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			FOREWORD

			The title of this book is, admittedly, a bit of a puzzle. Stardust is the glamor of the marquee, the mesmerizing sheen of the starlet and the leading man. A bushel is a wood-sided basket with wire handles, best known in packing sheds as a container for fresh fruit, or blue crabs.

			Stardust and bushels – what in the name of Louis B. Mayer does the one have to do with the other? 

			Turns out a watery, agrarian land settled by farmers and fishermen, divided by an entire continent from Hollywood and Vine, has been singing its siren call to movie directors, movie stars, and award-winning screenwriters since celluloid became a thing. Maybe that’s precisely because the Eastern Shore is a little bit different than most anywhere else.

			In his classic Rivers of the Eastern Shore (1944), author Hulbert Footner memorably pictured the Shore as “a peninsula shaped roughly like a bunch of grapes. It hangs down from a stem in the north, where only a few miles of land separate the waters of the Delaware from the Chesapeake, spreads out in a wide shoulder, and tapers off to a point (Cape Charles) at the south.” The fact that it includes parts of three states – Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia – gave rise to the portmanteau Delmarva, often used interchangeably with Eastern Shore.

			Even more than it is a fertile peninsula, rich with seafood and poultry, soybean fields and roadside farm stands, the Eastern Shore is a state of mind. Its historic remoteness from the mainland and all those meddlesome state bureaucrats in Annapolis and Richmond lent the Shore its distinctive character. 

			Eccentric. Independent. Even a bit gnarly.

			First ferries and stagecoaches, then steam engines, now suspension bridges and the Internet have dragged this once-inaccessible peninsula from its archaic roots into modern times. But life remains a bit slower in Bay Country. Charter boat fishing and hunting for waterfowl remain dependable lures for visitors.

			Every summer, Ocean City attracts tourists by the millions to a classic beachside resort experience, but the human tide retreats after Labor Day, the umbrellas and lifeguard stands come down, and shutters are drawn across many a window until Memorial Day. 

			There’s a saying on the Eastern Shore that folks who retire here (aka come-heres) can do one of three things: sail, paint, or write. It’s not literally true, but close enough for a certain kind of corporate refugee or federal retiree. For those who come seeking their own little stretch of waterfront or woods, the Shore can be a kind of Eden. 

			With that as background, it is perhaps less surprising to learn that for much of the past century, the Eastern Shore has also been a recurring draw for the great American dream factory.

			It has served both as a charming location for major feature films like The Runaway Bride and Wedding Crashers, and as a secluded getaway for some of our best-known marquee idols, including the likes of Annie Oakley and Tallulah Bankhead. 

			Who knew that Fay Wray was married in St. Michaels (for the first time) with Gary Cooper standing witness in his work duds? Or that Robert Mitchum and his friend Yul Brynner once dented a country gate near Trappe, racing their twin Aston Martins like fugitives from a James Bond movie?

			Brent Lewis knew. 

			In Stardust by the Bushel, he recounts this whimsical history in an incomparable, knowing voice. Brent is tenth-generation Eastern Shoreman, and he knows this land, this water, in his bones. He also is a passionate consumer of popular culture who loves comic books and collectables, music, and comedy from nearly every genre. For him, extended research on cinematic history was a personal pleasure, and he shares his findings in this generous book.

			Lights, camera, action … Stardust!

				Ron Sauder

				Publisher

				Salisbury, Maryland
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			Featuring an eye-popping train crash staged near Queenstown, The Whip brought the big-time silver screen to Maryland’s Eastern Shore in 1917.

		

		
			 

			THE WHIP (1917)

			“I was exposed to The Whip just short of forty years ago. I’ve never recovered.”
—Tallulah Bankhead

			The Centreville Observer, January 6, 1917:

			When the rushing train struck the box-car . . . [t]he freight
carrier reared high in air, seemed almost to turn a somersault and then crumpled into a pile of splintered, shattered timbers. Its roof was torn off and hurled through a clump of small willows beside the track. The train ran on a few feet, amidst a cloud of smoke and dust, then the engine left the rails, rolled over and gave up its “ghost” . . . the rails were twisted up almost into knots and the ties were scattered to the four winds . . . the express train crash[ed] into a box-car . . . and smash[ed] it to flinders. The engine left the rails, plunged down an embankment and buried its nose in the bank beside a marshy ravine . . . the engine lay on its side, a battered, torn and twisted heap of scrap metal from which the steam escaped in clouds with a loud hissing.

			[image: ]

			The year 1917 was a banner one for the movie business. Not only did Buster Keaton, Technicolor, and full-length, animated features debut onscreen, so did the Chesapeake Bay’s Eastern Shore.

			From the lighthouse at Cape Charles, Virginia in the south to the Chesapeake & Delaware Canal in the north, the Eastern Shore, home to some of our nation’s oldest communities, was still a rather isolated part of the country when America’s romance with cinema began. Besides occasional advancements in work or play, life here remained virtually unchanged for generations. Most Eastern Shore folk were farmers or worked on the water, or their occupations supported those traditional industries. Though its residents were generally self-sufficient, life on “The Shore” did require interaction with the outside world. Supplies, mail, news, and even entertainment—as evidenced by the famed James Adams Floating Theater—were shipped in; seafood, farm products, and the occasional prodigal son or daughter “craving the world” shipped out. By 1917, rudimentary movie houses, and even a few fancy theaters, had opened for business in a growing number of Shore towns.

			The waterfront village of Queenstown, Maryland, located about 10 miles from the eastern terminus of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge, was established on April 1, 1707. Originally known as Queen Anne’s Towne to honor the reigning queen of England, Queenstown was the seat of Queen Anne’s County government until those jurisdictional institutions were moved north to Centreville in 1782.

