







Praise for Gary Cooper

“Meyers’ book thoroughly tracks Cooper’s journey from Montana ranch kid to a sophisticated man-about-town, from silent extra to quiet leading man of three decades of Hollywood movies. . . . Meyers is convincing on Cooper’s passivity, his carefully indulged shyness, his political naiveté—exposed when he testified as a friendly witness in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1947—and his essential decency (he never named names).”

—Graham Fuller, Interview

“This well-researched biography chronicles Cooper’s life from his childhood to his stardom during Hollywood’s Golden Age and had the cooperation of Cooper’s daughter as well as his friends. What emerges is a well-balanced portrait of the man and his films. An outstanding biography of a film icon.”

—Library Journal

“Meyers has managed to unravel the complexities behind the projected simplicity, and the result is informative, risk-taking, and most of all, scandalous movie-buff fun. Cooper’s story is a bumpy ride through Hollywood history: from the advent of talking pictures through his participation on both sides of the blacklist, from his long friendship with Ernest Hemingway to his courageous battle with cancer.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Meyers mines the legacy of ‘Coop’ and brings him back for a bracing and worthy re-assessment. . . . The biographer has an unpretentious writing style not unlike Cooper’s acting. They both know how to tell a story simply and effectively. The author has done plenty of research, with interviews galore. . . . Little has escaped Meyers, and Gary Cooper: American Hero has the sheen of authority about it.”

—San Francisco Bay Area Reporter
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Preface

The film critic André Bazin, distinguishing between the classically heroic persona of Cooper and the more modern, ambiguous and morally contradictory persona of Bogart, wrote: “Bogart differs from those prewar heroes for whom Gary Cooper might be the prototype: handsome, strong, noble, expressing much more the optimism and efficiency of a civilization than its anxiety.” Gentle and appealing, the son of a judge, Cooper had been a Montana ranchhand and was linked through upbringing, experience and film work with the history of the “real west.” After dropping out of college and with no training as an actor, he started as a stuntman in silent films and, almost accidentally, became a successful leading man.

Cooper excelled in romantic comedies, where his youthful charm and hesitant manner contrasted with the intriguing sexuality of Mariene Dietrich and Claudette Colbert. But he became an American icon in cowboy roles, and took care to make a Western every few years to reinforce his aura of integrity and heroism. Beautiful as well as handsome, as glamorous as any fashion model and one of the most photogenic subjects in Hollywood, he was never narcissistic. In real life he was a quiet loner who had, apart from Ernest Hemingway, few intimate friends.

Cooper had an authentic and utterly convincing style of acting, and appealed powerfully to both men and women. While stars like Bogart and Cagney radiated edgy abrasiveness, he represented a different kind of charismatic yet restrained masculinity, a powerful sweetness, an almost feminine sensitivity. Bogart was an interior actor, viewed through a haze of cigarette smoke, surrounded by a circle of drinkers; the diffident Cooper seemed to bring an outdoor freshness to the screen.

Frank Capra’s Mr. Deeds Goes to Town and Meet John Doe capitalized on Cooper’s portrayals of awkward, honest men, and gave the country the forceful image of an ideal hero. Cooper’s acting was so natural and effective that he seemed as simple as the Everyman who defeated the forces of evil. But his inner life was torn by moral conflict. A well-known ladies’ man, he married the young, beautiful, well-connected Veronica Balfe. Her strong, shrewd character helped direct his career, their alliance gave him access to New York and European society, and they were a famous couple at home and abroad. Though Cooper was careful not to disrupt his domestic life or hurt his public image, he eventually resumed his affairs with co-stars and other women.

In the late 1940s the middle-aged Cooper fell in love with the young Patricia Neal, who precipitated a personal crisis. After this experience his film roles tended to reflect a more complex personality. In pictures like High Noon and The Naked Edge he played weary, tense characters, tainted romantics struggling with agonizing decisions. His own life reflected the growth of the nation as he developed from innocent provincial to cosmopolitan sophisticate. Critics complained that in Love in the Afternoon he was out of character as the older man who gradually falls in love with the charming young Audrey Hepburn. But he really was, with his many mistresses, a worldly and slightly dissipated roué.

Just as Cooper managed to weather his personal crises, so he survived the political convulsion of the House Un-American Activities Committee. A well-known conservative, he was persuaded to be a “friendly” witness. But he did not name names, and later supported Carl Foreman, the blacklisted screenwriter of High Noon. In a business where talent bloomed early and soon withered in the glare of envious publicity, Cooper’s acting became increasingly skilled and impressive, and his career flourished as he grew older. To the public he was an inspiring figure whose performances touched their deepest emotions. In Hollywood he remained universally liked, admired and trusted. He was an elegant philanderer, and his life recalls a happier, more spirited time than our own.

The influential historian Frederick Jackson Turner believed that the frontier—so often portrayed in Cooper’s Westerns—had shaped American identity. While the east imitated the Old World, the west converted Europeans into Americans by founding new traditions, fostering patriotism and encouraging a connection to primitive modes of existence:

The frontier is the line of most rapid and effective Americanization. The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought. . . . It strips off the garments of civilization. . . . It puts him in the log cabin . . . and runs an Indian palisade around him. . . . Little by little he transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . . . Here is a new product that is American. . . . The advance of the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the influence of Europe, a steady growth of independence on American lines.

Cooper’s extraordinary mixture of English parentage and schooling with western birth and background combined two major elements in our culture. Shaped by his experience in Montana, playing men of both action and principle, he helped create a powerful version of the history of the west. In movies—which came into being just as the life portrayed in Westerns was coming to an end—he also became the icon of our longing for lost purity and innocence. His visual and spiritual force defined the classic American hero.


