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Praise for Cary Grant


“The most entertaining and enlightening star biography in years… A captivating look at a captivating star.”

—Douglass K. Daniel, Associated Press

“[An] estimable and empathetic biography… Eyman rightly homes in on [Grant’s] inner chiaroscuro, that never-resolving oscillation between dark and light—or, if you like, between Archie Leach and the man he became.”

—Louis Bayard, The Washington Post

“That gap between the sublimely charming screen invention and the real man born Archie Leach is at the center of Scott Eyman’s new biography, Cary Grant: A Brilliant Disguise, a complex portrait of Hollywood’s original leading man.”

—Maureen Lee Lenker, Entertainment Weekly

“Replete with meticulous research, perceptive observations, and sharp critiques, this account of the actor’s life consistently engages and illuminates…. Top-shelf film history.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Eyman’s best and most heartfelt book… Eyman’s biographical insights show that [Grant’s] jauntiness was a mask covering insatiable unease.”

—David Thomson, London Review of Books

“A richly detailed portrait of the man whose greatest performance was the one that fooled moviegoers for decades: the belief that Archie Leach was just like the movie star we knew as Cary Grant.”

—Leonard Maltin, film critic and historian

“Was there ever a more fabulously charming, witty, stylish, and seductive movie star than Cary Grant? Scott Eyman’s biography peers under the hood of Hollywood’s most self-invented persona to explore the anxious, self-pitying, needy, and depressed narcissist lurking within. Eyman does so with empathy, critical admiration, and a deeply historical perspective that bring to life not just this remarkable performer but the golden age of Hollywood that he dominated.”

—Glenn Frankel, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and author of The Searchers and High Noon

“Riveting… In examining Grant’s incredible feat of self-invention and the steep price the actor paid for his extraordinary success, Eyman once again demonstrates why he is one of our finest biographers.”

—Mark Griffin, author of All That Heaven Allows: A Biography of Rock Hudson

“The long quest by Scott Eyman to reclaim the Golden Age of Hollywood reaches its apotheosis with this always intelligent, carefully documented, intimate life story that helps explain the charm, genius, and immortality of Cary Grant.”

—Patrick McGilligan, author of Alfred Hitchcock: A Life in Darkness and Light

“Here is the astonishing story of someone with enormous talent and charm, who never quite believed he had become the man he most wanted to be. And how lucky we were, his adoring public, to have watched it happen.”

—Meryle Secrest, author of Stephen Sondheim: A Life

“An insightful portrait of a man at war with himself.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Richly entertaining…. Eyman writes in lively prose that benefits from his command of classic Hollywood.”

—Barbara Spindel, The Christian Science Monitor
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This book is for Edward Sykes Comstock, better known as Ned, the patron saint of film research at the University of Southern California, who has bailed innumerable authors out of impossible difficulties of their own making, including this one. Thanks, pal.





“Everyone tells me I’ve had such an interesting life, but sometimes I think it’s been nothing but stomach disturbances and self-concern.”

—Cary Grant

“Style. If you’ve got it, you don’t need much else. If you haven’t got it, well… it doesn’t matter what you’ve got.”

—William Saroyan







PROLOGUE

Fate rarely writes the perfect ending.

Eleanora Duse died in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

John Huston died in Middletown, Rhode Island.

And Cary Grant died in Davenport, Iowa.

He had been doing “A Conversation with Cary Grant” for several years, playing second- and third-tier towns, avoiding New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles in favor of Fort Lauderdale, Joliet, and Schenectady. As Grant explained to Douglas Fairbanks Jr., a good friend since they costarred in Gunga Din, he did the show for “jam money.” Fairbanks found this amusing since, as he would confide, “Cary’s still got the first dollar he ever earned.”

“A Conversation with Cary Grant” began with eight minutes of film clips, ending with a shot of Grant walking out to accept his honorary Academy Award in 1970. As the screen showed Grant in 1970, a spotlight would hit him striding onto the stage, invariably meeting with thunderous applause. He had maintained the trim figure of his movie star prime; his only apparent concessions to age were a full head of white hair and glasses with heavy black rims. They were identical to the glasses worn by Lew Wasserman, the head of MCA-Universal, who had made Grant extremely wealthy. Grant told Doug Fairbanks that he chose the large rims because he didn’t want to go to the trouble of plastic surgery, and the rims covered the bags under his eyes.

Grant would take his place on a stool, and after a brief introduction, take questions, generally from women in various stages of emotional distress at being in the same geographic space as Cary Grant.

“You look gorgeous—what’s your secret?”

“Who was your favorite leading lady?”

“What was it like to kiss Grace Kelly?”

The answers were, in order, think thin, Grace Kelly, and divine. His least favorite leading lady was Mae West, whose choice of a youthful Grant as her leading man in She Done Him Wrong and I’m No Angel gave him a large career boost. Nevertheless, he was not grateful. “She was all contrivance, all artifice,” he said. “I don’t like artifice in a woman.”

Occasionally, there were uncomfortable moments. In Stamford, he was asked about both Sophia Loren and Randolph Scott. And in February 1984, while speaking at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, things teetered uncomfortably. Before Grant was introduced, the audience was told there would be no photographs and no autographs, the latter a pet peeve since he became a star a half-century before.

That night in Baltimore, the first question came from a man in the rear of the audience. In a put-upon voice, the man begged for an autograph. “I don’t give autographs,” said Grant, who attempted to be light and casual about it. But the man would not let go, claiming the autograph was for a crippled child who was counting the hours until he had Cary Grant’s autograph.

“Yes, yes,” said Grant, whose patience was obviously wearing thin. “You’re obviously the same man who previously requested an autograph at the stage door. I’d sent word to you then that I’d sign one for you before leaving. But it’s the only one I’ll sign tonight, I’ll tell you that!”

A young man named Greg Mank was in the audience and thought it was possible that Grant might storm off and end the evening prematurely. Grant went on at some length, fretfully talking about how autograph hounds harass celebrities and make it impossible for them to go out in public. But he gradually sensed that the audience was on his side and began to relax. The show continued. He told the audience that, while he wouldn’t sign autographs after the show, they were welcome to come to the front of the stage and shake his hand.

That night in Baltimore, and in all the other cities, he was cumulatively charming, funny, and demonstrated excellent recall. He talked about a simple thing like mixing a drink in a scene. You had to mix the drink correctly or someone in the audience would be sure to notice and complain, but at the same time you also had to make sure to hit your marks and remember the dialogue. If you dropped ice cubes in the glass you had to do it gently, so the sound of the ice hitting the glass wouldn’t make a distracting sound. He made it sound like a six-ball juggle, a technical and creative burden that was accompanied by a load of tension no matter the level of feigned nonchalance camouflaging a very real professional expertise.

Grant was a marvelously skilled ringmaster at controlling his audience. As far as he was concerned, the shows were a chance to be seen and to be reassured that he was remembered. As if anybody could forget Cary Grant.

Grant’s ease in front of audiences confounded his friends, because for most of his life he had been a nervous wreck whenever he had to make any kind of speech in public, no matter how innocuous. Even a prepared speech would give him weeks of anxiety, but over the years he managed quite well with press conferences to promote his films. He would sit amongst the reporters and answer questions in a tone that never strayed far from the light touch people expected from Cary Grant. It was those apparently relaxed sessions with reporters that Grant sought to replicate with “A Conversation with Cary Grant.”

