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    Chapter 1


    Betty MacDonald and the Best Seller


    


    Betty MacDonald, the acclaimed author of The Egg and I, was born Anne Elizabeth Campbell Bard in Boulder, Colorado, on March 26, 1907. She had four sisters, Mary, Dorothea, Alison, and Sylvia, and one brother, Sydney. The family enjoyed a warm relationship throughout their lives. Although her name was Anne, she preferred Betsy, and later, Betty.


    When she was twenty, she met the man who would be her husband, former marine Robert Eugene Heskett. That he was interested in her and not her thinner, prettier sister Mary confounded Betty. But Betty’s infectious, toothy smile, hearty laugh, and sarcastic sense of humor apparently made the stronger impression on Bob, who was twelve years her senior, and gainfully employed as a life insurance salesman. Selling insurance, however, was not his driving ambition in life. For some reason, he was obsessed by the idea of raising chickens. Betty had been taught by her mother, Elsie, that it was a wife’s duty to share in her husband’s interests and support him in every way possible. So, when Bob spoke excitedly about combining their respective holdings and buying a tiny, run-down chicken farm in the logging town of Point Ludlow on the Olympic Peninsula, she went along with the idea. Betty and Bob were married in a small ceremony on the Bards’ family farm in Seattle, Washington, on July 10, 1927. This was followed by a rather subdued honeymoon, in Victoria, Canada — an hour’s ferry ride away — during which Bob seemed preoccupied with his new calling in life.


    Although their days during the summer months were filled with backbreaking work — clearing the property of brush and tree stumps and trying to make the ramshackle farmhouse at least inhabitable — the Hesketts could safely be described as happy. Bob was, at first anyway, sympathetic and encouraging to his young, inexperienced bride, and Betty was a willing student. But as summer gave way to fall, there was more than a change in the air. It became dark early, it was freezing cold, and wet, the rain endless and distressing. Betty came to realize that she was little more than an unpaid farmhand, with her distracted husband more concerned about how much she could shoulder and not the least about her well-being.


    No self-respecting farm wife, according to some unwritten law, should be in bed except between the hours of seven at night and four in the morning “unless she is in labor or dead.” So, when that dreaded alarm clock would ring in the black of night, Betty staggered out of bed to face her day. And what days they were! Carrying heavy buckets of water from a well to the house; wrestling with an ancient, rusty stove possessed of its own malevolent personality; caring for hundreds of chirpy, smelly, maddening baby chicks. And then, twice a week, if she could get the strangely recalcitrant “Stove” hot enough to heat the water, she bathed her tall body in a tiny tin tub.


    It soon became all too clear that the sullen Bob and the bookish Betty were a match made in hell. More than anything, she longed to devour the classics in front of a roaring fire. His idea of reading material was the latest issue of American Poultryman. Without a radio or a telephone, Betty grew increasingly lonely. The surrounding mountains began to close in on her, making her feel as though they were peering over her sore shoulder. Their nearest neighbors, Maw and Paw Bishop and their thirteen offspring, lived on a shabby farm about a mile away. Although their place was anything but clean, there was a feeling of warmth and hospitality. For Betty, a visit to the Bishops was a welcome respite from her otherwise harrowing existence.


    By the end of 1927, Betty discovered she was “that way” — mountain code for pregnant. Having a newborn baby daughter to care for only magnified the situation. She felt as if she were fleeing down the track just ahead of a rushing locomotive. A year later, another baby was on the way — and in addition to caring for two infants, she was still responsible for the feeding and watering of the chickens, as well as keeping detailed records for each one. Finally, in 1931, four years after her sentence began, she reached the end of her tether. Oddly enough, it was not the chickens that had temporarily broken her spirit — it was Bob. A victim of shell shock from his time in the First World War (a condition now referred to as post-traumatic-stress disorder, or PTSD), he was also an alcoholic, turning physically abusive when consuming his own moonshine. The time had come for the now-twenty-four-year-old Betty to pack up her few belongings, bundle up her two daughters, and head, not for the mountains, but back to the safety of her immediate family. [2]


    


    A genuine survivor, Betty went on to weather the Great Depression as a single mom with, by her own admission, no marketable skills. Still, she got by, taking any available job to put food on the table. With the aid of her always-encouraging sister Mary, Betty was able to obtain temporary positions as a secretary to a mining engineer and a lumberman; she also worked for a lawyer, a rabbit grower, a credit bureau, a florist, a dentist, a gangster, and a pyramid scheme, among other odd jobs. In the latter thirties, as prosperity was truly “just around the corner,” Betty contracted tuberculosis, a lung disorder exceedingly difficult to treat in those days before the widespread use of antibiotics. She had to be separated from her family for over a year while she lay motionless in a sanitarium before being pronounced well enough to return to her life. How did she manage to carry on despite such challenging circumstances? One word: humor. Betty was blessed with the uncanny ability to find something funny within virtually any situation. Even in the dreary, ice-cold sanitarium, she cheered up patients and staff members who daily were surrounded by illness and death.


    When she was finally released from this isolated existence, she remarried, this time to a caring man named Don MacDonald. She doted on him, her children, and her extended family members. Her humorously exaggerated tales of chicken farming, devoid of the unpleasant truths of her disastrous first marriage, were a tonic to anyone fortunate enough to be in earshot when she told (or retold) them.


    Predictably, Betty’s friends and family encouraged her to put her story into book form. This was a tall order. Betty did not consider herself an especially gifted writer. For a full year, she spent every spare minute seated at the kitchen table, or perhaps in a corner of the living room, writing, rewriting, and rewriting some more. A genre of literature then in vogue were books in which people survived the hardships of the wilderness and seemingly loved every minute of it. Betty honestly believed that anyone who felt that way must also enjoy athlete’s foot. She used her at-times caustic style, mixed with some poetically descriptive writing, to create a picture of the untamed Pacific Northwest. The result was a manuscript bearing the title “The Egg and I.” After initially being considered by Doubleday and Co., it was published by J.P. Lippincott in 1945. After four long years of reading about the war in Europe, Americans wanted to curl up with a good book, one that would make them laugh. The Egg and I was that book. Within a year’s time, it had sold an estimated one million copies.


    Betty, who had struggled financially for so long, was now a wealthy woman, not to mention a famous one. And along with the rewards and blessings of newfound success came the inevitable headaches. A particularly serious one involved the Bishop family of Port Ludlow, Washington. Through their lawyers, they filed a lawsuit in the amount of $100,000 against Betty MacDonald. They were convinced, and for good reason, that MacDonald had based the Kettle characters on them. The author insisted that this was not the case; the Kettles, she said, were strictly a product of her imagination. The Bishops, however, doggedly set out to prove that they were indeed the template for those bumptious characters, and that MacDonald had exposed them to ridicule and scorn. They would have their day in court, beginning on September 27, 1947, with the honorable Judge William J. Wilkins presiding.


