from February 1946 Modern Screen ...

Watch Bill Williams!

What makes him Hopper's Star 
of the Month?  Just being blonde, and boyish-- 
and looking like heaven in tweeds.

by Hedda Hopper 

I happened to miss the preview of "Those Endearing Young Charms."
Next day sixteen people got on the wire. "What about this Bill Williams?"
"What about him?" I asked, and they proceeded to tell me.
At first I thought, could it, be a plant? But the calls kept coming from scattered sources that had nothing to do with RKO or one another. So I got the studio to run the picture for me. Having been oversold, I was skeptical. Plunked myself down in the darkened projection room and dared this Bill to make me like him.
In less than half a reel he had me hooked. By the time I walked out, he was my candidate for find-of-the-month. Without Peter Lawford's polish or Guy Madison's striking good looks, he packed his own wallop. Something fresh and honest, something gay and cocky and vibrant like young America itself coming out at you from the screen. . . .
We waited to see if you readers would agree with me and, like the smart cookies you are, you did. Then I invited Bill and his girl to lunch.
His girl's Barbara Hale. They're the cutest pair I've met in a twelve-month. Imagine Jerry walking straight out of "Endearing Young Charms," and that's Bill. Barbara--well, take a good look at this page. And just as if the dreampuss God gave her wasn't enough, she's got to have naturally curly hair yet. Sitting over their turkey, they reminded me of a couple of good children, waiting to get outside and pinch themselves to make sure it was true.
I don't know which of the two was happier over the watch. Barbara touched it and looked up at Bill. "If your head ever swells, I'll take it away from you--"
Bill looked at me. "If my head ever swells," he grinned, "will you cut my throat, please?"
Barbara had to eat and run. She was working--getting her first big break at RKO in "Lady Luck," opposite Bob Young. When Bob's name was mentioned, they fell all over each other in a race of words to tell me how wonderful he'd been to them both--coaching them, fluffing his own lines to cover their mistakes, brushing their thanks off with a gag. They'd have been quite willing to give this whole story to Bob Young if I hadn't stopped them. 
However, it was Bill's story I was after, so here it is. 
There have been two women in his life--Barbara and his mother. By the time life eased up on Mrs. Williams in one direction, it cracked down in another. She developed bronchial asthma and would wake up at night, gasping for breath. The doctor taught Bill how to give adrenalin shots. For years he slept with one ear open. When he was 18, his mother died.
They'd lived for each other. After the death of Bill's father, she'd gone to work as a waitress--working fourteen hours a day, so exhausted at night that she'd drag herself home from the El with her shoes in her hand. The Jewish family upstairs took care of Bill as if he'd been one of their own. He ate their "lockshen" soup and matzoth balls and slept on a little mattress in their bathtub, since they had no other bed to, put him in.

brooklyn boy . . . 

It was the kind of neighborhood--in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn--that develops the best or worst in its children, depending on their fibre. Bill learned self-reliance early. He ran errands, sold papers, shined shoes and brought the pennies proudly home to his mom. When he was nine, she married a fire department lieutenant, who earned sixty a week--riches in Williamsburg--and was very kind to Bill. But Bill continued to work after school and do his share.
There were no parks or playgrounds in the district, and you took your recreation where you found it. Bill was no sissy, but the tough gangs didn't attract him, and once he'd discovered the YMCA, life took on new meaning. He found that sports were his dish, and especially swimming. His future was all mapped out--engineering for a living and swimming for fun. He became junior national champ in the 220 and 440 yard races, and began picking up a few bucks at exhibition meets. Instead of washing dishes, he could swim his way through Pratt Institute.
He'd been at Pratt six months when a man named George Golden stepped up to him at Sands Point Beach, where ritzy people pay to watch you swim, and asked:
"How'dja like to be in show business?"
Uh-huh, a kidder! But Bill's a polite boy. His mother taught him to sir and ma'am his elders--a habit that still persists, by the way. He's the first movie guy who ever said "yes, ma'am" to me, and I liked it!
To return to Mr. Golden, however. "What could I do in show business, sir?" asked Bill.
"Well, you wouldn't have to talk, if that's what's worrying you. I produce vaudeville and nightclub acts, and I need a blonde boy--your height and weight and looks. Here's my card. Give me a ring tomorrow."
A few months later, the team he captained was swimming at the Park Central Hotel, when this guy pops up again. "Why didn't you call me?"
"I forgot all about it--"
'Look, do me a favor. When you're through here, come up to the roof of the Forrest Hotel. You don't have to sign any contracts. Come up and take a look."
That sounded reasonable till Bill found himself on the Forrest Roof, watching two blonde huskies tossing a little dark girl around. He backed hastily away.
Mr. Golden grabbed him. "It's not as tough as it looks. We wouldn't expect you to do it right away, but you can learn, can't you? It pays sixty a week--"
So that's what got Bill into show business--no ache for the footlights, but sixty smackers a week. In a sober mood he went home and asked Mom what she thought.
"It's up to you, son. You're old enough to make up your own mind--"
"Well, it just sounds like too much money to turn down. Think I'll try it."