			British troops attacked here in the War of 1812. In the 1800s, Queenstown was a Chesapeake Bay region steamboat and railroad hub, transporting both goods and passengers to and from the area. In the first decades of the twentieth century, the population of Queenstown proper stayed consistent around 275, give or take. Today, even with an expansion of construction and the ever-encroaching influence of the Baltimore-Washington metropolitan area, there are still fewer than 700 in-town residents. Queenstown was, and, according to its motto, still is “Parvus Urbs Ad Is Aqua” —the Little Town on the Water.

			In 1917, the big-time came to this little town.

			William Aloysius Brady (1863–1950) was a colorful and charismatic showman and boxing promotor with an only-in-America backstory and a reputation for flashy promotional skills. A high-stakes gambler in every regard, his great skill in life seemed to be earning and losing fortunes.

			Brady’s life story, what he called his “dim and spotty past,” began “when the nineteenth century was still a going concern.” He was kidnapped in San Francisco at the age of three by his father and brought to the gang-ridden and poverty-stricken Bowery neighborhood in New York City where Terence Brady, a freelance writer of ill temperament and bad habits, eked out the barest of existences. Raised on Shakespeare and near-starvation, young Brady found fleeting joy in the theater. Whenever he could scrape together the twenty cents for a seat in the Old Bowery Theater’s nosebleed gallery, the designated section for the exuberant and sometimes violent hoi polloi, Brady had no doubts where his money would be spent.

			As a teenager, after his father died falling under an El train, Brady headed west, where he hustled employment at every opportunity. He was particularly suited for work calling for “cockiness, a loud voice, presence of mind, and a sense of the dramatic.” He stumbled into a theater gig, where he made himself useful by learning every job in the house, both onstage and behind the scenes. Later he admitted that his move into the upper levels of the entertainment industry “had a good deal to do with the old-time tradition of piracy and plagiarism,” but in the end he produced more than 260 plays and 40 films. There had to be more substance to William A. Brady than his self-deprecation allowed.

			In 1892, Brady hired boxer James J. Corbett for a role in After Dark, a play he’d bought the rights to from a man who didn’t own them. Convinced he’d found a winner, despite never having managed a fighter and having attended only one boxing match in his entire life, Brady helped convince Boston’s retired champion John L. Sullivan to get in the ring with his “Gentleman Jim.” Corbett won with a knockout in the twenty-first round. Brady went on to become one of the most influential behind-the-scenes characters in modern professional boxing’s early days.

			A man of many talents, said by a contemporary to have “more charm than was right for any one man to have,” Brady would be ringside at a boxing match in Coney Island one night and on Broadway opening a production of King Lear the next. He had money and prestige, and he knew how to get what he wanted.

			In early 1917, what he wanted was a train wreck.

			Brady owned the rights to The Whip, a horse-racing melodrama that featured the era’s standard-issue, firm-jawed hero, damsel in distress, and devious, mustache-twirling bad guys. Originating in London as an elaborate and highly successful stage play, The Whip opened on Broadway in November 1912. Over that winter season, one of the show’s audiences included a ten-year-old Tallulah Bankhead, who was celebrating the holidays with her sister and widowed father, Alabama politician and future Speaker of the House, William B. Bankhead. Little Miss Bankhead, of course, would grow up to be one of her generation’s most heralded actresses and remains to this day an icon of flamboyant overindulgence. She also happens to be one of the Eastern Shore’s eternal residents. Tallulah Bankhead is buried at St Paul’s Cemetery in Kent County.

			Of seeing that production of The Whip, she wrote in her 1952 autobiography:

			The Whip was a blood-and-thunder melodrama. . . . It boiled with villainy and violence. Its plot embraced a twelve-horse race on a treadmill, a Hunt Breakfast embellished by fifteen dogs, an auto smashup, the Chambers of Horrors at Madame Tussaud’s Waxworks, and a train wreck with a locomotive hissing steam. . . . It was a tremendous emotional dose for anyone as impressionable and as stage-struck as our heroine.

			The curtain hadn’t been up five minutes before Sister and I were on the verge of hysterics. By the end of the first act both of us had wet our pants. . . . At the final curtain, I was a wreck, frantic, red-eyed and disheveled. . . . Nothing I had ever seen or heard or read had made such an impact on me.

			The Whip’s story centers on the villains’ efforts to keep the equine title character—”as ugly as sin” with “a temper like the devil” —out of an important race. In one last-ditch effort, they sabotage an express train, causing it to smash into a boxcar they believe is transporting the horse. The train wreck was a sensational and central part of The Whip’s theatrical productions. It’s a huge and expensive scene to produce on stage, and though Brady possessed the cinematic vision, even creative types as trailblazing as Maurice Tourneur (1876–1961), The Whip’s director—a pioneer of filmmaking techniques, style, and story—hadn’t yet figured out how to feign all of what could be imagined.

			To capture The Whip’s train-wreck sequence on film, Brady flexed his considerable capital, influence, and charm. He arranged for the use of an abandoned section of track that ran from the junction in Centreville to the Queenstown pier and belonged to the Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia Railroad. Then he purchased an out-of-commission steam engine and some other cars, including a couple of passenger coaches. According to a December 30, 1916, issue of the Centreville Observer, “rapid fire photography” would be used to make the upcoming crash sequence so realistic that movie audiences would believe “they are witnessing pictures of an actual running together of powerful trains.”

			Harry C. Rhodes (1914–2014), one of Queenstown’s most distinguished born-and-raised residents and superintendent of Queen Anne’s County schools from 1952 to 1967, included in his book, Queenstown—The Social History of a Small American Town, the following headlines from the January 6, 1917 issue of the Centreville Observer:

			CAMERA BATTERY FILMS REALISTIC RAILROAD WRECK NEAR QUEENSTOWN

			SPEEDING EXPRESS TRAINS CRASH INTO BOX CAR

			William A. Brady, Millionaire Theatrical Magnate, Directs Collision Scene for “The Whip,” Racing Melodrama to be Shown on Moving Picture Screens.

