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			Preface

		

		
			We were always in the first or second row, peering down at the orchestra, close enough to smell the greasepaint. There were such hits as Camelot, Gypsy, and Bye, Bye Birdie, and they were tough tickets to get—but not for us. It was as if we knew Robert Goulet or Ethel Merman personally. That’s what I remember about attending my first Broadway shows in the late 1950s and early 1960s with my parents.

			The reason we had those great seats was because Mom’s uncle—my great-uncle—was Broadway producer and director John C. “Jack” Wilson. Neither Gypsy nor Camelot were his shows, but that didn’t matter. Landing front-row seats from Uncle Jack was never an issue. It seemed he knew everyone who had anything to do with Broadway and that everyone knew him. For me, that experience proved short-lived. Uncle Jack died in 1961, at the age of sixty-two. I was nine.

			Thanks to his long-standing business and personal relationship with Noel Coward and Uncle Jack’s major hits, including Kiss Me, Kate and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, he really did know just about every famous actor, producer, director, playwright, composer, lyricist, and set and costume designer during Broadway’s golden age. The modern-day equivalent—in 2015—of a typical weekend gathering at Jack and Aunt Natasha’s Connecticut estate would be an invitation to join George Clooney, Taylor Swift, Bradley Cooper, Tory Burch, and Lady Gaga for cocktails—and having them all actually show up (refer to appendix B and you’ll see what I mean). And did I mention that Jack’s wife Natasha was first cousin to the last czar of Russia—a bona fide Romanov—and a Vogue model?

			The original manuscript for this book was an autobiography completed by Jack Wilson in 1958, near the end of his career. For nearly fifty years, it sat gathering dust in my mother’s closet, along with other amazing memorabilia from his career, and then it arrived at my house after my mother passed away a few years ago. The question for me was whether to bring this work to life. I knew next to nothing about publishing a book and little about theater. We had heard the family stories about him for years—most of them more than once—but would anyone else be interested?

			As I thought about this, I recalled one evening in the mid-1990s, when my wife Molly and I met Carol Channing at Radio City Music Hall in New York. We were attending a Liza Minnelli concert, and there was Miss Channing seated a couple of rows away. At intermission I approached her and introduced myself as Jack Wilson’s great-nephew. Amazingly, she knew everyone on the Wilson side of my family by name and credited Uncle Jack with having launched her career when she was cast in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.

			I was also aware of Uncle Jack’s influence at the Westport Country Playhouse, still active today in Connecticut. Wilson had been a pioneer at Westport, bringing big-name stars to summer stock and running a highly successful internship program, which provided its own launchpad for hundreds of teenagers interested in theatrical careers. But despite his professional accomplishments, the public record on Uncle Jack’s influence was limited.

			Throughout the years there have been numerous books, films, and television programs about Jack Wilson’s close friends Noel Coward and Cole Porter, their star power and lifestyles. Most of these only mention Wilson in passing—sometimes with inaccuracy. Yet, I know from Jack’s original correspondence, scrapbooks, and documents, which few have seen, he had an important, positive impact on the lives of such figures as Coward and Porter, as well as the lives of so many others. Why this discrepancy? Because Jack Wilson wasn’t around for authors or screenwriters to interview. He never got to tell his story. The story was sitting in Mom’s closet.

			My colleague in this effort, Professor Thomas S. Hischak, explains in his introduction how we decided to respect Wilson’s original draft and approach this fascinating project. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as we were excited to work on it.

			In addition to Tom Hischak, who is an unbelievable resource on the history of theater and a joy to work with, I would like to thank the individuals who inspired and supported me during the early days of this project, especially Amber Edwards, Hank Scherer, David Charles Abell, Phil Furia, Robert Kimball, and, at Yale, Suzanne Lovejoy and Melissa Barton. For providing additional family facts and memories of their Uncle Jack, special thanks go to Theodore W. Cart and Jim Wilson. At home, thank you Molly for your love and never-ending support. I dedicate having this work come alive to the life of Jack Wilson and the memory of my mother, Barbara Cart Macauley.

			—Jack Macauley
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			Introduction

		

		
			John C. Wilson is . . . a man with his head in the clouds and his feet planted squarely in the box office.

			—Noel Coward

			I was aware of John C. Wilson as just a name in a lot of theater books, the producer and/or director of many plays by Noel Coward and others, and the man who staged the original Broadway productions of Kiss Me, Kate and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Aside from the fact that he worked with most of the top playwrights, performers, and other artists during a golden era of the American and British theater, I knew little else about him. In the summer of 2013, Wilson’s grand-nephew, Jack Macauley (no relation to the hoofer Jack McCauley who appeared as Gus the Button King in the original Gentlemen Prefer Blondes), contacted me and said that he had inherited some family memorabilia, including an unpublished autobiography by Wilson, and was wondering if I would be interested in reading it. I immediately thought to myself, “A memoir by a man who was the business manager and romantic partner of Noel Coward? A man who frequently worked with Katharine Cornell, Alfred Lunt, Lynn Fontanne, Gertrude Lawrence, and others? A man who married a Russian princess and was part of Cole Porter’s international set? Certainly I would be interested in reading it!”

			John Chapman Wilson (1899–1961) was active during some of the most exciting years of the American theater, roughly 1925 to 1955. He had worn many hats during his lifetime, but by the late 1950s, he was winding down his career as director and producer, and looking back on his life and the many fascinating people he had known. Wilson was only in his late fifties himself, but he must have been in a nostalgic mood or maybe he had a premonition that his time was limited, because he embarked on writing it all down in an autobiography. We don’t know exactly when he started the project, but the final draft dates to 1958. He died three years later, at the age of sixty-two. Whether Wilson made any attempt to get the autobiography published is not known, nor is it known to whom he showed the manuscript, if anyone. For half a century, the memoir, accompanied by photos, scrapbooks of clippings, playbills, and other Wilson memorabilia, was safely kept by the family. The time has certainly come for Wilson’s memories and observations to be shared.

