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  by Pamela Deuel Johnson


  
    

  


  Thirty-six years have passed since the death of my brother Peter. Hero, champion, protector, and loving brother are only a few of the roles he played in my life. Peter was flawed, as we all are, but the true essence of him was evident in his acting. Perhaps that is one of the reasons he is remembered by so many today. Reckless yet compassionate, volatile but vulnerable. In certain areas insecure, yet resolute in his convictions. Irreverent, but steeped in and proud of traditions. Peter’s tender heart was often his Achilles’ heel.


  This book captures the real Peter with Paul Green’s honest and caring appraisal of Petey. Paul has become a good friend, and I trust what he has written. It is fact and not fantasy. Many who knew Peter well, including close friends, speak transparently about him and their loss when he died.
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  For many years following his death I convinced myself that, regardless of anything I and others would have done, Peter still would have killed himself. It was my way of living through the pain and horror of losing him. Working with Paul has helped me to realize that that night was a terrible mistake due to the influence of alcohol.


  We are all selfish beings, but Peter’s selfishness would never have intentionally left so many of us with wounded hearts. Especially if he had had any idea of how vast and far-reaching the effect of his death would have been.


  Peter was a beautiful man inside and out. His talent was enormous and would have catapulted him to the top. I would give the world to see Petey’s smile again, to know he is here, and to have him grow old together with our family and loved ones.


  PREFACE


  
    

  


  This book attempts to paint a realistic portrait of Peter Deuel based on firsthand accounts from people who knew him during his brief life, to shed the two-dimensional image created by publicists and the media, and to reclaim Peter Deuel the man, away from his on-screen persona.


  Peter Deuel was not an easy man to understand, and my task in writing this book was also far from easy. His tragic death only adds to his enigmatic quality, keeping him out of reach for many decades except for fan magazine articles and newspaper reports that were often a mixture of fact, fiction and studio hype.


  After much thought Peter Deuel changed his name to Pete Duel in the latter part of his career. However, he never officially changed his birth name by law.


  Let his family, close friends, girlfriends and working colleagues speak for him. Only they knew Pete with any intimacy. Their story is his story.


  INTRODUCTION


  
    

  


  Actors desire to make illusion become reality, to convince an audience the character they portray has a life beyond the written words they speak. The one-dimensional attempts to become three-dimensional. The good actor makes us care, makes us laugh or cry and experience anxiety, fear, happiness and love. We empathize with the fictional character to such a degree that we feel their emotions.


  Having a role as a recurring character on a weekly television series can be both a blessing and a curse to actors. They crave success and recognition but fear being typecast. They also fear the attachment of the public to a popular character will ruin their subsequent career. Many television actors achieve recognition and fame in one hit show and never work again with any degree of success. But there are exceptions. Buddy Ebsen went from playing Jed Clampett for nine years on The Beverly Hillbillies to seven years as the title private eye on Barnaby Jones. Michael Landon starred in Bonanza for fourteen years and then starred in Little House on the Prairie for another ten and Highway to Heaven for another five. But success can be short-lived for many actors. A familiar household name today may become a dimly remembered face in ten years’ time.


  Peter Deuel was part of the celebrity industry. The positive aspects of celebrity, including wealth, status and fame, have to be balanced against the downside, which include lack of privacy, overwork, stress, insecurity and fanatical fans, even stalkers. The relationship between the celebrity and his or her audience is carefully orchestrated by public relations professionals who create an image that the audience can connect with. This may or may not involve truth. Truth becomes a relative concept in the promotion of the image. Image becomes all important.


  While some celebrities thrive on their public image, many see it as disingenuous and increasingly alienating. Peter Deuel wanted an authenticity to his life that working on a weekly television show couldn’t give him. The fact he was becoming internationally known for playing a character in a light-hearted comedy Western frustrated his ambitions for serious and socially relevant rolesroles he was playing before Alias Smith and Jones came along.


  But to emphasize the pressure and frustration of working on Alias Smith and Jones as a decisive factor in his death is to trivialize the complexity of the man and to look for simple answers. There are no simple answers because Peter Deuel was not a simple man. It would be impossible to tell his story in simple terms. The chapters that follow make that abundantly clear.


  1


  ARRIVAL


  
    

  


  
    “...for life is holy and every moment is precious.”

    Jack Kerouac, On the Road (1957)

  


  Lillian Marcella Deuel held her newborn son in her arms. The firstborn was always considered a special child. Peter Ellstrom Deuel would prove that claim to be true. But the proud new mother had little idea how bittersweet that experience would prove to be. Her son’s natural talent and charisma would be part of a trade-off, and fate would tip the scales toward a darkness that would threaten to engulf the family. But as Lillian Deuel lay in bed in Genesee Hospital, Rochester, New York, her mind was only filled with the light of joy as she looked her son in the eyes for the first time and smiled.


  The Stockholm’s long voyage from Gothenburg in Sweden was almost over. Ripples of warm summer heat floated above the calm waters of the Hudson River as Jan Josef Ellström and elder brother Carl Fredrik anticipated their return to their adopted homeland. The date was August 26, 1919. Naturalized American citizens, the Ellströms had made their first journey to America years earlier from Köping, a municipality in Västmanland County, central Sweden. Situated on the western tip of Lake Mälaren, Köping received its charter on January 19, 1474. Starting life as a merchant city, Köping had become industrialized by the 19th century, with a major fire in 1889 destroying parts of the city. The Ellströms decided it was time to journey east to Stockholm and the Baltic Sea where they could begin their long journey to their new home and country, America. Settling into American life at 2027, 19th Street, and 1926, 19th Street, Altoona, Pennsylvania, they found employment in Altoona on the Pennsylvania Railroad, where Jan Josef worked as a blacksmith. Altoona, located in Blair County at the approach to the Horseshoe Curve, owed its existence to the railroad, with the route through the Allegheny Mountains giving the location of the Pennsylvania Railroad added importance during the Industrial Revolution.


  Jan Josef and Mary Augusta Johnson had given birth to a daughter, Lillian Marcella, on March 12, 1915, following their wedding at a Swedish Lutheran church in Altoona three years earlier. While Mary Johnson was a Swedish blue-eyed blond, her husband, coming from a line related to the Walloons from French speaking Belgium and Turkish ancestry, had dark brown eyes and hair, and a dark complexion to match.


