless and he did do a lot of his own stunts, but I’d be ashamed of any stuntman who couldn’t do a simple thing like jump into the sea. That just doesn’t sound right to me.”
In the first few films Wayne appeared in at Fox, his roles were so small he received no billing. But when he played a student in a 1929 musical, Words and Music, he received credit, way down the cast list, as Duke Morrison. Although the studio found him occasional work as an extra, his main living was as a propman. But he was making friends on the Fox lot, and one of these was George O’Brien, one of the studio’s leading romantic actors. O’Brien was able to get Duke a small role in the 1930 film Rough Romance, although he was still way down in the cast list, as he was in Cheer Up and Smile, also in 1930 and again playing a student.
“Through my friendships with John Ford and George O’Brien,” Wayne told me, “I was made to feel like I belonged on the lot. I just loved going to work at Fox, and I began to feel this was my life.”
Life for Duke Morrison was about to change forever—and so was his name.
Raoul Walsh told me, “When sound first came to movies in 1927, the studios thought that sound would be unsuitable for Westerns. They felt that sound meant you had to have plenty of talking, which is why they called the first sound films ‘talkies,’ and the studios asked, ‘Who wanted to see a Western crammed with talking?’ There was also the practical problem of filming with sound. The cameras were big and noisy and had to be enclosed in a box to prevent the noise being picked up by the microphones. The studios had converted all their stages to ‘soundstages’ where the heavy cameras could not be easily moved. Silent cameras were easy to move and pioneers of the cinema had developed techniques such as ‘tracking shots’ [whereby the camera moved along with the action].
“But I believed Westerns could be made with sound. I liked the idea of being able to hear hoofbeats and gunfire. But no one had tried filming outside of a studio soundstage. Then in 1929 I saw a Fox Movietone newsreel in which a longshoreman was interviewed in the open by means of recording equipment housed in a specially constructed wagon.
“I headed straight for the nearest phone and called a production executive at Fox and said, ‘I want to make a Western with sound.’
“The executive said, ‘Are you drunk?’
“I said, ‘No. Get me a Fox Movietone News wagon.’
“So I got my wagon and I adapted a story called ‘The Cisco Kid’ into the first major sound Western [In Old Arizona].”
The film won an Oscar for its star, Warner Baxter, and Paramount quickly jumped on the Movietone bandwagon and made The Virginian with Gary Cooper in 1929.
Sound Westerns were a success after all, and studio technicians had to devise a more convenient means of filming outdoors. Fox even came up with a new revolutionary process called Grandeur, a 70mm process whereby the picture was twice the size of normal 35mm film and in widescreen.
Their first bold venture was to be another Raoul Walsh Western, The Big Trail, a film of epic proportions that told of a wagon train heading west. It would be bigger than the similar silent Western epic The Covered Wagon, said Walsh. “To play the lead, the train’s scout, I wanted a young man with a certain aura that suggested the authentic American pioneer spirit. I knew that most of the established Western stars from the silent days were not only unrealistic, but they were too old. I was strolling around the Fox lot one day and as I walked by the property department, I saw this young feller come out—about six feet four inches in height. He walked over to a truck and picked up a big armchair and lifted it up over his head and carried it into the property department. So I went over and waited for him to come out and I asked him what he was doing.
“The young feller said, ‘I work in the property department.’
“I said, ‘Have you ever been in a picture?’
“He said, ‘No, sir.’
“I said, ‘How would you like to be in a picture?’
“The young feller said, ‘Oh, I’d like it right well.’
“I said, ‘Let your hair grow for a few weeks and come back to me.’
“So he came back a few weeks later and I got him into a buckskin and took a good silent test of him, and showed it to Winnie Sheehan, the Fox executive, and he said, ‘That’s a hell of a good-looking boy. Can he speak?’
“I said, ‘Sure he can speak. He’s a college boy.’
“And Sheehan said, ‘All right, we’ll sign him up if you’re willing to take a chance on him.’
“I said, ‘I’m willing.’
“But they didn’t like his name—Duke Morrison—and kept changing it around and called him Joe Doakes and Sidney Carlton and all those sorts of names. I had read a book about Mad Anthony Wayne, a Revolutionary War hero, and I thought this Wayne was a great character, so I said, ‘Let’s call him Anthony Wayne, or Mad Wayne, or whatever the hell you want to call him—but call him Wayne.’ And someone suggested John Wayne. And that’s how he got his name.”
That’s the story Raoul Walsh told. Of course, this story was being told to me in 1974, forty-one years after the event, by an eighty-seven-year-old master storyteller down a transatlantic phone line, and I suspect that there was a certain amount of poetic license taken. After all, Duke Morrison had already appeared in pictures and was already known at Fox.
Michael Wayne had a different version of how his father got his screen name: “He had an agent whose name, strange though it may seem, was also Morrison. And this guy said, ‘Look, you’ve got to get rid of that Marion Morrison,’ and my father said, ‘What shall I call myself?’ and he said, ‘John Wayne.’ ”
Michael could only have heard this story from his father, but the problem with this account is that Wayne had not been called Marion Morrison since he was a boy. Everyone knew him as Duke Morrison. That account also poses another question: Since Wayne was primarily a propman at Fox and only got a little work as an extra and an occasional minor role, would he have had an agent?
I’m inclined to believe the more romantic Walsh story, and I would assume that Wayne himself came up with the other version for the sole reason of not wanting to offend John Ford. As Walsh said, “Wayne was Ford’s friend, and it’s my belief that Ford felt that if anyone was going to discover this new star, it was going to be Ford. Instead, it was me, and Ford saw Duke’s acceptance of doing The Big Trail and taking a star role under a director other than him, as well as one who created his new name, as an act of betrayal by Duke. And Duke was punished for it when Ford refused to speak to him for some years.”
For the next five years, Wayne couldn’t understand why Ford would never take or return his calls. In later life Wayne shrugged off the notion that Ford had done any

OEBPS/Images/JohnWayne-cover.jpg
JOHN WAYNE

THE MAN BEHIND THE MYTH

MICH L MUNN





