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  JAMES GARNER


  I


  In 1928, Oklahoma was still a raw-boned territory in the minds of most Americans. It had only been admitted to the Union a little over twenty years earlier, in 1907. In 1834 a large area north of Texas had been set aside by the United States government as “Indian territory” and had eventually housed many Indian tribes, including Choctaws, Creeks, Seminoles, Chicasaws, Quapaws, and the ones most known to populate the region, the Cherokee Nation. It was not until oil was discovered that the Oklahoma Territory became of interest to white settlers and investors.


  It was into this setting that James Scott Bumgarner emerged on April 7, 1928. His parents, Weldon and Mildred Meek Bumgarner, were by no means wealthy people. Nor was Mildred physically strong. Weldon Bumgarner, on the other hand, was a hearty man who was no stranger to hard work. He made ends meet, but just barely, by driving a laundry truck for a firm in Norman.


  After James was born, Mildred was never well again. Her health worsened rapidly, and she soon took to her bed for good. In hopes of improving his wife’s health, Weldon left his job in the city and bought a small country store about nine and a half miles east of Norman in an unincorporated area that was not even listed on the map. It is now called Denver, Oklahoma. At the time the little store was a mail drop. The family lived behind the store, and Mildred kept to herself more and more.


  Jim recalls, “She was sick all of the time. From the time I was born she was ill. I never saw her much because she was bedridden all of the time. Later, when it really got bad, she became a Christian Scientist and moved into Norman to live with my aunt. All of a sudden there was a funeral and the funeral procession passed on the road that went from Norman to Shawnee, Oklahoma—and right by the store where we lived on that old country road. I remember passing by the store as part of the funeral procession and couldn’t figure out why we didn’t stop, because that’s where we lived.”


  The funeral party continued on to the cemetery. Afterward, young James, his father, and his two older brothers returned to their home and the small store on the old road. It was to be a short stop for the boys—and a low point in Jim’s young life. He was five years old and had barely known his mother. To all intents, he was an orphan, though he did have love. Plenty of it. He came from a big family. What he lacked following the death of Mildred was any kind of real supervision.


  In a magazine interview, one of his childhood friends, Bill Saxon, recalled Jim as a young boy following his mother’s death. “There was no semblance of family. Jim’s father was a man with an eye for the ladies and in his day he was every bit as handsome as his son is now. It didn’t seem to bother him if the women were loose or tied—just as long as they were willing.”


  Mr. Bumgarner meant well, but he knew more about merchandising than mothering. He just didn’t have the domestic ability to keep house, manage three growing lads, and run the store at the same time. The boys were soon farmed out to various relatives in Norman. Jim went to live with his uncle and aunt, John and Leona Bumgarner. There, he had plenty of family support; some sixty of his relatives lived in Norman, a small community where everybody knew pretty much what everybody else was doing and what their problems were.


  More like Tom Sawyer than Little Lord Fauntleroy, Jim easily gained the affection of the female members of the clan. Many women seem to like the kid with scuffed shoes, bruised knuckles, and scraped knees, and Jim filled the bill to perfection. He always seemed to be in some minor scrape, often just short of the law. But though he liked to have fun, he never got into any trouble with the authorities. He had a healthy respect for the law.


  He was still a little boy who had lost his mother and was shuttled about from one place to another with no real sense of direction. And now he had not only his brothers but his cousins to compete with. He learned from a very early age that it was going to be James against the world and that the world gave little or no quarter.


  It didn’t take long for Jim’s hurt and anger over being deprived of a mother to turn into cockiness. One early schoolmate describes him as having been “somebody who seemed to feel cheated and was out to let the world know that nobody would ever do that to him again.”


  After a decent period of mourning Mildred’s passing, Weldon remarried. His second wife, Wilma, was not the mother he wanted for his children, but it was difficult to be a man alone with three young boys and he wanted them all to be together again under one roof. Following his marriage, the boys moved back in with their father and his new wife, from all accounts the archetypal wicked stepmother.


  The three boys seldom agreed on anything, and a healthy sibling rivalry prevailed. When Jim was five his brothers were seven and nine and they looked on him as something of a pest who always wanted to tag along. However, no matter how many disagreements there were between them, they were unanimous in their belief that their father did them no favor by marrying Wilma.


  “She was a damn no-good woman,” according to Jim’s older brother Jack. “She was mean and beat the hell out of us. She was meaner to Jim than to myself and Charles and I don’t know why.”


  Neither did Jim, but he supports his brother’s assessment of their stepmother. A strict disciplinarian, Wilma seemed to think that all boys were “bad” and deserved punishment, and that none was more deserving of the switch—her favorite means of correction—than young James.


  “I was the recipient of whatever was handy,” Jim recalls, “but she had a real affinity for the spatula when it came to me. She would make us go out and cut the willow switches she was going to whip us with and we knew better than to get little ones. If she wasn’t satisfied with the size of them, we were sent out to get larger ones, or worse—she went out and made her own selection.” Jim felt that she never treated him fairly.


