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He’s rich
and famous
but mostly

a gentleman

By DAVE CHENOWETH

of The Gazette

Fifty-six years ago a Canadian
Pacific Railway employee walked
along Sherbrooke St. with his-son.
They paused in front of a gftand
monument to success, the Ritz
Carlton Hotel. “That’s where the
rich people live,” Newfon Ford told
8-year-old Gwyllyn.

A lifetime later, Gwyllyn Ford, a
movie star, is sitting in a luxurious
Ritz suite. His eyes turn dreamy as
he stares through. the window.
There is no smugness here, only a
faintly-amused nostalgia as one
surviving monument contemplates
another.

An active horseman

The man known to millions of
movie-goers for four decades as
Glenn Ford might wince — too
much the gentleman to sneer — at
being called a monument: there’s
an.air of death to the word. At 64,
still an active horseman, a world
traveller and hard at work in Mont-
real filming Happy Birthday to Me,
Ford displays no signs of sinking
into retirement.

Just to call him a survivor, how-

. ever, is to belittle one of Holly-
wood’s most enduring figures.
Happy Birthday to Me is his 221st
movie. He'’s made a host of west-
erns that began with his debut as a
star in 1939 in Heaven with a
Barbed Wire Fence and includes
3:10 to Yuma. He's also starred in
dramas like The Blackboard Jun-

- gle and comedies like The Court-

ship of Eddie’s Father. 23S

Ford's co-stars have included
some of the great ladies of film:
Bette Davis in A Stolen Life, Rita
Hayworth in Gilda, Barbara Stan-
wyck in The Violent Men.

He was married for 17 years to
actress-dancing  star - Eleanor
Powell. At his third marriage four
years ago, to fashion model Cynthia
Hayward, 32, his best man was Wil-
liam Holden and the witnesses were
John ‘Duke’ Wayne and Frank Sina-
tra.

Compared to Ford, a contempo-
rary superstar like Robert Redford
has just begun to get his feet wet,
having starred in less than 30 films.
Ford quietly suggests that he now
holds Hollywood’s on-screen rec-
ord: “It was down to me and Duke
and now that he’s gone..."”

In the first week of shooting
Happy Birthday to Me, a drama set
on a college campus where students
are being mysteriously murdered,
Ford apparently delivered a knock-
down punch to a production execu-
tive whose approach to bossing the
film crew short-circuited a scene
just as Ford was building up steam
in his role as a doctor.

It’s an event that obviously em-
barrasses Ford. In person he dis-
plays the likeability and firm-jawed
decency that have been his screen
trademarks.

He seems to have the respect for
manners and grace that cbmes not
from weakness, but from a more-

“tally questioned by the Gestapo —

than-passing knowledge of real vio-
lence. >
He’s a veteran of combat in Eu-
rope, Korea and Vietnam. As an
American leader in the French Re-

sistance during the Second World
War, he was once arrested and bru-

and released when a lady, his lover,
went before a firing squad without
betraying his identity.

Back in his Ritz suite, Ford
shrugs off the slugging incident in a
brief phone conversation with a
Happy Birthday executive. He and
his opponent have met to hash
things out: “We ended up hugging,
and now we’re the best of friends.”

What's really on Ford’s mind this
day is his roots in this province,
where he spent his childhood. He
was born in Quebec City. The ad-
dress, from his mother Hannah’s
recollections — 58 Palace Hill — is
etched in his memory.

After Quebec City the family
lived in Montreal. Ford Huickly
pulls out a piece of paper with those
addresses written down:

“Here we lived at 753 Bloomfield
Ave. It’s in Outremont I think,” he
says almost anxiously, as if seeking
reassurance that the streets, at
least, still exist. “Then we lived at
328 Ogilvy in. .. " he pauses, stum-
bling over the name of the neigh-
borhoed, “...Park Extension, is
that right?”

The actor was 8 years old when

the family left Montreal for the

Quebec-born Glenn Ford is in Montreal filming his 221st movie, ‘Happy Birthday to Me’
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sunny California they'd visited on
vacation, thanks to father Newton’s
rail pass. But Ford still finds him-
self slipping into that slight British-
tinged drawl — ‘about’ pronounced
‘aboot’ rather than the American’s
‘abowt’ — that marks a Canadian.

Stage manager

Ford was his high school’s com-
missioner of entertainment and a
leading performer in plays, but he
“never really set out to be an
actor,” he says with a rueful chuck-
le. “I only knew I wanted to be

connected with the theatre in some

capacity.”

In his late teens, Ford was work-
ing mostly as a stage manager, and
eventually landed a job working for
Tallulah Bankhead — the gravel-
voiced star whose reputation for
fast living rivalled her on-stage
roles.

“She was too much, bigger than
life,” Ford says. “I learned more
about women from her than any
school could ever teach...”

Turning back to his own acting

Ford with Bette Davis in ‘A Stolen Life’

career, he laughs again, this time
with soft self-mockery. “As a stage
manager, I didn’t even like actors,
they were a supreme pain in the
neck, always complaining — why
didn’t their dressing room have a
carpet when somebody else’s did,
why were the rooms too hot?

“But when you're a stage manag-
er, you have to understudy all the
parts so if someone is incapacitat-
ed, you can go on and do the role.
By the end of a play, you've proba-
bly ended up doing everybody's

“One day I said to myself, ‘Hey,
you're getting $45 a week, you have
to clean up, do the props and act to
boot — while these guys are getting
five to six times the money, and
they only have to act. So I told pro-
ducers, ‘Hey, I'm an actor who does
stage managing on the side.’ ”

After successful stage work, Ford
broke into the movies in 1939 with
Heaven with a Barbed Wire Fence.
Making the film is still a vivid

memory, but not for happy
reasons.

