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House of Two
Gables



Clark and
Carole reconnected a few years after making No Man of Her Own in 1932. Separated from Rhea, Gable and
Lombard were living together by 1936. Rhea was not about to grant
him a divorce. The settlement for Rhea was part of the inducements
for Gable to sign on for Rhett Butler. For Mayer it was all worth
it to avoid the negative publicity of the leading man of this
massive production living in sin, ‘abandoning’ his wife.


To Clark, who
always felt the job to job, hand to mouth existence of his youth
was only one bad picture away, it felt like he wouldn’t have a cent
to his name once Rhea had finished with him. Add to that the
arduous demands of the Gone with the Wind shoot, he clashed with
George Cukor who was directing it and David O’Selznick was way too
involved. Reams and reams of memos. Gable didn’t have time or money
to spare.


It was Carole
who stepped up and paid the bills, leaving Clark to put all of his
energies into wrestling with Rhett Butler and the unruly shoot. As
luck would have it, a sudden change in the schedule meant Gable had
some time off. Carole and Clark had already squeezed in time to
take a look at their dream house in Encino. Carole paid by personal
cheque. Now all they had to do was get hitched.


The break in
filming was the perfect chance. Six days off. Rhea finally agreed
to a divorce and when columnist Louella Parsons rang Carole to ask
how she felt, Carole was her usual honest self. Up until that phone
conversation, Carole had kept her feelings about Gable and their
future plans together private.


Trouble was,
news of the possible elopement meant intense scrutiny, as the press
kept a watchful eye on their every move hoping to catch the
nuptials. Gable and Lombard both received an avalanche of
correspondence, telegrams and letters from eager potential venues,
chambers of commerce and Justices of the Peace eager to provide
their services.


Between them
they wanted to be as low key as possible. They also wanted to keep
the press out until they were good and ready. For two such
recognisable stars that was a pretty big ask. They would need
help.


Clark, like all
contracted stars, had a staff publicist who dealt with all of his
interactions with the press. Otto Winkler was a friend, and the
first person he thought of to set things in motion without anyone
(including for now, their bosses) getting wind of it before they
said so. The first thing on the list was somewhere to get
married.



After agonising over it, he finally settled
on Kingman Arizona. Population 2000, it was 400 miles northeast of
Los Angeles. He was so conscientious that he got married there
himself to his Warner Brothers starlet girlfriend Jill Jordan as a
test run.


On March 25th a number of scenes were
scheduled together that Gable wasn’t needed for, so his time off
began. This was their chance, Otto reasoned. As luck would have it
there was another good omen, the premiere of 20th Century Fox’s
biopic Alexander Graham Bell (1939) with Don Ameche and Loretta
Young, meant most of the Hollywood press corps would be otherwise
occupied. ( They hoped.) Opportunity and urgency meant the anxious
couple needed little convincing.


Now that it was decided, protocol meant
Otto’s boss and another pal of Clark’s, Howard Strickling needed to
be in the loop. He thought it best they were available for a press
conference in Los Angeles the day after the ceremony. That meant an
800 mile round trip in one day. Now they were off to the races.


In other circumstances, this kind of road
trip was exactly the kind that Clark and Carole enjoyed. This
special mission meant leaving at dawn, wedding clothes in a
suitcase, no unnecessary passengers. Otto would also be best
man.


Clark and Otto each took turns driving,
fuelled by coffee and sandwiches, Gable taking the extra precaution
of hiding out of sight in the car’s rumble seat, before they pulled
in for fuel anywhere along the route. For her part, Lombard had no
make up and her hair was in pigtails. Otto had phoned ahead and
made the preparations with a local minister, careful to omit the
couple’s names.


As it turned out, when they rolled into
Kingman and found the Town Hall, it was the clerk who immediately
recognised Gable, weak at the knees, she nearly gave the groom the
wrong forms.


