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CHAPTER ONE
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THE LION IN WINTER

The production chronicle of Papillon was such a saga of bad luck, dissension, and difficulty that it seems remarkable that a motion picture came out of it at all—much less the reasonably successful one it turned out to be. There were financial problems right from the start. One company started the project only to drop out when the budget began to get out of hand. That was when Allied Artists took it over. And when that happened, it was decided that the picture needed the sort of box-office insurance that two stars could provide—make it a kind of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid on Devil’s Island was the idea. Steve McQueen in the title role was good, but Steve McQueen plus Dustin Hoffman as his prison pal would be that much better. Hoffman, it turned out, was willing, and the deal was consummated only a short time before they were committed to begin production.

The trouble was, the screenplay they had in hand, by Lorenzo Semple, Jr., though otherwise quite satisfactory, had no part in it for Dustin Hoffman. A star needs a starring role. One would have to be written for him—and it would have to be done almost simultaneously with production.

In a situation like that, there was one writer—and just about one alone—to turn to: “I may not be the best screenwriter in Hollywood,” Dalton Trumbo once said, “but I am incomparably the fastest.”

There were many who considered him the best, too—among them, Franklin Schaffner, the director of Papillon, who put the problem before Trumbo and explained that it would mean coming along on location to rewrite the script as it was being shot. Trumbo took the job for a good price; he was still trying to write himself out of the financial hole he had been put in by the failure of his own production of Johnny Got His Gun. There was very little he could do in the way of preparation and research, for there simply wasn’t time for that. He read Papillon, of course—“a pretty damned dull book, if you ask me,” he later commented. He sketched out a structure to accommodate Dega, the counterfeiter, the character to be played by Dustin Hoffman, a basic outline structure that satisfied everybody, more or less.

As for building the role of Dega, there wasn’t much to go on in the book by Henri Charrière; he was only a minor character—in the story and quickly out of it. For the film, of course, he would have to stay in. What sort of man would he be? Trumbo and Hoffman got together during the few weeks that remained before shooting began and talked at length about the problem. And the longer they talked the better Hoffman got to know Trumbo, and the more certain he was that Dega should be in some important ways like Trumbo himself. “He’s a real feisty man,” Hoffman later told an interviewer, “and he’s got a combination of toughness and sophistication and integrity that I felt were right for Dega. … So I said, why didn’t he write the character off himself, so to speak?” And that was what Trumbo did, traveling off to Spain with only sixty pages completed of a very long script, and then to Jamaica, writing never more than twenty pages ahead of them, as the film was being shot. It is not, to say the least, an easy way to work; but Trumbo was equal to the job, and if there were delays in the production of Papillon (and there were plenty), they were not attributable to him, as long as he was on the picture.

The shooting in Spain went well and quickly enough. This was the part of the film that was supposed to take place in France: the prisoners bound for the penal colony herded like animals through the streets by soldiers and into a dusty, sun-baked prison yard. There they are made to strip and listen as the warden of the prison informs them that few of them will live out their prison terms and that none will return home again—that for France they no longer exist. It is a cruel speech, certainly, but important and even necessary in that it perfectly sets the tone of the film, preparing the audience for the saga of inhumanity that is to follow. In the picture, it is delivered by the man who wrote it, Dalton Trumbo.

Franklin Schaffner, who chose him for the part, insisted that there was no special story here, and that there was certainly no irony intended (the warden played by a jailbird). When he said that he interviewed a couple of English actors for the part but that one morning he awakened, sat up in bed, and said to himself that it had to be Trumbo—well, what he was telling us, I think, is that he had by then suddenly come to recognize the intensely theatrical quality of the man, the sense of drama that Trumbo projected almost casually but never, certainly, unconsciously. Dalton Trumbo was a natural actor.

It was when the production moved to Jamaica, however, that problems on Papillon mounted, trouble came, and financial disaster struck. There were difficulties that may seem only petty in retrospect but at the time seemed almost insurmountable. Dustin Hoffman, for example, had been led to understand that he and Steve McQueen were not only to be given equal billing but were to be paid the same for their work in Papillon. In fact, Hoffman was getting $1.25 million to McQueen’s $2 million. When he discovered that, he was for some days afterward aggrieved, indignant, and angry. Finally, he settled back down to work.

The ganja was, as always, plentiful there in Jamaica, and it was readily available to the company. Some were not content to smoke the stuff, however; they boiled a batch of it up and mixed it secretly into the drinks at a party. Everybody got high but a few got sick as well—among them, Franklin Schaffner, and so a day of shooting was lost. Other days were lost more prosaically to the weather. And there was a period of about three weeks when the money ran out and nobody got paid; it looked then as though the production would shut down altogether.

There was trouble with the local population. One morning on the way to the location, Dustin Hoffman’s driver hit a pedestrian and caused serious injury. Because of that, not the driver, but Dustin Hoffman, received threats against his life. Threats only—no attempts. Larceny, however, was something else again. They not only attempted there, but succeeded on the grand scale. Theft and pilferage were constantly a problem, but when the production ended, and before properties could be packed and shipped, the island people began raiding methodically and simply stripped the set. Costumes went—six hundred pairs of shoes were stolen from wardrobe—machinery, even handy pieces of lumber: in all, a thirty-thousand-dollar loss.

But now I’m getting ahead of my story because just before shooting on Papillon was completed, the production suffered its most serious setback—Dalton Trumbo was forced to leave the company before the script was quite completed. What happened was this: Weeks before, just prior to leaving for Spain, he had taken a medical examination for another insurance policy. They heard nothing about it. The examining physician had done his job, all right; he had called attention in his report to a worrisome shadow in the area of Trumbo’s left lung. But the insurance agent had simply sat on the report, out of either ignorance or misdirected consideration. At last, however, he passed it on to Trumbo’s wife, Cleo. She telephoned him immediately in Jamaica.
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“Sure, I remember that call. It was a Sunday. We weren’t shooting. There was a meeting right there in the Bay Rock Hotel, where we were staying. Dalton and myself and McQueen and Hoffman were all present, and Dalton was called out of the room to take this call from his wife. He was told it was important. Well, he came back, and didn’t say anything. Finally McQueen and Hoffman left, and Dalton stayed and told me what he had just heard. It was very unsettling.”