  “She loved to beat us on the butts,” he declares with some stifled bitterness. “As I said, switches were her first line of offense, but with me she preferred spatulas. Oh boy, she was great with the spatula. She’d use boards or sticks or whatever, but her eyes really lit up when she had a spatula.” Young James’ rear end was commonly covered with big red welts. He didn’t like being whipped, but he kept silent for a long time. He’d heard over and over that this was the Depression. Times were hard and folks had to make do as best they could to survive. His father was barely able to support them. The boys ran barefoot all summer to save shoe leather for the cold winter months when shoes were needed, but like all country kids, they saw going barefoot as a privilege, not a deprivation.


  James’s young life was hectic. His only consolation, if it can be called that, was that his family was economically no worse off than almost everyone else he knew. At that time, relief was common, and welfare lines were long. His father had too much pride to accept handouts from the government or anyone else. But the Bumgarners were themselves generous. When an old man came along the dusty country road during a thunderstorm, he was fed. When he asked if he might stay in their storm cellar for the night, he was made to feel welcome and a part of the family. “He stayed on with us,” Jim says, “until I was seven years old. Even after that, when the store burned down, old Pop Gunther still stayed there.”


  If the Bumgarners were generous it was partly because, like their neighbors, they had so little. During the thirties, Oklahoma was not only hard hit by depression but was almost at the center of the dust bowl that had left the heartland of America barren and created the great drive of humanity from Oklahoma to California. Thousands upon thousands of families packed up their meager belongings, strapping mattresses on top of old rattletrap cars that looked as if they might not make it ten miles, much less over a thousand miles to California. These “Okies,” so deftly described by John Steinbeck in his classic The Grapes of Wrath, went looking for the promised land only to discover there was more promise than land for them.


  Such was the Oklahoma of James Garner’s youth. He went to school because he had to—his father believed in education. But he was never an outstanding student. One reason he had difficulty with school was his own sense of justice. If a teacher was wrong, he didn’t hesitate to say so, which got him into a lot of trouble. (His older brother Charles was the scholar of the family and went on to become a teacher himself, a considerable achievement for a boy from the dirt farms of dust- and Depression-ridden Oklahoma.) Jim was athletic like his other brother, Jack, who was good enough at baseball to become a pro in the Pittsburgh Pirates organization and later a manager in the Pirates farm system.


  Jim Garner’s early education took place in a one-room country schoolhouse. He and his two brothers often rode the family horse to school, which was a little more than a mile away from their home. Other times, they walked. They were not unlike other kids growing up in rural areas of the country in the thirties. “We were poor, I guess, but I never saw it that way. We were what we were and that was that. We didn’t know anything different. It didn’t mean a thing that we didn’t have anything. Nobody had anything. I’m sure it has impacted my life in some way, but I’m not sure how.”


  Although he has since become nostalgic about farm life, when he was a child Garner hated it. He felt unsettled and thought only of “doing something else.” Indeed, his whole life has been rooted in “doing something else,” a desire that doubtless began during his father’s second marriage. There were other wives—four or five altogether, according to his son Jack—but Wilma was the one who made the most vivid impression on Jim. There simply had to be something better than what he was stuck with.


  If there was any stability in his preteen life, it came from his grandmothers, Abbie Meek and Lula Bumgarner. When he needed honest answers to his questions, he went to one of them. He loved and was loved by them intensely. No matter what he did wrong, to them it was either somebody else’s fault or exaggerated out of proportion.


  But there was little they could do to help him with the struggle between him and his stepmother: He would have to resolve that matter himself. This he did when he was fourteen years old. One day, according to Jim and his brother, Wilma decided it was time Jim be punished again with her spatula. For the first time he openly took issue with her.


  At fourteen, Jim was a big boy, very big for his age. And he decided that he was too much of a man to have a woman beating him who wasn’t even his own mother.


  Wilma swung at him with the spatula she had been holding in midair above her head. As she came down toward his face he instinctively defended himself by hitting her, knocking her across the kitchen. She hit her head against a shelf and was dazed. Before she could regain her balance, Jim pounced on her and with his large hands locked around her throat began to throttle her. He might well have committed murder had his father not come into the kitchen to find out what all the commotion was about.


  “What the hell is going on in here?” he demanded, pulling Jim off his stepmother. His brother Jack had followed their father into the room.


  Weldon’s initial reaction was to side with his wife. He knew about Jim’s temper and his discontent. But all he saw at the time was his overgrown son trying to choke his wife. Consequently, Jim got his punishment, much to Wilma’s delight. While his father and Jack held him down, Wilma beat him with a spatula. It was the most humiliating day in his life. He couldn’t understand why his father believed his stepmother and not him. He was filled with hatred for the woman and contempt for just about everybody else.


  While Jim went off by himself to recover, his father began to think about what had happened. He realized that he hadn’t really pursued the issue before taking action, which was certainly unfair to his son. The more he thought about it, the more he felt guilty for having made so abrupt a judgment without having heard both sides of the story. Finally, he approached his wife and asked, “Just what did the boy do?”


  “Something.” Wilma had no better answer than that.


  A huge fight between husband and wife ensued, and didn’t end until Mrs. Bumgarner moved out a couple of weeks later and was never heard from again.


  It was back to square one: Weldon, trying to keep house for his three teen-aged boys, had an eye out for every skirt that passed by. It was an untenable situation, and he knew it. He hadn’t been and still wasn’t capable of taking care of his boys by himself. It was not that he was a bad father—he truly wanted to be an example to his boys—but he had difficulty just dealing with life and work and expenses without the added responsibility of man-sized boys who were not as yet of legal age.