			While the writing in the manuscript is polished and intelligent, it has some shortcomings, which an editor would have suggested fixing in 1958, and one might hope to address now. Wilson assumes that the reader knows the people he writes about. Fifty years ago, more Americans would have immediately recognized such names as the Lunts, Beatrice Lillie, Cecil Beaton, Clifton Webb, Katharine Cornell, Anita Loos, and others. These theater giants were not only still alive in the late 1950s, but also still working. Wilson writes about them in the present tense, which is touching yet odd for the contemporary reader. He also assumes that many of the famous plays he mentions are known to everyone interested in theater. Unfortunately, this is not the case today. Thus, we have attempted to “fill out” Wilson’s autobiography and make it more accessible, while at the same time minimally altering his prose. Boxes have been added to describe people and titles that are important to know in understanding Wilson’s text. If the reader is familiar with American and British theater history, these added descriptions may not be necessary and can easily be ignored. We have also corrected Wilson’s occasional errors or inaccuracies, as any editor would. Throughout the autobiography, additions or explanations are clearly placed within [brackets] or in a separate box. In this way we hope to preserve Wilson’s genial prose style, while making his autobiography more thorough and satisfying.

			In this task I must acknowledge the assistance of Jack Macauley, who provided many family stories about Wilson, as well as photographs and scrapbooks for this project and the manuscript itself. Thanks must also be extended to Stephen Ryan at Rowman & Littlefield and Cathy Hischak for her careful proofing of the manuscript.

			—Thomas S. Hischak
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			Prologue

			Looking for Lorelei Lee

		

		
			[In the spring of 1949, Wilson was hired by producers Herman Levin and Oliver Smith to direct the Broadway musical version of Anita Loos’s best-selling comic novel Gentleman Prefer Blondes.]

			In the theater I cannot recall ever having worked with a more cooperative author than Anita Loos, and we actually survived the trials of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes without one word of disagreement. There were the usual theatrical problems, however, starting, as always, with casting.

			As the world must know, the character of Lorelei Lee was a dainty blonde, not overloaded with intelligence, but solidly and thoroughly kept. We auditioned at least fifty blondes, some of them famous and all of them dainty—although I cannot vouch for the other requisite of being natural blondes. The trouble was they weren’t funny; the more right they looked, the less amusing they became. I was adamant during this period and insisted to Anita, Herman, and Oliver that we should not go into rehearsals until we found someone who could make us laugh. It was, after all, a comedy, and all we had got in the auditions to date was a wispy and slightly false sincerity.

			Then one of us went for perhaps the second or third time to see a current revue called Lend an Ear and hit upon the idea of auditioning a girl in the cast called Carol Channing. She was tall, buxom, and by no standards dainty, the antithesis of everything we had been searching for, and the next day she came to read on the Ziegfeld stage and, for the first time, we all laughed. She was promptly hired, and a star was born.

			Carol was a dream to work with. She had relatively little theatrical experience and knew it but decided to put her trust in me, and we worked together in perfect harmony throughout the entire production. She was particularly exciting to direct. If you came up with a bit of business, zany or otherwise, she would immediately seize upon it and proceed to embellish it. Nothing ruffled her, not even the troubles we were having with the authors at the time.

			Herman Levin had bought Anita’s book but was unsure of her ability to dramatize it, so he engaged Joe Fields, a well-known comedy playwright, as her coauthor. [Joseph Fields (1895–1966) was coauthor of such musicals as Wonderful Town (1953) and Flower Drum Song (1958), and such hit plays as My Sister Eileen (1940), Junior Miss (1941), and Tunnel of Love (1957).] After a number of weeks they unfortunately fell out, to the extent that during rehearsals Anita would sit on one side of that vast theater and Joe very definitely on the other. There came moments, however, when I needed additional dialogue or perhaps even an additional scene, whereupon they would each write their ideas on separate pieces of paper, which were solemnly handed to me over the footlights. It was then my job not so much to choose one scene or the other, but to select the best bits from their separate suggestions and weld them together for what usually turned out to be a darn good scene.

			Carol accepted the changes without a murmur. She never complained and frequently just giggled. It suited her to play dumb, but it was obvious that underneath she was as shrewd and aware of what she was doing as [gossip columnist] Elsa Maxwell.

			At the time Carol was married to a man called Axe, who must have led an interesting life. He played professional football for the Ottawa Rough Riders and was a private detective on the side. What with all this, plus being married to Carol, there couldn’t have been a dull moment. But later in some scrimmage, which I presume was on the football field, he damaged his back, forcing him to retire and devote all his time to his wife. Fortunately by then Carol had been elevated to stardom and was well able to support his damaged coccyx, so he toured with her, brewed her morning coffee, but the atmosphere must have been contagious because he became wildly stage struck. The next thing we knew he was running a summer theater and subsequently Carol’s career with mixed results. In any case, they were later divorced, and Carol married her business manager in California, Charles Lowe, who apparently has no trouble with his back. [Channing has been married four times. Her first husband was writer Theodore Naidish. Alexander “Axe” Carson was her second husband. Her third husband, Lowe, was her manager and publicist. After forty-two years of marriage, they separated, and he died in 1998, while divorce proceedings were pending. At the age of eighty-two, Channing married Harry Kullijian, her junior high school sweetheart, whom she had not seen in six decades. The marriage lasted eight years, terminated by his death in 2011.]

			Anyway, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes was a smash hit, and Carol became the talk of the town overnight.
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			Chronology

		

		
			1899 Born in Trenton, New Jersey

			1913–1917 Attends Phillips Academy Andover

			1917–1922 Attends Yale

			1922 Tours Europe during the summer following graduation; works for brokerage firm in New York; acts at the Amateur Comedy Club

			1923 Cast as an actor in Polly Preferred in San Francisco

			1924 Works as assistant at Astoria film studio on Long Island

			1924–1925 Travels in Europe

			1925 First meets Noel Coward in London; returns to brokerage firm in New York; reunites with Coward in New York and they become lovers

			1926 Becomes Coward’s business manager; moves to London

			1931 General manager for Private Lives on Broadway

			1932 Forms Transatlantic Productions, Ltd., with Noel Coward, Alfred Lunt, and Lynn Fontanne

			1933 Buys the Connecticut country estate and names it Pebbles

			1934 Produces The Shining Hour in London; produces Theatre Royal in London; meets Natalie Paley in London

			1935 Produces Point Valaine on Broadway; coproduces The Taming of the Shrew revival on Broadway

			1936 Produces Tonight at 8:30 in London; produces Mademoiselle in London

			1937 Weds Natalie Paley at Pebbles; produces You Can’t Take It with You in London; produces Excursion on Broadway; produces George and Margaret on Broadway