He expected the mixture as before when he arrived in Davenport by private plane on Friday evening, November 28, 1986. The Saturday performance would be the thirty-seventh time he did the show. It was the crowning event of a four-day event Davenport called the Festival of Trees, which included carolers, a Filipino dance troupe, a boys choir, fiddlers, and clog dancing, as well as $100-a-person dinner dance and tree auction called “An Affair to Remember.” Grant and his wife, Barbara, registered at the Blackhawk Hotel in room 903, then spent a quiet evening in their room.

It was not his first trip to Davenport. More than sixty years before, in September 1925, when he was still Archie Leach, he had been part of a vaudeville act called Robinson, Janis & Leach and had played at Davenport’s Columbia Theater for four days.

Saturday morning dawned crisp—it was going to be 50 during the day, a chilly 30 that night. At 2 p.m. Grant and his wife took a walk along the Mississippi River and chatted with people who recognized him. They came across a restaurant called Archie’s, which Grant took as a good omen. He told his hosts in Davenport that if ticket sales were insufficient, he would be happy to adjust his fee. Assured that ticket sales were more than satisfactory, he relaxed.

He was an eighty-two-year-old man in fine fettle. Although he had a long-standing fear of surgery, he had had few serious illnesses—a bout with hepatitis in 1949 while shooting I Was a Male War Bride, hernia surgery in 1977, a small stroke a few years before the trip to Davenport. Other than his hair, the only obvious signs of age were his voice, which was now sandy compared to the ringing tones of his acting years, and a very slight stoop that had appeared in the last year or two. He appeared to be one of nature’s miracles, and in truth he had very few petty vanities for a man of his renown—he had age spots removed as soon as they appeared, and he darkened his eyebrows slightly because he felt that white eyebrows limited his expressiveness.

At 4 p.m., Grant and his wife arrived at the Adler Theatre for a rehearsal for the 8:30 performance. He set the stool on which he would sit downstage, close to the audience, and instructed the stagehand, a man named Jack Dexter, about the necessity of timing his entrance on the stage to synchronize precisely with his entrance on the film. He was concerned about the ushers who would handle the microphones for audience members asking questions. “He was very particular about what he wanted,” remembered Dexter. At about 5 p.m. he apologized for taking so much rehearsal time and said he would go back to his dressing room for a moment. “We’ll go through it again,” he said. But Grant didn’t come back after a few minutes, so the stagehand assumed that he had decided everything was all right after all.

The trouble had begun while Grant was still rehearsing. At first, he felt slightly nauseous and unsettled. A photograph of Grant, his wife, and Dexter before he returned to his dressing room shows Grant looking uncharacteristically disheveled—his tie askew, his hair rumpled. He’s gazing downward and his wife is looking at him with concern. Shortly afterward Grant began to develop a slight balance issue, at which point he and Barbara returned to his dressing room, where he became dizzy and vomited.

Something was clearly wrong. The theater manager was told Grant would have to cancel the show. “I’m sorry I can’t go on,” he said several times according to J. Douglas Miller, the Davenport broadcasting executive who had brought Grant to Davenport. He said it while in the throes of nausea, said it as a stagehand and two policemen carried him to a car to go back to the hotel. He didn’t speak as he was driven back to the hotel, but refused to go to the hospital. At this point, Grant thought he had a stomach flu.

Actually, it was a stroke. As the blood slowly leaked into his skull, probably from the midsection or rear of the brain, it began to apply pressure to his brain stem, gradually affecting vital functions—balance, alertness, breathing. What started with headache and nausea was inevitably extending to weakness and clumsiness of the hands—all completely unfamiliar sensations for a man whose absolute command of his body had been a hallmark of his professional life.

Two doctors, Dr. James Gilson, a cardiologist, and Dr. Duane Manlove were called. When they arrived at the hotel suite, they contacted Grant’s physician in Los Angeles. It was now clear that this was no stomach flu—Grant’s blood pressure was 210 over 130. “By about 8:15 he was beginning to have a lot of pain, but he was still coherent,” Manlove remembered. “He was talking about going back to Los Angeles and maybe seeing a doctor there. But I knew that was impossible…. He didn’t have that much time left to live. The stroke was getting worse. In only fifteen minutes he had deteriorated rapidly. It was terrible watching him die and not being able to help. But he wouldn’t let us.”

At about 9:15 p.m., an ambulance arrived to take Grant to St. Luke’s Hospital. He was still conscious, but deteriorating quickly—a photograph taken as he was being moved shows that Barbara Grant had covered his face, so that his distress couldn’t be observed. Barbara kept whispering to him, reassuring him, and Grant whispered back. “I’m sorry,” he told her. Barbara Grant placed a call to their friend Kirk Kerkorian, asking for a plane to get Grant back to California and his doctors. Kerkorian started to round up a flight crew. Just about the time he was being admitted to the hospital, Grant fell into a coma. He was immediately placed in intensive care, where his condition continued to deteriorate.

By this time, Gregory Peck, one of Grant’s closest friends, had alerted Stanley Fox, Grant’s business partner. It was obvious that Kerkorian’s plane would take too long to get to Davenport from Los Angeles. Finally, a Learjet air ambulance was located in Bloomington, Illinois. But it was all too late.

The word had gone out that Grant was ill. By 12:30 a.m., a reporter from the Chicago Tribune had arrived at St. Luke’s. The reporters were waiting, only to be flummoxed when United Press ran with a bulletin from CNN in London that Cary Grant had died in Davenport, Iowa. There was no confirmation from St. Luke’s. One reporter shouted, “It’s a hell of a note to learn from London that Cary Grant has died in Davenport.” The report originated with Stanley Fox, who had been told by Barbara Harris Grant that her husband had died.

Ten minutes after the United Press story moved, St. Luke’s confirmed the story, and the reporters rushed for the phones. Cary Grant had died in the Davenport hospital at 11:22 p.m. He was eighty-two years old. The death certificate, signed by Dr. Gilson, stated that his death was due to “massive intracerebral hemorrhage.”

There was no neurological ICU in Davenport, and, allowing for the state of medicine in 1986, even if the stroke had occurred in a major city such as Chicago the outcome would probably not have been any different. If the doctors had somehow managed to save Grant, he would have spent the remainder of his life severely damaged, in a wheelchair.

Decades later, the retired Dr. Gilson said that he doubted Grant could have survived even if he had gone to the hospital immediately, even if he had been able to be magically transported to Los Angeles and Cedars-Sinai. It was, simply, a catastrophic event. “He was still alive [when he got to the hospital] but his brain was so badly damaged that he couldn’t talk. One side was totally paralyzed, and his [pupils] were dilated. Cary felt no pain.”

As one twenty-first-century doctor said after examining the record, “It was a relatively quick and merciful death.”

It was his time.

An hour after Grant’s death, the Weerts Funeral Home was called to prepare Grant’s body for transportation to California. At 2:45 a.m., the chartered Learjet carrying the body and Barbara Grant left for Los Angeles. When the plane arrived at a remote gate at LAX at dawn, Stanley Fox was there waiting. The body was cremated by the Neptune Society. A few days later, his widow, daughter, and Kirk Kerkorian took a boat out into Santa Monica Bay and scattered Cary Grant’s ashes into the Pacific Ocean.

