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Introduction

This is the only thing I’ve ever seen where the picture started and three minutes later I was dissolved in tears, and I cried for two hours plus after that. That was the opening sequence in The Best Years of Our Lives. The moment that that guy without his arms was standing there with the back to the camera and the parents came out, I was gone.

And I’m not a pushover, believe me. [Pause] I laugh at Hamlet.

Billy Wilder, on camera interview1

The Best Years of Our Lives (1946) is not – like many famous examples of European art cinema included in this BFI series – a ‘difficult’ film. It proceeds chronologically, following a limited number of characters in one Midwestern small town over a period of months at the end of World War II. Like most of classical Hollywood cinema, its story is easy to follow, its characters have understandable motivations and its narrative strategies are unambiguous.
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However, it also differs from other canonised American studio films. The director, William Wyler, is not as famous as John Ford, Orson Welles or Alfred Hitchcock. Best Years does not feature a cult star on the level of Cary Grant, Humphrey Bogart or Bette Davis. It is not blissfully campy, edgy or naive, like some of the celebrated American horror films, film noirs or musicals. Although the Library of Congress included Best Years in the very first group selected for the National Film Registry in 1989, and although it won more Academy Awards in its day (seven) than Casablanca (1942), The Wizard of Oz (1939) and Citizen Kane (1941) put together, many people have never heard of it.

Yet, I believe that The Best Years of Our Lives is an extraordinary film, noteworthy for how it weaves realism into classical Hollywood filmmaking conventions and for the profound depth of feeling it achieves. As the reviewer Philip Hartung wrote in 1947, ‘Realism is its keynote – realism so real that it hurts.’2

Watching the film from the vantage point of the twenty-first century, viewers may or may not have exactly the same reaction as Hartung. Certainly, plot coincidences abound in Best Years. Moreover, performances ring true to the acting style of the 1940s, not the casual, sloppy diction and posture of contemporary films that now pass as ‘authentic’. Clearly, what impresses one generation as ‘realistic’ strikes another as mannered: conceptions of realism change over time. André Bazin once wisely noted, ‘There is not one realism, but several realisms. Each period looks for its own, the technique and aesthetics that will capture, retain and render best what one wants from reality.’3 Best Years is not a translucent pane of glass onto 1946, nor a time-travelling machine.

Consider, moreover, that in any era cinematic realism taken literally – just shooting what is actually in front of the camera – produces incredibly boring footage: think of how tedious it is to watch a security-camera image for even a minute. Melodrama, not realism, is the mode that moves the viewer. For Best Years to make a hardened cynic like Billy Wilder cry, or so distress Philip Hartung, its aura of authenticity must have been harnessed together with effective melodramatic strategies, leading to a film that is powerful, without seeming fake or sentimental.

The movie follows three servicemen who have just been demobilised and who meet by coincidence as they are cadging a flight back to their joint hometown, Boone City. Al Stephenson (Fredric March), a Sergeant in the infantry who engaged in bloody fighting on the Pacific islands, is the eldest of the three, married to Milly (Myrna Loy), with two grown children. He enjoys a comfortable lifestyle, having been a banker before the war. Fred Derry (Dana Andrews), a decorated Captain who served as a bombardier in the Army Air Force, is also married, to Marie (Virginia Mayo), a woman he knew just briefly before deployment overseas. Homer Parrish (Harold Russell), a sailor from the Pacific Fleet who worked below decks in a repair shop, lost his hands when his aircraft carrier was attacked; he lives at home with his parents, next-door to his high-school sweetheart, Wilma (Cathy O’Donnell).

All three veterans’ paths crisscross by accident and design as they seek to readjust to civilian life. The only job Fred can find is a demeaning position at a drugstore; he falls in love with Al’s daughter, Peggy (Teresa Wright); and his marriage to Marie disintegrates. Al feels a stranger in his own home and especially at the bank; disillusioned, he begins to drink heavily. Homer suffers from the attention and pity that greet his disability; he can’t bring himself to believe that Wilma still loves him until she proves that she has the courage to deal with his disfigurement. Fred breaks off with Peggy, gets fired from his job at the drugstore, and is about to leave town when by chance he lands a job with a construction company junking disused bombers and turning the resultant scrap into badly needed housing. The film concludes with all the major characters attending Homer and Wilma’s wedding, where Fred proposes to Peggy, offering her a lifetime of struggle.

