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FOREWORD

I fell in love with movies back in the 1950s, when local television stations filled their schedules with dozens of black and white films, to match our black and white TVs; movies made in the 1930s and 1940s. One rainy summer afternoon I saw The Maltese Falcon for the first time. I have been a Humphrey Bogart fan ever since that day. In following his career, it baffled my adolescent mind how he would star in a major Hollywood film and often just costar in a typical Hollywood B picture.

Robert Young’s career paralleled Bogart’s in many ways. For example, in 1940 he was a costar in Dr. Kildare’s Crisis, and in 1941 he was Ann Sothern’s costar in Maisie, both B movies. But later that year he had a prominent role in the MGM super production of Northwest Passage, starring Spencer Tracy.

I was very aware of Robert Young’s movie credits because of his hit television series Father Knows Best. It was truly a family program, and one my family watched every week to see how Jim Anderson, the father of the Anderson family, would navigate the problems, joys, and trials of what was considered an “average American family.” I was about a year younger than Bud, the family son, so I had an electronic bond with the boy of the family. As portrayed by Robert Young, Mr. Anderson seemed to be in control of all the family’s good, and not so good, times. He was the perfect father.

Robert Young’s extensive movie career, as well as his very successful television series‑add Marcus Welby, M.D. to his TV credits‑made him a well-known personality. He was a talented and dedicated actor who was fortunate to have appeared in dozens of movies for several premier Hollywood studios. Unlike someone like Bogart, who has had many film festivals, tributes, and books dedicated to him, Robert Young has been nearly forgotten, and his chapter in the history of Hollywood is slowly fading away.

This book reinforces Young’s place in the Hollywood history book, and that has been long overdue. It is virtually a celebration of the life and career of an actor, respected and well-liked by his directors and fellow thespians, who never won an Academy Award but didn’t need one to be a success in a business where fame and glory are measures of greatness.

Bob Kolososki



INTRODUCTION: WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Soon after Henry Kissinger was appointed Secretary of State by President Nixon, he held his first press conference. A reporter asked, “Sir, how would you like us to address you?” Kissinger thought about it for a moment and replied, “‘Your Eminence’ has a nice ring to it.”

A good name is generally deemed to be a valuable asset. Given that, us AARP-age folk tend to view the names being given to many of today’s newborn as what the King of Siam called “a puzzlement.” One wonders how these innocents will cope in their adult years with names as difficult to spell as to pronounce, much less to explain. Some may simply opt for a name change.

That’s a common option in the entertainment world, where many singers, actors, and other performers take on names that bear little or no resemblance to those on their birth certificates. It was frequently the case in the heyday of the big Hollywood studios. Many wannabe actors and actresses assumed new or modified names, hoping to improve their chances of being “discovered.” Others were signed by one of the studios and immediately rechristened with new monikers that were more appealing and more easily remembered.

Marion Robert Morrison sat tall in the saddle, but probably would not have become as popular a Western hero had he not become John Wayne. Likewise, a one-time shoe store clerk named Leonard Franklin Slye needed to rename himself Roy Rogers before becoming King of the Cowboys.

Lauren Bacall would have been less seductive with Humphrey Bogart as Betty Joan Perske. Emma Matzo’s smoky voice was more suited to Lizabeth Scott. Gladys Marie Smith became “America’s sweetheart” as Mary Pickford.

Archibald Alec Leach was more suave as Cary Grant. William Henry Pratt was more frightening as Boris Karloff. Laszlo Lowenstein was creepier as Peter Lorre. Emanuel Goldenberg was more menacing as Edward G. Robinson. Douglas Elton Thomas Ullman was more dashing as Douglas Fairbanks.

Some managed to reach stardom while holding on to their birth names, or something close to it. Ruth Elizabeth Davis became simply Betty Davis. Henry James Fonda just dropped his middle name and became one of Tinsel Town’s most enduring stars. Brothers Wallace Fitzgerald Beery and Noah Nicholas Berry dropped their middle names and enjoyed successful screen careers. Wallace’s MGM contract stipulated that he would always be paid one dollar more than their next highest paid star.