    Betty was ill-prepared for the relentless interrogation by the prosecution. She became so distraught at one point that she abruptly left the witness stand in tears. Court was adjourned until the following day when her questioning recommenced. Several witnesses for the prosecution unwittingly helped the defense by pointing out the differences between the characters and the real-life protagonists, particularly in saying that the late Suzanne Bishop, the alleged inspiration for the rough-talking Maw Kettle of the book, never swore like her literary alter ego. Paw Kettle was described in the book as dark-browed, large-nosed, and wearing a black derby, an accurate description of Albert Bishop, judging by a photo taken of him the previous year (at eighty-seven, Mr. Bishop was too ill to attend the trial). He was also said to be impractical, if not as downright inept and lazy as Paw Kettle; he even once accidentally burned down a barn, something Paw does in the book. Another member of the Port Ludlow community (referred to as the fictional Port Townsend), Raymond H. Johnson, a Native American, claimed he had been portrayed as Crowbar, one of Paw Kettle’s overworked assistants. He was demanding $75,000 in damages. Forty-year-old Wilbur Bishop claimed that he had been the model for Elwin Kettle, a teenaged boy with striking blue eyes. Looking directly at the jury, he asked plainly if his eyes were not blue. The jury found this comical and could not suppress their laughter. Another point that struck them as funny was the difference between the number of children in the Bishop family (thirteen) and the Kettles (fifteen). An elderly woman named Annie McGuire, who resembled a lumberjack in her red-and-black-checked shirt, claimed that she, too, had been the object of libel. She clearly recognized herself as the character Mary McGregor, described in the book as having “fiery red, dyed hair, a large dairy ranch and a taste for liquor.” This plain-spoken country woman could not contain her own laughter when passages of the book were read aloud in court. Still, she said that the first time she had read the alleged description of herself, she was prepared to “beat up” Mrs. MacDonald — if only she had known where to find her.


    Given the hundreds of thousands of dollars at stake for both Betty and her publisher, she was in a state of acute anxiety throughout the trial and the deliberation process. After she had consumed countless cups of coffee and smoked just as many cigarettes, it was announced that the jury had reached a verdict. Betty was found “not guilty.” But was she, really? It seems clear that she had indeed used these idiosyncratic individuals as thinly disguised characters. As she later pointed out: “Every book is based to some extent on facts, or else how could you write?” And, in truth, it did not appear that the citizens of Port Ludlow had been damaged by the book, although the moment they lost the case they immediately requested a new trial. The judge, while not granting their request, said that if he had to make a ruling without the benefit of a jury, he “might have allowed nominal damages to several of the plaintiffs and perhaps, in some cases, even more.”


    


    Betty MacDonald was no one-hit wonder; she wrote a series of books for children. Featuring her original character, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, the books found a large audience. And for her more mature following, there were inspirational memoirs, including the cleverly titled The Plague and I, which detailed her year at the sanitarium. Betty was generous with her family and friends, but she was never especially interested in having a lot of money. She once said that if she had to choose between being rich or poor, she would choose the latter. And fame was a burden she had never desired. (“I think fame is the most appalling thing that can happen to you,” she said, frankly. “I certainly think the old saying is true — ‘Get your head above the masses and you’ll get stones thrown at you.’ You have to be thick-skinned to take it.”) More than anything, Betty enjoyed being a wife and mother, staying home, taking care of the ones she loved. After living in Washington State most of her life, she decided to settle down with her husband (and her mother, who lived harmoniously with them) on a ranch in the picturesque town of Carmel, California, in the Monterey Valley. Sadly, her years of peace would be in short supply. She was only fifty when she died, of uterine cancer, on February 7, 1958.


    The Betty MacDonald Network, a Literary Society, is quite active in 2021, with new members joining their ranks on a regular basis. Betty’s daughters have seen to it that their mother’s books remained in print, and these continue to delight readers both young and old. The Vashon, Washington, home at which Betty wrote her most famous works, is currently operating as a bed and breakfast, called The Betty MacDonald Farm. And there is a two-lane stretch passing the chicken farm where she and Bob lived for four backbreaking years. The street sign reads: Egg and I Road.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    The Kettles in the Ozarks (1956)


    


    Released by Universal-International on March 14, 1956. 81 minutes. Directed by Charles Lamont. Produced by Richard Wilson. Story and Screenplay by Kay Lenard. Director of Photography: George Robinson, A.S.C. Film Editor: Edward Curtiss. Art Direction: Alexander Golitzen and Alfred Sweeney. Set Decorations: Russell A. Gausman and Ruby R. Levitt. Music Supervision: Joseph Gershenson. Second Unit Direction: Joseph E. Kenney. Make-Up: Bud Westmore. Hair Stylist: Joan St. Oegger. Sound: Leslie I. Carey and Robert Pritchard. Costume Design: Jay A. Morley Jr.


    


    Cast: Marjorie Main (Ma Kettle); Arthur Hunnicutt (Sedgewick Kettle); Una Merkel (Miss Bedelia Baines); Ted de Corsia (Professor); Olive Sturgess (Nancy Kettle); Dave O’Brien (Conductor); Richard Eyer (Billy Kettle); Cheryl Callaway (Susie Kettle); Joe Sawyer (Bancroft Baines); Sid Tomack (Benny); Louis Da Pron (Mountaineer); Harry Hines (Joe); Jim Hayward (Jack Dexter); Elvia Allman (Meek Man’s Wife); George Arglen (Freddie); Roscoe Ates (Townsman); Bobby Barber (Barn Dance Guest); John Breen (Passenger); Helen Brown (Bit Role); Bob Burns (Barn Dance Guest); Janet Comerford (Miz Hawkins); Richard Deacon (Big Trout); Robert Easton (Lafe); William Fawcett (Old Man); Bonnie Franklin (Betty); Slim Gaut (Barn Dance Guest); Helen Gereghty (Barn Dance Guest); Joe Gilbert (Passenger); Pat Goldin (Small Fry); Chuck Hamilton (Barn Dance Guest); Helene Heigh (Woman with Cat); Edna Holland (Bit Role); Stuart Holmes (Bald Man); Ann Kunde (Barn Dance Guest); Walter Lawrence (Barn Dance Guest); Peggy Leon (Passenger); Lu Leonard (Heavy Woman); Betty McDonough (Bit Role); Mira McKinney (Bit Role); William Meader (Barn Dance Guest); Patricia Morrow (Sally); Jack Mower (Passenger); Lillian O’Malley (Barn Dance Guest); Sarah Padden (Miz Tinware); Eddie Pagett (Sammy); George Pitman (Passenger); Mike Portanova (Passenger); Felice Richmond (Passenger); Walter Ridge (Passenger); Kathryn Sheldon (Old Woman); George Sowards (Barn Dance Guest); Ray Spiker (Barn Dance Guest); Leslie Turner (Outraged Woman); Harry Tyler (Meek Man); Joe Walls (Barn Dance Guest); Paul Wexler (Reverend Martin).


    


    In 1954, Marjorie Main’s second seven-year contract with MGM expired. There would be no additional renewal. For the first time in fourteen years, she was a free agent. Universal presented her with an exclusive contract, a one-picture deal, for The Kettles in the Ozarks. Apparently, the studio felt there was still some life left in the series, and Marjorie Main was available. Ozarks would be the first, and only, attempt at a Ma and Pa Kettle film without a Pa Kettle. Percy Kilbride, a man true to his word, had retired and stayed that way. Marjorie, meanwhile, was not getting any younger. At sixty-five, she was beginning to show her age, but all she had ever known was work, so she continued to accept acting assignments. One look at this tired woman and the last thing you would imagine her having is a six-and-a-half-year-old child, but that is just one of the many blessings bestowed upon her by screenwriter Kay Lenard in this late entry. She also gains a brother-in-law, a man she has never met in her decades-long marriage.


