- Millions of TV fans

- know Marshal Dillon,
the strong, silent hero
of “Glunsmoke.” But

. almost nobody knows-
the man who plays
Dillon—strong, silent
. Jim Arness. Here is

. the first in-depth
interview he has'
granted in 10 years.

By Vernon Scott
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After 16 years as. the star of - “Gunsmoke;” six-foot-six-inch

Jdmes Arness is as much of a niystery to Hollywood as he was

. the day. he hitchhiked there 25 years ago. That unheralded _'

arrival was backed by a Minnesota upbringing, a battle-rough

hitch in the U.8. Army, an education at Wisconsin's Beloit

- Gollege on the GI Bill, and a series of jobs as a lumberjack,
salesman. and carpenter. o . _ : -
 "When he arrived in Hollywood, Jim had a small bankroll
($100) and a big dream. The dream came true, although there
were a few nightmares along the way. Today, 2s the star of
TV’s longest-running series, Arness has millions in the bank,

- three children, one ex-wife, two airplanes and several homes.

- Yet success and time have not changed one thing: Armess is
- still a mystery, . ' ' : ' '

~ When Jim reluctantly agreed to talk to a JOURNAL writer,

- it marked his first magazine interview in more than-10 years.

The “no inferview” edict was not his attempt to be a male

‘Greta Garbo, His reticence is based on what he considers two

- . good and sufficient reasons. One, the last magazine article on
‘him had, to his way of thinking, hit below the belt. He felt
he’d been open and honest with the writer and had not been

repaid in kind: Two, he has a distaste for discussing his mar- =

- riage to actress Virginia Chapman, whom he married on Feb-.

- ruary 12, 1949, and divorced in 1963. In an uncommon Califor--
nia court ruling, Arness was awarded ccustody of their three

-children: Craig, Jenny Lee and Rolf. Since the divorce, Arnesg,

. who will be 48 on May 28, has remained silent about Virginia. -
+ He thinks it “dishonorable” to discuss her. The full details of
" the divorce have never been published: If Jim has his Way,

~they never will be.

His stance on the subject is tjpica]. A geﬁt]em’an, as he sees -

JAMES ARNESS

* Norwegian heritage. - p
o

~them to harvest fields in. the

" “he appears to ‘be—no more, no less. There is no pretense here;
. he goes his own way—often alone, - : '

- “I'm not a’sentimental man,” he drawls, “but I would say
my best friends are my children. They've always meant a

great deal to me. When 1 got custody of them I felt doubly
_ responsible; If I was going to raise them, then I damned well
- better be with them as much as possible. I met that responsi-
bility not out- of nobility or anything like that, but because

I've enjoyed my children. It’s beéen fun. I still enjoy them.

They keep me young, you know.” o
Craig, 28, Virginia’s son by her first marriage, was adopted

by Arness. Graduated from college, Craig now works for

- United Trade Management, a miarketing service. J enny, 20,
- is studying photography and lives with a group of girls in

‘West Los Angeles. Rolf, 18, is a surfing champion.

“Lots of parents who are close to their kids realize how .

- rough it is.when kids grow up and leave home,” says Jim. “If _
you spend a lot of time with them you just want it to con-
“tinue. Well, T learded to.let go. They're still my favorite com-
' " panions, but I understand that they've gotta go. ’

© T was g drifter when I was a kid. At 18 T was gone from

our home outside Minneapolis: That was the last the Aurness
" family ever saw of me. [Jim dropped the “u” from his family

name for stage purposes.] My brother Pete was an indepen- .

dent guy, too. Maybe it's Our g

“Some of my happiest mefno-
ries .are riding the freights in
winter and summer—riding
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Dakotag or-to logging camps in

. In a,:riotkew rare
vholograph '

supplied by his
father, Arness,
48, poses with
his younger

it, does not discuss a lady—or, indeed, females at all—except, . Idaho. Ra-ilroad _cops used to brother, o
- erhaps, in admiration. A quality, one can’t help notice, that . toss me off once in a while, but Mission: =~
X was fascinated by the ro- Impossible” sty

seems more attuned to Matt Dilion, the Western marshal Jim _
plays on “Gunsmoke,” than to a man of the sophisticated
1970s. ' .. . S ' ' '
... “There’s probably an awful lot of the old Westerner in me,”
- Jim says. “If I'd been born a hundred years ago I imagirie I’'d
* be one of the men moving west.” . o
When he talks, Jim’s gray-blue eyes are steady, unwavering -
- and frequently expressionless. Gary Cooper had a twinkle in
. his eye; Clark Gable had a slant look that he developed as a
- . Mmeans of smoothing out his rough edges. Even John ‘Wayne
. has mastered that same slant look, But not Arhess. He is what
90 . : . P .

mance of the old steam engines. Peter Graves. .