adagio act . . .

They rehearsed for two months, and thanks to his disciplined body, he was soon tossing Lita around like a veteran. When the Stuart Morgan Dancers were ready for their first booking, Bill went along as a full-fledged member of the troupe.
At first they played around New York. Then they'd go out on the road. Bill and his mother never said goodbye. It was always "Well, so long, son--"
"S'long, Mom. See you soon--"
He'd bought a little convertible job, which he'd park on the opposite side of the street so she could see him when she waved from the third-story window. Every day he was gone, she'd get a letter from him, and he from her.
Meantime, the act was making itself a name. Booking agents yelled for them, and engagements took them farther and farther afield. In the summer of  '38 they went down to Texas.
Bill and his mother had said their solongs. As usual, he stood at the car door for a moment, looking up. The window was open. Mom leaned out a little as she waved. "Goodbye, son," she called.
It hadn't meant a thing, Bill kept telling himself all the way to Texas. He was a doggone fool to let it upset him. So she'd said goodbye, so what?--he was acting like a superstitious dope. Sure she was sick, but no sicker than she'd been in years. In fact, she'd been looking better lately, he assured himself--
But he didn't rest till he found her first letter waiting at the hotel. Other letters followed. Mom was feeling fine...
They were working in Fort Worth that week, and living in Dallas. Every night Bill raced the freight train home--33 miles in 40 minutes. One of those silly games--he'd beat the train or the train'd beat him, it didn't matter. But one stormy night something hit him wrong. He was too darn anxious. The dark slick road, the rain pelting against his windshield, made him uneasy. Suddenly he found that his hands were trembling on the wheel. "Slow down, you jerk!" he snarled at himself--and went faster--
At the hotel he found a message from Western Union. They had a wire for him. As he moved toward the door, a girl in the company caught sight of his face, and stared for a second--
"Where you going in this weather, Bill?"
"Western Union.  Says here they've got a wire for me. Nothing important, I guess, but I thought I'd drive down. Want to come along?"
They didn't say much on the way down, but he was glad when she got out of the car and went in with him. The wire was from his stepfather. "Mother dead--"
He doesn't remember going back to the car. But he does remember the girl's voice, "Go ahead, Bill, cry--" and her arms around him, and himself bawling till there weren't any tears left--
Then she said, "Let's go back, and I'll make some coffee." Then they went outside. The storm was over, the stars had come out, it was a beautiful night. She let him talk for hours about his mother. She wasn't his girl, they weren't even particular friends. But for her tenderness and understanding that night, because she knew what to say and what to leave unsaid, he'll never forget her.
 Nor will he forget what the rest of them did. Next day was a bank holiday, and he didn't have enough money to fly home. So they all chipped in for the plane fare.
He didn't see his mother again. "Don't you want to look at her?" they asked.
Bill shook his head. He wanted to remember her alive. That's how she'd have wanted it, too.
Three-and-a-half years later, Uncle Sam sent Bill his greetings, but they didn't take.
Those years included a brilliant tour of Europe, and except for Hitler, they might have stayed on and on. As it was, they pulled out just before war was declared. They signed with Earl Carroll in Hollywood for a long-term stay.
Knowing that it wouldn't be long now, Bill was working and going to school at the same time. With his eye on the air force, he studied navigation and radio from nine to five, gulped his dinner, and worked at the theater till two. But a plane shortage interrupted his pre-flight training. He was drafted, sent to Fort MacArthur, and released in three months.
"That was on account of a horse," Bill explained, "and me being a smart aleck."
A couple of years earlier he'd swaggered into a riding stable, "Give me the wildest horse you've got--"
And they did. And the horse got away from him. He managed to hang on till they came to a turn in the road. Horsie made the turn, and Bill went off on his back. He was laid up for four days, the back got a little troublesome as time went on, but he paid no attention.
But the army doctors discovered a sacroiliac injury that couldn't be repaired, and Bill was turned loose in Hollywood.

