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			AUGUST 15—JUDY GARLAND TRIUMPHS IN THE WIZARD OF OZ. Sixteen-year-old Garland had been featured in six films before she played Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, but the singer-actress didn’t become a full-fledged screen star until this 1939 film classic. MGM gave her prominent billing in this poster, one of three that were designed for the first release of the movie. Paramount Pictures / Photofest © Paramount Pictures
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			Introduction

			A Chronicle of a Remarkable Year

		

		
			During the year 1939, Hollywood released 510 feature-length movies. This is an impressive number even during the Depression when moviegoing was very high. But what is much more impressive is what is on that list of 510 films. It includes dozens of Hollywood classics in all genres, including westerns (Stagecoach and Destry Rides Again), musicals (Babes in Arms and The Wizard of Oz), crime dramas (The Roaring Twenties and Each Dawn I Die), historic adventures (Gunga Din and Drums along the Mohawk), biographies (The Story of Alexander Graham Bell and Young Mr. Lincoln), horror thrillers (Son of Frankenstein and The Hound of the Baskervilles), literary adaptations (The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Goodbye Mr. Chips), comedies (The Women and Ninotchka), great romances (Intermezzo and Wuthering Heights), vibrant action films (Beau Geste and Union Pacific), taut dramas (Golden Boy and Of Mice and Men), juvenile vehicles (The Little Princess and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn), patriotic stories (Nurse Edith Cavell and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington), weepy melodramas (Dark Victory and Made for Each Other), spectacular epics (The Rains Came and Gone with the Wind), and popular series featuring Andy Hardy, Blondie, the Cisco Kid, Dr. Kildare, Henry Aldrich, Charlie Chan, Buck Rogers, Mr. Moto, Nancy Drew, Dr. Christian, the Saint, and the Thin Man. If ever a Golden Age could be compressed into a single year, 1939 was that year.

			The reasons for such an abundance of riches have been proposed by many film historians. The explanations range from the waning of the Depression, the maturity of the studio system, and the political climate both in the United States and around the world, to the success of some of FDR’s relief programs and the presence of so many talented film artists at the peak of their powers. Yet none of these explanations are fully satisfying and 1939 remains a mysterious and wonderful phenomenon in which America turned out so many great films. Mark A. Vieira, in his 2013 book Majestic Hollywood: The Greatest Films of 1939, looks at fifty movies. The fact that fifty films from one year can be labeled “great” says something about the quality product Hollywood turned out that year. But what of the other 460 feature films that were released in 1939? They include popular comedies and melodramas that have not stood the test of time, many B westerns that had no trouble finding an audience, and dozens of first-rate movies that are still commendable even if they are not included with the four-star features. To understand the Hollywood and the moviegoing public of 1939, one must consider all of these films as well. Just as importantly, one needs to know what was going on in the United States and around the world to understand the context in which these movies were viewed.

			This book is a chronology of 1939 that attempts to look at the movies and the world in which they were released. (All premieres took place in Southern California unless otherwise noted.) It includes descriptions and commentary on all 510 feature films as well as notable shorts, cartoons, and foreign films. Major news events (national and international) are described, as well as minor curiosities or news items that would prove to be more important in the future. The activities on Broadway, on radio, and in the music business, literature, and other arts are included, as well as noteworthy sporting events. The goal is to create a picture of 1939 that emphasizes Hollywood movies without viewing them in a vacuum. Only then can one understand the full impact an Andy Hardy movie or Mr. Smith Goes to Washington had on the moviegoing public in 1939. With war clouds gathering across Europe and Americans confused and anxious about how it will affect them, escapist works like The Wizard of Oz and The Little Princess start to make more sense. The Depression had been a way of life for a decade, and the public’s weariness and frustration resulted in such different films as The Women and Drums along the Mohawk. And what of the biggest hit of the year, Gone with the Wind? Such a superb movie would have been a success in any year (as proven by its continued popularity) but when that film was released in December of 1939, war had begun in Europe and no one watching Gone with the Wind in America could be unaware that the near future promised events as harrowing as those on the screen.

