from June 1946 Modern Screen magazine...

She's got no glamor, no gift of gab. Just that shiny.

                            liffle-girl look and a talent that's shooting her starward.

watch
       barbara 
   hale

by hedda hopper

Four months ago, I picked Bill Williams as my Star of the Month. When I phoned and invited him to lunch, there was a brief silence before he answered. Finally he got it out.
"Could I bring my girl, Miss Hopper?"
I grinned to myself. This kid was a character. The new rave of the town's press, he sounded more like a hometown school boy who doesn't even drink a coke without his girl.
"In the first place," I said, "call me Hedda. In the second place, who's your girl?" 
"Barbara Hale," he said quickly. "She's in the movies, too. You ought to he watching her instead of me." This was completely unlike an actor. So was the next sentence. "I don't mean to be rude, Miss Hop--Hedda, but we always go everywhere together. Would it he all right with you?"
I told him to bring her along. What I didn't tell him was that the average actor who is invited to lunch shows up with his whole frat chapter in tow.
When Barbara arrived that day, I could see Bill's point. They belong together like the sea and the sky, except that with these two, there's no horizon, no divisible line to separate them. They sort of melt into each other, and seem like one person. They radiate a bloom of youth that makes this old girl wish she could see twenty again. Walking into the restaurant, hand in hand, they looked like something dreamed up by a 4-H club. There's that halo of health about them that makes me wish--oh well, on with the story.
I didn't learn much about Barbara that day. She kept talking about Bill, how good he was, how proud she was that I had chosen him for the watch award. But, on Bill's advice, plus my own intuition, I began to case this girl's career. I went over to RKO and had them run off a few of her pictures for me. I saw "West of the Pecos," "First Man Into Tokyo" and "Lady Luck." And I said to myself, Hedda, here we go again.
Bill Dozier, assistant head of production at RKO, told me he was so excited about both Barbara and Bill that he was co-starring them in "A Likely Story" and having the script tailored to suit them.
"They're working out on the valley ranch today," he said. "Why don't you run out and watch Barbara.work?"
I never need a push when I'm on anyone's trail, so I hopped in my car and made the long drive out to the valley where RKO has its ranch. Most studios have these ranches which relieve their cramped Hollywood quarters by serving as a sort of back lot, filled with buildings, city streets and village dirt roads.
The cameras were grinding at the end of the street, and I spied Barbara, in a checked suit and hat, looking perfectly beautiful, and what's more, cool. I sat down on a curbstone and watched her work. It was a simple scene; she was to run out of a bank door, hail a taxi and climb in. They shot it eight times. Every time Barbara was perfect, every time something or somebody else went wrong. The take finally completed, she spotted Hopper, who by this time was melting and running down the gutter.
"Hi," she called and ran--ran, mind you--across the street.
I mopped my brow with my handkerchief. "Aren't you hot?"
"Nope," she said, and smiled with that wonderful row of ivories--no caps.
"Aren't you tired?"
"Nope."
"Well, if I can possibly live another hour, I'd like to talk to you."
We walked to her dressing room, a small packing case on the edge of the potato patch. She slipped on a pair of faded blue jeans and a raucous plaid shirt.
"Been thinking about these clothes all day," she said. 
"Don't you like to dress up?"
"Oh, I love to. But I like to wear beatup clothes too." She grinned.
I was all set to talk, when Bill Williams pounded on the door.
"Hey, Barby--the Academy Award shindig is on tonight! Aren't we going?"
"Good night!" gasped the little woman. "I forgot all about it!"
Then she remembered that she had nothing to wear, and Bill punctuated her memory by howling that he didn't have a tux. They had two hours to buy clothes and get ready. I offered to get myself out of there and chat with Barbara the next morning over breakfast.
Barbara chose for our breakfast spot an unpretentious cafe. Over a cracked cup of coffee, she beamed at me from under a lilting hat and a stunning suit. I pointed to the lid.
"Hats?" I said.
"Well, yes. I like the look of them, but I definitely don't like the feel of them. They make me nervous."
"Ex-tomboy?" I offered.

free tops . . .

