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About the Book

During his lifetime (1900–67), Spencer Tracy was known as Hollywood’s ‘actor’s actor’. Critics wrote that what Olivier was to theatre, Tracy was to film. Over his career he was nominated for nine Academy Awards, and won two.

But there has been no substantial, intimate biography of the man. From his earliest days in stock theatre, Tracy was a publicist’s trial, guarding his private life fiercely.

Most of the people associated closely with him also shunned the fanzine limelight – notably his wife, his children and the great actress Katharine Hepburn, with whom he had an affair that lasted over thirty years.

Although his screen roles often depicted a happy, twinkling Irishman, Tracy was a periodic alcoholic and a not very agreeable drunk. But the studios managed to keep him out of the papers.

With the help of Tracy’s daughter, Susie, and access to previously unseen papers, James Curtis has now produced the definitive biography of a tortured, complex and immensely talented man.


About the Author

James Curtis was born in Los Angeles and graduated from California State University at Fullerton. He is the author of numerous biographies, among them W.C. Fields, James Whale: A New World of Gods and Monsters and Between Flops, a biography of Preston Sturges. He lives with his wife in Brea, California.
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Actor George Fleming snapped Tracy, at age twenty-four, in his dressing room at the Montauk Theatre during the Christmas week run of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. (SUSIE TRACY)
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This one is for Kim.
On the level.


Being Irish, he had an abiding sense of tragedy, which sustained him through temporary periods of joy.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
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“I’m too trusting,” Spencer Tracy lamented. “I always believe the best of people and often get fooled.” In vetting any statement or proposition put to him, Tracy would often do no more than lock eyes with the other person and ask, “Is this on the level?” It’s one of the first things his daughter ever recalled to me, and it’s a question I’ve repeatedly asked myself as I’ve worked on this book. As so much has been written about Spencer Tracy that is either careless, foolish, or downright malicious, there would be no valid reason to spend six years on a biography of him that merely culled the misinformation printed elsewhere. Finding the truth and nuance in a life as maligned as Tracy’s wasn’t easy, and it would have been impossible without the help of a great many people.

This book wouldn’t exist at all without the good faith and persistence of Susie Tracy, the daughter of Spencer and Louise Tracy, who wanted it written and was a fierce advocate for seeing it done properly. I first approached her through Dr. James Garrity, then the executive director of John Tracy Clinic, convinced a thorough and balanced biography of her father needed to be written, and that the time to talk to the people who knew him was running out. Susie demurred at first, as another biography had long been in the works. A few months later, I had an e-mail message from the Emmy-winning makeup artist and author Michael Blake, passing along word from producer William Self. Was I still interested in writing a biography of Spencer Tracy? If so, Susie Tracy would like to meet.

Bill Self knew Spencer Tracy for nearly twenty-five years and, as it turned out, was familiar with my work. Over a three-hour lunch, Bill, Susie, and I discussed the challenges of doing a subject as notoriously difficult and complex as Tracy, and how I would propose to go about it. I also learned the situation was complicated on a variety of levels, and that it would take time to clear the way for me to begin, were all the elements to fall into place. Well, it did take time—nearly two years passed before I was formally able to assume the task of researching and writing the book. Susie made everything in her possession—datebooks, scrapbooks, letters, and manuscripts—available for my use, and cleared the way for my work at John Tracy Clinic. I also began the task of interviewing Tracy’s friends, family members, and coworkers, some of whom agreed to talk with me only because I had Susie’s approval.

It should be stressed that at no time did Susie Tracy attempt to influence content or act in any way as a barrier to primary materials. She always cheerfully and without reservation signed any forms necessary to release confidential records—medical records, school records, business records. Nor at any time during the many hours of talks we had did she ever duck a question or stonewall on a answer. I found that, like her mother, she was incapable of lying or coloring the truth to suit a predetermined outcome. Unlike her mother, she declared no subjects off limits and plumbed the depths of her memory for whatever shards of detail she could muster. At length, I learned her motivation was surprisingly simple: She had missed great portions of her father’s life, had known Katharine Hepburn only after his death. There was much she wanted—needed—to understand, and the only way she could do so was to see his life documented as thoroughly and as truthfully as possible.

Toward that goal, I could benefit from no greater resource than Selden West, who in 1977 began interviewing people who had known and worked with Spencer Tracy, and who, over the course of twenty-five years, amassed the single greatest archive of materials relating to Tracy and his life. The extreme value of her work was most vividly apparent in her interviews with figures long since dead—Lorraine Foat, Joseph L. Mankiewicz, Dore Schary, and publicist Eddie Lawrence being just a few. Moreover, Selden had gained access to the M-G-M archives in Atlanta, held by the Turner organization and, alas, unavailable during the period in which I found myself researching the Tracy story. Her notes from Atlanta proved invaluable, as did her frequent and generous takes on numerous aspects of Tracy’s life and work. Her reactions were always vibrant and splendidly lucid. It must be emphasized, however, that her help and cooperation came with no strings attached, and in no way should one presume her endorsement of this book or the conclusions contained herein. She has, nevertheless, influenced its quality immeasurably, and I owe her a debt of gratitude I can never adequately repay.

I owe a similar debt of gratitude to Katharine Houghton, whom I met through Susie Tracy and who has always been forthcoming in matters regarding her aunt, Katharine Hepburn. Katharine’s spirited input has been critical in shaping my understanding of the woman millions have come to know as Kate, yet at no time have I found her to be defensive or overly protective of the Hepburn image. Indeed, her knowledge of family history is formidable, and she has consistently proven herself a fierce advocate of the truth, no matter where it may lead. Her help has been one of the best breaks I have had in tackling this decidedly difficult subject, and my appreciation to her is boundless.

My understanding of the Tracy family, and particularly of John and Carrie Tracy, was helped immensely by my talks with the late Jane Feely Desmond, who was the last remaining family member of Spencer Tracy’s generation. Jane’s remarkable memory and her wry insights gave me a vivid and unanticipated window on the world of Spencer and Louise Tracy and the forces that shaped their relationship. In Freeport, Bertha Calhoun provided valuable memories of Carroll and Dorothy Tracy, and of Emma Brown, Carroll and Spencer’s venerable “Aunt Mum.” From Chicago, further details of the Tracy family and its history were provided by Sister Ann Willitts, O.P.

John Tracy Clinic in Los Angeles maintains an astonishing archive representing its history—as nothing appears ever to have been thrown away. It is possible to visit the basement in the main building on Adams Boulevard and find the original enrollment cards to the clinic’s first summer session filed neatly in the appropriate cabinet. For complete and unfettered access to the clinic’s records, I am grateful to Mary Ann Bell, Jack Cooper, and Dottie Blake. Mrs. Mary Wales, one of the clinic’s original mothers, spent several hours on the phone with me from Arkansas, describing the early days in the cottage on West 37th Street and the evolution of the clinic over the ensuing years. For giving me a vivid understanding of what it was like to be a child in those early days at the clinic, I am grateful also to Carol Lee Barnes, Mrs. Wales’ daughter, and to Chuck Watson.
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CHAPTER 1

General Business



THE FIRST TIME1 she saw him was in profile. He was seated halfway back in the car and she noticed him as he stood. His was a strong Irish face, lined and ruddy, jaw square, eyes blue, hair sandy brown, thick and jostled by the movement of the train.

There was no clue as to who he was, the work he did, or exactly what he was doing on the nearly empty Westchester bound for White Plains, the last stop on an electric line that began at the Harlem River and glided northward through the Bronx, Mount Vernon, and New Rochelle on a fifty-minute trip to the suburbs.

She collected her things from the seat beside her and was depositing her ticket in the chopper box when it occurred to them both that they were the only two people on the platform. He asked if she’d care to share a cab. And when he told her that he was headed for the Palace Theatre on Main Street, she knew at once that she had not only made an acquaintance but met a colleague as well.

The Palace was six blocks west of the station, a big barn of a place that had opened promisingly but fallen on hard times. It started with stock and traveling shows and event recitals, went through two name changes and a spell as a movie emporium, and was now home to the freshly minted stock company of one Leonard Wood, Jr.

Wood was something of a local celebrity in that he bore the name of his father, military governor of Cuba, army chief of staff, and current governor-general of the Philippines. He had worked a deal for the theater on a percentage basis, brought in Kendal Weston, the “Belasco of stock,” to direct, but then lost his leading woman to a contract dispute before the dusty seats of the Palace could be warmed by paying customers. With the company’s opening set for April 9, 1923, Weston was sent scrambling, and it was then that he put in a call for Louise Treadwell.

Louise had appeared under Weston’s direction in Manchester, where her long brown hair, expressive face, and dancer’s body enabled her to play both ingenues and character parts with equal conviction. She had a flair for comedy and a nice singing voice, and although her engagement was only for a week or two, she needed the job. Rehearsals for the four-act comedy Nice People began promptly, Louise taking the Francine Larrimore part, and Wood—who could never seem to get her name right—pronounced himself duly impressed with what he saw. “Louise Treadway,” he declared in a newspaper ad, “is a delightfully cultured2 girl whose personality goes right over the footlights and makes you wish you knew her personally.” As soon as Nice People opened, daytime rehearsals began on the following week’s play. She made a quick trip home to gather more clothes; stock actresses furnished their own wardrobes, and Louise, like most, was an accomplished seamstress.

The man she met on the ride back to White Plains also needed the job. Having just turned twenty-three, he had no credits to speak of, save a four-line bit in R.U.R. and six months of student productions at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. He wasn’t a lead, so Weston had never seen him act, but it soon dawned on Louise that she, in fact, had. It was some two months earlier in an afternoon performance at New York’s Lyceum Theatre. “My friend was very apologetic,” she remembered. “It was a student play and she promised someone she’d come and would I come too?” The play was Knut at Roeskilde, a tragedy set in the year 1027. In the cast that day were West Phillips, Olga Brent, Bryan Lycan, and the young man she now knew to be Spencer Tracy.

Kendal Weston had expanded the company to fourteen players for the second week. The play was Jules Eckert Goodman’s The Man Who Came Back, a lurid tale of redemption in the opium dens of Shanghai. Louise would play the drug-addled Marcelle opposite Ernest Woodward, an alumnus of the American Academy who was cast in the title role. Engaged for general business, Tracy was assigned two minor parts in the show, one played almost completely out of sight of the audience. He soon disappeared, and when Louise again saw him, it was at the tiny Nut and Coffee House around the corner on Mamaroneck Avenue, where he was taking a meal that consisted in its entirety of chocolate cake and chocolate ice cream, the combination dripping with chocolate sauce. It became a familiar scene: “If you saw him3 twice on one day, one time or the other he was sure to be eating cake or ice cream or chocolate sauce, or all three.” At first she noticed him only during breaks, when a small group would go around the corner for doughnuts and buttermilk. They fell easily into conversation, but there was little time for more than an occasional glance.

Louise lacked formal training, but compensated with long hours and a dancer’s instincts. She moved expressively, absorbing the part as she learned her lines. Weston nurtured her over the course of a tense and uncertain week, helping her master a showy but difficult part while leaving Tracy, who had little to do, much to his own devices.

The actors were expected to learn an act a day, with Fridays given over to hair, wardrobe, and nails. On Saturday morning they played the whole thing straight through, one of only two chances they would get before opening on Monday night. The company performed Nice People eight times that week, and those who weren’t yet working ran lines, did their laundry, enjoyed the brief luxury of having their evenings to themselves. The rehearsal on Monday was particularly chaotic. Actors huddled in the lounge of the theater, mumbling their lines, while stagehands hammered the sets together and aimed the lights, a cracked canvas backdrop shimmering with wet paint. It was only after supper that they were briefly allowed onstage to try out props, find their entrances, sit in chairs. Then came time for the stage manager to call, “Half hour!”

The performance that night was before an audience that consisted chiefly of die-hards—those who wanted to be among the first to see the new play and sadists who hoped to see the actors flub their lines. The pit band offered brassy renditions of everything from “Flower of Araby” and Irving Berlin’s “Dearest” to selections from Blossom Time. Since most of the Palace’s 1,200 seats were empty, the room’s acoustics contributed a noticeable ring to the dialogue.

Taking the part created by Mary Nash in the original New York production, Louise tore into Marcelle’s big scene in Sam Shew Sing’s dingy opium joint. The dead center of the stage4 was defined by a circular radiance of yellow light and the walls were comprised of tattered bunks. Cornered by the man she had followed in vain from San Francisco to Shanghai, she called out to Tracy, now a dope fiend thrashing helplessly on one of the bunks: “Where are you now, Binksie?”

And from the shadows he wailed, “I’ve looked through most every star and I can’t find her! I can’t find her!”

Louise leveled a bone-chilling stare at Woodward. “Binksie there made a fool of himself over a girl—a girl who wasn’t anything or anybody until Binksie came along and taught her. Then he grew tired of her, or he wanted to reform or something, and he went to her to let her know. There was a quarrel. He was nasty and perhaps she was nastier. He started to go. She swore he’d never leave her, that she’d follow him wherever he went, and he … he only laughed.”

Woodward stood frozen at the edge of the light. “Go on—,” he said softly.