One of the great legends of the movies was gone. And that was that.

Or was it?



PEOPLE SAW THE ASSURED, polished, radiantly alert character that Cary Grant portrayed in movies for close to forty years and naturally assumed that he was that man. It was a reasonable enough supposition; most movie stars play emphasized aspects of themselves filtered through fictional contexts.

In fact, Scott Fitzgerald’s dictum that the mark of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two mutually opposing thoughts in your head at the same time was personified by Grant—the most self-invented man in the movies. “He’s a completely made-up character and I’m playing a part,” Grant would explain. “It’s a part I’ve been playing a long time, but no way am I really Cary Grant. A friend told me once, ‘I always wanted to be Cary Grant.’ And I said, ‘So did I.’ In my mind’s eye, I’m just a vaudevillian named Archie Leach. When somebody yells ‘Archie’ on the street I’ll look up. I don’t look up if somebody calls ‘Cary.’ So I think Cary Grant has done wonders for my life and I always want to give him his due.”

This philosophical awareness of an essential duality took Grant decades to assimilate, and it was accomplished only after sacrificing four marriages, enduring years of therapy, and over one hundred LSD sessions—an experience he came to regard as life-altering.

His specific genius was to project a consistent image of style and grace… with a little something extra. As Peter Bogdanovich wrote, Grant “became synonomous with… a kind of… directness combined with impeccable taste and a detached and subtle wit.”

But it was more than that. He was arguably more poised, more focused than any movie actor of his generation; he played every emotion except self-pity with a touch of acerbity.

The psychological cross-reference for Archie Leach was Charlie Chaplin, with whom he shared a number of elements—a disturbed mother, an indifferent, alcoholic father, a catch-as-catch-can childhood that led to a youthful infatuation with the music hall and to the movies. There was also a willingness to repeat themselves within the niche they created, which they both got away with because of a remarkable ability to simulate spontaneity. Like Chaplin, Grant could also project a wary coldness that shadowed the humor and charm, giving his character a sense of dimension it would not otherwise have had.

And there were differences as well. Underneath Grant’s fascinating, nonpareil facade was a personality of nearly perpetual anxiety—a perfectly natural response to his experience of life.

On occasion, he would step out of his comfort zone and allow his natural disillusion to show through, seasoned with a touch of bitterness—Sylvia Scarlett, None But the Lonely Heart, Notorious, a few others. As the critic David Thomson noted, he would have made a spectacular Archie Rice in The Entertainer, and could have brilliantly played the narrow, cheap James Tyrone in Long Day’s Journey into Night if only because he was a consummate professional with a comprehensive experience of the demeaning byways of low-end show business. He didn’t broadcast it, but Archie Leach once worked in Nashville on a bill with four performing seals.

Mainly, he tended to shy away from parts that demanded self-exposure. Similarly, in movies as varied as Bringing Up Baby, To Catch a Thief, and Charade, he gazed impassively at stunning women, then backed away, leaving the chase to them. Retreat can be funny because of its essential lack of composure; ardor can be tedious because of its sincerity. Aside from this preference for being left alone, he brought the unusual addition of pratfalls and somersaults to romantic comedy, a genre that favors the genteel.

He was always the conspicuous object of desire; his character preferred to be left alone—passion was to be ignored, love was to be endured. When he did want a woman, as in His Girl Friday, his character arranged things so that he would be the last man standing—a fait accompli.

Similarly, he tended to emphasize the comedy in “romantic comedy.”

What really turned Grant on as an actor was the possibility of fun, so that he could unleash his inner clown, which is why he seemed to stimulate other actors to his own level of attentive intelligence and joie de vivre. And there was something else. He wasn’t about his close-ups. He’s actually at his best in medium shots, when he’s reacting to another performer. “He is always fretting at, muttering against, or edging away from the solitude that stars generally inhaled with the light,” wrote David Thomson. “He does not quite talk to the audience or look at the camera, but he communes with the film.”

In recent years, most discussion about Grant has moved beyond—or beneath—analyses of his acting skills to the matter of his sexual identity—his years of living with Randolph Scott, insinuating comments by people like Arthur Laurents, who called him “bisexual at best.” Gays have been eager to claim Grant as one of their own, while straights have been every bit as insistent about his presumed heterosexuality.

Caught in the middle are skeptics, who ask why a supposedly gay man would marry five times. For that matter, why would a theoretically gay actor in a tightly closeted time go out of his way to appear in hilarious drag—a fetching peignoir in Bringing Up Baby, while hopping up and down proclaiming, “I just went gay all of a sudden!” Not to mention the title character in I Was a Male War Bride?

So much talent, so many mysteries.

This is the story of the man born Archibald Alexander Leach, whose greatest performance was unquestionably as the matchless specimen of masculine charm known as Cary Grant.
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PART ONE 1904–1938


“It’s important to know where you’ve come from so that you can know where you’re going. I probably chose my profession because I was seeking approval, adulation, admiration and affection.”

—Cary Grant, aka Archie Leach







CHAPTER ONE

Like Liverpool, another major English port, Bristol rose to wealth via the slave trade in the eighteenth century. It was a trading port as early as 1051, as attested by a listing in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and by the fourteenth century Bristol was engaged in trading with Spain, Portugal, and Iceland. The oldest building in town is the St. James Priory, dating from 1129, a place of worship for more than nine hundred years.

In 1809, Bristol was transformed by the opening of what became known as the Floating Harbor, which was meant to compensate for the fact that the town had the second highest tidal range in the world. For more than a hundred years, cargo ships would wait for high tide, then sail single file for several miles from the mouth of the Avon River—a different Avon than the one that bisects Stratford—to the port in the heart of the city.

As the ships arrived, Bristol’s Old City prospered. It was and is full of cobbled streets, alleys, and Regency townhouses clustered around Queen Square. Bristol is only 125 miles or so from London, but it might as well be five thousand miles. Bristol grew until it had all the benefits of a city, but not so large that it became an intimidating, congested metropolis.

It was in Bristol, on January 18, 1904, that a son was born to Elias James Leach and Elsie Maria Kingdon Leach. “My family name is Leach,” he would write, echoing David Copperfield. “To which, at my christening, was added Archibald Alexander, with no opportunity for me to protest.” He was born at home, at 15 Hughenden Road, a commonplace brick terrace house in the Horfield district. His mother’s attendant was a midwife, a more economical alternative than a doctor and a hospital.

Archie was baptized on February 8 at the Horfield Parish Church by the Episcopal vicar E. W. Oakden. The lifelong confusion wrought by warring identities began early—Archie’s baptismal certificate records his middle name as Alec, while his birth certificate says Alexander. The baptismal certificate was probably a mistaken contraction—he would always use Alexander on his legal documents.

Elias Leach and his wife had been married on May 30, 1898. At the time, Elias was twenty-five years old, the son of a potter. Elsie was the daughter of a shipwright, and was four years younger than her husband. Elsie’s mother, Elizabeth Morgan, was from Newport, Wales, born around 1840.

What all this means is that a definitely working-class ancestry somehow managed to produce one of the world’s most convincing representations of an aristocrat, albeit an aristocrat who could summon at will a welcome touch of the gutter.

While Bristol was a prosperous town, Elias Leach did not share overmuch in that prosperity. At the time, and later, Elias Leach pressed men’s suits for a living, mostly at Todd’s Clothing Factory off Portland Square.