  Within two months after his wife’s unceremonious departure, Weldon Bumgarner went to California to look for work. Before he left he made sure his boys were properly provided for. Jim was placed on a farm in Hobart, Oklahoma, where he was to work and attend school. He didn’t like the work and in a couple of months abandoned farm life and moved back to Norman to live with an aunt. For all practical purposes he was on his own.


  He already knew how to drive, having taken his father’s car without permission and learned the hard way—by trial and error out in the countryside where there were no stop signs or traffic cops to interfere. Therefore, without difficulty he obtained not only a driver’s license but a chauffeur’s license as well. It was summer and school was out, so he gladly accepted a job as the driver for a clothing salesman from the Curlee Clothes Company. He spent several months on the road touring Texas with the salesman and learned a lot about life and business.


  His employer was an elderly gentleman whose penchant for Scotch and milk aggravated his ulcers. Jim became not only his driver but also a sort of valet-gofer, learning the ropes from someone who knew them all.


  “I did a little bit of everything for him. He wasn’t allowed to smoke, but I doled the cigars out to him, one at a time. We stayed at all the best hotels in Texas, where he would entertain buyers while they sat around and drank expensive liquor.” By the time the bottle had been passed around a few times, all too often it was Jim who did the selling, not the salesman. He was quickly accumulating an education that far exceeded anything he might obtain in the public schools.


  During the winter he returned to school in Norman, but the following year he was back on the road again, this time with another salesman who covered the Oklahoma territory. Jim was becoming a self-sufficient teenager. A road career, however, was not yet in his immediate future. Though he did not particularly relish it, he still considered school a priority, for he was smart enough to know that he would need some sort of education if he intended to get ahead.


  While school was in session, he worked at a variety of jobs, his immediate goal being financial independence. His aspiration was to become wealthy. It never occurred to him that he would find a place in the limelight. Actually, he shied away from any kind of recognition, preferring to remain in the background as long as he had a source of income. This was very heady stuff for a young man of fourteen who was considered a bit rowdy and stubborn to a fault. Most people did not understand his motivations. He had endured more than his share of suppression and was determined to control his own life without interference from anybody, well-meaning or otherwise. He had learned what it meant to be a “have-not” through the loss of his mother and the poverty he had grown up in. Even Wilma had taught him a valuable lesson: to resist domination by the whims of others, to stand up for what you believe to be right no matter what others think.


  He worked hard, stocking grocery shelves, felling trees for a telephone company, working with sheetrock and bricks, carrying hod, and even putting in some time in a chicken hatchery. He had a job for a while at the University of Oklahoma in Norman that required him to get up at 3:30 in the morning to sweep out the university’s administration building before going to school. “The only time I ever quit a job was because I was bored with what I was doing.” Mundane duties have always driven him up the wall. If he had a reputation for not staying on the job very long, he also possessed a sense of pride. He always worked. One of his grandmothers once commented, “That boy doesn’t have a lazy bone in his body.”


  In an interview with Seventeen magazine while his series The Rockford Files was high in the television ratings, Jim described himself as an introverted kid who kept pretty much to himself. Following his father’s departure for California he lived for a few months with an aunt, but he felt restless and uncomfortable. He was a man in his own eyes. He was already six foot three, his height today. “I looked like an old 4F to the sailors stationed in Norman,” he says, and he literally “had to fight the navy every day.”


  After a while, he left his aunt’s house and moved in with his buddy Jim Paul Dickenson. “His mother operated a big rooming house in Norman. Because her son and I were such good friends she refused to take any money for my room and board. She was real nice people.” Although he would not accept gratuities from anyone, he accepted Mrs. Dickenson’s generosity as if it came from a mother.


  Over the years it has been rumored that Jim did not get along very well with his brother Jack. Whether this is true or not, he did criticize one of his brothers in one interview. Looking back at his youth, he commented, “My father was a volunteer fireman for twenty years in Norman. Because of that they gave him a small pension. Charles, my oldest brother, took that pension when my father moved to California and went to live upstairs over the firehouse. Jack lived with another relative. I had aunts and uncles all over town, and I had my grandmother if I was really in desperate need. But I always thought I could take care of myself. One thing I never did. I never took money from my father. I thought that was wrong. But one of my brothers would take everything he was given. He was always smarter than I was.”


  Jim declares that his youth was never as rough as it sounds. There were good times, too, some of them at school because of sports. “They thought I was a good football player and so did I. As long as I was able to keep my grades up, I could play football. That was the best incentive I had to crack the books.” But even sports could not keep him interested in textbooks for long. From time to time his grades faltered, and he could not play football until they came back up.


  By the time Jim was a high school freshman he was less introverted. “I played varsity football and had a terrific time with my pals.” His dozens of kinfolk were concerned about a boy of his age being out on his own. They felt there were too many opportunities for him to get into trouble. Jim didn’t see it their way. He felt capable of supervising himself.