"Yes, but a mixed up kind. I used to climb into the highest tree, or jump over garage roofs--but you see, I always took my doll with me."
That was back in Rockford, Illinois, where Barbara grew up. She apologizes for a normal childhood, wishes she could spout a Cinderella tale, but there isn't anything exciting. Just Mom and Dad and her sister Juanita and the small brown house and the Rockford, kids. But her childhood brought out to me the sensitivity and the vigor and the humor within her that today make Barbara an actress destined for the top.
There was the fight with a small girl named Elizabeth who shoved Miss Hale into a briar bush. Barbara came out with fists flying and beat the living tar out of Lizzie. There were the closet sojourns. Whenever Barbara was hurt inside, she hid in a closet, or any handy attic or basement and wept quietly to herself. On her third day of school, she was reprimanded by the teacher for being late. She immediately disappeared, and the resulting neighborhood posse found her that night, in a nearby attic, crying. Her first and last whipping occurred when she threw a tantrum after her dad refused to allow her to accompany him downtown. Pop unearthed a fat razor strap and strong-armed his daughter. Winded, he looked for his wife, finally found her in the bedroom closet, her face wet with tears.
With a mind of her own, Barbara was brought up to take care of herself. The first time a boy tried to kiss her, she whacked him in the posterior with one of her muddy boots. She shot a little ahead of her own parents sometimes. Like the forbidden hill episode. Having acquired a shiny pair of roller skates for Christmas, Barbara cast bright brown eyes at the steep hill outside the Hale curbing. She was handed a flat refusal, and the day she stood poised for the takeoff and heard her mother screaming, "Stop!", Barbara merely went her way, but in a stooping position, gathering switches as she went.
"I handed them to Mom when I got back up the hill," says Barbara, "so of course, she never spanked me."
 As much as she hated Sunday clothes, she rebelled furiously at any item that wasn't pretty, at least at the start.
"That mud, brown sweater," says Barbara wrinkling her nose in acute distaste, "was unfortunately the color that doesn't show soil. Mom believed in getting things big enough for me, and at the age of two, when the thing came into my life, it was big enough to serve as a coat. I wore it until I was thirteen, and it ruined hundreds of days out of my life. I think it's time people knew about it."
Despite the sweater, Barbara attracted men at an early age. From the time she was six until ten, a nameless small gentleman followed her around, stood leaning for hours against a tree on the Hale lawn. Mrs. Hale felt sorry for him.
"Let's ask him in, dear," she'd say. "He'll get pneumonia standing out there."
Barbara shrugged her shoulders. "Mister X," as the family called him, was eventually invited inside. He seated himself stiffly in a straight chair and stared at Barbara, who coldly stared back. Mrs. Hale kept up a running fire of conversation, but found to her amazement that the boy wouldn't open his trap, and neither would Barbara. An hour later, Mrs Hale pushed him gently out the front door and went, exhausted, to bed.
When Barbara was eleven, a new character appeared on the scene. He telephoned her hundreds of times but never gave his name. At the slightest hint of a holiday, he rang the doorbell, left a two-bit gift on the porch and ran hellbent for leather before anyone could catch a glimpse of him.
School brought Barbara an inferiority complex. It was mostly her hair, naturally curly, which stuck out in Medusa-like swatches. Barbara considered herself an ugly pug, and found that art offered the only shell into which she could crawl. She grabbed at it gratefully, and as years went on, developed a fine talent. There was a teacher, Vera Smith,* who taught art to the senior year of the town's high school.She noticed Barbara's talent, and she also noticed the way the girl hung back. Miss Smith was a psychologist as well a good woman. One day she held up one of Barbara's sketches.
"I want the class to notice this," she said. "If any one of you had the skill or the feeling, one or the other, that Barbara Hale has put into this work, I would have nothing further to teach you." Barbara left class that day with a small swagger in her walk.
It was a good thing, too, because it prepared her for art school in Chicago, where she necessarily had to live alone. 

dots and dashes . . .

She started out at the YWCA, where the dishwater routine was broken for Barbara only by a boy from Rockford who lived at the YM four blocks away. They rigged up a Morse code by means of pulling the chain on a lamp in their respective windows. This system, slightly slow, served to arrange dinner dates, or signal that there was a fire in the neighborhood. Barbara and Ralph shared a deep passion for fires, big or little, and the faraway sound of a siren brought them both to their lamps, signalling frantically as to the meeting place to chase and view the blaze.
But it was lonely, with only an occasional weekend trip to Rockford, when there was enough money. Then, one day, into the classroom, at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts, walked Susie. Barbara, in her sad lavender sweater and purple skirt, her hair still sticking out like the working end of a mop, looked up and gasped. Susie Simons was pretty, well-groomed, dressed in excellent taste, and was a most self-assured young lady.
"That girl," Barbara said half aloud, "is going to be my friend."
Susie never had a chance. Barbara attacked swiftly.
"Let's have lunch," she said.
"All right," Susie smiled.
A fast friendship developed and in a few months they were sharing an apartment together.
The apartment was on a street where the neighborhood kids played baseball until darkness brought blessed silence. It was a one-room job with a hot plate and a basin clamped to the wall masquerading as a kitchen. A vent led into the apartment upstairs, whose tenant chain-smoked Turkish tobacco and all but asphyxiated the two girls. The walls were bare of plaster, the one window led out to the street on the ground floor--a setup for a long succession of peeping Toms. A dilapidated daybed opened into two halves, one hard as granite, the other mushy as vegetable compound. Even the fluttering clothes line stretched across the room did not deter a character named Hoolihan, who often walked through their apartment to get to his own, and who occasionally raided their ice box or requested that they change their radio program.

coax me . . .

