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The glimpse of Gable on screen has that something, elusive star
quality captured by the camera. It’s something that holds an
audience. For as long as that connection holds you’ve found a star.
Eventually, film fades and stars wane. Some forgotten, others will
always be remembered.


Gable’s energy combined with the studio formula to create a rugged
male screen persona dependable in all situations. The third element
crucial to enduring success, even with the Studio system at its
peak,
was something personal, private and genuine, something unique.
Gable
had it. Often, people discover the secret to personal success. 



Life taught him to want something was not enough, if you work hard
for it, really hard, you might get lucky. Gable grabbed his chances
with both hands and rode them out. There were ups and downs, but
for
30 years, if his name was on the program you knew what you’d
get.


Gable was lucky to work in the time of the Studio system, using it
to
advantage. For some, that’s reason to dismiss any ability he had as
an actor. Happily, Gable himself was the first to admit that his
abilities were limited.

  

    
i
  



Surely, few would argue that the man from The Painted Desert (1931)
was the same actor who charmed Claudette Colbert and audiences in
It
Happened One Night (1934) His ability and his knowledge of how to
use
it came with experience. 



Gables experiences, intentionally or not are reflected by his
screen
persona in the roles he was given, as well as later in the roles he
chose. 



Experience is key. His confidence in that ability was enough to
turn
a part he had approached with hate and fear, (Rhett Butler in Gone
With The Wind 1939), into one of the greatest and enduring
portrayals
in Movie history.  It was also personal experience and awareness
that
fuelled the nuance in the faded glory behind his outmoded Cowboy in
Arthur Miller’s The Misfits (1961). 



Ideally, when he returned to a more relaxed work schedule after the
birth of his son, this no nonsense experience would have coloured
more parts, like the one that would have seen him teamed with John
Wayne and Howard Hawks for Hatari (1962)

  

    
ii
  
.



It would have made a productive and fitting Hollywood retirement.
But, there isn’t always the happy ending. (Gable died in November
1960). Paramount also balked at Gable’s terms. They had trouble
raising the budget to meet his $1 Million dollar fee, plus 10% of
the
box-office.

  

    
iii
  



Yes, Clark Gable played Clark Gable. He never pretended to do
anything else. Sometimes, his unique combination of personality,
presence and persona gave his loyal audience a glimpse of something
timeless. 
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Just like the scenarios Louis B. Mayer was looking for in his films
this one had it all, action, drama, romance. The scene would open
with a long shot of a small farm, that despite all the work seemed
to
be permanently undernourished and needing more attention. When we
move closer, the title card would read... 



Cadiz, Ohio. 1901


 







William Gable was a hard man whose struggle with the elements on
the
farm yielded little success. Not one to give in he worked harder.
The
softer elements that drove him on were focused on Adeline, his
resolute and radiant wife. The choices had not treated her well. 



It’s possible news she was expecting brought a flash of excitement
followed quickly by ominous weariness for them both. As always,
they
would get through it.


So, one scene dissolves into another. Here William and Adeline
clenched hands for a difficult birth. William Clark Gable was born
on
the first of February. Quickly out of danger, so William senior
went
back work, he knew that helped. Adeline quietly, slowly hoped to
mend. Despite her efforts she silently surrendered when `Willy’ was
eight months old. 



He was barely old enough to remember his mother and certainly not
articulate enough to yet show how he resented that sappy name.


His father was not equipped for farming and nursing, so baby
William
was smartly farmed out to the in-laws. 1903 was a big year for
Willie
and his father. The farm was still a dirt patch, but there would be
a
new woman in their lives.  His father married Jennie Dunlap, a
bright
strong woman with a playful adventurous side. Willie found a
playmate, as well as someone who would love and support him as a
mother.

  

    
iv
  

 (No matter what he got up to.)


By the time the family relocated to another farm at Ravenna Ohio,
young Bill knew he wanted to get far away from farming. His father
couldn’t relate to him, you did your work and did as you were told
period. When their battles turned physical, Jennie quietly and
calmly
reasoned on Bills’ behalf. By sixteen he would do anything to get
out.

  

    
v
  



The out was dubious, there was a job in the rubber factory of
Firestone tyres at Akron Ohio. With Jennie’s support and his father
vehement protests he went forward into the freedom of the unknown.
How bad could it be?


Our story dissolves again, revealing the constant heat, sweat and
grinding stench of daily shifts at the rubber factory.  If he
didn’t
find something to take his mind of it, he wouldn’t last. As luck
would have it, he was drawn to the magical mayhem of the local
music
Hall. 