  “They needn’t have worried so much,” he says. “I did mischievous things like breaking streetlights with rocks on Halloween and stuff like that.” One game he and his friends were obsessed with was called “Ditch ’em.” It was played with automobiles. A half-dozen or so drivers would line up. The lead driver would take off and would try to evade the others, who were always in hot pursuit. The idea, according to Jim, was that “everybody else would try to stay up with the guy in front. I loved it. You’d drive wherever you wanted, all over town and even out in the country, trying to lose the guys behind you. There was a lot of hell-raising, hootin’ and hollerin’ and squealin’ of tires, but we never hurt anybody.”


  In a small town a boy’s car gets as much attention—often more—than his sweetheart. Thus for the most part Jim and his friends were all good drivers. “It wasn’t as dangerous as it sounds,” Jim laughs. His interest in formula racing, which would emerge during his career in films and bring him to national recognition as an amateur racer, probably developed at this time.


  Jim has been frequently described as a hypochondriac. Even as a kid in Norman he was prone to injury. As a preschooler he once fell down a flight of stairs and nearly killed himself. Although he hardly remembers the event himself, family members have told the story so often that he knows it by heart. Experiences like these fostered a genuine fear of pain that has stayed with him.


  In football he also suffered many bumps and bangs. A big teenager, he was an easy target for tacklers, who seemed to take great pleasure in singling him out and hitting him harder than others. Bill Saxon recalls that Jim was always “a bit of a show-off and a real sissy when it comes to pain.”


  During the summer of his fourteenth year, Jim made a trip out to California to visit his father. He didn’t stay with Weldon, however, but with an aunt, and immediately got a job at an A&P grocery store. By summer’s end he was back in Norman, still dissatisfied and restless. He moved back in with the Dickensons, who were always happy to see him and make him feel like family.


  Living at Jim Paul’s house offered him both security and, at long last, permanence. These friends acknowledged his maturity and allowed him the freedom he felt he needed—freedom from always being told what to do. At the same time his adopted family offered warmth and support.


  It was wartime, and Jim and Jim Paul, anxious both for adventure and to participate in the war, decided that maybe they ought to join the Merchant Marine, where they would receive room and board and excellent pay while being less at risk than their older counterparts fighting with the armed forces around the globe.


  “The two of us went down to Houston to try to ship out with the Merchant Marine. We figured it would be a cinch.” Neither of them gave much consideration to getting hurt or killed. “Hell,” Jim says, “we didn’t think about casualties. Boys who went off to war were heroes and came home with medals. I was big and if a truck was to hit me I figured it would bounce off, but I never thought anything was going to happen to me—not ever.”


  But something did happen. Though he liked the Merchant Marine, was a good worker, and got along with his buddies aboard ship, he didn’t take to the sea. He suffered from chronic seasickness and couldn’t shake it no matter how hard he tried. He finally had to abandon his sailing career for something on terra firma.


  “I traveled a lot in those days. Jim Paul and I got robbed down in Texas and headed out to California to ship out again, but I didn’t stay at any one thing very long. I guess I must have had five or six dozen jobs of one kind or another when I was a kid. I just couldn’t make up my mind what I wanted to do, but I knew there was something for me somewhere and one day I would find it.”


  Jim finally decided to head west. Nothing much was happening in his life, and he had liked southern California on his first visit there.


  Although he couldn’t possibly have known it at the time, this decision was eventually to change a hulky country boy of scant means into a wealthy television and motion picture star.


  II


  Jim Paul Dickenson accompanied Garner to the West Coast. They parted company there when Dickenson decided to ship out again with the Merchant Marine at San Pedro. Jim then moved in with his father, who by this time was making a decent living in the carpet-laying business. His son worked with him for a short time but became entranced with Hollywood High School and decided to return to school. His interest in Hollywood High had more to do with the gorgeous girls on campus than with the halls of learning. It is little wonder. His feelings were reciprocated. Jim Garner was as handsome as any Hollywood leading man and naturally attracted girls. He considered it one of the fringe benefits of being mature before his time.


  He wanted to play football at Hollywood High because without sports he didn’t consider school worthwhile, but his gypsy ways interfered with his plans. He didn’t often bother to attend class, preferring an afternoon at the beach or just to wander about town seeing the sights. Consequently he was kicked out of school. Under California law at that time one was required either to graduate or to attend school until aged eighteen, whichever came first. Since Jim was barely seventeen, he ended up in the Frank Williams Trade School.


  Weldon had once again married, and Jim had a better rapport with his second stepmother than with his first, so family squabbles were rare. Since his father was now able to support him while he was in school, if he worked it was because he wanted to, not out of necessity.


  Though he made bad grades at Hollywood High School, and, by his own confession, “preferred the more glamorous things of life, such as pool halls and going fishing and hunting,” his show business career started there. The Jantzen company, a sportswear manufacturer that was then, as now, famous for its bathing suits, sent a company representative to Hollywood High looking for young, “all-American” boys to model their products for magazine ads. The football coach recommended Jim, and he was chosen. He had never posed for anything other than a family photograph made with a Brownie or box camera in the backyard but was assured that that was no problem, since his appearance in a bathing suit would be eye-catching. Sex appeal was as important an aspect of advertising in the forties as it is in the eighties, and though most of the emphasis was on female models, men too were exploited in this regard.


  “It wasn’t bad,” Jim says. “They paid our way to Palm Springs for five days at a time to do modeling sessions for which I was paid a very large fee—twenty dollars an hour.” For him, it was an unheard-of sum, and he had trouble reconciling himself to it. He had difficulty comprehending the idea that he was making more money than his teachers at Hollywood High.