Actors like Gary Cooper are in themselves, as material objects, “realistic,” seeming to bear in their bodies and their faces mortality, limitation, the knowledge of good and evil.

Robert Warshow, The Immediate Experience


Gary Cooper


1

Montana,

1901–1909

I

Gary Cooper, the quintessentially American film hero, was a distinctive blend of English gentleman and Montana pioneer. Wholly English by origin, he had the tall, fair, blue-eyed look of a country squire. His strict Victorian parents influenced his manners and beliefs, and their strength of character had a powerful impact on their son. The Coopers had been farmers in England for centuries. John Cooper, Gary’s grandfather, came from Tingrith, near Dunstable, in Bedfordshire. He owned several farms, raised stock, had a milling firm in town and a dairy business, thirty-five miles southeast, in London. Charles Henry Cooper, Gary’s father, was one of nine children. He was born on September 15, 1865 at the White House, the family home for four generations, in Houghton Regis, outside Dunstable.

After finishing secondary school, the eighteen-year-old Charles couldn’t count on much of an inheritance and had to emigrate to make his fortune. In 1883 he sailed from Liverpool to Boston in the wake of his brother Arthur, a locomotive driver in America. After working for two years in Wisconsin, the adventurous Charles arrived in Helena, in the Montana Territory. When Charles reached Montana, Gary later wrote—in a sentence that suggested his own lifelong interest in animals, Indians and solitude—“buffalo were still running, Indians roamed the plains, [and] the distances between ranches averaged a hundred miles.”

As recently as 1876 General George Custer had been killed by the Sioux Indians in the massacre at the Little Bighorn. Arthur and Charles both got jobs with the Northern Pacific Railroad, which ran through Indian territory and linked the upper midwest to the Pacific coast. It reached Helena in 1883, and the last stagecoach left town that year. Started by James J. Hill, the Northern Pacific was eventually taken over by J. P. Morgan. In nearby Butte the Rockefellers took control of Anaconda Copper. By 1885, said Gary, who was knowledgeable about western history, “cattle were crowding the last of the buffalo off the prairie. The United States Cavalry was keeping the Indians from going on the warpath. Large-scale silver mining was replacing the every-man-for-himself gold boom, and range wars [between cattlemen and homesteaders] were killing nearly as many men as saloon brawls.”

In Montana, a major mining state, lucrative deposits of gold, then silver and finally copper had been discovered. Charles and Arthur may have been drawn to the rich territory by reading about the skilled Cornish miners, who played an important role in the silver boom, and the British corporations that invested in Montana mines. In 1899 Montana produced 61 percent of American and 25 percent of world copper; ten years later the mines turned out $46 million of raw wealth, unevenly distributed among the inhabitants of the mining towns.

The small towns were surrounded by high forests and mountains, separated by great distances and vast emptiness. The state population climbed from 38,000 in 1880 to 132,000 a decade later to 243,000 at the turn of the century (1.7 persons per square mile), but was still only 376,000 in 1910. Yet Montana was surprisingly cosmopolitan. In 1910 a quarter of the population was foreign-born and spoke more than twenty languages.

In 1885 Charles settled in Helena, which became the state capital in 1894. Important surface deposits had been discovered in Last Chance Gulch in 1864, and Helena, “well-situated on major transportation routes, well-supplied with foodstuffs from the nearby Prickly Pear Valley, and located close to other mining towns,” grew from a rough camp into a prosperous trading center. Though the surface gold was soon exhausted, it was replaced by silver, lead, zinc and quartz lodes, and by ranching and farming. Stone buildings, including a bank and United States Land Office, were built in 1867. By 1870, despite its remote location on the mining frontier, Main Street “was lined with impressive commercial buildings, illuminated by electric lights, and traversed by electric streetcars.”1 Helena, as if to remind its respectable citizens of its rough past, had a lively red-light district (women also worked as rooming house managers, laundresses and servants) as well as a Hanging Tree. As late as 1895 the town issued printed invitations—with photos of those about to be killed—to witness the public execution. This was the gritty world that was later glamorized in so many Western movies.

The copper dome on top of the capitol in Helena symbolized the decade when copper was king. During the 1890s’ boom Helena had fifty millionaires—more per capita than any other city in America. This sudden access of wealth led to an orgy of ostentation among the town’s parvenus:

They lived in pretentious mansions . . . and rode about town, first in coaches driven by top-hatted and swallow-tailed coachmen, and later in electric coupes that moved at a dog-trot on the level and stalled on the hills. A small army of maids, butlers, and other servants waited on them, and served them foods and wines as different as possible from the sour-dough, beans, and raw firewater of their prospecting days. The houses they built were ornate affairs in a variety of designs, with exteriors featuring turrets, cupolas, and porte-cochères; interiors decorated with hand-carved mahogany, oak, and maple, with a fireplace in nearly every room; spacious grounds within stone walls or iron fences, with iron deer on the lawns and stone lions or other figures at the entrances. Some lawns were further adorned with fountains, lead statuary, granite mounting blocks, and carved stone hitching posts.

When the price of silver fell in 1893, this florid period suddenly came to an end.

II

In 1889 the territory became a state and the “local citizens could elect their own executive and judicial officers, thus ending the long procession of federally appointed ‘carpetbaggers’ whom Washington had sent to govern them.” In this promising context Charles Cooper began his legal and political career. After studying stenography and law at a local business college, the industrious young man worked as a court stenographer and apprentice in the law office of John Shelton, and was admitted to the Montana bar in 1892. For many years he served as district court reporter.

