
I C A L L ON 
A L F R E D H I T C H C O C K 

BY P E T E M A R T I N 

A Post editor exposes the tricks 
of TVs master of suspense, 

who makes your llesh creep with his 
gruesome practical jokes. 

A l f r e d Hi tchcock 's office was o n the first floor 
nl the P a r a m o u n t S tud io As I walked in. it all 
f a m e back in mi- I h a d been in tli.u officc be-
fore, lo talk to F rank C a p r a or lo Willie Wyler 
I cou ldn ' t r e m e m b e r which . It had been >1 
long t ime aijo a n d both C a p r a a n d Wyler had 
been gone f rom P a r a m o u n t for years. For all 1 
knew, they might be o n their way back. 
Th ings h a p p e n that way in Hol lywood. 

T h e small round m a n who occupicd that 
olltcc now had a loni; pink nose a n d a slow 
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voice t h a t w h e e z e d as he talked H e w a s nei-
t h e r C a p r a no r Wyle r . Ins t ead , lie was his a w n 
h ighly i nd iv idua l self, b in a n u m b e r of intell i-
gen t peopli- believe tha t in his o w n bai l iwick 
Al l ied H i t c h c o c k has no r e m o t e rival as a 
d i r ec to r i a l genius . 

I 'd been t ry ing to see h i m lor a week, b m 
he 'd b e e n very ill T h e n he was r e p o r t e d con-
valescent . At last I got t he word if I ' d be a t 
P a r a m o u n t at t h r e e o 'c lock t he fo l lowing a f t e r -
noon . he 'd be h a p p y to ta lk to n>c. W h e n I saw 
h i m he looked a m a z i n g l y well . I was surpr i sed . 
I'll met h i m once before whi le c o v e r i n g the 
Hol lywood bea t a n d he looked b e t t e r n o w 
than h e h a d t h e n . 

" I h e a r you h a d m o r e t h a n o n e o p e r a t i o n , " 
1 said " C o m i n g o n e on top of the o t h e r , they 
niust h a v e been q u i t e a s h o c k . " 

" T h e biggest shock was t he indigni t ies to 
w hich ins t i tu t ions of h e a l i n g sub jec t y o u r per -
son ," he told m e . " I ' m not a squeamish m a n . 
but some of t he th ings they d o to you in hospi-
tals a re no less t h a n obscene . W h e n they c a m e 
in to p r e p a r e m e for su rge ry a n d tied a label 
on m y wrist w i t h m y n a m e on it. I t h o u g h t , 
They must think I'm ready Jm I hr morgue. 

" I t isn't t h a t , ' t h e y told mc, l augh ing ly . ' W e 
just d o n ' t w a n t you to get mixed u p wi th any -
one else and h a v e the w r o n g o p e r a t i o n . ' T h a t 
in itself was a t h o u g h t - p r o v o k i n g not inn 

" I h a d colitis, w h i c h was p a i n f u l , a n d I 'd 
had a n umbi l i ca l he rn ia for years , a n d I h a d 
d u n e n o t h i n g a b o u t e i the r I h a d those th ings 
taken ca r e of , t hen 1 deve loped a pa in in an -
o ther p lace a n d I h a d j a u n d i c e So, a f t e r pro-
found s tudy , the med ica l b r a i n s d e c i d e d . Yon 
must h a v e s tones in you r gall b l a d d e r . ' a n d 
they look those out too. T h e i r a t t i t u d e re-
m i n d e d m e s t rongly of the light m a n a g e r w h o 
says to his pug, 'Ge t in that r ing a n d slug it 
out , boy. T h e y c a n ' t h u r t us ' " 

" .Speaking of phys ica l i nd ign i t i e s , " 1 said, 
" i t seems to m e tha t the w a y va r ious peop le 
descr ibe you c o m e s u n d e r tha i h e a d i n g Y o u r 
nose has been ca l led p e n d u l o u s , y o u r lower lip 
has been c o m p a r e d wi th a s u g a r scoop. If I 
asked you to desc r ibe yourself phys ica l ly , how 
would you d o it.J" 

