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  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher”crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.
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  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site you purchased it from.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.
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  ALAN ALDA: THE 1983 BIOGRAPHY


  1


  Alfonso Giovanni Giuseppe Roberto D’Abruzzo probably has no meaning to anyone except the man who was born with that name (or perhaps his immediate family). Take the “Al” from Alfonso, tie it to “D’A” from D’Abruzzo, put it in proper form, then add to that “Robert” from Roberto, and it becomes Robert Alda. Robert Alda, whose history to most moviegoers begins with his portrayal of George Gershwin in the 1945 Warner Brothers film Rhapsody in Blue and culminates in the international superstardom of his oldest son as the character of Hawkeye in television’s long-running primetime sit-com “M*A*S*H.”


  Born in New York City on February 26, 1914, Robert’s parents were Anthony and Frances (Tumillo) D’Abruzzo. He was the eldest of three children. Anthony, a barber by profession, plied his trade on steamboats operated by United Fruit Company until he realized he wasn’t seeing enough of his growing family. After coming ashore for the last time, he barbered at the Shelton and Barclay hotels in New York City. He was an outgoing man who practiced the Old World custom of sitting down to the dinner table with his family for perhaps four or five hours in the evening where long discourses (often heated) about the day’s events would be held. It was a family with few secrets, since all spoke their mind at these routine functions. Finally, Mr. D’Abruzzo would suggest a little music.


  It was at that point all decorum was put to rest as the three youngsters sprang for their favorite musical instruments—Ann usually made it to the piano first; Vincent took over on the drums; and Robert picked up the clarinet, although he had some ability on the other two instruments. Two of the children’s uncles who played in a regular orchestra would often join in with saxophone and banjo while the senior D’Abruzzo strummed away on a mandolin he brought to America with him from his native Italy. Although Mrs. D’Abruzzo was also Italian, she had been born in the United States.


  From the age of five or six, young Alfonso was permitted to go into midtown Manhattan alone. It became a subject of after-dinner conversations in the family—how he guided his grandfather home from Albany by train and subway at such a tender age. He studied the maps of New York City and its suburbs and knew the subway system as well as he knew the Latin litany performed at mass every Sunday.


  Graduating from Stuyvesant High School with ease at sixteen, he was then enrolled in an architectural course at New York University. His father encouraged him to “find a profession with integrity.” There were nine medical men in the D’Abruzzo family: three physicians, three druggists, and an equal number of dentists. His father often pointed with pride to their accomplishments and status in the community. It was a time when to be a professional man was to be “respected.”


  The architectural firm of Cross and Cross was one of the finest in New York City. It was owned by two brothers who, as it happened, were shaved every morning by Mr. D’Abruzzo. It was at his father’s encouragement that young Alfonso had entered the university to study architecture, because he had worked out a scheme with the Cross brothers for his son to attend school in the mornings and work for Cross and Cross in the afternoons. It was the best of lives—going to school and at the same time earning money.


  In addition to his regular courses, he was taking pre- med subjects—biology, chemistry—because always in the back of his mind was the family “medical tradition.” Privately, Alfonso’s medical relatives all told him to forget medicine. “It’s a miserable life,” one said.


  Another admonished him not to do it. “You’re always being called out in the middle of the night to deliver babies or sit by a bedside waiting for temperatures to drop when it is ten below zero outside. It isn’t worth it. People are often ungrateful after the crisis passes.” That was quite true, since many times they were not paid for their services, and when they were it might be in the form of poultry or vegetables, because the patient either had no money or chose to spend it on more “tangible” items.


  Alfonso saw their unified front against a medical career as an omen. He’d have to give some thought to other kinds of work.


  His salary at Cross and Cross of twenty-five dollars a week wasn’t bad. He was young. With no obligations and no family of his own, he was feeling “free as a breeze.”


  The country was also feeling a spirit of freedom and adventure. Although silent movies were still the big thing in films, Al Jolson and Warner Brothers had electrified the world with the first talking picture, The Jazz Singer, and Hollywood was becoming the entertainment capitol of the world. Garbo would successfully make the transition from silents to talkies, but many of the great film stars of the day would soon pass out of the picture simply because their squeaky voices did not match their glamorous images. It was the twilight of the first “jazz age” but the memory lingered on through music and the idiom of the times with such expressions as “bump off,” “belly laugh,” “jalopy,” “screwy,” and “sex appeal”—reminders of that wonderful time that is still nostalgically with us.


