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			Foreword

			After performing in more than thirty-three films and TV productions, invariably the first question I’m asked by press and fans alike is, “What was it like to work with John Wayne?”

			As we all know, “The Duke” was not only an actor, he was a legend, and he filled his cinematic boots with undeniable impact and elegance. Yes, John Wayne had a unique way of turning all his characters on the big screen into our personal “hero next door.”

			I had the pleasure of working with “The Duke” in Rio Lobo, directed by Howard Hawks.

			As I wrote in my autobiography Surviving Myself:

			John Wayne was a total delight to work with. In a few months I had gone from a half-million-dollar movie to a ten-million-dollar film (remember this was the early seventies), co-starring with one of the world’s best-known heroes. It was during the filming of Rio Lobo that John Wayne won his Academy Award for True Grit— truly a wonderful moment for him. He always told me that the most important thing about acting is to really listen. That advice came in handy years later when I worked on a film in Europe where everyone was speaking different languages. Talk about listening for your cue!

			The Duke starred in Rio Lobo out of respect for Hawks, as they had made many classic films together in the past, but it was rather sad to see this once-renowned director losing his touch. A constant stream of well-wishers, supportive friends, and fans of Hawks passed through the set during the entire filming schedule, including the legendary director John Ford and actor Robert Mitchum. A book about Hawks was being written while we shot; the set was hopping, accolades were flying, and I felt honored to be present at what seemed like a giant wrap party for an era gone by.

			I only saw the Duke lose his patience once. It was after a gun battle in the saloon where I shot the bad guy and then fainted into the Duke’s arms. He was to carry me up the long flight of stairs to exit frame. Remember, John Wayne had had one of his lungs removed due to cancer, so this scene was no easy task for him to perform. I shot the gun, fainted, was caught, and tried to will myself to be light as possible while still playing unconscious. As we ascended the stairs, the Duke’s breathing became heavier and heavier . . . I really wasn’t sure if he would make it to the top. But he did, and Hawks yelled “cut” . . . only to have the cameraman announce that they didn’t film the shot because Hawks forgot to tell him to follow us up the stairs with the camera. With that, the Duke dropped me hard on the floor and stormed off the set swearing that he wouldn’t do the scene again. . . . But of course he did. He was a real pro. There were, however, a few things you didn’t do with the Duke; you never talked about religion or politics, and you never played cards with him if you expected to win. In my opinion, John Wayne more than deserved his hero status.

			What an honor to have worked with this consummate gentleman who blessed millions worldwide with a body of work that will never pale.

			—Jennifer O’Neill, actress and author
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			Introduction

			This is the story of the young Duke—John Wayne, the American Star.

			John Wayne was the American hero to millions the world over. Men wanted to imitate him, women were in love with him. He endeared himself to every American—rich, poor, workingman, and executive. For more than fifty years he was an American Patriot, handsome actor, a great Western Star, Producer, Director, Father, Husband, Friend, and international icon.

			Some refer to the Duke as the fifty-first star on the American flag. He had a unique position in the history of the cinema. Wayne cast a giant shadow over his peers and became the most recognizable face in the world, outshining even some Presidents. To the world, his face was America. To this day he still remains the most popular actor of all time.

			— Howard Kazanjian, Hollywood producer

			When John Wayne arrived on the Hollywood scene in the mid-1920s he had another name and a plan to become an attorney. The 6-foot-4-inch, brown-haired, blue-eyed University of Southern California football player became perhaps the most recognizable actor in motion-picture history. So clear is the image of Wayne and the heroes he portrayed that few can separate the man from his onscreen personalities.

			John Wayne was strong willed and confident, and he believed in the ideal of the American cowboy or American soldier— ideals embodied in the bold characters he portrayed, such as Tom Dunson in Red River and Major Daniel Kirby in Flying Leathernecks. But John Wayne in his youth was more quiet, reserved, and reluctant to be the center of attention. His gentler, unassuming traits made the people he played more complicated and therefore more real.