" A N e w York d o c t o r o n c e told mc that I 'm 
an a d r e n a l t y p e , " he said " T h a t a p p a r e n t l y 
m e a n s tha t I ' m all b o d y a n d on ly vestigial 
legs But since I ' m n e i t h e r a mi le r u n n e r no r a 
d a n c e r a n d m y presen t inleresl in m y b o d y is 
almost a l t o g e t h e r f rom the waist up , t ha t 
d i d n ' t b o t h e r m e m u c h " 

" W h o d r e w tha t c a r t o o n of you I see on m y 
T V s c r e c n ? " I (Continued on Pa«r 71) 
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said. "The one composed o f two or three 
lines that gradually turn into you . " 

"1 drew it myself," he said. " I began to 
draw it years ago, when I was a movie art 
director. Wi th oneexceplion, there's been 
little change in it since then. At one t ime 
[ had more hair. A l l three of them were 
wnvy." 

" T V viewers are funny, " 1 said. " I ' ve 
noticed that one of the things about yon 
which seems to appeal In Ihcm is the fact 
thai when they stare al you on u T V 
screen, you stare right back al them con-
temptuously. But what seems to fascinate 
your viewing audience escn more than 
your superciliousness is your lack o f rev-
erence for your sponsor." 

"Remember the old saying, 'A knock is 
as good as a boost,"" he said. " M y guess 
is that my sponsor enjoys my lack o f 
obsequiousness, but in the beginning they 
had difficulty in gel l ing used to my ap-
proach and they took umbrage at my less 
worshipful remarks. However, ihe mo-
ment they became aware of the commer-
cial effects of my belitt l ing—they took a 
look al their sales charts—they slopped 
questioning the propriety of my cracks. 
But there's no gel l ing around it. I d id 
lake getting used to. The t radi t ion is that 
the sponsor must be coddled. In such an 
atmosphere I was a novelty. 

L > u n i * before Iioss step i n l u 
their lathers' sl iurs, daughte rs 
nowadays s l ip i n t o their shirts. 

C l t A K L E S R U F F I N G 

"The type of humor I warned to use on 
TV was the type 1 employed in my film, 
The Trouble W i t h Harry. In that l i lm, 
Harry was a dead body who was a both-
eration to Ihose who were alive. The awk-
ward quest ion, 'Whal ' l l we do with Harry?' 
was always popping up. There were those 
who found (he not ion gruesomcly amus-
ing, so 1 lold myself that i f no reverence 
for a dead body is amusing, no rever-
ence for a live sponsor might be amus-
ing too. 

" I n selecting the stories for my televi-
sion shows, I try to make them as mealy 
as the sponsor and the network wi l l stand 
for, I hope to offset any tendency toward 
the macabre wi th humor. As I sec il, that 
is a typically English fo rm of humor ; 
even a typically London lype of humor. 
It 's o f a piece with such jokes as the one 
about the man who was being led to the 
gallows to be hanged. He looked al the 
trap door in the gallou s, which was fl im-
sily constructed, and he asked in some 
alarm, *l soy, is that ih ing safe?' 

" A story about the comedian. Charles 
Coborn, is cut f rom (he same bolt o f 
c loth," Hitchcock said. "1 mean ihe origi-
nal Charles Coborn, not the Hol lywood 
one, whose name is spelled slightly differ-
ent. The first Charles Coborn. who was 
famed for singing The Man Thai Broke 
Ihe Bank al Monte Carlo, attended the 
wart ime funeral of another comedian 
named Hurry T a l c > w h ° ' d been hit by 
some antiaircraft-shell fragments. A large 
assembly o f comedians was gathering at 
the graveside. Old Charles was so ancient 
that he was retired, and as ihe coffin was 
being lowered into Ihe grave, one curious 
y o u n g sprout leaned over and whispered, 
•How old arc you. Charlie?' 

•••Eighty-nine." Coborn said. 
•• -Hardly seems wor th while your going 

home.' the young 'un said. 

"Tha i ' s an example o f the k ind or 
humor I 'm Miking about , " Hitchcock 
said. " B u t in case you've already heard 
that one, here's another story about two 
charwomen having a day off at a fair 
They were in a side show watching a man 
svhose quaint notion o f entertaining the 
public was to bite ihe heads from live rats 
and chickens. In carnival lingo, parties 
who purvey such entertainment are called 
'gooks.' The two chars stared at the gook, 
horrif ied, but one of them couldn't help 
trying to make a hit of a joke. 'Wouldn ' t 
you like a piece of bread with it?' she 
called ou t . " 

Hitchcock looked at me w ith a pleased 
expression, as if he'd just unburdened 
himself of a fragile and delicious witt i -
cism. but I was glad that I 'd already had 
my lunch. However, his mention o f hens 
triggered my next remark. 