			1939 Produces Dear Octopus on Broadway; produces Operette in London; produces Set to Music on Broadway

			1941 Coproduces Blithe Spirit in London; produces and directs Blithe Spirit on Broadway; begins tenure as general manager, coproducer, and director at Westport Country Playhouse in Connecticut; produces and directs U.S. tour of Blithe Spirit

			1942 Codirects The Pirate on Broadway

			1942–1945 Operations at Westport Country Playhouse cancelled due to World War II

			1942–1943 Coproduces U.K. tour of Present Laughter

			1943 Directs A Connecticut Yankee revival on Broadway; coproduces Lovers and Friends on Broadway; coproduces Present Laughter in London; coproduces This Happy Breed in London; coproduces There Shall Be No Night in London

			1944 Produces Bloomer Girl on Broadway; produces and directs In Bed We Cry on Broadway; produces The Streets Are Guarded on Broadway; coproduces Private Lives revival in London; coproduces Love in Idleness in London

			1945 Directs Foolish Notion on Broadway; coproduces Sigh No More in London; produces and directs The Day Before Spring on Broadway

			1946 Produces O Mistress Mine on Broadway; returns to Westport Country Playhouse as a coproducer and director; produces and directs Present Laughter on Broadway

			1947 Produces Ruth Draper on Broadway; coproduces The Importance of Being Earnest revival on Broadway; produces and directs The Eagle Has Two Heads on Broadway; coproduces Love for Love revival on Broadway; coproduces Present Laughter revival in London; coproduces Peace in Our Time in London; coproduces The Winslow Boy on Broadway

			1948 Coproduces Power without Glory on Broadway; produces Private Lives revival on Broadway; directs Kiss Me, Kate on Broadway

			1949 Coproduces I Know My Love on Broadway; directs U.S. tour of Kiss Me, Kate; directs Gentlemen Prefer Blondes on Broadway

			1950 Coproduces The Lady’s Not for Burning on Broadway; directs Bless You All on Broadway

			1951 Directs Make a Wish on Broadway; coproduces Nina on Broadway; coproduces Relative Values in London

			1952 Produces and directs The Deep Blue Sea on Broadway; coproduces Quadrille in London

			1952–1953 Produces U.S. television program The Buick Circus Hour on NBC

			1953 Coproduces The Little Hut on Broadway; directs Late Love on Broadway

			1954 Produces and directs The Starcross Story on Broadway; coproduces The Burning Glass on Broadway; coproduces Quadrille on Broadway

			1955 Directs Seventh Heaven on Broadway

			1957 Ends his tenure at Westport Country Playhouse; produces Eugenia on Broadway; sells Pebbles; moves to New York City

			1958 Coproduces Garden District Off Broadway; completes his autobiography

			1961 Dies in New York and is buried in Ewing, New Jersey

			1981 Natalie Paley Wilson dies in New York; Wilson’s archives (including his autobiography) go to niece Barbara Cart Macauley

			2010 Barbara Cart Macauley dies; autobiography inherited by her son, Jack Macauley

			2015 Autobiography published
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			Andover and Yale

		

		
			This book is not about me. It is about the people with whom I have had the privilege of working, producing, and associating. If I intrude into the pages, as I shall, it will only be as a rack on which to hang their famous hats and coats, and to provide some context for my happy life and incredibly good fortune.

			Even under the age of ten, my interest in the theater began to emerge. I would spend hours in my room, cutting mannequins and backgrounds for scenery from magazines and meticulously implanting them in shoeboxes with a sort of peephole at one end. As there was no taint of theatrical blood in my family on either side, these activities were looked upon with indulgent amusement, as if one were playing with a toy train or teddy bear. My parents even went so far as to give me several of those garish toy theaters that were so popular at the time. I’m certain that in their beneficent ignorance, they had no idea of what they were letting themselves in for down the road.

			My father, James J. Wilson, owned and managed Wilson & Stokes, a local lumber company in Trenton, New Jersey, and served for several years as director of the local bank, Broad Street National. He was a stocky, dour gentleman whose only vices, as far as I knew, were coffee and cigars. He was a complete teetotaler, and it wasn’t until his death that my mother ventured toward an occasional glass of sherry—preferably at her favorite resort, Pinehurst, North Carolina. Mother was a stout, grey-haired little lady, raised in a social Philadelphia family, which may have accounted for her lack of ability to run a household. She did have three children, however, and I am the oldest of the lot. [He was born John Chapman Wilson on August 19, 1899, in Trenton, New Jersey. James J. Wilson was a prominent Trenton businessman, and the family lived an upper-class lifestyle that afforded servants, private schools, and other luxuries.]

			Sister Dorothy came next. We have always been very close and in later years became even closer. She is comfortably married to a prominent luggage manufacturer, Theodore S. Cart, and she manages with miraculous efficiency a large household in New Jersey, a weekend cottage at a hunting and fishing lodge in Pennsylvania, and a winter home in Bermuda. Her husband and children, Barbara and Theodore W., have always been her main preoccupations. I know of no family more sedulously cared for. My younger brother, James Taylor Wilson, whom we have always called Bus, was the one I expected would take over our father’s business interests, as my career path very definitely gleamed elsewhere. But a few years after father’s death in 1937, Bus moved to Virginia, where he bought a farm with cows and horses, and set himself up as a country gentleman with his wife Jane and son James. Wilson & Stokes was eventually sold, and the bank was turned over to the board of directors. [Wilson neglects to mention that younger brother “Bus” Wilson did, in fact, become president of their father’s lumber business, commuting from his Virginia farm to New Jersey for several years during the 1940s to run the company.]

			As children we lived on a tree-shaded street in Trenton, appropriately called Chestnut Avenue. The house was large and comfortable but, in retrospect, rather ugly. It had an over-furnished parlor that was never occupied and a cozy sitting room that always was. There was a large backyard, a gravel drive, a porte cochere, two hired girls, and more than plenty to eat. On Sundays, we cooked dinner ourselves, and I was allowed to dry the dishes, with the sullen assistance of brother Bus and the eager enthusiasm of sister Dorothy. Ours was a very happy childhood, and although I have since experienced a great number of varied milieu, I still look back on those early years with nostalgic affection.