			Perhaps an acceptable reason for 1939 being a banner year for Hollywood is that it was a watershed year for the history of the twentieth century. Great art has often come from times of strife and chaos. Yet Hollywood did not provide nearly as many great films during the war years as it did during 1939. So the mystery remains. Luckily, so do most of the films. The year 1939 is long past, but just about all of those 510 movies survive, and many of them continue to astonish us with their Hollywood magic.
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			Prologue

			New Year’s Eve, 1938

		

		
			What were Americans celebrating on the last day of 1938? The reasons for rejoicing were few. The ten-year anniversary of the stock market crash of October 1929 was approaching, but the Depression was far from over. For the ten million Americans still out of work, hard times had not gotten any better. The total population of the United States was only 131 million, so, calculating the workforce in the nation, unemployment was at 17.2 percent. Of course, this number was not as devastating as the unemployment rate of 24.9 percent in 1933, the darkest year of the Depression. Franklin Roosevelt’s relief programs, such as the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the National Recovery Administration (NRA), had certainly helped, but the federal budget for 1939 was only $9.14 billion, so such programs were limited in funds and, consequently, in impact. Many such efforts in the New Deal provided more psychological comfort than monetary relief. It would take a world war before the United States was finally able to lick the Depression.

			That war was percolating in Europe and in Asia, but many Americans tried their best to ignore it. FDR had promised neutrality, and most Americans agreed with him. But for the ten million Jews in the United States it was a different matter. Adolf Hitler had come to absolute power in 1933, and the years since then only increased the tension in Europe. The dictator’s overt condemnation of the Jews as the reason for Germany’s financial woes was reported on around the world. For the Jews in America, many of whom had relatives and friends in Germany, the threats were more than political rhetoric. In 1935, Benito Mussolini had made his imperial intentions clear and invaded Abyssinia (later Ethiopia). The next year the Spanish Civil War broke out and a third dictator, General Francisco Franco, was defending Fascism in Europe. Some Americans were very vocal about the rise of Fascism overseas, but most were too preoccupied with their own troubles to be overly concerned. Even more distant and foreign to Americans was the situation in Asia. Japan had been steadily building up its military machine and in 1931 invaded China, eager for the rich natural resources in Manchuria. By 1937 it was an outright war in Asia, and the reports of the atrocities committed in the Second Sino-Japanese War were too horrible to believe, so many Americans didn’t believe them and tried to deal with their own difficult lives.

			The prices of many items dropped during the 1930s and those who had money could afford big ticket items. The average cost of a new car was $700 in 1939 (and gasoline was a mere ten cents a gallon), and the average price of a new house was $3,800. But these kinds of purchases were far out of reach for most Americans. The average annual income for those with jobs was $1,730, and such individuals were usually supporting an immediate family, aging parents, and other relatives. So even the everyday costs added up quickly. In 1939, a loaf of bread cost eight cents and the admission price for a matinee at the neighborhood movie house was five cents (ten cents at night). Many Americans sacrificed one for the other. The fancy movie palaces downtown cost more but often included some live entertainment. For many, this was a special-occasion purchase. Going to the movies was a bargain if you considered what you got for your money. One could see the main feature film, a second feature (usually a low-budget B movie), a newsreel, a cartoon, and perhaps a short subject or travelogue. And if it was cold or rainy outside, patrons just stayed inside and watched the whole program over again. Kids could see their favorite movie serial on Saturday mornings and stay late into the afternoon.