That’s all gone now. But I was
part of a time that’s dead now.
Back in Minneapoliz it was a
different world. There was a
_ camaraderie among neighbors
that doesn’t exist here in Cali-
fornia. I was born and raised |
in the same house and stayed o
.there - (continued on page 92) -




JAMES ARNESS continued

until [ left home. Neighhors were al-
most part of the family.

“Minnehaha Creek ran through a
little valley right behind our house.
We'd float rafts on the water in sum-
mer, ice skate in winter. We had a hell
of a good time; it was a real Huckle-
berry Finn existence.”

Arness simply halts a conversation
when he thinks it has run its course.
He stops abruptly. making
no attempt to change the
subject, and looks off into
the distance—at God knows
what.

The wanderiust of his

childhood still persists. Al-
though he has a home in
Pacific Palisades, complete
with servants, and a thou-
sand-acre ranch some 60
miles northeast of Los An-
geles, only his “Gunsmoke”
contract, which has two
years to go, binds him to
Hoilywood. Even his dress-
ing room at the CBS Studio
Center, where the show-is
filmed. is that of a man on
the move. Ii is devoid of per-
sonal possessions—just a bed,
a chair and an unused kitch-
en. Between takes Arness
sprawls on the bed and naps.
When his scenes arc over he
rips off his false sideburns,
jumps into his dusty Chrys-
ler New Yorker and heads
home. As he leaves the
set Assistant Director Bob
Reche bellows: “Say good-
night to Jim.” In unison
the crew and cast cry out,
“Goodnight, Jim.”

Arness has no social con-
tact with the cast away from
work. and they accept his
insistence on privacy.

Hard to know

Amanda Blake, who por-
trays Miss Kitty in the
“Gunsmoke” series, has a
motherly attitude toward
Jim. “He's big, impressive
and virile,” she says affec-
tionately. “‘T've worked with
him for sixteen years, but T
don’t really know him. We
girls on the set call him Stud
Duck. Why? I don’t know.”
Several vears ago the
“Gunsmoke"” production of-
fice forgot to notify Amanda
that she was due on the set
the following day. When she
did not appear, Arness was
terribly concerned and sent
out an all-points search far
her. It was obvious he cared
—and Amanda was deeply touched.
“In the heginning,” says Milburn
Stone, “Gunsmoke's” crusty Doc Ad-
ams. “Jim was always late and dicdn't
know his lines. He made funny noises
with his guns—like a kid. T didn’t think
he was professional. Once T tore him
up one side and down the other in a
fifteen-minute tirade. Any minute I ex-

I hate to think of the things 1
should have said and haven't—and
I aulso hate to think of the things [
have said and shouldn't,

~Poor Woman's Almanac
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pected him to blow up and throw m
across the set. Instead. when I war
through, he looked me right in the cy¢
and said. ‘You're absolutely right.
Then he walked away.”

Whatever differences existed be.
tween the two men are now smoothec
over. Stone thinks of Jim as a lovable
son—and, like Amanda, he knows Ar-
ness cares.

“When I was in the hespital jusi
recovering from a heart attack,” say:

Stone. “a member of the crew came to
see me and said Jim was upset. T asked
how he knew and be quoted Jim as
saving, '‘You don't suppose the old
blankety blank is going to croak on us,
do you?

“A lot of people would take that to
mean Jim was thinking of the show.
But I know the kind of man he is and
I know he meant something else. A
[ew days later he called me and said.
"Hi, there!” His voice was rough and
louder than normal. Displaying any
kind of emation is embarrassing to him.

“T used {o think Jim and Matt Dillon
were the same man—that one was just

as sguare as the other. T was wrong,
They share a lot of characteristics, but
all the plusses belong to Jim. He's a
great big kid, thank God, who doesn't
take himself too seriously. If he had
beenr any other kind of actor the show
wouldn't have lasted two vears. When
he’s through, I'm through.”