In youth, Elias was handsome, even rakish, while Elsie was also attractive, with the same dark coloring that would be a prominent feature of her son. “My father was a… tallish man with a fancy moustache,” Archie would remember. “He possessed an outwardly cheerful sense of humor and, to balance it, an inwardly sad acceptance of the dull life he had chosen. My mother was a delicate black-haired beauty, with olive skin, frail and feminine to look upon. What isn’t apparent in the photograph is the extent of her strength and her will to control—a deep need to receive unreservedly the very affection she sought to control.”

Archie remembered the house where he was born as “a suburban stone house, which, lacking modern heating convenience, kept only one step ahead of freezing by means of small coal fires in small bedroom fireplaces.” The house on Hughenden was typical of English homes of the turn of the last century, both provincial and urban. Generations of English children were used to bedrooms where windows would be cracked even in frigid winters, resulting in frost on the windows and a thin sheet of ice in the water glass in the bathroom. The theory was that a bit of the outdoors wouldn’t hurt you, but Archie hated the omnipresent cold, which led to a lifetime of lusting after warmth both physical and emotional.

In other respects, the house on Hughenden had its advantages. The street dead-ends into Horfield Commons, a pleasant city park, so little Archie had plenty of room to run, and there wouldn’t have been much traffic on the street itself.

Elias did what he could to brighten things up. Archie would remember wild strawberry patches in the land behind his house, and it seems that his father had an instinct for gardening. Elias planted one of those glorious English gardens behind the house—fuchsias and hollyhocks, geraniums and daffodils, crocuses and lilies of the valley. There was an apple tree from which Elias hung a swing, which provoked a fear of heights in Archie.

The Leach family does not appear to have been particularly close; Archie would tell friends that his parents didn’t pay much attention to him and would often head to the pub to drink. It was said more as a glum statement of fact than an expression of anger. As with most working-class families, they moved frequently. Before Archie was born, they were at 30 Brighton Street; in 1904 it was 15 Hughendon Road; by 1911, they had moved to six rooms at 5 Seymour Avenue.

That year the census for England and Wales documented Elias and Elsie as thirty-eight and thirty-three years old respectively, married for thirteen years. Elias’s occupation was listed as “Tailor’s Presser’s.” The total number of children born to Elias and Elsie was two, the number still living was one, and that survivor was listed as “Archibald Alex. Leach,” seven years of age. Also living with the Leaches were three nieces named Lilian, Dora, and Josephine Monk, who were twenty-two, eighteen, and fifteen respectively. All this was agreed and attested to by Elias in his neat, childishly correct hand.

As the census indicated, Archie was the second child born to Elias and Elsie. John William Elias Leach had been born on February 9, 1899, and died two days before his first birthday. The family legend had it that Elsie was holding John when a door slammed on the child’s thumb. The nail was torn off and an infection developed. Elsie stayed up night after night to tend the child. When she finally fell into a stuperous sleep, John began convulsing and died. The child’s death certificate tells a less complicated story; it lists the cause of death as “tubercular meningitis.”

Whether the child’s death caused the drinking or was a result of the drinking is impossible to gauge. What is certain is that there was more than the nominal amount of household strife—Archie would speak of arguments and raised voices. “My mother was not a happy woman,” he would remember, “and I was not a happy child because my mother tried to smother me with care. She was so scared something would happen to me…. She and my father fought about me constantly. He wanted her to let go. She couldn’t. I never spent a happy moment with them under the same roof. And that’s a fact. That’s the truth.”

Archie would spend most of his life coping with this early immersion in stress-filled domesticity. It would leave him both needing and rejecting love and its commitments nearly simultaneously. “I know a thing or two about men and women,” he would tell a girlfriend. “And especially how women like to control you.”

Archie resembled his father physically—Elias had the same jutting chin as his son—but in most other respects he took after his mother. He had her dark complexion, her deep brown, almost chocolate eyes, and her temperament—brooding, tending toward depressive. It was a temperament that would propel him to the world’s heights, but for much of his life it also condemned him to a gnawing sense of dissatisfaction. Is that all there is?

In 1908, at the age of four and a half, Archie began attending the Bishop Road School, about a quarter-mile from the house on Hughenden. The school had opened in 1896, and was more or less state of the educational art at the time. It is still in use today, holds about eight hundred children, and remains pretty much state-of-the-art. Archie attended the Bishop Road School until July 23, 1915. Oddly, the Bristol jail was right around the corner, with the prison wall visible as Archie crossed the street to enter the school. The occasional jail escape provided much-needed neighborhood excitement.

Classmates remembered Archie as “scruffy-looking” or as a “pathetic little figure.” Basil Varney, who was in the same class as Archie at Bishop Road as well as the succeeding Fairfield School, drew a portrait of a cozy time when the children felt cosseted, World War I or no World War I. A student named Harold Jones remembered that the atmosphere was strict but fair. Students had to raise their caps to the teachers. Peashooters and skates were forbidden, and students couldn’t put their hands in their pockets. German prisoners of war would occasionally be driven in lorries past the school to dig trenches in what later became Kings Drive.

Basil Varney said that “To commemorate King George’s Coronation [in 1911] we received a tin of chocolates with a picture of the King and Queen Mary on the lid. Also, I received a medal for never being late.” The main danger children faced was whooping cough, and there was a “fever van” that would take sick children to the hospital.

Archie seemed to find a niche when he was made the goalkeeper for the recess soccer matches. “If the ball slammed past me, I alone—no other member of the team, but I alone—was held responsible for the catastrophe.” At the same time, if he stopped the ball, there was exultation. “I learned the deep satisfaction derived from receiving the adulation of my fellow little men. Perhaps it began the process that resulted in my search for it ever since. No money, no material reward is comparable to the praise, the shouts of well done, and accompanying pat on the back of one’s fellow man.”

Soccer games aside, Archie’s memory of his schooling was a roster of humiliations and disappointments. He remembered that he struck out at arithmetic and at talking to girls. He recorded that he was fascinated by his mother’s pinking shears, and that his Christmas stocking would be filled with tangerines and nuts. His favorite toy was a candle-powered magic lantern complete with colored slides that provided the entertainment at the only children’s party his parents ever hosted for the boy.

Elias allotted six pence a week for his son’s allowance, but his mother would dock him two pence if he spilled any food on the prize tablecloth she would bring out for Sunday meals. Elsie would take her son to the Claire Street Cinema, a posh place catty-cornered from the lavish Hippodrome Theatre in the heart of Bristol.

At the cinema on Claire Street you could take tea while watching the movie. (His father would take him to the movies at the less expensive Metropole.) Archie loved Keystone comedies and the serials. He watched Charlie Chaplin, Fatty Arbuckle, John Bunny, and his particular favorite, Broncho Billy Anderson, the first cowboy star and cofounder of the Essanay Studios. He spoke of raptly attending a Pearl White serial called The Clutching Hand, but he was probably thinking of The Iron Claw, released in 1916.

He would sum up his early childhood as dour. “I doubt if I was a happy child because, like most people, I conveniently find it difficult to remember those early formative years…. Since my parents did not seem particularly happy together… the lack of sufficient money became an excuse for regular sessions of reproach, against which my father resignedly learned the futility of trying to defend himself.”