When MGM recruited Johnny Weissmuller to play Tarzan, producer Bernard Hyman said Johnny’s name was “too long. We’ll have to shorten it.” His staff protested that Johnny was a world-famous Olympic swimming champion, and Hyman capitulated. “All right,” he said, “then we’ll just lengthen the marquee. And, put lots of swimming in the film!” Theaters did manage to get Johnny’s name up in lights, and it undoubtedly drew many moviegoers who would otherwise have passed on a Tarzan flick. Each of Johnny’s films included an exciting diving and swimming scene, whether it was fighting a threatening crocodile or a playful water ballet with a nude Jane (Maureen O’Sullivan).

When he signed his first contract with MGM, Robert George Young was doing live theater and had already shortened his name. Besides being an easy name to remember, Robert Young sounded like the name of an average guy-next-door, family man sort of fellow.

Because this book is about Robert, his name appears frequently. In an effort not to be too repetitive, I’ve sometimes used his full name, more often just Robert, or sometimes Bob. As early as his school years, he frequently used that name, and he was Bob to most of his fellow actors and other film coworkers. In numerous articles that I read about him, writers often started by giving his full name and then commenced referring to him by his last name: “Young starts his day…” Or: “Young says…” I’ve resorted to this a few times, but having grown up in an era when youngsters were admonished to address adults as “Mr. Smith” or “Mrs. Adams,” I am a bit uncomfortable with it.

The name Robert Young seems just right for our subject. It served him well in over one hundred films and through a memorable career on radio and television…and it has a nice ring to it.

Dan McGuire






THE YOUNG ROBERT YOUNG

On a wintry day in Chicago, the population of the Thomas Young family increased from five to six. Robert George Young was born on February 22, 1907.

His father, Thomas Edward Young, was a native of County Antrim in Ireland. As a young man, he emigrated to the United States. After passing through Ellis Island, he found his way to Chicago. There he met, romanced, and married a local girl, Margaret Cairn Fyfe.

Thomas was a building contractor. In the bustling growth of Chicago, it was a profession that provided steady work and a reasonably comfortable income. The Youngs purchased a roomy home in time to welcome their firstborn in 1889, a girl whom they named Marguerite Armour. Before Robert’s grand entrance, his brother Thomas Allan was born in 1892 and brother Joseph Irving in 1900.

In between the arrival of the two brothers, their father traveled to Springfield, Illinois in May, 1898, and enlisted as a corporal in Company D of the 1st Illinois Calvary. He presumably expected to see action in the Spanish-American War, but that conflict was short-lived. He was discharged as a captain on October 11, 1898, and returned home to Chicago.

Although he was born there, Robert Young did not get to grow up and enjoy all the adventures of being a kid in that bustling city. While he was not quite one year old, his family left the city. It’s not clear if there was a slump in his Chicago business, but Thomas Young elected to move his family to Seattle, Washington, another city that was experiencing growth. It was there that the last of the Young children, Annette, was born in 1910.

By all reports, or lack of reports, the young Robert grew up a fairly normal, well-behaved lad. He was spared the disciplines of parochial school because his parents were Protestants, albeit seldom churchgoers. From age ten, he was sent to a Baptist Sunday school, but his only recollections of that were the rite of immersion, having a good attendance record, and learning to recite the Books of the Old Testament. Though he was never at the head of the class, there is no record of any difficulties or disciplinary action during his elementary school years.

In 1917, his father moved the family again, this time to Los Angeles, California. At ten years old, Robert made a smooth transition to a school there.

Family life underwent a more emotional and difficult transition that year. For reasons unknown, or never discussed by the family, Thomas Young simply left and abandoned them. He may have suffered from dementia or some mental illness. In November, 1927, he was admitted to what was then referred to as a “home.” Discharged by year end, he was again admitted a year later. There is no record of precisely when he was released again, but it is known that for a time thereafter he lived in Santa Monica. He did not make any effort to reconnect with his wife and children.

Marguerite, Thomas and Joseph Young were of age to find various employments. They undoubtedly contributed toward the wellbeing of their mother. For his part, Robert was able to obtain a route delivering newspapers and turned over his modest income.




From as far back as his boyhood years, Robert Young remembered being an introvert. There may have been something in his genes. Or perhaps being the youngest of three brothers left him somewhat inhibited. Whatever the case, he was by nature a shy youngster, and it carried over into his teen years. But before he reached maturity, two wonderful things happened to temper that shyness.