			Hollywood was far from immune to the Depression, though as a business it fared better than most. Moviegoing had reached a peak in the 1920s, when the magnificent movie palaces were built in large and small cities. When the stock market crashed in 1929, attendance dropped. But Tinsel Town was saved by the growing interest in talking pictures as the early musicals, comedies, and dramas caught on with the public. While movie attendance in the Depression could not match that of the Roaring Twenties, it held steady, as the studios economized even as they continued to offer hundreds of films each year. Hollywood also helped Americans get through hard times with movies that were escapist. It is remarkable how much moviegoers in the 1930s enjoyed screwball comedies about mindless upper-class folk who lived in impossibly beautiful houses or penthouse apartments. The studios also offered “Depression-chasers,” optimistic films about overcoming adversity and finding happiness for all. The Shirley Temple musicals were the most popular of these optimistic movies, but there were many others as well. Since the Hollywood studios often owned movie houses across the nation, the drop in attendance hurt them doubly. Movie houses sometimes offered gimmicks to get people into the seats. In the big downtown cinemas, star appearances and other live entertainment helped draw in the crowds. In some of the small neighborhood houses, a free dish was given away each week with the purchase of a movie ticket; regular attendance could result in a complete set of dishes.

			So what were Americans celebrating on New Year’s Eve as they awaited the arrival of 1939? Probably an improvement over the past and hope for a better future. Few could have guessed that the year would be a pivotal one in history. The face of Europe would change and much of the rest of the world would be directly influenced by it. And it is unlikely anyone in Hollywood or elsewhere could have foreseen that 1939 would be a high-water mark for the American cinema.
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			January

			
				
					Feature Film Release Dates

					1	The Bronze Buckaroo

					5	Homicide Bureau

					5	Code of the Fearless

					6	Fighting Thoroughbreds

					6	Long Shot

					6	Water Rustlers

					6	Disbarred

					6	Stand Up and Fight

					6	Pacific Liner

					6	There’s That Woman Again

					7	King of the Underworld (NYC)

					7	Devil’s Island

					10	The Mysterious Miss X

					11	Arrest Bulldog Drummond

					12	The Thundering West

					13	Son of Frankenstein

					13	The Great Man Votes

					13	Honor of the West

					13	Trigger Pals

					13	Burn ’Em Up O’Connor

					15	Feud of the Range

					17	Scouts to the Rescue

					18	Convict’s Code

					19	Frontiers of ’49

					20	Mr. Moto’s Last Warning

					20	Ambush

					20	Arizona Legion

					20	Ride ’Em, Cowgirl

					21	They Made Me a Criminal   (NYC)

					21	Off the Record

					23	Pride of the Navy

					24	Gunga Din

					24	North of Shanghai

					25	Paris Honeymoon (NYC)

					25	Drifting Westward

					27	Idiot’s Delight

					27	The Lone Wolf Spy Hunt

					27	Boy Trouble

					27	Four Girls in White

					28	Flying G-Men

				

			

		

		
			Sunday, January 1

			While much of America awoke to hangovers and New Year’s resolutions, “Silicon Valley” was born. David Packard and William Reddington Hewlett, two electrical engineers who met while attending Stanford University, set up their new electronics company in a one-car garage in Palo Alto, California. They tossed a coin to see whose name should be first in the company’s name. William won and Hewlett-Packard was founded. The two-man operation would grow into an international corporation and a forerunner in computer technology.    
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					JANUARY 1—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT ON THE AIR. The year 1939 marked FDR’s sixth year in the White House and during those six years progress had been made in battling the Depression. But the battle was still far from won. In the meantime, FDR kept Americans informed and encouraged with his Fireside Chats, in which he discussed everything from the banking crisis to his pet dog, Fala. Library of Congress (Harris & Ewing Collection)

				

			

			————

			Only one film opened, and it was a curiosity seen mostly in African American neighborhood theatres. The Bronze Buckaroo was the first of three B musical westerns featuring the singing cowboy Bob Blake as played by the African American baritone Herb Jeffries. Labeled a “race picture” in its day, The Bronze Buckaroo is a low-budget western with a handful of songs sung by Jeffries and the singing quartet the Four Tones. The plot, about Bob Blake and his men looking for a kidnapped rancher, is routine except for the character of Slim Perkins (F. E. Miller) who uses ventriloquism to cheat at cards and trick the kidnappers. Miller was an African American performer from vaudeville and Broadway who did his own vocal tricks in the film.