			I attended a private middle school in Trenton, rather ambitiously called the “Model School.” In addition to the usual courses, they had a manual training department, where one was encouraged to demonstrate tactile skills and whimsies. Naturally, the first thing I built was a miniature theater that was rather unique. It featured a glass stage lit from below, and when I eventually added a Victrola for musical accompaniment, it was a twelve-year-old’s version of Dillingham and Ziegfeld combined! [Charles Dillingham (1868–1934) and Florenz Ziegfeld (1867–1932) were colorful Broadway producers known for their lavish productions.] The performers were again magazine cutouts, manipulated rather clumsily by me through what must have been appalling plots of my own concoction. But with the addition of the Victrola and the lights under the stage, I figured I was giving a helluva show. These performances were eventually witnessed by indulgent parents and a few carefully selected, and more than probably highly bored, neighbors.

			At fourteen, I was off to Andover in Massachusetts. This was, and still is, one of the finest schools in the country, but I don’t recall ever being happy there. [Phillips Academy Andover, founded in 1778, boasts famous writers, statesmen, judges, scientists, and U.S. presidents among its alumni.] I never liked getting up at 6:30 in the morning and don’t like it to this day. Somehow I adjusted in a somewhat befuddled way, running on the track team and playing in the Mandolin Club. But my real love was the Dramatic Association, where I played anything that they would give me.

			In addition to these amateur efforts, I was able at an early age to indulge in professional theater. On alternate Saturdays, we were allowed an afternoon in Boston. I don’t know where my fellow students spent their time, but for me it was the theater. At that early and formative age, there were Vernon and Irene Castle, Billie Burke, Julia Sanderson, and Ina Claire (all of whom I was to know later) on the stages of the Colonial, the Wilbur, and the Shubert theaters, where I was to eventually sweat and struggle. [The Castles were celebrated ballroom dancers who appeared in Broadway musicals during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Burke, Sanderson, and Claire were popular on the New York stage, and Burke had a significant film career as well.] On one Saturday afternoon, I actually saw Sarah Bernhardt. I am sure she was magnificent, but being so young and not understanding a word she said, I’m afraid I didn’t properly appreciate her. [Sarah Bernhardt (1844–1923), who always performed in French, toured the United States for the last time in 1915, so Wilson was about sixteen years old when he saw her in Boston.] In all my theatergoing experience, these were the most exciting days. It was pure glamour, make-believe, and excitement. It would be a long while before I learned of the toil and trouble that was behind the magic of those performances.

			I attended Andover graduation in 1917 but did not earn a diploma, having proven desperately incapable of passing German. It was humiliating and, I expect, equally so for my family, but the college board examinations were passed and I moved to Yale for the next phase. The choice of Yale was a little offbeat, as several members of my family had been Princeton graduates, but by this time the Chestnut Avenue house had been sold and the family was ensconced in a charming new residence in Lawrenceville, only six miles from Princeton. Knowing my mother to be a pillow puncher, an organizer, and only too eager to look after her little boy, it seemed wise to put a comfortable distance between us.

			During the summer, World War I crept up on those of us who had insensitively passed the age of eighteen. Some power in the government with an exaggerated view of our possible IQs decided that incoming Yale students should enroll in on-campus officer training instead of a regular academic class schedule. The college was divided into half Army and half Navy, and I ended up in the Navy lot. We were summoned at dawn by bugle calls, went through all sorts of drills, and on the whole were as thoroughly uncomfortable as anyone in a proper training camp should be. Most unhappy were the established Yale professors of great importance who were forced to instruct us on subjects about which they knew absolutely nothing. I recall one distinguished Greek scholar trying to explain the difference between port and starboard, and knowing less about it than we did.

			In the end, everyone went through the motions. I had some special uniforms made by a New York tailor and admired myself very much. The naval corps also formed a band and sought out people of rumored musical leanings to participate. Not being very good in brass, I ended up playing the bass drum and can still recall with pleasant embarrassment marching up and down Chapel Street in New Haven, thumping away with the undisguised enjoyment of a Salvation Army bandsman. The nearest any of us ever came to the sea was the view from the Yale campus of Long Island Sound. This came to an end in November 1918, with the Armistice, which we celebrated with a vigor and excitement that should only have gone to people who had actually contributed to its achievement. The Armistice led to a holiday, the discarding of our uniforms, and the reopening of Yale after New Year’s Day.

			Again, I became the eager beaver anxious to prove himself in every possible field of endeavor: running the mile on the track team, singing in the Glee Club, writing rather undistinguished poems for the literary magazine, and even trying out for manager of the swim team. My heart, again and of course, was with the theater, and all primary extracurricular activities were devoted to the Yale Dramatic Association. At that time, Professor George Pierce Baker and his School of Drama were comfortably ensconced at Harvard, so our only theatrical outlet lay in the student organizations. We had no school of the theater but somehow managed productions two or three times per year. There was one great advantage at Yale in that our director was a sharp-tongued, highly intelligent, polished gentleman named Edgar Montillion “Monty” Woolley. I only wish that I had been sufficiently sophisticated to appreciate his wit and humor. In any case, he seemed willing to train my immature talents, and under his direction I “trod the boards” of the Shubert Theatre in New Haven, where I have since had a great many experiences—perhaps more adult, but certainly not as exciting.

			
				
					Monty Woolley (1888–1963) was a celebrated educator who, later in his life, found fame as an actor and director. He was born Edgar Montillion Woolley in New York, to a prosperous family in the hotel business, and educated at both Yale and Harvard. He spent seventeen years teaching and directing drama at Yale (among Woolley’s other students of note were Stephen Vincent Benét, Cole Porter, and Thornton Wilder), before becoming a professional director and actor. He staged several classic revivals and then turned to the musical theater to direct such shows as Fifty Million Frenchmen (1929), The New Yorkers (1930), Walk a Little Faster (1933), and Jubilee (1935). In 1939, he won applause after appearing in the musical On Your Toes but, with his pointed beard and sour hauteur, is best recalled as Sheridan Whiteside, the bellowing, cantankerous celebrity in The Man Who Came to Dinner on Broadway in 1939, and on screen in 1942. Woolley’s other notable screen credits include Arsene Lupin Returns (1938), Man About Town (1939), Since You Went Away (1944), The Bishop’s Wife (1947), and Kismet (1955), as well as the Cole Porter biopic Night and Day (1946), in which he played himself. Woolley was also popular on the radio as an actor and raconteur.