			Large Crowd Sees First Filmdom Views Ever Taken on Eastern Shore.

			Irving Cummings Plays Leading Part in Saving Horse

			The newspaper reported that “under the personal direction of Wm. A Brady, a New York millionaire theatrical magnate and producer of photo-plays, the famous railroad wreck scene in The Whip, a racing melodrama filmed by the Paragon Film Co. was taken Thursday afternoon at Queenstown” and that “under the dreary gloom of a leaden sky, the midnight scene of a thrilling incident” was recorded “by a battery of eight cameras.”

			More than 500 spectators showed up to watch the filming of the spectacular sequence that started with the train puffing down the track at about 35 miles an hour. G. E. Eckstrom, a “well-known engineer,” leapt off after sounding “a long drawn whistle blast as the swan song of locomotive engine No. 4,” which, upon collision with the obsolete rolling stock purchased for the sole purpose of maximum wreckage, performed acrobatics never before staged for the screen. Estimates of costs for the 100 feet of film shot that day range from $10,000 to $25,000, quite a considerable pile of dough back then for a minute or so of screen time.

			As soon as the scene was in the can, the moviemakers hopped on a “special train driven by Engineer Winfield Roe” and “made a speedy nine minute run to Centreville,” where they “caught the afternoon train to New York City.”

			Advertising for The Whip promised filmgoers: “Big race scenes, wonderful hunting scenes, the best train wreck and the most thrilling automobile accident ever seen in pictures . . . combined with a powerful and attention-riveting story, make this the world’s biggest screen play.” Seen through modern eyes, the film sags, but the action sequences are among the most exciting of the era, and cinephiles would be hard-pressed to find earlier examples of such tropes as a villain tampering with the hero’s brakes or a car racing to catch up with a runaway train.

			The stars of The Whip—Alma Hanlon, June Elvidge, and the horse-saving Irving Cummings—left behind diverse legacies.

			Alma Hanlon (1890–1977) acted in twenty-three silent movies between 1915 and 1919, The Whip probably being the most noted, and then she retired. Her daughter from her first marriage, Dorothy Kingsley, grew up to be one of the screenwriters behind such Hollywood hits as Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) and Valley of the Dolls (1967). June Elvidge, on the other hand, had seventy acting credits to her name from 1915 until she retired in 1924.

			Irving Cummings, born in 1888, began his career on Broadway, was acting in short films as early as 1909, and appeared in movies with such stars as Buster Keaton and Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle. He showed up in 145 films from 1910 to 1927. After the advent of talkies, Cummings transitioned into directing and became known for helming Technicolor 20th Century Fox musicals with stars like Betty Grable and Carmen Miranda. He also directed Shirley Temple in four popular movies.

			After producing The Whip, W. A. Brady continued to live a life straight out of the movies, winning and losing wealth in a cycle that would drive lesser humans cuckoo. As a symbol of his time, the brash Brady made millions in the stock market and was wiped out in the crash of 1929. Always in character, however, he rebounded almost immediately by scraping together enough money to buy a play that all his competitors had passed on. Street Scene ran 600 performances, won the Pulitzer Prize, and made Brady half a million bucks. The night Brady died, his wife of 51 years, the actress Grace George, left his bedside to perform in The Velvet Glove at the Booth Theater. Being a show-must-go-on kind of guy, everyone who knew him agreed: it’s what Brady would’ve wanted.

			The Whip premiered at the Centreville Opera House in September 1917. Its initial run was extended when hundreds of curious hometown moviegoers showed up to see the Eastern Shore’s inaugural onscreen appearance.

			[image: ]

			Everyone has their favorite movies. Some people love lowbrow slapstick comedies, while others prefer exquisitely presented Oscar-bait tearjerkers. Action flicks might be their cup of high-octane tea, or maybe they prefer to shiver through horror movies, sing along with musicals, or swoon over iconic romances from yesteryear.

			No matter what kind of movie fan a person might be, turns out there’s one kind of movie almost everybody enjoys.

			The kind filmed in their backyard.
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			Berlin is a red-brick charmer of a town that has played host to two major movies. Its name is believed to derive from the 19th century hostelry Burleigh Inn, not the capital of Germany. (Author)

		

		
			 

			BERLIN

			It was the summer of 1999.

			Back in February, President Bill Clinton had been acquitted in his impeachment trial. The Columbine High School massacre took place in April. John F. Kennedy Jr., his wife Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy, and her sister, Lauren, died in a plane crash off the coast of Martha’s Vineyard on July 16. Nine days later, Lance Armstrong won his first Tour de France. The win would later be stripped away when he was disqualified for doping.

			There were wars, acts of terrorism, and natural disasters.

			Prince had been singing about a party-time apocalypse for years, but that didn’t make folks any less Y2K-edgy. Boy bands ruled the music charts. Somehow, overalls held up by one strap, M. C. Hammer pants, and lots of flannel-on-flannel were in fashion. Reality television was beginning to take over what we still called the “airwaves.” Jar Jar Binks and Star Wars: Episode 1—The Phantom Menace were disappointing movie fans worldwide.

			While we all braced for what might come next, hoping for a bright spot, a little fun, and a little romance, a little town on Maryland’s Eastern Shore that had been angling to remain relevant was now about to get famous.