			Monday, January 2

			Whenever the first of January falls on a Sunday, the popular college football Rose Bowl is held on January 2, as it was in 1939. It was the twenty-fifth Rose Bowl game and the University of Southern California beat Duke University 7–3. Also in Pasadena that day was the fiftieth anniversary of the Tournament of Roses parade. Box office favorite Shirley Temple was that year’s Grand Marshall.

			A landmark in American publishing quietly began when publishers Richard L. Simon, M. Lincoln Schuster, and Robert de Graff released a paperback edition of James Hilton’s novel Lost Horizon under their new company, Pocket Books. Inspired by the British publishing company Penguin Books, which had begun in 1935, Pocket Books was the first American publisher to offer low-cost, mass-marketed paperbacks of new and old classics. Also released on that day were Pocket editions of Agatha Christie’s The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh, Thornton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey, Felix Salten’s Bambi, and Dorothea Brande’s Wake Up and Live. Pocket Books was a success from the start and changed the way Americans read books.

			Tuesday, January 3

			Tennis superstar Don Budge, who the year before was the first athlete to win the tennis Grand Slam or Majors (Australian Open, French Open, Wimbledon, and U.S. Open), today defeated the world champion Ellsworth Vines at Madison Square Garden in New York City.

			On Broadway, a rare African American drama opened and was a surprise hit. Mamba’s Daughters was written by Dorothy and DuBose Heyward, white authors who had previously written the drama Porgy (1927) which became the opera Porgy and Bess (1935). Ethel Waters, famous for her performances in musical revues, starred as a strong-willed plantation worker who murders the gambler who raped her daughter then kills herself. Most critics dismissed the play as just another “Negro melodrama,” but both black and white audiences wanted to see Waters and the play ran twenty weeks.

			Wednesday, January 4

			In Nazi Germany, Hermann Göring, the president of the Reichstag and the man who had founded the Gestapo in 1933, named Reinhard Heydrich the head of Jewish Emigration. The euphemistic name of the office hid the truth of the deportation and elimination of Jews in Germany. In essence, the Holocaust starts here. Heydrich, whom Hitler described as a “man with an iron heart,” would become one of the chief architects of the genocide to follow. The growing persecution of Jews in Europe was not among the topics FDR spoke of during his annual State of the Union address to Congress. His only allusion to Europe was his resolve for the United States to remain neutral should war break out overseas.

			Thursday, January 5

			Amelia Earhart, the beloved aviator and celebrity, was officially declared dead although no body was ever found. Earhart and her copilot Fred Noonan, on a series of flights around the world, had last made radio contact over the Pacific on July 2, 1937. Search and rescue efforts continued for seventeen days before being called off. Earhart’s husband George Putnam requested to have the usual seven-year waiting period for “death in absentia” waived so he could settle her finances.

			Novelist Irwin Shaw turned to the theatre with his play The Gentle People, which opened on Broadway starring Franchot Tone. The drama was about a humble Jew (Sam Jaffe) and a Greek cook (Roman Bohnen) who take revenge on a gangster (Tone). The play ran eighteen weeks and in 1941 was turned into the movie Out of the Fog with John Garfield as the mobster.

			————

			Homicide Bureau was a B police melodrama from Columbia Pictures that is most remembered for a brief appearance by an unknown Rita Hayworth. Bruce Cabot plays a homicide detective who goes outside of the law to get a murder confession from some gangsters. The action-packed melodrama had plenty of twists in the plot and offered some vigorous characters. Hayworth plays a forensic expert at police headquarters who uses her chemistry expertise to solve the crime. It was Hayworth’s thirteenth Hollywood movie and her first role with some substance. Some point to Homicide Bureau as the first film in the genre “crime forensics” which would be popular on television six decades later.