“She told the truth,” Louise continued. “She took strychnine there before him and—” A strange smile came over her. “Did you ever see anyone die of strychnine poisoning? It’s a nasty way to die—body all shook to pieces, eyes grinning—and she died that way in Binksie’s arms.”

A slight pause to let the image sink in.

“Well, she followed him all right. Even the dope won’t help him to forget her, and wherever she is—in Heaven or Hell—she’s got the laugh on Binksie.”

Louise picked a bottle of rye whiskey up off the floor. “Do you mind?” she asked matter-of-factly, not really caring if he did or he didn’t. But he did mind, and gently he took it from her.

Her face turned hard, defiant. “If a man ever did a thing like that to me, I’d never kill myself that way—it’s too painful, too quick. No, I’d live … live to let him see her dying slow … body and soul rotting before his eyes …”

When the performance came to an end, the crowd gave her a rousing ovation—the loudest of the evening—and Weston came to her afterward and said, “We’re going to keep you here.”

Business improved5 as the week progressed, and Wood, who rarely came down from his office, took to haranguing the locals with quarter-page ads in the Daily Reporter.

Ticket sales jumped for It’s a Boy, the company’s offering for the week of April 23, but it was the musical comedy Buddies that brought the people out in droves. Louise sang Julie, the part made famous by Peggy Wood on Broadway, and the theater was nearly full on a Saturday night when kids whistled and catcalled from the balconies and seats ranged from twenty-five cents to a dollar twenty-five, plus war tax.

Tracy played a peripheral part each week, inhabiting the background while Louise drew the crowd’s attention and acclaim. His projection was good and his diction clear, and from the very start he showed he could deliver the most innocuous of lines with a startling intensity. He took the stage just ahead of Marcelle in The Man Who Came Back, and as the pipe-smoking Captain Gallon his exit line was “To hell with him!” Louise, immersed in her own role, took particular notice: “The way he did it6 was so effective he always got a nice little round of applause, and I remember thinking, ‘That boy has got something there.’”

She naturally gravitated to Tracy, whose experience was nowhere near her own, but whose enthusiasm was infectious and whose natural gifts as an actor were plain to see. She found him a fast study with an almost photographic memory. Lines were much harder for her to absorb, and he would feed her cues during breaks and prompt her when the words wouldn’t come. She, in turn, taught him how to use makeup, since he had learned in school and tended to overdo it. “You aren’t the Great Lover type7,” she told him, “but you have a nice stage presence and a good voice. Some day you’ll find your particular niche and you’ll click.” Spence took to calling her “Weeze,” the pet name her mother had given her.

Louise was staying at the Gedney Farm Hotel8, a three-hundred-acre resort just outside of town, and she returned there most days for dinner. Wood traded courtesies with Edward H. Crandall, the hotel’s general manager, whose handsome son fancied himself an actor. In exchange for an occasional bit or a walk-on for Eddie Jr., the principal players of Wood’s company could rub elbows with bankers, stockbrokers, and international celebrities at boardinghouse prices.

And so one Sunday, Louise invited Spence to dinner at the nautically themed dining room of the Gedney.

Louise Ten Broeck Treadwell was born in 1896 in New Castle, Pennsylvania, where her grandfather, George Edwards Treadwell, had founded the New Castle News. Her father, Allienne Treadwell, practiced law and owned the Treadwell News Company, an agency for out-of-town newspapers. Louise was a serious, bookish child whose greatest pleasure was the company of adults. She matured into a classic beauty, milky complexion, chestnut hair, soft gray-blue eyes, one of the most popular girls in high school, a suffragist and a varsity basketball star.

Her mother, Bright Smith, was a tiny woman of high ideals who sold baked goods to make ends meet when Allienne deserted the family in 1913. The following year, Bright’s eighteen-year-old daughter announced her intention to go to New York. “Mother loved the theatre9 and was torn,” Louise said. “She didn’t really want me to go into the theatre, but if this was what I had to do … And it was what I had to do. Never any question. From the time I was ten, or even earlier, I was saving photos and old programs. My mother took me to the nickelodeon and to any number of good plays … touring companies of The Merry Widow and The Red Mill … I saw Elsie Janis and Montgomery and Stone … New Castle was on a good theater circuit, along the route to Chicago.”

Bright had been the soprano soloist at an Episcopal church in Pittsburgh and was afraid Louise wouldn’t get work in New York unless she knew how to sing. Loath to say anything herself that could be construed as discouraging, she consulted the local rector, an infinitely practical man, and asked him to make the case instead. “Louise has a small voice,” she confided, ticking off the challenges, both economic and moral, a young girl would surely face alone in the big city. The rector listened gravely and commiserated and did indeed speak to Louise, but, sensing her determination, couldn’t say very much to sway her.

“What it must have cost my mother to let me go!” Louise marveled. “She and my father were divorced, so it was doubly her decision. I was so naive—she knew that—and I had virtually no experience, just one little musical show in high school.” She stayed with cousins on Long Island, had her first ride on the elevated, and almost immediately got a job in vaudeville. “I could sing and I could dance, and there I was in some old theater down around Fourteenth Street singing, ‘By the sea, by the sea, by the beautiful sea …’ The leading lady said, ‘Honey, have you ever put on makeup?’ and since I never had, she showed me how. I made quite an entrance: I tripped and fell flat at the first matinee performance, but I got up and went right on.”

The show lasted a week, then Louise’s luck dried up. Her cousins thought she should go home and teach dancing, so they staked her to a series of lessons with the Castles, where she learned the fox-trot and the two-step. Once she had a diploma, she returned to New Castle to teach ballroom dancing. She staged some children’s shows, the mothers making the costumes themselves, then enrolled in the Lake Erie College for Women. “I really had no desire to go to college,” she admitted, “but I’m glad I did. There was, for example, an excellent course in English composition, and I learned to do a little writing.” She developed an interest in art, took part in a couple of plays, and performed an interpretive dance program at commencement, subsequently touring under the management of Southard Harris.

Actress Henrietta Crosman was a distant cousin. “I’d heard Grandma speak of her, and I found some of her old programs. When she played Cleveland, I wrote and went to see her.” Crosman was touring Cousin Eleanor in vaudeville, and Louise was a little frightened of her. “Henrietta was sixty by then, a buxom woman, but you could see what she had been.fn1 She’d been a beauty, and she’d tell anyone anything with a candor that floored me. A fine old-time actress. I told her I was going to New York again, and she said frankly she had no idea what she’d be doing in the fall, but I was to let her know when I got there.”

Louise did indeed let her know and found that Crosman was about to take out a play called Erstwhile Susan. She saw the producer and the director, read, and was assigned a couple of small parts: a Mennonite girl and a debutante. When relatives offered the use of an apartment in the Bronx, Louise and her mother went off to New York. They went to visit Crosman at her estate in the country. She was gracious, but Louise was aware that she was taking stock of her. “You have nice hands,” she told Louise. “Use them.”
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Louise Treadwell (foreground), circa 1916. (PATRICIA MAHON COLLECTION)

They went across the country with Erstwhile Susan, making two stops in each state they crossed. Once they reached Seattle, they traveled down the coast to Portland, San Francisco, San Jose, Los Angeles, and San Diego. “You’ve got to learn to talk,” the actress told Louise one day on the train. “Avoid Pennsylvaniaisms.” Louise did a lot of listening—to Crosman, to an Englishman in the cast, to the young leading lady who spoke with a Southern lilt. “I listened, practiced, and began to realize how totally unprepared I was.”

After America entered the war in the spring of 1917 things got tough just about everywhere. Stock companies closed in record numbers. Louise hung on as long as she could, sharing quarters with four other girls she’d known in college, then she went home again in June 1918. “I went home only to reconnoiter and get some money.” She spent eight weeks working on the New Castle News, then her mother died suddenly at the age of fifty-four.

The pains came without warning sometime around midnight, and Louise summoned an ambulance. On the bumpy road to the hospital Bright’s appendix burst. Louise couldn’t go with her—no room—so she took the streetcar instead and wasn’t able to see her mother again until after the surgery, when there was really nothing more to be done. She stayed at her bedside—Bright lived several days—then, in something of a daze, she pulled together what was left of her life in New Castle. Her grandmother was still there, but her younger sister was away at school and her father had remarried and was living in California. She sold the house on Highland Avenue, keeping the third floor and furnishing it with the things that most meant home to her. She took a job teaching third grade and made plans to return to the stage.

Louise played stock in Chicago, making an impression with a small part in a play called Happiness. After a lean period, she landed a role with Eva Le Gallienne in Not So Long Ago, a romantic period piece that had only a short stay at the Booth Theatre. Late in 1920 she again wrote Henrietta Crosman, who had settled in California where her husband, Maurice Campbell, was directing the Bebe Daniels comedies for Realart. She asked what Crosman thought about her working in pictures, and Crosman replied that if she wanted to come to Los Angeles, she would find her a place to live and maybe something to do. So Louise came west in February 1921, taking a room with some people who lived next door to the Campbells on Carlos Avenue in Hollywood. Maurice Campbell gave her work10 as an extra, but she didn’t much care for the monotony of moviemaking. The other extras on the set were friendly and helpful, but she kept to herself, writing poetry, as she had since high school, and reading prodigiously. She got a bit part as a chorus girl in a feature directed by William DeMille, but it wasn’t fun or satisfying, and after a few months she went back to New York.

In December the iconoclastic editors of the Smart Set, George Jean Nathan and H. L. Mencken, bought one of her poems for publication and asked to see others. Before she could reply, she landed a key role in Edward Goodman’s revival of the John Galsworthy fantasy The Pigeon. The show started in Greenwich Village, then moved uptown to the Frazee. The part wasn’t her kind of part—a “goody-goody” as she put it—and Goodman was a rigid disciplinarian, demanding and excessively precise. She frankly thought herself “lousy” in The Pigeon, but it led to Chains of Dew for the Provincetown Players and a few weeks of stock in New Hampshire.

Emboldened by the Smart Set sale, she tried her hand at humor and sold a boardinghouse piece called “Top Floor Pests” to the New York Times. By summer, she had allowed herself to be seduced into a Chautauqua tour that took her on a string of one-nighters through Oklahoma, New Mexico, Texas, Kansas, Colorado, and Nebraska, most of the audiences seeing the one play, in all probability, they would see all year. The applause, she wrote, would “shame even a Belasco opening” and the experience resulted in another piece for the Times. She laid off the remainder of the year, thinking she might go to Europe, but by the time of Kendal Weston’s call, she was not only ready and willing but desperate to work.

Louise Treadwell could have been a journalist, written a book, or published more of her poems, but all she ever really wanted to be was an actress, and despite being such a hard study when it came to learning her lines, she was working with the best director she had ever had, playing some of the best things she had ever played, and at the age of twenty-six there was no place in the world she would rather be.

The company continued with Up in Mabel’s Room for the week of May 6, then Kendal Weston quarreled with Leonard Wood over the cuts Wood was making to cover expenses. He left, taking a pair of actors with him. Ray Capp, another actor-director of similar vintage, took over from Weston and the show went on as planned. The Elks Lodge attended as a body, showering the ladies of the cast with floral tributes, and the players, still basking in the success of Buddies, were guests of honor at the monthly ball of the White Plains Club. It was at such a party, on a Sunday night at the Gedney, just after Tracy had graduated to the role of Jimmy Larchmont in Mabel’s Room, that he worked up the courage to ask Louise to marry him.
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Louise (center) as Ann Wellwyn in Edward Goodman’s 1922 revival of The Pigeon. Whitford Kane, who headed the original production at London’s Royalty Theatre, can be seen at the doorway. (NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY)

She had been in love before, but never with an actor, and no one had ever proposed. She always described herself as a romantic, someone who preferred to dream of the perfect mate rather than actually go out and pursue him. Having come from a broken home, she also knew a man’s devotion could be mysterious and fleeting, and the institution of marriage as much a trap as a blessing. “My father11 wasn’t a man you ever came to know well,” she said. “He was a shy man who tried to make up for that with this reserve. I never felt I could talk to him.”

Tracy, she observed, was a lot like her father, brusque and painfully shy around strangers, but with a joy for the art of acting that was something quite different from anything she had ever before observed in a man. They both found it easier to talk about the work than to talk about each other, since both came from families where feelings were rarely expressed. The silences between them could be deafening, but there was an urgency to everything they had to say to one another. Tracy didn’t handle the matter of proposing very well, having condescended to dance with her even though he hated dancing. Then, not being terribly romantic either, he wondered if she would marry him without his embellishing the words or setting the scene in the slightest. “I’m asking you to,” he finally said, mustering some of the intensity he could unleash onstage.

Louise was mindful of what actresses always said about marrying actors, that their egos were too huge to contain, and that no woman could ever love an actor as much as he undoubtedly loved himself. She didn’t think of Spence as an actor, though. He lacked the ego, the pose, the artifice. She couldn’t think of another one even remotely like him, and so there, amid the rolling green hills of White Plains on a crisp spring evening in May 1923, Louise Treadwell said yes.