			Wayne was easy-going, honest, and completely without guile—qualities that attracted studios to him and made him a favorite to work with among his peers. He had millions of admirers that never missed seeing his pictures. They helped to make him the nation’s number-one box-office attraction for several years. From his first leading role in The Big Trail in 1930, to his final performance in The Shootist in 1976, he was a Hollywood superstar.

			Though Wayne played many parts in all types of movies, audiences mostly associated him with the part of an American cowboy. Wayne was proud of that. “After all, they shaped my early career,” he told a reporter for the Saturday Evening Post in 1970. His deep respect for the Western genre could be seen in his performances. He said:

			Westerns are folklore, just the same as the Iliad is, and folklore is international. Our Westerns have the same appeal in Germany and Japan and South America and Greece that they have in our country. But don’t ever think they’re fool-proof, either. It takes good men to make good Westerns. And besides that, they’re fun. I like making Westerns.

			Wayne never regarded himself as having any particular appeal. Director John Ford is credited with seeing the possibilities in him and pushing the reluctant Wayne toward certain success. The combination of Ford’s drive and Wayne’s persona clicked through the twenty-one movies they made together.

			But Wayne’s popularity was not just a by-product of the directors and studios and scripts. The quiet actor had a unique, confident style that transcended the simple cowboy pictures of his early years and also a humanity that made real the epic roles he played years later. He described himself as a “reactor” rather than an actor and prided himself on portraying real people. “What I do best is sell sincerity,” he once said. “And I’ve been selling the hell out of that ever since I started.”

			At times Wayne’s personal life was as well publicized as his professional life. Newspapers and entertainment magazines not only covered the good news of the birth of his seven children (he had four children with his first wife, Josephine Saenz, and three with his third wife, Pilar Pallete), but also reported on his failed marriages and youthful indiscretions. Periodicals that featured articles about John Wayne always sold well. He appeared on the cover of Life magazine three times.

			Wayne was devoted to the craft of filmmaking and wanted to share the experience with his seven children. His family regularly joined him on the set of his films and acted opposite him in a few as well. His second wife, Chata Bauer, said he was “one of the few people who was always interested in the business no matter where he was or who he was with.” It was that driven attitude and focus that made Wayne the icon he continues to be.

			Wayne’s talent was recognized with numerous awards and the accolades of his peers for his onscreen performances and off screen achievements. In 1950 when he was honored with a square at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood shortly after he was nominated for an Academy Award for best actor in the movie Sands of Iwo Jima, the sand used in the cement to make the square was brought in from Iwo Jima. Elizabeth Taylor said when testifying before congress in favor of the Medal of Honor he was awarded, “He gave the whole world the image of what an American should be.”

			John Wayne passed away on June 11, 1979, when he was seventy-two years old. Upon his death, Ronald Reagan penned a tribute, which read in part:

			We called him DUKE, and he was every bit the giant off screen he was on. Everything about him—his stature, his style, his convictions—conveyed enduring strength, and no one who observed his struggle in those final days could doubt that strength was real. Yet there was more. To my wife, Nancy, “Duke Wayne was the most gentle, tender person I ever knew.”

			Wayne is buried at the Pacific View Memorial Park in Newport Beach, California. When asked how he wanted to be remembered he replied, “Feo, Fuerte y Formal”—Spanish for “He was ugly, strong, and had dignity.”

			Because the title of the book is The Young Duke: The Early Life of John Wayne, I’ve tried to focus on a specific segment in time. Special emphasis has been placed on his childhood upbringing, and how it shaped the person and actor he was to become. With the exception of the chapters about his political beliefs and the pet project he dreamt of doing in his early years with Republic Pictures, I’ve limited the scope of Wayne’s film work up to the year 1951. It’s tempting to write about the movies he made beyond that time period—The Searchers, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valence, Rio Bravo, True Grit, and The Shootist—but that would be too far outside the purview of this work.