  Marathon dancing was just coming into style, and it would not be long until poverty would become a way of life for nearly forty million Americans. New York City was not, as yet, touched by the misery soon to be felt by most of the world, and certainly a young man with nine medical men in the family had no need to worry about such things.


  Haircuts could be purchased for twenty cents with a shave that included “bay rum and hot towel” for ten cents extra. “Things” were cheap. Herbert Hoover was still a very popular president who continued to promise more prosperity for the country. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, then governor of New York, was in total disagreement with Mr. Hoover politically and, in spite of being handicapped by crippling polio and confined to a wheelchair, he already had his mind and faculties at work with the intent of taking Mr. Hoover’s place behind the desk of the oval office at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. in the next Presidential election.


  But then Robert Burns’ warning about “the best laid schemes of mice and men” took on a new meaning when the world turned upside down in October 1929. The stock market crashed. The show business trade magazine Variety chronicled it, WALL STREET LAYS AN EGG. Alfonso’s employers, Cross and Cross, went down with a deafening thud, and he found himself unemployed. Not only was he left without a job, but because of his hard study and close work, his eyesight began to fade. “When I first went to work, I had perfect vision,” he remembers, “but inside of a year I was wearing glasses. By 1932, when the bottom fell out of everything, I was wearing lenses as thick as a T-bone steak.”


  He never abandoned his dream (although he did not discuss it in front of his father, who had little regard for show business) of being an actor. Out of work with little prospect of any future employment, he jumped at the opportunity to enter an amateur contest as a singer. It was no ordinary amateur hour. The Manhattan Academy of Music was offering a twenty-five-dollar first prize for the entrant who could best sing the title song of a new movie starring Charles Farrell and Janet Gaynor (who became America’s darlings in Seventh Heaven) called Merely Mary Ann. Alda won hands down and received the first-prize money, which was as much as he made for a full week’s work at Cross and Cross. He was ecstatic. It became obvious to him that if he could make that kind of money for ten minutes of pleasure, then he was in the wrong business all along and should seek a career in show business. He recently boasted, “That was my last performance as an amateur,” although in early interviews before he became a star, he revealed that he sang for several years after the contest, “always as an amateur, at contests, dances, and weddings.” When not singing, he worked as a clerk in a department store, as a singing usher at the Orpheum Theater on Eighty-sixth Street, and at various other jobs. It was during the depression and he, like other young men, took whatever was available.


  While working at the Orpheum, he met a young man—also a singing usher—who lived in the building next door to Alda, as they discovered while walking home from the subway after work one night. By this time, he had dropped “Alfonso” and had adopted the short form of Robert—Bob. Frank Brown, his co-worker and next-door neighbor would leave him sometime after midnight, entering his own building, with “Good night, Bob. I better get inside and eat the bedtime snack my sister leaves for me.”


  One evening as Alda entered the neighborhood delicatessen his mind was on something else, and he bumped into someone loaded down with packages. The collision ended up with packages scattered about on the sidewalk and the other person looking somewhere between puzzled and disgusted. It turned out to be Frank’s sister Joan, who, according to Bob Alda, “was blonde and lovely and the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.” Unaware that she was Frank’s sister and living next door to him all this time, he asked the delicatessen owner who she was.


  He learned that her name was Joan Brown, a beauty contest winner who had recently returned from a year’s tour with Franchon and Marco’s Venuses of 1930. A former Miss Manhattan, she appeared bound for a career in show business as a dancer and perhaps an actress. Fate intervened, however, and her show business career changed course. After a year of meeting over ham on rye and “large hunks of cheesecake” and taking long walks around Gramercy Park, they married. Some reports say their nuptials took place in September 1932, others indicate New Year’s Eve of that same year. Nonetheless, it was a big wedding with “dozens of guests.”


  Now married with responsibilities, Bob Alda had to work all the harder to make ends meet. He was still moving from one job to another with a degree of regularity. Because of the amateur contest he had won, he was given a fifteen-minute sustaining program as a singer over WOV radio on Thirty-seventh Street. He maneuvered his lunch hour at B. Altman’s department store so that he could keep the radio job. Although he was not replacing Russ Columbo or Bing Crosby in the baritone department, he did manage to have his picture in the window of a local five-and-dime store.


  He was not interested in department-store work. What held his interest at B. Altman’s was the weekly salary, which helped him and his new wife survive. Altman’s settled his quandary. One day he was fired during a mass layoff caused by the depression. He was now free to offer himself totally to show business on a full-time basis. Except for his nonpaying radio stint (which he considered “good exposure”), there was no immediate work. His big show-business “break” came when he was hired as an usher at the Palace Theater. Although the wages were skimpy, he saw it as a great opportunity.