Weston’s departure signaled a decline in the company and the quality of its productions. Business fell off, and Wood concluded that White Plains was too small to support a company of its own. In late May he announced the Wood Players were moving to Fall River, a mill town in southeastern Massachusetts known for the Lizzie Borden ax murders, and anyone who didn’t care to go had his or her two weeks’ notice. Nobody wanted to go to Fall River, but only three cast members said as much. The Wood Players gave their final performance in White Plains on June 1, 1923, and decamped the next day.

In Fall River12, Wood worked the local papers, building anticipation for the town’s first season of summer stock, and when the company opened with Getting Gertie’s Garter on June 11, 1923, all 1,900 seats were filled and some two hundred people were turned away. The town’s goodwill didn’t extend much past opening night, and Wood switched from comedies to thrillers. By the third week, the Players were performing four matinees a week with a two-for-one admission policy on Monday nights. Louise grew to loathe the place: “Nobody was interested in the theatre. I don’t know how in the world they ever thought they could make it go there, and it didn’t go.”

When Wood moved the company to the Fulton Opera House in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, he promoted Tracy to second business and bumped his rate to fifty dollars a week. Louise went along, but only for a couple of days and with no intention of playing there. Spence wired his parents in Milwaukee, and almost immediately his older brother arrived to give Louise the once-over. Carroll Tracy was the same age as Louise, a bigger, beefier version of his younger brother, infinitely more quiet. He didn’t ask many questions, so Louise volunteered the things she thought he’d want to know. “I had no intention in the world of giving up the theatre,” she said. She talked about her people, her education, her writing. “Apparently he decided I was all right … I was invited to go to Milwaukee.”

Tracy stayed in Lancaster, intent on finding something better, while Louise returned to New Castle to tell what family she still had there—her grandmother and a few cousins—that she was going to get married. Wood’s company churned continuously, but Tracy, easily the most opinionated member of the company, was out of favor. It wasn’t a good time to be looking for work, and it took the better part of a month to land a job with a company in Cincinnati. Stuart Walker’s renowned stock company was a considerable step up in prestige, if not necessarily in compensation. Elated, Tracy gave notice in Lancaster and advised his fiancée they could be married in September.

Louise traveled to Chicago in late August, and Spence’s father, John Edward Tracy, met her at the station. A small but powerfully built man with shimmering white hair and blue-gray eyes, John Tracy was vice president and general manager of the Parker Motor Truck Company. His son Carroll towered over him, but it was John Tracy’s solid demeanor and ready smile that instantly drew Louise into the family. “He was just so natural and so easy,” she remembered, “the nice little light in his eyes, the humor …”

In Milwaukee, the Tracys’ comfortable wood frame house stood on a tree-lined street on the upper East Side. Down the block was Lake Park and a spectacular view of the Lake Michigan shoreline. Spence’s mother welcomed Louise with a warmth and generosity she had never known in her own family. Carrie Tracy was, at age forty-nine, a beautiful woman who was indulged in every possible way by her doting husband. “She was the kind of person who’d give you anything,” Louise said. “I was very fond of her, and I quickly felt much closer to him than I had ever felt toward my own father. He was a very warm, dear man … You couldn’t help but like them, you couldn’t help feeling you’d known them all your life.”

The Gypsy Trail would mark Spencer Tracy’s first appearance in Cincinnati—not that there was much for him to rehearse. He had been cast in the utilitarian role of the house man, Stiles, and the extent of his duties was to appear occasionally, answer the phone or open the door, and say things like “Who is speaking, please?” and “I will inquire.”

Walker’s roster now consisted of sixty-seven players, among them Blanche Yurka, Albert Hackett, Spring Byington, and Beulah Bondi. His civilized practice of resting his actors from week to week made a slot in Cincinnati one of the most coveted in stock.

Louise had hopes of joining the Walker company, but her immediate goal was to make a good impression on the Tracys. She feared an awkward silence over the matter of religion, as she was an Episcopalian while Spence embraced his father’s Catholicism. Then she learned that Spence’s mother was a Presbyterian and all her anxieties fell away. John Tracy, in fact, laughed out loud when she confessed her fear of being asked to convert. “There’s no use in doing that!” he exclaimed, and Louise, relieved, chimed in, “No, no use at all!” The next thing she knew, Spence’s dad was taking her downtown to pick out a ring. “There was nothing like the present,” she said of his direct, almost impulsive nature. “You don’t wait around for anything—you do it now.” When Spence called to ask what they thought of her, his father was typically plainspoken: “If you don’t marry13 this girl, you’re a bigger fool than I thought you were when you went on the stage!”

Tracy opened at the George B. Cox Memorial Theatre on September 10, 1923, and while he rated a mention in the lukewarm review that appeared the next day in the Post, the display ads accounted for his presence in the cast with the words “… and others.” Louise and the Tracys arrived by train on Tuesday afternoon, John and Carrie taking a room at the Hotel Gibson on Fountain Square, Louise putting up at the elegant Sinton a block away. The next afternoon, Spence played the Wednesday matinee, finishing just after 4:30 p.m. He then grabbed a cab to St. Xavier, a neighborhood parish some five blocks to the east, where he met his parents, his brother, and his bride-to-be.

Louise was wearing a dark blue suit over a patterned silk blouse with matching hat and shoes. The pastor of the church, Father Joseph P. De Smidt, had agreed to marry them, but there would be no mass with the ceremony. “I was lucky to get in the back door,” Louise commented. “We had a special dispensation14 and got married in the Priest’s study.” There were readings from the Old and New Testaments, a homily of sorts (considering the priest didn’t know either one of them), and the vows were exchanged. Carroll, the best man, stepped forward and handed Louise’s ring to the priest, who blessed it and passed it to the groom, who placed it on her finger in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. After the Lord’s Prayer and a blessing, they returned to the Gibson, where Stuart Walker joined them for a quick celebratory dinner. At 7:30 p.m., Walker and the newest member of his esteemed company took a cab back to the Cox, where the evening performance of The Gypsy Trail got under way at 8:20 p.m.

Walker went easy on Tracy during his brief stay in the Queen City. He did not cast him in Time, the following week’s play, which meant that Spence had his days free to roam the city with his new wife. Then rehearsals got under way for Seventeen, a perennial for Walker, and this time Tracy had a showier part in the boisterous George Cooper, the thickheaded nineteen-year-old who has designs on Miss Lola Pratt. His key scene, an awkward exchange of rings toward the end of the third act, brought an audible hush from the audience, but it was Walker’s newest discovery, William Kirkland, who, as Willie Baxter, dominated the show. The role of Willie had made a Broadway star of Gregory Kelly, and when Seventeen ended Walker’s twenty-eight-week season at the Cox, it was Kirkland who was announced as one of the leads when Walker took Time to Broadway.

Louise, moving up to the role of Spence’s booster, understood Walker’s reasoning, given Kirkland’s tenure with the company, but she also knew that her new husband was infinitely more talented, and she was all for the move when the fuss over Kirkland inspired Tracy to take a crack at Broadway himself. Walker, who believed it took an actor four or five years to fully develop, advised against it. But Tracy knew a place on the Upper West Side where he had lived with an old friend. “Come on,” he said to Weeze. “Mrs. Brown15 will give us a room. I can talk her into anything.”

Despite a steep, gloomy interior, Mrs. Brown’s had the benefit of a landlady who genuinely liked and admired struggling actors. She greeted Spence like a wayward son and made his wife feel as if she were an established star. Louise set her electric stove up in the bathroom and proceeded to familiarize her husband with the vegetables he had never before regarded as food. She cooked ground round occasionally, and when they were feeling flush they would get a couple of lamb chops.

Fifteen shows were casting, and Tracy figured a big star vehicle offered the best chance for a long run and maybe even a tour. He missed out on Walter Hampden’s revival of Cyrano de Bergerac, which had more than fifty parts to fill, but got word that producer Arthur Hopkins16 was casting a new comedy for Ethel Barrymore at the Plymouth. The play had sixteen speaking parts, two given over to the star and her leading man, Cyril Keighley, and three requiring the services of children. Of the eleven remaining, the four that meant anything had already been filled with Beverly Sitgreaves, Jose Alessandro, Edward G. Robinson, and Virginia Chauvent. Only the bits remained, and Tracy landed the least of those, the character of a newspaper photographer named Holt. And that night, the Tracys’ room at Mrs. Brown’s modest walk-up smelled of lamb.

Rehearsals for the Barrymore play, A Royal Fandango, were unlike anything Tracy had ever witnessed. “Arthur Hopkins,” said Edward G. Robinson, “pulled his usual stunt of leaving the actors alone for a week to find their own places and get the play on its feet. I soon discovered that Miss Barrymore—and why not?—did what came naturally to her: took the stage, filled it, and left the rest of us to stage rear.”

The actors began referring to the production as A Royal Fiasco, and when Hopkins finally appeared, Robinson asked to be let out. “I know I’m a supporting actor and Miss Barrymore’s a great star,” he told the producer, “but the way the play is staged, all the values are distorted.” Hopkins listened and understood and set about restaging the scenes, and although his improvements gave the play more vitality and pace, the production was doomed, doomed, and everyone, excepting perhaps Ethel Barrymore herself, seemed to know it.

They opened in Washington on November 6 before a capacity house that included Commander and Mrs. W. W. Galbraith and Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover. Tracy, whom Robinson remembered as “an intense young man,” had only to walk on with a paper, but the weight of doing so while Ethel Barrymore held the stage was almost too much for him to bear. “He had one line17 to say,” Barrymore recalled in her autobiography, “and I saw he was very nervous, so I said to him, ‘Relax. That’s all you have to do—just relax. It’ll all be the same in a hundred years.’”

Tracy got through the night, as did the rest of the cast, but the man from Variety said playwright Zoë Akins had made “without a doubt the most impossible and ridiculous attempt at a satire that this scribe has seen in a long time.” The New York opening on the twelfth wasn’t much better received, and only two of the sixteen Manhattan dailies saw any future to it at all. The closing notices went up by the beginning of the second week, and Miss Barrymore was, according to Robinson, “indignant.”

Tracy began using his days to smoke out another engagement, casually at first, then more keenly as the holiday lull settled in and the only shows casting were musicals like Kid Boots. Counting their pennies, he and Louise (who wasn’t working) allotted thirty-five cents a day for food. “I went on a rice pudding diet18 because it was filling,” Tracy remembered. “I could tell you every restaurant from the Bowery to the Bronx that served the stuff and tell you which gave the most cream with it and which the most raisins.”

Combing the trade papers, he used the cachet of the Barrymore name to land an interview with the Proctor Players, a struggling stock enterprise located across the Hudson in Elizabeth, New Jersey. They were short a character man for a production of Within the Law. “Can you play an old man19?” the director asked. “I’m an actor,” Tracy replied. “I can play anything.”

The Proctors were on a grueling “matinees daily” policy. Hired for general business at fifty dollars a week, Tracy wasn’t permitted to draw against his salary until the play had actually opened. After rehearsing a full week, he and Louise (who was three months pregnant at the time) were reduced to splitting an egg sandwich for dinner. On opening night, December 3, he came offstage after his first scene and made a sprint to the cashier’s office. Nearly missing his second cue, he resolved to get out of the place as quickly as possible.

He remained through Christmas, and was playing a minor role in Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch when a wire from Kendal Weston found him. The Belasco of Stock was inaugurating a company in Winnipeg, taking on the longest-running stock company in North America, the very aptly named Permanent Players. Tracy dropped Louise in Milwaukee and was in Manitoba by New Year’s Day. “The first week20,” Tracy said, “we weren’t paid because the manager said he had to pay off the local firms to which he owed money. We got through the second week, and after the Saturday night performance we looked for the manager and found he had absconded with the two weeks’ receipts.”

They began operating on the commonwealth plan, divvying up the box office in lieu of salaries. Tracy was second man in What’s Your Wife Doing? when the leads gave notice, suddenly elevating him, after just nine months, to the status of leading man. Given the company’s rattling condition, there was only one viable choice for leading woman, and it was a done deal when the wire grandly offering her the job reached Louise in Milwaukee. “I went up21,” she said, “and found the company was really on the rocks.”

Knowing she could only play a few weeks before her pregnancy would begin to show, Louise opened January 28, 1924, in Eugene Walters’ The Flapper and, in the words of the critic for the Winnipeg Free Press, “took the house by storm.” With nothing to lose and her husband playing opposite, she abandoned herself to the role in a way she might otherwise have found difficult. “Miss Treadwell22 made her Winnipeg debut in rather a light part,” the Press observed, “to which, nevertheless, she brought a vast amount of honest talent and evidently a good deal of careful preparation. Of her future popularity there can be no question. Her performance Monday night not only popularized her, but came very near endearing her to her auditors.” Spence’s work as her long-suffering husband, the first lead he had ever played as a professional actor, was “a rare exhibition of restraint in what might have been a frothy and wrathful role.”

When they opened in the grim crime melodrama The Highjacker on the fourth of February, they knew it would be their last week in Winnipeg. “They called us up to the office and talked,” Louise recalled, “and of course they were going to close. Then they let down their hair and said they’d like to see us get back safe.” They paid Louise’s fare back to Milwaukee and Spence’s to New York City—the only cast members accorded such a courtesy. Five weeks later, several members of the company were still in town, reportedly working as day laborers to earn their fares back to the States.