" I hear your father was a poulterer," I 
said. 

" H e was, ' Hitchcock told me. " A n d I 
there's a theory that I'se nescr liked eggs 
because o f my father's occupation. Il 's 
true that I do regard eggs as loathsome, 
and to me, the most repulsive smell in the 
wor ld is that which reeks up from a hard-
boiled egg, but my father's occupation 
has nothing to do with my reaction. I hate 
the whole idea of eggs so much ll iat when 
I can, I drop one o f them negatively, shall 
we say, into my pictures to cover them 
with the obloquy they so richly deserve. 
For example, in To Catch a Thief I had a 
woman stub out her cigarette in an egg 
yo l k . " 

" I do remember that ." 1 said, "bu t it's 
the only one of your egg scenes I do re-
member." 

" I n a picture made years ago, Shadow 
of a Doub t , " he said, "there was a mo-
ment in which I wanted a man to be 
shocked by something someone had said. 
His knife was headed straight for a fried 
egg, and al the instant the remark was 
made, the knife punctured the yolk and 
immediately yellow goo spread alt over 
his plate. To me, it was much more effec-
tive than oozing blood. 

"People constantly ask me, 'Why arc 
you so interested in c r ime?" ' Hitchcock 
went on. "The truth is I 'm not. I 'm only 
interested in i l as it affects my profession. 
Actually I 'm quite terrified of policemen; 
so much so that in 1939. when I first came 
to America, I refused to drive a car. for 
fear a policeman would stop me and give 
me a ticket. The thought that i f 1 drove I 
would face that possibility day after day 
frightened me horr ib ly, for I a i n ' t bear 
suspense," 

M y face must have registered amaze-
ment, for he hastily explained. " I mean I 
hale it when I ' m on the receiving end. 
People told me, 'Maybe iTyou wi l l open a 
door in your subconscious, behind which 
you arc concealing a psychosis acquired 
in your chi ldhood, you' l l lose your fear o f 
policemen.' 

" I grubbed back into my memory and 
opened the fo l lowing door : when I was a 
small lad my father sent me to the local 
chief constable wi th a note. The constable 
read the note, laughed and locked me into 
a cell for a minute or two while he said, 
'That's what we do to naughty boys." It 
was my father's idea of leaching me an 
object lesson. When they hear that, every-
one says, 'O f course! Thai 's why you're 
afraid o f police.' Unhappi ly, however, the 
fact that I have exposed thai incident 
to the light has not allayed my fears. Cops 
stil l give mc goose pimples." 

I lo ld h im that one o f my favorite 
Hitchcock touches was the scquencc in 
the 111m, The Lady Vanishes, in which the 
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two Englishmen discuss ness-s of the latest 
cricket store. 

N o i l mean Basil Radford and Naun-
ton Wayne. " he said " W h e n 1 discovered 
Wayne, he was .1 c o m p i n ; ;it .1 cabaret 111 
tin: Dorchester Hotel in London, A coin-
p i re isu man who is not really in the show 
.it all t ie can he the anonymous flunky 
who hands the illusionist the silk hut 
siutfed wi th rabbits. In Wayne's case, his 
compering meant that he announced each 
act and v n d a few words between turns. 
Radford was the leading man in the 
or iginal company o f N i g h t Must Fall—he 

is also known for his portrayal o f the 
commander of the Home Guard in the 
f i lm. Tight Li t t le Island—hut I 'm proud 
of the fact that, having found those Iwo, I 
put them together They formed a combi-
nation Ihal complemented each other as 
happily as arf and ai l' or lish and chips," 

" T o me," I said, "one of (he alt- l ime 
classic motion-picture scenes was that 
pair, si l t ing m a small station in a Euro-
pean city w i th all hell breaking loose in 
the wor ld around them while their only 
concern was In l ind Out what the cricket 
scores were hack in England. As an 

American," 1 went on, " i t was the quint-
essence of Brilishness. D id the EJritish 
think it thoroughly British loo?" 