Several years apo, it was decided to
film a new opening for “Gunsmoke.”
The script called for Marshal Dillon
to shoot down a gunslinger in the

streets of Dodge City. The scene was
carefully rehearsed, with the villain
tumbling dutifully after both mein drew
their six-guns. When the scenc was
filmed, both men drew and fired—kut
to the astonishment of the crowd. the
invincible hero Matt Dillon hurtled
backwards as if struck by a buliet and
fell spread-eagle in the dust. “dead™ as
a mackerel. After a moment of stunne:{
silence, a roar of laughter swept the set.

Ne single anccdote better illustrates
Arness’ sense of humor. It lncks subtle-
ty, cleverness and polish. Tt is just plain
{funny.

CBS executives, hawever, have founsd

Arness anything but funny. He is
tough, shrewd and demanding in bis
business dealings. In the beginning, the
network was able to sign Jim to a rath-
er frugal contract. Arness never forgot
it. When the contract came up for re-
newal, the show was a hit, Jim demand-
ed more money than any other per-
former on the network. Recalls a CBS
executive, “Jim wouldn't negotiate so
we sent him a scripl in which Ditlon
was killed in a gunfight. A brother from
St. Louis came into Dodge
City andl was sworn in as the
new marshal at the end of
the show. Jim gol the mes-
sage, lowered his demands
and signed the contract.”

Evidently Arness never
forgot that incident. either,
becavse he later purchased
the entire show from the net-
work and. after much hag-
gling on both sides, sold it
back to CBS. Jim made «
fortune on the transaction.

Though CBS executives
get short shrift from Arness,
they concede privately that
“Gunasmoke” is their most
valuable property and that
he is their top star. If thev
want him—and they do-—it
has te be on his terms. That
is how everyone must accept
him,

Jim's brother, Peter
Graves, accepts these terms
and even smiles about it.
When Peter, the star of
“Mission: Tmpossible,” was
honored on the new “This [s
Your Life” TV series, Ralph
Edwards implored Arness to
appear on the show. Jim re-
fused. He finally agreed to
tape a voice welcome for his
brother, but that was all.

“I wasn't hurt,” Graves
says. “If I'd known about it
in advance I'd have told
Ralph not to bother to try.
That's the way my brother
is. To he honest, T wouldn’t
change him one damned bit.
He’s one of a kind.”

In a hurry

Graves, who is three years
vounger than Jim, changed
his last name to avoid being

confused with his brother.
. “Neither of us ever want-
ed to be kids,” Graves re-
calls. “We were in a hurry
to grow up. to get oul and
be men, men on the move,
Where we were going didn't
matter—we just wanted to
go. In my mind there’s no
question Jim would have
been with Marco Polo or
Lewis and Clark it he had been horn
in earlier times. Civilization sometimes
rubs him the wrong way. T don’t go to
many parties, but I have more ioler-
{continued on page 185)

The first coin issued in the United
States was a one cent plece, dated
1787 . and it bore the slogan, Alind
Your Business”” That's more suil-
able than the present slogan on
our money, 'In God We Trust”
Somehow money seems more like
Man’'s idea than God's.

—~Poor Woman's Almanac
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continued from page 92

ance for them than Jim does. He finds
no value or constructive elements in
the Hollywood social life.”

Arness admits Peter is right ahout
his distaste for the party life.

“I went to a discotheque once,” Jim
volunteered, “to entertain the visiting
vice president of an aircraft company.
I feel uncomforiable in these places.

And as far as anyone else in Hollywoad
is concerned, they might as well live in
London. T've never met people like
Marlon Brando or Julic Andrews.
That’s the truth. I'd be surprised if T
had any rappert with them. My friends
are a couple of doctars, some members
of the show's crow and some lifeguard
buddies who surf or ski. I find most
high-level executives ego-centered.
They drive me nuts.

“In Hollywood people try to pres-
sure you into joining one bandwagon
or another. They say it’s your duty as
4 celebrity. I don’t think so, I've stayed
away from politics. Maybe that's being

a dropout. but hecanse I'm not that
well informed, because I'm not an au-
thority, T keep my mouth shut. T don’t
think I have the right to try to influ-
ence others. Maybe that’s being a drop-
out, Tiden't know.”

One actor who does not agree with
Arncess’ stand and still manages to im-
press Jim somewhat is John Wayne,
One of the first people 1o realize Jim's
potential as a star, Wayne signed him
to a contract with his Batjac Produe-

tions. At Batjac, Arness had
a few roles but nothing big.
When “Gunsmoke” came
along and Arnecss was hesi-
tant about signing because
he feared what a T'V scries
might do 1o his movie carcer,
Wayne supposedly retorted.
“What movie career?”