Nineteen twenty-four wasn’t starting out well for stock. There weren’t more than a hundred companies nationwide, and only about two dozen of those were making money. One of the managers whom Tracy was following in the pages of Variety was William Henry Wright, the man in charge of Pittsburgh’s Lyceum Stock Company. Wright had been a press agent for Klaw & Erlanger, Henry W. Savage, and George Broadhurst, among others, and knew how to get people into a theater—a critical talent lacking in the vast majority of stock managers.

Emboldened by a successful summer of stock in Grand Rapids, Michigan, Wright had taken a lease on the Bijou, an old vaudeville house, renamed it the Lyceum, and opened Thanksgiving week with a policy of high-class fare at a one-dollar top scale. It was a hopeless strategy for a place like Pittsburgh, and some nights there was less than one hundred dollars in the box office when the curtain rang up. Finally coming to the realization he was playing class stuff in the wrong neighborhood, Wright closed the company on January 7, 1924, having dropped $14,000 in the space of seven weeks.

There were, however, a lot of people rooting for “Papa” Wright, a beloved figure who, in another time, had managed the lecture tours of Mark Twain, Arthur Conan Doyle, and James Whitcomb Riley. He had, in fact, touched virtually every facet of show business, from playwriting to movie work, and was known for promptly paying his bills in even the darkest of hours. He took just two weeks to regroup in Pittsburgh, building a new policy on hokey melodramas at a fifty-cent top, and was open again by the end of January. “We’ll give him credit23,” commented one stock executive. “It’s either guts or idiocy.”

The agent who handled Tracy’s booking with Wright told him it was “the world’s worst stock company” and that he should therefore “fit in fine.” When Wright got a look at his new leading man, Tracy was clad in the same serge suit he had worn since college. “You’ve got to get yourself a new suit,” Wright told him, and Tracy, in no position to argue the point, touched him for an advance. That next week, he began rehearsals for a topical play called The Bootleggers in a snappy blue pinstripe.

The Bootleggers was the first effort of a young drama critic named William Page, formerly of the Baltimore American, later of the Washington Post. Wright’s staging at the Lyceum constituted its stock debut and, typical for a Wright company, no reasonable expense was spared. Tracy took the part of Rossmore, the mastermind of a prosperous smuggling ring, and Wright’s leading lady, Marguerite Fields, took the role of Rossmore’s daughter.

The show was under the direction of John Ellis, a classically trained actor who had been with Wright since his first stock enterprise in Schenectady. Tracy proved adept at handling the comedy in the play as well as its tragedy, and the Monday performance played to a sizable crowd that included the playwright himself.

Wright followed The Bootleggers with a more intimate, though no less sensationalistic, drama called Her Unborn Child, and scheduled brief talks on birth control during Tuesday and Thursday “ladies only” matinees.

A splendid production of The Shepard of the Hills was followed by The Love Test, and then Wright lost his lease on the theater just as he was starting to make a little money. The house management was flooded with letters and a petition to retain the company, but it was rumored a deal had gone over to give the theater to a burlesque syndicate and there was nothing more to be done about it. The Gazette Times reported the opening performance of The Girl Who Came Back, Wright’s selection for the final week, played to “one of the largest audiences ever assembled in the Lyceum Theatre.” Floral tributes sent to the ladies each night threatened to swamp the stage, and favorites like Arthur Mack, Cliff Boyer, and Ernest Ganter were accorded standing ovations. “They used to put chairs on the stage24,” Tracy recalled. “That’s how much business we did. Couldn’t get the people in the theater.”

The Lyceum closed its doors on May 9, 1924, and the Tracys left for Milwaukee the next morning.

There was much about Grand Rapids that made it a good place for stock. It was laid out on an orderly grid, the streets running east and west and the avenues north and south. There was plenty of work, Grand Rapids being known as Furniture City for the woodworking plants that clustered just north and south of the city center—Berkey & Gay, Luce, John Widdicomb, American Seating, Sligh, Robert W. Irwin. The city bustled with skilled workers and a society class comprised of the owners of the mills and furniture factories and the descendants of the Baptist missionaries and land brokers who settled the area. It was a stable, educated population with money and taste and an appreciation of good theatrics. When W. H. Wright installed his Broadway Players there in the spring of 1923, he found he had stumbled onto a largely untapped audience for middlebrow fare.

The 1924 season began on April 14 at the Powers Theatre just as Wright was opening Her Unborn Child in Pittsburgh. Honors Are Even, the first attraction, was a shaky affair, not up to the standards of the previous season, and it was to Wright’s advantage that the loss of the Lyceum freed him to focus his attention more fully on Grand Rapids. As soon as the Pittsburgh company had closed, Wright moved Halliam Bosworth, a solid character man, and director John Ellis to the Powers, and began shuffling the calendar of plays.

The Bootleggers had done extraordinarily well in Pittsburgh and was, in fact, one of the few Lyceum plays Wright thought would go over in Grand Rapids. He cabled Tracy in Milwaukee, offering him the lead in Bootleggers and the balance of the season under less specific terms, but Spence, with Louise now eight months pregnant, hesitated, not wanting to be on the other side of Lake Michigan when the baby was born. It was only at Louise’s insistence that he went, bolstered as he was by the knowledge that she was in his mother’s able care and that nothing at all could possibly go wrong.

Tracy officially joined the Broadway Players on June 10, 1924, when he began rehearsals for The Meanest Man in the World, a comedy George M. Cohan had played a few seasons back. The title role fell to Kenneth Daigneau, an able comedian and the company’s de facto leading man, leaving Tracy to the part of Carlton Childs, an idealistic young businessman. In publicity, Wright dutifully acknowledged Tracy’s status as a “well-known leading man” who would nevertheless be “classed as a juvenile” for his present engagement. Mary Remington, the critic for the Grand Rapids Press, found Tracy “convincing, well poised … natural” in a somewhat thankless part. The Herald’s Clarence Dean reported “generous applause25 frequently rippling through the audience and breaking out into a salvo.” Tracy, he concluded, had “captured the approval of the first night audience.”

The Meanest Man in the World continued through Sunday, June 22, and Tracy was back in Milwaukee the following Wednesday. John Tracy was now president of George H. Lutz, Inc., one of the Midwest’s leading suppliers of paving machinery, and he and Carrie had relocated to a spacious two-bedroom apartment on Prospect Avenue in the city’s historic First Ward. The Tracys fussed endlessly over Louise, who was due at any moment and miserable in the summer heat and humidity. Spence didn’t quite know what to say or do with fatherhood so close at hand, and when Louise went into labor late on the evening of June 25, it was Father Tracy who got her to St. Mary’s26 Hospital on North Lake Drive, some two miles away, and then stayed with his son until an eight-pound boy was delivered at 2:30 on the morning of the twenty-sixth.

The baby was named John Ten Broeck Tracy, Ten Broeck being the maiden name of Louise’s maternal grandmother, Louisa Smith. “I was very much afraid of him27 at first,” Louise admitted. “What do you do when you give him a bath? How [do] you hold him in there? I hadn’t been around a small baby, well, in years and years. I just didn’t know anything about it.” And Spence, of course, wasn’t any help. “He was crazy about him, but he didn’t know what to do with a small baby either.” Home from the hospital, Louise was installed in the guest room on Prospect, where the new grandparents could scarcely get their fill of little Johnny. Spence stayed as long as he could—ten days, through the Independence Day festivities—then took the ferry back across Lake Michigan to Muskegon, his father having staked him to the fare, and then the twenty-five miles inland by bus to Grand Rapids.

Wright’s makeover of the Broadway Players hadn’t ended with the addition of Spencer Tracy. Actress Geneva Harrison made her final Grand Rapids appearance in Meanest Man in the World, and the following week saw the arrival of a new leading lady, a genuine star of both stock and Broadway named Selena Royle. The nineteen-year-old daughter of playwright Edwin Milton Royle, she was just in from New York, where she had played the previous week alongside Helen Hayes, Elsie Ferguson, and Pauline Lord in a Players Club staging of She Stoops to Conquer. Landing her for the Broadway Players was something of a coup, but John Ellis had known her since she was a baby. In 1905, when she was less than a year old, Ellis had appeared in the first English production of her father’s most famous play, The Squaw Man, and the two men had remained friends over the years.

For Selena’s debut at the Powers, Ellis and Wright selected the Harvard Prize drama Common Clay, an evergreen in stock that gave Jane Cowl one of her signature roles. A statuesque blonde, Royle towered over the men in the cast, and as Ellen Neal, a poor girl wrongly accused of murder, she commanded the stage. “She is beautiful28, she is youthful, she has a rich, low-pitched voice that chimes like sweet bells,” Clarence Dean raved in the Herald. “She has depth of feeling that gets right under the skin, and she is perfectly natural, easy and unaffected. There is no effort apparent, no straining for effect, but a sure touch that misses no points.”

Selena Royle was a hit with Grand Rapids audiences, and Wright vowed to hang on to her as long as he possibly could. For her second week, he indulged her with the stock premiere of the Vincent Lawrence comedy In Love with Love, which had run three months on Broadway with Lynn Fontanne, and for which Wright paid the highest royalty he had ever paid for a play. Those facts, which were widely reported in the press, and solid word-of-mouth for Selena Royle brought the Broadway Players their strongest week to date. Royle was playing Maugham’s Too Many Husbands the week Tracy returned and managed to fill all 1,400 seats for both the Friday and Saturday evening performances. She was considered a surefire asset for The Bootleggers, which had both Tracy and William Laveau repeating their roles from Pittsburgh, and hopes were high for yet another hit.

Tracy was ready to settle in with a good company—at least for a while—and knew a good week for The Bootleggers would put him in line for a lead by the end of the season. The production was, in some ways, better than in Pittsburgh, Selena bringing undeniable star power to the role of Nina. But the gritty realism and violence of the play didn’t go in a town that routinely turned out for comedy and romance and whose entertainment choices were made chiefly by women. The Bootleggers wasn’t a disaster but it ended the week in the red, and the following week Tracy found himself demoted to general business. Demoralized and homesick, he withdrew from the Broadway Players, insisting he would play only leads in the future, and left for Milwaukee to spend time with his wife and his month-old son.

The respite lasted all of three weeks.

Charley’s Aunt29 with Selena Royle and Ken Daigneau proved so popular that a Friday matinee was added to accommodate the demand. Cornered and Mary’s Ankle proved equally popular, but then Daigneau gave notice to go into a play on Broadway. Wright, with just three weeks left to the season, lacked a leading man. “A lack30,” Royle said, “which could not be corrected in Grand Rapids, which could hardly be said to abound in theatrical talent. It was an expensive thing to send to New York for another actor, pay his fare both ways, and give him a salary commensurate with his two weeks’ expenses.”

A month earlier, Clarence Dean had watched Tracy play the bootlegger king alongside Selena Royle and suggested that Tracy “would indeed be a fitting man31 to play opposite so fine an actress as Miss Royle.” After conferring with his new star and John Ellis, who thought Tracy talented but cocky, Wright cabled Milwaukee and asked Tracy to come back in the role he wanted—as Selena Royle’s leading man.

Tracy quit a job selling pianos—something he admittedly wasn’t any good at—and returned to Grand Rapids with Louise and Johnny. They set up housekeeping at the Browning, an apartment hotel about seven blocks from the theater. Spence and Selena played a classic farce, Are You a Mason?, for their first week as a team, and although the pacing flagged on opening night and more than a few cues got dropped amid all the horseplay, a natural chemistry—the sheer fun of performing together—won the crowd over, and the week finished in the black.
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Selena Royle, circa 1923. (NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY)

A far better test of the Tracy-Royle combination came the week of September 1. The company performed the intimate George Broadhurst drama Bought and Paid For, with Selena in the role of the social-climbing Virginia and Tracy as Stafford, the alcoholic millionaire she marries not for love, but status. The play was old (1911) but potent in its simplicity and its quiet moments, and both Tracy and Royle attacked their roles with subtlety and intelligence. The cast had the luxury of a matinee for the first performance—it was Labor Day—and had settled into their roles when Louise witnessed the 8:30 performance that evening.

The play gripped her as few did, with Stafford’s drunken rages reflected in Virginia’s desperation and terror. Tracy was chilling at the bottom of the second act when Selena locked herself in her bedroom and Spence, bent on spousal rape, grabbed the poker from the fireplace and beat the door in like a madman. A troubled hush fell over the auditorium.

The third act was devoted to Virginia’s determination to leave her husband, now sober and remorseful, and Tracy’s performance, all eagerness and resolve with a shading of doom, found a poignance largely missing in the text. Ignoring all his promises and his extravagant gifts, Selena placed her ring on the table at the end of the act and exited for good. Louise sat mesmerized as Spence at first stood motionless, unable to comprehend what had finally and inevitably happened to his marriage, and then, after what seemed an eternity, he picked the ring up and read the inscription softly to himself: “From Robert to Virginia with eternal love.”