  When Jim left Hollywood High he also vacated the football team. But he didn’t abandon football. He transferred his talent to a team representing the Hollywood Boys Club.


  When Doc Lefevre, the football coach at Norman High School back in Oklahoma, heard that Jim was playing football for the Hollywood Boys Club he quickly got on the phone. The Norman team was desperately in need of players; Lefevre had been advised that recruitment had to increase if he was to keep his job. In Norman they take their football seriously.


  It was the nudge Jim needed. He had already considered taking his modeling earnings and returning to Oklahoma to think things over, and the coach had given him a reason to do so. He would go back to school, play football, maintain good grades, and generally behave himself. He was welcomed back with open arms but, as he is quick to point out, “I wasn’t paid any money because that’s illegal.” However, he admits that he had the use of a credit card at a clothing store and that he lived comfortably even though he wasn’t working very much.


  Jim had enough talent as a journeyman punter and linebacker that a scout for the University of Southern California made him an offer to play for that prestigious school, known for its outstanding football teams. But though he liked playing football, he didn’t care enough for academics to stay in school to do it. Consequently, when he turned eighteen he quit school and started to drift throughout Texas, Oklahoma, and on to California. He never lacked money, always managing to find a job quickly and to accumulate enough money to facilitate a move when the time was right. At one point he became something of a stevedore, loading freight not onto steamers but semi-trailer trucks. Loving the outdoors, he found it a challenge to work in the oil fields of his native state and in Texas.


  He was riding on a breeze, having a good time without any real thought of what tomorrow might bring.


  Still, he knew that he was going nowhere—and fast. There was no hope of a professional football career; he’d been injured while playing for Norman High both before going to California and upon returning, and during a brief hitch in the Oklahoma National Guard he had severely injured his right knee during maneuvers. And though he had worked at an impressive number of jobs, none of them really led anywhere.


  His aimless existence continued until sometime in 1950 when the lure of California’s beaches and golden girls brought him back to Los Angeles. He again went to work for his father in the carpet-laying business, doing temporary jobs on the side.


  Nothing was permanent, a fact vividly impressed upon him when the Korean War broke out in 1950. Legally, he was still a resident of Oklahoma, and he became the first draftee from that state to be inducted into the service during the war. He went into the U.S. Army Infantry as a foot soldier assigned to the Fifth Regimental Combat Team of the Twenty-fourth Division in Korea, where he spent five months and sustained two wounds.


  Studio biographies have always listed them as “wounds suffered in action,” but because several versions of the incidents have been related by various writers and by Garner himself, they have sometimes been regarded as a kind of joke or publicity stunt. Far from it. Jim did receive two injuries. The first was more embarrassing than painful, but the second was serious.


  “I was wounded,” he relates, “the second day I was in Korea.” While bringing up the rear of a patrol party, he was hit by a shard of shrapnel. “I got hit in the hand and on the edge of my eye.” When he got back to the field dispensary he sat down and started picking out the tiny pieces of metal. An officer approached him and said, “Don’t do that yourself. Go on inside the dispensary and have them do it. Hell, man, we’ll get you a Purple Heart.”


  Jim obeyed the officer and was officially listed as having received the Purple Heart—though he never did receive it. He sustained his second injury sometime later when his combat team was surprised and overrun one night by Chinese troops. “We spent the whole night pulling back, just trying to cut our losses,” he explains. They had started out with 130 men. By morning the attack had left them with 30 tired and worn stragglers just trying to survive. About 6:30 in the morning his group met up with another unit that had also been through a horrendous fight the night before. Together they watched an encouraging event. “We got there just in time to watch some of our navy fighter planes blowing the shit out of the Chinese positions and we were yelling and screaming encouragement to them.”


  Just then, an AT-6 spotter plane flew over their position, and because Jim’s group was not displaying the orange air panels used for identification, the pilot of the AT-6 notified the main squadron that he had discovered a “troop concentration.” As a result, all hell broke loose.


  “Within a few seconds there were navy Panther jets unloading 20-millimeter rockets at us. I immediately got hit in the butt and my rifle was blown up.“ Rocket explosions splatter white phosphorus in all directions, so to avoid suffering burns, Jim jumped out of his foxhole and took off without any sense of direction. “I went over the side of a cliff and must have rolled end over end a hundred or so yards down the side of the mountain.” He suffered a dislocated shoulder and busted up both his knees. The navy jets sustained their bombardment without letup, so Jim lay low, trying to avoid getting hit again. Having been splattered with white phosphorus, he was in a lot of pain, with serious burns on his neck and back.


  A soldier from the Republic of Korea had rolled down the hill with Jim, and once the planes left the two men climbed back up the hill, where they discovered that the rest of their companions had moved out. They were alone behind enemy lines. Neither of them spoke the other’s language, but each understood the predicament they were in. Looking around they spotted an encampment of Chinese soldiers numbering close to two hundred. The Chinese also saw them. “It was the damnedest thing you ever saw,” Jim says, “because we walked right on by them and out of sight towards our side of the battleground.” The ROK soldier still had his gun and from a distance the Chinese must have thought he was a North Korean soldier with an American POW.


