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Introduction

Spencer Tracy, the man who would launch himself into the stratosphere of Hollywood superstardom, began life in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on April 5, 1900. He was the son of truck salesman John Edward Tracy and his wife, Caroline. Spencer’s father was an Irish Catholic, and his mother a Protestant. It was his father’s religious ways that apparently won out since Spencer would ultimately be raised a Catholic and attend Catholic schools.

At around 15 years of age, Spencer was in attendance at Milwaukee’s St. John’s Cathedral School for boys. His family then made their way to Kansas City, Missouri, where Spencer was placed in a boarding school called St. Mary’s. Both being away from his family and being away from the hustle and bustle of city life—and especially the old Milwaukee movie house he had enjoyed frequently as a boy—were an adjustment for him. The adjustment would be a temporary one, however, since his father John’s job fell through, and in less than a year, the Tracys were back in Milwaukee.

It was shortly after Spencer’s return that he decided to drop out of school so that he could join up with the Navy in 1917. World War I was in full force at this time, and Spencer, now 18 years old, wanted to do his part. He did not end up serving overseas, however, since he was still in training by the time the war ended in 1918. After the war, he received an honorable discharge.

Upon Spencer’s return home, he went back to school, where he managed to finish up the last few classes he needed in order to get his high school diploma. He then used his diploma, plus credit acquired from his time in the Navy, to go to college. In the spring of 1921, Spencer was enrolled at Ripon College, located some 90 miles to the north of Milwaukee.

Tracy threw himself headlong into his studies. Initially, he decided to major in medicine, but after he made his way to the stage in a school theatrical production of The Truth, Spencer Tracy suddenly knew what his major life’s work would be.


Chapter One

Acting at College

“I’m disappointed in acting as a craft. I want everything to go back to Orson Welles and fake noses and changing your voice. It’s become so much about personality.”

—Spencer Tracy

In 1921, Spencer Tracy was thrilled to star in a leading role for a theatrical production of The Truth at Ripon College. Spencer played the part of Tom Warder, a man coming to grips with a marriage coming undone from intrigue and deceit. Spencer studied his lines well and made sure to capture the raw emotion of the troubled character that he played.

It was on June 21, 1921, at Rippon Municipal Auditorium that Spencer Tracy first took the stage. The character that Spencer portrayed emerged in the opening scenes as a straightforward and trusting husband, hanging on every word of his scheming wife, Becky. By the second act, however, even long-suffering Tom has had enough, and Spencer Tracy masterfully portrays his character’s evolution from trusting husband to a man wracked with suspicion and ever-increasing rage.

At one point, tired of his wife’s lies, Spencer’s character has had enough and shouts, “Lies! All of it! Every word a lie! And another and another and another!” The emotion that Spencer fuses into the dialogue is palpable, and by the time he’s through, the Becky character is shaking her head in silence. Even this is a provocation for the man Spencer plays, as he exclaims, “Don’t shake your head! I know what I’m talking about and for the first time with you, I believe!”

The actress who played Becky would later admit that Spencer’s performance was so powerful that night that she was “truly frightened” during part of his delivery. Actors are at their best when the emotions they convey are perceived as authentic, and Spencer Tracy’s delivery was so raw and emotional that even his leading lady couldn’t help but be affected by it. Soon after Spencer’s powerful delivery, a review in the Rippon school paper congratulated him on his performance. The paper declared, “His steadiness, his reserve strength and suppressed emotion were a pleasant surprise to all who heard him as Tom Warder.”

Around the same time, Spencer became involved with one of his fellow students—and a budding actress in her own right—Olive Foat, who was known by her middle name Lorraine. It’s said that Ms. Foat was the only student at Rippon who was just as obsessed with acting as Spencer Tracy. The two kindred spirits would rehearse parts and discuss acting for hours on end, and in the fall of 1921, they both tried out for leading roles in a production of The Great Divide.

The pair had made a pact beforehand in which they determined that they would only act in the play if they both landed the parts they sought after. Lorraine managed to get accepted for the leading role of the female protagonist, Ruth Jordan, but the best Spencer could do was get accepted for a minor part as Ruth’s sibling, Philip. Spencer wasn’t going to settle for this bit part, and in a show of her solidarity with Spencer, Lorraine decided to drop out of the play as well.