His silences were astonishing in their power. No artificiality, no grand gestures, no playing to the gallery. He scarcely moved; it was all in his eyes and the way he held himself. Subdued, natural, he was the character in all of its subtle shadings. He demanded the crowd’s attention, dared them not to feel what he was feeling, not to think what he was thinking. He was unlike any actor they had ever seen before, not merely because he underplayed a fragile moment that could easily have drawn groans, but because he did it all from within.

“I suppose it might have taken two minutes32,” Louise said, thinking back on the scene, “but the whole thing, the expression, the way he looked … was so moving. It was a beautiful moment, and I could see the lights on the marquee. And in my mind I said, ‘He is going to be a star. A really great star.’”

fn1 Actually, Crosman was fifty when Louise met her, but must have seemed older.


CHAPTER 2

A Born Actor



IT WAS AN enclave, insular and, in a city known for brewing and bratwurst, predominantly Irish; a company town in some respects, working-class but by no means poor. The Catholic parish, St. Rose of Lima, counted nineteen millionaires, including the Millers of brewing fame, among its congregants, and its charismatic pastor, Father Patrick H. Durnin, was one of the city’s best-connected and most effective fund-raisers. Along West Clybourn Street were dentists, barbers, a cobbler, a druggist, four grocery stores, a plumber, hardware, and a men’s shop. The names on the businesses spoke for themselves: Corrigan, Curley, O’Leary.

Merrill Park1 didn’t start out that way. The original plat fell south of the estates along Grand Avenue at the west end of Milwaukee. Sherburn S. Merrill, general manager of the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad, built his Victorian mansion on Grand at Thirty-third Street, then gathered up the land along three sides, from Thirtieth to Thirty-fifth Streets and back to the edge of the Menomonee Valley. Merrill’s company, meanwhile, acquired nearly half a square mile of marshland in the valley itself, and in 1879 began work on the Shops of West Milwaukee, where the rolling stock of the state’s largest railroad would be manufactured and maintained.

By 1900 the railroad was the city’s largest employer, and many of the men who worked there—blacksmiths, woodworkers, painters, machinists—found a vibrant neighborhood of cottages, single-family frame houses, and spacious duplexes just up the steps in Merrill Park. Mostly they were Germans and Poles, first- and second-generation Americans who brought their skills with them from Europe. The Irish influx started in 1892, after a disastrous fire in the Third Ward left many of them homeless. The Irish were the men on the trains—the engineers, firemen, brakemen, switchmen—and soon they came to dominate. Merrill Park wasn’t entirely Irish, but by the turn of the century it sure seemed that way.

So it was to Merrill Park that John Tracy naturally came in 1899, installing his young family on the first floor of a modest duplex at 3003 St. Paul Avenue2, just a block from the Clybourn business district and two from St. Rose’s. Like a lot of other people in the neighborhood, he worked for the St. Paul, but he wasn’t in the shops nor on the trains either. Rather, he clerked in offices contained in a nondescript brick building around the corner from Union Depot, where he could gaze out the window at almost any hour of the day or night and watch freight and passenger stock roll gracefully across Second Street, arcing to the west toward Fourth. It was a factory district, the heart of the original village, where boots and soap and stoves got made, and where ironworks and hardware companies sat alongside packing plants and warehouses.

John Edward Tracy was born into railroading. His father, John D. Tracy3, emigrated from Galway4 during the Great Famine and went to work for the Vermont Central at the age of fifteen. In 1854 he moved to Wisconsin and joined the Milwaukee & St. Paul as a section foreman. He made roadmaster in Savanna, Illinois, then settled in Freeport5, in 1870, where he was in charge of the track to Rock Island. He had four sons, three of whom worked for the line. John, born in 1873, had a head for numbers and became a bookkeeper. His brother Andrew, born in 1883, held a similar position with the Illinois Central.

The Tracys were unusually prominent for a railroad family. J.D. was treasurer of the building committee for St. Mary’s Catholic Church, which anchored a section of town that became known as Piety Hill. He contributed a pillared altar of marble and onyx, and for years was one of the directors of St. Mary’s School. He was also one of the organizers of the State Bank of Freeport, and one of its directors from the very beginning. It could be said the Tracys lived on the right side of the tracks, if only just barely. Liberty Division abutted the easements, which ran roughly parallel to the Pecatonica River. John D. Tracy shared a four-bedroom wood frame house with his wife Mary, their daughter Jenny, and their sons John, William, and Andrew. Two daughters by his first wife, Letitia, became nuns, and a son, Frank, a journalist and newspaper editor. Letitia died in childbirth in 1865, and John wed Mary Guhin, from County Kerry, the following year.

John D. Tracy was honest, industrious, charitable, a pillar of the community, but the Tracys were still lace curtain Irish, devoutly Catholic in a town that was largely Methodist and Presbyterian. Freeport was known for its Henney Buggies, its Stover windmills and bicycles, and the coffee mills and cast iron toys manufactured by Arcade. Rail service was the landbound city’s lifeline, but when John Tracy, the younger, began courting the twenty-year-old daughter of Edward S. Brown, son of the late Caleb Wescott Brown of the Browns of Rhode Island, John’s upright father couldn’t begin to pass muster with the merchant miller of Stephenson County.

According to family lore, Caleb Brown6 was directly descended from the famous mercantile family of Providence, specifically Nicholas Brown, who entered the family business at an early age and whose son was the Brown after whom Brown University was named. Caleb Brown came to Freeport by way of Buffalo, Oneco, Cedarville, and Silver Creek. In 1857 he built a flouring mill on the banks of the Pecatonica, which, starting in 1865, supplied a grain-and-feed store he opened on Galena Avenue. He bought the Prentice house, a ponderous brick showplace on West Stephenson Street, and joined the First Methodist Church. Gradually, the operation of both Brown’s Mill and the store fell to his eldest son, Ed, a Civil War veteran who was also town supervisor and a member of the First Presbyterian Church. Ed Brown married Abigail Stebbins of Silver Creek in 1867, and the couple had three children who lived to adulthood: Emma, Caroline, and Frank.

Exactly how John Tracy made the acquaintance of Carrie Brown is unknown, but it is unlikely that they met socially. John attended school at St. Mary’s and the University of Notre Dame, while Carrie graduated from Freeport High and spent only a short time in college. It may be that they met through the family business, or perhaps at the bank, where John had been a teller. She was one of the most beautiful girls in Freeport, a “down easterner” who didn’t lack for proper suitors. When word got around she was seeing an Irish Catholic from Liberty Street, the town was properly scandalized. Ed Brown, in fact, may well have had a word with Tracy Sr. on the matter, for J.D. imposed a strict curfew on his two eldest boys.

“This door will be locked at ten o’clock,” he declared, “and nobody will be allowed in after ten o’clock!” Both John and Will appealed to their sister Jenny for help. “I would sit7 up on the stairs or at the upstairs window and wait for those two to come home,” Jenny later told her daughter Jane. “I would sneak down and open the door so that they would be able to come in the house, and God knows sometimes it was two or three o’clock in the morning and I would have sat there all night. My nerves were ruined when I was a very young girl.”

There was little love lost between the Tracy boys and their rigid old man, but Jenny adored her father and faithfully went to Benediction with him every Sunday night. J.D. wasn’t any happier about his son’s relationship with a Protestant girl than were Ed Brown and his family, but John and Carrie were the real thing, a genuine love match at a time when arranged marriages were still common among the Irish. Amid much gnashing of teeth, the union was made legal on the evening of August 29, 1894. The Browns opened their home on upper Stephenson for the event, and Father W. A. Horan of St. Mary’s agreed to officiate. “In accordance8 with the wishes of the bride and groom the wedding was a very quiet and informal affair,” the Daily Journal reported, “no attempt at display being made excepting that the parlors were very prettily decorated for the occasion.” Only a week earlier, the groom had traveled to LaSalle to accept the position of assistant cashier with a new bank, and so after the formalities of “a bountiful feast” had played themselves out, the newlyweds left town, putting a good one hundred miles between them and Freeport and their painfully incompatible families.

It was in LaSalle that Carrie Tracy first sensed the physical intolerance her husband displayed toward alcohol, a characteristic passed to both John and his brother Will through the Guhin line of the family. Carrie herself never drank and her husband rarely did so at home, but when he did the results were immediate and profound. There is no evidence that John Tracy was a mean or even a disagreeable drunk. Drink, in fact, may well have brought out his genial side, but he was prone to disappear, leaving Carrie at home alone, sometimes for days, with no word as to where he was. Without the sobering influence of his father at hand, John developed a reputation at the bank as being unreliable. Then there was a whispered story within the family that he had been caught with his hand in the till. Within a year they were back in Freeport, where John’s father had gotten his son his first job out of college as a teller at the State Bank, and where he now settled him as a bookkeeper with the St. Paul.
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The home of John D. Tracy and family, Freeport, Illinois. (SUSIE TRACY)

Living in the same house with John and Mary and Jenny and Will and Andrew was trying for the two of them—especially Carrie, who was used to grander things—and the close quarters got downright stifling with the birth of a ten-pound boy on the morning of June 15, 1896. The baby was baptized Carroll Edward Tracy9, with his aunt and uncle serving as godparents. Shortly thereafter, John and Carrie moved in with the Browns, where there was considerably more room and staff, but where the atmosphere was no less strained or uncomfortable. On the whole, it was a better arrangement than before, but the Browns were a starchy bunch, sociable but distant, and John’s occasional binges didn’t endear him to his in-laws. When a job opening presented itself in Milwaukee, John Tracy pursued it with all the charm and resolve he could muster, and when the time came to again say goodbye to Freeport, the relief all around was palpable.

It wasn’t long after the Tracys’ arrival in Milwaukee that Carrie learned she was once again with child. Merrill Park was a vast improvement over Freeport, a modern neighborhood with conveniences and open space and plenty of kids. It was just far enough from the center of town to offer a pleasurable blend of urban and rural living. There were no saloons or livery stables, Sherburn Merrill having thoughtfully placed deed restrictions on such enterprises (as well as any other businesses “detrimental to the interests of a first class residence neighborhood”). The city center was just minutes away, yet one could stroll due east a block and gaze down into the Menomonee Valley, four miles long and a half mile wide, and see virtually every kind of industrial operation, from breweries to grain elevators to tanneries, stockyards, and flour mills. Carrie’s pregnancy took her through a relatively mild winter, and although she was hoping for a girl, the result delivered by Dr. O’Malley10 on Thursday, April 5, 1900, was another boy. Carrie made no effort to hide her disappointment, and found it impossible to come up with a name for the child.

As the unmarried girl in the family, it fell to Jenny Tracy to ensure the baby got baptized, and it was on Sunday, April 22, that she and her brother prepared to take the seventeen-day-old boy to St. Rose’s for the sacrament.

“What are we going to name him11?” she asked Carrie.

“I’m so disappointed that he’s a boy,” Carrie moaned. “He was supposed to be ‘Daisy’ after my good friend Daisy Spencer.”fn1

“Why don’t you call him Spencer and honor Daisy that way?”

“Well …” said Carrie in a dispirited tone, “that’ll be all right.”

Jenny was so relieved to have a name for the baby that the matter of a baptismal name didn’t occur to her until she and her brother were already on their way to Mass. “John,” she said, “you know that this child has got to have a saint’s name. We can’t present him without a saint’s name. What do you want to call him?”

“I don’t know,” said John. “What do you think?”

“Why don’t we honor Bonnie?” Catherine Tracy, the younger daughter of John and Letitia Tracy, had become Bonaventure, Mother General of the Sinsinawa Dominicans.

John smiled and nodded his agreement. “That’s all right with me,” he said.

When they brought the baby, swaddled in white, up to the font, Father Durnin said, “What is the name?”

Jenny said, “Spencer Bonaventure.”

And the priest asked, “Boy or girl?”

When Carrie Tracy learned her new son had been given “Bonaventure” as a middle name, she was unhappy, as much for the baby’s sake as her own. (She may have learned that Bonaventure was the patron saint of those afflicted with bowel disorders.) When the certificate of birth was filed on June 4, 1900, the boy’s name was given as “Spencer Bernard Tracy” and it remained that way for the rest of his mother’s life.

The only industrial enterprise to rival the West Milwaukee Shops in terms of size and employment was a rolling mill that occupied nearly thirty acres at the southeastern corner of the city where the Kinnickinnic River flowed into Lake Michigan. As the shops had given birth to Merrill Park, the iron and steel mill founded in 1867 by the Milwaukee Iron Company begat the similarly self-contained village of Bay View12.

Initially, the neighborhood was populated with iron and steel workers imported from Great Britain, but as factories sprang up to the west of the mill complex and the need for support services grew, the ethnic makeup of the area became considerably more diverse. By the time John Tracy moved his family to Bay View in 1903, there were Irish mill hands, a sizable Italian colony, and significant numbers of Poles and Germans. The architecture was a pleasing mix of Queen Anne, Italianate, and Greek Revival, with a few Civil War–era farmhouses remaining. New single-family frame houses were built alongside duplexes, and the dense woods on the lakeshore were only a short walk from the compact business district along Kinnickinnic Avenue.