    


    The Supporting Cast


    Arthur Hunnicutt as Sedgwick Kettle…


    Arkansas-born Arthur Hunnicutt (1910-1979) was a tall, lean, bearded individual who made a career out of enacting humorously wise rustic types. His initial plan was to become a teacher, not an actor. Enrolled at the Arkansas State Teachers College, he was forced to drop out due to a lack of funds. It was then that he turned to acting, joining a theater company in Massachusetts. His next stop was New York, where he landed some roles on the Great White Way, including the lead in the original company of Tobacco Road, one of the longest-running shows (3,118 performances) in Broadway history. Another stage role of distinction was as Kit Carson in the 1940 production of The Time of Your Life, which was written and co-directed by William Saroyan. Hunnicutt’s film career took off in the late forties, at which time he gained a reputation as a dependable supporting player. He was perfectly cast in the Howard Hawks western The Big Sky (1952), for which he was deservedly nominated for an Academy Award.


    


    Una Merkel as Miss Bedelia Barnes…


    Una Merkel (1903-1986), born in Covington, Kentucky, bore a close resemblance to Lillian Gish, so much so that she began her movie career as a stand-in for that gifted silent screen actress in the MGM film The Wind (1928). After that, Una performed on Broadway before she returned to movies, working (somewhat ironically) for D.W. Griffith (Gish’s beloved mentor) as Ann Rutledge in the visionary director’s first all-sound film, Abraham Lincoln (1930). Perceptive casting directors saw a comic potential in the aspiring actress that was decidedly lacking in Miss Gish. Usually relegated to supporting roles, Una, with her broad Southern accent and her peroxide-blond hair, gave one of her best performances as a wisecracking but not-too-bright chorus girl in 42nd Street (1933). A showy part in Destry Rides Again (1939), in which she and the fiery Marlene Dietrich engage in a tempestuous hair-pulling catfight, assured Una’s screen immortality. For comedy fans, however, an even more memorable performance can be found in The Bank Dick (1940), in which she hilariously essays Myrtle Sousé, the melodramatic fiancée to the doltish Og Oggilby (Grady Sutton), and the daughter of the town’s leading tippler, Egbert Sousé (W.C. Fields). After a long hiatus, she made a successful comeback, now cast primarily as middle-aged wives and spinsters. In 1956 — the same year she was seen onscreen in The Kettles in the Ozarks — Una Merkel won Broadway’s Tony Award for her performance in Gail Gilchriest’s play The Ponder Heart.


    


    Olive Sturgess as Nancy Kettle…


    Olive Sturgess is a petite (five-two) Canadian beauty, born on October 8, 1933, in Ocean Falls, British Columbia. Sturgess is certainly decorative in the Ozarks picture, but the script does not give her character much to do. She found more satisfying work on television, appearing in guest roles on numerous episodes of such westerns as Laramie (1959-1963) and Have Gun – Will Travel (1957-1963). She also appeared regularly on NBC Matinee Theater (1955-1958), the most heavily promoted regularly scheduled U.S. daytime program of its time; it drew close to seven million daily viewers. The guest stars (a veritable Who’s Who of Hollywood) performed time-honored plays, the majority of which were broadcast in color. Sturgess’s best-remembered theatrical film is Roger Corman’s 1963 horror-comedy The Raven, starring Vincent Price, Boris Karloff, and Peter Lorre. After marrying studio musician Dale Anderson, she seemed to lose interest in acting. In fact, she refused a part on the television show Flipper (1964-1967) because she did not wish to leave her baby daughter in someone else’s care. During the authors’ telephone interview with this charming lady in 2020, she said that her most vivid memory of Marjorie Main is of the aging actress riding around Hollywood on a bicycle. She also recalls that when she first met her, Main refused to shake her hand, citing contagions. Once Main had put on gloves, however, Sturgess was granted the privilege of a handshake.


    


    Robert Easton as Lafe…


    Robert Easton (1930-2011) first gained the public’s attention as one of the scarily bright youngsters on the popular radio show Quiz Kids in the early forties. While a student at the University of Texas in the spring of 1949, he was initiated into Phi Eta Sigma, a national honorary scholastic fraternity for men. Throughout the forties, he appeared as various rustics on network radio series. He would go on to play his “hick” character in the Abbott and Costello vehicle Comin’ Round the Mountain (1951) and on television sitcoms, including The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show and The Beverly Hillbillies. Much more significant than his early acting career was his later, vaunted reputation as the “Henry Higgins of Hollywood,” a master of dialects who frequently coached other actors.


    


    And Pat Goldin and Richard Deacon as Small Fry and Big Trout.


    To continue using the characters of Geoduck and Crowbar, without being Geoduck and Crowbar, Sedge Kettle has the same dynamic as Pa with a pair of Indians, in this case Big Trout and Small Fry. Neither of the actors chosen to play these tertiary roles had even a trace of Native American in their lineage. In fact, Pat Goldin (1902-1971), who portrays Small Fry, was Russian born. If he is known to movie buffs at all, it is for his comical presence in a few of the Monogram-produced Jiggs and Maggie pictures in the late forties. Being a diminutive individual, he was also given the role of the alien invader in the 1951 sci-fi opus The Man from Planet X.


    Richard Deacon (1921-1984), the actor playing Big Trout, grew up in Binghamton, New York. He is well remembered by fans of classic television as the put-upon producer Mel Cooley on The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961-1966); he was also Fred Rutherford on Leave It to Beaver (1957-1963), and Roger Buell on the second season of The Mothers-In-Law (1967-1969). Deacon worked for a time as a contract player at U-I, having to accept pretty much any part he was assigned. Although he did not manage to convey any believability as a Native American, he was no more convincing as an Egyptian in Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy (1955).


    


    The Storyline


    Pa’s brother Sedge, a resident of the Ozark mountains of Missouri, is in a heap of trouble. His farm is about to be taken over by the bank. Hoping to receive financial aid from his “rich brother,” he sends an S.O.S. to Cape Flattery, Washington. Learning that a Kettle is in need, Ma decides to personally travel to the troubled farm, taking along thirteen of her kids, the family dog, and a chicken in a covered bird cage. In a clever sight gag, Ma has a rope tied around her waist, a rope that extends to every one of her kids, to keep them in place. There is pure chaos at the depot, with the dog chasing a cat, all the while dragging Ma’s double in circles. There is also bedlam on the train, with a messy bit involving the conductor being hit in the face with a raw egg.


    It comes as a relief when Ma, her kids, and their various animals arrive in Mournful Hollow. They are met at the depot by one of the strangest-looking vehicles ever to appear in a Kettle film: a motor-less old car being hauled by a speckled horse. Sedge is seated in the back, an umbrella shielding him from the noonday sun. Holding the reins in front is Bedelia, a sweet, middle-aged woman, who has been Sedge’s “intended” for twenty long years.


    Ma, it soon becomes clear, has her work cut out for her. The house’s interior looks like a candidate for the A&E TV series Hoarders, and the outbuildings are no better. Ma is there to help Sedge make his property a paying farm again, and — after meeting the taken-for-granted Bedelia — to get him to once and for all make an honest woman out of her. And finally, she is determined to help repair Sedge’s damaged reputation. It seems that twenty-five years earlier he had been employed as a wood cutter by a revenue officer, something for which the neighbors have never forgiven him.