  “The film playing was Frank Buck’s Bring ‘Em Back Alive. I remember it vividly,” he recalls. “It was so popular that people stood in line for hours to see it. Since we had no reserved seats and there were always more patrons than space in which to seat them, it was common practice for moviegoers to slip the usher a tip for assurance that they would be seated.” Alda often would pick up an easy twenty-five dollars extra on weekends.


  There is some confusion about when the following took place. Some say it was during his first stint as a singing usher, but later interviews with Alda alter that somewhat. In any event, the following account is worth repeating because the sequence of events isn’t as important as how it came about. Alda claims that when the Frank Buck film closed, he got a job with another theater uptown. It was indeed the time of “amateur contests” because there was so much unemployment that young hopefuls would take a shot at anything in order to pick up some extra cash. Alda, with a fair baritone voice and no lack of confidence in his own ability, cooked up a scheme to further his ambitions: “I tipped the master of ceremonies to put me on as ‘The Singing Usher.’ I was given a nice buildup by the emcee, who asked the audience to ‘give one of our own gang a chance.’” Alda bounced out on the stage filled with enthusiasm, winked at the audience, and burst into “The Man on the Flying Trapeze,” one of the hit songs of the day. He believes his usher’s suit helped him more than the Master of Ceremonies’ efforts. He was given a resounding reception by the audience, and a savvy theater manager hired him as a regular attraction.


  He was an attraction that did seem to bring in more people to the theater, which did not make the manager of a rival theater across the street happy. Never one to pass up a good thing, the other theater manager lured Alda into his theater for ten dollars a week more than he was making (which was five dollars). Alda admits, “I wasn’t very loyal. All the guy had to do was make me an offer.” Although he was “working around,” his ambition was elsewhere. “I looked toward burlesque, rather than wait around for my big break on Broadway.” He was a young man in a hurry. Joan, apparently abandoning whatever ambitions she had in show business, went along with Bob’s theatrical aspirations and was content to be a wife and later a devoted mother.


  Alda was really lucky to be working at all. The financial slump and unemployment that began with the stock market crash in 1929 was nearing a peak, and New York’s streets were filled with former financial giants selling apples on street corners. Many, unable to handle their fall from power and wealth, committed suicide by jumping out of windows or putting guns to their temples. Prohibition was on and, because it was illegal to sell alcohol for any purpose other than medicinal, racketeers like Al Capone in Chicago were able to clean up with bootleg booze and speakeasies, often slaughtering one another in the streets during fights over territorial jurisdictions. President Roosevelt’s “New Deal” programs were the law of the land and Americans took hope in his message that all the country need fear was “fear itself.” But although he had swung into office dramatically with a theme song that said, “Happy Days Are Here Again,” happy days for the nation as a whole were a long way off.


  The handsome young Alda was undaunted by national gloom or unstable economic news. He pursued his newfound career with great diligence and determination, taking whatever problems he and his wife might have to mass on Sunday mornings and leaving them there. Like his parents, he was a devout Catholic with deep religious convictions.


  Singing in a radio station was nice, but it was not enough. Alda’s ambition was insatiable. He wanted to sing before a theater audience—the big time. It was certainly no surprise to those who knew him when he abandoned radio and went into burlesque as a “straight man” to comics. This move gave him the opportunity not only to continue singing but to test his mettle in comedy and see if he had the dramatic ability to deliver lines effectively. Of course, he did. During the next few years, he was a voracious student of anything and everything in the entertainment world. It was about this same time that Joan broke the news that he should start thinking about his heir apparent, who was due to arrive sometime during the coming winter.


  Although burlesque was generally considered the sleazier side of show business, Alda defended it with pointed conviction. “No matter what anybody says,” he declared, “burlesque is full of the hardest-working, most serious-minded people in the world. All burlesque actors want to buy a farm and retire—and me, too!” An old adage in burlesque is that, “There is nothing that can’t be done.” Bob Alda subscribed to that philosophy. During a five-year stint with Minsky’s, he did everything and never complained. “The work has always been steady and the pay good,” he said. “I owe burlesque a lot.” Perhaps he did, but he certainly earned his keep. He played everything from juveniles to drunks, dopes to derelicts. As often as fifty or sixty times a day, he had to make his voice heard over the blare of the orchestra, its trumpets screaming, and endure the heavy cigar smoke that often created a curtain between him and the audience, hovering like a dark cloud over the orchestra pit. Not only did he play straight men for the comics, but he also filled in as a comic if a comic got sick. Sometimes he sold chocolate bars between acts—money was money, no matter how it was earned. In retrospect, he says of burlesque, “I looked upon it as an education. It taught me a lot of things—and built me a swell bank account.”