The mill itself employed 1,600 men, transforming ore from Dodge County and the Lake Superior region into steel and iron bars, tracks, billets, rails, and the square-cut nails that held much of Bay View together. Then there were the companies that sprang up around the mill, producing products for the building and transportation industries.

One such enterprise was the Milwaukee Corrugating Company, which took its first orders for galvanized roofing shingles in 1902. Over time, the line expanded to include pressed-tin ceilings, wall tiles, skylights, and ventilators for barns and creameries. Milwaukee Corrugating was a prosperous, growing concern when John Tracy joined the company. Exactly why he left the St. Paul isn’t clear, but his promotion to general foreman in late 1901 would likely have put him in closer proximity to the numerous saloons that served the men of the shops, and a stop on the way home would not only have led to calamity but a clash with the abstentious culture so carefully shaped by Sherburn Merrill. In little more than a year, John was out at the railroad and glad to land yet another clerk’s position in the factory district north of Lincoln Avenue.

The move to Bay View coincided with Carroll Tracy’s start in school and Spencer’s emergence as a hyperactive terror. Not long after the family’s relocation to a roomy duplex on Bishop Avenue, the younger boy took a firm grip on a cast iron fire engine and brained his older brother with it. He watched calmly as his mother ministered to the screaming seven-year-old, then settled into a soothing and sympathetic chant: “Poor Ca’l, poor Ca’l …” Carroll Tracy was a good son, his mother’s favorite, but Spencer was something else again, and his aunt Emma predicted John and Carrie would have their hands full with the boy she ominously referred to as “that one.” Said Emma, “He’s a throwback13. I dare say he is part Indian.”

Bay View was full of young working-class families. Rowdy kids were everywhere, yet Spencer stood out. In an early picture he radiates energy, his deep-set eyes suggesting not so much a thoughtful, well-behaved child as a malevolent raccoon. “He was in dresses14 when I first saw him,” said Mrs. Henry Disch, an early neighbor. “He was bubbling with life. I don’t believe he ever sat still. I can’t remember him sitting down in a chair or reading a book. His brother Carroll was a quiet boy. He liked to stay inside and listen to the talk of his elders, but Spence was always outside with the boys.” When the kids were cleaned up and brought to dinner, Spencer sat restlessly as the adults talked, kicking the legs of the chairs on either side of him and methodically peeling the enamel dots off Mrs. Disch’s new salt and pepper shakers.

It was in Bay View that Spencer’s spiritual development began with his weekly attendance at Mass, his mother remaining at home while his father walked the boys to Immaculate Conception, the Catholic parish that served the neighborhood. The sacred rite was a pageant of spectacle and wonder to an impressionable three-year-old—the singing, praying, kneeling, the nourishment of the Divine Liturgy and Holy Communion. However close he was to his indulgent mother, Spencer grew closer still to his father in those early years, the shared experience of worship a powerful bond that would hold firm in the years to come. It became Carroll’s job to corral his kid brother like a gentle sheepdog, hovering over him before and after while greetings were exchanged between their father and the neighbors on the steps in front of the church. And when it came time to put Spencer in kindergarten15 in 1906, it too became Carroll’s job to lead him the eight blocks to District 17 School #2 on Trowbridge Street.

School widened Spencer’s social circle and encouraged a tendency to disappear. “I began to show signs of wanderlust16 at seven,” he later admitted. “I wandered completely out of the neighborhood and struck up an acquaintance with two delightful companions—‘Mousie’ and ‘Rattie.’ Their father owned a saloon in a very hard-boiled neighborhood. It was a lot more fun playing with them than it was going to school.” Mousie and Rattie were nine and eleven, respectively, and incorrigible truants. “Being sentimentally Irish17,” Spencer said, “that common-enough episode in a kid’s life was to have a lasting effect on my future. For the first time I saw my mother cry over me. I resolved in an immature way never to make her cry again. I don’t mean to intimate that I became a model boy. I didn’t.”

The family’s pattern of movements during these years suggests they were as much a result of Spencer’s abysmal attendance record as they were for reasons of economics. In 1907 the Tracys moved closer to the school, cutting three blocks off the daily commute. In their next relocation, the family settled within sight of the building, where the route home was a short walk through a brick-paved alley. Just beyond the schoolyard was dairy pasture, forest, and, at a gravel road called Oklahoma Avenue, the Milwaukee city limits.

Spence seemed to prefer the rougher neighborhoods to Bay View proper, and frequently he would return home with a band of scruffy-looking kids who seemed as if they hadn’t eaten in a week. Invariably Mrs. Tracy would fix sandwiches—cheese on buttered bread—only to discover that Spencer had sent one or more of them home with clothes from his own closet. “I can honestly say that back of every one of Spencer’s exploits18 was something fine like sympathy, generosity, affection, pride, or ambition,” she said in 1937. “There was not a mean bone or thought in him. True, he broke windows with the same alarming and expensive regularity boys do today. And he would get embroiled in fights to help a friend—fights, incidentally, from which Carroll invariably would have to rescue him because he was so thin and sickly a child until he was 14 that he could never finish on his own what he was quick to start or join in … Even though it meant added work for me and bigger bills for John to pay at the stores, neither of us could find it in our hearts to punish or discourage him from such a fine philosophy.”
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The Tracy family, Bay View, circa 1908. (SUSIE TRACY)

With its hundreds of mill and factory workers, there was no shortage of saloons in Bay View, many of which, called “tied houses,” were exclusive (or “tied”) to the output of a particular brewery. The Globe Tavern on St. Clair Street was built of the same Cream City brick as the Romanesque school on Trowbridge, and it proudly displayed the belted globe of the Schlitz Brewing Company atop its turreted entryway. Vollmer’s Grocery Store and Saloon was due west of the Globe on Lenox. Kneisler’s White House Tavern stood boldly at the corner of Ellen and Kinnickinnic Avenue, and yet another Schlitz tavern was under construction just outside the walls of the rolling mill on South Superior. The walk to and, especially, from work became an obstacle course of temptations for a man of John Tracy’s cravings, and he didn’t always negotiate the route with complete success. An eminently convivial man, John honored the Irish tradition of the saloon as a center of the community, and he often found it impossible to pass one without stopping to pay his respects. At other times he walked a tortured path that purposely avoided all licensed establishments, a not altogether easy task, in that saloons, like stores and churches, were part of the fabric of a residential neighborhood and stood side by side with new homes, parks, and schools.

Despite the daily challenges he faced, John Tracy won favor with Louis Kuehn, the president of Milwaukee Corrugating, and found himself promoted to traffic manager within the space of a year. Even so, he would, on occasion, fall spectacularly off the wagon and disappear without a trace. The boys had no clear understanding of what was happening; their father worked long hours and it was only their mother’s tears that told them something was dreadfully wrong. Carroll did what he could to comfort their mother, but Spencer withdrew, possibly wondering, as the children of alcoholics often do, if his father had gone off because of something his younger boy had said or done.

What they couldn’t have known was that alcoholism ran in their grandmother’s side of the family, and that their Uncle Will Tracy was even more severely afflicted with “the creature” than was their own father. It was never discussed, a matter of unspoken shame, a sin against wife and family, a good man’s weakness. At times like these there was little Carrie could do, and a call would go out to Andrew Tracy, John’s genuinely abstentious brother, who would come to Milwaukee, find his elder sibling, clean him up, and bring him back. The process took its toll on John, whose genial nature hid a prematurely lined face and whose hair, in his mid-thirties, was already beginning to gray at the temples. It took a toll on his brother as well, for there was genuine terror in the fact that Guhin blood also ran through Andrew Tracy’s veins. “Uncle Andrew19 was paralyzed, afraid, of liquor,” said his niece, Jane Feely. “He just wouldn’t touch it. Not because he wouldn’t want it, but because he was so terribly afraid of it.”

Summers for the boys were spent in Freeport, where they divided their time between the Tracy house in Liberty Division and the Brown house on upper Stephenson. Grandfather Brown’s asthma was bad, aggravated by the summer dust, and the shades were always pulled. It was dark and hot inside, all stiff and lifeless with a horsehair sofa in the sitting room and a five-octave square piano that nobody ever played. Spencer escaped whenever he could—to the circus, to the moving pictures, to the Stebbins house on Walnut Street. Warren Stebbins was the younger brother of Abbie Brown, but the family never looked forward to Spencer’s visits. “He was terrible20,” said Warren’s granddaughter, Bertha Calhoun. “He was just into everything.” Bertha’s father, Clarence Forry, once described him, without affection, as “one big ugly freckle.”

When there weren’t any horse races or baseball games at Taylor’s Park, and no kids were swimming in the river, the storefront theaters along Stephenson Street offered the best respite from the heat. The Majestic was a favorite hangout when Spencer could cadge a nickel, as was the Superba across the street. When there wasn’t money he would stand and stare at the displays out on the sidewalk, sighing extravagantly, or fix the box office with a woeful gaze until the woman at the window, a friend of his Aunt Mame’s, would say, “Oh, Spencer, go on in!” His Aunt Emma once refused him the money to see a movie about Jesse James. “You’ve got enough wild ideas21 without going to see those things.” He thought hard a moment, then announced The Life of Christ was playing at the other theater. “You wouldn’t want to keep me from seeing that, would you?” He got the nickel, but Emma Brown had little doubt as to which film he saw.

John Tracy sent a dollar a week to be split between the boys. What Carroll did with his share was a mystery, but Spencer, noting the economic divide between the Tracy and Brown households, always seemed to be broke. “At that time you could buy a bag full of candy22 for ten cents,” said Frank Tracy, the son of Andrew and Mary Tracy. “My mother said that very often, Spence would come home with a loaf of bread and give it to his grandma. ‘That’s for us.’ Probably eight or nine cents a loaf at that time. Another time he was helping Grandma Tracy in the kitchen, and she had a paring knife and it was dull, wasn’t working right. So the next time he got his fifty cents, he went over to Woolworth’s and he bought a paring knife for his grandmother. My mother was telling me this and she said, ‘He was always very generous.’ He did other little things like that around the house, things Carroll would never think of doing.”

Spencer hated the tradition of the Saturday night bath, and the task of getting him to take one fell to his Aunt Mary. “She’d try to round him up23 and get him in the tub,” Frank said. “Spencer was always pretty hard to find. She’d literally have to push him to the bathroom, and then she wouldn’t hear anything. She’d ask Spencer, ‘Are you taking a bath in there?’ He’d say yes, but he’d be sitting on the floor fully clothed—even his hat still on his head—splashing the water with his hands.” Even when he actually got into the tub, he wouldn’t shampoo his hair, and his grandmother would invariably say, “Your hair stinks!” Finally, it was decided the boys would do better under the no-nonsense supervision of Grandmother Brown, and Spencer wore a collection of scapular medals for the occasion.

“What are all these things24?” she demanded, yanking at them.

“Don’t take ’em off my neck!” he exclaimed. “You can’t take those off! They’re holy!” Her expression must have told him she thought he was crazy, for he took them out and started to explain: “Well, this is so you won’t get drowned … and this is so you won’t get killed … and this one is so you won’t commit a sin …”

“You certainly won’t drown in that bathtub!”

Thoroughly scrubbed, his hair washed and teeth brushed, Spencer and his brother would be returned to Grandma Tracy so that they could serve Mass at St. Mary’s the next morning. With her husband dead and her daughter Jenny now married, Mary Guhin Tracy sought the solace of the bottle (“a drop o’ th’ cratur”), and her son-in-law’s gift to her each Christmas was a case of beer and a jug of good Irish whiskey. “She would always specify that it be delivered after dark,” her granddaughter Jane remembered, “so the neighbors wouldn’t see.”

“From the time Spencer was a tiny lad25,” recalled Carrie Tracy, “Carroll appointed himself as special guardian. He worried more about Spencer than the rest of the family put together.” Carroll had an almost pathological fixation on his brother, as if hovering over him and getting him out of scrapes was in some way compensation for their father’s absences. He had the example of Andrew Tracy and his palliative visits to Milwaukee when times got bleak, the sober brother who could always be relied upon in times of distress. Try as he might, Carroll’s dogged oversight was never much of a substitute for a father’s attention, and the family’s proximity to the Trowbridge Street campus did little to improve the boy’s performance. “I never would have gone back26 to school,” Spencer once said, “if there had been any other way of learning to read the subtitles in the movies.”

He discovered the Comique, a storefront theater that showed split-reel movies on Kinnickinnic Avenue. “Spencer was always punished27 by depriving him of things he liked,” Carrie said. “Motion pictures formed a great type of discipline, because refusing to allow him to attend broke his heart.” It was impossible to keep his clothes clean, he rarely wiped his nose, and there were the usual schoolyard fights. “A tough kid28,” said Joe Bearman, who lived down the street, “but a good one. Ran with the hard-boiled gang of the neighborhood.”