Franklin Schaffner. I talked to him at the old Goldwyn Studios in the heart of Hollywood. He was there cutting Papillon, under pressure to have it ready for simultaneous Christmas openings in New York, Paris, and Tokyo. So many millions were riding on the project that the holiday opening was essential. Never mind that at this point—late fall—it looked like just about an impossible task. With enough hours in the editing room (what was it outside? day or night?), with enough cigars smoked, and enough aspirin to see him through the ordeal, he just managed to make their deadline.

So this was how it was when we talked. That Franklin Schaffner would see me at all under such circumstances seemed remarkable enough and an indication of the sort of respect he had for Trumbo: if he could help, he wanted to. Schaffner seemed to look at it as the least he could do, for Trumbo had given him about as much as any man could down there at Ocho Rios.

“He didn’t want to go back until the picture was finished, and he was still a good chunk from the end. But he made a concession and went to a doctor there on the island and had an X-ray made. The local doctor told him there was something there, all right, but that he thought that his doctor back in Beverly Hills ought to see the X-rays and Dalton could work out with him what needed to be done. Well, that’s what they did, and in a few days’ time his own doctor is telling him to come back there so they can check it out.

“Now, the important thing to remember is that all through this business of getting X-rays and sending them off and waiting to hear from the doctor in California, Dalton kept right on working on the script. That’s the kind of professional he is.”

Franklin Schaffner was a tall, handsome man with an almost soldierly manner. You looked at him, and you realized why Patton was the kind of film it was. Tough, direct, and commanding, he was a man who looked right with a long, dark cigar in his mouth. When Schaffner talked about someone as a “professional,” you got the feeling that this was about the highest praise he could give anyone.

“And the way we were working back then,” he continued, “well, a lot of writers would have found it just impossible. I would get up at four A.M. and attack the day’s work. This meant, among other things, sitting down with Dalton for an hour around five-thirty or six and giving a last look with him at the pages to be shot that day. Then when shooting was finished, I’d go back to the hotel and sometime that evening go over what Dalton had written during the day. Depending on how many things there were to be dealt with, it might be pretty late at night before the meeting could actually take place. I must say he was good about that. He would never protest what time we met. And of course we put in considerable time every Sunday. It was a script conference we were having the Sunday he got the call.”

I asked Franklin Schaffner if there was a lot of give-and-take at these conferences. “Was the screenplay shot pretty much the way Trumbo wrote it?”

Schaffner looked at me as if I were nuts or naïve or both, but he spared me his personal reaction and gave me a direct answer: “That was another mark of his professionalism. He’s not a man given to being egotistical on a motion picture script. We worked extraordinarily closely on it, and he took every kind of positive and negative criticism. He can certainly be ruthlessly critical of his own work—objective, and not a Salvationist of his own dialogue. But it’s a two-way street. He demands professionalism on both sides. You know, there are a lot of unprofessional directors who throw good dialogue and good writing out the window because of a lack of experience or a kind of ego gratification.”

He paused, frowning, and took a couple of puffs on his cigar, as if asking himself where to pick up the thread of narrative he had dropped a few moments before. “At any rate,” he resumed, “this was the way he continued to work until it became clear that it was absolutely necessary for him to return to California to have this checked out. There were, as he presented them, three options: It might be nothing, in which case he would turn right around and come back. Or if surgery were required, and it wasn’t too serious, he would come back ten days afterward and do a little on-the-job recuperation. Failing that, if the news were really bad, he’d find somebody to replace him because there remained a minimum of thirty pages to be written before the script was completed. Well, he went home then and got the news from the doctor there, and it was bad, all right.”
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Dalton Trumbo was found to have lung cancer. Tests also showed that there were cancer cells present in his lymph nodes. Radical surgery was called for, but even at that the prognosis could only be termed hopeful—not, certainly, optimistic. A writer would have to be found to take his place. The situation, however, was complicated by the fact that there was a writers’ strike on at the time, one directed against television but affecting motion picture production as well. To get a new writer cleared for just the last thirty pages of Papillon might be a rather complicated proposition, under the circumstances. And so Trumbo suggested to the producer of the picture, Ted Richmond, that an easier bargain might be struck with the Writers Guild if they were to hire his son, Christopher Trumbo, to do the job. He was betting that the Guild would find the sense of human drama and the symmetry of a son taking over from a father quite irresistible. And quite right. There were no objections to Christopher Trumbo replacing his father to finish up the Papillon project. And none from Richmond or Schaffner, for by this time Christopher had credits in both television and films and was quite capable of completing what his father had begun. The production company signed with the Guild. He left for Jamaica after Trumbo’s surgery.

The lung and the lymph nodes were removed. Tests that followed showed that the cancer in his lymph system was not as far advanced as they had feared; so there was some cause to feel relief at that. It was bad, in other words, but could have been worse—or could it? For as is fairly common when a lung is removed, the strain put on his heart in adjusting proved too much: less than a week after surgery, there in the hospital, he had a coronary attack. With that, a lesser man might have succumbed—but not Trumbo.

Not even the brutal cobalt treatments to which he was introduced following his release from the hospital succeeded in laying him low, though they came closer, certainly, than either surgery or his heart attack had done. They proved a shock to his entire system, disorienting him physiologically, upsetting any possibility at the time of achieving metabolic equilibrium. The enormous physical impact of the cobalt upon his already weakened body was such that during the course of this treatment, he had little strength for anything except simply being with his family, traveling to and from the hospital where he was bombarded three times a week with radioactive rays, and sitting down with me in his study, where he would talk for a few hours each day into my tape recorder.