" N o . " Hitchcock said. "They knew that 
ii was merely a humorous exaggeration 
Such things have been called l l ic Hi le l i -
cock touch, but they're really examples of 
English l iunior based 011 carrying under-
statement to an absurd extreme. 

" I suppose you might call i i the oblique 
approach to melodrama. Melodrama is 
the most highly colored f o rm of storytell-
ing, Its villains, heroes and heroines are 
usually played heavy-handedly and bum-

blefooledly. I approach il somewhat d i f -
ferently. I've never gone in for ihc creak-
ing-door type of suspense. T o me. murder 
by a babbling brook drenched in sunshine 
is more interesting than murder in 0 dark 
and noisome alley littered Willi dead cats 
and olTal. 

" M y hero is always the average man to 
whom bi /ar rc things happen, rather than 
vice versa. By Ihe same token, I always 
make my villains charming and polite. 
It 's ,1 mistake <0 think that i f you put a 
vil lain 011 ihc screen, hcmusl sneer nastily, 
stroke his black mustache or k ick a dog in 
the stomach Some of ihc most famous 
murderers in cr iminology—men for 
whom arsenic was so disgustingly gcnlle 
thai they d id women in wi th blunt instru-
ments—had to be charmers to get ac-
quainted with ihe females they murdered. 
The really fr ightening th ing about villains 
is their surface likablcncss. 

" N o t long ago I did a piece for The 
New York Times Sunday Magazine de-
scribing ihc appeal of the I rue murder tale 
as opposed to the fictional variety. Once 
more I made the point that part of the 
fascination o f the (rue murder lies in the 
fact that most real-life murderers ar t very 
ordinary , very polite, esen engaging. I've 
heard ihc complaint that a true murder 
lacks mystery. I don't agree that lhal 's a 
weakness To me. suspense is immeasur-
ably more potent than mystery. and hav-
ing 10 read a fiction murder story through 
in order 10 l ind out what happened bores 
me. 

" I ' ve never used Ihe whodunit tech-
nique, since it is concerned altogether 
wi th mysti l ication, which diffuses and un-
focuscs suspense, t l is possible to build up 
almost unbearable tension in .1 play or 
f i lm in which ihe audience knows who the 
murderer is all the l ime, and f rom the very 
start they want lo scream out to all the 
other characters in the plot, 'Watch out 
for So-and-So! He's a k i l ler ! ' There you 
have real tenseness and an irresistible de-
sire lo know what happens, inslcad of a 
group of characters deployed in a human 
chess problem. I or lhal reason I believe 
in giving the audience all ihc fuels as early 
as possible.1' 

I could hardly wait fur h im lo finish, lo 
lei! h im lhal I cou ldn ' l agree wi th him 
more, lhal one of my hobbies—in fact, 
my principal hobby—is ihc collccting. 
reading and rereading o f accounts o f true 
crimes, wi th a spccial leaning for those 
which look place against a British back-
ground. "Someday," I said, " I hope to 
f ind an editor interested in persuading me 
lo compile an anthology of such divert ing 
writ ings I would have cheerfully paid my 
own way oscr lo England lo cover the 
tr ial of Doc lor Adams, the Eastbourne 
physician with the strange appeal for 
elderly and generous English gentle-
women," Reluctantly I stopped r id ing my 
hobby and returned to a discussion of 
the Hi tchcockian technique. 

t asked, " H o w would you handle a po-
tential bomb explosion in one of your 
stories?" 

" T h e point is lo let the audience know 
where the bomb is. but not let Ihc charac-
ters in my story know , " he said, " F o r ex-
ample, you and I are sitt ing here chatting. 
We needn't talk about death or anything 
of serious consequence, bul iT the audi-
ence knows that there's a bomb under my 
desk, set 10 go o i l , the suspense wil l be 
harrowing to them. Hut if wc don't Icll 
our audicncc about Ihe bomb t icking away 
under my desk, and it goes olTaiul blows 
us lo smithereens, the only thing the audi-
ence wil l gel is a shock, and a one-second 
shock at lhat. as opposed to sixty to ninety 
minutes o f breaih-holding wai t ing . " 