			[image: ]

			Berlin is in Worcester County. Fewer than ten miles west of the Ocean City Boardwalk, the village developed over the years around a 1677 land grant called Burley. Main Street was once part of a forest trail that linked the native tribes of the area. In the eighteenth century, that ancient pathway became part of the Philadelphia Post Road, connecting Eastern Shore colonists to the centers of commerce in the north and west. There was a crossroads tavern along about here called the Burleigh Inn. Shorefolk have a documented lackadaisical attitude toward spoken English, so it’s been speculated that “Berlin” might have evolved from a habitual contraction of that establishment’s name.

			Incorporated in 1868, Berlin remained a crossroads of sorts for regional travelers, sporting visitors of the hunting and fishing type, and salesmen—“drummers” who used inns and boarding houses like the Atlantic Hotel (c. 1895) as home base while going out into the countryside to “drum up” business. In those days of steamships and railroads, such lodgings dotted the small-town landscape of the Eastern Shore. By the turn of the twentieth century, Berlin offered travelers more choice of accommodations than were available in Ocean City.

			Prominent figures Berliners claim as their own include icon of the U.S. Navy Stephen Decatur (1779–1820) and the Reverend Charles Albert Tindley (1851–1933), the influential Methodist preacher and pioneering gospel music composer who wrote the hymn that inspired the civil rights anthem We Shall Overcome. Linda Melson Harrison, born in 1945, a member of two of Berlin’s most prominent families, won teenage beauty contests before moving to California and making her mark playing the sexy primitive called Nova in 1968’s original Planet of the Apes and the first sequel Beneath the Planet of the Apes, a role enshrining her in the hearts and minds of fantasy and sci-fi fans across the universe. There’s a headstone in Berlin’s Saint Paul’s Episcopal Church Cemetery with the name Indiana Jones on it. The deceased was a lady, and her married name was Henry, but still.

			Man o’ War (1917–1947), considered to be among the all-time champion racehorses, is also one of the town’s favorite adopted sons. Foaled in Kentucky, Man o’ War was sold to the textile manufacturer Samuel D. Riddle, who brought the horse to his farm near Berlin for training in 1918. Man o’ War raced twenty-one times and lost only once—to a steed named “Upset.” In 1920, the New York Times named Man o’ War and Babe Ruth co-athletes of the year. He appeared in three films, two documentaries about horse racing, and once as a fifth-billed actor in the 1925 silent movie Kentucky Pride, directed by the legendary John Ford. In 1937, one of Man o’ War’s progeny, War Admiral (1934–1959), was the fourth-ever winner of the Triple Crown. A year later, War Admiral was the favored rival against his nephew in the sensational “Race of the Century” at Baltimore’s Pimlico Racetrack, as portrayed in the Seabiscuit films of 1939 and 2003. The earliest version used newsreel footage of the actual race, so in that one, War Admiral appears as himself.

			As Berlin thrived, its biggest industries were the Berlin Milling Company, Phillips Cannery, and Harrison Nurseries, publishers of a popular nursery and seed catalog. Harrison was a dominant force in US peach production and the biggest worldwide distributor of fruit trees and ornamental shrubbery. The Globe Theater, originally a horse-and-carriage garage, was converted and opened as a silent movie house in 1917. The Globe later made the conversion to sound and prospered for most of the next fifty years.

			But times change. Ocean City was growing into a vacation destination. Modern highway bypasses were built. Homegrown businesses shut their doors, and in 1960 there was a peach blight that wiped out an industry that had provided hundreds of jobs. In the mid-1980s, a group of concerned citizens, politicians, and business leaders decided to stanch the town’s decline and were making efforts to revitalize. By the late 1990s, Berlin was working its way out of a long slump, making strides toward a more prosperous future and looking for its moment to shine.

			Julia Roberts was not in any kind of a slump whatsoever.

			It took Roberts only two years—from her debut in 1988’s Satisfaction to 1990’s Pretty Woman—to become a top-tier, world-famous movie star. Since then, she’d delivered hit after hit with only the occasional box-office slipup, yet regardless of her leading man, she was never quite able to capture the screen chemistry she shared with her Pretty Woman co-star Richard Gere. Gere had clicked with audiences in 1980 and 1982 with American Gigolo and An Officer and a Gentleman, but when Pretty Woman came along his career needed a winner. Teaming up with Roberts in her breakout role was just what the success doctor had ordered. Nine years later, another victory couldn’t hurt. Once both stars were onboard, Pretty Woman director Garry Marshall (Beaches, The Princess Diaries) signed on to helm their second rom-com collaboration.

			Then, as now, the Maryland Film Office’s goal, under the longtime leadership of its director Jack Gerbes, is to “attract film and TV production to the state, so Marylanders can benefit from the immediate positive economic impact of the production, as well as the long term positive impact from tourism and good public relations.” In service to their mission, the film office is the first point of contact for studios and independents looking to shoot on location. Filmmakers describe what they’re looking for with regard to locales, landscape, and architecture. The film office then identifies locations that may suit. A scout takes inventory and photos of potential sites. Once it’s decided to film in an area, the local tourism offices and the film office help studios get permission to use private properties or public spaces and help with accommodations and support services.

			When it was decided by the powers-that-be that Berlin would be perfect to portray the quaint and quirky fictional hometown of Maggie Carpenter, Julia Roberts’s runaway bride of the title, a deal-clincher was that the town in the movie would be called Hale—after Hale Harrison, one of Berlin’s most prominent native sons and owner of much of the real estate that would be in the picture once cameras started rolling in late October 1998.

			Taking on a role like any actor would, Berlin, now Hale, was subjected to costuming and makeup. Old storefronts, some vacant, were temporarily converted into such locations as the Carpenter family hardware store, the Hale newspaper offices, and the beauty salon, Curl Up and Dye. Debbie Parker’s Victorian Charm gift shop was turned into a dress store for one important scene.