  Lillian Ellstrom would later have younger sister Naomi and brother Theodore for company. Mary Johnson, an even-tempered woman with a gentle nature, maintained a strong Christian household, raising her children as Swedish Lutherans. The young Lillian proved to be strong-willed and very directed, exhibiting a firstborn’s leadership qualities. Academically bright, she skipped two grades in school.


  The Deuels had originally traveled to America from France after being driven from their homeland by King Louis XIV (16431715) in a purge of Protestant groups during the latter half of the 17th century. The French Hugenots later became Quakers in America.
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  Ellström family home, Köping, Sweden (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Ellsworth Shaut Deuel, the eldest of three children and brother to younger sisters Catherine and Constance, was a third generation doctor, born August 5, 1914, in Perryville, New York, where his father and uncle M. (Melvin) Edgerton had been doctors, and his grandfather practiced as a general practitioner.


  “My great grandfather was a country doctor before there were automobiles,” recalled Pamela Deuel. “He was so dedicated to his practice that when he heard that someone was ill, he saddled his horse, even though the weather was stormy, to tend them. As he dismounted, the horse fell on him and he sustained a permanent injury.”
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  Joseph J. Ellstrom (Jan Josef) and Mary Ellstrom with daughter Lillian, Altoona, Pennsylvania, 1918 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Ellsworth Deuel and Lillian Ellstrom first met in New York City. Lillian was in training to become a nurse at Flower & Fifth Avenue Hospital, which was affiliated with New York Medical Collegewhere Ellsworth Deuel was studying medicine. Lillian’s dark brown hair and dark complexion, together with a cute 5'1" figure, attracted the young Ellsworth. At 5'10", Ellsworth was considerably taller than Lillian, but his brown eyes, dark brown wavy hair and small mustache struck a chord with her in return, and they started dating.
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  Lillian Ellstrom on the grounds of Flower & Fifth Avenue Hospital (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  “My parents’ first date was on St. Patrick’s Day, 1936,” recalled Pamela, “A Sadie Hawkins dance where the girl asks the boy out. The dance on the top floor of the hospital started at 9 P.M. They were both on late shifts, which they didn’t complete until 11 P.M. Their date didn’t start until after 11 P.M. According to my mother they went to the dance and it was pretty much exclusive after that. She was attracted to his quiet and serious nature.


  “Mother went to nursing school when she was 17. When she graduated, Mom went to work to support our father in that last year of his medical school.”
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  Ellsworth Deuel, 1947 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Their marriage on November 24, 1938, took place in New York City, attended by a best man and maid of honor, a fellow doctor and nurse.


  “After the marriage ceremony my parents had no money for a reception but went straight from the church back to their apartment that they would now be sharing,” continued Pamela. “In those days even modest places had doormen. My father had given his doorman five dollars and said, ‘When we get back from the wedding would you have some cheese and crackers and wine waiting for us.’ When Mother and Dad unlocked the door this gentleman doorman greeted them with, ‘Good evening Dr. and Mrs. Deuel.’ My mother told me that when she heard someone call her Mrs. Deuel for the first time it was so exciting and romantic.”


  After graduation Ellsworth Deuel and his younger sister Catherine worked for Deuel’s father, Jacob Bettinger Deuel. Born 1887 in Pique, Ohio, Jacob became a pioneer in the development of radiology in the Rochester area, and worked as a radiologist for Kodak as well as running his own practice.


  Ellsworth and Lillian Deuel relocated from New York and lived with Ellsworth Deuel’s parents in the small town of Penfield, New York, on Five Mile Line Road, also referred to as South Road. The property would be affectionately named Lazy Lands by the elder Deuels.


  “My father had started practicing medicine and my mother was pregnant. As far as I know they lived there for financial reasons,” commented Pamela.


  “The large old house had a parlor, swinging doors going in to the dining room, and a big wraparound porch. It was quite a grand place at the time, with three acres of sweeping lawn in the back. My grandparents called it Lazy Lands because they saw it as their haven. Grandfather (named ‘Boppa’ by Peter) loved working around in the back garden. He even had a kennel raising collies. I was only six when he died but I recall him being quite a dapper gentleman and a lovely man.”


  Located in Monroe County, Penfield was named after Daniel Penfield, who, after buying up land in 1795, was given clear title to the township of 25,000 acres in 1803. The 1880s saw an influx of immigrants from Germany and Switzerland. Early industries, including distilling, milling, soap, potash and paper production, were supplemented by quarrying and nurseries by the 1930s and 1940s.
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  Ellsworth Deuel with his mother and father, Norma and Jacob Deuel, Little Hawk Lake, summer 1949 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Nestled among roaming fields and forests, Penfield was a good place to raise children, with summer evenings spent lazing on porches or listening to the radio.


  Born Saturday, February 24, 1940, at Genesee Hospital, Rochester, Peter Ellstrom Deuel spent his early years at Five Mile Line Road, living with his parents and grandparents, before moving in 1942 to Lockport, New York, where his father was offered employment at Harrison Radiator Corporation, a division of General Motors. In 1942 GM converted its entire production into providing vehicles for the Allied war effort, including airplane engines and parts, trucks, tanks, guns and shells. Ellsworth worked as the plant doctor after failing his medical when trying to enlist, and Lillian worked for the American Red Cross. It was during this period that Geoffrey Jacob Deuel was born, followed 17 months later by Pamela Jane Deuel.


  “When I was only 2 months old we moved back to Penfield. My parents had bought their own home at the other end of Five Mile Line Road, across from the school,” recalled Pamela.


  Following their return to Penfield in 1944, and a short stay on the Five Mile Line property, 1790 Penfield Road became the permanent home for the Deuel family in 1947. The large, sprawling house was over 100 years old when the Deuels moved in and consisted of a three-door manual garage, living room, dining room, kitchen, laundry room, powder room and six upstairs rooms, later converted into bedrooms for the children and a sewing room for Lillian.
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  Lillian Deuel and baby Peter, summer 1940 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Dr. Deuel’s professional duties often cut into the free time he could spend with his family. Being the only doctor in Penfield, pleasantries over the dinner table were often followed by time spent with his patients in his evening office hours.
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  Peter Deuel, Altoona, Pennsylvania, June 1944 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  “When my parents bought the house on Penfield Road they converted half of the downstairs for his medical office,” said Pamela. “When seeing patients he didn’t wear the typical white coats. He always wore a dress shirt and tie. It was an advantage in some ways to have him at home. Each day we’d always go into Dad’s office and say hello after school, but for three active children we knew we couldn’t get away with anything with Dad always there.”