For this is where I come in. I intrude myself into this account as something less than the magistrate of my own court and something more than mere reporter of the proceedings. Prosecutor? Definitely not. Advocate? Perhaps. I had come specifically intending to write a book about him and in that extended act there is implied, as we both well knew, a reserve of sympathy for the subject, any subject—if not always a perfect understanding of it. I would not have been there then, nor would I be writing this now, if I didn’t think that Dalton Trumbo were a man whose life—and to a slightly lesser degree, whose work—mattered enough to us all to be talked about in detail. He knew that. He knew the tiny microphone I had propped up before him was, in fact, a sympathetic ear. But I think he must have known, too, (or suspected) that no matter what was implied, he would be taking his chances in consigning himself to me—or, for that matter, to any other writer. When you give yourself up to a biographer, the question is, finally, whether you yourself give sanction to your own life. He did. And the feeling I had as I listened to him through those summer days in 1973—when all anybody else was talking about was Watergate—was that Trumbo was speaking for the record. It accounts, I think, for the valedictory tone of much he had to say; not that all of it was pleasant, and generous, and forgiving, though that is how a lot of people suppose men speak at such times in their lives. No, what he was interested in doing was setting the record straight; maybe, in a few instances, closing out some old accounts, debit or credit.

One way or another, he surprised a lot of people that summer.
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On one of the few afternoons he had escaped the cobalt torture, Trumbo had gone to the doctor in Beverly Hills who had prescribed it and was mildly curious whether the treatment was doing any good. There were some tests that might tell.

Just getting around—in and out of cars, up elevators, and through the waiting rooms—was a problem for him then. His legs were weak, and breathing was hard for him, but he wouldn’t ride in the wheelchair which everybody said would have made it easier. His wife, Cleo, served as his chauffeur, driving him to and from wherever he needed to go in her Jaguar sedan. He was dependent upon her physically for the first time, though he had been so in every other way for as long as they had been married.

It hadn’t taken long in the doctor’s office. It was just the trouble of getting there and now the same strain in getting back home. Trumbo was waiting in a parking garage in the basement of a Wilshire office building for Cleo to bring around the car. A couple emerged from the elevator and came toward him, a woman and an older man. Only the man was not nearly as old as he looked. Trumbo looked at them closely, immediately recognized Betty Garrett, and realized that the white-haired, white-bearded man leaning on her arm must be her husband, Larry Parks.

Larry Parks died in 1975, having lived a sentence in purgatory of over twenty years’ duration. None of those called before the House Committee on Un-American Activities was more cruelly used than the actor with the sunny smile who used to play Al Jolson. In 1951, under great pressure, he cooperated with the Committee, giving a few names of Hollywood Communists—but only of those already well known as Party members. He tried, in other words, to say as little as possible and quite literally begged not to be compelled to give them even that:

I think to force me to do something like this is not benefitting this Committee. I don’t think the Committee would benefit from it, and I don’t think this is American justice to make me choose one or the other or be in contempt of this Committee, which is a Committee of my Government, or crawl through the mud for no purpose. Because you know who these people are. This is what I beg you not to do.

No, he didn’t give the name of Dalton Trumbo, but he gave names of Trumbo’s friends, one of whom was then in jail serving time with him for contempt of Congress.

Larry Parks emerged from the Committee room a pariah to both right and left. His career was ended. He dropped out of sight. And now, at close range, though he was less than sixty, he looked to be an old man. Trumbo had not set eyes on him in all those years, and he was shocked to see him now. If ever there were one who was only a victim of the Committee and the blacklist, it was certainly Larry Parks.

“Hello, Larry.” He put out his hand.

Larry Parks took it and, looking grateful, shook it slowly. “Hello, Dalton. I’m glad to see you. You look the same, only older.”

“We’re both a lot older now.”

They stood apart for a moment, not knowing what more to say. Then Cleo pulled up in the car and, with a nod goodbye, Trumbo got into the front seat beside her. They drove away.

“I could no more have turned my back on Larry Parks,” Trumbo told me later, “than I could on some of the men I went to prison with.”
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Just such encounters as that one—embarrassed, apologetic, sometimes furtive—were taking place ever since the blacklist ended. Hostesses, in all innocence, gaily introducing the betrayed to his betrayer; agents pairing the wrong people in pictures; and of course innumerable chance meetings on street corners, in post offices, and—who knows?—perhaps even in the lines to register for unemployment compensation.

I had wondered about this. I asked myself how a man who had weathered the blacklist, remaining in Hollywood all those years of the McCarthy period, eking out a kind of shadow life on the movie black market—how such a man might feel today, as he looked back on it all. Was he bitter? Would he take vengeance if he could? Did he keep a list? Such questions led me, inevitably, to Dalton Trumbo. In the course of researching an article on the blacklist and its aftermath, I had first met him a few years before. To say that I fell under his spell at that time seems excessive, though it is true enough in a way. Worse, it might undermine your faith in my ability to deal objectively with the material that follows. But let it stand because it communicates something essential about Trumbo. There was something larger than life about the man. Not physically—he would have had to stand on his tiptoes to hit five feet eight—but personally, according to his very nature. (The truest remark ever said of him was made by a journalist who once interviewed him, a woman. “He has,” she said, “a very seductive personality.” She didn’t mean that in a sexual way.) There is a certain charismatic quality that I think would have been perceived even by one who didn’t know who Trumbo was or what he had done.

But who was he? What had he done? He was a writer, of course. Yet one of the difficulties in giving any sort of serious literary consideration to Dalton Trumbo is trying to decide just what sort of writer he was. A novelist? He wrote four novels (and left one unfinished that was published posthumously), and one of them—Johnny Got His Gun—is one of the finest by an American in the thirties. Of the remaining three complete novels, two are of negligible quality and the other has never even been published in this country. A playwright? The only play he had produced, The Biggest Thief in Town, was good enough to have a run in London, though not really the sort of work with which one would advance serious claims for him as a dramatist. As a screenwriter then? Here, of course, he was enormously successful. Trumbo had what I reckon to be the longest continuous career of any writer in American films. Early in his career he got an Academy Award nomination for his adaptation of Christopher Morley’s Kitty Foyle. When he was blacklisted in 1947, he was the highest-paid screenwriter in Hollywood. Even during the blacklist period he continued to work in the so-called black market, writing screenplays at cut-rate prices. But he never gave cut-rate quality: in fact, one of those black-market scripts, The Brave One, which he wrote under a pseudonym, won the Academy Award for Best Motion Picture Story. He was the man who broke the blacklist. He was the first of a couple of hundred writers, directors, producers, and actors, who had been deprived of the opportunity to work in the motion picture industry from 1947 to 1960, to see his name back up on the screen. When that happened, it was for his work on Exodus, one of that year’s biggest movies. And after that he worked almost exclusively on the biggest productions (though not always the most artistically distinguished ones), and he received fees to match.