				

			

			Many years later, my name appeared on the marquee of that same theater as producer, and across the street at a movie house was Monty’s, in—naturally—larger letters. With a Brownie camera, I managed to focus our two billings in one picture and later mailed the snapshot to him in Hollywood in memory of our earlier days. When I first knew him, the traditional Woolley beard had not yet blossomed. He was short and rotund, with a tendency to overanimate his wasp-like wit. His method of directing was always constructive but delivered with a caustic sarcasm that he later brought to his own performances. Some years after our Shubert experiences, when both of us were no longer at the university, the Baker School of Drama was moved (thanks to Standard Oil millions) from Harvard to Yale; however, Monty was not asked to be on the staff, and letters from infuriated ex-members of the old “Dramat” began to flood the new organization, but to no avail. So Monty decided to go to Hollywood to seek his future.

			By this time his beard was profusely evident and his waistline considerably expanded, although his financial prospects had not. Then one night George Kaufman—the producer, director, and, in this case, coauthor of The Man Who Came to Dinner—phoned Monty from New York to offer him the leading role in that same play. Monty thought it was a practical joke being played by one of his friends, and it took several more long-distance calls to convince him that it was really Kaufman and the offer was bona fide. He returned to New York, took over the part of Sheridan Whiteside, and was an enormous success. His acting career blossomed. Hollywood, having ignored him in the beginning, raised its eyebrows, and at the close of the play, Monty found himself a star at Twentieth-Century Fox.

			
				
					George S. Kaufman (1889–1961) was one of the most successful playwrights and directors of the American theater, with a four-decade career filled with hits. He was born in Pittsburgh and served on the staffs of newspapers in Washington, D.C., and New York, before joining with Marc Connelly to write his first successful play, the comedy Dulcy (1921), followed by such successes as To the Ladies (1922), Merton of the Movies (1922), and Beggar on Horseback (1924). Throughout his career, Kaufman was known as the “Great Collaborator,” because all of his works (with the exception of the 1925 solo effort The Butter and Egg Man) were written with others. With Edna Ferber, he penned Minick (1924), The Royal Family (1927), Dinner at Eight (1932), and Stage Door (1936). With Morrie Ryskind, he wrote the musical librettos for Animal Crackers (1928), Strike Up the Band (1930), Of Thee I Sing (1931), and Let ’Em Eat Cake (1933). But it was with Moss Hart that Kaufman wrote his most interesting (and often successful) shows: Once in a Lifetime (1930), Merrily We Roll Along (1934), You Can’t Take It with You (1936), I’d Rather Be Right (1937), The Man Who Came to Dinner (1939), George Washington Slept Here (1940), and others. Other works with other collaborators included The Cocoanuts (1925), June Moon (1929), The Band Wagon (1931), The Late George Apley (1944), The Solid Gold Cadillac (1953), and Silk Stockings (1955). Most of his stage works were filmed, and he contributed to such original screenplays as Roman Scandals (1933), A Night at the Opera (1935), A Day at the Races (1937), Nothing Sacred (1937), and Star Spangled Rhythm (1942). Kaufman was also a highly sought-after director. Aside from staging many of his own plays, he directed such hits as The Front Page (1928), My Sister Eileen (1940), and Guys and Dolls (1950). To the public, Kaufman was a master of the barbed riposte in newspaper columns, on radio, and on television, but his professional associates also admired his ability as a play doctor and impeccable sense of timing both in his writing and direction.

				

			

			Monty’s and my paths were to cross frequently in Venice at Cole Porter’s palazzo and again later in Hollywood, where he led a rather solitary existence. After a day at the studio, he would appear in the smartest restaurants alone with a book, whereupon he would solemnly imbibe a considerable number of cocktails. Having reached the boiling point, he would put the book aside and cavort among the tables, visiting his innumerable friends. Owing to ill health, he eventually abandoned California altogether and put himself out to pasture at Saratoga Springs, New York.

			One of my few intellectual successes at Yale was an election to the Elizabethan Club. [The Elizabethan Club at Yale was founded in 1911, as a place for informal yet serious discussion of literature, in particular of Shakespeare and others from the Elizabethan era. The club still exists today and houses rare manuscripts and folios from that period.] One went there for tea, and important professors of literature would drop in, as well as important (at least potentially) members of the student body. Conversationally, the bars were down, and one was stimulated by such exciting people as professors Skinner, Berdan, and Phelps. William Lyon Phelps was a particularly sympathetic man who worshipped the theater and did not hesitate to encourage young people’s interest in it. As a result of his enthusiasm, no play ever played the Shubert without my presence, and under his insistence I also made many trips to New York to see everything from Hamlet to The Ziegfeld Follies.

			One of the observations that Professor Phelps was very keen in making was that the best test of boredom in the theater was when your bottom began to ache. I have since learned that he was fundamentally and—to coin a phrase—“basically right.” It was Professor Phelps who insisted that we see a new young actress named Katharine Cornell in an exciting new play called A Bill of Divorcement, then playing at the George M. Cohan Theatre in New York. A great many of us heeded his suggestion and were richly rewarded for our pains. Miss Cornell’s performance was as exciting as the play, but as she was then a slip of an ingénue, she had not yet achieved the dignity and elegance that have since singled her out as one of theater’s leading personalities.

			Naturally, as a college undergraduate watching her performance, I hardly conceived that twenty-two years later, in 1943, we would be coproducing together. Our venture was called Lovers and Friends by Dodie Smith. It was a pseudo-intellectual drama about a well-bred English woman amorously involved with two men, one of them fortunately her husband. Kit not only coproduced, but also starred in it, and, of course, her husband, Guthrie McClintic, directed. With Motley doing the setting and costumes, we achieved a truly impressive production. [Motley was the name of three British theater designers who did scenery and costumes on Broadway and the West End.] Raymond Massey, whom I had known since my early London days, was costar, and we also had Henry Daniell, Carol Goodner, and Anne Burr in other important roles. Rehearsals progressed smoothly, as it is impossible, when working with Kit, for things to progress any other way. She is patient and cooperative, and consequently makes fairly poor copy for the tabloids. Kit’s love for the theater is unquestionably sincere, as she is by no means financially dependent on it, having inherited a large amount of money from her family in Buffalo. Her father had been blessed with the ingenuity and good sense to invent windshield wipers.