Charles also attached himself to a couple of powerful political buccaneers. In 1895, thirty years old and recently married, he left John Shelton and became assistant to Preston Leslie. Twice elected governor of Kentucky, Leslie had been appointed territorial governor and then U.S. district attorney. “He could make his maximum of fees by constant travel on trains,” Charles later told Hedda Hopper, “and so I had all the work to do in the office.”2 The following year Charles joined the law firm of Colonel Wilbur Fisk Sanders, who had commanded a company of infantry in the Civil War and whose clients included the Northern Pacific Railroad. Prosecutor, vigilante leader (who made good use of the Hanging Tree) and head of the anti-South, pro-Negro Radical Republicans, Sanders—known for his caustic wit—served in the Montana legislature and became a U.S. senator in 1890. While working for Sanders, Charles—who always sympathized with the underdog—defended several Chinese immigrants who were threatened with expulsion from America.

Gary described his father’s early career as “studying law, a little court reporting, the preparation of legal briefs for lawyers, some clerical work for the Supreme Court, a little campaigning for the Republican Party, and an unofficial law practice of his own.” But Charles became a respected trial lawyer, and in 1904 campaigned with Theodore Roosevelt, “introducing him to leaders and bosses in the various precincts of his itinerary.” Charles remained active in politics, voted—like Robert Jordan’s father in For Whom the Bell Tolls—“the Republican ticket all his life” and was rewarded in 1908 when Roosevelt appointed him U.S. attorney for Montana.3 A writer and an intellectual who later corresponded with Carl Sandburg about Lincoln, the impractical, unmechanical Charles never learned to drive a car. He was a 32nd degree Mason, and at the family dinner table would recite poems by Robert Burns and speeches by Shakespeare. Charles taught his sons and grandson to quote poetry and use an adult vocabulary. Classmates considered Charles’ grandson, Howard Cooper, who learned his lesson all too well, a strange little boy.

Charles met Alice Louise Brazier, who had also come from England to Montana to visit her brother, in 1893. In the panic that followed the collapse of the silver market, nearly every bank in Montana had crashed. Alice consulted Charles about how to retrieve the money she had saved to pay her passage home. Her Huguenot family had emigrated to England in the seventeenth century, and her father was a shipwright on the Isle of Sheppey in Kent. Born in Sheerness in 1873, she grew up in Gillingham, on the Kentish coast, and came to Montana as a teenager in 1891.

Alice retained a hint of her native accent, and had an impressive vocabulary and refined speech. A formidable woman, she believed there was only one way to do things—her way. Not unkind, but more austere than affectionate, she was the dominant one in the family—a “stand up, chin in the air, straight back sort of person.” In later years she looked and tried to act like Queen Mary, the consort of George V. But she was not a grande dame and once, when she’d had too much port, revealed that her early life in a working-class household had been hard. Charles and Alice, who shared the same background, adventurous spirit and love of the outdoors, married in 1894. Their grandchildren described them as very English, Victorian and proper. Compared to the rough types who dominated Montana, they were sophisticated and socially refined. They gave their children a principled, loving and literate upbringing. The actress Colleen Moore, who met them in Hollywood in 1928, said: “Naturally, I expected the typical midwestern type who owned a ranch and all. On the contrary. They were very, very British.”4

III

The Coopers gave their children solid English names. Gary’s brother, Arthur Leroy (named for his uncle), was born in 1895. On May 7, 1901, Gary—christened Frank James Cooper—appeared. In 1901 Queen Victoria died and Edward VII became king, William McKinley was assassinated and was succeeded by Teddy Roosevelt. As the mechanical age reached the western frontier, the first motorbike was manufactured, and the first message sent by telegraph. Marlene Dietrich, Clark Gable and Walt Disney were also born that year.

At the turn of the century Helena, still on the frontier, had a population of 10,770 as well as wolves and coyotes, rattlesnakes and grizzly bears which often came right into town. Cowboys and Indians walked the streets, and Gary both heard about and actually saw wolf hunters and desperadoes, cattle rustlers and horse thieves, whorehouses and barroom shootouts—the very stuff of Western movies. The recent history of the west—the mining booms and busts, range wars and extinction of the buffalo, vigilante committees and battles with the Indians (which did not end until the early 1880s)—was a living memory to the older generation. Later on, speaking from personal experience, he said of the real west: “it actually started from the gold rush in 1849 [and lasted] until about 1880 when the railroads were spanning the continent and transportation became more rapid than the covered waggon and the pony express, and that was the end of the west really, although the cattlemen and the big ranchers and the miners and all the colourful characters of the west continued on in rather the old style, until about the turn of the century. . . . [Montana] was a state in which the last of the wild buffalo were found. I knew as a boy some of the real old characters.”

Gary was born during an electrical storm, on the second floor of a modest two-story red-brick house, surrounded by high cottonwood trees, at 730 Eleventh Avenue.5 Alice, always punctilious about words, recorded his first expressions in her baby book. At three months he had his first scolding and cried for two hours but didn’t “remember feeling particularly crushed about it.” He spoke his first recorded sentence, “I gonna have my picture taken with a flower I pooked,” while posing for his mother’s photographs. He appears in one of them, at the age of three, wearing an elaborately beribboned white bonnet and long furry coat.