  

    
vi
  
Compared
to the factory it was paradise on earth. 



The carefree well-heeled lifestyle appealed to Gable so much that
he
began to spend every free moment there. Eventually, thanks to his
persistence, he landed an unpaid job running errands. His ambitious
imagination began to see a life in theatre unfold in his minds eye.
Reality would soon intrude. Within a year he would be derailed by
devastating news, Jennie was ill. 



The loving son quickly returned home staying, despite the friction
with his father, until she died. The tenuous tender connection to
his
old life was gone. There was nothing to hold him down.


His father, battered and beaten by the farm, sold up and hoped for
better things courtesy of the Oil boom in Oklahoma.

  

    
vii
  

 Young Bill hopped the first train out when his father suggested he
join him.


A part did come his way, called The Jest. Brothers Lionel and John
Barrymore were the headliners. Despite the optimistic title, there
was little to smile at when the play quickly folded.

  

    
viii
  



Gritting his teeth he was forced to join his father on the oil
fields. At $1 a day (12 hours), the 21 year old saw little future
in
it, quickly hitching up to another train.

  

    
ix
  

Back on his way to Broadway for his big break, he financed the
journey with a succession of odd jobs. He did anything to keep on
track, from lumber jacking to work in a department store. 



Determined to make a go of it he stuck it out taking work where he
could. He toured with a stock company in Kansas City, hoping to
learn
on his feet, but the company folded. There would be better luck
with
an Oregon Stock Company.

  

    
x
  

They were in a tight spot and needed someone quick. Once he signed
on, he was in the thick of it. It was a blur of excited
experiences. 



Josephine Dillon, a former actress of the New York Stage was drawn
to
the rugged charisma of this young newcomer.

  

    
xi
  

Josephine would refine and focus his appeal. With diligent voice
training he would learn to use the lower, sexier tones so appealing
to his female audience. His no nonsense style, given added force.
Finally, William, or `Billy’ was nixed in favour of his stronger
middle name, Clark.


By 1924 the relationship was founded on intimate mutual ambition.
Dillon saw Hollywood as the next step, especially with her `star’
discovery by her side. 



In December they became husband and wife.  He was 23, she was 37.
There were a few unremarkable parts in films, but as a mute extra
he
made little impression. The refined grandeur of Silents, with it’s
taste for the urbane and alluring mystique of John Gilbert, or the
action and romance of Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford, had no
room for the cumbersome Gable.

  

    
xii
  



Soon the extra jobs dried up. With his father and the farm creeping
back into view Gable spurred himself on. Brushing shoulders with
Lionel Barrymore in The Jest got him a small part in The Copper
Head,
again starring Lionel Barrymore.

  

    
xiii
  

The result was the same and Gable clung desperately to repertory
theatre, grabbing a chance with a stock company in Houston Texas.

  

    
xiv
  



The contract offered some form of security, so he could again focus
on success. His masculine magnetism would again do the rest. While
here, he caught the roving eye of Ria Langham. As Josephine before
her, she saw the possibilities; his rugged virile male would
provide
her a welcome, satisfying distraction in the moneyed manicured
society where she moved.


For Gable, there was the obvious physical attraction, but equally
as
strong, was his desire to attain all that Ria, with her polished
and
well moneyed sophistication, represented. 



Though still married to Josephine Gable and Ria became inseparable
as
he tried to break into Broadway. It was 1928, this time things
would
be different.

  

    
xv
  

The parts were better, just not the plays. Ria put her money where
her mouth was and with her backing got him the plum lead role in
The
Last Mile (1930)

  

    
xvi
  



It had made a star of Spencer Tracy, in fact Gable had been awe
struck by Tracy's performance. Hopefully, Gable too would get
lucky. 



It was his breakthrough, in part thanks to his presence, but also
thanks to Al Jolson. The Jazz Singer was a sensation when it hit
cinema screens in October 1927, with Al Jolson talking his way into
the history books. By 1928 the first complete talkie was shown,
Lights of New York. Every studio was committed to sound. Warner
Brothers had been the leader, but now other studios worked faster
and
faster to catch up.

  

    
xvii
  

MGM would soon be the new pack leader.


The old style of acting disappeared almost overnight, some stars
failing to make the transfer because their voice didn’t suit the
public’s view of them. Among the uncertain first steps of a new and
vibrant Industry, everyone was looking for fresh new talent. 



Two well-connected film men caught Gable in The Last Mile and
recognised potent potential. One was Mervyn Leroy, a Director at
Warner Brothers, the other Lionel Barrymore.