  Vacationing in central Ontario with his family at his parent’s cottage, 150 miles northeast of Toronto on Little Hawk Lake, prompted Peter Deuel’s enjoyment of nature at an early age. That strong interest would stay with Deuel throughout his life and be a source of both future pleasure and discontent. Time spent in the woods was the motivation, not hunting. Although their father owned a rifle, it remained in the closet of his bedroom as protection against intruders, and was never used for hunting.


  “The piece of property we owned in Penfield originally had four acres,” recalled Pamela. “There was a woods behind our house. It was beautiful. And behind the woods and down the hill was a little creek. If you went up the hill you came to a very small residential street called Liberty Street. I remember Dad went out in the woods with the boys building forts.”


  The woods behind the family home would also serve as a venue for the young Deuel and his friends to get into mischief.


  “Peter had an ability to make things swing his way. I adored him from the time I knew who he was and wanted to follow him around. He was really kind to me even though there were times when I’m sure he didn’t want me around because I was a pesky younger sister.
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  Oakview Lodge, Little Hawk Lake, Ontario, Canada (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  “One time I was wandering around in the back yard and went out in the woods because I heard Pete and some kids talking. My brothers and their friends dug a six or seven foot trench in the ground and covered it with branches and pine bows. They thought it was pretty cool. It was their fort. To a little child it seemed massive. You could hide down there and play. And there by the fort were Peter and his buddies smoking cigars. I was eight or nine and was aghast when I saw them smoking smelly cigars.


  “I said, ‘I’m going to tell Mom and Dad. You’re gonna get it.’ As I turned to run, Petey said, ‘Pammy, come over here a minute. Just sit down and talk with us. Why don’t you just have one puff on this?’ ‘No, I’m not going to have any of this stinky thing,’ I replied. ‘C’mon. Just one,’ insisted Peter. Sure enough, I was stupid enough to have one puff. I coughed and coughed. And as I got up Pete said, ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘I’m going to tell Mommy and Daddy,’ I replied. ‘Oh, you’re going to tell them that you had some too?’ responded Peter. That’s how smart he was,” concluded Pamela.


  A modest log cabin, complete with stone fireplace, situated in the right rear of the back yard, provided a place of seclusion for the young Deuela den for private thoughts and plans, where he could ponder his future and where it might lead him. When the young Deuel wasn’t deep in his own thoughts he would join in family gatherings and parties in the cabin.


  “The log cabin was by the corral and pasture where we kept our horse ‘Babe,’” recollected Pamela. “We started out with a pony that got very mean and nasty, so Dad got rid of that quickly and bought a brown and white paint horse we named Babe. He was a gelding and a good-sized horse. When we first got Babe I was fearless. I rode bareback and loved him. Geoffrey used to throw rocks at the horse’s rear end, and he bucked me off twice. I became quite skittish with the horse after that, and it became Geoff’s horse. The boys loved to pretend to be cowboys. They were both excellent bareback riders and rode Western, even though we had a beautiful English saddle from World War One that had belonged to grandfather Deuel.”


  Peter and Geoffrey Deuel would get to play real cowboys when Babe escaped from his electric-fenced corral and head toward Penfield High school.


  “Babe could be fairly aggressive,” recalled Pamela. “The boys would get called out of class because Dad or mother had called the school and told them Babe was heading in their direction. Because it was a small town and there wasn’t horrible traffic he would be okay. Sometimes he’d go running across the road in front of a car, but he was determined to have his own way.


  “I remember Babe running across the front lawn of the school. Of course the kids thought it was absolutely wonderful. They’d say, ‘Oh, there goes the Deuels’ horse.’ The boys would round him up and take him home and place him in the barn stall near the corral.”


  Pets were a regular fixture in the Deuel household, with dogs and cats especially loved by the children.


  “The first dogs that I remember as a young child were a black and white collie called Sagebaby and a beautiful copper colored mixed breed medium sized dog called Candy. Even though your parents buy a dog for the entire family it generally becomes one of the kids’ dogs. Candy became Peter’s dog. It followed him everywhere and even slept on his bed. He was so attached to him. Not that we all didn’t love that dog, but Candy somehow belonged to Peter.


  “Our first cat was a beautiful Siamese. My mother named it Anna after Anna and the King of Siam. We had it for years, and it was followed by another Siamese cat named Jakeafter our grandfather,” reminisced Pamela.
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  Pamela, Geoffrey and Peter, 1947 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Deuel also found pleasure in listening to the classical music records provided by the record club their mother and father were members of. Composers such as Mozart, Beethoven, Debussy, Liszt and Chopin provided Deuel with an appreciation of music that transcended the popular music of the day and nurtured in him a sensitivity to quality that came to the fore in later life.


  “We were exposed to every kind of music,” said Pamela. “Classical and jazz. When Elvis and Buddy Holly and American rock ’n’ roll emerged our folks were great. They weren’t stuffy about that. They loved early rock ’n’ roll.


  “We all took music lessons. Peter and Geoffrey had to take piano lessons for a little while but they didn’t last too long. I took piano longer than any of them. Geoffrey continued with the trumpet. Peter took a tremendous liking to drums and set up a drum kit in the living room of our home. You can imagine the noise he made. All three of us sang through school in choruses. My parents had beautiful voices and we inherited that ability.”


  Favorite reading material for the young Peter Deuel included the classics Treasure Island, Ivanhoe, Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer. The Hardy Boys series of books also fascinated him.


  Peter Deuel’s education started at the tender age of four-and-a-half in 1944. He entered Junior High in 1952 and graduated High School in 1957.
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  The cabin, January 1949 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  “My mother always said if she had the chance to do it over again she wouldn’t have started Peter so young,” commented Pamela. “The Central School was one big brick building on Five Mile Line Road. Almost across the road from our first little house. All the grades were there. When I was in 6th grade they built a few elementary schools scattered around the area and the old original school was just junior and senior high school. That’s where Peter graduated from.”