They tried sending him to Freeport, where he was put to work in the family feed store and enrolled for a short time at the Union Street School. Spencer was kept on a short leash, working at the store before and after class, and it was the structured life in Freeport that likely convinced John and Carrie he would benefit from a more disciplined educational environment. Sometime around 1909—the records no longer go back that far—they turned him over to the Dominican nuns at St. John’s Cathedral29, where the consequences of a wayward disposition would carry considerably more weight. He had, by then, started going to Confession and fasting before receiving Holy Communion, and understanding what sin, repentance, and forgiveness were all about. He had also come to see his father’s disappearances as something to emulate, an old suitcase in hand, food, such as it was, filched from the ice box when nobody was looking. He’d get a few blocks out and get hungry, then go a few more blocks and suddenly realize he was out of food.

The school was directly behind the historic church near downtown Milwaukee, a no-nonsense structure of native brick with floor-to-ceiling windows facing east toward the lake. The commute from Bay View was three miles by streetcar, and missing opening prayers would have been unthinkable. Come, O Holy Ghost, enlighten the hearts of the faithful … the Lord’s Prayer, the Angelical Salutation, the Apostle’s Creed. Glory be to the Father. O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to thee. Two hundred minutes a week were devoted to the study of Christian doctrine and Bible history; only reading, as a subject, was accorded more time. Geography, arithmetic. Penmanship. Composition and recitation, phonics and hymns. There were prayers before and after meals, prayers at the end of the day. O Mother of the Word Incarnate, despise not my petitions, but graciously hear and grant my prayer … “He remembered this nun30,” said his cousin Frank. “He said, ‘If you did anything wrong, out with the ruler—bang!—across your hands. If you said anything, you’d get another one. You feared those nuns. They were tough.”

He made no secret of his love for the movies, but it was the church that gave him his first taste of performance. Serving Mass, the phonetic Latin and ritual movements of the altar boy, donning costume in the sacristy, starched collar and lace surplice. “I couldn’t keep an unlit taper31 in the house,” Carrie Tracy told an interviewer. “Directly after school, Spencer would race home and arrange the candles in every room. Then he would practice lighting and extinguishing them for hours.” He caught the five-cent show at the Union Theater, where the proprietor seated his patrons on ordinary chairs and the ticket girl sang and played the piano. At a capacity of 275, the Union, which offered “high class vaudeville” and a change of program every Monday and Friday, was intimate enough for card tricks and coin manipulations, and it may well have been at one of the Union’s hour-long shows that young Tracy got his first exposure to the art of magic.

“He was a great magician as a child,” his cousin Jane said. “Whenever anyone went to Milwaukee, Spencer did his magic act. Always in the family you did your number, and then you went to your bedroom. He was very good, according to my mother.” He began staging shows in the cramped basement of the family’s rented duplex on Estes, admitting audience members through the cellar door and seating them among the coal bins, the furnace, and the laundry. “Admission32 was a few pins,” said Forrest McNicol, whose mother ran a grocery store at the corner of Ellen and East Russell. “I guess you’d have to say that was the beginning of the little theater movement in Bay View.” Over time, Spence learned how to manage an audience’s expectations, usually by downplaying the impact of a particular illusion. One safety pin, Carrie Tracy remembered, had the same value as two straight pins, and ofttimes Spencer was accused of overcharging.
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Spencer, age twelve. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)

Soon the wonders of downtown Milwaukee no longer seemed so distant. The grandest of the new movie emporiums33 was the Princess on North Third Street, which boasted private boxes, a $5,000 pipe organ, and seating for nine hundred patrons. Ads offered a variegated program of comedies and dramas, accompanied by travel talks, scenic views, illustrated songs, and a five-piece pit band billed as “the famous Princess orchestra.” Movies were going uptown and so were the admission prices: the Princess was the first of the Milwaukee movie theaters to charge ten cents’ admission. The following year, the Butterfly—so known because of the huge terra cotta butterfly that loomed over Grand Avenue—went the Princess one better, installing a $10,000 pipe organ and a ten-piece house orchestra. Fortunately, most of Milwaukee’s picture parlors were still nickelodeons, dark and primitive, and it wasn’t hard to find a chase picture or some crude knockabout at half the price the fancy places were charging.

Carroll would soon be starting high school, and John’s bouts with the bottle were growing less frequent. Obsessed with kicking the habit for the good of the marriage as well as his own health, John Tracy moved the family to a duplex on Kenesaw, scarcely two blocks from work, where the floor-plan offered no more room than any of their previous locations—two bedrooms, front sitting room, dining area, commodious kitchen—but where the stroll to Bay Street was mercifully unimpeded by the presence of a saloon. Just to the north were wetlands where kids would hang out, marshlands that surrounded an old European-style fishing village at Jones Island. The mill whistles blew at seven and nine-thirty in the morning, noon, twelve-thirty, and five in the evening, and the entire sky lit up when the furnaces were charged.

Over the summer of 1910, Spencer was sent to Aberdeen, South Dakota, where his Aunt Jenny had married a gentle Irishman named Patrick Feely. “He went and played with the wrong kids34,” said his cousin Jane, who was Pat and Jenny’s daughter. “He got on the wrong side of the tracks, so it was good to get him away.” Spencer was a spindly kid, delicate and undersized from not eating well. Stepping down from the train, he was greeted by his aunt and her son Bernard, not quite three, who was wrapped around a lamppost and intently staring up at him. “Oh, Mama,” he exclaimed, “he ain’t so homely!”

Over the summer, he also spent time in Ipswich, a one-street town roughly thirty miles due west of Aberdeen, where Frank J. Tracy was editor of the Edmunds County Democrat. Not long after Spencer’s return from Aberdeen, the Tracys moved yet again, this time to lower Bay View. Immaculate Conception was just a block north, at the intersection of Russell and Kinnickinnic, and Humbolt Park, with its playground and clay tennis courts and pond for boating, was four blocks to the west.

The years on Logan Avenue were among the most memorable of Spencer’s childhood, and practically the only ones of which he spoke in later years. He joined the Boy Scouts (“I made a good one35”) and kept to his studies. Winters were spent skating, summers playing marbles and baseball. John’s work at Milwaukee Corrugating was secure and valued, and the binges came to a complete halt with the brutal realization that he could never drink moderately. The need never openly manifested itself, but John was always waging the battle, cut off as he was from the society of the tavern. He tried limiting himself to a pint, nursing it as one would a highball, but it was never enough, and all too easy to fall for another. So he cut himself off entirely, strictly limiting himself to work and family and indulging an accelerated taste for sweets. It was a restrictive yet necessary way to live. At times a furious pacing of the floor betrayed the struggle within, and not even Carrie could find a way to comfort him.

Performance, by now, had become routine for Spencer, something absorbing and fun and as natural as breathing. He was involved with the Christmas show at St. John’s in 1911, and at home in Bay View the magic act gave way to more elaborate entertainments “enacting scenes36 I’d seen in movies.” He staged his first play—a murder mystery—before an audience of neighbors in the living room of the house on Logan in 1912. Having lost himself at the movies, watching the same subjects over and over, he now put himself in the hero’s shoes and imagined himself in the middle of the action. In his own childish way, he was becoming the character he had seen on the screen, and the representation came forth without effort or artifice. “How many times we have told people37 of that show,” one of Carrie’s friends enthused in a 1931 letter, “proving Spencer was a born actor starting as a child.”

Tracy rarely spoke of these early performances, and although he freely admitted to being fascinated by moving pictures, it is impossible to say just how much live drama he consumed as a kid. Neither of his parents was a dedicated theatregoer, and the legitimate playhouses—the Shubert and the Davidson—charged as much as $1.50 a ticket to see the likes of Ethel Barrymore and Otis Skinner in weeklong stands. The Pabst Theatre, designed on the order of a European opera house, offered German-language programming almost exclusively. The Crystal, Empress, and Majestic were all vaudeville houses, although it was possible to see someone like Mme. Bertha Kalich headlining in a one-act play. The Gaiety was given over to burlesque, leaving the Saxe, Juneau, and Columbia to the ten-twenty-thirty tradition of stock. The plays were things like The Little Homestead and Mrs. Temple’s Telegram and Caught with the Goods, blood-and-thunder melodramas where a seat in the balcony could be had for a dime.

Spencer welcomed his twelfth birthday with particular enthusiasm because it made him eligible for a permit to engage in street trades. Most kids distributed handbills or sold newspapers—the Milwaukee Journal, the Evening Wisconsin, the Leader—but sensing, perhaps, too much competition in the hustling of papers, he managed instead to snag a lamplighter’s route when he was, as his brother put it, “scarcely tall enough38 to reach the lamps with a burning taper.” Using the tip of a five-foot pole to open the valve on a light, he would hold a match aloft to ignite the gas. “He had about 50 lamps to light each night and to extinguish each morning,” Carroll said. “He also had to see to it that the wicks were in good order, and on Saturdays he had to clean the globes with old newspapers. For this job he received around $3.50 a week, if I remember correctly.”

After ten years of service, John Tracy left Milwaukee Corrugating sometime over the summer of 1913, and the family departed Bay View for Milwaukee proper. The move must have been for the better, for the family relocated to a fashionable stretch of Grand Avenue, almost directly across from the Pabst Mansion and within blocks of the old parish at St. Rose’s, where Spencer would now return for his last two years of grade school. He had to relinquish the lamplighting job, but found work as a towel boy at the Milwaukee Athletic Club, where his father held a membership and where he would learn to box from Wisconsin middleweight Gus Christie. These were, in some ways, the most unsettled years of his young life. The household theatrics ceased, but he never lost that childlike quality, the eagerness to inhabit another skin.

By 1916 the family was renting a Colonial Revival on a tree-lined street in the Story Hill section of Wauwatosa, a bedroom community just west of the Menomonee River. John Tracy had gone into sales as a representative for the Sterling Motor Truck39 Company, whose plant and offices were nearby in West Allis. The house on Woodlawn Court had three bedrooms, cherrywood floors, and a formal dining room where the Tracys did a lot of entertaining. Spence saw little of Carroll, who had finished high school and was doing clerical work for the Milwaukee Road. He entered Wauwatosa High in the fall of 1915, where, freed from the strict discipline of the Dominican nuns, he failed spectacularly40. His only arguments with his father, he later confirmed, were over school. “I might have enjoyed school41 if I had been doing the thing I wanted to do. My trouble was not having a definite ambition or goal on which to concentrate. I wanted to be doing something that would hold my interest, but I had no idea what it would be.”

He displayed an entrepreneurial streak, and at one point hatched a scheme with a neighbor boy to sell the water they got from a spring under the Grand Avenue viaduct at a nickel a bottle. Significantly, he was returned to St. John’s in the fall, and when his father was asked to take over the Sterling Truck office in Kansas City, Missouri, his only hesitation was over what to do about Spencer. After some inquiries, John enrolled the boy at St. Mary’s Academy, a Jesuit boarding school twenty-five miles west of Topeka, where there would be no distractions from a regimen of study, sports, and the sacraments. Life on the tall-grass prairie must have come as a shock after the comparative excitement of downtown Milwaukee. Separated from his family and friends and limited to just one movie a month, he may well have been tempted to join the boys caught gambling or flagging down cars at the edge of campus, hoping for a ride into town. He lasted just five weeks at St. Mary’s, and no credits accrued as a result of the experiment.

In Kansas City, Spencer was placed at the Rockhurst Academy, another Jesuit institution, where he could go home to his parents at night and where, as he later acknowledged, they took the “badness42” out of him “almost immediately.” The Rev. Michael P. Dowling, the school’s founder, named it Rockhurst because the grounds were stony and there was a grove of forest nearby. “I remember Rockhurst43 as a big building,” Tracy later told the Kansas City Star, “and I remember pursuing to the best of my capabilities the study of Latin and geometry … I also remember that there were some boys at Rockhurst and in Kansas City who were mighty good fighters.”

Official transcripts show he passed first-year Latin, as he did English, Algebra, and Ancient History, and that he did B-level work in Religion and Bookkeeping. The Jesuits were admirable men, spiritual and rigorously educated, and there were few boys who came under their influence who weren’t inspired at some point to consider the priesthood. There was also the bustle of Union Station, fairly new at the time, and Electric Park, with its primitive thrill rides. Most important, he was “almost positive” he saw Lionel Barrymore for the first time onstage, truly a signal event, for Barrymore impressed him as no other actor ever had. He seemed, in fact, to be adapting well to Kansas City when the decision was made to close the Sterling office in the spring of 1917. The semester ended in June and the Tracys eventually returned to Story Park, where they took another house on the same block as before.

The way he remembered it, Tracy first met Bill O’Brien when the two were employed at a Milwaukee lumber yard. “I started44 for two bucks and a half a week, piling lumber after school,” he said. O’Brien, on the other hand, thought they had met as students at Marquette Academy, and that they stacked wood only on Saturdays. “One of the clearest recollections45 I have of Spence is of the two of us in dirty overalls and jumpers sitting in the dining room of what was, in those days, Milwaukee’s swankiest apartment hotel. We were stowing away a modest breakfast of grapefruit, ham and eggs, toast, jelly, and milk. At the end of the meal, Spence airily scrawled his signature across the bill and we left.” The Tracys, back from Kansas City, were stopping at the Stratford Arms Hotel, adjacent to the campus of Marquette University. “We worked in a lumber yard to pick up a couple of iron men46 so we could roister around on Saturday nights. Our breakfasts usually cost more than we made during the day, but Spence’s father paid for them.”