Gary went to Central grade school and Johnson grammar school, where the girls considered him a prize catch. The boys thought he was a regular guy. Dressed like Huckleberry Finn, he wore a denim shirt, overalls and high shoes. In those days, after the spring flood in Last Chance Gulch, he could still find enough gold flakes to buy a week’s supply of licorice and candy. He played cowboys and Indians; hunted for arrowheads, wolf dens and jackrabbits; and filled his room with Indian artifacts and animal trophies. “My mother knew a woman who wanted two birds for her hat,” Cooper wrote, remembering his first job. “So I went out and shot them and stuffed them. . . . I really did it, the first time I tried. I got a dollar for the work.”6

Like most small towns, Helena offered its reputable citizens some wholesome family entertainment: “Fourth of July picnics, where someone always recited the Declaration of Independence; church services on the second floor of the school building . . . ; exclusive dancing parties, with armed chaperones at the door to remove roughnecks with guns under their belt or liquor on their breath. Even in a three-saloon mining town, amenities could be observed.” The actress Myrna Loy, four years younger than Gary, later recalled her childhood near the Coopers in Helena: “We lived high off the hog on Fifth Avenue. . . . It was just a nice middle-class neighborhood. Most of the richer families were building on the opposite mountainside. Helena is a spacious city, climbing up Mount Ascension and Mount Helena from Last Chance Gulch, so we had wonderful, steep streets. When it snowed you could slide past Judge Cooper’s house all the way to the railroad station in the valley part of town. The Coopers lived just below us in a fairly elegant house with an iron fence around it.”

Gary’s most striking childhood memories focused on the exotic, the urban and the perverse, and marked his transition from innocence to experience. The Northern Pacific Railroad had brought in a gang of Turks, as strange as the natives in films like Morocco, to repair a section of track. Curious and eager to learn about their life, Gary said he was drawn to “these colorful people [who] wore fantastic costumes with red fezzes and carved daggers or knives. None of them spoke English, but in spite of that, when they sat around on their haunches telling stories after sunset, I sat by and watched.” As a teenager Gary, who would spend most of his adult life in Los Angeles, helped a rancher take a “carload of cattle to St. Paul. Bunking in the cattle car and awaking in the morning to the excitement of a large city—this was adventure. I came home feeling that at last I had become a man.” Many years later, while watching handsome young Mexican boys dive from a cliff in Acapulco, he turned away, looked up at the sky and suddenly said: “When I was a little boy in Helena and walking across a bridge, a bearded man came up to me and kissed me on the mouth.”7 Later in life the handsome Cooper would attract a few men as well as many women.

Most of Gary’s childhood adventures occurred on the ranch, the 7 Bar 9, which Charles bought—when Gary was five and Arthur eleven—in 1906. Charles’ father, who owned four acres in Bedfordshire, liked to call himself “the squire.” Charles, who also wanted to be an English squire and have the peasants bow down to him, realized his ambitions in Montana. Beginning in 1900 the Northern Pacific sold most of its land grants for up to $8.50 an acre. Charles rented two thousand acres from the government and bought six hundred from the railroad. On moving day Charles and Arthur rode to the ranch with the family goods in a wagon, through steep canyons and along the curving banks of the Missouri River, to one of the most spectacular landscapes in the American west.8 Alice and Gary traveled by train, which went from Helena to Great Falls and stopped especially to let them off.

A local newspaper said the ranch—thirty-five hundred feet high and fifty miles north of Helena, near Craig—“is in the heart of the Rocky Mountains, in the Missouri river canyon, north side of the river, and consists of [six hundred] acres, mostly scenery in the shape of granite mountains, great cliffs, pine trees, open places here and there, and a cluster of [buildings] scattered about a small mountain stream.” Gary recalled that when they first arrived, Alice was received by the ranch-hands “as a queen, and I was probably treated like a little prince. We were taken inside a mostly empty house, and had to wait several hours for my father to arrive with the furniture, bedding, and just about everything we had. That would have been in the summertime when the days were long, but it was after dark when the wagon and horses finally pulled in. By then Fd probably decided that I liked living out in the country.” The property, on a bend in the river, had a ranch house, a cottage for the foreman, barns, corrals, haying equipment and four hundred head of cattle, with two hundred more running wild around the timberline.

Alice later said that Arthur and Gary were not hard to raise. Though Charles was sometimes cross and short-tempered, his sons adored him. Gary was very blond till the age of nine and spent every summer on the ranch. He learned to ride there, and for him “one of the most beautiful sights in the world is a running horse, with a man that sits on it real pretty.”9 He played with the five other children, white and Flathead Indian, who had their own one-room schoolhouse. He sketched the eagles and deer, the cowboys and Indians, who taught him how to track animals and understand nature. Like most Montanans, Arthur looked down on the Indians, but Gary respected their culture, and learned how to make moccasins, shawls, beaded vests and elaborate war bonnets. (As an adult he also meditated with an Indian shaman, took part in fasting and purification during a “sweat lodge” ceremony and was made an honorary chief of the Blackfoot tribe.) Indians brought out the more spiritual side of his nature, which, even within his own family, was rarely revealed.

But the ranch was not entirely idyllic. Speaking of her early years of marriage, Alice remarked that “we had nothing for a long, long time.” No delicate lily, she used to pitch hay, shear sheep and brand cattle. Gary once saw her, during the war years, “swinging an ax at twenty below zero to break open bales of frozen hay.” The bursting of the Hauser Dam, when he was almost seven years old, was the most traumatic moment of his childhood. “On April 14, 1908, water began seeping between the plates and the bedrock, and in less than ten minutes, water had destroyed five company houses, an office building, and a stable. Thirty men employed at the dam escaped with their lives, but frantic calls were made to residents of Craig to evacuate.” In Cooper’s recollection of this dangerous episode he was an infant, and his dramatic rescue resembles an adventurous scene from one of his films: “I was little more than a baby and I remember that my father and mother and I were almost drowned in the flood that followed. We were sleeping in a tent when it happened. I do not know what would have happened if the dogs hadn’t begun to bark. They made an awful racket and we woke up. The water had overflowed the banks of the Missouri River and was washing up on the tent flaps. My mother leaped up, lifted me to a horse—and the three of us galloped away to safety.”10
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Dunstable and Grinnell,
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I

The ranch was paradise for the Cooper boys, but their genteel mother never really liked Montana. Alice heard them swearing, was shocked by their coarse manners and thought they were turning into little savages—one step removed from the Indians. She wanted to polish their rough edges and broaden their culture, to make her sons like “those dear little lads in England, all so neat and polite.” In the summer of 1909, when Gary was eight and had just finished the second grade, she took them “home” to visit her mother in Kent and enroll them in Dunstable School. Britannia, filled with righteousness and glory at the height of its imperial power, ruled the world as well as the waves. Gary saw English ceremonial pomp in the funeral procession of Edward VII in the spring of 1910 and the coronation of George V in the summer of 1911.