			
				
					Katharine Cornell (1893–1974) was an acclaimed actress and manager in the American theater. The daughter of a onetime theater manager, she was born in Berlin, where her father had gone to study medicine, and made her stage debut with the Washington Square Players in Manhattan in 1916. Afterward she continued her apprenticeship in stock companies before calling attention to herself as the determined flapper Eileen Baxter-Jones in Nice People (1921). Further accolades came when she portrayed Sydney Fairfield, the daughter who stands by her mentally disturbed father, in A Bill of Divorcement (1921); the lively Mary Fitton in Will Shakespeare (1923); and the shy, homely Laura Pennington in The Enchanted Cottage (1923). Cornell’s performance in Candida in 1924 consolidated her reputation and was followed by two of her most sensational roles: the carnal, doomed Iris March in The Green Hat (1925) and Leslie Crosbie, who kills her lover, in The Letter (1927). Other successes at that time included The Age of Innocence (1928) and Dishonored Lady (1930). With producer-director Guthrie McClintic, whom she married in 1921, Cornell embarked on a career as actress and manager, and scored her greatest triumph in her first offering, when she played Elizabeth Barrett in The Barretts of Wimpole Street (1931). In 1934, she reprised her role as Elizabeth on tour, playing in seventy-seven cities in seven months. Among her subsequent achievements were leading roles in George Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan (1936), Wingless Victory (1936), No Time for Comedy (1939), The Doctor’s Dilemma (1941), and The Three Sisters (1942). She then spent much of the war years playing Candida and Elizabeth Barrett for soldiers, followed by notable performances in Antigone (1946), Antony and Cleopatra (1947), The Constant Wife (1951), and The Dark Is Light Enough (1955). Her last appearance was as Mrs. Patrick Campbell in Dear Liar (1960). Although Cornell seemed tall and regal on stage, she was not quite five feet, seven inches, with dark hair, a dark complexion, and broad features that were called exotic and even Asian. She was unique in that she refused all offers from Hollywood, her only film being a cameo in the fund-raising movie Stage Door Canteen (1943).

				

			

			Guthrie, who has been her husband for a good twenty years, must have accumulated a fairly tidy sum himself, as throughout their alliance he has staged almost all of her plays and a great many others as well. They have a house in Beekman Place in New York, a virtual mansion on the cliffs overlooking the Hudson, and another, less pretentious house at Martha’s Vineyard, a favorite summer resort for the rich who enjoy playing at simplicity. A few years ago, they were featured on the cover of the Easter issue of a New York Sunday supplement as the most happily married theatrical couple—something that naturally annoyed the Lunts, who had been married considerably longer and felt that the citation should have been awarded to them.

			
				
					Guthrie McClintic (1893–1961) was a notable director and producer most remembered for the productions he did with his actress-wife, Katharine Cornell. He was born in Seattle and studied at the University of Washington and the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, before making his acting debut in 1913. His directing career began when he became producer Winthrop Ames’s assistant. McClintic embarked on his own when he produced and directed The Dover Road (1921). He subsequently directed, and frequently produced, such popular plays as The Shanghai Gesture (1926), Saturday’s Children (1927), Brief Moment (1931), Winterset (1935), Ethan Frome (1936), John Gielgud’s Hamlet (1936), High Tor (1937), The Star Wagon (1937), Mamba’s Daughters (1939), and Key Largo (1939). McClintic first directed Cornell in The Green Hat (1925) and Dishonored Lady (1930), and beginning with The Barretts of Wimpole Street (1931), he both directed her in and coproduced with her all her later plays. Although he was a sensitive, knowing director, he was a prissy, volatile man who was deftly parodied as Carleton Fitzgerald in Moss Hart’s hit comedy Light Up the Sky (1948).

				

			

			Kit’s performance in Lovers and Friends was as impeccable as always, but we were only decorously received by the critics and public, and settled down to a snug, if not sensational, success. [The 1943 play ran twenty-one weeks on Broadway on the strength of Cornell’s popularity and enthusiastic notices.]

			Among the group that sat around the fire at the Elizabethan Club at Yale drinking rather indifferent tea were Thornton Wilder, Henry Luce, and Stephen Vincent Benét. These men had yet to make their mark in the world, but it was clear even then, from the stimulus of their individual personalities, that they would. [Luce (1898–1967) was the most powerful and successful magazine publisher of his era, founding Time, Life, Sports Illustrated, and Fortune magazines. Benét (1898–1943) was an outstanding American poet and author, perhaps best known for his short story The Devil and Daniel Webster (1936).]

			I was to work with Thornton years later at the Westport Country Playhouse and continued my acquaintance with Henry, mostly through his irrepressible wife, Clare Boothe Luce. Her highly publicized career is fascinating, I think, having determinedly progressed from a secretary at a publishing house in Greenwich, Connecticut, to U.S. ambassador to Rome. I first knew Clare after she had given up her first marriage to a New York millionaire, George Tuttle Brokaw—one of the innumerable Brokaws—and become an editor at Vanity Fair. Under the aegis of Frank Crowninshield, the magazine’s editor in chief, her position solidified, and she embarked on altering some of its policies. For all its wit and humor, the magazine had been kindly disposed to publishing a series of laudations under the title We Nominate for the Hall of Fame, extolling, among others, such celebrities as playwright Lillian Hellman, choreographer Agnes de Mille, and theater producer Max Gordon. Rather intriguingly, Clare instituted another series called We Nominate for the Hall of Oblivion and nominated names like Adolf Hitler, writer Michael Gold, and publisher Samuel Roth. Apparently all of them achieved exactly that, although one went about it more flamboyantly than the others.

			
				
					Thornton Wilder (1897–1975) was a celebrated novelist and playwright known for his diverse and sometimes offbeat subject matter and writing style. He was born in Madison, Wisconsin, the son of a newspaper editor, and spent some of his childhood in China with family missionaries. Wilder was educated at Yale and Princeton, where he began writing plays and stories, and then taught French at the Lawrenceville School (across the street from Wilson’s parents’ house) in New Jersey and the University of Chicago. His first novel, The Cabala, was published in 1926, followed by such noteworthy works as the popular The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1927), Heaven’s My Destination (1935), Ides of March (1948), The Eighth Day (1967), and Theophilus North (1973).