  Burlesque gave him the opportunity to work with and observe the greats of the burlesque stage both on Broadway and at the resort watering holes in the Catskill Mountains, better known as the “Borscht Circuit.” There, he met and shared the stage with the likes of Rags Ragsland, Bud Abbott, and Phil Silvers. One burlesque critic of the time credited Alda with “uncorking a good voice.”


  On January 28, 1936—a cold blustery day in New York—Joan Alda went into labor. After many hours, an exhausted Joan Alda finally gave birth to a son (their only child), who was given the shortened name of Alan (from Alfonso) and immediately became known to one and all as “Allie,” a name that sticks with him even today.


  Barely twenty-one years old himself, Alda had very little to offer his new son other than love and a roof over his head. He continued to work in the Catskills and around New York City, but nothing sensational was happening, although he never missed a chance to better himself. He wanted more than burlesque. During the summertime when work was slow, he would play in stock—which was becoming more important on the Borscht Circuit. Looking toward Broadway, he talked with agents and pitched his best side, hoping for an opportunity to do a big Broadway production.


  On one occasion, Hollywood producer Jesse L. Lasky was conducting his talent show, called “Gateway to Hollywood,” on the radio. Bob Alda sent in a photograph of himself along with a “brilliant” bio. Both the photo and bio were returned with the form-letter rejection of “Don’t call us, we’ll call you.” It was an incident that would give Alda a chance to needle Lasky in the years to come, because Lasky was to produce the George Gershwin story that made Alda a movie star.


  In 1937, he had the distinction of being one of the first performers on television. The medium would not be formally introduced to the world until the 1939 New York World’s Fair, but a variety program called “Alda and Henry,” which teamed Bob and Hank Henry, was shown over CBS. The only viewers (outside the studio) were travelers who surrounded a primitive television set located in Grand Central Station. It was a curiosity. Viewers said, “Well, I’ll be damned” and quickly rushed away to catch their commuter trains, forgetting all about television. It was, to most, just another of those electrical fads that they’d probably never hear of again.


  Alda was tiring of burlesque, although he and Henry were popular—just as Abbott and Costello had been earlier. Bob and Hank often did the same routines as Abbott and Costello. Alda likes to tell about a luncheon for exhibitors at Warner Brothers some years later when he was a contract player there. “Bud Abbott was suddenly taken ill and I stepped in without a rehearsal and did the ‘baseball’ routine with Lou Costello—without a rehearsal. It was one of my favorite skits and I knew it well.” He remembers that Jack Warner thought it was too “lowbrow” for a man who was playing the immortal George Gershwin. Alda, he opined, should be above such nonsense.


  Alan Alda became his father’s shadow, watching everything his father did and enjoying it. Alda and Henry worked together until 1941. Shortly after the Japanese assault on Pearl Harbor and America’s official entry into World War II, Hank Henry was drafted into the army and Bob Alda became a solo act—almost. From time to time, young Alan would be brought onstage in some bit of comedic nonsense that was sure to guarantee a sympathetic audience and an extra laugh. Alda senior remembers the first time he brought Alan onto a stage during his early appearances in the Catskills: “He was six months old and I was working in a show with Joey Adams. It was at one of the resort hotels. We brought Alan onstage in his high chair, and of course the audience loved it. It was during the time when Major Bowes had his famous amateur hour on radio and the gong he would hit to remove a contestant who wasn’t cutting it (a gong that was almost as famous as the major himself). There was a little bell on Alan’s high chair. He sat there and watched the act with devoted interest until we got to the finale—which was reserved, of course, for Joey Adams’ big number. Alan picked that particular moment to start ringing the bell on his high chair (a la Major Bowes) for all he was worth. Of course, the audience roared and he totally upstaged Joey Adams.” It was Alan Alda’s first stage appearance, and the warm reception he received encouraged his father to bring him into the act often.


  It was the beginning of a romance with acting that has been with Alan Alda throughout his life, at times resembling a love/hate relationship that we will see develop over the years as his story unfolds.