After Charles and Alice returned to America, the boys lived with their father’s cousins, William and Emily Barton, in the ancestral farmhouse adjacent to the village green and to the vast estate of the Duke of Bedford. Though the cousins were kind, they were complete strangers and the young Gary desperately missed his parents. A notice advertising the sale of the rambling country place in 1928 described it as “The White House, Houghton Regis, Beds., comprising a delightful, old-fashioned, detached residence, with pretty lawn, kitchen garden, greenhouse, stabling, barns, outbuildings, excellent enclosure of rich old meadow land, in all extending to 4 acres.” After Arthur entered the school as a day boy on September 23, 1909 and Gary—giving his father’s occupation as “Farmer (owns land)”—on January 22, 1910, they lived across from the school, with another Barton cousin, at 157 High Street North (now an Allways grocery store).

Dunstable School was housed in a large red-brick Victorian building with high turrets and a mock-Tudor façade, an asphalt playground and a primitive outdoor lavatory. It was founded with the charitable bequests of an eighteenth-century benefactor, who left £14,500 for a grammar school to educate, at moderate expense, the sons of middle-class professional men and tradesmen. But the cornerstone was not laid until June 1887—four years after Charles had left for America.

L. C. R. Thring, an alumnus and headmaster during Gary’s time, rigorously enforced “the real Public School system of strict discipline, hard work, compulsory games [especially soccer and cricket], and the punishment to fit the crime.” With the help of plentiful whacking, the school turned out conventional gentlemen, “young men of character and general all round ability . . . directly in the tradition of Dr. Arnold,” the founder of Rugby School. There was a Drama Society, ice skating and snowball fights during the winter frost and public readings from the headmaster’s favorite books: Tennyson’s Idylls of the King and Dickens’ Pickwick Papers. Under the house system, with master, prefects and fags (junior boys who had to serve the older ones), a prefect “would stand bawling for a fag, then all the little boys would go scuttling down passages and stairs to answer the call, and the last one to arrive would be given some task to do.” The 140 boys, many of them foreign or with parents overseas in the service of the Crown, wore the school uniform: an Eton-style wide stiff collar, short black coat and short trousers, long socks and either the school cap or the locally manufactured straw boater. Patriotism was deeply embedded in the spirit of the school, and 62 old boys would sacrifice their lives in the Great War.

Dunstable was like a college prep school—much more rigorous and advanced than an American grade school. “The great event of the academic year,” wrote the school historian, “was the periodical examination by the London School of Examiners, in the course of which every boy in the school submitted written papers and was afterwards orally examined in every subject.” Forty-five years later Cooper recalled his interview at the beginning of term with the formidable headmaster. Dressed in black gown and mortarboard, he intimidated the cocky American by asking him about subjects—Latin and algebra—that he couldn’t possibly have studied when he was only eight years old:

My first day there was miserable.

“No Latin, Mr. Cooper?” asked the headmaster.

I’d never heard of it.

“No French, Mr. Cooper?”

I’d heard of French, but that wasn’t enough.

“No English history, algebra, Shakespeare?”

I “didn’t know nothing.”

Looking back now I can appreciate all that was done for me—special classes, sympathetic tutors and an earnest effort to make me feel at home.1

He was also ticked off by the headmaster for engaging in fisticuffs with a local newsboy, who belonged to the despicable lower classes.

His English classmates, who hated anything that deviated from the norm and tended to bully new boys, were first curious, then hostile. Firmly convinced that white men were still engaged in bloody battles with the redskins, “they asked me [Cooper wrote], in hushed voices, if I had ever shot an Indian, what a cowboy was like, and did I have a gun?” Unable to resist some boastful embellishments, he “enjoyed telling them quite a number of surprising if not exactly accurate things.” But they also put him in his place by mimicking his accent, poking fun at his clothes and making his life miserable for a long time. When Cooper revisited the school with his wife and daughter in the 1950s, he pointed out the place where he’d had a memorable fight with another boy.

Eventually Gary became accustomed to English ways and began to enjoy going to school, playing with hoops and tops, taking bike rides to see his paternal grandfather and car trips to visit his mother’s relatives during the holidays. Letters from home were especially welcome. On May 13, 1909, soon after he arrived in England, his father sent him a charming letter from Montana, addressed “My Dear Frank,” about the things that would interest a little boy:

I was very glad indeed to get your nice card. I suppose the next time you write you will tell me all about the bicycle you are going to have. Have you been down to see Grandfather yet? And did you tell him all about the ranch? Miss Lakin says to tell you she was very happy to receive your card; that she hopes you are having a good time, and she says she will write you a letter. Be sure when you write again to tell me all the news. I think I told you that the Kitty had a nice black kitten, and is getting along nicely. She sits on Mrs. Argerbright’s lap at meal times just as she used to sit on your mama’s lap. We have quite a lot of little pigs, and they are looking fine. The grass is getting a little green, but it will be much better later on. Write soon.

Your loving pape.