    Pa Kettle may not be in the film, but he is referred to often enough. The kids point out some obvious comparisons between Sedge and their father, including the way each of them says grace before a meal. Sedge, whose coonskin cap is as much a part of his head as Pa’s derby is to his, always removes it respectfully when giving thanks. Sedge is full of sayings, including one that will be familiar to anyone who has seen the earlier Kettle films. When something reveals itself to be broken (in this case, an exposed spring on the parlor sofa), he says laconically, “Gotta fix that one of these days,” one of Pa’s trademark musings.


    A more direct reference to Pa occurs at a Saturday night social. A longtime citizen tells Ma that she well remembers Egbert when he was just a boy. Egbert? That would have been an appropriate-sounding name for Pa, but he had already been christened Franklin, or simply Frank. This is but one example of the screenwriters not doing their homework. Pa is also represented by letters he has sent to Ma, which she reads to the kids. In one of these missives (allegedly dictated to Crowbar), he tells his wife of thirty years: “You might not be the prettiest woman in the world, but you make up for it by being a hard worker.” This strikes the authors as something the real Pa would never write or say.


    Just prior to the arrival of Ma and the kids, Sedge signed a contract with a shady-looking gent named Jack Dexter, who wanted to purchase his crop of corn (regardless of whether it proves productive) and to rent his barn for six dollars a month. When Dexter says he will pay seven dollars, Sedge says drily, “Ya’ must have money to burn.” As to why this outsider wants to rent the ramshackle structure, it soon becomes clear that he and his sleazy colleagues are manufacturing bootleg corn whiskey. Ma finds out about this and confronts the bootleggers — at the point of a rifle, no less. But these fellows — who go by the names “Professor,” Joe, and Benny — let her know that the reputation of the landowner and all who reside there is at stake if it gets around that stills are being operated at the Kettle farm. That would be looked on with much disfavor, both from those moralists who oppose making corn whiskey, and the unfair competition it would represent to those who do make it. And Sedge’s reputation can hardly afford more black marks.


    Corn whiskey is made from a mash of at least 80 percent corn and distilled to the maximum strength of 160 proof (80 percent alcohol by volume). Apparently, the process can be a messy one. The challenge of mashing corn is getting a complete gelatinization of the starches so they can be broken down into sugars. As this starts to occur, the entire mixture thickens to a porridge consistency, making it difficult to stir, yet stirring is necessary to keep it from burning the bottom of the mash pot. Disposing of the mash, particularly in areas forbidding the manufacture of moonshine, is an important step in avoiding detection. In the film, the bootleggers simply dump it on the ground, where the livestock consumes it. Indicative of puerile comedy tropes, the rooster, the goats, the pigs, the chickens — even the goose that walks around in men’s galoshes — all become roaring drunk. In a later sequence, when the bootleggers attempt to do a better job burying the mash, the man using a pickaxe swings it backward, making direct contact with a hive full of angry hornets. All four bootleggers run screaming through the woods. By the time they return to the farm they are covered in unsightly bumps caused by bee stings.


    Ma is determined to get rid of these unsavory individuals by any means necessary. An opportunity presents itself when one of the men takes a nostalgic interest in Ma’s cooking saltwater taffy on the kitchen stove. More than anything, he wants to engage in an “old-fashioned” taffy pull with his cohorts. The men seem taken with this odd idea as well. A quick-thinking Ma pours an excessive amount of corn syrup into the pot, making the batch dangerously sticky. Sedge witnesses her adding too much of the syrup and attempts to warn her. To keep him quiet, Ma has him sample the taffy from a wooden spoon. The result is quite effective: Sedge cannot open his mouth. When Professor, Benny, and Joe engage in the fine art of taffy pulling, they find themselves hopelessly stuck together. Thus encumbered, they are locked in a shed until Ma can think of what to do with them next.


    In the meantime, she has informed Sedge (falsely) that Bedelia is officially fed up with being an unpaid farmhand. An ultimatum is issued: either Sedge agrees to get hitched or Bedelia “ain’t comin’ round no more.”


    “Well, if that’s the way ya’ feel about it, would ya’ like to get married?” he asks her.


    “Oh, Sedge!” she says dreamily and without the slightest trace of irony. “This is all so sudden!”


    The preacher is summoned. Sedge, now with a bad case of cold feet, has an idea of how to postpone the proceedings. He offers him a piece of saltwater taffy. Chewing it, the minister soon realizes his teeth are sealed together. How is he going to conduct the wedding ceremony if he cannot talk? Quick-thinking Ma comes through again when she suggests that the preacher hold the Bible while she lays her hand on his shoulder, thereby serving as his proxy. With Sedge unable to say, “I do,” or anything else for that matter, Ma acts as his proxy as well. Bedelia and Sedge are pronounced man and wife.


    When Ma reads the line asking Bedelia if she takes this man in holy matrimony, she answers sweetly, “I’m glad to.”


    “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


    Sedge does so, shyly.


    “He’s all mine!” exclaims Bedelia.


    Sedge, who has finally managed to pry his teeth apart, says, “Shucks, taint nothin’.”


    Ma has a great line, which she delivers perfectly: “Let her find that out for herself.”


    While these festivities take place, the three taffy-bound prisoners come undone, remove some loose-fitting boards from a window, and climb out, hopefully to freedom. Instead, by the time the third man sets foot on the ground, the rotted boards beneath them collapse, sending them to the bottom of a deep well with a mighty splash. They struggle to climb out, and finally resort to standing on one another’s shoulders, creating a human ladder. When the first of the bootleggers rises from the well, he grabs hold of a rope dangling within reaching distance. This rope, when tugged, releases a torrent from the water tower to which it is attached.


    Ma, standing at the window the bootleggers had climbed through, turns to the newlyweds and says, “Well, Bedelia, you’ve had the wedding and now ya’ got Niagara Falls!”


    


    The Payoff


    The finished film was previewed at the Panorama Theater in Los Angeles on August 3, 1955. The comment cards collected from the audience revolve around one basic question: Where is Percy Kilbride?


    


    “The many references to Pa Kettle are ridiculous. I waited throughout for him to come into the picture. Why build up a character without using him?”


    “One of the best Kettle pictures, but too bad Pa couldn’t be in it.”


    “I liked the first Ma and Pa Kettle pictures, but this one I had to walk out on before it was over.”


    


    In a newspaper interview she gave just a month prior to the wide release of Ozarks in 1956, Marjorie was still sounding optimistic about the Kettles. “There is something immensely satisfying about working in a series like this,” she said. “That’s especially true when you play a character like Ma Kettle, who’s both likable and amusing. After all, the main function of an actress is to give pleasure to the people. I’ve been an actress a long time and I’ve played many a fine part, but even I was surprised by the warmth and evident affection with which I was greeted wherever I went after I started playing Ma Kettle. Aside from this warm regard from the public, another reason I’ve enjoyed so much working in this series is the comfortable feeling I get from working with pretty much the same people all the time. I suppose that sort of thing depends on what type of person you are. Some actresses may enjoy working with new people all the time. As for me, I have a kind of family feeling about these Kettle pictures and I’d love to have them around for as long as I continue to work.”