nothing to lose . . .

The act--which was both home and job to Bill--had broken up. He knew Hollywood was a tough nut to crack. Still, being here, he might as well try his choppers on it. And at first Hollywood seemed bent on proving that it wasn't tough at all.
A friend sent him to Bob Oakley, the agent. Oakley took him to Universal where Les Goodwins was making "Murder the Blue Room." Goodwins threw him a glance and said, "Yes, that's the boy." This bit was followed by another in "30 Seconds over Tokyo." That was followed by a phone call from Oakley. "Come on down. I've got a surprise for you--"
The surprise was an RKO contract "They're crazy," said Bill. "I've never even been on the lot--"
"No, but they got a load of the 'Tokyo' film. Sign here."
That was in '43, and Bill spent the next year going through the grinder and coming out minced.
Then 20th-Fox dropped Tracy, and Warners' dropped Van Johnson. At RKO, they were hunting a big name to play the second lead in "Endearing Young Charms," and couldn't find one. Charlie Koerner, smart fella, said: "Let's test some of our own kids." Bill was one of those tested. He walked out on the set, elated, and walked off, sunk. It was just before Christmas. He was so sure they were dropping him, that he felt like a fool going to the Christmas party. He was so sure that, when Laraine Day walked over and said, "You got the part, Bill," he bristled. With movie people, anything's good for a rib but he thought this was overdoing it a little. Excuse him, Laraine, if he didn't haha--
Then Mr. Koerner came up. "Congratulations, Bill. I see Laraine's told you--"
I'm glad they're not typing him as a cute kid, because he's more than that. In "Deadline at Dawn," he goes dramatic. In "Until the End of Time" with Guy Madison and Bob Mitchum, he plays a highly emotional part. Then he'll be co-starred with Barbara in "A Likely Story." Watch for that one, girls. I think you'll get as big a bang out of seeing them together as I did.
At first they didn't even know each other's names. Bill was that blonde boy with the dimples. Barbara was that sweet looking kid with the dark curly hair. He wanted to take her out, but he knew she was dating somebody else at the time, and it's against his code to horn in on the other guy's gal.
But when you're on the same lot, you can't help bumping into each other, and having coffee or lunch together isn't a date. One noon Barbara told Bill--for no particular reason--that she and the boy friend had broken up.
"Bet you'll be back together inside of three weeks--"
"What would you like to bet?"
Bill saw his chance. "A dinner." Either way, he couldn't miss.

happy loser . . .