At Dunstable—as in high school and college later on—Gary did not distinguish himself in scholarship, sports or dramatics, though school plays were regularly performed. Arthur, much older and more interested in athletics, made more of an impact. But he also had to be put down. The school newspaper superciliously exclaimed that the misguided Arthur “should not constitute himself a conductor of touring parties to Cathedral Cities until he is thoroughly acquainted with the route.” Gary’s one moment of success came in the spring of 1912, when the school magazine reported that he ran 220 yards in 34 seconds and took second place in the race for under eleven-year-olds. Unlike A. E. Housman’s young athlete—chaired through the marketplace, “the time you won your town the race”—Gary had to be content with his brother’s reflected glory. His childhood playmate and cousin Dorothy Barton remembered him as “a happy-go-lucky kid and I’m sure he thoroughly enjoyed himself at our house in the High Street. They say he was sickly. He was not terribly robust, but he had only the usual childish ailments and his main trouble was biliousness. Still, that didn’t rob him of his appetite,” which became formidable as he grew older.

During their three years away from home Arthur and Gary, who had quite different personalities and interests, became close for the first and last time. On December 3, 1911 the Cooper boys, now more conscious of status and giving their father’s profession as “lawyer,” took confirmation classes and were baptized in the Anglican parish church of Houghton Regis.2 Their English education had fulfilled Alice’s expectations and transformed her sons into well-behaved little English gentlemen. One school friend recalled that “Gary was a quiet boy, very much so. He was gentle more than anything. I should imagine that neither he nor Arthur would dare say anything out of place, otherwise his mother would tick them off. She kept them in order—no one could fault them.”

Alluding to his original interview with the headmaster, Gary summarized his intellectual acquisitions by stating: “after my three years at Dunstable I could speak French, recognize Latin, wear a top hat, bow from the waist, solve an equation, and say ‘Thank you, sir’ in an English accent.” But used to denim clothes and open spaces, he also expressed his dislike of the formal uniforms and constricted landscape: “I didn’t like England, particularly, although I did admire the extraordinary heroics of English history. I didn’t like the Eton collars and the long trousers and short jacks and high hats we were made to wear on Sundays. I didn’t like the close compactness of the tiny gardens, tended for centuries, and the ultra-formal parks. It weighed down on me.”

Dunstable School had a profound influence on Gary. Like all English public schools in the tradition of Dr. Arnold, it taught the boys to “play the game” and show school spirit. But such schools could also engender homosexuality, snobbery, racism, sadism and cruel wit. Dunstable had a rigid hierarchy and a subordination of younger boys that encouraged compliance, bullying and flogging. It frowned on the expression of personal feelings and, in its official distrust of solitude, made sure that the boys had no opportunity to do anything in private. Its emphasis on sports and philistine disdain for art and intellect taught, as Harold Nicolson wrote of Wellington School, that “intellectual prowess was in some way effeminate, and that it was only by physical prowess” that one could show manliness.3 Its conformity and social stratification were, like the class-conscious clothing, antithetical to Gary’s individualistic and democratic ideals. But he readily accepted the school’s—and his parents’—conservative political beliefs and code of dutiful self-sacrifice as well as its admirable emphasis on discipline, loyalty, patriotism, honor and pluck—qualities he would later embody in adventure films like Lives of a Bengal Lancer and Beau Geste. He liked the school well enough to return for visits in 1932, in 1936 and again in the 1950s.

II

In April 1913, nine months after the boys had left Dunstable, the school magazine reported that Arthur and Gary had seen Niagara Falls on their journey home and had arrived safely in “Montana, U.S.A.” In July Arthur aroused the English boys’ envy by telling them that he and a friend had caught a staggering 156 trout in one day. But not everything went well for the boys in Helena. The school officials, unimpressed by the superior standard of English education and strict interrogation of the London Examiners, put Gary back a grade. Just as his American accent and clothes had aroused hostility in England, so his English manners and dress provoked ridicule and outrage in America. Gary, who had to change himself back into a Montanan, later recalled that “I talked like a genuine Britisher, and my clothes were a riot. I must confess, the girls and the teacher rather liked my short trousers, my Eton collar and my straw hat. But the boys went mad. I had to run for my life down the alleys to get away from them. They said I was a ‘cissy,’ and got socked for saying it.”

Gary also had to readjust, after an absence of three years, to living at home with his parents. “Mother became an expert photographer,” he wrote. “She had an elaborate darkroom in the cellar. If I am any good at posing for cameramen, it is because I can still hear mother saying, ‘For goodness’ sake, will you please stop wriggling? This is a time exposure.’ ” The little pigs that Charles had mentioned in his letter of 1909 had now grown into fat hogs. One reckless night (after running out of money) he lost them all in a poker game. “The next day Gary and his brother Arthur came up the road . . . afoot, driving the herd of pork to pay off the debt. . . . One of those hogs lit into the brush and Coop tackled him like a football player.”4 Gary also got to know Charles’ great friend Wellington Rankin, a wealthy, powerful and spellbinding young Republican. In 1946 he wrote Rankin: “I shall never forget the boxing lessons you used to give me in your office at the most unorthodox hours and I also hold you partially responsible for my good fortune in Hollywood because you were the first to put the bee in my head about becoming an actor.” Alice later told Rankin: “Gary just worshipped you as a boy, and I know he would as long as he lived.”