			The low-budget Code of the Fearless released by Spectrum Pictures was a B musical western featuring the singing cowboy Fred Scott, who played ranger Fred Jamison. When he is suspected of being a member of a gang headed by Red Kane (John Merton), Fred is kicked out of the Rangers and has to prove himself innocent. Scott found time to sing three cowboy ballads before the happy ending.

			Friday, January 6

			Joe Arridy, a twenty-three-year-old mentally disabled man, was executed in the Colorado gas chamber for the rape and murder of a fifteen-year-old high school girl in Pueblo. Under coercion by the police, Arridy had confessed to the crime; when an axe was found near the crime scene, he was convinced by the police that he had used it on his victim. The child-like Arridy was found guilty and spent his time on Death Row playing with a toy train given to him by the warden. Seventy-two years later, Arridy was officially pardoned when an investigation found he was not in Pueblo at the time of the murder and that his confession was forced from him.

			Blue Note Records, a major label in the jazz genre, was cofounded by Alfred Lion and Max Margulies with the company’s first studio recording session on this date. The boogie-woogie pianists Meade Lux Lewis and Albert Ammons were the artists who recorded at the session; by the end of the year, Blue Note Records had a hit with Sidney Bechet’s “Summertime.”

			————

			Of the seven films released, two were about horse racing. Republic’s Fighting Thoroughbreds concerned a champion stallion that is secretly mated to a mare owned by a rival horse breeder and the resulting colt grows up to win the Kentucky Derby. Ralph Byrd and Mary Carlisle led the lackluster cast, but the film was often stolen by George “Gabby” Hayes as the old-timer Gramps Montrose. The busy Hayes appeared in twelve 1939 movies.

			Another minor league studio, Grand National Pictures, offered a better equine feature, Long Shot. Horse breeder Henry Sharon (Harry Davenport) always sees his horses lose on the track because his rival Lew Ralston (C. Henry Gordon) has bribed all of Sharon’s jockeys to throw each race. Also under Ralston’s thumb is Jeff Clayton (Gordon Jones), who is in love with Sharon’s granddaughter Martha (Marsha Hunt). The convoluted plot has Sharon’s horse released into the wild only to be discovered by Clayton and raced in the Santa Anita Handicap. Much of the horse racing was taken from stock newsreel footage and seen in other Hollywood films of the era.

			Grand National’s other release was the western Water Rustlers, which featured the novelty of a singing cowgirl (Dorothy Page). The mining mogul Robert Weyland (Stanley Price) dams up the river that provides water for the cattle ranchers downstream. After failing to stop Weyland in court, rancher Shirley Martin (Page) takes matters into her own hands and blows up the dam with dynamite. In addition to singing three songs, Shirley also rode like the wind, roped like a pro, and even rescued the leading man (Dave O’Brien) from drowning using some expert lasso maneuvers.

			The offerings by the big-time studios were only slightly better. Paramount’s crime drama Disbarred was about corruption in the legal profession and the way crooked lawyers managed to keep criminals out of jail. After he is disbarred by the American Bar Association, the conniving Tyler Craden (Otto Kruger) gets even by training the young attorney Joan Carroll (Gail Patrick) how to use legal tricks to allow gangsters to go free. She wins a series of cases for the Mob, but, with the help of assistant DA Bradley Kent (Robert Preston), Carroll sees the error of her ways and joins in the fight against crime.

			MGM’s release was Stand Up and Fight, a costume drama set in 1844. When the young plantation owner Blake Cantrell (Robert Taylor) goes bankrupt and has to sell his Maryland estate and the slaves who work it, he goes out West and works for a stagecoach company run by Captain Boss Starkey (Wallace Beery) and owned by young Susan Griffith (Florence Rice). Cantrell discovers the company is also in the business of capturing escaped slaves and returning them to their owners. The injustice of it turns Cantrell into an abolitionist. W. S. Van Dyke directed the unusual drama, which was filled with strong performances by the leads as well as by Charles Bickford, Helen Broderick, Claudia Morgan, and Charley Grapewin.