			The house where Maggie lived with her widowed father (Paul Dooley) is still a private family home. Some interior features were changed to accommodate the actors and camera crews. Scenes shot inside include Gere’s Ike Graham ambushing Maggie with a visit, a confrontation Maggie has with her dad, and one of Maggie’s unconsummated weddings, the one with the Grateful Dead fan. There’s also a scene filmed here where Roberts, movie star gorgeous, runs outside and sits on the porch to read a newspaper.

			Though preparation took weeks, the stars of the production were in town for just five days. Gere kept a low profile, but Roberts, warm and down-to-earth, seemed to have charmed everyone she met. She’d ride her bike through town and when she visited the bazaar at Buckingham Presbyterian Church, she “bought everything those ladies had made.” The studio celebrated Roberts’s birthday one night after filming, and she gave roses to all the little girls who were on set.

			A gifted artist, Patrick Henry owns Henry Fine Arts in Berlin and he’s Eastern Shore–hospitable in an easygoing manner that reflects his nature and upbringing. He grew up in these parts and has watched his surroundings change dramatically through the years. Prior to the start of filming, the late Rex Hailey, Berlin’s mayor at the time, called Henry to discuss purchasing four framed prints to present as gifts to Roberts, Gere, Marshall, and the town of Berlin. Henry agreed, but he had a lot going on, so what he did was add remarques, new hand-painted art to his existing prints of soon-to be iconic Hale landmarks: the Falcon Diner (now Rayne’s Reef), the dress shop (Victorian Charm), the Atlantic Hotel, and the house on Baker Street where the Carpenters lived. Then Henry got a second phone call.

			“I was busy working on an exhibition,” Henry says, “when Mayor Hailey called. He told me that everyone was ready for the presentation of the framed prints I’d prepared, and that he wanted me to do the presenting. I was in work clothes. I called my wife and said Velda, I need you to come uptown because they want me to present the prints.”

			When Henry got to the shooting location, the dress shop, “they were all in there filming. A big crowd was forming and here comes my wife being led by a police officer, with my daughter Stephanie tagging along. Velda’s eyes were all big, like what have you gotten me into. They, the actors and Garry Marshall, came outside. I came up from [the] other side of Mr. Marshall and found myself this close to Julia Roberts. She looked like an angel. She turned around and said, ‘Oh, I never met you before. What’s your name?’ And I said, ‘Puh . . . puh . . . puh.’ That wasn’t like me. I’m not really a stargazer and until that moment I was cool as a cucumber. But I wasn’t prepared for her to just speak to me like that. Richard Gere came over and he’s this handsome guy, a real movie star. And he said, ‘Hello, what’s going on over here?’ I told him about the paintings, explained the remarques. Now, they had just gotten done doing their thing after what was probably a long day. They could have easily been standoffish, but they weren’t.”

			The positive good vibes and front page publicity Berlin reaped from Runaway Bride were immediate, immense, and long-lasting, and though the film is still the best-known local production, it wasn’t the town’s last encounter with Hollywood filmmaking. After Runaway Bride, Berlin changed its name again, this time to Treegap, for Disney’s 2002 fantasy romance Tuck Everlasting, a remake of an under-the-radar 1981 movie based on an acclaimed novel by author Natalie Babbitt (1932–2016).

			Endearing but nowhere near as successful as Runaway Bride, Tuck Everlasting, directed by Jay Russell, featured Gilmore Girls star Alex Bledel in her first movie. It takes place in 1914, and Bledel plays the rebellious upper-class Winifred (Winnie) Foster, who falls in love with an immortal teenager named Jesse Tuck, played by Jonathan Jackson. Jackson was cast at the last minute after Jared Padalecki, Bledel’s love interest in Gilmore Girls, bowed out of the role. Others in the cast include three Academy Award–winning actors: Ben Kingsley as The Man in the Yellow Suit, William Hurt as Angus Tuck, and Sissy Spacek as May Tuck.

			To transform Berlin into early-twentieth-century Treegap for the four-day shoot, producers removed all modern fences, sidewalks, and electric lines that might show on film, and dumped tons of dirt on the streets to accommodate old-time carriages and horse and buggy rigs. A wide shot of the town kicks the movie off, and for a few seconds Berlin goes back in time. There are a few other glimpses of the town in its early days, including a stickball scene, and toward the end, there’s a contrasting bookend shot of modern Berlin that’s an effective storytelling device.

			The mountainous rural sequences where most of the film takes place, however, are in reality far and away from any Eastern Shore locale. In fact, the film was made almost entirely in other parts of Maryland, with scenes shot in Havre de Grace, White Hall, Bel Air, and the Fair Hill Natural Resource Area in Cecil County. For outside shots of the Tuck family cabin, an exterior façade was constructed near Baltimore’s Loch Raven Reservoir.

			Today Berlin is an Eastern Shore success story. Captivated visitors amble down tree-lined streets populated with eateries of every type, art galleries, unique shops and antique stores, and such landmarks as the restored Atlantic Hotel, and the Globe, now a popular restaurant and music venue. There are forty-seven structures here on the National Register of Historic Places, including those located in the downtown commercial district. In 2019, Berlin celebrated the twentieth anniversary of Runaway Bride with guided walking tours and a town-movie night featuring toasts and a wedding cake.

			At a mid-shoot meet-and-greet held at Berlin’s Globe Theater on November 1, 1998, Garry Marshall told attendees about the reasons he chose their town—the mix of the old and new, the layout of the streets, the fact that there were so many businesses in close proximity that could be adapted to fit the needs of the story they wanted to tell. He chatted with guests, took photographs with them, and signed copies of his recently published memoir. What most endeared him to his audience were perhaps his final words to the gathering that evening.