On the other hand, the Methodist minister and
his wife showed not the slightest glimmer of recognition as they
each found a separate room to change into their wedding clothes at
Saint John's Methodist Episcopal Church.


Nerves and emotions got the better of the
couple during the brief ceremony in the rectory, Carole cried and
Gable handed the minister the platinum wedding band well before he
was asked. When it was over, they could well be pleased at the
low-key nuptials, this was no Hollywood extravaganza. The local
paper didn’t even get wind of it.


They found a phone afterwards and the
newlyweds happily called Carole’s mother, with the new son-in-law
jumping on the line for a happy hello. Then it was back into the
car and on the road for the trip home.


So it was, after all the planning, they were
married quietly on March 29th during a production break of Gone
with the Wind. Otto dropped the newlyweds off at Carole’s around
three the following morning.


All the secrecy in the world didn’t stop one
of Carole’s brothers dropping into the house and leaving a tongue
in cheek welcome to the family gift. When they went upstairs to
bed, they found a shotgun on the wall over the head of the bed.
They only had a few hours before the “small ” press conference at
the house.

That’s when the newlyweds got back into their
wedding clothes and went down the stairs to Lombard’s living room,
to jump through hoops for the media circus.


It wasn’t a full unbridled hoopla, Clark’s
good buddy and MGM press agent Howard Strickland made sure this was
as small and impromptu as he could make it. They descended the
stairs to Carole’s living room to announce the happy news, to
questions and photo calls from a small group of chosen press.


To reinforce the exclusivity, a small cohort
of MGM studio police (The MGM police were bigger in terms of
numbers and resources, than the Culver police force where the
studio was based.) was on hand to ensure only authorised reporters
were let in.


Louella Parsons didn’t do press conferences,
no matter how small and rang Carole to tell her as much, along with
how hurt she was not to get the exclusive. By way of an apology,
Carole called her back and honestly told her of her future plans
for career and family.


MGM Studio head Leo B Mayer was pleased too,
avoiding any hint of impropriety and protecting his investment in
Selznick’s celluloid opus Gone With the Wind. There would be no
picketing and protests. At the World premiere of Gone with the Wind
in 1939 they were husband and wife.


In fact, Gable’s better half, as a freelance
actress with great success in the beginnings of the screwball
comedy genre, and an asking price of $150,00 per film was the
highest paid actress working in Hollywood. On Clark’s arm they were
every inch the glamour and power couple, with the public keen to
follow the king and his queen on their fairytale.


The celebrity couple honeymooned very simply
and preferred their Encino ranch to the hustle and bustle of all
things Hollywood. Few celebrities exemplified the movie community's
shift to simpler lifestyles better than Clark Gable and Carole
Lombard.


Instead of acquiring an impressive estate,
the couple moved to a 21 acre ranch in the sparsely settled San
Fernando Valley town of Encino several months after their marriage
in 1939. The property, which included a nine-room house, had
belonged to director Raoul Walsh and cost $50,000.


Carole delighted in decorating the place in a
rustic American style. It needed to be fit for a King. Not in the
Hollywood sense, but it had to be comfortable for a man of Gable’s
size. Carole made sure that every piece of furniture that Clark may
sit down in, or lay down on was made one third larger. That
included the drinking glasses, not only to suit his big paws, but
also his huge thirst.


At the ranch, Gable and Lombard enjoyed
unspoiled country living, far from the tour buses of Beverly Hills,
yet still an easy drive to the studios. Fans found their hideaway
easy enough, once it made it on to one of the ubiquitous tourist
maps. Occasionally the Gables called out the MGM police force to
move the (mostly female) crowd along.


To reach the property, they drove through the
farmland and small ranches that were still very much part of the
San Fernando Valley in the late thirties and early forties.


Apart from the high fence and an electric
gate, the couple's property was their little slice of country life,
just like the properties surrounding it. There were acres of citrus
groves, plus fields of oats and alfalfa, stables, a cow barn and a
pigsty.