And so the casting in the drama of Archie’s life began to take place. Men were victims and women—especially needy women—were the oppressors. This provoked a tendency in Archie to hold himself slightly aloof from intimate relationships, the better to extricate himself when things got unpleasant. Archie would always characterize his father as a more or less hapless onlooker in his own life, and marveled at his mother’s strength and will to power.

In 1912, Elias told his wife that he had been offered a good job in Southampton, eighty miles from Bristol. The new job had him making uniforms for the British Army. It seems that Elias had also found another woman who just happened to live in Southampton. Within a year he was back in Bristol; however much he was being paid it wasn’t enough to sustain two households.

The family strife might have derailed Archie’s academics, but despite his memories centering on dolorous failure, the record indicates he was actually smart and attentive, with a native intelligence. His report card dated May 2, 1913, says that he earned 20 out of 20 in Reading, 30 out of 30 in Arithmetic, 10 out of 10 in Writing, 19 out of 20 for Dictation, 20 out of 20 for Drawing, and 18 out of 20 for Conduct. “I am very pleased with this report,” his teacher wrote. He was rated first in his class of 41; on his previous report card he had ranked 11th.

But the situation at home was growing worse. Elsie’s mental health began to deteriorate. Her fear spiked; she kept all the doors in the house locked, washed her hands incessantly with a stiff-bristled brush. “Where are my dancing shoes?” she would ask, more to herself than anybody else.

One Saturday Elsie took her son to Marks & Spencer. It was the first time Archie remembered being there, and he loved the bounty of it. Archie ran over to the penny bazaar to see what he could get for his pocket change, when he realized his mother wasn’t with him. He was suddenly alone and frightened and wanted to cry, but he didn’t want to do anything that would embarrass his parents, so he maintained his composure.

After a while, there was still no sign of his mother, so Archie began to cry, but nobody paid any attention; the throngs of people just kept moving past the little boy. Then he felt a hand grab his. He looked up and it was Elsie, who knelt down and looked him right in the face. “You see, Archie, nobody wants you. Nobody came for you, did they? I’m the only one—the only one—who cares about you. Nobody else. And don’t you ever forget it, because the next time you let go of my hand and wander off, I won’t come back.”

He would spend the rest of his life coping with the damage inflicted on him in these years. “I think she thought of me as her doll,” he would tell a friend late in his life. “Someone totally dependent upon her and only her. She wanted control of me because she couldn’t control what had happened to her first son.”

Almost all of his relationships with women would be derailed by alternating waves of need and fear, seduction then flight. He would come to regard his mother as a well-meaning psychological assassin. He would spend decades avoiding sitting at his own dining room table, because that was a place of rising tension and impending financial loss. He preferred trays in front of the TV.

All of this could go in only one direction. Elias’s drinking increased to the point where he was an alcoholic. Archie would come to believe that it was “his only escape—the only way he could get away from my mother and her constant complaints about money and everything else….


They constantly fought. Elsie had lived in Clifton, kind of the Beverly Hills of Bristol, and she looked down on the part of town where we lived. It was by no means a slum—it was a good, working-class neighborhood—but it wasn’t Clifton and she never let my father forget it. Ever. They were always arguing about money. There just never seemed to be enough of it. That’s all they talked about. And she made it seem like it was his fault.



His mother wanted Archie to play the piano and insisted he take lessons—undoubtedly a stretch given the family’s thin resources. Despite all this, his report card indicates that even if he was uninterested, he was invariably diligent—a trait that never changed.

When World War I arrived in 1914, Archie did his part by joining the YMCA and being assigned air raid duty—if a siren went off, he had to climb up the gas streetlamps and extinguish them. Although only ten years old, he already was showing signs of wanderlust, accepting any assignment that might involve travel outside his neighborhood.

None of this seemed to soften the home environment. Elias would argue that their son should be out in the streets playing, while Elsie wanted him kept close. The arguments grew worse, until Elias finally did something drastic.

On February 3, 1915, Elsie Maria Leach, thirty-eight years of age, was committed to the asylum at the Bristol district known as Fishponds. There were actually two hospitals for the mentally ill in Bristol. One was Stoke Park, a Gothic pile out of a Brontë novel painted an incongruous yellow that sits on a hill looming over the M32 highway in and out of Bristol. It’s usually assumed to be the building where Elsie was housed, but Stoke Park was strictly for violent or highly damaged patients. Elsie was interned at Glenside Hospital, reserved for comparatively mild cases, just down the road from Stoke Park.I

The intake document states that Elsie was “very talkative,” and goes on to specify the reasons for her commitment. “Husband says his wife Elsie Maria Leach has been queer in her head for some months, thinks that several women are concealed in the house and that they put poison in her food. She hears voices through the wall and thinks [she’s] being watched.” Under the heading “Dangerous to Herself” is written No; under the heading “Dangerous to Others” is written No. The variety of insanity is specified as “Mania.”

It was all so simple. There appears to have been nobody attesting to Elsie’s supposed insanity other than her husband. From Elsie’s correspondence in later years, there seems no doubt that she was emotionally and intellectually erratic, although those characteristics could easily have been exacerbated by being incarcerated in a mental institution for more than twenty years. She would not be discharged from Glenside Hospital until July 26, 1936. After that, she would live on her own for more than twenty years, which indicates she should never have been interned in the first place.

One of the primary issues Elsie seems to have presented was inconvenience. With his wife out of the way, Elias would contract a common-law marriage with a woman named Mabel Johnson, with whom he had a child out of wedlock named Eric Leach in September 1921. It is possible he was already involved with her in 1915.

If Elias had worked to overcome his wife’s disappearance and established an intimate relationship with his son, a certain amount of good intentions might be ascribed, but as far as Archie was concerned, his father was always pretty much the same—absent.

And so it was that Archie Leach came home a few weeks after turning eleven to find his mother gone. He asked where she was and the response was a series of vague inferences implying that she had gone to a seaside resort. “I accepted it as one of those peculiarly unaccountable things that grown-ups are apt to do.” After several weeks, he realized that she wasn’t coming back and the inference shifted from a trip to sudden death. Apparently he never demanded any specifics from his father, who in turn never offered any. Silence descended. So did guilt. Years later, he would describe the awful responsibility he felt over his mother’s disappearance—on some level, he believed he was the subject of his parents’ quarrels, and perhaps even her death. Then and later, there was little happiness to be recalled in his childhood, so he tended to avoid the subject.

Late in his life, during one of his trips to Bristol, he would stand in front of the house at 15 Hughenden Road. “It is true what they say,” he began reminiscing. “Sometimes I can’t remember what happened yesterday, but I can remember things from my life here that are so clear and vivid.

“The thing I remember most is how cold that upstairs bedroom would get. There was an eiderdown that always slipped off the bed. There’s nothing worse than waking up in a cold home, is there?” On rare occasions, he would discuss how lonely he was after his mother disappeared. He would go down to the Bristol docks, wishing one of the freighters would take him far away to someplace warmer, more comforting.

Archie and his father moved to his grandmother’s house on Campbell Street, where, he remembered, he didn’t see a great deal of her. He remembered his grandmother as “a cold, cold woman.”