  Deuel’s entry into Junior High in 1952 coincided with new beginnings for the Deuel family, with the addition of a new family member. A small upstairs bedroom had been transformed into a nursery, and everyone in the household was excited at the prospect of a new baby in the family.
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  Young Peter Deuel with mother, father and Sagebaby, March 1943 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  On September 12, 1952, at 4 P.M., a baby girl was born to Lillian at Genesee Hospital, Rochester, New York.


  Pamela Deuel recalled, “I remember the next morning I woke up so happy. It was very early on a Saturday morning. I went out and got my bicycle and started riding up the sidewalk. My father called to me and I thought I was in trouble because I’d left without eating my breakfast. Dad was a stickler for eating a full breakfast and I often attempted to get away with not eating. I went back in and I saw that he had been crying. We had a screened-in porch at the side of the house and Dad sat me on his lap and just started to sob. He told me that our little baby had died.”


  The baby girl, named Jennifer, had passed away at 8 A.M. on September 13. Underdeveloped lungs had caused her premature death.


  “It impacted us children,” concluded Pamela. “I was eight years old. I remember crying and crying for hours. Then Dad said to me, ‘I have to go into the hospital to see Mommy. Why don’t you ride with me?’ Pete and Geoff were probably still asleep. I don’t recall seeing them.


  “I rode with my father in his 1952 red Pontiac Convertible. He parked in the parking lot where we could see Mom’s room. He went off to spend time with her and I waited for him in the car. I was sitting there sobbing. Though only eight years old I knew our baby was gone. I looked up and saw my Mom waving at me from the open window on the third floor. She, too, was crying and said, ‘I love you.’ Her heart was broken, yet she was concerned about me.


  “It was an awful time for the family. We were such a mess. It was going to be such an exciting time because we were going to have a new baby. My mother went through a severe depression over that and it took a while before we could dismantle the nursery. Jennifer was never buried because in those days the hospital took care of the baby. It sounds very cold and unfeeling today. I named my daughter after baby Jennifer.”
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  Peter Deuel, 1945 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Despite their tragic loss life had to go on, and Christmas of 1952 brought a pleasant surprise for the young Deuelsa combined television, radio and 45 r.p.m. and 78 r.p.m. record player in one large RCA Victor console. I Love Lucy, Jackie Gleason and Milton Berle became early favorites, along with the popular TV Western stars of the day, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry and The Lone Ranger.


  Peter Deuel continued to progress through school. Jim Ludwig, a friend of Peter’s from Penfield High, commented, “Peter was a year ahead of me at Penfield High School.... In short, he was a ‘cut up’ and had an undue influence. This caused commotion in some classes and caused one substitute teacher, in French, to vow never to return to Penfield because of the things Peter and I did, interrupting the classall in good fun, of course. One vivid memory was ‘storming’ into her class with the French flag and parading down the aisles singing the French national anthem. I believe she quit after that incident.


  “I recall a dynamic and brilliant radio address Peter gave at an assembly when the Junior Town Meeting of the Air came to Penfield High. Another time, in gym class, I remember Peter jumping so high to catch a basketball with such physical grace and beauty. He had such ‘charisma’ that everyone knew he would be famous as an actor. Pete had qualities of both good and aspects of being a ‘devil’ too. He had an ego, but was not egocentric and self-centered, in my opinion.”
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  Peter’s Christmas surprise, 1952 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Pamela recalled an infamous Halloween prank concocted by her brother at Penfield High. Mischief Night, on the eve of Halloween, was a traditional time for kids to play harmless pranks, such as throwing toilet paper over telephone wires and over the roads. Peter Deuel’s ambitions went a little further.


  “Peter was mischievous and sometimes went a little too far and got himself in big trouble. The principal warned Peter and classmate John Klinkert this one time. They were put on notice that they’d be watched and warned not to do anything stupid for Halloween pranks. Peter and John were about to graduate, so they were a little bored and just goofing around. I knew they were up to something, but I was considerably younger and they didn’t tell me many things because I might go to my parents and tell them.


  “This is the way it went down, according to Peter. He and John Klinkert got several of their buddies, ones that would be easily influenced by them, to go to all the school buses in the big parking lot. Once there they took every one of the rotors from the engines out and dumped them down the sewer. At that time we had about 25 school buses.


  “Peter and John were up at the Four Corners at a store named McGowan’s. It was owned by a man we called Grandpa Jim and his son Uncle Guy. They weren’t related, but they were close. The store sold magazines and some gum, and had a soda fountain where you could get a Cherry Coke and chocolate cream sodas. Peter and John sat there from about 8 P.M. on Halloween night until it closed, and went home in order to have an alibi.


  “Next morning when the drivers got on their buses they wouldn’t start. We missed a whole day of school. You can imagine how the school system was so furious. And they couldn’t prove that Peter and John did it. Can you imagine the expense? These kids would be prosecuted today for doing something like that. Peter wasn’t a real bad boy. He gave his all to school activities he was involved in.”
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  Peter and Geoffrey, spring 1950 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  In 10th grade, a 14-year-old Peter Deuel made his first journey across country to Sausalito, California, to visit his best friend, Christopher Clark. Financed by his mother and father and his own earnings picking beans for 60 cents an hour at Morts Farm, Deuel traveled by Greyhound to the West Coast. His first experience of California had widened his vision for future possibilities and sharpened his fashion sense. Prior to his journey to California Peter Deuel had favored the preppie look, but the new, trendy pegged pants fashion presented problems for his mother.


  “Mom would peg them because she was good at sewing. This was when it had caught on with Geoff as well,” said Pamela. “They would take a ruler and would not wear them wider than a certain width. Mom would narrow them as requested. They would take the waist band of the Levi’s and turn over the front part slightly. Sometimes they would wear what we called in Rochester ‘Engineer Boots.’ Quirky black leather ugly boots with a strap on them.”


  Peter Deuel’s forthright manner often resulted in conflict with his father. Both had strong personalities and could be opinionated at times.