Sure enough, three weeks later Barbara called him. "You lost your bet. When do we eat that dinner?"
They went to the Villa Nova on the Strip. She told him she was over the other boy. They began seeing each other one or two nights a week, then three or four till it finally stretched to seven.
When Barbara left us that day, I commented on her beauty.
"I don't want to sound like a square," he said, "and a face like hers never hurt a girl with a guy. But I've been around, Miss Hopper, and it's not her looks. It's what she has inside--"
Bill shares a small apartment with a friend. Barbara lives with Annette and Harold Soldinger--he's a cutter at RKO, and she's Barbara's stand-in. They budget their money. Bill allows himself $33 a week, Barbara gets along on $25. The balance goes into annuities.
"I had too rough a time as a kid," says Bill. "I don't want my own kids--when, as and if--to go through that. I'd rather skimp now for security later--and by security I don't mean plush and platinum. These annuities'll bring in sixty or seventy bucks a week, and that's enough. Then if Hollywood gives you the business, you can always say, 'Thanks for the socko, boys. It was nice bein' here--'
"Even if Hollywood's kind, I don't want it to own me. I want to live life while I've got it--not make a pile, and then you're too old to enjoy it."
That's the declaration of independence they're working toward. The budget permits no clubbing or dining out. They eat at the Soldingers. If the girls are working, and Bill isn't, he markets and cooks. Says he learned how to broil a steak here and and a pork chop there, with meat loaf and spaghetti as his specialty. Only thing he won't bother with are vegetables on account of the cleaning--those he gets out of a can. Dinner's on the table when the girls get in at 6:30. By 8:30 they 're in bed. The boys sit around for a while gabbing, then Bill goes home to his fan mail.
He's got theories about I that, too. So far, I've handled It myself. If it ever gets too heavy, I'll have someone address the envelopes. But the signatures'll be mine. I don't want that phony touch. You get letters from kids who are sick-kids just back from overseas. If they set any store by your autograph, the least you can do is give them the real thing--"
I asked Bill what they did with their evenings when they weren't working.
"Go ice skating--take in a movie--roll back the Soldinger rugs for a jam session, wind up with coffee and scrambled eggs and call it a big night. Or we sit with babies."
That one threw me. "Come again," I blinked.

everybody loves a baby . . . 

"Sure. Show Barbara a baby and she's gone. Any time our friends need sitters, they call us. Barbara thinks they're doing her a favor--"
"What about you?"
"As long as I'm with Barbara," he said quietly, "I don't care what we do--"
Somehow we got on the subject of clothes. I admired his tie. "That's because I'm having lunch with you," he informed me. "Otherwise, I bum around in an open shirt. For professional reasons, I've got to have a wardrobe. But personally, I can't get excited over clothes. Besides, I have no taste. Barbara picks my ties. And I wouldn't think of buying a suit without her--"
"Then of course you let Barbara choose her own," I suggested, and couldn't help howling when I got a flat no.
"It's like this," he explained. "I don't know what colors go together, but I do know what I like on a girl--"
He knows so well that he made Barbara give up makeup. "You look better without it--"
Then. they'll pass some cutie on the lot. "Gee but she's pretty--"
Barbara's nose goes up. "Funny, you like a lot of makeup, on her--"
"Nothing funny about it!" says the eternal male. "I don't care if she gets herself up like an Indian. She's not my girl--"
People who know them better than I do tell me what they've done for each other. Barbara aimed to be an artist. Someone asked her to model, and then came a movie offer. To Barbara, this was a laugh.
"That's a silly attitude," said Bill. "Either don't do it, or do the best you know how."
Bill,  having slugged from birth, was over-serious. He played it too heavy, Barbara keeps it young. But she's got more than the gift of girlish laughter. Under the bubbling surface lies an educated heart. She knows all Bill's missed through the years of struggle and loneliness, through the loss of his mother and, as far as she can, she's going to make it up. I realized that when I heard about his last birthday.

happy birthday, willie-boy . . . 

They went over to Lucey's to celebrate, driving Barbara's car. It's a little shinier than Bill's, so they use it for swank, and this was definitely a swanky occasion. As they got out, she said: "There's something in the back for you, Willie--" Yes, that's what she calls him, and he calls her Monkeyface.
In the trunk, he found a huge box crammed with packages. He looked at her questioningly.
"Don't worry," she laughed. "I've been saving up for weeks. Anyway, some of them are gags and they didn't cost so much--"
"But why so many?"
"I owe them to you, darling," Barbara said softly. "One for every year you've lived--"