Both were impressed enough to ask he be screen tested, Mervyn at
Warner Brothers and Lionel at MGM.  Like his first foray into
Hollywood in 1924 this second attempt soon hit a snag.  Warner
Brothers casting rejected him upon immediately citing his large
ears.

  

    
xviii
  




Then, although Lionel enjoyed a permanent place in Louis B Mayer’s
affections,(Always one of his favourites, he eventually enjoyed a
lifetime contract.) his belief Clark failed to sway the talent
spotters, there was no contract.


Undeterred, Gable took the next opportunity that crossed his path.
It
was in a William Boyd Western 
The Painted Desert (1931). This
is where one Gable myth took hold, the fact that despite being
raised
on a farm and doing some Wildcatting with his father in the rough
and
tumble of the Oklahoma oil fields, he never could ride a horse. He
was a good rider and easily impressed. Clark got the part. 
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This glum, laborious William Boyd western is hardly an auspicious
start, but it did offer Gable his first speaking role. For the most
part the dialogue and the actors are stilted and wooden, creaking
like the first wagonload of ore from this frontier story. It's
simple
enough, two frontier men discover an abandoned baby boy, each lays
separate claim to it and the movie centres on the feud between the
two men. It is (naturally) complicated by Helen Twelvetrees as the
young man's love interest. She is the daughter of the other man.
Sabotage and action ensue.


Driven by hate the two men hurriedly face off in a duel,
accidentally
shooting the boy they both love so much. Suddenly, seeing what
they've done they realise the folly of their ways, the wedding goes
ahead and the two families live happily ever after.


The fact that this happens in just 70 odd minutes adds to the
bottom
of the rung "B" Movie feel. 



Clark Gable does well enough as the villain of the piece, the
trademark gruff delivery is there, but he isn't yet confident
enough
in front of the camera. His Menace is up to the job in some scenes
but not in others. A fine first effort. Definitely for Gable
completists only.


On the strength of this performance, Lionel Barrymore persisted and
arranged a second screen test at MGM.  Reluctantly, Gable was
signed
to a 2 year contract with six monthly options, at $350 a week in
1930.

  

    
xix
  

For someone of such humble beginnings, it was unthinkable, when
times
were so hard, that he would be given that much money for doing
almost
nothing. 



The uncertainty he felt was common for many who were sudden
successful throughout the young Industry. The money for several
weeks
work on Painted Desert alone was an absolute fortune ($11,000)
compared to the dollar a day slog of the oil fields.

  

    
xx
  



Gable suspected nothing this easy would last, and he wasn’t ever
going back to Ohio, so he would be smart. Work hard for as long as
it
lasted and save for the day when this parade would get rained on.

  

    
xxi
  



For some, success means always working. Throughout the 30’s Gable
took this to heart. Looking back over his entire career, this was
to
be his most confident, productive and popular period as a star for
MGM. After an uncertain start he would be a prolific and profitable
earner for the studio, releasing a dozen films in 1931 alone. 



His most famous roles can be found in this period, so to can all
the
conspiring elements of his career success. This was, for both Gable
and MGM, a golden age of dreams and possibilities. Through Gable
the
audience caught a glimpse of both.
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The contract of $350 a week was a lot of money, with all the
frantic
excitement of the studio sound stage, Gable recognised the
competitive streak in his fellow freshman. There was a high
turn-over, even the big stars were only as good as their last
picture. 



He was just starting out, if he didn’t catch their eye with hard
work, he’d be out on his ear. He went to all the classes, learnt to
ride a horse, dance, even sing. Every contracted actor attended
their
studio’s image factory. 



This was MGM, he was starting at the top. So, he’d have to work
that much harder.


Founded in 1924, MGM was the number one studio, it was built on
Family Values and family entertainment. Louis B Mayer would sit at
the head of this tinsletown table for thirty years as a stern but
generous patriarch. Mayer had his own frantic formula for success
as
an independent producer when Metro Pictures Corporation and Goldwyn
Pictures tapped him on the shoulder to oversee their grand plan.

  

    
xxii
  



Late in 1923 Metro Pictures a venture of Marcus Loew, had suffered
badly due to departures in management, but worse still was the
decision of Rudolph Valentino not to renew his contract. Goldwyn
Pictures was also suffering a bout of poor box-office. 



F.J. Godsol (Joe) had seized control from Sam Goldwyn to fight for
survival, but he needed help. Both men saw a Life saving and
potentially lucrative merger as the answer. A
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