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“Coop” leads three lives, and

by Charles Samuels

@ A girl who grew up in Nevada

once told me a strange story

about her favorite screen performer. One day,

she said, she was walking down the main street

of her small home town when she saw a tall,
familiar figure approaching.

“Why, that looks just like Gary Cooper!” she
exclaimed to her companion. “But it couldn’t
be! What would he be doing in this small place?”

But when the man came walking by, they saw
that it was indeed Big Coop himself. The two
thrilled girls followed him down the street to
the general store into which he strolled. There
the dean of Hollywood’s Box-Office Champions
shyly introduced himself to the group of farmers
and cowpunchers gathered around the pot-bel-
lied stove in the center of the store. “Good morn-
ing, gentlemen. My name is Cooper and T just
drove up from California. If there are no ob-
jections, 1'd enjoy setting with you fellers a bit
and gabbing a little.”

The loungers in the store, recognizing Gary,
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were too stargled to reply. However, Coop, who
talks less than any Hollywood star, except pos-
sibly Lassie, quickly put them at their ease by
asking them questions about their cattle and
cr()ps.

When the Nevadans recovered their compo-
sure, they had a thousand things to ask Gary
about the movies he's made. Coop answered
those he could but kept guiding the conversation
back to their business problems, their families,
their lives.

The girl from Nevada said that the big fellow
had stayed in her little home town for three full
days. Before leaving, he'd talked to almost every
man, woman and child in the whistle-stop of a
town.

When I last saw Gary in Hollywood he was
making The Fountainhead at Warner Brothers.
I told him the story and asked if the girl hadn’t
imagined the whole thing.

“No,” he told me, “it’s true. I'm a pretty rest-
less fellow. Every once [Please turn to page 83]
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in a while I just hop into my car and drive
out into the country seven or eight hundred
miles. Whenever 1 come to a small town 1
like, 1 hole up in the local hotel and go
out to meet the people there. 1 do it for
fun, but talking to them sure has been valu-
able to me in my work as an actor.

“The Hollywood producers who say that
the average movie audience has a 12-
year-old mentality are making a big mis-
take. The small-town folks I meet have a very
sane, sensible point of view. They are grown-
ups, mentally and every other way. They
know what they like in movie entertain-
ment. By talking to them, I find out what
they like, what sort of people they are.”

This secret side of Gary Cooper’s life,
these unique pilgrimages to the home towns
of the common, ordinary people who have
loved his pictures for years, explains a mys-
tery about him that has long puzzled critics
and others who write about Hollywood per-
sonalities.

1t is over 20 years since Coop scored his
first great success in the Western, The Win-
ning of Barbara Worth. Critics and public
alike acclaimed him, but continued for years
to think and write about him as an actor
who, though charming and gifted, could
only play himself on the screen, and was
at his best in Westerns.

About a decade ago, the critics began to
whistle another tune about Gary. Again and
again he surprised and delighted them with
brilliant screen portrayals of great variety.

What mystifies Gary's admirers is that
though he remains himself on the screen,
he also miraculously manages to be the
character he is playing. I think the unsched-
uled, unpublicized trips of his into little
towns where he talks with all comers and
studies them explains this and his continued
growth as a human being and an actor.

Gary’s rivals get away from Hollywood,
too. But they usually go straight to New
York or on personal appearance tours of the
big cities. None of this traveling gives them
the down-to-earth contacts that Gary enjoys.
As a matter-of-fact, small towns would bore
most of them to death.

Though Coop has probably never thought
of himself as a man who leads three lives,
he does just that.

There is his life as an actor in Hollywood.
He's a relaxed sportsman when he goes hunt-
ing and fishing and skiing with his family,
and when he travels to fashionable Southamp-
ton, on Long Island, to visit with his wife’s
family, Gary gets around plenty. Here is what
he told me about three lives. 7

] have a fine time in Southampton with
my wife’s people. I can do what 1 like, rest
or play. There are always young people
around the house. I never had so much fun
as1did on a trip I took to Europe with them.

“Hollywood is much more serious now than
when 1 first came here—or maybe its serious
moments just last longer. But it’s more busi-
ness-like, which is the way it should be.

“After Good Sam was finished, T went
bird-hunting. And I skied some at Sun
Valley with my family. I'm never bothered
by autograph hunters among the skiers.
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‘They don’t care for anything but skiing. I
never took up that sport until three winters
ago. It's quite a challenge for a fellow my
age. While on skiis, I'm scared half the
time. I like hunting with Ernest Hem-
ingway, the writer. His family and mine get
along wonderfully. He’s a great hunter and
a fine fellow to listen to. He can tell stories
better than anyone I ever met. ;

“Sometimes, though, I think that traveling
around the country the way I do, just drop-
ping in on people who don’t expect me, is
the best fun of all. My impromptu visits
have proved to me that Hollywood under-
rates the intelligence of the people in what
it calls ‘the sticks.’ That may be due partly
to the fact that too much store is set by
fan mail which is mostly written by adoles-
cents. Few adults have the time to write
letters to movie stars. But they go to pictures, .
too, millions of them.”

Because he’s a top star, I asked Coop why
he’d chosen to do The Fountainhead. What
he replied gives a good clue to his character,
and also his shrewdness as a businessman.

“My wife read the book when it came
out,” he said, “and told me I might want
to do it as a picture. I thought it quite a
controversial story and I could visualize a
lot of people resenting it. That's good. If
they’re interested, pro or con, it means they’ll
get excited by it and tell other people to see
it. It has good love interest. Patricia Neal
is my leading lady. If her character in the
picture is inconsistent it is no more incon-
sistent than most women are in real life.

“I took the part because I had a lot of
curiosity about it. My role is that of a man
who has strong convictions and is willing to
live by them. He doesn’t blow hot and cold
about them, he has to take a lot on the chin
because of them. :

“In the big courtroom scene, in which
the character I portray is charged with blow-
ing up a building, he is really trying to force
a decision to test his own strength. That’s
a tough thing for a man to do. It takes an
honest person to say in court, ‘Judge mel
Am I right or wrong? He risks everything.
The story has lots of stuff.

“This story says, ‘Maybe you're doing a
fellow a lot of harm in giving him every-
thing. Maybe he ought to stand on his own
feet and reach out for what he wants, earn
it.” Every individual who is an honest person
wants to use what he has and work with it.
The story doesn’t preach, but it touches on
the theme that if one is a decent person and
works for the betterment of himself, he
can’t harm anyone if he fights for what he
thinks is his duty in life.”

When TI'd finished talking with Coop, his
press agent told me the big fellow had talked
to me more than to any other interviewer.
T'd asked Gary where he got the reputation
for not talking much. E

“I've often tried to speak my mind,” he
laughed, “but every time I say anything,
I get myself into trouble. I've learned it's
smarter to listen.”

If this big, usually silent man talked more
for the readers of MoTioN PICTURE than he
has for the representative of any other maga-
zine, as his press agent asserts, we can all
be flattered. It might be, however, that Gary,
who has been genuinely shy all his life, is
just learning what most of us find out as
youngsters: that it is just as much fun to
talk as to listen. @
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