When Archie had been small, four or five, he remembered his grandmother treating him with affection, but by the time he and his father moved in with her, she had switched to dislike. “At most I was a steady annoyance. At worst, I was a hindrance to her drinking…. I was on my own a lot. When I did come home, I’d find her in the upstairs bedroom, usually drunk. The worst words would come out of her mouth. She truly and completely disliked me. I swear I could smell hell on her breath.

“More than that, what I remember about that house was how cold it was. Always. And there was never enough food. Never. She could have cared less if I was fed or clothed properly. So most of the time when I wasn’t in school, I was on the streets.” He summed up his domestic situation by saying, “I… took care of my own needs as best I could.”



ARCHIE LATER REALIZED that “no one had an easy time of it, especially my father.” One time the landlord came to the door to collect the rent, and Archie never forgot the look of shame on his father’s face. He didn’t have the money.

Nineteen fifteen was also the year Archie left the Bishop Road School to transfer to Fairfield School, roughly analogous to an American middle school. He would have had to take a test to enter Fairfield, and if he had flunked he would have stayed at Bishop Road. Fairfield was built in 1898 as a series of overlapping gabled structures. The school was coeducational, with a general fee of one pound per term, but 25 percent of the slots were available to non-fee-paying students, which would have included Archie. Acceptance at Fairfield was good but it didn’t promise a college education. The Fairfield School was one-fifth private and four-fifths a state school, that is to say government funded.

Archie acknowledged being a nervous child, with two primary fears—knives and heights. The latter is fairly common, but the former derived from watching his father shave and having Elias gesture toward him with the straight razor. He never forgot the startling move, the flash of the light on the razor.

In later life, he would only have a few anecdotes about Elias’s accumulated wisdom. Anecdote # 1: “I always fancied shoes, and my father told me, ‘If you can’t afford good shoes, don’t buy any. If you can afford one pair, buy black. If two pair, one black, one brown. But they must be good. That way even if they are old, they will always be seen to be good shoes.’ ”

Anecdote # 2: Archie had a penchant for “elegant sorts of tweeds and glenurquhart plaids. My father said, ‘Don’t buy them unless you can afford a lot of suits. Otherwise, people will say, ‘Here comes that suit down the road,’ rather than Archie.’ ”

Good advice as far as it goes, which isn’t very far. Guidance about clothes isn’t guidance about life. On that score, Elias seems to have kept his mouth shut, perhaps because he realized he didn’t have any advice worth passing on.

Despite his intelligence, Archie seems to have disliked the regimentation of organized learning, which explains his comprehensively random intake of information as an older man. Archie’s memory of Fairfield was of a roughhouse atmosphere: “Either you were a hitter or you got hit.” Archie seems to have been a hitter; he had his slingshot commandeered by one of his teachers, who might have been Miss Craigie, a Scottish teacher on whom he developed a crush. Archie’s allowance was only a shilling a week, so he took on whatever work he could find—a chemist’s shop, taking tickets at a roundabout.

He couldn’t afford to buy new textbooks, so bought them secondhand from students who had already taken the courses. This made him realize that college was going to be out of the question. Concurrently, he developed an obsession to be clean. “I washed myself constantly; a habit I carried far into adulthood in a subconscious belief that if I scrubbed hard enough outside I might cleanse myself inside: perhaps of an imagined guilt that I was in some way responsible for the circumstances of my parents’ separation.”

By this time, Archie knew what he wanted. He wanted out.

“I hung around the wharves hoping to get a job as a cabin boy,” he said seventy-odd years later. “I couldn’t be a traveling salesman, I was too young to be a commercial traveler. I was too young to join the army. But all I dreamed of was to travel.” The only question was where he would go… and what he would do.

Bristol was now a city in transition. The streets around the waterfront were dingy from two hundred years of constant use, and the bowers and fruit groves that had grown wild were long gone. By 1915 much of the inner city, especially what Bristol historians would refer to as “the notorious Hanover Street,” constituted an embarrassment to the government and many of the commercial businesses.

Archie remembered that his introduction to the intimacy of the stage came courtesy of an electrician who served as a part-time science instructor at Fairfield. The teacher was hired to work on the lighting system at the Bristol Hippodrome and invited Archie to check out his handiwork. The Hippodrome had opened in 1912 at a cost of £32,000, a splendid theater of deep crimson with gold accents, three thousand seats spread over a main floor, and two balconies—the height of Imperial Victorian splendor, part of a long roster of Empires, Coliseums, and Hippodromes built across cities and towns in England in the early years of the twentieth century, most of them designed by Frank Matcham.

The Hippodrome was mostly a vaudeville house—two performances every evening and matinees twice a week. Sometimes the rhythm would be broken by bringing in opera, concerts, a circus, or even a movie. The theater was built with a water tank beneath the stage that held a hundred thousand gallons and could simulate choppy waves, whirlpools, or foaming waterfalls. The theater advertised that the water could be heated to 80 degrees Fahrenheit, although performers who had occasion to work in the tank begged to differ with the advertising.

Perhaps the most awe-inspiring feature of the Hippodrome was a dome above the auditorium that could be opened to let out tobacco fumes and let in cool night air in those years before air-conditioning. In the first year of the Hippodrome’s existence, Sarah Bernhardt appeared there in La Dame aux Camélias. It was a triumph, except for one performance when Bernhardt’s death scene was interrupted by a group of women in one of the boxes who began chanting about voting rights, only to be met by equal amounts of catcalling from men in the audience. The police were called and the protesters were evicted.

But Archie Leach wasn’t fascinated by the dome, the tank, or any of the physical accoutrements of the Hippodrome. Rather he was entranced by camaraderie—a feeling of family that had been completely absent from his life until that moment.

“The Saturday matinee was in full swing when I arrived backstage,” he remembered, “and there I suddenly found my inarticulate self in a dazzling land of smiling, jostling people wearing and not wearing all sorts of costumes and doing all sorts of clever things. And that’s when I knew. What other life could there be but that of an actor? They happily traveled and toured. They were classless, cheerful and carefree. They gaily laughed, lived and loved.”

Most importantly, there were performers at the Hippodrome who were just about the same age as Archie. A half-century later, he remembered that it would be “An actor’s life for me.” He hung around until he got a job as a call-boy, telling the performers they had a half-hour until showtime, then fifteen minutes and so forth.

From the Hippodrome, he went to the Empire, where he was hired to assist with the spotlights. The main reason he went after the job was to see the shows for free. He particularly loved the Great David Devant, a magician. The Great Devant was less appreciative of Archie, because the boy was so enthralled by Devant’s act that during one performance he allowed the spotlight to drift downward, where it revealed two mirrors under Devant’s platform that were the basis of many of the illusions. Archie would always be a great fan of the illusionary arts—decades later he joined the board of the Magic Castle in Hollywood.

At the age of fourteen, he began keeping a rough journal in a small book with the cover legend “The Boy Scout’s Note Book and Diary.” On the first page, he lists his name as “A. Leach,” his address as 12 Campbell St., St. Paul’s, Bristol, his height as 5 ft 1/2. On page 73, he records his troop as 1st Bristol, his patrol as Beavers, his boot size as 6. Hat size and glove size are left blank.

The diary mainly attests to his passion for the stage. From January 1 to the 4th he was on holiday from school and spent each night at the Empire. On the 5th he went to King’s Hall Old Market, where he saw Gloria’s Romance, a film with Billie Burke. School started up on the 8th, and he would attend the Empire several nights a week.