"The thing you do lhal really wrings 
me out," I said, "is that sometimes you 
have a device like a basket or a box slowly 
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opening while I 'm sitting on ihe edge of 
niy soul, waiting lo sec what nameless 
horror wil l emerge f rom it Then some-
th ing us dangerous as a small black, kitten 
wunders out. You've prepared me Tor 
something catastrophic, hut what Imp-
pens is something harmless " 

" l )y judicious hint ing it is possible lo 
persuade an audience lo put a shattering 
interpretation oil the most innocuous 
things," he explained. "Hut you must be 
careful not lo disappoint them com-
pletely They'l l react with a gratifying 
crawling of the flesh to things that turn 
out not to be so bad as they thought, but 
only if sou ultimately come through with 
a real marrow chiller. Otherwise they'll 
feel let down and they'll lease your show 
resenting you as a cheat." 

" I 've noticed that you let the public 
supply its own conclusion for some of 
your TV half-hour shows," I said. 
"Thai 's a new technique to me. At least 
I've never seen it done before." 

" I t 's quite a trick to find thirty-nine 
shows a year, each with a twist at the 
end," he told me. "So we sometimes let 
you supply your own twist after you 
switch your set olf, based, of course, 011 
what you've just seen and heard." 

"They tell me you' l l be doing some-
thing different on TV this fa l l , " I said, 
"But I 'm not quite sure just what it is." 

" I n addit ion to our weekly hall-hour 
show. I ' l l do ten one-hour shows," he 
said. " I ' l l have more time to develop 
character in them, For that matter, some 
stories deserve a longer telling than 
others. One of the first stories I ' l l do is the 
Cornell Woolneh story. Three O'Clock. 
It's about a man who makes a homemade 
bomb because he suspects his wife o f bas-
ing a lover and he's determined to blow 
them both up, even if it means blowing up 
his own home. However, immediately 
after he's started bis bomb's t iming de-
vice going, two burglars break into his 
house, truss h im up and put him in the 
cellar while they rob the house. Then they 
leave There he is, helpless, facing his own 
licking bomb and not finding the situa-
tion all that it might be. In fact, he feels 
that it's extremely doubtful if there's any 
future in i t . " 

I waited, then I asked, "We l l? " 

H i t c h c o c k blinked large, oyster-shaped 
eyesal me and said, " I f you think I 'm go-
ing to tell you what happens, you're quite 
wrong. 1 suggest that you tunc in this fall 
and lind out. 

" I ' ve never thought of the motion pic-
tures I've made as being primari ly com-
mercial," he said thoughtful ly. "Never-
theless, I've usually encountered a l inn 
insistence f rom the front offices of the 
studios for which I've worked that I at-
tach a satisfactory ending. In this com-
munity, to have what is known as an un-
happy ending is to commit the unforgiv-
able Hol lywood sin called 'being down-
beat.' And while you'l l find heated denial 
in f i lm circles that the average movie 
audience is only of teen-age intelligence, 
and whereas a number of people in mo-
tion pictures take it for granted that T V is 
only for morons, the truth is that we who 
make T V films arc allowed to end our 
stones on a downbeat note as often as nol 
So, in spite of bleats f rom some TV 
writers, we have more freedom on TV 
than we do in motion pictures. Perhaps 
all ihat ihis proves is that people wi l l ac-
cept more mature entertainment if they 
don't have to pay for i l . It may be thai 
when they pay to go to a movie they feel 
they have bought the right to come out 
with a satisfied feeling. 

••|t has been said of me that if I made 
Cinderella, the audience would siarl look-
ing for a body in Ihc pumpkin coach." 
Hitchcock went on. "That 's true. Although 
m > product hasn't been wholly melo-

dramatic—I once tried an ill-starred 
comedy with Carole Lombard—there's 
no point in denying that I 'm thoroughly 
typed Jf an .III die nee sees one of m> pro-
ductions with no spine-tingling, they're 
disappointed," 

" D o you remember Robert Vogeler?" 
I asked " H e was Ihc American business-
man who was mysteriously snatched on a 
journey between Budapest and Vienna, 
disappeared 11s if a crack 111 Ihe earth had 
swallowed him. although he finally 
showed up in an Iron Curtain prison and 
eventually was released. As I read about 
him I thought, //tin1 can AlfredHiiehcnck 
make any won- iiuifiuit pictures, mm that 
thinpt \ arc happening in rail life which mice 
diili happened m lii\ films.'" 