			Also unusual was RKO’s melodrama Pacific Liner about a cholera epidemic aboard a ship sailing from Shanghai to San Francisco. The ship’s Dr. Craig (Chester Morris) wants to quarantine the engine room crew below but the chief engineer Crusher McKay (Victor McLaglen) fights him at every turn. Barry Fitzgerald, Wendy Barrie, Alan Hale, Halliwell Hobbes, and John Wray were among the other unfortunate actors aboard. RKO spent a bundle on the ship, so when the movie failed at the box office the studio later used the same set pieces for The Ghost Ship (1943).

			The only comedy release was Columbia’s There’s That Woman Again starring Melvyn Douglas and Virginia Bruce as a sleuthing married couple. Private eye Bill Reardon (Douglas) is investigating a case of stolen jewelry when his wife, Sally (Bruce), decides to do some crime detection on her own. The film was a sequel to There’s Always a Woman (1938) in which Melvyn was married to Joan Blondell and the two solved a murder case. An obvious attempt to replicate The Thin Man series, the Columbia films did not catch on and plans for subsequent movies featuring the Reardons were scrapped.

			Saturday, January 7

			After twenty-two years in prison, labor agitator Thomas Mooney was pardoned and released. He had been convicted of organizing and executing a bombing in San Francisco in 1916. A review of the case revealed perjured testimony and the withholding of evidence in his favor. In poor health from his years in jail, Mooney died two years later at the age of fifty-nine.

			In Germany, the Nazi battleship Scharnhorst was commissioned. The ship was later sunk by the British in the Battle of North Cape in 1943.

			————

			Humphrey Bogart, who appeared in seven movies released in 1939, gave a particularly offbeat performance in King of the Underworld, a Warner Brothers gangster film with a plot full of holes. The thick-headed mobster Joe Gurney (Bogart) thinks he is some kind of genius and wants the world to know it so he kidnaps writer Bill Stevens (James Stephenson) and dictates to him a glowing biography of himself. Gurney is brought down by a woman doctor (Kay Francis) who, in one of the era’s silliest conclusions, convinces Gurney and his cohorts that they will go blind if they don’t allow her to help them with her special serum. Bogart is both funny and devious in the role and Francis gave one of her better performances as well.

			While The King of the Underworld premiered in New York City, Warner Brothers’ California opening was Devil’s Island, a B movie melodrama in which Boris Karloff gave a subdued performance as a renowned brain surgeon. Unjustly sent to Devil’s Island, Dr. Charles Gaudet (Karloff) protests the inhuman conditions of the French penal colony, so the brutal commandant, Col. Lucien, condemns the doctor to death. But when Lucien’s daughter is in an accident, only Gaudet can save her. Lucien was played with fervor by James Stephenson, the kidnapped writer in the day’s other release, King of the Underworld. Because the real Devil’s Island was still in operation at the time, the French government thought the film anti-French and banned not only Devil’s Island but all Warner Brothers movies. Before long, France fell to Nazi Germany and no American movies from any studio were seen there.

			Sunday, January 8

			The radio anthology program The Screen Guild Theatre premiered on CBS-Radio. Sponsored by Gulf Oil, the weekly show featured movie stars (members of the Screen Actors Guild) heard in abridged dramatizations of noted plays and films. Under various titles, the program ran until 1952.

			Monday, January 9

			The new Reich Chancellery, the home of the chancellor of Germany, was inaugurated in Berlin

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
			

			
				
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/F.1.jpg
GARLAND
MORGAN
VICTOR FLEMNGB )| GER

MERVYN L:ROY






OEBPS/image/3.jpg
9\"2





OEBPS/image/1.1.jpg





cover.jpeg
HOLLYWOOD’'S GREATEST YEAR

\ THOMAS S. HISCHAK \






OEBPS/image/1.jpg
9\"2





OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol.jpg