					Wilder’s playwriting career began with the notable 1931 one-act plays The Long Christmas Dinner, Pullman Car Hiawatha, and The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden. Three of his full-length plays are among the most interesting in the modern American theater: the small-town drama Our Town (1938); the expressionistic The Skin of Our Teeth (1942); and the merry farce The Matchmaker (1954), a rewriting of his earlier The Merchant of Yonkers (1938) and the source for the musical Hello, Dolly! (1964). Despite the diversity of themes and forms, his best plays offer thoughtful, perceptive views of essentially ordinary people and seem to grow richer throughout time.

				

			

			Clare eventually took up the theater and wrote several plays, including The Women and Kiss the Boys Goodbye. Due to our personal friendship, she offered me an opportunity to produce The Women, which I turned down on the grounds that an assortment of females residing in Reno for marital extradition was not in the best possible taste. Max Gordon, however, didn’t agree. He picked up the option, gave it a first-rate production, and made a fortune. Needless to say, I was never offered a Boothe play again. [The Women ran two years on Broadway, was a hit movie in 1939, and has been revived on Broadway and regionally many times throughout the years.]

			
				
					Clare Boothe Luce (1903–1987) was a noted playwright, editor, politician, and diplomat in a time when many of those jobs were denied to women. She was born Ann Clare Boothe in New York City, the product of a common-law marriage, and grew up in various towns in Illinois, New Jersey, and Tennessee. Her mother had acting ambitions for her daughter, and Clare was on the stage and in silent movies by the time she was ten years old. As an adult she worked as a journalist and was managing editor at Vanity Fair, before turning to playwriting and writing books. Boothe first won success with The Women (1936), a witty, slashing comedy of female manners. Kiss the Boys Goodbye (1938), a spoof of Hollywood’s celebrated search for a Scarlett O’Hara, and Margin for Error (1939), in which a Jewish policeman is assigned to guard a Nazi diplomat, also won favor. Boothe’s fiction and nonfiction works include Stuffed Shirts (1931) and Europe in the Spring (1940).

					In 1935, after divorcing her alcoholic husband, George Tuttle Brokaw, she married publisher tycoon Henry Luce and aided him in his journalistic pursuits. She also became active in conservative politics, serving in the U.S. House of Representatives and delivering the keynote speech at the 1944 Republican National Convention. She served a stint as U.S. ambassador to Italy, the first woman appointed to a major diplomatic post abroad, and later as ambassador to Brazil.

				

			

			Clare’s theatrical aspirations even embraced a stint at acting. Gus Schirmer—an offspring of the Schirmer music publishing firm—persuaded her to play Candida in a summer-stock production in Stamford, Connecticut. The opening-night performance was preceded, rather unprofessionally, by a dinner party for about thirty people at the Luce residence, to which my wife Natasha and I were invited. Clare graciously presided over the dinner, and the other guests included such “theatrical personalities” as celebrity wives Mrs. William Randolph Hearst and Mrs. George F. Baker, and distinguished financier Bernard Baruch. It was pouring rain that night, but we managed to plunge through the deluge and arrive at the theater—a converted movie house—to find a star-studded audience of social friends and theatrical cynics, some of them having journeyed from as far away as Long Island, Bucks County, and even Maine.

			Clare, of course, looked lovely. She was, and still is, a seemingly frail blonde, which somehow belies her inner determination. I regret to report, however, that as Candida, she wasn’t any good. At the end of the performance, and with the rain still pouring down, Natasha and I splattered our way around to the stage door to pay our respects, only to be confronted by a burly policeman who refused us admittance. I explained that we were friends of Mrs. Luce and that we were there at her personal invitation, but he was adamant and reiterated that his orders were to allow no one backstage. As we were both soaking wet and in no mood for dressing room devoirs anyway, we paddled off to our car greatly relieved.

			Back at Yale, I continued running the mile for varsity track, singing in the Yale Glee Club, and acting my heart out in the school “Dramat.” But this time I graduated with a diploma, which I keep framed in my bathroom as concrete evidence against potential disbelievers. As a reward for this scholastic achievement, the family provided a trip to Europe, where I relentlessly visited every palace, cathedral, and museum from Liverpool to Venice, from John o’Groat’s to Cannes. It was an experience that was to prove of immeasurable value in years to come, for when I eventually lived there, it was unnecessary to visit such places again.

			In the fall of 1922, facing the necessity of the facts of life, I was most willingly inducted into an important Wall Street brokerage firm, C. D. Barney & Company, just as my father expected after springing for Andover and Yale. There was to be the usual routine—errand boy, office clerk, bookkeeping assistant—until one could expect to emerge into some junior capacity in the front office. Certainly a warm and friendly place! I have to say that I disliked almost every minute of it.

			Again, of course, theater took me by the hand. I joined a famous New York organization called the Amateur Comedy Club, and most of my evenings were spent rehearsing and preparing for various shows. I also got on the debutante list of eligible and/or acceptable young men, and on the nights that we were not in rehearsal, I was whirling around the ballrooms of Manhattan with such enjoyment that I was generally the last to leave. How I made it to the office on the subway the next morning is still a mystery. [The Amateur Comedy Club (ACC) is perhaps the oldest existing theater organization in the United States. It was founded in 1884, as a venue for nonprofessional theater in New York City. It is still in operation, presenting theater productions and stand-up comedy in its original location in a mews off of East 36th Street in the Murray Hill neighborhood.] The “Club” was an interesting organization. One of its firm rules was that no professionals were permitted to be members, and so, of course, I eventually had to resign. During that early period, however, I did everything from one-act melodramas on their own private stage to full-length musicals at the Heckscher Memorial on upper Fifth Avenue, invariably as the leading man. I particularly remember a sensitive and frail young lady who usually played the maid. Her name was Hope Williams. Starting from what could be called “slightly below scratch,” she would later become a star on Broadway.