Lorraine’s rejection of a leading role caused quite a bit of talk on campus—so much so that the Dean took her to task for it. As Lorraine would later recall, “The Dean called me in to question my refusal and suggested that perhaps the reason Spence didn’t get the part was because he had been neglecting his studies. That didn’t satisfy me, although I knew that Spence wasn’t too enthusiastic about studying. That was when we decided we’d have our own acting company with rehearsals at my house, and we called ourselves ‘The Campus Players.’”

Yes, Spencer and Lorraine decided that if they could not get what they wanted from those who called the shots at Rippon’s theater department, they would go into business for themselves. Soon thereafter, both Spencer and Lorraine landed leading roles in a production of The Valiant and appeared on stage together at the Municipal Auditorium that October. Spencer and Lorraine rehearsed their roles religiously until the parts were almost second nature.

In this piece, Spencer played the role of a condemned inmate named Joe, and Lorraine acted as his sister. An emotional dialogue ensued over the fate of Spencer’s character and what his death might mean for the family. In the story, Spencer’s character had decided it would be best to tell his sister that she had him mistaken for another man and that her actual brother Joe had perished as a war hero. He figured it would be better for his family to believe this was his fate rather than knowing the ignominy of having a relative condemned. The production was a success for both Spencer and his partner Lorraine.

There has been much speculation about just what Spencer and Lorraine’s off-set relationship was like, but Lorraine herself has always insisted that they were just friends and acting buddies much more than anything else. As Lorraine herself would later put it, “He took me to a dance once in a while. We’d dance once, and he’d say, ‘Let’s go in the balcony,’ and we’d go up there and sit and watch everybody else dance. He wouldn’t dance. It was too much effort. And he’d say, ‘Let’s go down to the greasy spoon and get some food.’ And I put up with that because I liked to be in the plays with him. But I didn’t date him; I dated other people—boys who danced!”

Spencer Tracy may not have known how to dance, but he would soon prove to the world just how well he could act.


Chapter Two

Marriage and Children

“Acting is not the noblest profession in the world, but there are things lower than acting. Not many, mind you—but politicians give you something to look down on from time to time.”

—Spencer Tracy

As Tracy’s acting gigs picked up, he was able to get wider recognition by performing at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York. It was on the strength of this performance that Tracy was awarded a scholarship to attend the academy.

Beginning his coursework in the spring of 1922, Tracy now put everything he had into his acting. He moved into a tiny New York apartment with a fellow student, where he tried to be as frugal as possible. Living on nothing but beans, rice, and his dreams of superstardom, Spencer Tracy gave it his all. He charged full speed ahead, with coursework that focused on everything from the refinement of his voice, his posture, his breathing, to even his own personal hygiene. Nothing was considered too insignificant when it came to the molding of actors at the academy.

Tracy made his New York debut on stage on October 20, 1922. On this date, he starred in a theatrical production of The Wedding Guests. The play was performed at the prestigious Carnegie Lyceum, and it was a major break for Spencer Tracy. He did well enough at the academy in the meantime, and by his senior year, he was touring with the academy’s stock company, for which he performed in several plays every month.

It was these efforts that eventually led to a non-speaking part on Broadway as a robot in the Czech masterpiece “R.U.R.” Tracy then finished up his schooling with the academy in the spring of 1923. Shortly after graduating from the academy, Tracy left for Cincinnati, Ohio, to try his luck there. When this came to nothing, he ended up back in New York.

Shortly after his return to the New York acting circuit, Tracy became involved with an actress by the name of Louise Treadwell. In a similar fashion to his previous relationship with Lorraine, Spencer and Louise initially hit it off due to their dedication to acting. The relationship soon became a little more than just professional, however, and by May, the couple was openly speaking of marriage. They would follow through with their plans and end up getting wed on September 10, 1923.

It was that very fall that Tracy managed to get a bit part on Broadway in a production called A Royal Fandango. Unfortunately, the production proved to be a complete bust, and after just 25 showings, it was pulled due to a lack of interest on the part of theatergoers. Although it most certainly wasn’t because of the part he played in the production, Spencer Tracy couldn’t help but take this rejection personally, and as he would later recall, his “ego took an awful beating.”

More bad news awaited Spencer Tracy in January of 1924 when he joined an acting company in Winnipeg, only for it to shut down a short time later. His wife Louise had become pregnant in the meantime and would give birth to Spencer’s first child—a baby boy named John—in June of 1924. Spencer was
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