After commencement from his grammar school, Robert became a student at Abraham Lincoln High School in Los Angeles. He took his studies seriously and was at least an average student in most classes, excelling in others. But although he made a few friends, he could not be described as especially outgoing. As a boy, he had become quite a bookworm, spending many hours at the local library. At Lincoln High, he spent much of his free period time in the school library, devouring both fiction and nonfiction. While it might not have been his conscious intention, it limited his interactivity with classmates.

Then he had the good fortune to sit beside an attractive redhaired coed named Elizabeth Louise Henderson in his 10th grade History class. In addition to being taken by his good looks, she detected in this quiet, self-contained classmate something that other girls may have been missing. Although quiet by nature, she was not as shy as Robert and was able to penetrate his reserved nature and strike up a friendship. It led to a relationship.

Years later, Bob would confess that his first impression of Betty was that she was “kinda dull” and “an awful bore.” But she was not too dull to persist, and the two soon became a couple. Their youthful romance enabled Bob to open up a bit, and then Betty gave him a nudge that was destined to set a path for his remaining high school years and far beyond.




Abraham Lincoln High School, Los Angeles, as it looked in 1920s when Elizabeth Henderson and Robert Young were students; Lincoln High School Alumni Association

Betty was a member of a school activity called Playcrafters. As the name implies, it was an extracurricular group, sponsored and led by teachers, for students interested in producing and/or performing in plays. These were presented during school hours for students and repeated for parents at evening performances.

Aware of Bob’s frequent escape into books, Betty suggested that he try reading some of the scripts that the Playcrafters had considered or actually performed. Then, with gentle but persistent encouragement, she persuaded her introverted boyfriend to join the group.

Hesitantly at first, but studiously, Robert began to participate in the production and practicing for the upcoming performance. To his surprise and great satisfaction, he soon discovered that he was putting himself wholeheartedly into this new activity.

As a newcomer, he was given a small role in his first performance, but the group’s instructor saw something promising in this otherwise withdrawn young man. He was subsequently given larger parts with more spoken lines as the teacher sought to “bring him out of himself.”

In the Playcrafters’ 1926 presentation of Taming of the Shrew, Robert had the lead role of Petruchio, the tamer of Katherine. A yearbook report of the play says, “Bob Young gave his lines a zest that even Shakespeare, were he alive, would have commended.”

The Playcrafters’ presentation of Sherwood that same year was its largest production to date, with a cast of 125. Bob played Robin Hood and, in one of three acts, Betty got to be his Maid Marian. The yearbook critique says, “In an extremely difficult part to play, Bob Young did it so well that it is safe to say it was the finest piece of acting ever seen at Lincoln.”

To his surprise, Bob found that he was able to completely submerge himself into whatever character he portrayed. He later professed that donning his costume and putting on makeup served as a shield for his shyness.

It may also have enabled him to participate in more student activities. In the 1926 yearbook of Abraham Lincoln High School, Robert Young is pictured on page 50. Next to his name and picture are accomplishments that include: “Head Yell Leader, Commissioner (Boys’ Sports), Playcrafters, Lead in ‘Taming of the Shrew,’ ‘Sherwood,’ Leading Part in ‘Briar Rose’.” His classmates voted him the most likely to succeed in the theater.

The school’s dramatics teacher had high praise for Robert’s performances and urged him to pursue an acting career by enrolling in the School of Theatre Arts at the Pasadena Playhouse after graduation. Keenly aware of her beau’s transformation on the stage, Betty encouraged him to listen to his teacher. This time he required little coaxing. Soon after he graduated from Lincoln High School, he registered for a four-year series of evening courses at the Playhouse.




In 1916, something called the Little Theatre Movement was causing small theater groups to spring up in towns and cities around the country. Actor-director Gilmor Brown gathered a troupe he named The Gilmore Brown Players and began producing a series of plays at a renovated burlesque theater. In 1917, he established the Community Playhouse Association of Pasadena, later to become the Pasadena Playhouse Association. Its creation necessitated a new venue for productions.

Community support was enthusiastic, and by 1924 the citizens of Pasadena had raised funds to build a new theater. It was located at 39 South El Molino Avenue. Designed in a Spanish Colonial Revival style by Pasadena artist and architect Elmer Grey, and completed in 1925, it boasted a fire curtain painted by Pasadena artist Alson S. Clark. It attracted national attention and boasted world premieres of works by Eugene O’Neill, William Saroyan, Noël Coward, F. Scott Fitzgerald and Tennessee Williams.