    Marjorie was receptive to the idea of making more films with Arthur Hunnicutt if the new combination caught on. It did not. The disappointing box-office returns saw to that. The film grossed $1.3 million, less than half the take of Kettle films at their 1952 peak (At the Fair grossed $2.5 million in U.S. and Canadian rentals alone).

  


  
    Chapter 11


    The Kettles on Old MacDonald’s Farm (1957)


    


    Released by Universal-International, May 10, 1957. 80 minutes. Directed by Virgil W. Vogel. Produced by Howard Christie. Screenplay by William Raynor and Herbert H. Margolis. Director of Photography: Arthur E. Arling. Film Editor: Edward Curtiss. Art Direction: Philip Barber and Alexander Golitzen. Second Unit Director: Marshall Green. Music Director: Joseph Gershenson. Set Decorations: Russell A. Gausman and Ruby R. Levitt. Make-Up: Bud Westmore. Sound: Leslie I. Carey and Perry Devore. Special Photography: Clifford Stine. Costume Design: Marilyn Sotto.


    


    Cast: Marjorie Main (Ma Kettle); Parker Fennelly (Pa Kettle); Gloria Talbott (Sally Flemming); John Smith (Brad Johnson); George Dunn (George); Claude Akins (Pete Logan); Roy Barcroft (J.P. Fleming); Patricia Morrow (Bertha); George Arglen (Henry Kettle); Fred Aldrich (Logger); Emile Avery (Logger); Donald Baker (Abner); George Barrows (Hunter); Margaret Bert (Bit Role); Wag Blesing (Shaver); Polly Burson (Agnes Logan); Noble “Kid” Chissell; Don Clark (Shivaree Man); Roger Creed (Townsman); George DeNormand (Hunter); Harvey B. Dunn (Judge); Clem Fuller (Townsman); Helen Gereghty (Townswoman); Frank Hagney (Townsman); Ethyl May Halls (Bit Role); Chuck Hamilton (Race Starter); Jean Harvey (Bit Role); George Hickman (Pie Judge); Hallene Hill (Granny); Rickey Kelman (Elmer); Tom Kennedy (Contest Spectator); Verna Kornman (Shivaree Woman); Paul Kruger (Contest Spectator); Ann Kunde (Townswoman); Russell Meeker (Contest Spectator); Frank Mills (Contest Spectator); Boyd “Red” Morgan (Shivaree Man); Eva Novak (Woman); William H. O’Brien (Hunter); Carl Saxe (Hunter); Edna Smith (Shivaree Woman); Cap Somers (Logger); George Sowards (Shaver); Sara Taft (Clarabelle); Glenn Thompson (Shivaree Man); Sailor Vincent (Contest Spectator); Glen Walters (Townswoman); Henry Wills (Townsman); Isabel Withers (Bit Role).


    


    Virgil William Vogel (1919-1996) began his career at Universal in 1940 as an assistant editor. He worked in that capacity until the mid-fifties, by which time he had tired of the job and pressed U-I executive Edward Muhl for a shot at directing. Vogel was handed the script for The Mole People (1956) and told to shoot it. About his directorial debut, Vogel told interviewer Tom Weaver: “I thought the script was pretty good. You’ve got to remember that I was a young man then, and I didn’t know too much what I was doing!” Inexperienced or not, his capable handling of that film led to other assignments at the studio, including the very last of the Ma and Pa Kettle pictures. The Kettles on Old MacDonald’s Farm is no classic, but it is a slight improvement on the previous entry. It was also Marjorie Main’s last film (her eighty-fifth), and it seems fitting that she should close out her illustrious career with her most unforgettable character.


    


    The Supporting Cast


    Parker Fennelly as Pa Kettle…


    To many fans of the series, there can only be one Pa Kettle — Percy Kilbride. But Parker Fennelly (1891-1988), a comic actor with his own unique style, did his best to fill Pa’s scuffed-up shoes. Although not a household name, he certainly had a household voice. If your television was on anytime between 1956 and 1977, chances are good that you heard his distinctive New England accent as he uttered the familiar slogan: “Pepperidge Farm remembers.” Claiming to have been “born old,” Fennelly was playing elderly men even as a young actor. He received classical training in Boston and was tutored by the performing arts educator Leland T. Cowers. An apt pupil, Parker was soon on tour with the Boston Toy Theatre company and the Maud Scheerer Shakespeare Players. In 1919, he and his wife, Catherine, formed the Parker Fennelly Duo, presenting short plays, readings, and impersonations. Beginning in the 1920s, he made his mark on Broadway in Florida Girl (1925). This was followed by Babbling Brookes (1927), Black Velvet (1927), The Country Chairman (1936), Yours, A. Lincoln (1942), Our Town (1944), Happily Ever After (1945), Live Life Again (1945), Loco (1946), and The Southwest Corner (1955). He occasionally branched out, writing and directing his own stage vehicles.


    Parker Fennelly achieved national fame by playing the fictional Titus Moody, a crusty New Englander, one of the mainstay characters created by satirist Fred Allen for his weekly radio show feature, “Allen’s Alley.” Fred would go from door to door in this imaginary neighborhood, visiting such comically ethnic characters as the Yiddish Mrs. Nussbaum (Minerva Pious), Senator Beauregard “It’s a Joke, Son” Claghorn (Kenny Delmar), and Irishman Ajax Cassidy (Peter Donald). When Allen called on Moody, the old codger would greet his inquisitive visitor with a taciturn demeanor and a two-word salutation, “Howdy, bub.” Movie roles came along less frequently, but when they did, they tended to be noticed. Alfred Hitchcock capitalized on Fennelly’s droll delivery by casting him as a millionaire in the comedy-mystery The Trouble with Harry (1955), starring Shirley MacLaine in her film debut. When it was announced that Fennelly was replacing Percy Kilbride as Pa Kettle, the casting seemed ideal. Never attempting to imitate Kilbride, Fennelly brought his own twist to the character. But a weak script (by William Raynor and Herbert Margolis), and a lack of chemistry between Parker Fennelly and Marjorie Main, sank Old MacDonald’s Farm before moviegoers had the chance to say E-I-E-I-O.


    


    George Dunn as George…


    Hailing from Brownwood, Texas, George Dunn (1914-1981) appeared in vaudeville doing what is now referred to as a “tribute” act. In his case, he was emulating the great American humorist Will Rogers. He even went so far as to spin a rope while uttering homespun philosophies and satirical remarks. As an actor, Dunn, with his pronounced Texas twang, appeared primarily in westerns, including The Adventures of Jim Bowie (1956) and Cimarron City (1958). Throughout Old MacDonald’s Farm, the character of George fills the secondary position formerly occupied by Geoduck and Crowbar. George is a garbage man, one very much dedicated to his chosen profession (“Show me a man without garbage and I’ll show you a man that hasn’t eaten,” he says as though expressing a profundity). Dunn was, in fact, reprising the role, having played a variation of it in 1956’s Away All Boats.