  When he was no more than three years old, he played games with stagehands and performers behind the curtains while his father MC’d the shows before the footlights. The theater became a second home for him, and he was a quick study, as they say in show business. He absorbed theatrical lingo and habits like a sponge. He also learned that he liked girls, even if they were light-years older than he. Alan saw it as a “wonderful place to learn about the theater,” an atmosphere in which he could see “both the trick and how the magician performs it.” He loved chorus girls and they made a big fuss over him. Dancers and strippers became his friends and were far more exciting than anyone else he met. “Even though I was only three years old, I appreciated femininity. It was exciting to me. Maybe adults don’t know it, but kids have sexual feelings—an awareness of sex—even at such an early age. I became their dressing-room mascot.”


  The strippers found Alan as entertaining as he did them. If they were changing clothes and asked him to turn his head, he obliged. Little did they suspect that he immediately buried his head in their soft and feminine-smelling costumes. He admits to having been “more turned on by their perfumed garments than by all the nakedness behind me.” To him they were as warm and lovely as the silken negligees tossed carelessly across the back of a chair in the dressing room.


  Joan Alda never tried to be a part of the spotlight. She preferred always to be in the background, allowing the men in her life to take the forefront. Talking with people who knew the Aldas during that time, they saw Joan Alda without exception as “a quiet, shy but fun person to be with who allowed Robert great latitude with the upbringing of Allie.” Alan remembers as one of his fondest memories “walking down Broadway or through Central Park with my father’s hand clasped in mine close to my face.” Mrs. Alda seems to have understood the traditional Old World Italian custom of men having the voice and women being supportive. She was always considered the perfect wife for Robert and a mother without peer. Some family friends say that although Alan seemed, from a very early age, to want to follow in his father’s footsteps, his personality and mannerisms are those of his mother.


  In early 1942, Robert Alda made a cross-country, six-month USO national tour with the “Fun for Your Money” unit—playing 125 army and navy bases from coast to coast. Ever the man of all seasons in the theater, Robert acted as MC, did leads in dramatic skits, played straight man for the comics, and even joined the chorus as a dancer. It was difficult work, but his experience in burlesque had prepped him for the grueling tour and he fared well.


  Led by stars like Tyrone Power, Clark Gable, and Jimmy Stewart, many of the major male screen stars were either being drafted or volunteering for military service. Hollywood movie moguls and studio executives went head-hunting for talent wherever it could be found—and it could be found in New York both on and off Broadway. It was practically predestined that a man with Alda’s romantic looks would be tabbed by one of the motion-picture studios. Talent was not necessarily a prerequisite. Hollywood was overrun with drama coaches and every studio had its own coaching staff. Alda, however, had both looks and talent.


  Back from his lengthy tour, Alda checked in with his agent, who sent him to see Steve Trilling, Jack Warner’s assistant, who was in New York representing Warner Brothers in their quest for new faces—especially one “with the Gershwin quality.” Jack Warner said, “I don’t give a damn about long careers. We need faces to fill in until our stars come home from the war.” Trilling covered Broadway and the Catskills and was able to sign a few actors for his studio. When he returned to Hollywood, however, there was one actor he strongly recommended to his boss—a Cary Grant type named Robert Alda. He was so persuasive that Jack Warner agreed to bring Alda to Hollywood and give him a screen test with a contract possibly in the offing. One test was not enough. It was followed by numerous others, which kept Alda in Hollywood for seven weeks, all expenses paid.


  It was only after Trilling returned from New York that Alda received any positive word as to his future. One night Trilling called him and said, “Relax, Bob. You now have a long-term contract with Warner Brothers.” Even with a contract, he had no idea what Jack Warner had in mind for him at the big studio. Once the deal was set, Alda underwent even more testing without knowing what the tests were for. The Gershwin project was very hush-hush. It is believed that Jack Warner was afraid MGM and Louis B. Mayer would steal the idea and make the Gershwin story into a picture before the Warner Brothers film could get off the ground. But the studio executives were finally convinced that Robert Alda could handle the role of George Gershwin in Rhapsody in Blue. Alda gives John Garfield, another Warner’s contract star, credit for bringing his name to the attention of the studio brass. “Fate and circumstance play an important part in being successful, and don’t let anybody tell you anything different,” Alda says. “While I was being readied for my screen test, Garfield, who had seen me in stock back east, told the studio brass glowing stories about my ability and they took a more serious look at me.”


  The irony of this did not get by one producer. Shortly after it was announced that Alda would be awarded the prize role, he was sitting with Garfield and Cary Grant, having just met the two men. It was a well-publicized secret that both actors had actively sought the part—especially John Garfield. “Just think,” said the producer seated with the three men, “here are two men who wanted to play George Gershwin in the same company of the man who will play Gershwin.”