After his return to Helena Gary, a talented amateur, hoped to become a commercial artist. He admired the western artists Frederic Remington and Charles M. Russell, a friend of Charles Cooper. Russell first came to Helena as a cowboy in 1880 and lived there till the 1890s. A self-taught, rather sentimental painter who portrayed the real west that was heading for extinction, Russell “found himself exactly at the right place and time to explore the full expression of the western cult, the cult of masculinity and the brotherhood of cowboys.” Gary admired and often studied Russell’s Lewis and Clark Meeting Indians at Ross’ Hole (1911) in the state capitol building in Helena. The vast colorful mural depicts an 1805 encounter of the explorers, trying to find a path through the mountains, and the Flathead Indians in southwestern Montana. Later on, while criticizing clichés about the Old West, Cooper portrayed the artist as an ideal figure, and stressed the need to “recapture the characterizations of C. M. Russell, Will Rogers, Mark Twain and some old-timers I have personally known, whose grand and kind humor springs mainly from the ‘great outdoors.’ ” He passionately loved the spectacular scenery and teeming wildlife of Montana that Russell had captured in his art and described in words: “Shut off from the outside world, it was a hunter’s paradise, bounded by walls of mountains and containing miles of grassy open spaces, more green and beautiful than any man-made parks. These parks and the mountains behind them swarmed with deer, elk, mountain sheep, and bear, besides beaver and other small fur-bearing animals. The creeks were alive with trout. Nature had surely done her best, and no king of the old times could have claimed a more beautiful and bountiful domain.”5

Cooper continued to draw and paint (sometimes on the film set) throughout his life. His high school notebook contains an ink sketch of an eagle on a rock, and his daughter owns two drawings, signed “Frank Cooper,” of an Indian head and a mountain lion. One of his political cartoons was published in the Helena Independent on November 2, 1924. In later life, when he became a serious collector of modern art, he did paintings of the family house in Southampton, New York, and of his daughter completing her own work of art.

In about 1916 Gary was seriously injured in a car accident. Previous accounts state that his school friend Harvey Markham, who had been crippled by polio and had special controls for his Model T Ford, lost control of the car on a steep hill. But in Cooper’s three accounts of the accident, he was the driver and crashed into an unknown object:

I was driving a touring car, whizzing along contentedly, when there was a sudden impact. The car began to roll over and then came to a full stop, upside down. . . . I rolled on the ground while the car stood on its nose, and then the car rolled on me. . . . I got up and walked to the curb, not dizzy, nor weak, my senses sharpened to a superhuman degree. And then my left side failed me. It hung like a heavy dead thing. And everything went blue. I guess that is the way you feel when you faint. I awakened in a hospital. They said I had a broken leg, and other complications too numerous to mention.

The local doctor did not take X-rays, despite Gary’s grave injuries, or realize that he had also broken his hip. Instead, he recommended vigorous horseback riding to cure his aches and pains. With several fractures, Gary must have been very tough indeed to follow his instructions. This misguided therapy caused lifelong problems. Cooper developed a characteristically stiff, off-balance walk. In the saddle, he rode at a slight angle and minimized the bounce with a closer seat.6

In 1917, a year after the accident, America entered the Great War. Arthur enlisted, and the rise in farm prices made ranching more profitable. “Over the past eight years,” wrote one historian, “ample rainfall and high food prices had nurtured a persistent farm prosperity; and since 1915, lucrative new markets for American foodstuffs had opened in war-torn Europe. . . . Entry into the Great War had an immediate, decisive effect on agriculture, as the demand for food and the prices of commodities soared.” To help meet this demand, Gary dropped out of school for two years. While his father continued to practice law in Helena, he and his mother grew alfalfa and raised five hundred head of cattle up at the ranch. He dug irrigation ditches, cut hay, drove a four-horse team and herded the steers. In the summers he rounded up the wild ones and ran them down to the rich pastures in the bottomland. In winters, when it was forty degrees below zero, he’d get up at five o’clock to feed the cattle and shovel frozen manure. The outdoor life suited him so well that he grew an inch a month for thirteen months and reached his full height of six feet, three inches before he was seventeen. His extreme thinness, stilt-like legs and towering height made him awkward and shy.

Charles prospered at first, but did not do too well financially after the war. He poured his cash and heart into the land, Gary said, but had no business sense and “lost his shirt ranching. The old bonanza days of soaring land values were over.” At the same time, Charles did not have the right temperament to make much money as a lawyer. He “was a little too honest . . . not enough of an extrovert, not the forward-pushing, hard-swinging type of fellow who made a colorful [and successful] lawyer.”7

III

When the war ended, the radical and progressive Democrats in Montana were soundly defeated in the elections and Charles Cooper’s party, the conservative Republicans, took control. He allied himself with Wellington Rankin, who had a law degree from Harvard and had studied at Oxford, owned more than a million acres of land, advocated women’s suffrage (granted by the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920) and was elected attorney general of Montana that year. Charles had tried cases in state, federal and appellate courts, and ran unopposed for the state supreme court in the Republican primary. He was elected for a six-year term on November 5, 1918, a week before the war ended, and served as associate justice on the three-man (later five-man) court from January 6, 1919.

During his tenure Justice Cooper wrote 133 decisions (his fellow judges issued only seven dissents), published in seventeen volumes. Gary proudly called them “masterpieces of brevity.” The most striking aspect of his opinions was his consistent support of workers’ claims against employers, frequently overturning decisions of the lower courts. The plaintiffs in these cases, sometimes foreign and usually without resources, either sought compensation for injuries or were related to men who had been killed while employed by the powerful mining and railroad companies. In Hassan v. Northern Pacific Railway (1921) Charles held the company negligent when loose railroad ties fell on an employee. He wrote that the foreman “might have delayed his order until the danger was past or have given the plaintiff timely warning of the fallen tie. . . . It was the foreman’s duty to observe immediate conditions and not to regularly send plaintiff into a place of danger.” In Matson v. Hines (1922), another case against the Northern Pacific, he cited precedents from English law and emphasized his reluctance to overrule the decisions of a jury. He again concluded, after a worker was ordered to help lift a 750-pound railroad rail, that “the employee never assumes risks growing out of the master’s negligence.”