    


    John Smith as Brad Johnson…


    The story of John Smith (1931-1995) is an unusual one, even if his name is not. Once upon a time in Hollywood — the 1950s, to be exact — there was an agent named Henry Willson, who discovered three good-looking, well-built, young men named Arthur Kelm, Robert Ozell Moseley, and Roy Scherer, and changed their names to Tab Hunter, Guy Madison, and Rock Hudson, respectively. As a joke of sorts, he changed his latest find’s moniker from Robert Van Orden to John Smith, easily the western world’s most common male name. With a name like that, he said, the actor would be “the only one in the business.” It turns out he was right. Of Dutch, German, and Irish ancestry, Orden (now Smith) was born in Los Angeles on March 6, 1931. As a youth, he developed a deep, smooth voice as a member of the Robert Mitchell Boy Choir, a singing group that appeared in two Bing Crosby films, Going My Way (1944) and The Bells of St. Mary’s (1945). After graduating from high school, he got a job in the mailroom at MGM, where he was soon promoted to supervisor. Mentored by popular cowboy star George Montgomery, Smith landed a role in The High and the Mighty (1954), starring John Wayne, who signed the young actor to his company, Batjac Productions. The following year, Smith was cast in the comedy We’re No Angels (1955) as Arnaud, a doctor stationed aboard a ship. Aldo Ray, observing the tall, blond-haired Smith in full dress whites, says in his characteristically raspy voice, “He looks like a glass of milk.”


    


    Gloria Talbott as Sally Flemming…


    Like her sister, model and actress Lori Talbott, Gloria Talbott (1931-2000) was born in the Los Angeles suburb of Glendale, a city co-founded by their grandfather. Gloria would die there as well when she was in her mid-eighties. But in 1957 the world was still full of promise and the former Miss Glendale of 1947 was at the peak of her minor career. Growing up near the major studios, she landed small parts in such films as Maytime (1937), Sweet and Lowdown (1943), and A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1945). After a three-year hiatus (during which she married, gave birth, and divorced; she ultimately married four times), Talbott resumed her career, working extensively in both TV and films. Her best-remembered B-thrillers, Daughter of Doctor Jekyll (1958), with John Agar, and I Married a Monster from Outer Space (1958), co-starring future novelist Thomas Tryon, have gained cult status in recent years.


    


    Claude Akins as Jim Flemming…


    Claude Akins (1926-1994) never seemed short of work, appearing in nearly 100 films and 180+ TV episodes in a career spanning more than forty years. A solidly built actor with wavy black hair and a booming voice, Akins finally became a household name, due to his portrayal of the titular role in the redneck television series The Misadventures of Sheriff Lobo (1979-1981).


    


    And Three Toes as Himself.


    Producer Howard Christie believed correctly that the script needed another element to infuse the proceedings with some zest. This was partially accomplished with the addition of a grizzly bear with an unusual name, one that dates to the early 20th century, when an oversized grizzly known as Ol’ Ephraim roamed the Cache National Forest in Idaho. Due to a deformity on one foot, Ol’ Ephraim was also known as “Three Toes.” Three Toes is the catalyst to the film’s climactic chase sequence and provides the comic wrap-up.


    


    The Storyline


    We join the Kettles on moving day. Apparently, they had sold their ultra-modern house (the sets for which had been struck several years earlier) and purchased a presentable two-story farmhouse. This house, according to a sign on the kitchen wall, was once “MacDonald Manor,” Betty and Bob’s home for the first year of their roller-coaster marriage. Ma replaces this sign with a new one, reading “The Kettles.” She seems pleased with her new home. Her reverie is rudely interrupted, however, by the sound of the family’s horse-drawn wagon hitting the front porch overhang. Pa, it seems, wanted to get the wagon, containing all the kids and the family’s worldly goods, as close to the house as possible.


    Ma prepares dinner for her family. There is no need to push chickens off the table; this place is as well cared for as their most recent home. In fact, when she gives out with her customary “COME AND GET IT!” the kids come walking, not running, in. What is this? Ma wants to know. Henry reminds his mother that she had lectured them on behaving in this house; they are only trying to follow orders. Ma, however, takes this lack of enthusiasm as a slight. “If that’s all you think of my cookin’, you’d best get outta here.” The kids go outside, preparing for take two. Ma yells “COME AND GET IT — Kettle style!” With much attendant yelling, the kids come running, in fast motion no less. Now that’s more like it! she says.


    


    Brad Johnson, a poor but stupid lumber mill employee, is crazy in love with Sally Flemming, the boss’s rather prissy daughter. Sally drives up to the lumber store in her brand-new Cadillac. She and Brad kiss, and their attraction for each other is palpable. As was typical for films made during that time, their relationship had yet to be consummated. But it is apparent that these two healthy young’uns want nothing more than a good, old-fashioned roll in the hay. Brad and Sally, who have every intention of marrying soon, are wandering around the old Kettle farm, which — except for some goats, geese, and chickens — is currently unoccupied and up for sale. Playing house, as it were, Brad carries Betty over the threshold successfully enough. It’s when he steps into the parlor (with Sally still in his muscular arms) that they both fall through some rotted floorboards.


    “Maybe we’d better wait till we’re married,” Brad says unconvincingly.


    The entire Kettle family shows up to, in Ma’s words, “gather up the livestock” for the new farm. Seeing two vehicles parked in front of the house, Ma, Pa, and George check it out, holding makeshift weapons. Brad, knowing how their presence could be interpreted, attempts to hide Sally, to no avail. Ma, who remembers the young lady when she was just a girl, asks with deep suspicion, “What’re ya’ doin’ here, Sally? With him?”


    “It’s not what you think, Ma.”


    “How d’you know what I’m thinkin’? Unless we’re both thinkin’ what we shouldn’t be thinkin’!”


    Sally, in an impetuous moment, decides a lie is in order: “We’re married!”


    Ma is overjoyed. “Land sakes! Why didn’t ya’ say so in the first place?”


    Pa sees the possibility of a business transaction. “So, that’s why yer lookin’ over the place! Why, there isn’t a better farm on the whole peninsula.” He then goes on to extoll the house’s imaginary benefits.


    When Sally stalls by saying that this might not be the house for them, Pa generously tells them to stay, rent free, for as long as it takes to make up their minds. Ma is all for this idea. She offers to help clean up the place, after which Pa and George can bring in the old bed from the barn. Just then, a horde of Kettle kids run by them.


    “It’s a mighty good bed,” Pa adds.


    Once the family departs, the virtuous Sally says that she will spend the nights in the house alone, while Brad bunks down at the lumber mill.


    


    We cut to a later scene of Ma and Pa in their new bedroom, settling in for the evening. Pa, as usual, is wearing his long, white nightshirt and derby (he claims it keeps his head warm while he sleeps), and Ma is seated at a vanity table, brushing out her long hair, which clearly has never been cut. She is in an especially sentimental mood, looking back to the time when she and Pa were first married, some thirty years earlier. In honor of the occasion, she is wearing a long, floral nightgown, one that Pa had ordered for her, all by himself, from a mail-order catalogue. “The flowers are a little faded,” she says, her voice soft, “but the memories are good. Pa, you always was quite the romantic…Pa?” And like in every TV sitcom made during the next twenty years, the so-called “romantic” is fast asleep.


    The peaceful scene does not last. There is a loud, urgent banging on the front door. “Ma! Pa! Open up!” It’s Jim Flemming, owner of the lumber yard and Sally’s father. Jim demands to know where his daughter is.


    Ma castigates him, asking if the poor girl doesn’t deserve some privacy on her honeymoon.


    “Honeymoon! Oh, no!”