			“Good night folks,” said the affable and famous out-of-towner, “and may the good Lord bless you enough to live in a small town. That,” he concluded, “is my salute to Berlin.”

			After all these years, there’s still something special between Berlin and Runaway Bride.

			They make a wonderful couple.
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			Robert and Dorothy Mitchum met as teenagers in Delaware and married in their early twenties. At the height of Mitchum’s renown as a leading man in Hollywood, he frequently retreated to a secluded  horse farm near Trappe, Maryland, where he and Dorothy raised their family in the 1960s. (Zuma Press Inc./Alamy Stock Photo)

		

		
			 

			ROBERT MITCHUM

			“Simply by being there, Mitchum can make almost any other actor look like a hole in the screen.”
—David Lean, director

			Cape Fear. The Longest Day. El Dorado. The Sundowners. The Grass Is Greener. Home from the Hill. Two for the Seesaw. These are just some of the movies that Robert Mitchum, the screen’s foremost symbol of macho post–World War II antiauthoritarian disillusionment, made between 1960 and 1966.

			It was also during those years that he and his family called the Eastern Shore home. Why here? “Maryland isn’t that remote,” Mitchum explained to Baltimore’s Evening Sun newspaper, “I can fly anywhere in no time at all. But when I’m there it’s like being in a different world. My unsocial nature is well known. In Maryland I can be as unsocial as I want and nobody gives a damn.”

			[image: ]

			Robert Mitchum’s life got off to a rough start. He was born in 1917, and before he was two years old his father James was killed in a railyard accident. His widowed mom struggled to provide for their three kids—firstborn Annette, Robert, and the infant John, born after James’s death. Robert and John eventually ended up on their maternal grandparents’ farm near Felton, Delaware. Robert later told the Saturday Evening Post that back then the locals thought he was “some kind of degenerate. They ran me out of town so many times,” he said, “it finally took.”

			Ann (Gunderson) Mitchum’s second husband was a World War I veteran named Major Hugh Cunningham Morris. After they were married, the whole family moved to New York City, where Robert attended Haaren High School in Midtown Manhattan’s infamous Hell’s Kitchen. Always the brightest student in school, he was also the most consistent troublemaker. Robert was impossible to discipline, and though he wasn’t a big or strong kid, his favorite pastime seemed to be getting into fights. He also wrote poetry. Those who would know Mitchum the man would come to understand that his lifelong antagonistic behavior was often protective, a type of camouflage that shielded his literary and artistic leanings.

			While in New York he befriended an orphan named Manuel Barque. The two outsiders ran away and got as far as New Haven, Connecticut, before getting caught. It would be Robert’s first real run-in with the law. It wouldn’t be his last.

			The Great Depression now entrenched, Robert and his brother were sent back to the family farm in Delaware, where he completed his high school curriculum at the age of fourteen. He was voted valedictorian, but split town before graduation. He spent the next few years hopping freight trains across America, finding work where he could, “rolling drunks,” and living the life of a boy hobo. Arrested in Savannah, Georgia, for vagrancy, he was sentenced to a chain gang for 180 days. He escaped after serving “maybe as much as 30” and hitchhiked to Baltimore.

			He met Dorothy Spence when he returned to Delaware for a visit. Tall, good-looking, and popular, Dorothy was dating his brother, but from the moment they were introduced both she and Robert knew, as Dorothy put it, “That was all she wrote.”

			“I was 16 years old when I met her,” Robert said in an interview. “She was 14. I met her in Camden, Delaware, on a blind date in the back of a model A Ford. . . . I kept coming back. . . . Every time I came back, they’d button up the town. They’d say, ‘God, here it comes again.’”

			The two of them would sit together on the lawn of Caesar Rodney High School. It was scandalous. She’d been May Queen. He was a “bum.” Dorothy told People magazine in 1983 that everybody was against her and Robert being a couple. “The principal of my school gave me a lecture about not seeing him.”

			“I had to wrestle half the school for her,” her husband added.

			Robert then hit the road again, making his first cross-country train hop to visit his sister. Annette had changed her name to Julie and moved to California to become an actress. Attached to the Long Beach Players Guild, Julie helped Robert find work there, mostly as a stagehand. He wrote songs and poems, and after some coercing from Julie, occasionally had an opportunity to perform in small roles onstage.

			In early 1940, he went back to Delaware to get Dorothy.

			“I won $2,300 (in a Penny Fair at the 4H Club). I got on a
Greyhound bus in an ice cream suit and a Panama hat, and I fell on my nose in Philadelphia in four feet of snow, stoned. Lived in a girl’s dormitory where my wife was staying. She was working for the Penn Mutual Life Insurance Company and she quit her job. And I blew the whole stash on her friends. We went down to Delaware and I borrowed $54 from the guy and we got married . . . Ignatius Cooper, justice of the peace—at large or something like that— esquire. Licenses, dogs, hunting, marriage: $2.”

			And so it was, in Dover, Delaware, on March 16, 1940, Robert Mitchum and Dorothy Spence, he twenty-two, she two months shy of her twenty-first birthday, got married in an officer of the court’s kitchen “with the odor of burnt cabbage” wafting in the air. Afterward, the newlyweds loaded up and moved to California. Robert had twenty-six bucks to his name with “no job or prospects for one.”

			The daily grind didn’t get off to a good start. He clarified for interviewer David Frost: “My wife was pregnant and I needed $500 . . . I was working at Lockheed gluing airplanes together inexpertly. . . . Finally, one night I threw a clamp across the room and hit the foreman on the head. . . . In a sort of fit of embarrassed desperation, I became a movie actress.”