  Six hours later, the two men heard the sound of American tanks approaching. The Korean soldier then gave Jim his gun and took Jim’s helmet. In case there were some anxious fingers on the trigger, it would look as if an American was bringing in a prisoner.


  Jim thought little of his burns. He was more concerned about his injury-prone knees, which were horribly swollen. After some time he recovered and was transferred to a postal unit in Japan, where he spent the next nine months practicing what would become a way of life for him in Maverick, The Rockford Files, and dozens of films. He became what is known as a “dog robber”—someone who operates just barely within the law, if law is loosely defined. Nothing upsets a soldier more than not getting his mail or not getting it on time. Jim found himself quartered with the base post office in a war-ravaged factory greatly in need of refurbishing. To accomplish that end, he devised a plan that guaranteed the delivery of materials and furniture: he withheld mail until he got what he wanted. Thus, using his influence with a Graves Registration outfit, he managed to have a bar built and stocked with the best alcoholic beverages, plus ice (which nobody else had).


  There were other accomplishments: “I built us a theater in the biggest room in the shoe factory, put in hot water and showers, and, miracle of all miracles, managed to have a swimming pool built. It all started from a pile of rubble that used to be a building.” To have the swimming pool built inside, he begged, threatened, and cajoled. An outside pool would have drawn too much attention to an unauthorized project and would have been overrun by outsiders. The building had a small basement that, when cleaned up and cemented, served as one of the finest enlisted men’s pools in the Far East Command.


  Jim was finally given an honorable discharge. In retrospect, it is surprising that they took him in the first place, considering his numerous football injuries and troublesome knees.


  With his military career behind him, Jim returned to civilian life and Los Angeles, where he found a job waiting for him with his father. He went back to laying carpet, if only to have an income. He never did like the work, but he had to support himself somehow.


  Through military GED tests he had managed to obtain a high school diploma and two-year college certificate, which enabled him to go to college if he wanted to. After a few months of laying carpet, he wanted to. Once again he took to the road, returning to Norman and enrolling at the University of Oklahoma. Though Jim was more interested in playing football for Oklahoma than studying, his previous injuries ruled out the slam-bang action of contact sports. He tried to make a go of college, but without sports to enliven his spirits he only lasted one semester. He hung out at pool halls after school, won a few bucks on the tables and at cards, and “stole whatever I could from the register,” while collecting an additional $20 a week in GI benefits.


  Six months after arriving at the University of Oklahoma, Jim was back in Los Angeles at his father’s house again. Weldon welcomed back his gypsy son. He told his son not to worry about food and lodging; he could live at home, but for God’s sake get a job that lasted longer than a few weeks or months. What he really wanted was for Jim to stop drifting from state to state and job to job and settle down. Jim agreed to try, but his good intentions weren’t enough.


  During one of his visits to Los Angeles, while attending Hollywood High School, he had worked at a Shell service station on the corner of Hollywood and La Brea. Just down the block, at the Gotham Drug Store, a fellow named Paul Gregory jerked sodas. He and Jim had struck up an acquaintanceship when Gregory came to the station to buy gas. Gregory’s ambition was to become a producer. He had encouraged Jim to consider an acting career, but Jim had just laughed at the idea and had declined Paul’s offer to become his agent. He didn’t particularly care to be on exhibition. “I had never cared for fan magazines or night clubs or any of the things that were associated with being an actor or movie star.” Fan magazines in particular would come to be one of his pet peeves after he achieved stardom.


  After returning to California, Jim was driving around Hollywood one afternoon considering his father’s advice when he noticed a big sign reading: PAUL GREGORY AND ASSOCIATES. He hadn’t seen Paul since the old days but had read somewhere that he was now producing plays and was getting good reviews in national magazines for one of his productions, Don Juan in Hell, whose stars were Charles Laughton and Agnes Moorehead. Jim decided to drop in and see him if only to say hello, though he did remember that Gregory had thought him to be the acting type. It was a decision that would lead to momentous change in young James Bumgarner’s life.


  Paul Gregory welcomed him. He and Jim sat and talked for over an hour. Jim asked him if he still thought he might make it as an actor.


  “I certainly do. Take a good look at yourself. Listen to yourself. I think you could do very well if you took what you’ve got and learned to act. You could have a big career,” Gregory said.


  At the time Jim had nothing else to do except lay carpet, and he couldn’t see doing that all his life, so he agreed to give acting a try. He signed a contract with Paul Gregory and vowed to himself that if he didn’t succeed as an actor in five years he would abandon the whole idea and try something else.


  Jim’s decision paid off. Though he didn’t know it at the time, Paul Gregory was an important man. Gregory was associated with Charles Laughton and was being heralded as a rising star on the Hollywood scene. He was endowed with all the accoutrements of Hollywood success, which had impressed Jim and had led to his decision. A very private man not given to living it up, he could often be found at a party sitting alone in a quiet corner observing others rather than trying to be the center of attention. But he understood the power that such a life-style signified.


  But Jim’s decision did not mean overnight stardom either. It didn’t even mean immediate employment. Like any newcomer he was sent out on interviews. When he did cold readings at Universal and Columbia Pictures, his lack of dramatic training was obvious. Neither studio was interested enough to offer him a significant contract, though Universal did offer him a stock contract that was not very promising. It was his good looks that attracted Universal. At the time, Universal was building a stable of youthful actors and actresses—including Troy Donahue, Susan Kohner, John Saxon, and Rod McKuen—and was on the prowl for young talent, especially handsome young men.