“It was directed by Ricardo Cor-
tez. He was an actor who shouldn’t
have been directing. He didn’t like
me, and made it clear to the cast.
‘We're stuck with the kid,’ he told
them. The only thing I can say is
that, after him, everything else was
up grade.”

If Ford’s first encounter with a
film director still leaves a bad
taste, he is quick to point out that
this has been the rare exception.

ad the privilege, and this

is the truth, of working with some
unbelievably talented people: direc-
tors like George Marshall, Richard
Brooks, and especially the thou-
sands of fine people who work be-
hind the camera, who are more im-
portant than anyone in front of it.

“One of the reasons I'm making
Happy Birthday is because it's
being directed by J. Lee Thompson
» — whose films include Tiger Bay
with Hayley Mills and The Guns of
Navarone.

Ford: As decent off-screen as he is on

“He’s one of the gentlest, most
rofessional men I've ever worked
with. It’s difficult to find the words
to say how much I admire him. I
actually don’t like it when there are
days I'm not working on this film.”
A veteran of the days when the
great studios dominated Hollywood
and movies were often churned out
almost on an' assembly-line, Ford
has a high regard for the discipline
performers need — and not-so-gen-
tle mockery for actors of the ‘meth-

“Acting was never difficult
me, and I'm not a fan of some bet-
ter-unnamed people I've had the
misfortune to work with. They’re
always asking, ‘What’s my motiva-
tion? Why is my character doing
this?’ Hey, there’s only one motiva-
tion for a film actor — to do your
lines.

Solid entertainment

“Actors are marvellous people,
but some have been ruined by too
many drama schools. I remember
one acting class I saw — I'll leave
the gentleman’s name out of it —
and he was telling the students” . ..
(Ford breaks into a European ac-

cent that just might belong to-

famed acting coach Lee Strasberg)
..““‘I vant you to be a pillow; now
1 vant you to be an ice cube melt-
g’
“T thought, for God’s sake, if you
want a pillow in a scene, get a pil-
low. What is this crap, and why are
these kids paying money to listen to
it?”

Many of Ford's films were grade-
B fare — “on the Columbia B-unit,
we’d sometimes make a movie in a
‘week” — not great art, but general-
1y solid entertainment.

“Hollywood in those days was
like a great, big, marvellous family,
the people really cared for each
other. Now it seems insulated, and
there’s a fright and insecurity that
you didn’t used to find.”

B

Talk of the classic Hollywood era
of the ’405 leads to mention of the
current boom in books about thg
stars. %

“Did you read Mel Torme’s book
on Judy Garland?” Ford asks cul
tingly. “How dare he write thaf
crap! He had me racing over ig
their house when Judy was sick, in g
panic, breaking the door down
picking Judy up in my arms and
carrying her away.

“The truth is, Mel called me in 3
fit of tears, pleading, ‘Glenn, pleasq
help me, Judy’s tdken pills, she’s
dying.’ I told Mel to calm down, an
when I got there I walked in ang
said to Judy, who was sick, ‘Hil
Judy, how are you?' and I helped
lead her out to the car.

“1 deplore some of the book
written about friends of mine whd
can’t reply back. I knew Joai
Crawford, and I didn’t see any o
that stuff her daughter describeg
Errol Flynn, what is this nonsens
about him being a Nazi spy?

“And then there’s Brando fo
Breakfast by Anne Kashfi (Bran
do’s former wife): That book is fi
of the most blatant untruths, an
you can quote me. She’s living i
another world. How can someon
do that? Where's her self-respect?

Ford’s life — he learned to rid
while working as a summer stablej
boy at the ranch of humorist Wil
Rogers, a star during Hollywood
glory days, war hero — seems
cry out for a book of its own. A bj
ography is in the writing, with th
actor working with long-time Holl
lywood journalist Joe Hyams.

Helping the project is the fad
that Ford is an inveterate diarisf
His stack of notebooks reache]
waist high, he demonstrates with
proud gesture, and the current on
displays page after page of a tigh
packed scrawl that goes 'way bg
yond terse details of time an
place.

Memories of Churchill

“It's a marvellous way of gettin

i your System. Thing]
that have got under your skin, whe]
you put them down on paper, don’
seem to bother you anymore. I'v{
never been to a psychiatrist — I’
not knocking them — but the dia
seems to work for me. And it’s
way of making sure you remembe
the things — people, moments
you should never forget.”

One such memory is Ford’s meet]
ing with Winston Churchill in wai
time London. They both frequente
the l.sJame dining room — the Alban;

u

“T}:e next time I was there,
heard, ‘Psst, psst, come here, bo;

— it looked like a torpedo — from
leather case. I was just about
light it when he reached out an|
grabbed my arm: ‘A cigar is like
woman,” he growled at me. ‘Yo
must warm her before you assa
her.’ And he showed me how to prg
pare a cigar.”

Rich, with a beautiful wife, hi
horses, the opportunity to travel {]
world — why does Ford still contir}
ue to make films, especially thod]
which seer far from destined to b
classics? -

He shrugs: “I've nothing more {}
prove, but I like the ambiance, th
feeling of a set, the people. It’s peq
ple that are important in life, an
movie people are the ones I lik]
being with.”