			In a suit he borrowed from a working actor, Mitchum went to see the producer Harry “Pop” Sherman, whose claim to fame was producing the Hopalong Cassidy cowboy pictures starring William Boyd. By the time Mitchum met the two men, they’d already made almost fifty movies together in eight years. Mitchum said they looked him over, along with Pop’s assistant, Dick Dickson, and concluded, “Yeah, he looks a little crafty around the eyes. Yeah, he looks a little ugly, a little mean. . . . They said, don’t shave and don’t cut your hair until you hear from us. So, I went out and got $100 a week and all the horse manure I could carry home. And I got thrown off every horse—I mean, flat, bam, gone. . . . A lot of beard, very little dialogue . . . June 1942 . . . I just never looked back.”

			Robert Mitchum made his onscreen debut in 1943’s Hoppy Serves a Writ. Besides his look and his now-sturdy build, one of his main qualifications for getting gigs was his ability to take a fall. He shot nineteen other films that first year in the business, including a supporting role in a Laurel and Hardy feature called The Dancing Masters in which he played a gangster. It’s the first time audiences would see him wearing the trench coat and fedora that later became part of his noir trademarks. “I got the work because I was good at it. I was reliable,” he said about those early days. “Whenever I wasn’t doing anything else, I could always do a Hopalong Cassidy.”

			The next year he appeared in Thirty Seconds over Tokyo, starring Spencer Tracy, a groundbreaking action film about the Doolittle Raid, the first American airstrike on Japan after Pearl Harbor. Tokyo’s director, Mervyn LeRoy (Little Caesar, Mister Roberts, Gypsy), was impressed by the young actor and Mitchum was signed to a standard seven-year contract with RKO Pictures, one of the Golden Age of Hollywood’s Big Five studios. Mitchum’s first starring performance was in the title role of the 1944 western Nevada and in 1945 he was cast in Story of G.I. Joe. His portrayal of the honorable, no-nonsense platoon leader Lt. Bill Walker earned him a Best Supporting Actor Oscar nomination, and his career took off. He branched out from horse operas and war flicks, appeared in several iconic film noir roles, and smoothly stepped into the shoes of the romantic leading man.

			His world-weary, sleepy-eyed, seen-it-all-before swagger, brooding volatility, and unpretentious two-fisted image proved to be attractive to audiences. He was “a man’s man and a woman’s man at the same time,” wrote critic Carrie Rickey. By the 1950s, Mitchum was a heavy-duty star. Even a brief stint in the Los Angeles County Jail on a marijuana charge couldn’t take the air out of his popularity. In fact, it cemented his “bad-boy” standing with his fans. Years later, David Frost asked, “Did that affect your career when you came out?” “Oh, enormously, yeah,” Mitchum replied. “I got out and went back to work. . . . The only thing is, I had to resign from the local scout troop.”

			With his cultivated nonchalance, Mitchum downplayed both his status as an actor—“One of the greatest movie stars was Rin Tin Tin—it can’t be too much of a trick”—as well as his talents. “Listen,” he said of his unclenched acting style, “I’ve got three expressions: looking left, looking right, and looking straight ahead.”

			Even if that were true, and it’s not, Mitchum must have had something going for him. As an actor, he has 133 acting credits to his name, more than fifty of them in his first decade alone. Highlights of his career, pre-Eastern Shore, include classics like 1947’s Out of the Past (considered by many as one of the greatest noir films ever made), 1955’s Night of the Hunter (number thirty-four on the American Film Institute’s greatest thrillers) and 1958’s Thunder Road, the archetype for all the car-chase movies that followed. Mitchum was a Thunder Road coproducer and the screenplay was based on his original story idea. He also sang the hit title song. It wasn’t his first musical success, either; a year earlier, he’d released an album called Calypso—Is Like So . . .

			Robert and Dorothy Mitchum had three children, James (1941–), Christopher (1943–) and Petrine Day (1952–), named after her maternal grandmother. Forever a man of contradictions, “a sophisticate and primitive,” Mitchum praised his wife in public, while perpetuating his notoriety as a womanizer. He was rumored to have had an affair with almost every leading lady he ever worked with. Tinseltown celebrities he was romantically linked to include Marilyn Monroe, Shirley MacLaine, and Lucille Ball.

			Perhaps to curb her husband’s access to female company, or as the Post article put it, “the frenetic over-stimulation of Hollywood,” Dorothy instigated the family’s move to a more detached environment.

			They ended up on the Eastern Shore.

			“I asked this real estater what the natives did in these parts,” Mitchum told his biographer, Lee Server. “He said, ‘We don’t do nothing but go crabbing and drink.’ I knew he was telling the truth because right after he said that he fell on his ear. Man, he was stoned. I said, ‘This is it! We’ll dig in here!’”

			Where they dug in was Belmont Farm (c. 1845) in Trappe, a secluded estate located on 280 acres of fields, woods, and prime Choptank River waterfront with a protected cove on Bolingbroke Creek. The house is a stately two-and-a-half story Georgian-style construction with additions on the wings, a widow’s walk cupola, and views galore. Today’s tax records indicate a living space of 6,256 square feet. Elegant but comfortable, the property sold for $140,000. After the Mitchums moved back to California, subsequent owners subdivided sections of the farm. Now a carved-down twenty-nine-acre parcel with a 900-foot shoreline, Belmont Farm, having undergone significant upgrades and modernizations in recent years, sold in 2017 for a little more than two million dollars.

			Throughout its history of titleholders, Belmont has been well cared for, so there wasn’t much renovating or repairs required of the Mitchums when they moved in. They did, however, remodel the kitchen and install high-quality cabinetry in several rooms, jobs Robert and Dorothy oversaw themselves. In 1992, Belmont was part of the Annual Maryland House and Garden Tour. Owners Boulton and Lois Irvin told the Easton Star Democrat that when they did some updating to one of the rooms, they found Mitchum’s name written on a few of the boards of the cabinets.