A School of Theatre Arts was established in the late 1920s and became an accredited college by 1937. During the school years, the Playhouse had as many as five independent stages in operation at any given time, giving more than 300 performances annually on the main stage alone. To provide housing for its many students, older homes along El Molino Avenue were modified to become dormitories.

The Pasadena Playhouse still functions as a community theater, presenting staged classic dramas, new musicals, and plays. Due to changes in Actors’ Equity Association laws, and the opening of drama departments in many schools and universities across the country, the School of Theatre Arts shut down in 1969. But during its bustling years of operation it trained such notable future star alumni as Dana Andrews, Eve Arden, Raymond Burr, Don DeFore, Gene Hackman, Dustin Hoffman, Victor Mature, Joel McCrea, Leonard Nimoy, Lloyd Nolan, Tyrone Power, Randolph Scott, Robert Taylor…and Robert Young.




With a combination of enthusiasm and determination, Robert Young completed four years at Pasadena Playhouse. While training to be an actor might seem like fun and games to the uninitiated, it required as much study and effort as a more conventional college education. But performing arts college has many advantages for its students.

The school doesn’t view performing arts as a mere extracurricular activity. The faculty are mostly working theater professionals with real-world experience. Instruction and lectures are sometimes given by visiting alumni who are established performers. Classes include such things as on-camera technique and preparing for auditions. Students get to showcase their talents in concerts, performances, exhibitions, and readings. Best of all, they are surrounded by like-minded artists who provide inspiration and encouragement of their creative pursuits. Many of these are likely to be colleagues and professional associates after graduation. Robert got to know a number of future actors, actresses and other film workers that he later would work with or see on studio lots.

There was no scholarship or family nest egg to pay for Robert’s tenure at the School of Theatre Arts. To cover his costs, he worked at numerous part-time jobs throughout his four years. He was at times a drugstore clerk, a haberdashery salesman, a bank clerk, and a reporter. One wonders how he managed to be hired for the latter position, or how the mild-mannered Robert Young could have been a loan company collector. Perhaps he was applying his actor’s training to perform in positions he otherwise would have found daunting.

During his schooling at the Pasadena Playhouse, he filled both minor and major roles in more than thirty stage productions. Most were by authors whose names are no longer familiar to playgoers. But Robert also appeared in works by Eugene O’Neill (Lazarus Laughed and Marco Millions), George Bernard Shaw (Man and Superman), Henrick Ibsen (An Enemy of the People), and Booth Tarkington (The Plotocrat).


After graduation, he joined a touring production company to earn a modest income while further honing his acting skills. Meanwhile, he listed himself as a freelance actor with various film studios and was gratified to be hired for a number of “extra” roles. Sharp-eyed audiences may even spot him in a couple of Keystone Kops comedies.

Extras in films are like sound effects on radio dramas. They appear as waiters, store clerks and shoppers, people strolling down a street, a face in the crowd, all nameless folk there to fill in background in various scenes. The pay is nominal, but parts require no lengthy rehearsals and usually just one day’s work.

In 1928, Robert landed an extra role in Cecil B. DeMille’s last silent film, The Godless Girl. It involved a teenage gang leader who gets sent to reform school. Robert received no mention in the film’s credits, but as one of the gang members he appeared in several scenes.

Director Alfred Hitchcock was noted for making a brief appearance somewhere in the background of one minor scene in each of his films. He would be boarding a bus, walking through a hotel lobby, or stepping out of an elevator, often unnoticed by moviegoers who were not alert and looking for him. Years later, Robert quipped that in his first minor film role he had more on-screen time than Hitchcock did in any of his.

In 1931, still persevering as a regular with the touring stock company, Robert was performing in a now forgotten play called The Ship. A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer talent scout was in the audience. He was impressed with Young’s performance, liked his looks, and caught up with him after the show to arrange for a get-together.

They met for lunch, Robert gave the scout a summary of his experience, and they arranged for him to have a screen test. It turned out to be somewhat less than what the scout had led Robert to expect. He played what clearly was a minor role in a scene with a young actress who was auditioning for an actual film. Nevertheless, the brief session went well.

Then Bob was obliged to endure the anticipatory wait for a call from the studio. When it came, he met with several MGM executives who expressed their satisfaction with the “test” and made him an offer. It was an appealing offer. Robert left the studio lot with a smile on his face and a five-year contract in hand.
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