But is a screenwriter a writer like any other? All the best of them can do is to provide the director with a good, comprehensive plan for a film. Even Trumbo considered his screenwriting craftsman’s work. So we are left, as you can see, with the problem of evaluating an immensely talented writer, a very able and prolific writer, who has demonstrated tellingly on a number of occasions that he was capable of real art; yet at the same time one who has not much more than a single novel and a handful of screenplays to point to as the artistic achievement of his lifetime.

Trumbo didn’t plan it that way. He started out, as young writers did in the twenties and thirties, to be a novelist. He backed into screenwriting thinking of it as temporary. Would he even have found his way into the motion picture industry if it were not for the fact that he was right there on the spot in Los Angeles? Probably not. But at a time in his life when he might have given up writing for films and concentrated on fiction, history intervened. Whether he wished it or not, Dalton Trumbo became deeply involved in politics. I suspect, frankly, that he did wish it—that being a political figure was almost as attractive to him as being known as a novelist. For once on stage he played his role with such relish and style that it is clear that the man did have a talent for politics. Dig into his background, and you see that he showed it as early as high school. He was by nature combative and thrived on controversy. Had he undertaken a political career in the usual way, under the conventional labels—Republican, Democrat, liberal, conservative—he would probably have been immensely successful.

But he was a radical and had been more or less consistent in that since he had found out, as a young man, what it was like to be poor. He came out of Colorado in the twenties a vague sort of populist. His outlook was altered by personal experience. As the Depression deepened, he broke into movies and his personal fortunes took a turn for the better. But he did not cultivate that peculiar functional myopia that made it possible for so many there to ignore the awful poverty that lay just outside the studio gates. He indulged himself, “went Hollywood” as they say, but he never forgot who he was or what he had been. The looming prospect of war disturbed him profoundly. And when war came, he saw his choices limited, and became a Communist.
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There was a whole generation of them in Hollywood—writers, directors, actors, and even a few producers, who, like Trumbo, followed their commitment as far left as it would lead them. They were, of course, infamously well off—“swimming pool Communists,” they would later be called—but this was so because the group included some of the best and most talented people in motion pictures and the only real recognition Hollywood can give excellence is expressed in dollar signs, numbers, commas, and decimals. What is remarkable is not that so many were radical but that the overwhelming majority of them, the hundreds who were subsequently blacklisted, were willing to give up those swimming pools rather than inform on the rest. It would have been easy for them to keep what they had; a few names was all the House Committee on Un-American Activities was asking, a gesture to the Committee of good will, of cooperation. But only a few of them did cooperate, and to be fair, not all of those did so out of some base desire to keep what they had. There were as many reasons for giving names to the Committee as there were men who gave them. But for those who refused, who had everything to lose and only their self-respect to retain, there was only one justification and that was a moral one.

I drove up the coast to talk to one who had refused, Michael Wilson. He was one of the most accomplished writers in motion pictures, a winner of Academy Awards, a writer for the big projects, a savior of lost screenplays, one of the few they talked about in the same breath with Trumbo. On September 20, 1951, he appeared before the House Committee on Un-American Activities as an “unfriendly” witness, and when asked if he were then or ever had been a member of the Communist Party, he took the Fifth Amendment, refusing to answer on the grounds that to do so might incriminate him. In the years that followed he survived—even thrived—working on the black market, just as Trumbo did. And he had the pleasure, as Trumbo also had, of seeing one of the films he had written under another name during the blacklist win an Academy Award for Best Screenplay.fn1 Wilson was tough, a survivor, one who had the strength and intelligence that enabled him to take a moral stance, back it up, and hold it to the end.

Michael Wilson is living in Ojai at the time of our interview, a kind of artsy-craftsy spot about midway between Los Angeles and Santa Barbara and in the hills twenty miles or so from the coast. “When we moved to this country from Europe,” he told me later, “we wanted to live someplace that was kind of out of the way but still close enough to that big money tit down in Hollywood so we could suck when we got hungry. This turned out to be just about ideal for us.” And it looks ideal, too, as you drive through it, the sort of small-town atmosphere—it’s not a suburb of any place—that is fairly rare in California. Following Wilson’s directions, you turn off the highway and down a winding road, almost dark in mid-afternoon because it is so thickly shaded along the way with oak and pepper trees. Turn in the driveway then, and you see a modest enough ranch house with a separate building in front, Wilson’s office, almost hidden in a grove of trees. It is from there he emerges and waves me over. I notice that he moves with some difficulty, lame from an auto accident in 1970. When he speaks, there is a slight thickness to his speech—the result, I later hear, of an operation of a couple of years back for cancer of the tongue.

“I guess I’ve actually known Dalton Trumbo since 1940. I was trying to break into the film business then but hadn’t yet gotten my first job. We had mutual friends—Ring and Ian and Hugo—so it was sort of inevitable. But it wasn’t until about the time of the Hollywood Ten that I got to know him well.”

“There are certain similarities in your background, aren’t there?” I put in. “I mean, yours and Trumbo’s.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, for instance, you’re both from the West, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess so. I was born in Oklahoma, and he was born … where?”

“In Colorado,” I prompt him.

“In Colorado,” he agrees. “But I was raised right here in California. And you want to remember, too, that we’re very different, personally different, in many ways. You must have seen how pert and frisky he still is—you’ve noticed that, I’m sure. When he’s not working he’s a very sociable and gregarious guy. But I am not, to put it simply. I tend to be reclusive and not social. Trumbo has had a way of bringing me out and getting me to socialize more than I was wont to do.”

“You’ve worked together, though, haven’t you?” I ask. “You actually collaborated on The Sandpiper—and didn’t just share credit.”

“Well, yes, but that was a pretty unusual sort of collaboration. I was in Paris and he was in Rome. We just sent the stuff back and forth in the mail, and we didn’t really see each other until we got back to America the following year.