			When the Mitchums hit the Shore, the natives were delighted and for the most part banded together to protect the privacy of their new neighbors the best they could. With a well-publicized preference for hanging out with the crews and misfits working on his movies rather than other stars, Robert Mitchum garnered a local reputation for being both a down-to-earth, hard-working, tractor-driving, hay-baling family man who loved animals and a good-timing, hard-drinking roughneck with a temper.

			“In Maryland,” he said, “I’m not an actor. I’m just another farmer. I like it that way.” In 1961, he remarked to gossip queen Hedda Hopper that “the farm is 12 miles by land and five minutes by water from Easton in Talbot County . . . where the only topics for discussion are hunting, fishing and drinking.”

			No wonder he fit in around here.

			For seven years, the Mitchums lived a generally quiet life on the Eastern Shore, while “Mitch” made a few of his most noteworthy films, including, in 1962, his biggest commercial hit, the star-studded D-Day epic The Longest Day and the once-derided, now-classic Cape Fear, in which he played the very bad bad-guy Max Cady. The List of Adrian Messenger came out in 1963. The mystery thriller teamed up Mitch with Tony Curtis, Burt Lancaster, and his Out of the Past co-star Kirk Douglas. In 1967, he released two westerns shot toward the end of his Talbot County residency: The Way West, again with Douglas, and El Dorado, a John Wayne western where Mitchum displayed some of his best comic work. He insisted that out of all his movies, 1961’s army comedy bomb The Last Time I Saw Archie was his favorite. “I got paid a hundred grand a week, the first time that ever happened, and I went home Christmas and New Year’s. So, I couldn’t give less of a fuck who saw it. It’s my fay-vo-rite.”

			Petrine Mitchum was eight years old when the family moved to Belmont. James, eleven years older, stayed in L.A. and came to visit on holidays. Chris went to boarding school and college and stayed on the farm during the summer until he married in 1964. Petrine attended Country Day School in Easton. She still stays in touch with some of her classmates from those days.

			“I was virtually an only child when we lived on the Eastern Shore,” Petrine recalled in 2019. “I had no idea of how famous my father was and that’s part of why my parents moved to Maryland, to shield me from Hollywood. We loved water sports—my dad loved boating; Chris loved skiing. My fondest memories of Belmont are riding my horse through the woods and along the dirt road from Chancellor Point to the next road over—it was a long sandy road through the forest which we could gallop! I also loved swimming with my horses in the creek. It was so wonderful living right on the waterfront and being able to go crabbing off the pier. It was total freedom in nature. It was a glorious place to be a kid.”

			While the Belmont years were, by most standards, tranquil, Mitchum was still Mitchum. When asked about celebrity-seeking rubberneckers who dared invade his Eastern Shore privacy, Mitchum quipped to the Evening Sun that he didn’t mind visitors, “But my children shoot at them.” In a 2015 Star Democrat newspaper article, Ken Tighe, the seller in the property’s most recent transaction, confided, “I heard some wild stories. There’s a big crack in the front gate. I heard he and Yul Brynner had bought matching Aston Martin “Goldfinger” cars and were racing them down Chancellor Point Road and Yul didn’t quite make it.”

			It comes as no surprise that a movie star might know how to make a lasting impression. Restaurant sightings of Mitchum occurred everywhere from Kent Island to Ocean City. The people involved never forgot their brush with fame. People tell stories of literally running into him at Easton Hospital, in grocery stores, and on street corners. Some of Mitchum’s most legendary local antics occurred at Easton’s Tidewater Inn, and they all involve alcohol.

			Connie Schutz was twelve and living on the Dupont Estate at Horn’s Point in Cambridge, where her father, Philip L. Ozman, worked. The Mitchums “drove up to our house to ask directions to our neighbor’s house who had a horse for sale. It was very exciting as our parents had just taken us to the Super 50 Drive-in in Trappe to see Thunder Road so we recognized him right away!” Later her dad and the movie star would bond over many late-night conversations at the nearby country club, where Ozman moonlighted as, of course, a bartender.

			The reactions Mitchum got in public, especially from women, were notable. His wife said that they’d knock her over to get next to him. Eastern Shore ladies were not immune to his charismatic presence. Sharon Clevenger Cropper remembers the time her mom Betty was backing out of a parking space in Easton when she saw Mitchum cross behind her. “She stopped to let him go by and he touched the trunk of the car. He waved and went on past. Mom was thrilled. I thought she never would wash that car.”

			Among the best of friends the Mitchums made on the Shore were William “Bill” and Betty Clay McAllister. They met at the Cambridge Yacht Club where Bill, a board member and artist, was painting a mural for the bar. “They told me I could drink for free while I was working on it, so I was in no hurry to finish.” The two couples became close, and since Bill’s job with Western Publishing Company required a lot of travel, the McAllisters and Mitchums would meet up at various places around the globe.

			“It was always fun to hang out with Bob and Dorothy,” Bill said in an interview a few months before he died in December 2020. “Dorothy was delightful, she and my wife were friends, and she was a good influence on her husband. She could put the brakes on him when he needed it. Because he was so famous, he attracted people everywhere he went, they clamored around him all the time. Women in particular were always looking to get close to him. He’d grin and enjoy it most of the time. He had the capabilities to create a situation, particularly if someone were pestering. He could shut that down with a word or two, sometimes just a look. Bob could turn his tough guy image on and off.

			“He was smart, but didn’t always act smart, he was a movie star but didn’t act how you think one would act like. He was fun and funny, very intelligent, and well read. He had a great memory. He could read a script in the morning and know it in the afternoon. Not all movie stars are good actors, but Bob was. He didn’t take anybody too seriously including himself.”
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