			The Young Duke: The Early Life of John Wayne is the story of how a boy from Iowa grew up to win the cinematic West and then pushed movie goers beyond the Pecos. It’s the story of the people and circumstances that influenced his young career and the decisions that led to the various roles he assumed, both on and off the screen.

			

	


				
					“SOMETIMES KIDS ASK ME WHAT A PRO IS. I JUST POINT TO THE DUKE.”

					— Actor Steve McQueen

				

			

		

	
		
			WAYNE’S ALAMO

			When young Duke Morrison walked onto his first movie set in late 1926, he never imagined he would ever be more than one of the members of the studio’s prop department. He had been an avid fan of movies, and in particular of the matinee-idol cowboys of his youth—the men who reenacted the exploits of lawmen and outlaws preserving the myth of the Wild West. If Duke could have envisioned himself as a regular part of motion pictures at all, it would have been as a film cowboy.

			As fate would have it, Duke was given the opportunity to portray a series of on-screen wranglers. Movie-goers in the mid-1920s called them “knights of the prairie.” Duke excelled as a prairie knight but he was not content to solely be an actor on horseback. After years of studying his craft, he sought to branch out into producing and directing. He wanted to make movies that would prolong the life of the American West in the public’s imagination. He specifically wanted to make a movie about the small band of men who sacrificed their lives at the Alamo. Wayne felt that everything he had experienced in his young career had prepared him for making that film—and he would not be satisfied until he realized that goal.

			The mission known as the Alamo, where Santa Anna’s army battled a band of patriots in the 1830s, is located in the heart of San Antonio, Texas. The fight over the Alamo lasted thirteen days in early 1835 and claimed the lives of 180 people, including Davy Crockett, Jim Bowie, and Colonel William Travis. To many Americans, the Alamo became a symbol of unbending courage and patriotism.

			John Wayne, fascinated with the true tale of heroes fighting a dictatorship, got the idea for a movie about the Alamo in 1949 when he happened to be discussing the Texans’ resolve with a friend. Inspired and determined to make the film, Wayne struggled for ten years to find a studio willing to bankroll his vision.

			He initially thought that Republic would back the venture. He was a contract player with the studio and Herbert Yates, the president of Republic Pictures, had agreed to let Wayne produce several movies of his choosing. Yates and Wayne, however, disagreed about the costs of the production and where the movie would be filmed. The difference of opinion ultimately resulted in the actor and studio parting company.

			But Wayne’s concerns extended beyond budget and location. He wanted to personally oversee every aspect of his dream project from choosing the camera angles to choreographing battle scenes. He intended The Alamo to be a grand epic Western and a tribute to the men who lost their lives for Texas’s independence.

			Over the course of seven years, Wayne presented the concept of the film to several studio executives. If he had been willing to compromise his vision for the movie, he could have been granted the money early on to produce the picture. Paramount Pictures and 20th Century Fox liked the idea, but had their own ideas about the film that did not include Wayne as a director. Duke refused to negotiate. In 1956 he decided to sign a deal with United Artists. The studio agreed to partially fund the film on the condition that Wayne take one of the starring roles. After careful consideration he accepted their terms.

			Wayne spent $2.5 million to build a set of the Alamo mission turned fort. More than a million bricks were made and used in the construction of the location. The building, located just 130 miles west of the historic Alamo site, took two years to complete.

			For Wayne’s grand view of the project to be fully realized, he needed more money. The screenplay, written by James Grant, who also penned Sands of Iwo Jima, contained spectacular, and therefore expensive, action sequences. In order to make the movie as realistic as possible and stay true to the script, Wayne estimated the film’s budget at $12 million.

			Almost from the moment Wayne conceived the idea for the motion picture, he was butting heads with industry leaders and business professionals. He argued with studio bosses on artistic matters, with financial managers over the expense of the film, and with friends over his casting choices. None of those conflicts could persuade him to sacrifice his view of the material.

			He effectively campaigned for the bulk of the money he needed to film the movie and mortgaged
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