“We knew we could work that way,” he continues, “because we did some scripts together during the blacklist. We decided we couldn’t work together in the same room. Not many can. And it had to be done very fast, so we decided that we’d rely on what we called the ‘pony express’ method. I did an extended treatment which I sent off to him a few pages at a time. When he had knocked out about twenty or thirty pages of screenplay from those pages of treatment he would mail them to me, so that we were mailing stuff back and forth every day. We did three westerns that way in a matter of a few weeks, all for very little money, about three thousand dollars a script, which we had to split, of course. But that was the black market back then. That was how it worked.”

“What were the titles, anyway?” I ask. (You never can tell who really wrote your favorite movies from the 1950s. Perhaps I had seen one of the three.)

“Oh, I don’t think any of them were ever produced. Well, maybe one of them was. We wrote it as The Target, and then some Germans bought it. I told Trumbo that the title had been changed to Crotch on der Saddle Horn.”

Of all the screenwriters who continued to work on the movie black market during the blacklist period, Trumbo and Michael Wilson were by far the most successful. Without ever seeing their names up on the screen, they managed, by their industry, to earn more than many well-known screenwriters who had not been blacklisted; their success drove the Writers Guild crazy. Not only that, but along with a lot of routine hack work (such as those three westerns they wrote together) both of them did work they could be proud of during that time. Why? Why had they succeeded when other very good writers had not done nearly so well?

Michael Wilson considers a moment, then shrugs. “Well, the fact that we were both so well established certainly had a lot to do with it. I know it was a factor in my case.” The year Wilson was blacklisted he received the Academy Award for the screenplay he did for A Place in the Sun.

“I don’t think, though, you can conclude from any of this that we two are birds of a feather.” He adds this after a long moment’s hesitation, and that said, he pushes on: “Trumbo was a more cunning and aggressive fellow in his hardship than I would have been. I didn’t go to jail, of course. I took the Fifth. But Trumbo when he got out showed a truly remarkable tenacity and aggressiveness in fighting for jobs that helped see him through. I don’t know that I’m as tough as he.

“And there’s another difference between us. Trumbo almost to this day never turned down a job. Certainly never during the blacklist. He would always take on more work than he could do. That would really bother me. I couldn’t do it. I would get psychologically overwhelmed, or something, if I took on two jobs at once. It would be mentally impossible for me to work from one to the other that way.”

“Why do you think that is?” I ask him. “Why is it Trumbo can’t say no?”

“He remembers the hungry days,” Wilson replies. “And I don’t mean just the time on the blacklist. It goes further back than that for him. In that sense I had an easier boyhood and young manhood than he did. And in that sense, too, I think I had less drive and had more … oh, creative indolence, I guess you’d call it. This has had a profound effect on his writing. He’s got a novel going, you know.”

“Yes,” I say, “I know that.”

“He sent me over a hundred pages of it a few months ago—it was February, as I remember—and asked me what I thought. Well, what I thought was it was very good, and it seemed to me that this habit of his of taking every damned screenwriting job he could find was getting in the way of finishing it, and that was a great pity. And so I wrote him, addressing him as we always address one another, ‘Dear Old Boy,’ and what I did was suggest that he give up screenwriting for Lent. It was the season, you see. That way he would have six uninterrupted weeks in which to work on that novel, and the way he works that would finish it up. Well, you can imagine how much good that did.”

“Yes,” I tell him, “I can imagine.”

He pauses, thinking, pondering, ruminating, and looks up at last: “What can I tell you? I really love the man, and I think he loves me.”

It seems like the end of the interview, and so I flip my notebook shut and stand up, intending to take my leave. But Michael Wilson has other ideas: “There’s somebody here I think you ought to talk to,” he tells me.

“Oh? Who’s that?”
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“John Berry, the director. He’s a house guest. He’s known Trumbo nearly as long as I have.”

“They even worked together, more or less, on a picture, didn’t they?”

“That’s right. More or less was it, all right, because it was during the blacklist, and Trumbo couldn’t show his face on the set at all. But come on back to the house and meet him. He knows you’re here.”

Michael Wilson leads me out of his office and toward what he calls the “main house.” On the way, it occurs to me that since this meeting was unplanned, it is fortunate that I have seen Claudine, Berry’s recent film, and liked it. And not only did I like it, I wrote a very favorable review of the picture. I know, from experience, how it works. A favorable review of a director’s film cannot assure a good interview, but an unfavorable review guarantees a bad one. Just before going inside the house, we are hailed and joined at the door by John Berry.

Inside, we sit down across from one another, and Michael Wilson trudges off to find something to do in another part of the house. We sit there, not knowing quite where to begin. Finally, I ask him about the movie he and Trumbo worked on together during the blacklist.

“Yes, that was He Ran All the Way, John Garfield’s last film. It was actually released after Garfield’s death. Dalton did the first draft of the screenplay, and he didn’t even get credit on it because the blacklist was just beginning then. It was made, as I remember, while Dalton was in prison.”

“Was that when you met?” I ask.

“Oh no. I’ve known Dalton a long time. And through the years I’ve continued to see him all the time. When he was in Europe—that was when I was blacklisted—we used to visit back and forth quite a lot. I’ve always had this deep and abiding affection and admiration for the man. He’s an enormous character. I spent the afternoon with them just the beginning of this week. It was one of the memorable days of my existence.

“I remember he described to me in detail his physical condition. At his age, he’s got a good chance of beating the actuary charts even if he stays alive a matter of months. Then he quoted me the survival statistics on his operation, which aren’t too favorable, as I’m sure you know. And then he said that he hoped it didn’t embarrass me hearing him speaking about his own death. And about that time he stopped speaking for a moment, and he explained, ‘I’ve got to wait to get my breath back so I can talk.’ And then I said something like, ‘Well, it’s the first time I’ve ever known you to slow down.’ Whatever it was—the kind of thing you’d say in a situation like that. And he said, panting, ‘Wait. I’ll talk. I’d rather hear my own voice than listen to your bullshit.’ And then he started talking again.”

We both laugh at that. It wasn’t just a funny story, though. It said a lot about Trumbo—his rough humor, his toughness, and his scorn for the sort of easy expressions of concern we are all conditioned to give.

“What quality seems to characterize him?” I ask, neither expecting nor hoping for an answer in a single word.