    


    The lovebirds are still together in the old Kettle house, experiencing some low-comedy moments, including a chicken falling on them through a hole in the ceiling. While attempting to open the bedroom door over its warped floor, Brad pushes too hard, sealing the door shut and sending the pair backward into Ma and Pa’s old marriage bed. It collapses on impact.


    The morality police — Jim Flemming, Ma, and Pa — force the door open, revealing the fully clothed Brad and Sally lying together within the broken frame.


    “I sure thought that bed would hold out longer than that,” Pa says with his precise, deadpan delivery.


    Picking themselves up and convening with the others in the parlor, Sally admits that she had lied about their being married. She did not believe that her father would approve of her marrying one of his employees, a young fellow of limited means. Mr. Flemming surprises her by saying that he has no objections whatsoever to Brad as a future son-in-law. In fact, he doesn’t think Sally is good enough for him! Jim knows he has spoiled and coddled his only daughter all her life, and by doing so, she is in no way suited to the life of a farmer. Why, she would be crying for a divorce within six months!


    Sally, naturally, takes offense at this ungenerous (but likely accurate) assessment of her character. She is determined to prove her father (and Ma) wrong by excelling as a farmer’s “wife” during a six-month trial period. As for sleeping arrangements, Pa will stay at the new place with George, Ma will stay with Sally at the old place, and Brad will continue to sleep at the lumber yard. Too busy to do the job himself, Jim Flemming offers to pay Ma and Pa to assist, as well as chaperone, the young couple. They accept the offer, with plans to use the money as the first mortgage payment on their new home.


    


    The alarm clock goes off at four thirty in the morning. Like Bob MacDonald had said to Betty in The Egg and I, Ma tells Sally that since this is her first day, she let her sleep in an extra half hour. Now, it’s time to rise and shine. The following series of vignettes, also borrowed from The Egg and I, play out with tiresome predictability. Sally dresses for her first day of hard labor in a stylish little ensemble that hardly suits the occasion. (“Livestock ain’t used to fashion models,” Ma says.) She demonstrates complete incompetence in the kitchen, loading the stove with wood too green to burn. No problem, she insists, pouring a bit of kerosene on it. The resulting smoke causes Brad and George to rush inside, believing the house is on fire. By the time Sally gets breakfast on the table, it is burned beyond recognition. (“If she keeps dishin’ up meals like this,” Pa says sagely, “she’ll be a widow before she’s a bride.”) By the time she has scrubbed the kitchen floor, her once-fresh blouse is stained and torn. The coup de grace comes when she attempts to hang the wash on the horizontal stove pipe. It breaks in two, sending black soot everywhere as she breaks down in tears. Ma is sweet with her, lending her a hand in getting things back as they were. After that, she suggests that a cold shower will revive them in time to make dinner for the men folk.


    Ma believes the clumsy occupant in the adjoining shower stall is Sally when it’s actually Three Toes, a big, black grizzly bear native to the area. Just prior to this is the scene when Sally, in a state of undress, is attempting to change in the bedroom. Hearing someone rattling around in the kitchen, she assumes it is Brad. “Are you hungry, darling?” she calls out. A growl emanates through the closed, locked door. “I’ll be right out, dear! Please don’t do any dishes; just relax for now!” When Ma informs Sally that she was addressing a bear, not her fiancé, what else would she do but faint? A bounty of five hundred dollars is issued for the capture or killing of this supposedly vicious animal.


    The following day brings another early-morning wake-up call from Ma. But Sally can hardly move. Her neck is achingly stiff, and she cannot raise her right arm. Ma tells the girl to lie on her stomach.


    “What are you going to do to me?” she asks suspiciously.


    “I’m gonna rub out your aches — and pound some sense into ya’!”


    Ma then proceeds to pummel this young woman, bending her like a pretzel as the sound-effects man provides the illusion of cracking bones. She concludes this painful exercise with a loud slap on the girl’s bottom.


    At first angry at being accosted in so violent a manner, Sally soon realizes that her aches and pains have deserted her. She shyly thanks her benevolent but rough mentor, giving her an appreciative hug. This is followed by the just-as-predictable series of vignettes as the ones in which she makes a mess of things: the requisite montage of advancement. With Ma’s tutoring (and torturing), Sally has become a fine cook, turning out six-course breakfasts for her hungry, hardworking fiancé.


    When Brad learns he is about to lose his timber lease (a document he needs to start his own lumber business), Sally is determined to employ her newfound culinary gifts to help raise the needed funds, an amount given as five hundred dollars. Her plan works. She wins a fifth of that sum by entering her apple pie in a contest planned for the annual fair. Other contests won by Team Flemming — which is made up of Ma, Pa, Brad, Sally, and George — involve shaving someone with an axe; in this case, Ma shaves Pa’s face clean in nineteen seconds, flat. Brad wins a tree-climbing contest (with the help of some grainy stock footage of an actual tree-scaling exhibition). And Pa takes first place in the logrolling competition, which is only made possible by having Three Toes breathing down his neck. So terrified is he of being mauled that he beats all the other, younger men in the contest — without even realizing he’s a participant! When all is said and done, Team Flemming meets its financial goal.


    With each citizen hoping to win the bounty on Three Toes, a group of yahoos sets out into the forest, shotguns in hand. Meanwhile, George lets out the (inaccurate) news that Brad and Sally are married and living up at the old Kettle place. They must have gotten hitched without telling anyone about it, the townspeople conclude.


    Engaging in a rustic tradition known as shivaree, a large group of hayseeds invade the alleged newlyweds’ home, making as much of a ruckus as possible, and corner the frightened couple. The women line up as they aggressively pass Brad from one to the next, each lady planting a wet one on his handsome face. On the other side of the room, the men are doing the same thing to poor Sally. From there, they whisk the youngsters into the night, where they’re handcuffed and set out on a vehicle marked “Honeymoon Express” to spend the remainder of the night on Salmon Lake. Chaperones Ma and Pa have been locked together in the barn, where Ma uses an elaborate pulley system to get them out through a high window and into Sally’s hi-tech car, parked just outside. Arriving at Salmon Lake a short time later, Ma and Pa stay in the car, from which they can keep an eye on the stranded, but starry-eyed, lovers. The older couple even does a bit of spooning themselves.


    


    To follow through on the ruse, Ma tells Brad that he cannot very well continue bunking down at the lumber yard — what would people say? So, she sets him up as cozily as possible in their old barn, while Ma and Sally continue sharing the indoor bed.


    Word arrives that Jim Flemming is ready to give his blessing for his daughter to marry Brad. A huge shipment of wedding gifts from the Flemmings’ many wealthy friends arrives at the old farm. And what a haul it is: a dishwasher, a clothes-washing machine and dryer, a garbage disposal (“Garbage disposal?!” says a panicked George), and everything else a busy housewife could want or need. Sally, not surprisingly, is delighted. Once they get the old place wired for electricity, she says, she can begin using these time-saving appliances.


    Not so fast, says Brad. “Who says we’re going to keep all these things? And what will people say when they find out that I didn’t pay for them?”


    Sally objects, calling Brad unfair. Brad, in turn, refers to Sally as “spoiled” and “self-centered.”


    Well, that’s it, says the fair-weather Sally. The wedding is off!