  “My father and Peter were very often at odds,” observed Pamela. “They loved each other deeply. The men in my family greeted each other with a hug and a kiss. There was never any embarrassment about that. They were very affectionate with each other, but on the turn of a dime Pete and Dad could be very volatile. Many times it would accelerate into yelling and screaming. After, they would be so sad, and I can still see them hugging and making up. We all spent lots of time trying to figure out how we could please Dad more.”


  Lillian Deuel was a bright woman who wore jeans and t-shirts around the home during a time when dresses and high heels were the fashion. The parents decided to join the First Baptist Church of Penfield. Ellsworth came from a Unitarian background and was raised a Methodist. He attended the Baptist church out of a sense of duty to his wife and family rather than out of any strong faith. Ellsworth believed faith was best exhibited through works and serving the community.


  “My mother and Peter had a very loving relationship. Peter was closer to my mother because my father was hard to be close too. But she could get exasperated with Peter too. He paid so much attention to her. She was such a slight lady at 110 pounds that Peter would just pick her up and swing her around. I do not remember them at odds with each other often. Peter and Geoffrey would kid her sometimes and mouth off. Mother started off by taking a yardstick and whacking them on the back, and the yardstick would break every time. She also kept a crock of wooden spoons by the stove, and she’d pick up one of those and give them a whack. They’d laugh at her to make it worse. Those were funny scenes. The more they laughed the madder she got.”


  Lillian Deuel was an accomplished seamstress, a fact that delighted her young daughter.


  “I had the most amazing clothes because Mom would make these wonderful formal dresses which she and I designed,” commented Pamela. “She went to the tailoring class and made a camel’s hair sport coat and a pair of houndstooth checked wool slacks for my Dad. She sewed, she knit, she sang, she played piano. I think in retrospect that my father held her back. Not consciously, because she made a choice to stay at home. She had been a nurse to my father when he first started his practice, but later on she became a housewife and two ladies worked as nurses. Mother would fill in when they were on vacation or sick.


  “She seemed ahead of her times in many ways. My father said she should have had the opportunity to do more because she had this amazing capacity to excel in just about any area. I think she did get bored. She was a very fair mother but she could get exasperated and she could put up with a bunch of nonsense, but she was also extremely gentle and loving.”


  Describing the relationship between Peter and Geoffrey, Pamela said, “Geoff and Peter were competitive. Geoffrey was academically brilliant and aced everything. Peter and I got good grades but we had to work a little harder at it. Peter did take the role of big brother seriously, and although he would gang up on us and tease us sometimes, he was a good big brother. Geoff wasn’t as good to me because we were only 17 months apart. Peter was old enough to think, ‘I’m the older brother. I need to take care of my younger sister.’”


  In sophomore and junior year, Deuel was involved in J.V. soccer and W.H.E.C. Town Meeting of the Air (junior year). He also belonged to the National Honor Society, the Advisory Council, was a R.A.U.N. delegate, a member of the Student Council during junior and senior years, a member of the National Thespians, literary editor of the Penfield High Yearbook and vice-president of the chorus in his senior year. The class prophecy predicted that Deuel “would become a brilliant lawyer-president of the international bar association.”
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  Geoffrey, Pamela and Peter, Christmas 1949 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Making his acting debut as the Easter Bunny in second grade, Deuel graduated to the Ugly Duckling in junior high before joining the high school’s National Thespians Society, spending three yearsfrom sophomore through senioras a member. He knew he had talent ever since being accepted into the Penfield Central School Dramatics Club inner circle. The National Thespian Society demanded quality performers and set high criteria for membership.


  “You became a member of that, the Thespian Society, if you performed in school and showed promise,” remarked Pamela. “We had two major productions a year, one in the fall and one in the spring. One was always a musical. Peter, Geoffrey and I all acted in the Thespian Society musicals and could sing, so it presented no problems.


  “One of Peter’s earliest major performances was in 10th Grade when he was 15 years old. He played the hunter in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. The hunter was conflicted about killing Snow White and taking her heart back to the Witch. The part was a good match for Peter’s intense personality and a great showcase for highlighting his acting talents. The kids in elementary school got the part of the Seven Dwarfs. Geoffrey played Grumpy and I was assigned Happy.”


  “We were in plays at high school together,” recalled Jim Ludwig, “and I have fond memories of rehearsals and attempts to get our lines memorized. Just thinking back, Pete was so warm, understanding and genuinely concerned if you ever had a problem, and a true friend. At his Senior class assembly for our Junior class, he conferred his title of ‘class clown’ to me. I remember ‘campaign’ speeches we gave together at an assembly during student elections.”


  Fellow Thespian Society member Matthew Fassett recalled his time at Penfield High: “Pete and Geoff Deuel were among the most talented actors in the school. They had fine powers of recall, and always knew their lines with near perfection. They were frequently chosen for leading roles in high school plays and were very popular with all of us. I was between them at Penfield High, so I didn’t have much contact with either of them apart from the Thespian Club.”


  Deuel was kept busy editing the Penfield High yearbook or campaigning for student election. He may not have been a model student and he may have voiced a dislike for studying, but he was no idler.


  “We were both involved in the Boy Scouts of America,” said Jim Ludwig. “I remember, with surprise, seeing him at the Scout camp, located in New York’s beautiful Adirondack Mountains, a few days after his high school graduation, with a troop of senior scout leaders. I was there on the camp staff and we had a good visit. Pete was always willing to help others.”
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  Peter Deuel stringing a bow for archery at Massawepie Scout Camp near Tupper Lake, New York, 1958, as two unidentified observers watch. From the 1958 joint capital campaign brochure for the Rochester, N.Y., area Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts (courtesy Otetiana Council Historical Society, Boy Scouts of America).



  Deuel spent a few weeks of each summer between the ages of 11 and 15 at the Boy Scout summer camp at Massawepie, located between Cranberry Lake and Tupper Lake in Monroe County, followed by service as a summer camp counselor for the Otetiana Council.


  “If you are selected to be a counselor on the camp staff you have exhibited some leadership skill,” described Pamela Deuel’s husband, Richard P. Johnson, a long-time Scouter. “They don’t let anybody on the staff because you’re teaching and training young impressionable kids either a Scout craft or camp craft for a merit badge.