Berry obliges: “Oh God, I don’t know. Many, many qualities. He’s a very complex man, after all. But there’s something about him of the boulevardier—but of course he never goes out, so he’s kind of a boulevardier of the living room. Great talker. But much stronger than that is the feeling that I get whenever I’m with him that I’m in the presence of aristocracy. There is a charm, a theatricality to the man that makes seeing him an event to which I always look forward. I don’t understand how it is that a Bronx Jew and a Colorado Wasp hit it off so well, but we do. We do.”

John Berry pauses. I have the feeling, though, that he isn’t waiting for a question but is simply concentrating on what he wants to say about Trumbo.

“He’s really a remarkable man,” he resumes at last. “He has this determination and ability to commit his entire nature to the achievement of a goal he has set for himself. He’s fierce, and not a sentimental man. Well, let’s say that he has real sentiment but also has the ability to grasp reality in terms of an existing situation that just eliminates any kind of self-deception or phoniness. And … well … what can I say? He’s a mean fuckin’ mother to have on the other side.”
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John Berry was blacklisted on the basis of testimony given by director Edward Dmytryk before the House Committee on Un-American Activities on April 25, 1951. (Dmytryk was, ironically, one of the original Hollywood Ten who went to jail for contempt of Congress along with Trumbo.) Berry, like a few other blacklisted directors, was lucky enough to get away to Europe and there squeeze out a living in films during the blacklist period. Only now, with movies like Claudine, was he beginning to take up his career where it had been broken off. One of the many.

Berry is Dalton Trumbo’s junior by twelve years. Not just his story, but his attitude toward Trumbo, as well, seems fairly typical of those of his generation who were blacklisted. They kept in contact with him. Trumbo’s voluminous correspondence from the blacklist period (boxes and boxes and boxes of it at the University of Wisconsin) contains innumerable letters back and forth, to and from Trumbo and others on the blacklist—in Europe, New York, Mexico, all over—who kept in contact with Hollywood through him. But he was more to them than the big brother who kept the home fires burning. He handed out practical advice when it was asked for, which was often; he encouraged, goaded, and inspired them not to despair; and in emergencies, he loaned them money when he himself could ill afford to do so. Breaking the blacklist became a kind of monomania with him. He saw to it that as much movie work as possible was directed to writers who were, like himself, working on the black market. Trumbo did an enormous amount of work during this period, but he passed nearly as much of it on to others. He was determined that so many scripts be written by those on the blacklist under pseudonyms, behind front names, or however, that the blacklist itself would become a kind of joke. And that, of course, was exactly what happened. It wasn’t just because Trumbo’s name was the first to appear on the screen again, thus ending the whole sorry affair, that he is widely known as the man who broke the blacklist. No, he actively led the fight against it, setting strategy, serving as unofficial spokesman for the entire group, writing articles and letters. It didn’t just happen. It was a campaign, brilliantly planned and daringly executed, and Trumbo was the general.

For this, he understandably became a figure of immense importance to those, like Berry, who suffered through the period. If he was a hero to them, it was not just because he was the man who broke the blacklist. He was admired for his personal qualities—his strength, his wit, his style, and not least certainly for his success.

That’s right—success. None of his other fine qualities would have mattered a damn if he had not beaten the producers and studio executives at their own game, for they were, after all, the ones who were responsible for enforcing the blacklist. He proved to them that it was no longer in their interest to continue enforcing it, and he did this by addressing them eloquently and persuasively in the language they understood best, which was money. For one who could lay fair claim to thinking and acting like a radical for most of his adult life, Trumbo always maintained rather ambiguous relations toward money: he had a healthy liking for it; he was good at getting it; and the movies he wrote had better than average chances of earning it for other people. This last, of course, was what assured his ultimate triumph over the blacklist.

Money. If ever there was an instinctive capitalist, it was Dalton Trumbo. His competitive sense was so keenly developed that, at least in his younger days, there was hardly an activity he pursued that he did not feel driven to excel in. He was a believer in achievement, one imbued early with faith in the work ethic. (“I’ve never been without a job in my life,” he told me, “even during the Depression, even during the blacklist.”) And during the last years of his life, he seemed profoundly convinced that he could overcome any obstacle, any disadvantage, if he just tried a little harder. When he was put to the test during the blacklist period, he acted on this conviction and proved that it was so (at least for him). Because Trumbo worked in an industry in which achievement was measured in dollars and cents, he made a great deal of money.

But Dalton Trumbo was not merely a figure to the motion picture industry alone; he was remarkably well known to the nation at large, especially to that two-thirds of it under the age of thirty. He was known to them, first of all, as the author of Johnny Got His Gun, the novel that spoke more directly than any other to the Vietnam generation. He was known to a somewhat lesser but more deeply committed number of that generation as one who took his role as radical seriously enough to go to jail for it, one who looked on his commitment as essentially a moral one. It was characteristic of him and goes a long way, I think, toward explaining his personal appeal to the young of that time that he always tended to see his conflicts, no matter how abstract their basis, in personal terms. It mattered to him greatly that he was a better man than any who persecuted him, than any who opposed him. And again and again, he felt called upon to demonstrate that to any who may have needed convincing.

He was the sort—one becoming all too rare in America and never as numerous as they told us in the high school history books—who thrived on competition, as though it were an added element required by his nature for continued survival. I hesitate to use the phrase “rugged individualist” to describe him, for it has been misused and overused to the point that it now seems to have only satirical value. Instead, I’ll call Dalton Trumbo a “champion,” with specific reference to Norman Mailer’s dictum: “Champions are prodigies of the will.”

Trumbo was that, certainly: a prodigy of the will. He hung in there—survived, prevailed, even triumphed on a couple of occasions. Ultimately, that is why he is worth our attention. Not primarily as a literary figure, nor because he ever really accomplished so very much politically (what, after all, do you prove by going to jail?), but rather because he was a man of moral stature. It may not even be too much to nominate him as an exemplar of a certain set of American virtues—toughness, independence, persistence—that are becoming fairly rare today.
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He lives about halfway up a hill overlooking upper Sunset when I begin interviewing him. I have no idea who his neighbors are and never got around to asking, but it’s a street of big houses that are, like his, deceptively small when viewed from street level. Enter through the Moorish gate and on past the door, and you find yourself in the top floor of three, well above part of Los Angeles and all of Beverly Hills. The woman at the door is Cleo Trumbo, Dalton’s wife. In the days that follow, I will meet his three children on different occasions, as they trail in and out of the house on errands, more often on visits, just to find out how he’s doing. It’s a quiet house, except for dogs that bark at every bell. The people in it are quiet. They speak in low voices, never raising them much above a murmur. This isn’t Trumbo’s style, but rather it is Cleo’s. She is calm, still, contained—quite a beautiful woman, complete in herself, one who seems to feel little need to be emphatic. She makes her presence felt in subtler ways.