Those days were fun for Barbara. When funds dribbled to a low, the two girls sat on the tiny balcony, ostensibly to acquire a tan, but actually to wait for dinner invitations from the boys in the fraternity house across the street. They often sat out until twilight came, freezing slightly, but hanging on doggedly. They squirmed while the boys they knew talked up to them from the street level.
"Are you hungry?" would eventually happen, and Susie and Barbara got off the balcony and dressed for dinner before the boys had time to decide on a tie.
Funds ran so low, in fact, that Barbara took up modelling during the summer. The work was so pleasant that, came the fall term, she decided to model during the day and attend art school at night. Clerking in the, college shop of Marshall Field's department store added a bit more money, and Barbara figured she was all set.
But something was going on behind her back. Corrinne and Al Seaman, owners of the model's bureau for which Barbara worked, had sent her photograph to an RKO executive.
During the year of art school and living with the tasteful Susie, and her work as a model, Barbara had suddenly found what to do with her hair, with the heavy eyebrows that clouded her face, with lipstick. The RKO executive looked at the photograph and whistled. Two weeks later, a knock came on Barbara's door. She opened it to find a strange man standing there.
"I'm a talent scout from RKO studios," he said. "If you're Barbara Hale, I'd like to offer you a contract."
Life for Barbara went into a whirl. There were phone calls to Mom and Dad, long talks with Susie, one long sleepless night, and her mind was made up.
"I'll be back in six months," she told her mother, and meant it. But within two weeks of her arrival she was working in front of the cameras in "Gildersleeve's Bad Day." That was her tryout. From that she progressed to a fat part in "Higher and Higher" with Frank Sinatra.
At this point, you'd think Barbara Hale would be bubbling. She was, on the outside. But Miss Hale was not pleased with herself. She was miserably homesick. Living at the Studio Club, she was surrounded by hopeful movie starlets who talked her language, but she missed Mom and Dad and Susie and Juanita and the two kids.
Then she met Bill Williams. She was feeling low, but she gave him a bright smile. Bill saw behind the smile.
"How about a cup of coffee?" he said.
She found herself spilling out to him all the mixed up emotions pent up inside her for so long. Bill was kind and understanding, and Barbara suddenly saw his shoulder as the wailing wall for all her fears. Bill was fun, too. He'd drive up to the Studio Club in that old jaloppy of his, and' they'd set off for a movie. Barbara would invariably dress to her teeth. Also like clockwork, Bill's jaloppy would decide to play dead, and if Barbara thought she wouldn't be asked to push, she was sadly mistaken.
Barbara wrote home. "I've found a buddy, mom. I know I'm not in love because I wouldn't marry him on a bet."
That changed, too. Bill kept on suggesting coffee at the right times, and he kept on being fun. Finally, he gave her a ring given him by his mother when he was a baby. He had it enlarged for Barbara and she wears it on her right hand.
"Are you going to marry Bill?" I asked.
"Probably some day," she said. "But I won't say anything definite." But you have to be all of two years old to see that these kids are in love and happy with each other.
Tackling Barbara's studio friends, I found out that, along with all her other God-given gifts, she doesn't have to worry about putting on weight. She has a love for animals and children that adds up to almost a complex. Walking with her, friends turn to say something, discover Barbara isn't there, find her a block back chucking a baby under the chin. She asks friends to stop their cars so that she can get out and pat a stray dog. Referring to her niece and nephew, she says "my kids." She has bought a house in the Valley, and currently rattling around in it are three beds, a kitchen table and four chairs. She plans a French Provincial house, if there is ever time to do anything about it, and will start at midnight to whip up a lampshade that she's thought up during a rehearsal.
I talked to Hank Potter, director of  "Mr. Lucky," who is currently at the helm of "A Likely Story."
"Barbara is going to be a big name in this town," he told me. "What I really can't get over, Hedda, is the way the girl does love scenes. She's had practically no film experience, not even with a short kiss, yet she has been doing every love scene beautifully, always on the first take."
I smiled, naturally. "Don't you think, Hank," I said, "that the fact that she's doing the love scenes with Bill might have something to do with it?"
He laughed and admitted my point. "But damn it, Hedda, this kid is good. Extraordinarily good."
"I'm not arguing with you, Hank," I said.
And I'm not. I wouldn't argue with anybody about Barbara Hale. She's all everybody says she is.


______
*  Ed. There was a Vera Smith whot taught Art in Rockford High School that year.