A few of his entries from January 1918:


	14 MONDAY: “After School I went and bought a new belt. And a new tie. Empire in evening. Daro-Lyric Kingston’s Rosebuds.”

	17 THURSDAY: “Stayed home from school all day. Went to Empire in evening. Snowing.”

	18 FRIDAY: “My birthday. Stayed home from school. In afternoon went in town. In evening, Empire. Second house… out to King’s Hall. Snowing… Letter from Mary M.”



Monday, January 21, was a more typical day: “School wrote letter to Mary M. Empire in evening, not a bad show. Caper at the top of bill. Bail flys around hall 20’ long… Mr. Macaine gave me pass for 2 in stalls Thursday second House.”

By February, he is simply noting “Stayed away,” probably from school, possibly from home, perhaps both. “Roamed… & went to the pictures. Empire in evening.” On Friday, February 15: “Mucked about all day. Went to Panto in evening Allright. Had 2 fish & chips.” There are occasional notations about a friend named Stan, but nothing about his father, or any consequences from his repeated absences from school. The high point seems to have been seeing the famous music hall entertainer Vesta Tilley on March 5, and getting her autograph three days later. He kept the autographed photo for the rest of his life.

The diary begins to peter out in April and there are only fragmentary entries after that. A section marked Cash Accounts reveals that he was getting paid occasionally by the Empire in 1917 and 1918, anywhere from 1/9 to 2/6, although whether that’s pounds and shillings or shillings and pence is open to question. In a section titled “My Friends,” he lists five music hall acts that include “Bart & Bart Comedy Acrobats” and “Charlie Harvey Friend Heave O’ Revue.” The only friends he bothers to list are Fred Pitts and Cass, or Ciss—his penmanship is sloppy—Hillier.

The diary is interesting for what it doesn’t mention as well as for what it does. Like most teenagers, Archie is only interested in what Archie is interested in. There is no notice taken of anything in the world outside of theatricals and school, such as, for instance, World War I. Increasing amounts of time are spent at the Empire, decreasing amounts of time spent at school. The lack of involvement with school, not to mention his father, is obvious. Alternatives to home were sought, and inevitably found.

Nor does he write anything about his missing mother, or any family member outside of two mentions of “Gram,” where he goes once for tea and a notation on February 14, where he mentions that the doctor had come to see Gram, “who is bad.” Nor does he mention the fact that in 1918 he ran away from home and got kicked out of Fairfield. The overall impression is of an isolated boy left to his own devices and more or less content with that.

The last entry in the diary comes on Saturday, December 21. It is gnomic but enticing, and possibly a preview of coming attractions:


good

dog

do

a

good

TRICK



ARCHIE WAS UNAWARE that his father was keeping his mother informed about their son. On May 5, 1918, Elias wrote Elsie that, “I am very sort [sic] that I have not written to you before you must excuse me once again I am very pleased to say that Archie is going along alright and also that he is in the very best of health and that he is enjoying himself allright. I am very glad that you are getting better which I hope will continue for you…. I remain your loving…” Elias’s mechanical, uninterested recitation of trivialities would be replicated in his occasional letters to his son.

That same year, Archie wrote to Bob Pender under his father’s name, inquiring if Pender was interested in taking on an apprentice. Bob Pender—real name Robert Lomas—was born in 1871, part of a second-generation troupe of tumblers. A London Times article in the 1850s refers to a “Lomas Troupe,” probably headed by Richard John Lomas, Bob’s father. By the turn of the century, Bob Lomas had given up the family name and was touring under the name of the Bob Pender Troupe, recognized as one of the finest acts of its kind in the world.

When he got Archie’s letter, Pender wrote back, enclosing railroad fare and suggesting that Archie meet the troupe in Norwich. When Archie arrived, some of the boys in the troupe began instructing him in tumbling and basic acrobatics. But Archie hadn’t bothered to tell his father he was leaving home. After Archie had spent ten days with the troupe, Elias somehow found out where his errant son was and snatched the boy back to Bristol.

Archie was adamant, so much so that he engineered an event that got him expelled from Fairfield. The date was March 13, 1918. Archie’s version of events was that he snuck into the girls’ side of the school so he could check out the bathrooms and got caught. After he died, one old classmate reported that he had indeed done that, but that he had added masturbation to his roster of delinquencies. Whatever the degree of transgression, Archie’s mission was accomplished: he was now available for a full-time apprenticeship with Pender’s troupe. Elias must have been upset, but Archie remembered that both his father and Pender were Masons and that shared bond eventually enabled them to come to an agreement. On August 9, 1918, a contract was drawn up between Pender and Elias Leach concerning his minor son.


The said Robert Pender agrees to employ the son of the said Elias Leach Archie Leach in his troupe at a weekly salary of 10/ a week with board and lodgings and everything found for the stage, and when not working full board and lodgings.

This salary to be increased as the said Archie Leach improves in his profession and he agrees to remain in the employment of Robert Pender till he is 18 years of age or a six months notice on either sides.

Robert Pender undertaking to teach him dancing & other accomplishments needful for his work.

Archie Leach agrees to work to the best of his abilities.


 
Archie’s schooling was over, but his education was just beginning.



	I. Today, part of Glenside Hospital is still used as a mental institution, while the rest of the complex is used for housing student nurses.






CHAPTER TWO

Unlike American vaudeville, which was primarily attended by the lower and middle classes, English music halls drew customers from every economic strata. As one historian noted, “Ford Madox Ford edited his English Review in a box at the Shepherd’s Bush Empire, and the King himself preferred an evening of variety at the Empire or the Gaiety to G. B. Shaw at the Royal Court.”

When it came to the working class, the music halls were not ancillary, but primary and had been since the days when the form began in taverns, which is why the music halls were full of satirical takes on aristocrats who were generally portrayed as feckless fools.

Archie remembered that Bob Pender was “a stocky, strongly built, likable man of about 42” who had been renowned as a great Drury Lane clown. He also liked Pender’s wife, Margaret, whom he termed “kindly.” Within three months Archie was not in the audience at the Empire in Bristol, he was on the stage.

The English music hall was similar to American vaudeville—eight to ten acts amounting to a variety show lasting for a maximum of two hours. But there were some differences—American vaudeville was rigorously policed by the producers and theater owners, who wanted a family audience and took a very dim view of anything suggestive or racy. By contrast, the music hall featured performers who specialized in the risqué such as Marie Lloyd and “Max Miller, the Cheeky Chappy.”

The Pender troupe’s schedule for the period when Archie joined in August is exhausting to contemplate. Beginning with Kingston-on-Thames, the troupe played week-long engagements at, in order, Aldershot, London, Aberdeen, Hamilton, Bolton, Walham Green, Canning Town, Chatham, Liverpool, Leeds, Manchester, Aston-u-Lyne, Preston, Dumbarton, and Alexandria. Archie remembered that during the week of November 11, 1918, when the Armistice was declared, he was playing in Preston, a large town east of Blackpool in Lancashire. He was correct—the theater was yet another Hippodrome, and the troupe left for Dumbarton, Scotland, on November 18.