			
				
					Hope Williams (1897–1990) was a gifted comic actress who excelled at sophisticated comedy on Broadway in the 1920s and 1930s. The peppy blonde with bobbed hair and a bouncy walk was born in Manhattan, the daughter of a prosperous lawyer, and trained in the theater at the ACC and in Junior League charity productions. Williams made an auspicious debut in the supporting role of Fanny in Philip Barry’s comedy Paris Bound (1927), so Barry wrote his character of the free-thinking Linda Seaton in Holiday (1928) with the young actress in mind. The role made her a Broadway star. Her understudy was Katharine Hepburn, who later admitted she borrowed heavily from Williams’s performance when she made the 1938 screen version of Holiday. Williams’s other plays and revues included Rebound (1930), The New Yorkers (1930), Too True to Be Good (1932), Strike Me Pink (1933), and The Importance of Being Earnest (1939). Her only film was the drama The Scoundrel (1935), with Noel Coward. Williams left the theater during World War II to run her drafted manager’s ranch in Wyoming and never returned to the stage.

				

			

			In vogue during this period were boyish ingénues—forthright, spunky females—and Williams filled that bill. Such playwrights as Philip Barry and Donald Ogden Stewart created starring roles for her, and for a decade she played them to the hilt. The plots were invariably the same, no matter who wrote the play: a rich, pampered daughter with rebellious ideas who never failed in the third act to run off with some enchanting, although impecunious, young man. It was sentimentalism, of course, but at a time when women were just beginning to become more assertive, the audiences were naturally intrigued. Having retired from the stage, Williams, who has always been independently wealthy, divides her time between her New York apartment and her ranch in Wyoming, but she’s still the same: forthright, rebellious, and full of spunky ideas.

			While I was still involved with the “Comedy Club,” Miss Genevieve Tobin crossed my path. She is now the wife of the Hollywood director William Keighley, but at the time she was the shining star of Arthur Hopkins’s stable and was playing in the highly successful Polly Preferred. She was a petite, ultra-feminine young lady, invariably dressed by Boué Soeurs, Paris couturiers famous for their frills and lace. In consequence, she was covered with rose buds, on stage and off. Her brother had been at Yale with me, and through him I managed an introduction and even to frequently take Genevieve to tea at the Plaza. I sometimes thought she was under the erroneous impression that the teas were purely social, but I tried during our many pleasant moments together to inculcate the idea that I wanted to go on the stage. That she disapproved of this was patently obvious. She had even forbidden her brother from embracing the profession (which he later did anyway), but after sufficient polite badgering on my part, she offered to help get me a job. Her run in the New York production of Polly Preferred was nearing its close, and she had been invited to play a limited engagement of the play in San Francisco. With great kindness and, I suspect, considerable effort on her part, I was included in the company. I say “effort” because the other members of the troupe were local San Francisco actors, and although it was obvious that she, as the star, should be transported 3,000 miles, it must have been through her good offices that I, as a minor member of the cast, was also sent.

			
				
					Genevieve Tobin (1899–1995) was a sprightly actress and singer on Broadway and the screen. The native New Yorker began her career as a child actress in 1912, and within a few seasons she was being touted by many critics as a successor to Maude Adams for her sparkling, youthful performances. Although her career never lived up to its early promises, she won praise as immigrant Patricia O’Day in Little Old New York (1920), chorine-turned-star Polly Brown in Polly Preferred (1923), Cordelia in King Lear (1923), the assertive Nancy Blake in The Youngest (1924), and American tourist Looloo Carroll in Fifty Million Frenchmen (1929). She made her screen debut as Little Eva in a 1910 short of Uncle Tom’s Cabin but was not busy in movies until the 1930s, when she was frequently cast in supporting but noticeable roles. Tobin made nearly forty films during the decade, including such titles as One Hour with You (1932), Pleasure Cruise (1933), Easy to Love (1934), The Woman in Red (1935), Broadway Hostess (1935), The Petrified Forest (1936), Zaza (1938), Yes, My Darling Daughter (1939), and No Time for Comedy (1940). Tobin married film director William Keighley in 1938, and two years later she retired from acting and happily led a high-society life for the next fifty-five years.

				

			

			Meanwhile the powers at C. D. Barney had been less than impressed by my theatrical defections, and when the San Francisco opportunity arose, it was clearly time to leave my desk at the brokerage firm. Many years later, the daughter of the firm’s senior partner, Charles Harding, would marry a man named Tom King. During his college years, Tom worked for me in the internship program at Westport; he then became a Broadway stage manager and eventually a prominent Dartmouth professor. Who knows? Perhaps in later years the partners at Barney altered their view of the theater. My father, who was equally, if not more, unimpressed, actually pretended to friends and family that I was going to California to work for a bank. [Although Wilson jokes about his father’s disapproval, their adult relationship was never a warm one. James J. Wilson was not supportive of his elder son’s career path and made those feelings known on multiple occasions. After his father died in 1937, Wilson and his sister Dorothy Wilson Cart purchased their own future gravesite in a different cemetery so that they could be buried together, separately from their parents.] In any case, it was “farewell Wall Street” and off to San Francisco with Genevieve, her ebullient mama, and her sister Vivian. We arrived at the Fairmont Hotel, a hostelry that I have faithfully patronized ever since, although in later years my accommodations have been a little more commodious.

			The company was indeed a local one, with the exception of me and our imported star. We had to provide our own wardrobe, and I found myself lending clothes to some of the other actors. I have a suspicion that I wasn’t very good in my part—merely amiable, eager, and nice looking—but one night Mrs. Tobin praised me by admiring the shape of the back of my head. I think that’s about as near as I ever got to a good notice. [Wilson’s description of himself as “nice looking” is an understatement. He was actually very handsome and attractive to both men and women. His ambitions to be on the stage must have been fueled by his self-awareness that he was so physically appealing. Wilson managed to retain his good looks until a few years before his death, when the effects of heavy smoking and alcohol use, and his commitment to a hard-charging, high-society lifestyle, finally took their toll.] My presence in the company was looked upon by the other actors with mild suspicion. I am certain they were convinced that Genevieve and I were having a love affair. This was, unfortunately, only half true, because although I was unmistakably in love with her, her interest in me was clearly limited to friendship.

			At the end of our San Francisco engagement, a shrewdly limited one, Edward Everett Horton invited me to join his repertory company in Los Angeles.
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