  “Peter was the Summer Camp Archery counselor at the Massawepie Scout Reservation. The boys from the troops would come under instructional supervision and shoot at targets on the archery range. But first they would be taught about the dynamics of the bow, including the pull weight and distance and arrow. They would have fun shooting at bullseyes or cardboard animal targets, such as a bird or a groundhog or a wild turkey.”


  Pamela Deuel, commenting on the protective nature of her brother, said, “It was Halloween and Geoff and I were still very young. Pete was just at that age in our very innocent, safe little town where he could go out trick or treating with his friends. This time our mother and father told Peter to take us out after dark, trick or treating in the neighborhood. We went to a few houses close to the village with our brown bags of candy. Two or three bullies came up to us and said they wanted our candy.


  “Peter shouted angrily, ‘Just leave them alone. Get out of here.’ The bullies went to grab our bags and Peter started fighting them. Geoff and I stood there scared and rooted to the spot because they were beating Peter up. Peter turned and yelled to us, ‘Run! Go home. Go home.’ He was afraid we were going to get beaten up. They beat Peter up pretty badly. But it just showed Peter was protective and kind. I always knew he would take care of me.”
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  Peter Deuel and his dog, Candy, 1956 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Deuel’s protective attitude toward sister Pamela extended to the junior-senior high school dances.


  “In 7th grade I went through a chubby stage and was just as round as I was tall,” recalled Pamela. “I was feeling very self-conscious, but Peter put me at ease when he walked over to me and said, ‘C’mon, let’s dance.’ Peter flipped me up in the air and between his legs. We used to jitterbug at home so I was used to dancing with him. I remember thinking I was so fat and ugly but my brother still thinks I’m great. That showed his character and what a kind guy he was. A lot of older brothers would have told you to go home and stop embarrassing them.”


  Deuel experienced his first bittersweet taste of love as a senior in 1956. Deuel found in Melissa Boomer an attractive girl who was top of her class. But an ongoing long-distance relationship with a boyfriend in her home state of Indiana meant she had to choose. Peter Deuel found himself rejected for the first time.


  As Deuel entered his teenage years, an increasing sense of independence resulted in a certain recklessness. Mixed with the immaturity of youth, Deuel’s actions would lead to serious consequences for his long-term future.


  2


  RECKLESS REBEL


  
    

  


  
    “I have always thought the actions of men the best interpreters of their thoughts.”

    Jon Locke (16321704)

  


  A prankster full of dynamism and charisma, Peter Deuel’s teenage desire for new experiences often resulted in trouble. Pamela Deuel noted, “When my parents were away the boys would raise havoc. Peter started drinking very young. He got away with an awful lot because he lived in a small town and my father was the doctor. If Peter or Geoff were about to get busted the Monroe County sheriff would call Dad and tell him to come over and get them rather than take them to the sheriff’s station. In retrospect Dad said he didn’t do us any favors. He should have put their asses in jail. Peter knew he could get away with a lot. He wasn’t as belligerent as Geoff because Peter had a charm about him.”


  Deuel needed direction if his talents weren’t to be dissipated into a plethora of diverse paths. And he needed to quell his demons to ensure the path he chose was the correct one. Unfortunately, the path presented to him failed to ignite any passion.


  Founded in 1856, St. Lawrence was a co-educational university situated in Canton, New York, between the Adirondack Mountains and the St. Lawrence River Valley. The university offered little interest for Deuel, who felt it would strangle his individuality and creative spirit. Peter Deuel was a troubled teenager lacking motivation as he enrolled at St. Lawrence University in 1957.


  Donald Fanning first met Deuel at St. Lawrence, studying the same Liberal Arts course. “We were both in the class of ’61,” commented Fanning. “Peter intended to go into acting right from the start. Studying at St. Lawrence was not the direction he wanted to go, but it was convenient, being close to Penfield. Having little interest in studying, apart from the English class where he loved to read King Lear and other Shakespearean plays, Peter decided to rebel. He was always outspoken and at odds with the current thinking of the time. St. Lawrence was one of those colleges that insisted you had to put away any indication of your previous life at high school. You had to move on and become an adult and not wear any of your old high school clothes. The first thing Peter did was to wear his Hot Rod Club ‘Stick Twisters’ jacket all the time. The jacket had a logo of a transmission with a twisted gear stick. Peter loved defying authority.”


  Fellow student and close friend Jack Jobes, echoing Fanning’s comment, stated, “Peter and I were different from the usual crowd. I played the system more than Peter did. I kept to the dress code. He took a lot of heat in his Freshman year for his ‘Stick Twisters’ jacket. At St. Lawrence the two of us used to raise all kinds of trouble. We were both on Lee Hall at St. Lawrence. They were all single rooms, and I was one room apart from Peter. The ‘L Club’ would raid our dorm. It was constant. Peter and myself would just laugh hysterically as they chased us down the halls. They would haze the Freshmen by making us wear beanies and signs.”
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  Peter Deuel and Christopher Clark at Little Hawk Lake, September 1957 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Fanning continued, “Peter was in a fraternity. He and I and Jack Jobes joined Phi Sigma Kappa. In those days fraternity life was very important on campus. College students in the late 50’s were not aware of anything outside of their particular life. It was just frat parties and drinking. In the Eisenhower years we didn’t care about anything worldwide. It was very insulated. Nobody cared about anything political.”


  “I had spent four years at prep school,” said Jobes. “Most prep students for the first two years at college sleep through the lessons because you are using the same books you used in prep school. But students from high schools have got their noses in the books because everything is new to them. Meanwhile, the prep students get together and go downtown drinking. There’s a dividing line. Peter got in with us because he was a rebel.”


  In the biting cold winter of 1958, Deuel plunged headfirst through a car windshield. Recalling the accident, Pamela said, “He had that accident during his Freshman year in college. He let someone else drive my parent’s station wagon. Two cars hit each other head on. They didn’t have seat belts in those days and Peter’s head went through the windshield. He had a very serious gash on his head and almost bit off his tongue. It was horrible. They also did surgery on his face because he had a deep laceration on his cheek which required a couple of surgeries. As the years went on you could barely see any scarring. Fortunately the tongue healed and didn’t affect his speech.”