The violent events that took place on Miners’ Union Day in Butte on June 13, 1914 provided the background for Charles’ next case. During the traditional parade union rebels attacked the marchers and roughed up the leaders, sacked the meeting hall and threw office records into the street. The rioting continued and reached a climax during a union meeting on June 23, when a crowd gathered, shots were fired and two men were killed. After another week of anarchy, the governor called in the National Guard, which restored order and defeated organized labor in Butte. In Butte Miners’ Union v. City of Butte (1920) the miners injured in the parade sued the city for damages. After discussing the origins of the Anglo-Saxon police system and the English principles of community responsibility from the Middle Ages to the present, Charles concluded that Butte was obligated to protect a peaceful assembly and that “the defendant city was liable for injuries to the property of the plaintiff, done or caused by mobs or riots.”

The State v. Newman was a sensitive rape case in which the sixteen-year-old victim was forced to testify in court. Charles was as interested in protecting the girl as he was in punishing the criminal. With a Shakespearean phrase, he delivered a humane and progressive decision. The victim, “from the moment of her induction into the foul atmosphere of the scene of her undoing to the end of the trial, was ‘more sinned against than sinning.’ . . . Had the prosecuting officer been more intent upon shielding the innocent than he was in punishing the guilty, he would not only have avoided the degradation so fatal to her moral fiber, but healed, to some extent, at least, the wound that is now festering on the body politic.”8

On August 30, 1924, four months before his term was due to end, Charles resigned from the supreme court. That same day Wellington Rankin resigned as attorney general and, to enhance his prestige and strengthen his chances of election that fall, was appointed to serve out the rest of Charles’ unexpired term. Alice had become weary of Montana, the ranch had lost money and Charles, who had made some unfortunate investments, wanted to earn a higher income. In the Montana Record-Herald of September 2, 1924 he wrote: “I tendered my resignation as a member of the Montana Supreme Court because of the fact that I was recently appointed executor of the estate of a near relative. The estate consists of property situated in three states widely separated. I resigned because I felt that I could not give the time necessary to properly fulfill my duties as Associate Justice without jeopardizing the interest of the property committed to my care.” Twenty-one years later, in a letter to Hedda Hopper, Charles clarified the situation by explaining that “some cousins who owned the townsite of Lincoln, Nebraska, sold out and went out to Wyoming. When they sold out they had gathered an estate of several hundred thousand dollars and moved to California. Wanting my help, I drew their wills and when they died I moved [to Hollywood].” Charles’ grandson added that when he left Montana, he was broke and had the big companies “gunning for him.” Many people had been killed in Montana for opposing, as he had, the Northern Pacific Railroad and Anaconda Copper.

In his six years on the bench Charles was involved in more than a thousand cases. Alice was sometimes critical of his disastrous business ventures, but she was always very proud of his legal career. The liberal strain in Charles’ conservative politics and his consistent defense of the weak had a profound influence not only on his son’s political activities but also on the kind of heroes he played in his films. As Gary said of his role in High Noon: “I knew it was a natural for me. My dad used to . . . tell me stories about the sheriffs he dealt with in his days on the Montana Supreme Court Bench.”9

IV

After losing a year on his return from England and two years while working on the ranch, Gary was now three years behind his age group in school. In the spring of 1919, while attending high school in Helena, he took art courses at Montana Wesleyan College, which had been founded by the Methodists in 1890 and had moved from the Prickly Pear Valley to Helena in 1898. In the Spring 1919 issue of the student magazine, the Prickly Pear, under the heading “Too late to classify,” a photo of Frank Cooper appeared with the caption “An artist of no small ability.”

In Helena High School, where he had trouble readjusting to the classroom and little interest in academic subjects, he was older than most students but became notorious for pulling childish pranks and getting into mischief. He greased the car tracks on steep hills so vehicles slid backwards and set off blasts in town with dynamite filched from the mines. He put limburger cheese on the study hall radiators, forcing the students to evacuate the school, and was promptly expelled. Judge Cooper exploded and sent his son out of town. The principal regretfully recalled that Gary “didn’t seem to apply himself very hard. He was a bright boy and should have done better. I don’t think he really had a purpose till he went over to Bozeman” in 1919 to complete his last three years of high school.

Cooper said that Bozeman, a hundred miles southeast, “was a smaller town than Helena, and more intimate, without the pretense of a capital city. Everyone in town knew everyone else. Maybe every little town in the country became hysterical after the Armistice, and maybe that helped bring on Prohibition. Well, Bozeman was no exception.” He shared an apartment with some older boys and spent weekends with horses on a nearby ranch. He majored in English history at Gallatin County High School, and took notes, which still exist, on the Elizabethan stage, Shakespeare’s plays and Montana politics. When bored, a classmate remembered, he’d amuse himself by leaning forward and widening the holes in her hairnet with his pencil.

Encouraged by his favorite teacher, Ida Davis, Gary took courses in Debate and Public Speaking, and developed a liking for dramatics. “Being shy,” he said, “too tall for my age and self-conscious about it, even then, she made me go in for Declamation as a means of acquiring some poise and bearing.” He read Scottish poetry with a convincing accent to the school assembly and in the spring of 1922 recited David Starr Jordan’s “College Spirit” in a declamation contest. His team lost the debate on Japanese immigration, but had the decision reversed when the opposing team was caught plagiarizing. He showed no interest in the three movie theaters in town and, though not especially talented, appeared in school plays.10 The night before graduation, he starred in The Gibson Upright, a three-act comedy by Booth Tarkington and Harry Leon Wilson, directed by Miss Davis. He found it difficult to propose to the leading lady, who stood all the way across the stage, and could scarcely bring himself to kiss her when she agreed to marry him.

In the spring of 1920, while still a high school student, Gary also took three art courses—Freehand Drawing, Perspective in Art and Design in Art—at Montana Agricultural College (now Montana State University
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