    


    The ladies of the town make a pilgrimage to the Kettle farm to see Sally’s much-touted appliances. She generously says that if any of them would like to use these modern luxuries before they are returned to the dealer, they are welcome to do so. Anticipating this, the women had brought along sacks of unwashed laundry. While this assembly line of worker bees experiences the joys of laundering clothes without having to resort to the antiquated washboard, they begin to gossip among themselves. Someone gets the idea that Sally is expecting, and the word begins to spread like chicken pox. One hearing-impaired older lady misinterprets the rumor, and begins to spread the word that Ma Kettle, not Sally, is the one in the family way — and this time, she might be expecting twins, or even triplets! The news gets out to the townsmen, who slip Pa a cigar and give him the “you old dog” treatment. Pa, of course, believes this implausible rumor right away. He decides, then and there, to come out of retirement and get to work. In his zeal to prove himself a good provider, he hops aboard Jim Flemming’s massive steam shovel and begins making his way through the woods. Not seeing where he is going, Pa somehow manages to back the vehicle toward the edge of a cliff. He steps out of the driver’s chair and begins to walk away. It is then that the steam shovel rolls off the precipice and into the deepest part of the river.


    Back at the new house, Ma gives Pa holy hell. That steam shovel was worth thousands and thousands of dollars — what was he thinking? The truth is, he wasn’t thinking — he was merely reacting. Ma is at her breaking point. It’s time for Pa to leave. “Git!” she says unfeelingly. Pa, a look of horror on his aged face, takes George by the arm and hurries from the house. In a heartbreaking close-up, Ma cries bitter tears.


    


    With the bounty on the bear’s hide doubled, Ma and her son Henry take to the woods. Only they have a secret weapon: a large cylinder with retractable gates on either side. Ma then sprinkles honey-flavored preserves leading up to the oddly shaped trap. In another part of the woods, Pa and George are working on their own trap: a deep pit dug in the ground, with bits of garbage leading up to it. In a fast-paced action sequence, Pa and Three Toes are cornered in Ma’s makeshift invention. When Ma realizes they are both in there, she quickly raises the gate, and both flee. While chasing after Pa, Three Toes (now wearing Pa’s derby) falls into George’s pit — with George! Looking down into the pit, one imagines a terrible fate for the kindly garbage man. What they see instead is even more shocking: Three Toes is cuddling with him. “I think he loves me!” George says delightedly. And just like that, he has a new assistant in the sanitation department.


    In the wrap-up scene, the newly married Mr. and Mrs. Brad Johnson flee from the old Kettle place in a hail of rice, thrown by well-wishers. The Kettles stand by, with Pa saying that he supposes their chaperoning days are over. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” says Ma. “From now on we’re gonna be busy chaperonin’ each other!” To put an even finer point on it, she handcuffs their wrists together. And on this “Fifty Shades of Kettle” moment, the film, and the series, sputters out for good.


    


    The Payoff


    The box-office take of $1 million was the lowest yet for a Kettle film but still enough for Old MacDonald’s Farm to make Variety’s January 8, 1958 list of top box-office hits of 1957. The lukewarm reviews are perhaps best exemplified by this brief mention in the Buffalo (NY) Evening News, in which the resident critic (billed only as A.S.) states that the film “is dedicated, like most of its predecessors, to the charm of ducks, goats, and pigs in the living room. There is a new Pa Kettle, Parker Fennelly. And Ma, still Marjorie Main, has fun with a bear. Otherwise, the Kettle world is much the same.”

  


  
    Chapter 12


    Losing Marjorie and Percy


    


    With her movie career now behind her, Marjorie Main went the way of so many of her colleagues: television. She appeared on two episodes of the popular prime-time western Wagon Train, “The Cassie Turner Story” (June 4, 1958) and “The Sacramento Story” (June 25, 1958). But the fast pace of television production did not appeal to Marjorie in the least. She opted instead to retire at the age of sixty-six, the same age as Percy Kilbride when he decided to hang up his Al Smith derby for good. She had this parting advice for aspiring actresses: “Be a comedienne. Dramatic actresses are a dime a dozen. Everybody’s trying to be Bette Davis or an Ann Blyth. What this country needs is more lady comics…Comediennes are as scarce as multi-millionaire boyfriends. If you want to hit the show business jackpot, learn to make ’em laugh instead of trying to make ’em cry.”


    Marjorie was proud of the impact the Kettle films had made, not just on the United States, but everywhere. “The Kettles are playing all over the world now,” she told interviewer Jean McMurphy in 1958. “When I was in Europe a few years ago, I saw my picture on a billboard outside a theater across from my hotel in Venice. I went in to see the show. There I was all right. But Ma was speaking faultless Italian! She was perfectly charming, quite watered down.”


    Marjorie’s ability to make audiences laugh diminished perceptibly after Percy Kilbride retired. An intelligent, solitary man, he spent his final years in a modest apartment in Hollywood, a haven he kept meticulously neat and orderly. This predilection for tidiness intimidated Marjorie, who later said she had often intended to invite Percy to her home for lunch. The fact that there was always a stack of papers piled high on a desk or table prevented her from extending the invitation.


    Percy was extremely regular in his habits, one of which was to take a nightly stroll along Hollywood Boulevard. On September 21, 1964, at 9:10 p.m., he and his friend, eighty-two-year-old retired actor Ralf Belmont, were crossing a busy intersection together when a car came out of nowhere, striking down the two men. Belmont was reported dead at the scene; Kilbride was alive, but unconscious. He lingered for almost two months in the hospital, undergoing brain surgery during his attempted convalescence. On December 11, two months after the accident, Percy Kilbride succumbed to arteriosclerosis and pneumonia; he was seventy-six years old. Because of his status as a veteran of World War I, he was laid to rest in the beautiful Golden Gate National Cemetery in San Bruno, just a few miles from his hometown of San Francisco. His grave is in Section 2B, Marker 3771-B, near a chain-link fence bordering the freeway. As to his estate, the proceeds were divided by four of his nephews and a sister-in-law.


    Kilbride’s passing devastated his co-star. “That was one of the saddest days of my life, when Percy was hit, and then when he passed on,” Marjorie Main told an interviewer while choking back tears. “He was such a sweet soul.”


    During her working years, Marjorie had maintained homes in Cheviot Hills — just an hour from the Universal City studio — and in Palm Springs, a three-hour commute — eventually settling in the dry climate of the latter in the hopes of alleviating a longtime sinus condition. Much of her social life was limited to seeing old Hollywood friends and former co-stars on television, which she liked to watch while enjoying her meals. Although she may have been more partial to her dramatic performances, she seemed pleased that her interpretation of Ma Kettle continued to be embraced by the public.


    Marjorie was, by her own admission, a terribly lonely individual. Her parents were long dead, she had no siblings, no children — indeed, no family of any kind. When it came time to draft her will, she bequeathed everything to such foundations as the Oxford Group, Moral Re-Armament, and the Leland Stanford Junior University.


    In 1974, Marjorie — along with dozens of former MGM stars — gathered for an event to celebrate the Tiffany studio’s fiftieth anniversary. A photo shoot and luncheon were scheduled to coincide with the release of the anthology film That’s Entertainment! Everyone from Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly to Debbie Reynolds and Donald O’Connor were introduced, one at a time, by entertainers Sammy Davis Jr. and Liza Minnelli. A warm ovation greeted the noticeably frail Marjorie as she entered, rather
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