(“The kind of relationship that that man has with that woman,” John Berry had said to me, “it’s just remarkable to see. To think that there is this kind of closeness between two people here in this … in this Babylon. Well, to see it in terms of this modern society, it’s just a throwback to another era, and it’s great.”)

They have been married now closer to forty years than thirty. They have not grown in the least “like” one another, as people are said to who live together through long periods of time. They are different. And it is precisely their differences that seem to have sustained them in their marriage, adding dimension to the character of both. Trumbo, of course, is especially dependent upon her now, at this time and in his condition, and Cleo is watchful, guarding his time and strength, meting it out carefully to me and to others who come by simply to wish him a speedy recovery. It’s agreed between us that I won’t wear him out. Informally, we have set a time limit for this first day’s session.

I wait in the den. It is a grand room, one whole wall of which is lined with books and the others crowded with pictures of all kinds—Cleo’s photographs, drawings and cartoons by diverse hands, and a few paintings as well.

“I descend in my chariot!”

It is Trumbo, of course, seated upon the stair lift, wrapped in his robe, as he is conveyed slowly downward in my direction. The sound made by the machine, a sustained buzz, though not loud, seems to fill the room and preclude the possibility of discussion of any sort for the moment.

But I am standing now, ready to shake hands and greet him as soon as he dismounts. He does that well enough, steady on his feet, grasping my hand firmly, taking the place that I have arranged for him with the microphone and tape recorder ready and waiting. It is only then, when he is seated, that the exertion caused him by the trip downstairs becomes apparent.

He was having difficulty breathing. “I’d better get my breath back.” He sat for a moment, speechless—alternately panting and wheezing. “The tricky business is learning to breathe on one lung,” he said at last.

“It’s physically different, then?”

“Quite different. But you see I’m going through the cobalt thing, which is about five or six minutes of cobalt every day. And you really can’t adjust until you get through with it because it affects you in so many ways. It affects each person differently. Me, it’s made—well, I once had to go back to the hospital. There was pain and I was breathing so shallowly that I couldn’t get enough air in. Sometimes the appetite goes. Sometimes you become anemic because it destroys your red blood cells. And on and on and on. So as soon as the cobalt is over in two or three weeks, then these handicaps will vanish, I hope, and I’ll begin to be able to live a normal life. And part of this will be learning to breathe with one lung. You see, I was lucky in that it was the right lung that was saved, which normally handles 55 percent of your breathing capacity—the other 45 percent for the left lung being accounted for by the presence of the heart on that side.

“The problem, of course, after an operation like this for cancer of the lung, is metastasis—whether it will spread. This had gone into one of the lymph glands.” Trumbo pauses at this point and becomes suddenly very professorial: “The lymph glands, I discovered after research into the matter, are there for one purpose only, and that’s for spreading cancer through the body.” He delivers the line straight-faced, but he wheezes out a laugh at it himself in the right sort of spirit. “Happily,” he proceeds, “the cells in the lymph glands were not nearly of the degree of malignancy as those in the lung. So … well, they took everything down there under the arm.”

He gestures, pointing up into his armpit. I am familiar with the operation. A good friend of mine, many years Trumbo’s junior, has just had the lymph glands and nodes removed from each side. I nod, mumbling my understanding, and Trumbo continues:

“If they succeeded and it was a clean operation, the chances are fairly good. If it wasn’t, chances are in a year it will come back again—and that’s the end, which doesn’t greatly disturb me, to tell you the truth. I’d prefer that weren’t the case, but, well, a curious thing: I was going through first the pneumectomy, then three days later the heart attack, well, you suddenly get to the point where you don’t give a shit.” He laughs. It is really a chuckle. “It didn’t matter one way or the other to me, which is rather a pleasant thing to know.

“And so I can discuss and consider quite rationally arranging the time ahead. If, for example, it seems that this operation is not a success, therefore my life shall be quite limited. Therefore, if somebody comes along and offers me a substantial sum for a screenplay, I will take that job, because it will provide more money for my wife and because that’s the thing to do. If, on the other hand, the operation appears to be a success, I’m going to finish a novel for which I contracted. That will take six to eight months. I’ll do that and then take a job. But you see how you calculate these things because I never saved much money, never been interested in that. There’ll be enough for my wife. But having, for thirty-five years, lived with her in a certain state of comfort, I want there to be enough for her to continue in that state. Which there barely will be—and that’s fine. But if it were just a matter of six
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FOOTNOTES

Chapter One

fn1 That was The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957).

Chapter Two

fn1 In the beginning, it seems, the Ku Klux Klan even held some fascination for Dalton Trumbo. He was attracted by the military nature of the organization and wanted to wear the uniform. He nagged his father for the nineteen dollars it would cost to join. Finally, his father said that he could have it if he wanted, but that no Ku Klux Klansman had need of an education, so he could just forget about going to college. He made his point: Dalton gave up his ambition to be a Klansman.

Chapter Three

fn1 The same Jim Latimer who was so reluctant to talk to me in Grand Junction.

Chapter Four

fn1 The Film Spectator became the Hollywood Spectator in 1932.

fn2 The unsigned review in the Times Literary Supplement had this to say about Eclipse: “In ‘Eclipse’ Mr. Dalton Trumbo has done more than write a well-constructed, interesting novel of modern life. He has by the implications of his story criticized the ethics, social and commercial, of the average American city. John Abbott, in his later days calls for our pity; but he received none—with a single exception—from the many people he had benefited. Once his prestige began to fail, the men and women he had so unselfishly helped turned against him. And in his treatment of that desertion lies the substance of Trumbo’s attack. It is true one of his minor characters, Hermann Vogel, is used to give voice to what are presumably the author’s own opinions, but his analyses are less effective than the inevitable development of the story. Mr. Trumbo is evidently an admirer of Sinclair Lewis’s novels and may possibly qualify, one day, to succeed him.”

fn3 The studios’ blacklist in support of the Screen Playwrights lasted only about six or seven months, by Trumbo’s estimate. But the company union continued to receive favored treatment: “There was no method of adjudication. A young writer would come in, write an excellent script for $200 a week, leave, having made $1,200. A distinguished Screen Playwright would then come on, polish it, fix it up, get $50,000 and total credit.”