The academy stood on a hill at Tenth and State Streets. It was a block over from the massive Pabst brewing complex, and the smell of hops hung in the air. The location led to the students being referred to as “hilltoppers,” a name that has stuck ever since. “All of us Catholics47 wanted to enter Marquette Academy,” O’Brien wrote in his autobiography, “but the cost made our parents sigh.” Bill, on a scholarship, was five months older than Spence, taller, darker, rounder, more of a match for Carroll Tracy than for his younger brother. But O’Brien, like Tracy, was “infected” with a love of the stage, and they found time to see such beloved figures as Jane Cowl, David Warfield, Otis Skinner, Lenore Ulric, James O’Neill, and Maude Adams—usually from high in peanut heaven. The great vaudeville attractions of the day came through Milwaukee by way of Chicago—McIntyre and Heath, Harry Houdini, Bert Williams, whose expressive pantomimes were models of economy. A particular thrill came in May 1918 when Madame Sarah Bernhardt headlined at the Majestic and necessitated multiple visits by playing Du théâtre au champ d’honneur during the week and La dame aux camélias on the weekend.

Spence held on to the things that comforted and excited him, and although he was fascinated by vaudeville, his interest in the stage wasn’t reawakened until he and Bill met and they started seeing plays together. The boys may even have arranged their own performances, for E. R. Moak, then city editor on the Milwaukee Free Press (and later a Variety staffer) remembered the first time he met Tracy was when the two of them came to enlist the paper’s support for an “amateur dramatic enterprise” they were promoting. Though Spencer’s grades weren’t as stellar as they had been at Rockhurst, O’Brien was unquestionably a good influence. “Spence and I48 were a combination,” he said. “He was an introvert and I was an extrovert.” O’Brien went out for sports—baseball, football, basketball—and carried a full load of classes. Tracy worked, played some casual baseball, and eventually took on a class load equal to what Bill himself was tackling. O’Brien went to Mass each Sunday, an acolyte when Spence had long since given it up. Both were restless young men with a war going on, and however much the academy meant to their parents, they had a hard time keeping their minds on their studies.

“I was itching49 for a chance to go and see some excitement,” Tracy said, and he tried enlisting when the school year was scarcely half over. “I knew very well where there was a U.S. Marines recruiting station, for I’d seen it lots of times before.” He walked up and down Wells Street a dozen times, then went inside. “I want to join the Marines,” he told the gray-haired officer behind the desk, his voice cracking. The man took down his name, address, the answers to a few questions, then asked his age. “I’d been all ready to say, ‘Twenty, sir.’ But he was looking me right in the eye. I stammered out, ‘Seventeen years and eight months, sir.’ The recruiting officer put the form aside, stood, and held out his hand. “Thanks for trying, youngster,” he said.

Spence left the office, as he later put it, “feeling like a chump,” and he said nothing to his family about it. When he celebrated his eighteenth birthday, he was immersed in Greek, Latin, third-year English, History, and Geometry. On April 13, 1918, a hundred thousand spectators lined the curbs as a three-hour parade in support of the third Liberty Loan marched down the center of America’s most German city. The next day, the Whitehouse Theatre on Third Street began a week-long engagement of The Kaiser—The Beast of Berlin (“The Photoplay That Made New York Cheer Like Mad”), kicking off a naval recruitment competition with Chicago that was, by early May, delivering seventy-five recruits a day. The campaign reached its zenith on Mother’s Day weekend, when Lieutenant John Philip Sousa arrived in town with his 250-member “Jackie” band50 from the Great Lakes Naval Training Station. The city seemed to be crawling with sailors, and a half-page ad in the Sunday paper bore the headline: THE NAVY NEEDS YOU! YOU NEED THE NAVY! As Bill O’Brien put it, “The bands played51, the drill parades started, the Liberty Bond drives were on, and Spence and myself and some others left school one afternoon and went downtown to the enlistment headquarters of the Navy.”

They didn’t join that day, but they came plenty close. In the O’Brien household on Fourteenth Street, cooler heads prevailed and Bill was persuaded to finish the school year before enlisting. Spence, however, had no wish to continue at Marquette, and the prospect of losing an entire semester’s credits didn’t seem to bother him in the least. That night, as Carroll remembered it, he marched into the kitchen, wearing “that crooked one-sided grin” that had become something of a trademark, and said to his mother, “I’ve enlisted in the Navy.” Carrie instantly burst into tears, but John Tracy “was sort of proud of the kid.” As for Carroll: “I was out of the house52 and down the street before anyone could stop me. I enlisted too, not so much for patriotic motives, mind you, but because of my desire to be near Spence and to keep an eye on him.” It was Monday, May 13, and naval records show that Carroll Edward Tracy, in one of the few impulsive acts of his life, did indeed sign up for service that day. What he didn’t know was that his brother was merely floating the idea, eager to gauge their parents’ reaction, and that he hadn’t yet done what he said he had done. Once Carroll made his move, though, Spence’s bluff had been called, and he quietly and somewhat sheepishly joined the navy the following day, Tuesday, May 14, 1918.
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Navy seaman, age eighteen. (SUSIE TRACY)

Enrolled as a “Landsman for Electrician53 (Radio),” he went straight to school and bypassed boot camp. After vaccinations for cowpox and typhoid, he was sent to the Naval Training Station in North Chicago, where he gallantly spent the rest of the war in a classroom. “The training54, the discipline, and the healthy life not only did me good physically,” he said, “but mentally as well. I realized for the first time that a man must make his own way in life, that he must assume certain responsibilities, and that a man can’t receive too much education, because the Navy demands alert minds.”

On the rare weekend when he could get away on leave, Tracy headed home to Woodlawn Court, where, on at least one occasion, he was accompanied by “six of the toughest-looking sailors” Carrie had ever seen. “They were decidedly not what you would call polite specimens55 of manhood. They apparently were so stunned by our mode of living that they asked Spencer if Mr. Tracy was a bootlegger, and each of them ended up the weekend visit by borrowing $25 from Mr. Tracy. In fact, John used to say it cost him $100 a month, as well as the government its share, to keep Spencer in the service.” After the Armistice, he was sent to Hampton Roads, where Carroll, who spent most of his stretch in Detroit, thought he had some sort of an ordnance job. “I didn’t sleep very well at night because of worrying about him, until I heard through a mutual friend that Spence was doing okay; he was acting as an aide or some such cushy job for an officer.” Bill O’Brien, who waited until August to enlist, never made it out of training.

“When I got into the Navy56,” Tracy said, “the least I expected was to see the world through a porthole. As it was, I wound up in a training station at Norfolk, Virginia, looking eastward to the sea and considering myself lucky if they let me go cruising in a whaleboat.” He once made a veiled reference to wild liberties in Norfolk, but remembered the people there with considerable fondness. “They turned that city over57 to a group of young men who had traveled thousands of miles from home. They made us feel that it was our home. It got us into a couple of rows with authorities, but they understood that it was all in good spirit and never complained. The difficulties weren’t serious, but they would have meant demerits if the Naval authorities had heard of them. They never did.”

Having achieved the rank of seaman second class, Tracy was released from active duty on February 19, 1919, given a sixty-dollar discharge bonus, and sent home to Milwaukee. He later remembered going to work for his father, who was still with Sterling Truck at the time, and it is known that he drove in truck convoys before and probably after the war. “He was a handful58 when he was a teenager and a little bit older,” his cousin Jane said,

and that was when he was driving these caravans of trucks across the country … He came to Aberdeen the summer I was born, 1917. He said this on many occasions: “If it wasn’t for me she wouldn’t be alive.” Because my mother couldn’t feed me and [when] it was found that I couldn’t tolerate formula, I was sent to the wet nurse. My father had bought a Mitchell car in celebration [of my birth]—because we had all this money from the farms that later collapsed—but nobody could drive the car and he refused to learn. (Eventually, I guess, he figured my mother would learn to drive.) Somehow, they got ahold of Spencer and he came. Of course, he was the car driver and the truck driver in the family. Spencer would drive me to the wet nurse every four hours to be fed.

Neither Tracy nor Bill O’Brien would return to Marquette in the fall of 1919. O’Brien tried law school, but found football more engaging. Spence seemed perfectly happy ferrying trucks across the country, and could have done so indefinitely had his father not wanted a college degree for at least one of his boys. Carroll’s career had ended abruptly in 1917 when he dropped out of Dartmouth, but Spencer, who had excelled in radio school at Great Lakes, still had to get through high school before he could even think of college. He applied to Northwestern Military and Naval Academy with the intention of completing his senior year, and the fact that Dr. Henry H. Rogers, the school’s principal, was willing to take on such an indifferent student was a testament to the academy’s declining enrollment.

Spencer made the connection between Milwaukee and Springfield by rail, traveling on to the city of Lake Geneva via stage. The first look he got of Davidson Hall59, the neoclassical edifice which fronted the lake, was from the steamer that connected the city to the academy’s wooded grounds on the opposite shore.

The academic year began on the afternoon of September 24, 1919, as Dr. Rogers began the hellish task of gathering credits from the other schools Tracy had attended. The returns were not heartening. And Rogers was getting conflicting accounts of what exactly the plan was to be after high school. Spencer told him his father had left the “college question60” entirely up to him, while John told him he wanted Spencer to go to the University of Wisconsin “at least for the first year.” John, Carrie, and Carroll came for Thanksgiving dinner, but the topic of college was scrupulously avoided. The Christmas furlough was similarly harmonious. Still, Spencer’s grades, while not exemplary, were the best of his life, and after the first of the year, his father was encouraged to aim higher than Madison. He applied to Marquette for war credits to cover the semester left incomplete when his son enlisted in the navy, then wrote Colonel Royal Page Davidson, superintendent of the academy: “Assuming that Spencer61 applies himself diligently until June and then remains at Northwestern for the summer course, would he be able to establish enough credits to enter the Wharton course at Pennsylvania University?”

At the end of the 1919–20 school year, he had only ten credits toward the sixteen necessary for graduation. John pulled him out of Northwestern and brought him back to Milwaukee, where he arranged for him to do some work at St. Rose’s. What happened that summer is no longer a matter of record, but when Spencer entered Milwaukee’s West Division High School in September, scarcely three months later, he had acquired two additional credits. That fall, he began his senior year in English and Economics, took a Sales course, and excelled at Public Speaking.

By all accounts, Tracy emerged from Northwestern an adult, confident and disciplined. The academy’s geographical isolation and its twin emphases on personal responsibility and scholastic achievement hastened the maturing process. As with Bill O’Brien, he also responded to the influence of a close friend, in this case his roommate, a slender kid from Seattle named Ken Edgers. Two years younger than Spence, Kenny was a friendly sort, uncomplicated and funny, a good student whose interests and habits rubbed off on the more rough-hewn Tracy. The two went ice skating on the mirrorlike surface of the lake, played basketball, spent long hours in study hall. Kenny, a tenor, went out for glee club, while Spence played bass tuba in the school band. Neither was heavy enough for football, although Tracy managed some time in uniform as a substitute. John and Carrie met Ken for the first time when they came to campus on Thanksgiving and were so impressed they invited him to spend the Christmas holidays in Milwaukee.
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Northwestern Military and Naval Academy, 1919. (SUSIE TRACY)

Since Seattle was five long days away by train, Carrie told Kenny she would like to be his Wisconsin mother. John was equally impressed, convinced Ken was one of the reasons Spencer got such good grades at Northwestern. He wanted the two boys to continue into college together, but Spencer was, by Dr. Rogers’ reckoning, a full year and a half behind when Kenny graduated in June 1920. So the elder Tracy went looking for schools that would grant war credits, generously and immediately. “During the summer62,” Ken said, “Spence’s father wrote to my father suggesting a small college might be advantageous for our college education. It might, he felt, require us to pay more attention to the academic than to the extracurricular activities. He sent information about Ripon College. He felt that Spence would be more anxious to go if I did. So, after considerable investigation and correspondence, our fathers made arrangements for our entrance.”

Kenneth Barton Edgers entered Ripon in September 1920, and Tracy, with an allowance of nine quarter-hours for military service, followed in February 1921. Ripon wasn’t as small as Northwestern and lacked the dramatic lakeside setting, but it was similarly isolated, some ninety miles northwest of Milwaukee on the western edge of the Fox River Valley. The campus was dotted with intimate limestone residence halls, and Spence shared a room with Kenny (who gave him “a tremendous build-up”) on the third floor of West Hall—one of the buildings dating from the time of the school’s first commencement in 1867. He signed up for courses in English Language, History, and Zoology, declaring his major to be Medicine.

“The idea of doing something with my hands63 appealed to me,” he said, “and I think I might have gone into plastic surgery if something hadn’t happened to make me change my mind.”

fn1 Daisy Spencer (1873–1963) and Carrie Brown attended Evansville Seminary and were subsequently roommates at Milwaukee College (later Milwaukee-Downer).
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