  Paul Gregory discouraged Jim from signing the Universal contract. He was aware that studios often signed up dozens of contract players, most of whom did not last past the first six months, and felt that Jim had too much going for him to sign that kind of deal. He knew that the path from aspiring actor to star was long and difficult, and he had no intention of short-cutting it. Furthermore, he knew better ways—and quicker ways—to get his new client work.


  Jim’s encounter at Columbia Pictures had left him in a fighting mood. The Columbia talent coach, Benno Schneider, told Jim: “I don’t know what you’ve been doing, young man, but you really should go back to it. Just because you’re young doesn’t mean you can be an actor.” If Jim had any second thoughts about acting, Mr. Schneider erased them. He now had a challenge that he would meet no matter how long it took.


  Jim was fortunate to have an agent who was also a producer, for if his agent were producing a play, he could give his own clients some of the parts available. Paul Gregory was indeed producing a play for Broadway. He had attended the reading at Columbia and had disagreed with Schneider’s assessment of Jim. On the basis of that reading, he decided to give Jim a chance in his production of what would become a hit play and later a hit movie. He was producing The Caine Mutiny, and Jim was hired at $40 a week to give cues to Lloyd Nolan, one of the stars. He was also assigned to understudy another star, John Hodiak. Jim likes to tell how he appeared in 512 performances and never spoke a line of dialogue.


  This is what happened. Once Nolan knew his lines, Jim was assigned to cue Henry Fonda, another of the stars in the production. Eventually Paul gave him a part as one of the judges in the court martial who sat with the other judges merely observing the proceedings. Jim not only sat and observed the staged court martial but enthusiastically observed the actors who held center stage. The play’s director was not only a master director but also a master actor—Charles Laughton. To learn from experts like Laughton, Fonda, Nolan, and Hodiak was more than any novice actor could ask for. Jim might not be a college graduate, but he was smart enough to know the opportunity being offered him.


  Henry Fonda fascinated him, and he spent hours just watching the way he moved. “It was an experience just watching the way he sat down,” Jim says, “but what I most absorbed from watching him was his concentration and professionalism.” Jim admits to having borrowed liberally from Henry Fonda when acting in his own films. “I copied much of what I saw in Fonda when I made the film Support Your Local Gunfighter.”


  Jim sought and received sound advice from the stars of the play. John Hodiak, who became a good friend, gave him pointers about his personality and about how he presented himself on stage. “Jim, you must remember that you have a friendly personality. Ninety-nine out of a hundred people instinctively like you. Forget the one percent who don’t. You won’t change them. So, that means that ninety-nine out of a hundred in the audience will also like you.” This advice couldn’t help but give Jim’s ego a lift, and it stood him in good stead throughout the years. He has said, “I don’t act, I react to what someone else does. People want to see someone on the screen who they enjoy. I’ve tried to give them that by being natural and part of the scene whether it was in films, television, or on the stage. If an audience gets the idea that you’re acting, you’re finished. You’ve got to look real and I think that comes from being real.”


  Charles Laughton was especially kind to Jim. As a super-star before the phrase was ever invented, Laughton could have well ignored the young man without lines, but he didn’t. He was always willing to give advice to an aspiring actor.


  Jim was made to feel welcome in New York, but he would never be really comfortable there. It simply was not his kind of town. A kid from Oklahoma might feel comfortable in southern California, but the staccato pace of New York City was too stressful for Jim. The very first night the play appeared on Broadway, Fonda, Nolan, and Hodiak fixed Jim up with a blind date who turned out to be a gorgeous model named Barbara Walters—no relation to the newswoman of that name. He studied briefly at the Herbert Berghof School of Acting, and he also auditioned for two plays, Bus Stop and Black-Eyed Susan, but declined to appear in either one. “I just couldn’t do it. Not then,” he states matter-of-factly, “but I could now. I’d just blaze through it and that would be that.” At the time Jim couldn’t be his own champion. It was the worst attitude an actor could have, and he would have to overcome it if he intended to stay in the business.


  Jim was approached by Twentieth Century Fox to do a screen test while he was in New York but decided that if he were to do a screen test it would only be in Hollywood. He reasoned that the two coasts were highly competitive and that while New York was the center for theater, it was Hollywood that ruled the motion picture industry. His reasoning was amazingly acute, given how long he’d been in the business.


  Although the film executives in New York thought Jim was a bit crazy to turn down their offer, he bade New York farewell when the play closed and returned to California, where he had his father and a sense of home and security. Actors by nature are not very secure, but Jim never considered himself an actor and probably still doesn’t. Family meant security to him more than a job, and what he really needed at the time was to be with his father. He was not far removed from the gypsy who pulled up stakes every three or four months and moved on to what he hoped would be greener pastures, taking his home with him.


  While considering what to do now that he was unemployed, Jim took up Twentieth Century Fox’s offer of a screen test. Nothing came of the test, but the studio did convince Jim that any actor with a Bum in his name was destined to become a loser before he had a chance to make it. It suggested that he drop the Bum and use Garner for a last name. Henceforth he was known as James Garner—a name soon to become famous in America.