  Still sharp from his burlesque routines (having never been at a loss for words), Alda quipped, “If you play your cards right, fellows, one of you may someday get a chance to play the life of Robert Alda.”


  There were genuine reasons why a newcomer was chosen for the part (which was highly fictionalized anyway). Primarily, it was thought that a new face who could become an instant star (a big plus for Warner’s) would not outshine the Gershwin character.


  Even before receiving the assignment, Alda was already on the lot doing all the things new contract players were expected to do in those days: drama lessons, singing lessons, dancing lessons. It was a routine that could be found at every major studio in the business. Actually, he did not find out about the Gershwin role until one week before principal photography (photography and shooting that involved the star) was to begin. All the other parts had already been cast.


  When the Aldas moved to California with their six-year-old son, they settled into a nice cottage commensurate with Bob’s income. Alan remembers it as “an ugly little shack in Hollywood.” Nobody else seems to remember it as being ugly, but it was small and Joan was quite successful in her effort to give the house the warm glow of home. She was very handy and innovative at decorating on a small budget. With Bob so busy at the studio, this was a period of time in which Alan spent most of his waking hours at home with Joan rather than with his father, although they continued to be very close and even worked on comedy routines together. The Aldas were written about as “one of the happiest families in the film colony.”


  When the news broke that Bob Alda had been selected for one of the biggest roles of the year—that of Gershwin in Rhapsody in Blue—it was tantamount to announcing his stardom before one frame of film had been shot. Fan magazines converged on Alda for interviews as did Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper, the ruling queens of Hollywood gossip. Some predicted his handsome face and masculine physique would carry him to heights heretofore attained only by superstars like Gary Cooper and Clark Gable. It was all premature Hollywood hype. Jack Warner was aware of that and thought only of how much the publicity would help make Rhapsody in Blue pay off big at the box office.


  When production began in July of 1943, Bob Alda was riding too high on his own personal stardom to expect anything other than happy times ahead for himself, Joan, and young Allie. He obviously believed his own publicity, which was strictly “rave.” He had no way of knowing that disaster lay just ahead.


  2


  Warner Brothers Studios surrounded its newcomer with tried and proved talent. Oscar Levant, one of the great pianist interpreters of Gershwin and also a close personal friend of the composer, had one of the strongest supporting roles. Levant had a rather psychotic sense of humor that was very popular with the movie-going public. More important, he lent authenticity to the script. Joan Leslie was given the female lead and even Paul Whiteman (also close to Gershwin) and his great orchestra were cast in the film. The music was outstanding and that’s about all the critics allowed the film. Unfortunately, for Alda, the picture was shelved by Warner Brothers. Jack Warner, totally disappointed in the effort, seems never to have forgiven Alda (who was no more at fault than anyone else), and as the star of the picture he bore the brunt of Warner’s feelings. It would be two years before the film would be released.


  In some quarters of Hollywood, Alda was gaining a reputation for being “stuck on himself.” This phrase could have been applied to any number of stars. However, since he had such a publicity buildup, his opinions about himself were blown up in the grand Hollywood tradition. He told one writer that “As long as they’re going to call me a star, then I’m going to live like one.” The first visible sign of his taking stardom seriously was to go out and buy an eleven-acre ranch/estate in La Tuna Canyon, situated far from the Hollywood colony in the mountains on the northern perimeter of the San Fernando Valley. The place was reputed to be valued at sixty thousand dollars, so the twenty-five-thousand-dollar purchase price was a tribute to Bob’s financial acumen. He boasted that the “estate” even had its own fenced mountain. Of course, the “gone Hollywood” label was again applied to the handsome young star.


  Alda laughed. “Hollywood had nothing to do with it. This place was purchased with Minsky money.”


  In all fairness, there was a more important reason for buying such a large place than just having a big head. About halfway through the filming of Rhapsody in Blue, events took a sudden tragic turn for the Aldas. With Bob’s newfound success and fame came all the trappings: the new house and a new school (private, of course) for young Allie. Joan and Bob, after looking over many brochures from private schools, decided on a popular military academy where many stars were sending their offspring. Allie had been enrolled in the new school for two weeks when he suddenly became ill. He was seven years old.


  He didn’t go to school one day because he wasn’t feeling well. Joan sensed it was something serious. By afternoon, he was miserable and had a temperature. Bob thought it was probably just a cold or sore throat. By evening, the temperature was still rising and other symptoms manifested themselves. It was not unusual for Allie to
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