Carole enjoyed outdoor pursuits, including
hunting and fishing, just as much as Clark. They seemed to
perfectly balance one another. He laid back and relaxed, while she
was the live wire.


They enjoyed each other’s humour and
practical jokes. Parties and holiday get togethers at the ranch
were always fun. On one occasion guests arrived and noticed a small
orchestra set up, but without any musicians. Guests were encouraged
to pick one and start playing.


Carole was keen to put Clark and the marriage
first, but never at the expense of her own sense of self and career
ambitions. Lombard was a freelance actress who always kept an ear
to the ground and an eye out for the latest books in case they had
potential as her next project.


Clark was content with his work at the studio
and didn’t care much for the added risk of working as an
independent. If the pictures failed to make the agreed amount,
additional bonuses didn’t kick in. He had watched as Carole
navigated it all with ease, an occasional hit meaning a lucrative
bonus, but often it was film by film and plenty of uncertainty.


She had a plan, keep an eye out for a good
picture, and in between leave room for starting a family. Carole
could make it work. Carole’s perpetual optimism and drive at
whatever she attempted was one of the things that drew him to her.
She made a success of anything, their marriage too.


Carole also had a relaxed realistic attitude
to her husbands wandering eye. She couldn’t change him now and
didn’t want to, as long as he didn’t let it get in the papers or
catch something, Carole left him to it. With her usual directness
she would let him know those women she expected him to steer clear
of, be they gold diggers or home wreckers.


Indeed at this point in their marriage he
would be busy, she applied that drive and enthusiasm to keeping
house on the ranch and family making. They were so committed to the
latter that Carole sent word that friendly drop-ins were
discouraged. Friends had to call first.


Carole decided to slow down in earnest when
she had a miscarriage and over exertion was said to be the cause.
There would be longer breaks between each film. Carole wouldn’t
work for a year. They were keen to keep trying. They were happiest
tinkering around the ranch or throwing their stuff in their Dodge
wagon and going on a trip.


Clark Gable’s 1940’s Movies



Strange Cargo 1940


This is in many ways an odd choice of
material for someone who is in such a good place personally and
professionally in life. Gable was married to the love of his life
Carole Lombard, plus he was coming off the wave of success of Gone
with the Wind. Boom Town would also be a worthwhile crowd
pleaser.


Gable was the biggest and most recognisable
box office star in the world. Frequent lover and co-star Joan
Crawford was coming off a ho-hum movie of her own. As always, keen
to maintain her star power and career, she charmed Mayer into
putting her onto the picture as Gable’s leading lady. It was a
gamble that Crawford hoped would reignite her career after a few
bad movies. Mayer clearly hoped for a pay-off too.


They had made eight films together, often
succumbing to their attraction to one another during filming. This
would be their eighth and final pairing, and for their own reasons,
neither were too pleased to be working together again on screen,
Gable grumped through, occasionally barking uncharacteristically at
Crawford’s jibes. Crawford was catty about Gable’s obvious
happiness in his marriage. That aside, filming was largely
uneventful.


Global events were quite the opposite. In
September 1939 War in Europe was declared. It must have given Mayer
increasingly sleepless nights. On the first day of December Germany
invaded Poland. There was a growing sense of fear and unease for
everyone. MGM was worried as well, but it was not patriotism in the
first instance. They were concerned about the loss of revenue in
those overseas markets.


Gable’s role had first been offered to
Spencer Tracy, who turned it down. Crawford suggested Gable for the
role. Filming began in mid-September 1939. While Gable worked on
this film, wife Lombard was working on the nursing drama Vigil in
the Night.


Tis film was also a step down for Crawford as
far as wardrobe was concerned. Usually Crawford’s wardrobe was a
star in its own right, adding to her unique glamour on screen.
Here, Crawford’s wardrobe consisted of three ready-to-wear dresses,
which cost under $40. Her total wardrobe was reported as $70, plus
for most of the film she
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