  Exciting things were happening now that Jim was back in Hollywood. Paul Gregory was preparing a road tour of The Caine Mutiny and offered Jim one of the starring roles, that of Lieutenant Maryk. It was to be a national tour and would be directed by Charles Laughton. Would he take the job? Absolutely. “I would never have turned down an opportunity to be directed by Charles Laughton whether it be on the stage or on a street corner. I was tickled to death to have that chance. It was a big step up in my five-year plan.”


  Rehearsals began and Jim struggled doggedly. He had great difficulty projecting his voice and was still so introverted that he had trouble letting go and expressing himself. He was worried that he might not be able to bring off the role after all. Laughton thought differently. He watched and listened carefully as Garner went through his lines during rehearsals. Finally, he asked Jim to join him for lunch at his house. Jim suspected that Laughton was preparing to fire him tactfully. “I wasn’t very good in the role and I knew it,” Jim admits.


  Laughton, however, had no intentions of dismissing Jim from the cast. He merely wanted to give him some advice. “James,” he said benevolently, “your problem is that you expect to be bad and are afraid to express yourself. Rather than fail, you do nothing. Don’t be afraid to be bad. I’ve noticed you trying to go straight down the middle of the road. There are no highs and no lows in your performance. Don’t worry yourself about being laughed at or disliked. Just give the performance naturally and you’ll do just fine.”


  Jim said he would try and Laughton assured him that if he did anything wrong, “I will let you know.” From that point on Jim’s difficulties diminished. He learned from Laughton to rely on the director to correct mistakes and just to go out and do the best he could with a role, not worrying about anything else.


  He was on the road for several months, playing in Arkansas, Louisiana, Texas, and his native Oklahoma. It was a greater learning experience than the original Broadway production had been because he now had a good part with good lines and the best direction possible. More than ever, Jim Garner was becoming a committed actor.


  III


  When Jim returned to Los Angeles he brought with him several months of practical acting experience. The national tour of The Caine Mutiny was certainly important, but he had also learned a lot from his original role. It took a great deal of concentration to sit through the play without speaking any lines, for he still had to register emotions when reacting to the actions of the other actors. This experience taught him how to listen and also to allow the other actor a fair share of the limelight. This was something he brought to later roles even after becoming a star.


  If few people know that Garner posed for Jantzen at sixteen, even fewer are aware that in 1955 he made a Winston cigarette commercial and survived on the money he made from it for almost a year while he made the rounds looking for work.


  His money was running out and there were no new modeling jobs in the offing. Fortunately, Jim was a man people easily remembered once they’d met him. He was the all-American guy—tall, dark, and handsome, with an incredibly good physique. He dominated any room he entered, his presence overpowering everybody else in any group he might chance to be with. His attributes included a loping stride, an easy swing of the shoulders, and a casual, infectious grin—the same attributes that had endeared him to his female relatives back in Norman.


  He had even more going for him than he realized. Several people at Warner Brothers had noticed him, including director Richard Bare and William Orr (Jack L. Warner’s son-in-law). As a result, he was hired to appear in a couple of segments of one of the most popular of the Westerns that were the rage on television at the time—Cheyenne. Cheyenne star Clint Walker was a looming figure on television in the mid-fifties. His character was a Western adventurer in the aftermath of the Civil War—a mean drifter who fought tough men for a misunderstood look or a pretty girl and to whom shootouts were second nature. The series clearly distinguished the good guys from the bad guys, but it was sometimes difficult to tell which one the Clint Walker character was. The series began as part of a trilogy called Warner Brothers Presents. In addition to Cheyenne, there was Sugarfoot, which starred Will Hutchins, and Conflict, an anthology that featured various actors and had been the springboard for the character played by Will Hutchins in Sugarfoot.


  Garner’s Cheyenne roles led to a contract with Warner Brothers, where he started at $200 a week. Roy Huggins, one of Hollywood’s most prolific writer-director-producers, was also under contract as a writer-producer at Warner Brothers when Garner came on the lot for the first time. Thus, Jim came within Roy’s domain at the start of his career in television. Roy has excellent recall of the time.


  “Jim was under contract at Warner Brothers,” Roy states, “and the pressure was always there to use a contract player. I used him on a couple of segments of Cheyenne and he was bad. I mean literally bad. I knew it. He knew it and so did everyone else. Bad because Jim is only good when he is doing the thing that Jim does so well. He’s like Cary Grant.


  “Grant did a film directed by Clifford Odets, None But the Lonely Heart, in which Grant played a role that was not a Cary Grant role. This is a long time ago, 1944 I believe. It wasn’t a comedy and so it wasn’t a Cary Grant picture. It was heavy drama. It bombed and Cary wasn’t very good in it. Jim wasn’t very good in any of the things he did in the beginning. On Cheyenne he was barely adequate. That’s all.


  “The producers on the lot were doing their best not to use Jim because he was not an accomplished actor, and they were all looking for tried and proven talent. Jim couldn’t play leading men or heavies or anything that required that kind of dramatic training. That sort of casting wasn’t in his genes in the first place and I doubt he would have been right for those roles even if he had had the training. He wasn’t a man who could be plugged into just any part.”


  Roy was producing Conflict at the time and decided to use Jim in a small
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