“I respect Duke Wayne,”
says Arness, "He is 4 unique
guy. He's gol a more re-
sponsthle attitude than I do.
He loves people and the
business and what it all
means to the public. 1 ad-
mire that, but 1 just don’t
have his kind of encrgy.
When I was under contract
to Wayne we’d all go out
until three or four in the
maorning just pouring down
the whiskey., At 7 am. T'd
be staggering around. unable
to see straight. Rut there’d
he Duke, ready to work.”

Honesty is an Arness pol-
icy, yvet he hides iwo physi-
cal characteristics. One is
his hair color. Actuaily he's
blond, bul because TV's
powera-that-be insist that a
blond man appears weak or
sexless or both, Jim's hair is
spraved before he goes on
camera 10 make it look dark
brown or black. Arness is
also said to walk with a dis-
tinctive rolling pait  that
many consider a perfect
caowhoy stride. In reality, he
perfected that slight hitch
in his stride to cover up a
war injury.

He never complained
An infantry private In
World War LI, Jim pariici-
pated in the 1944 landing ai
Anzio on the Ttalian front.
He was shot in the right leg.
and the impact of the rifle
Lullet pitched him back into
a freczing stream, He lay
there for I8 hours with a
gaping hole in his leg, Final-
Iy found by medica, he was
taken to a hospital, where
he remained for almost a
vear. Arness still has a
jagged scar from the wound, but will
not talk about it or the war.

Two years ago Jim reiurned to An-
zio 10 look for the site where he was
wounded. He couldn’ locate the exact
spot, but he did find the farmhouse
that once harbored the German ma-
chine-gun emplacement that his patrol
had been sent to knock out. He told his
brother Peter that he remembered
clearly walking up the outside stairs of
the house and the hand-to-hand fight-
ing that followed.

The brothers rarely see one another
except on holidays at Jim's ranch,
where their father Rolf Aurness now



lives. Mr. Aurness and his wife were
divorced 25 vears ago. Jim's mother
has since remarried and lives in Car-
mel, Califernia. When she comes to
Los Angeles hoth Jim and Peter en-
fertain her.

Arness is more articulate and at ease
with his family than in any other set-
ting. Recently. when the Aurness clan
gathererd at Jim’s house, he came in
late. but when he did arrive the tamily
howled at his wildly mod outfit: long.
striped bell-bottam trousers,

here to work once in a while.,” {That
“once in a while” refers to the “Gun-
smoke” specials Arness and CBS are
planning alter the weekly serics is
over.)

Arness is aware the life will he lone-
Iy,

“I don’t guess & woman would want
to share that kind of life.” he says.
“She’d he a hard one to find. Certainly
it wouldn't be an actress, 'Their lives
and crives are toward this town and

woman you've probahly reached one of
the highest levels of life.” Still, some of
Jim’'s friends predict that he will marry
again.

Actress Francine York, whom he
used to date, says she never confused
Jim with Marshatl Dillon. “I don’t carc
much for Ddllon hecause he has no
sense of fun. Jim has lois of joie de
viere. He's funny. He tells jokes. He's
like a big boy.”

Arness’ bovishness came to light one

plain. open-necked shirt and, on more
formal oceasiens, a jacket. His idea of
a date is to take a woman to the
movies; Francine saw a lot of movies
with him.

On their second date he wore one of
his threadbare outfits but noticed how
beautifully she was dressed.

“Shucks,” he said (ves. shucks'y, “I
can't take out a pretty lady like you
without nice clothes.” So he bought
some new clothes. On their next date
he asked Franecine's opinion
of his wardrobe. Francine

pevchedelic shirt, wide leath-
er belt and furry vest. Most
of the costume was especial-
ly tailored and probably will
never be worn again,

Weekends alone

Arness has no formal re-
ligion. Me savs that he Is
close to infinity when he is
alone with naiurc. And he
is alone with nature almost
every weekend. Whether he
is al. home or at the studio,
it'’s a 20-minute drive to the
Van Nuys atrport, where he
keeps his two planes: a Cess-
na and a two-engine Beech-
eraft he calls “The Red Bar-
on.” Then off he flies to
his roomy. H0-vear-old log
cahin in Mammoth, Cali-
fornia, to ski. hike or ride
horseback. The cahin was
built during the silver-min-
ing davs. There Jim cooks
his own meals and enjoys
the high country—""the white
water. the smell of firs and
pines. That's why T love my
planes—they can take me
there.”