"That question has presented a prob-
lem," he said. "A f te r all, I couldn't dream 
up a more bizarre episode than Rudolf 
Hess' flight to Scotland during Wor ld 
War Two. The fact is, if I had put that 
into a movie before it happened, nobody 
would have believed it. No l only lhat, 
things have reached a point where those 
who lisc a life o f wi ld and improbable ad-
venture arc copying dcviccs from my 
movies." 

"Such as?" I asked. 
"Such as my picture. Foreign Cor-

respondent, " he replied. "In it, a man was 
assassinated by a pistol concealed in a 
camera In my fi lm a photographer said, 
'Just a moment.' lo a diplomat on the 
steps of a large building; then pointed his 
camera at him and shot him dead It gave 
me a turn when, a year later, the same 
thing occurred in real life in Teheran." 

" I can sec how i l might rock you," I 
said. 

" A t lirst I thought I had suggested a 
modus operandi to the real-life assa.ssins," 
he admitted, "but eventually I comforted 
myself with the thought that the whole 
thing was a coincidence. Hut I have to be 
carclul that the pressure of real-life com-
petition doesn't make me go too far with 
the biiarreness of my film situations, Tor 
Ihe key to effective suspense is bcliev-
abil i ty. The simpler and more homely the 
peril, the more real that peril." 

"You 've edited a book called Stories 
They Won' t Let Me Do On T V , " I said. 
" I 've noticed it in the bookstores. Why 
were those stories turned down?" 

" T o o macabre," he said " I won't try 
lo outline Ihe plot of the short story 
called Two Bottles of Relish, by Lord 
Dunsany, for you. because I 'm sure your 
editor would be slutTy about it and lind it 
distasteful, hut there's another one in that 
book o f mine lhat he may nol find un-
palatable. In it, a man murders his wife, 
then transforms her in lo chicken feed. 
Afterwards he serves a pair o fh is chickens 
to the local police inspector when he has 
him in for dinner." 

I gulped and fished a piece of paper 
from my wallet. From it I read aloud this 
statement written about him by Ernest 
Havemann for Theater Arts 

"Almost any director can come up with a 
good, rousing historical epic or he can trans-
late a first-rate Broadway play lo the screen, 
bin it's something else to take a simple little 
idea 11 >r -1 melodrama and use it in such ,1 way 
that 11 keeps the audience half swooning with 
fear and half falling out of iheir scats uuh 
laughter " 

" I t is something else," Hitchcock said. 
"The secret is the way in which the story-
is pieced together. With me. all the little 
bits of business and Ihc situul ions must be 
planted and established before ,1 camera 
rolls. Sometimes I plan as many us six 
hundred camera setups before I begin to 
shoot, i f I ever tried to improvise a plot 
structure on the set. I couldn't gel the ef-
fects or the reactions I want to get." 

"There must be very litt le wastage 
when you're done." I said. 

"There's practically no spare footage." 
he told nte. " I t ' s been said oT my stories 
that they are so tightly knit that every-
thing depends on everything else, and ihat 
if I ever made a change before the camera 
I might as well unravel the whole sweater 
That's true too. fake a ready-made stage 
play like Dial M For Murder. As the di-
rector uf lhat pla> in us filmed form, there 
was almost no work lor me to do Ihe 
various bits and pieces find already been 
put together on the stage I've often won-
dered why so many successful stage plays 
fail as movies I think the reason is lilts 
someone hus decided lo 'open up' the 
stage play with added exteriors and turn i l 
inlo a movie and. as a result, the tightness 
and laulncss of the stage play is lost 

One of Ihe questions I wanted to ask 
h i n was: " I n one of your stories is one of 
your problems the job of offering an ex-

planation for all the hush-hush stuff; Ihc 
mayhem and ihe villains Mill pursuing? 
In other words, don't the baddies hasc 10 
be after something ' " 

"That is what I call the McGuf f in , " he 
told mc. " I t ' s the gimmick, it's what the 
excitement is all about. In a spy story the 
McGulf in is what the spies are after In 
The 39 Steps the spies were after an air-
plane-engine formula, but the odd pari of 
it is lhat the McGulTiu never matters very 
much. It can be anything I like. In a f i lm 
called Notorious I had Ingrid Bergman 
go to South America and get mixed up 
with some German spies The question 
arose. What were the spies after? In other 
words, what was the McGuffin'. ' 

"A l though it was a ful l year before 
Hiroshima, I said. 'Let's make il uranium 
samples.' I had a hunch thai somewhere 
some spies f rom some country or other 
must be after an atom bomb or the 
knowledge of how to make one. So with 
lien Hcehl, the wri lcr of my l l lm story. I 
went lo see Doctor Millikun, o fCa l Tech. 
to ask him what to us was a natural and 
not startling question:' How big is an alom 
bomb?' 