  Deuel would spend four long, inactive weeks in hospital recovering from a broken pelvis, followed by forced bed rest in a hospital bed in his parent’s living room. His injuries had placed his own upstairs bedroom out of bounds, but he had no shortage of company, as friends visited him every day to check on his recovery. Eight weeks on crutches made him realize he couldn’t be so foolhardy again. But a young person’s memory is short, and lessons are hard to learn the first time around.


  Recalling her brother’s reckless streak, Pamela remarked, “I was a senior in high school and we had Dad’s car. We drove through an area called ‘Panorama Trail.’ Peter started going too fast. It was the only time I recall that he didn’t care how I felt. I tend to be very cautious, and I was scared and begged him to stop or let me out of the car. He wouldn’t listen. He hadn’t been drinking. It was just this reckless part of his personality. It was awful because we went entirely too fast for this winding road.”


  Returning to St. Lawrence for his Sophomore year, Deuel met newcomer Connie Meng.


  “I sat next to Peter in English classes,” recalled Connie. “Peter and I were very similar in temperament and we became very close friends, but it wasn’t a romantic relationship. St. Lawrence isn’t very big on the arts, and there were five of us that eventually went into professional theater. I was one of the guys. It was our own Rat Pack. Peter, Don Fanning and I studied together, although we didn’t end up doing much actual studying. We had a wonderful time.


  “There was no specific dramatic class, but Peter featured in two plays, A View from the Bridge by Arthur Miller and The Rose Tattoo by Tennessee Williams. We had a one-woman drama department at St. Lawrence. Marguerite Holmes built the sets, directed the plays and taught the acting class.”


  Deuel found himself at odds with the Dean of Men throughout his stay at St. Lawrence and left after only two years of his four-year course.


  “Peter was asked to leave St. Lawrence. He was constantly ending up in the Dean’s office because he was bored to tears,” declared Pamela Deuel. “According to my parents, the letter from the Dean of Men suggested strongly that he leave St. Lawrence and go seek what he really wanted. I know Dad also had that feeling about Peter, and maybe he suggested he leave before the letter came.”


  David McHugh recalled, “He got thrown out of college after punching the Dean. He was on a panty raid, climbing down the drainpipe of the girls’ dorm. The Dean had been called and he tapped Peter when he jumped off the drainpipe. Peter didn’t even turn around; he just swung around and knocked the guy out. Unfortunately, it happened to be the Dean. That was the end of St. Lawrence University for Peter.”


  Jack Jobes, describing the same event, recalled, “Somebody shouted, ‘The Green Dean is coming!’ Peter took a swing at the Dean and starting running with his head down and ran straight into an oak tree. The ‘Green Dean,’ as we called him, was only 26 years old. He wrote a letter to Peter describing how he was ‘persona non gratis’ on campus and never welcome back again. Peter left after our Sophomore year.”


  “Pete had a long-running feud with authority figures of any kind,” commented Connie Meng. “He had a manic streak, but we all had some of that. We were all rebels at St. Lawrence. Don Fanning was quiet but impish. He had a sense of stability that we all lacked at the time.”


  Close friend C. Davey Utter recalled, “Peter came back to St. Lawrence for revenge for kicking him out. One of the pranks he pulled was rolling an empty beer can the length of the chapel under the pews during a choral concert.”


  “Peter never had plans to go into medicine,” commented Pamela. “He made it clear to my father and mother that he wasn’t interested. I was the one who grew up wanting to be the doctor. My father talked me out of it because he thought I wouldn’t be treated fairly as a woman. To this day I wonder how different my life would have been.”


  In 1960 Deuel set up base camp at the 63rd Street Y.M.C.A. in New York City and proceeded to learn his craft. The American Theatre Wing had been established in 1939 by a group of theatrical women, including the playwright Rachel Crothers.


  “Peter investigated all the available options, applied for the Theatre Wing and was accepted,” declared Don Fanning.


  “Acting, voice production, fencing and text study were among the courses at the Theatre Wing,” commented Connie Meng. “Helen Menken was in charge. Gene Feist, who was later instrumental in founding the Roundabout Theatre Company, was the acting teacher. The fencing teacher was the actor Raymond St. Jacques. I was all set to go to graduate school and be an English professor, but Peter suggested I speak to the people at the Theatre Wing. It was due to Peter that I ended up in professional theater. Peter was gone by the time I started.”


  David McHugh recalled, “Peter swabbed the floors in the Y.M.C.A. in New York. He made a deal with the management that he would clean the toilets and hallways in return for lodging, as he had no money at the time. He rarely spoke about the Theatre Wing. He studied there so he could say he had some training.”


  “The first time I met Peter I went up to his room in the Y.M.C.A., and his roommate was having his hair bleached,” described C. Davey Utter. “He was going underground from the IRS. He was a big band singer and had worked with the likes of Benny Goodman, but he was in arrears with the IRS.”


  It was during his stay at the Y.M.C.A. that Deuel experienced what would prove to be a source of anxiety in his future life and career. His roommate witnessed Deuel undergoing a grand mal seizure.


  “That’s when Peter called mother and Dad and said, ‘Something’s wrong,’” recalled Pamela. “That fear that he could have a seizure at any time and how to handle it, and the fact he didn’t want anyone to know, preyed on his mind. We weren’t going to tell anybody about this. Mother and Dad said that Peter never had a seizure until after the car accident in Penfield, and that often a head trauma will cause epilepsy. Peter hadn’t had seizures from birth, only after the accident.”


  During his time in New York Deuel dated Pat Carroll. Four years younger than Deuel, the 17-year-old Carroll was one of Pamela Deuel’s best friends.


  “It was serious for a little while,” described Pamela. “They dated for almost a year. I was delighted because I’d introduced her to him. But I became jealous because he took her away from me because Peter and Pat didn’t pay any attention to me when they were together.”


  Deuel enjoyed an active social life in New York with a group of friends that included Don Fanning, C. Davey Utter, Jack Jobes and Connie Meng.


  “The street was our theater in New York,” described Utter. “We would go out and spot guys who were obviously out of town and walk by them and say, ‘Want girls?’ and continue walking. We’d have guys following us through the city all night long.


  “We’d often go out for an evening and acquire a couple. Peter would push people to the absolute brink of violence and then he would hit them with his smile and turn on those dimples and they would fall in love with him. It was always good-natured.