Then it was off to Glasgow for a rehearsal for the Holiday pantomime, which they played through February. Archie would describe the Christmas pantomime as “adapted from the old Italian Commedia dell’arte. Stock clowns, each of whom has a traditional personality. They have marvelous adventures told in action—in pantomime and tumbling. Beginning on Boxing day, which is the first weekday after Christmas, they continue for sometimes 10 to 12 weeks to the great delight of the kiddies.” After the pantomime, the company was off for two weeks, followed by bookings in Sunderland, Birmingham, Coventry, Weymouth, and Salisbury.

Shortly after the end of the war, Pender split the company in two, and Archie was promoted from acrobatics to stilt-walking and pantomime. He learned fast. Pender’s troupe was what the trade called a “dumb act,” meaning they didn’t talk. The vaudeville historian Joe Laurie Jr. would write that “In Europe, the dumb act was respected and was usually a featured act and many times a headliner,” if only because of the enormous skill on view. Acrobats usually either opened or closed the bill.

As with Fred Karno’s troupe, which produced Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel, Pender demanded not merely physical grace, but total control even if the performers had to simulate a total loss of control. English acrobats were generally regarded as beginners until they had been working together for at least six months. “Most of the great dumb acts were Europeans,” wrote Joe Laurie, “because they had the patience to work for hours, weeks and years to perfect their specialties…. The foreign troupes had apprentices who worked for years for just room and board, a few clothes, and maybe a buck or two for spending money. The owner of the act would send the kid’s parents a few bucks a week, which they were glad to get while their kid was learning a ‘profession.’ ” Laurie could have been describing Pender and his young apprentice. What Archie was getting was basic training in acrobatics and, beyond that, something beyond price: how to entertain an audience.

The first thing Pender taught Archie was how to make an entrance. It involved rushing out from the wings and diving through the stage floor, courtesy of a “star-trap”—a trapdoor cut in segments like a pie that is flush with the stage. A star-trap is usually used for magic acts, but it comes in handy for the occasional acrobat. After the acrobat (or magician) passes through, the pieces of the star-trap spring back into place. Since most of the audience was seated beneath the level of the stage, it looked like the acrobat dove right through a solid stage floor. The topper involved four other acrobats huddled below the stage, who hurled Archie up through the star-trap so he could make a startling reentry.

The first few times they tried the second half of the trick, Archie forgot to spread his legs after he rose up through the star-trap, which meant he disappeared back through the floor as quickly as he had risen through it. “I landed on the table [beneath the stage] and up I went again. And I was still too excited to remember to spread out my legs—so down through the trap I went once more.”

It was timing, it was physical dexterity, it was remembering to spread your legs. And at the end was the reward: “When the audience roared at me the time I shot up and down through that star-trap, it ruined me forever.”

By 1920, Archie was a firmly established member of the troupe. It was in that year that Pender booked his first engagement in America. He could take only eight boys with him, and Archie was one of them. On July 21, 1920, Archie, carrying little more than his talent and a new English passport numbered 5016, left Southampton on board the White Star Line’s SS Olympic. The passenger manifest correctly asserted he was sixteen years of age, and listed his occupation—somewhat optimistically—as “actor.” Destination: the Globe Theater in New York City.

The Pender troupe crossed the Atlantic in second class. Above them, in the deluxe cabin of the Olympic were Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford, returning from their six-week honeymoon in Europe. Shipping manifests are highly democratic; Fairbanks and Pickford were also listed as “actor” and “actress,” as if there was no difference between them and Archie Leach.

Archie would remember that he was photographed with Fairbanks while they played a game of shuffleboard. “As I stood beside him, I tried, with shy, inadequate words to tell him of my adulation. He was a splendidly trained acrobat, affable and warmed by success and well-being. A gentleman in the true sense of the word.”

The photograph reveals Fairbanks’s hair blowing in the ocean breeze, while sixteen-year-old Archie is standing next to him, already extremely handsome and clearly gobsmacked by his proximity to one of his idols.

Fairbanks was a role model for the young acrobat, as he was for half the population of the world. Lithe, with the trim muscularity and skill set of a superb gymnast, Fairbanks was a poor, half-Jewish kid from Denver who recast himself as a show business aristocrat and anglophile, a category that would also describe his son, who would eventually become close friends with Archie. The elder Fairbanks had his suits made on Savile Row by Anderson & Sheppard, his evening clothes by Hawes & Curtis, his shirts by Beale & Inman. He also displayed a perpetual tan in place of conventional movie makeup—traits that Archie would adopt.

But they had more in common than a tan and a taste for English tailoring. Both Archie and Fairbanks had had wretched childhoods, both had alcoholic fathers, both would project professional exuberance with a corresponding private tendency toward depression. And in time, the young man from Bristol would be similarly beloved by the public for the traits that Fairbanks had embodied—athleticism, the projection of optimism, the habit of always turning on his radiant personality whenever a camera was present.

What struck Archie at the time of their first meeting was Fairbanks’s entirely sincere noblesse oblige, the way Fairbanks had of enjoying his own celebrity—a trait it would take Archie Leach nearly a lifetime to master. And the clothes. He was entranced by Fairbanks’s clothes. A half-century later, he would be talking to Ralph Lauren and describe in photographic detail Fairbanks’s appearance and wardrobe. He told Lauren that he really should make a double-breasted tuxedo, “like the one worn by Fairbanks, same lapel and all.”

Just before the end of the great swashbuckler’s life, Fairbanks would encounter the younger man again and graciously compliment him on a recent performance. Fairbanks didn’t remember their first, glancing meeting, but the younger man wasn’t offended, nor did he remind him. The fact that he had received a compliment from his idol meant that “my cup overflowed.”

The Olympic arrived in New

















	JULY 1920–SEPTEMBER 1922: Pender’s troupe.

	SEPTEMBER 1922–APRIL 1923: The Pender troupe minus Archie is back at the Hippodrome in a show called Better Times.

	JANUARY 1925–JULY 1925: Archie Leach disappears from the trade papers in what seems to have been a lengthy period of unemployment.

	AUGUST 1925–FEBRUARY 1926: The act known as Robinson, Janis and Leach tours second- and third-tier vaudeville towns.

















e9781501192128/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781501192128/images/f00vi-01.jpg





e9781501192128/images/f0010-01.jpg





e9781501192128/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781501192128/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Prologue


		Part One: 1904–1938

		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven







		Part Two: 1939–1953

		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen







		Part Three: 1954–1986

		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four







		Epilogue


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Photo Credits


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Photo Credits


		Copyright








		I


		II


		VI


		VII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		483


		484


		485


		III


		IV


		V


		486


		487


		488


		489


		490


		491


		492


		493


		494


		495


		496


		497


		498


		499


		500


		501


		502


		503


		504


		505


		506


		507


		508


		509


		510


		511


		512


		513


		514


		515


		516


		517


		518


		519


		520


		521


		522


		523


		524


		525


		526


		527


		528


		529


		532


		533


		534


		535


		536


		537


		538


		539


		540


		541


		542


		543


		544


		545


		546


		547


		548


		549


		550


		551


		552


		553


		554


		555


		556


		557


		558


		559


		560


		530


		531


		VIII








e9781501192128/fonts/TenorSans-Regular.ttf


e9781501192128/images/9781501192128.jpg
A

I

A BRILLIANT DISGUISE

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF JOHN WAYNE






e9781501192128/images/title.jpg
CARY GRANT

— A BRILLIANT DISGUISE —

SCOTT EYMAN

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





e9781501192128/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