"Doc to r Mi l l i kan almost dropped his 
teeth. 'Do you want to be arrested'"' he 
blurled. 'Do you want me to be arrested 

loo?' But alter those anguished ques-
tions, he pulled himself togclhcr and 
spent an hour telling us how impossible it 
was to make an atom bomb. We didn' i 
know it, hut Ihe Manhattan Project had 
already been launched, and Doctor Mi l l i 
kan was one or the big wheels in it It musi 
have given lum quite an odd feeling when 
we walked in with our question, but, as 1 
say. he did Ins best 10 keep his knowledge 
lop secret by telling us how ridiculous 
our notion was However, when we left, I 
said to Hcchl, ' I 'm going ahead with the 
uranium McGulf in anyhow " We made 
the picture and it grossed seven millions 
Today, it would gross two or three times 
that much." 

I asked him to explain Ihe origin of the 
term "McGu f f i n . " 

"Us ing Ihc McGuff in to mean the pa-
pers. jewelry. whatever the spies are after, 
is my own adaptation of the word, " he 
said, " I t comes from an old English music-
hall joke about two men on a train. One 
of the men says to the other. What's that 
package on the rack above your head?' 
and the other man says, 'Oh, that's a 
McGuff in. ' The first man asks. 'What's a 
McGuff in'1 ' and the second man replies. 
A McGuf i in is an apparatus for trapping 

lions in the Adirondacks.' 
" 'But there are no lions in the Adiron-

dacks,' the first man says 'Then that's no 
McGulf in, ' the second man says " 

I said I had heard that he had a repu-
tation as an outstanding practical joker. 
"1 have pretty much outgrown that now," 
he said " A n d I 'm afraid that if I tried lo 
describe Ihcm to you, they 'd seem pretty 
flat and contrived, but I still have a little 
fun in elevators Sometimes in a crowded 
elevator I turn lo someone with mc and 
say. 'Of course, I didn't know the gun 
was loaded, but when it went off it 
blasted a great hole in his neck. A flap 
of his flesh fell down, and I could see the 
while ligaments uncovered. Presently I 
felt wetness around my feet. I was stand-
ing in a pool of blood.' Everyone 111 the 
elevator stiffens; then I get out and leave 
them standing there. Once when I de-
scribed thai imaginary shooting, one 
woman begged the operator, 'Let me out 
of here, please!' and she got out at Ihe 
next floor." 

I asked him where he got such Hitch-
cock touches as people losing themselves 
in funeral processions or ducking inlo 
amusement parks or into halls where 
political speeches were being made to hide 
f rom their pursuer;. 

" I simply look around and ask myself 
what background I can use next," he 
explained. "Someday I ' l l have a charac-
ter dash into a hospital, pretend lo be a 
patient, lie down on one of those Inters 
on which they wheel you into the operat-
ing room, and before it's over, I ' l l have 
him operated on." 

I had heard (hat he'd once told one 
nervous young actor who was j i t ter ing 
around in front of a camera, " I can't 
understand why you are all of alwit ier. 
There's nothing depending upon your 
performance except your whole ca r t . r . " 

I wanted lo ask h im what had hap-
pened to that young man. Had his career 
taken him on to bccome an Academy-
nominee? But I didn' i gel a chance to 
ask. 

l ie stood up and said, " I know you' l l 
forgive me, but I 'm fifteen minutes late to 
look al screenings of various actresses I 
am considering for my next film. I l turns 
out that the girl I had selected for the 
part has made a previous engagement 
with a bird who has a nose even longer 
than mine—a stork." 

There are some things that even a great 
director, who anticipates every move be-
fore he turns a camera, can do nothing 
about THE END 