  “Our friend Connie had some drag queen dancer friends, and we were in a drag club this night. There was a cute little queen. Just my type, had he been a girl. Peter leaned over and whispered in my ear. ‘Just remember pal, in the morning it has a beard.’ That brought me back to earth.


  “He was always pulling stunts on New Year’s Eve. One time he arranged a big New Year’s Eve party at the apartment he had moved to in Brooklyn. 150 people showed up expecting to see Peter. Peter called at midnight from Penfield to find out if everyone was having a good time.”


  “One Christmas in New York, Fanning, Jobes and I had a parade down a snow filled Park Avenue banging garbage can lids together and singing at the tops of our voices,” described Connie. “Peter was always the ring leader and enjoyed a good time.”


  Following graduation from the American Theatre Wing, Deuel returned to St. Lawrence in the Spring of 1961 to appear in the Mummers production of Garson Kanin’s comedy Born Yesterday as part of the ‘Moving-Up Weekend’ program.


  “We hired Peter in my Senior year to play reporter Paul Verrall in Born Yesterday,” commented Connie. “I played Billie Dawn, originally played by Judy Holliday in the stage and movie versions, and Jack Jobes made his award-winning stage debut as the attorney. Pete Gottlieb played Harry Brock. Bob Walker, Alva Hellstrom, John Blaha and Linda Beir also appeared in the play. Peter was paid for his work on the play, which ran to three performances. Our audience consisted of students at the University.”


  Later that year Deuel returned to St. Lawrence to attend the graduation of C. Davey Utter, Connie Meng and Jack Jobes.


  Pamela Deuel recalled yet another near-fatal accident involving her brother on the road to Watkins Glen, New York.


  “The motorcycle accident happened on a Sunday afternoon. When Peter drove out of the driveway on his motorcycle my mother looked at me and said, ‘I have a terrible feeling.’ He was going along the road when a car started to make a turn. Peter didn’t see him passing and swerved to avoid it. He was thrown from his motorcycle and landed head first onto a cement guard rail. His helmet saved his life.
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  St. Lawrence University class of ’61 graduation. Left to right: C. Davey Utter, Connie Meng, Peter Deuel, Mrs. and Mr. A. Michael Meng (courtesy C. Davey Utter).



  “He had a horrible gash that was several inches long on the inside of his left thigh, going toward the knee, that needed hundreds of stitches. It had to be stitched on one layer inside the wound and one layer on top. Peter could be very reckless. And I don’t mean just as a driver. Even though his personality for the people that he cared about was caring and compassionate, Peter often was not that way with himself.”
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  Left to right: John Blaha, Pete Gottlieb, Connie Meng and Peter Deuel in Born Yesterday (courtesy Connie Meng).



  Modest beginnings to his professional acting career saw Deuel perform at the Master Playhouse Summer Theatre at Standing Stone, Pennsylvania. Deuel spent the summer of 1961 performing at the Mateer Playhouse at Pennsylvania State University. Then he went on to Bohemian Greenwich Village and the Player’s Theatre. The Shakespeare Wrights Repertory Company production of Jean Giraudoux’s play Electre saw him doubling as assistant stage manager and actor, and gaining his Actor’s Equity card. The Family Service Group, touring schools and P.I.A.s, followed, leading to a trip to the Philippines and a small role in a war movie, W.I.A. Wounded in Action, that would take five years to find a distributor.


  “Peter enjoyed working on the movie and liked the Tagalog language he picked up in the Philippines,” recalled Don Fanning.


  Deuel’s return to New York City resulted in an appearance on the television anthology show Armstrong Circle Theatre, followed that winter by his debut in the National Road Company’s production of Phoebe and Henry Ephron’s play Take Her, She’s Mine.


  Originally titled Age of Consent, the play had run for 404 performances on Broadway at the Biltmore Theatre between December 21, 1961, and December 8, 1962, with a cast that included Art Carney, Phyllis Thaxter and relative newcomers Elizabeth Ashley and Richard Jordan. With production by Harold Prince and direction by Broadway veteran George Abbott, the show received lackluster reviews but still managed to last one year before taking to the road, where Tom Ewell replaced Carney. Deuel would be cast as college student Donn Bowdry, playing opposite a young promising actress called Joanna Pettet, and understudying Fred Burrell for the character of Alex Loomis.
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  Peter Deuel as Orsino (third from left) in Twelfth Night, summer 1960. Other actors are unidentified (photograph by James French, courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Opening night for Deuel was on December 10, 1962, at the Walnut Theatre, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The show was a light-hearted comedy centering on the character of lawyer and school board head Frank Michaelson, played by Ewell, and his adjustment to the sexual awakening of his college-bound daughter, Mollie, a free speech advocate and modernist painter, played by Pettet.


  “Peter had been in Philadelphia for a week in Take Her, She’s Mine. He knew this private club, The Variety Club, where everybody went after the show to socialize,” recalled C. Davey Utter. “That’s where he met Wilfred Brambell. He was an amazing old British theater queen. As funny as could be and a total madman. Peter and I spent a week drinking and carousing with him.


  “Brambell would be constantly pursued by these packs of 13-year-old girls because he’d worked with the Beatles on A Hard Day’s Night. Peter and I would meet him at the stage door and act as his bodyguards. Brambell would stick his head out of the stage door and shout, ‘Lads, protect me. Here they come.’”


  Connie Meng observed, “Peter accumulated odd and interesting people.”


  When Take Her, She’s Mine closed in Washington D.C. in the summer of 1963 Deuel returned to Penfield and pondered his future: to pursue a career on Broadway or in the film industry of Hollywood. Deuel had been reintroduced to California when the play had toured the region. New York City, although culturally vibrant, offered little for an actor interested in film. He had to make the move from coast to coast.


  “For Peter it was all about going out to L.A.,” commented David McHugh.
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  Peter Deuel, alias Clark Gable, April 1963 (courtesy Deuel Family Collection).



  Pamela recalled her brother saying, “I’ll go out there and become a respected actor and then I’ll go back to New York, able to demand better roles.”


  He would give it a try. The idea of living in the center of the film industry excited him. Deuel was familiar with the streets of New York and the green wooded land of small-town Penfield. Southern California had grown out of the thirsty desert. It would be a challenge, adapting to a new environment, but he was prepared for change.
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