When his TV schedule
permits, he can fly to Ha-
wati, where he leases a home
on the beach and spends
time surfing or fishing. Like
his son Rolf, he loves surfing.
“When vou catch a big wave
it's spooky. Searey. Tt makes
your blood circulate” says
Jim. Then he adds, “That’s
sport to me—nol golf or
tennis.”

His favorite hideaway is
Baja California. His plane
leaded with provisions, Jim
likes to fly there. away from
what he terms “the ecolopi-
cal cisaster of the Loas An-
geles area.” He brings the
plane down on the beach
and camps in a tent for sev-
cral days.

“A few weeks ago 1 was
tlown there with Rolf and a
feiend of his,” Jim says. “We

wanted to Taugh, but didr't.
The clothes were obvious-
Iy very expensive but were
more suitable to a 90-year-
old square than a handsome
TV star in the prime of life.
And honest Jim even com-
plained to Francine that the
new shoes he'd hought huart
his feet!

Jim and Francine no long-
er date, much to Francine's
regret, hut she still cherishes
a romaniic card he sent her
—along with two dozen long-
gstemmed vellow ruses. He
signed the note “Bipg J'—the
signature he puts on most
of his personal correspon-
dence,

A courtly manner

Perhaps it wa: Ken Curtis,
who plays Festus on “Gun-
smoke,” whe best summed
up Jim's attitute toward
women. “He's almost courtly
toward them.” says Curtis.
“His conversation is sprin-
kled with four-letter words,
but not when women are
around. He's no pretty boy,
but his good. strong features
seem to turn on women of
every age.”

Confronted with this ap-
praisal of his sex appeal,
Arness’ jaw dropped in dis-
belief, then he starcd ex-
preasionlessly off into the
horizon. Finally, he stood
up, stretched his arms and
said he had to go.

“Gotta go look at a dog for
Roll,” he said. “He had a
heauty that was lost. We
never found him. I thought
mavbe T'd kind of surprise
Rolf with a young pup like
the other .. .”

Jim Arness stopped talk-
ing, aware that he had re-
vealed a very small pariicle
of the warmth that lies with-
in him. He again turned his
flushed face to the horizon

waded out inte the water at
low tide and picked up lob-
sters two feet long. We had lunch, we
hiked., mavbe tried a surfboard. At
night we sat around the campfire. I had
a sip or two of bourkon. Then T crawled
inte a sleeping bag and dropped off
like a baby. That's the life. Il T had my
preference I'd rather do that than any-
thing clse.”

When his “Gunsmake” contract is
fulfilled, Jim plans to live in Wyoming.
Meontana or Canada. *T've been logk-
ing around up there for a piece of
ground that has the basic elements
of nature. Completely primitive—with
bear, deer and all the rest. I want to be
in that environment. I can fly down

the social hierarchy that naturally goes
with it.”

For the past five vears. Arness’ most
regular date has hecn actress Thordis
Brandt. He speaks of her reluctantly.
“We're good pals and we have a lot of
fun. We hoth know what our differ-
cnces are. We've adjusted to living with
that.”

Remarry? “Na, sir, no way!” Arness
Rays.

“It's difficult to talk about anather
wife. The wrong one you need like a
hote in the head. The right one . . . how
vou find her is what I don't know.
Luck, I guess. If vou find the right

week after he began dating Francine in
March 1970. He flew up to Solvanyg,
California, to buy a huge antigue can-
dle as a memento of their “First Week
Anniversary.”

As Francine tells it, “My neighbor
saw Jim bringing the package up the
slairs and asked what this big, clumsy
zuy was doing, Jim told him it was an
anniversary present. When [ asked
him why he'd gone to all the trouble he
said, ‘It ain’t nothing, really. I know
vou like that antique stuff.” ™

Jim iz no fashion plate. He owns just
four suits, which he wears only if he
must. Otherwise it’s hoots, chines, a

and then guickly said, “Well,

see you around.” END
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MAY DAYS

By Marcia Cohen

The children Enow there first warm dayr
Arve theiws. They dawn as if to ray,

“You have a vight. you living things.

To golden langhter, giddiness, 1o Spring.”

Theie sunny days acquit the boy

W ha, secreily, believed the joy

Of muddy pond and bullfrog's song
War due binm, all the winter fong.
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