Chapter Five

fn1 But only partly. The remote and primitive quality of the Lazy-T made it especially desirable, for in that lay its mythic appeal to him. Living at the ranch, in circumstances not much different from those his grandfather Tillery had known in Colorado, must have seemed to him an act of loyalty to his western past. In fact, he brought his uncle Tom Tillery up to run the place and turn it into a working ranch. Cleo remembers Trumbo going out and kicking the dirt in front of the house and saying, “That’s mine.” And on more than one occasion he took the day to walk the boundaries of the ranch. Nikola and Christopher Trumbo were born during the time they were living there—in 1939 and 1940, respectively.

fn2 Jean Butler also goes by Jean Rouverol.

Chapter Six

fn1 Dalton Trumbo not only wrote for the Screen Writer, he was also its founding editor (1945).

Chapter Seven

fn1 So-called by California State Senator Jack Tenney in his yearly red-bound reports, Un-American Activities in California.

fn2 In his book Inquisition in Eden.

fn3 They were, in alphabetical order: Alvah Bessie, Herbert Biberman, Lester Cole, Edward Dmytryk, Ring Lardner, Jr., John Howard Lawson, Albert Maltz, Samuel Ornitz, Adrian Scott, and of course, Dalton Trumbo.

Chapter Eight

fn1 The novelist MacKinlay Kantor.

Chapter Nine

fn1 Earl Felton.

Chapter Ten

fn1 Biberman tells the fascinating story of the harassment and hostility experienced in the making of it in Salt of the Earth: The Story of a Film. The book also includes Michael Wilson’s original screenplay for the picture.

fn2 A name Trumbo was fond of. He used it for the protagonist of Eclipse and again in A Man to Remember.

Chapter Eleven

fn1 The problem came up another time when an original screenplay Trumbo had written during the blacklist period, The Cavern, finally went into production in 1965. The director of the picture, Edgar Ulmer, let it out during shooting that Dalton Trumbo was the author of the script. Acting on the same principle, Trumbo had advised Ulmer that his name was not to be associated with the picture.

fn2 His favorite, because it says a lot about the kind of people who write such letters, was one he received while in jail. It was anonymous, signed only with the sender’s feces.

fn3 As it happened, the Whites had no trouble in Highland Park during the years they lived there.

fn4 The Association of Motion Picture Producers (AMPP).

fn5 John Huston, who was set to direct the film, once told me in an interview unrelated to this book that of all the movies he had almost made (and in any major director’s career there are a score of them), Montezuma was the one he most regretted having fallen through. “It was a beautiful script,” Huston said. “It would have made a beautiful picture.”

fn6 When asked by Carey McWilliams to review Howard Fast’s personal testament, The Naked God, for the Nation, Trumbo declared that the novelist’s ultimate disaffection was inevitable because of his mystical attachment to the Party: “He not only believed; he committed his last artistic resource to the service of belief.” Interestingly, however, Trumbo declined to review the book since he would have been forced to deal with his own scruples regarding the Party at a time when he felt it important to maintain solidarity because “people are still in jail or threatened by it.”

Chapter Twelve

fn1 As with every screenwriter, the number he wrote exceeded the number actually produced. He was involved in several projects during the sixties which, for one reason or another, were never done. Among them: Sylva, an adaptation of the novel by the French writer Vercors; The Dark Angel, on the siege of Constantinople; and Bunny Lake Is Missing, which Otto Preminger eventually produced though not from the Trumbo script.

fn2 The author and chief promoter of this counter-auteur theory, a young critic named Richard Corliss, had surprisingly little good to say of Dalton Trumbo. In fact, he attacked him in his book Talking Pictures. In the normal course of things, this would be the proper occasion for me to defend Trumbo against Corliss and to refute whatever charges the critic has brought. This, however, is not so easily done—not because they are irrefutable but because they are not easily understood. That Corliss finds Trumbo unsatisfactory as a screenwriter is obvious from a casual reading of the essay, but he is maddeningly unspecific as to just why. He makes only two direct but practically unsupported statements about Trumbo’s work: (1) that he wrote “predictable, simple-minded scripts”; and (2) that “Trumbo’s most characteristic films are thinly disguised tracts.” (I shall be just as arbitrary: both statements are false.) The rest of the essay is all innuendo and disparagement-by-tone—a put-down masquerading as criticism.

fn3 On January 11, 2011, Roman Holiday was submitted to the Guild by Tim Hunter on behalf of Christopher Trumbo, who passed away three days before. The Guild did indeed restore the credits for Roman Holiday as follows: Story by Dalton Trumbo; Screenplay by Dalton Trumbo and Ian McLellan Hunter and John Dighton.

fn4 “Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun” is how the title appeared on the screen. In this rare instance, anything less would have been false modesty.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Bruce Cook (1932-2003), veteran critic, journalist, and author, originally wrote this biography with Dalton Trumbo’s full cooperation in 1976.

In his lifetime Cook wrote a total of 23 books, both fiction and non-fiction, including eleven mystery novels featuring the real-life historical figure of Sir John Fielding, magistrate of the Bow Street court during the latter half of the 18th century, and a crime fiction series featuring LA private detective Chico Cervantes. Cook’s last completed novel, Young Will: The Confessions of William Shakespeare, was published posthumously.

Born in Chicago, Bruce Cook lived in Los Angeles and Paris with his wife, the violinist Judith Aller.
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Stories … voices … places … lives

We hope you enjoyed Trumbo. If you’d like to know more about this book or any other title on our list, please go to www.tworoadsbooks.com

For news on forthcoming Two Roads titles, please sign up for our newsletter.

enquiries@tworoadsbooks.com
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