from August 1948 Motion Picture magazine ...

Two years ago, Bill Williams was heralded as  the brightest new find in Hollywood ... a coming
star. Yet, since then, he's worked exactly 
four days before the cameras!

Read the amazing story behind ...

Situation

by Kate Holliday * Two years ago, Bill Williams was one of the brightest new stars in Hollywood. Today, he is a bewildered young man who wonders just what stardom is supposed to be.
Bill has worked exactly four days in twenty-four months--in front of a camera, that is. That was in a film called The Long Denial. His role actually amounted to a bit.
Away from the camera, he has spent much of his time on the road for his studio, acting as good-will ambassador from Hollywood to the public. In 1946, he cheerfully went through five solid months of this touring from town to town. In 1947, he did it for three months. One result of this has been, despite his not having worked, an enormous amount of fan mail. He is one of the most popular stars on the RKO lot.
Why, then, has Bill not worked?
What has happened to Bill has unfortunately happened many times before it. the history of movie-makitig: he got caught in the middle. He was the inadvertent "fall guy" for a lot of industrial problems larger than any one person.
Bill made four pictures in which he played leads--previous to April, 1946. They were Those Endearing Young Charms, with Robert Young and Laraine Day, Deadline at Dawn, Till the End of Time and A Likely Story. The last of these, suggested by the late Charles Koerner, RKO's president, co-starred Bill's wife, Barbara Hale, and was to have been the start of a series. The series ended right there.
In those films, Bill proved he was extremely attractive on the screen in a blond, boyish sort of way. He further proved unmistakably that he could act. He switched with ease from the part of the adolescent sailor in Deadline at Dawn to that of a bitter veteran who had lost a leg in Till the End of Time, and the latter chore particularly gave promise that he could be an excellent actor.
After the Day-Young picture, the fans started rolling the ball for Bill. Not only did he have nearly fifty clubs organized for him across the country, not only did he receive thousands of letters, but the newspapers and magazines began to ask his studio for stories and lay-outs on him and on Barbara. And the amazing thing at present, when he has not worked for two years, is that he still gets as much coverage by these groups as he ever did. He gets more, in fact, than many actors who have worked consistently. And he is still popular with the people who buy tickets. On polls taken by magazines and by the Gallup people, he ranks above such high-powered newcomers as Burt Lancaster, Rory Calhoun and Peter Lawford, though their pictures have been in theaters day in and day out.
Why then has he not worked?
It is impossible to make Bill's studio the "heavy" in the situation. For what was true of RKO in the last two years has been true of the industry as a whole. In Bill's case, circumstances both public and private combined to put a temporary stop to a promising career.
In the first place, there were at least two instances where Bill's services were requested on loan-out. To the fan, both projected films seemed good; there appeared to be no reason outside of pure orneriness why RKO did not allow Bill to work elsewhere.
But the fan does not know what a loan-out often entails. In most cases, borrowing a star from another lot constitutes a trade. One studio will say to the other, "We want Bill Williams for this picture--and maybe for two or three more. It will be a terrific break for him." The second studio will think, "Great!"--until the first one adds, "But look, we have Joe Doakes under contract and right now we have no part for him. We'll trade you Joe for Bill." At this point, the second studio thinks, "Not so good," for they have no role for Joe either. If they make a deal for Bill, therefore, they either have to find something for Joe (which may be difficult) or, at least, pay him a handsome salary for the stipulated series of weeks. The result is that, while regretting what this does to Bill, the studio is forced to call the whole thing off.
Another studio may want Bill on loan out for a role which looks fine on the surface but which will do him absolutely no good career-wise. His own lot must naturally protect him from such suicide, even if it means that he doesn't work.
But why, you say, didn't the studio drop Bill, let him go elsewhere?
That's an involved question.
First, RKO didn't--and doesn't--want to drop Bill. RKO knows the Williams charm as well as anyone. Further, RKO has plans for Bill. Two pictures have been as definitely set for him as pictures ever are: Baltimore Escapade, in which he will star opposite Barbara Bel Geddes [These two roles have since gone to John Agar and Shirley Temple.-Ed.], and The Unknown Soldier.
Second, Bill, unlike many actors, has yearly instead of six-month options. The last one came up in October, 1947. Bill was held, because it was then thought that Baltimore Escapade, for one thing, would start almost at once.
The option which came up for him the year before, in October, 1946, looked out upon, a very different picture--for the entire industry. At that time, certain things had not occurred to the movie business, things which have caused all Hollywood to do nip-ups since. Then, the war had just ended; box-office receipts were good; production was in full swing, as it had been throughout the war. RKO, like every other studio, thought these things would continue. As a matter of course Bill's option was taken up.
But in the year which followed Hollywood discovered that fewer people were going to the movies. Peace brought alarming box-office slumps. Hollywood also found that the type of film it had been making during the war suddenly was passe. The whole industry, therefore, began cautiously to find out what the public wanted, meanwhile using up the enormous backlog of pictures it had already produced, a backlog bigger than ever before in cinema history. These two things combined to create a production stand-still which scared the movie-makers to their foundations.
During all this, Bill Williams has been in the middle, a spot complicated for him personally by several months of illness which only served to intensify his gloom at not being active. Had the studio handed him a part then he would have played it if they'd been forced to carry him to the stage, just to be working.
Bill is a bewildered young man--and his attitude is understandable. For he is "show business." To him, just sitting back and drawing a salary every week is not enough and never will be enough.
Bill is still as attractive as he ever was, still as talented. Let's hope the industry of which he is a part has finally triumphed over its postwar difficulties, and that America may once more see him on the screen.