Best Years’ seeming simplicity should not fool us. As Gerald Mast once argued, Hollywood accessibility may in fact mask depth, precision and complexity.4

As a small example of Best Years’ complexity, let us start with the film’s title. The title is plain vanilla: no Casablanca-esque exoticism, no clues as to genre or main character. Say the phrase aloud – six one-syllable words – and it sounds like a snatch of poetry, with a pronounced emphasis on ‘best’. Yet, the pronoun ‘our’ is very curious – it reaches out beyond the fictional characters to include the audience in the theatre … perhaps the country as a whole. But when are these ‘best years’? The war years or the tricky adjustment to peace? In what ways can such difficult times be seen as the best? Is the title ironic? Bitter? Ennobling?

To appreciate The Best Years of Our Lives’ exquisitely precise balance of realism and melodrama, to grasp what it tells us about America at a crucial moment in history, and to sound its depths, precision and complexity, are the goals of this volume.


1 Historical Context

Studio scripts often invented mythical countries or set their stories in some airbrushed past or unspecified present. Few films sought to engage with their historical moment as deeply as Best Years.

National and International Affairs

Best Years was created over a twenty-eight-month period, from August 1944 until its New York premiere in November 1946. Thus, it was conceived, produced and distributed during the climactic end of World War II and the transition to the post-war era.

Producer Sam Goldwyn commissioned Best Years a few months after the Allied invasion of Normandy, when the end of the war and the return of the soldiers suddenly seemed in view. The first screenwriter, MacKinlay Kantor, wrote his version during the Battle of the Bulge (when the Germans nearly broke through American lines in Belgium and snatched victory away from the Allies), and turned in his draft while the firebombing of Tokyo and the Battle of Iwo Jima raged. To the movie’s original audiences the battle sites casually mentioned in throwaway dialogue – Okinawa, Iwo Jima, Leyte Gulf, Hiroshima, Dusseldorf – are not dry historical facts, but hallowed names.

Goldwyn initially approached Robert Sherwood to rewrite the project on 4 April 1945. Eight days later, Franklin Delano Roosevelt passed away, a loss that profoundly affected the country as a whole, and Sherwood personally, since he had been part of the President’s inner circle for many years. Late in April 1945 military forces liberated Dachau and Buchenwald, and the world was forced to face journalistic, photographic and filmic evidence of a level of atrocity previously unimagined. Yet the Allies’ mood shifted from grief and shock to euphoria a few weeks later on 8 May when Victory in Europe was declared.

The War in the Pacific, however, was still ongoing and the US was making plans to invade Japan when director William Wyler became attached to the project in July 1945. Robert Sherwood finally signed a contract on 14 August 1945 – just days after the US dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima (6 August) and Nagasaki (9 August) and the world gasped at the destruction that ensued.

On the international scene, once World War II ended, the immense scale of the damage became apparent. Europe was strewn with rubble and crucial infrastructure destroyed. An acute world food shortage – especially in Asia and Europe – developed. The situation was so grim that in the spring of 1946 Pope Pius proclaimed, ‘The shadow of famine rests on at least a quarter of the entire population of the globe.’5 (In Best Years, the farmer, Novak [Dean White], tells Al, ‘With the food shortage all over the world it seems to me that farming’s about the most important work there is.’)

Sherwood was writing the script and debating each scene with Goldwyn and Wyler through the autumn of 1945 and winter months of 1946. Food was not the problem here (the US was a major exporter); the chief domestic challenge facing the country at the time was demobilisation. The War Department had established a points system for determining the order in which servicemen would be released from duty and provided transport home. But since there were 7.6 million American military personnel stationed overseas at the end of hostilities, the job was enormous and the process and speed of demobilisation pleased no one. Civilians heartsick for their loved ones created over 200 ‘Bring Back Daddy’ clubs and bombarded authorities with pleas and sent them pairs of baby shoes. The generals’ decisions to keep troops in unstable areas, the War Department’s bureaucracy, a severe shortage of ships and railway snafus led to great frustration. Servicemen waiting in overseas outposts took to the streets in angry protests; the near ‘mutiny’ in Manila of 20,000 servicemen in January 1946 demonstrated their sharp discontent.
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Reunion of Major James P. Devereux and his son in October 1945. Devereux led the stubborn resistance to the Japanese takeover of Wake Island in December 1941. While he was interned in a Japanese prison camp, his wife passed away. (Thomas D. McAvoy/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images)



Getting the soldiers home was one hurdle, reintegrating them into civilian life was another, and the latter caused a great deal of anxiety. David Gerber provides an intriguing analysis of the conundrum:

On the one hand, the veteran’s heroism and sacrifices are celebrated and memorialized and debts of gratitude, both symbolic and material, are paid to him. On the other hand, the veteran also inspires anxiety and fear and is seen as a threat to social order and political stability. This second, less officially acknowledged response is based on a plausible, though greatly exaggerated projection: remove young men from the restraining influence of educational institutions, employment and family; provide them with advanced weapons training and send them off on a violent adventure; expose their minds and bodies to horrific injuries; and then attempt to return them speedily to the life they had previously known, and you have a prescription for individual and social chaos.6
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Due to improved evacuation procedures, many of the battlefield casualties in World War II received prompt treatment that saved their lives. Nearly 700,000 American servicemen were physically wounded in the war; some 300,000 of these needed long-term hospitalisation and rehabilitation. Amputation of a limb was a comparatively common injury, though losing a leg happened more frequently than losing an arm or hand. Double amputations of upper extremities (like Homer’s), were actually very rare. Army doctors counted only some sixty cases of such injuries.7

As historians have documented, overall the US government had learned from its disastrous handling of World War I veterans, when unemployment and homelessness culminated in 17,000 angry ex-servicemen camping out in Washington, DC in the 1932 Bonus March. This time the government’s preparations to reintegrate veterans into post-war society were much more effective. In 1944 FDR’s administration had passed the GI Bill of Rights, guaranteeing access to education and home loans. When the war ended, President Truman called Congress back from recess in September 1945 to tell lawmakers, ‘The cost of this transition from war to peace is as much a part of the cost of war as the transition from peace to war – and we should so consider it.’8 The government already guaranteed demobilised military men $20 a week for as long as fifty-two weeks, depending on the length of service. But most servicemen didn’t want temporary compensation; they wanted jobs. Truman soon began to push for the ‘Full Employment Act of 1945’. The legislation finally passed by Congress in 1946 was much weaker than Truman had envisioned; it withdrew the original provisions guaranteeing that the Federal government would ensure that jobs were made available.9 By October 1946, when Best Years was in post-production, veterans accounted for half of the country’s unemployed.10

Those jobs that ex-servicemen did land did not always suit them. As activists for veterans noted, ‘There is no particular benefit to the combat major in guaranteeing him the right to go back to the shipping clerk’s job he had before the war.’11 Nor did ordinary jobs pay very well. During the war, labour unions had refrained from asking for raises or striking but, with the end of the conflict, pent-up demand for higher salaries and better working conditions exploded. The year 1946 saw an upsurge of labour unrest and strikes, some violent, frightening the country with their ferocity. Hollywood itself went through a series of labour strikes in 1945 and 1946, shattering the fiction of an harmonious relationship between management and workers. In 1946 the average salary for full-time employees was $2,360, roughly $26,000 in today’s dollars. (Fred Derry’s salary at the drugstore is below this 1946 average by about 30 per cent.)

In the US, key goods – meat, wool, rubber, sugar and gasoline – had been rationed during the war, though average citizens collaborated with organised crime to create a booming black market. In 1945 restrictions were lifted. Though soon manufacturing would shift to creating a super-abundance of commercial goods (pictured in the film’s drugstore scenes), the transitional months after the war saw some items in short supply, including automobiles and civilian suits.

However, as we know, no sooner had World War II ended than the Cold War began. Actually, Cold War ideology in the US took root much earlier, in the wave of anti-Communist panic in the 1920s, and the tensions and conflicts between the left (especially labour) and right throughout the Depression. However, during 1945 revelations of Communist spy rings in the US and Canada and leaks of classified documents became public scandals, fanning fears of Communist infiltration and subversion of American life. Moreover, relations with the Soviet Union swiftly deteriorated. In March 1946 Winston Churchill delivered his famous ‘Iron Curtain’ speech, drawing attention to the Soviet Union’s despotic partitioning of Europe. Thus, in Best Years, when Butch (Hoagy Carmichael) says to Homer, ‘Everything will settle down nicely. Unless we have another war. And then none of us have to worry because we’ll all be blown to bits the first day’, he articulates the pervasive dread in a frightening era of super-power conflict.
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Note the newspaper headline



In the 1946 mid-term election, the Republican Party ran on an anti-Truman, anti-labour, anti-Communist platform, asking voters, ‘Got enough inflation? … got enough debt? … got enough strikes? … got enough communism?’ The Republicans won fifty-five seats in the House of Representatives, and twelve in the Senate, regaining control of Congress from the Democrats for the first time since 1928. These Republicans, allied with conservative Southern Democrats, steered the country rightwards. Congressman John Rankin, a Democrat from Mississippi and a notorious anti-Communist, bigot and anti-Semite – he once claimed that World War II was started by ‘a little group of our international Jewish brethren’12 – succeeded in transforming the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), which had been established in 1938 as a ‘special’ committee, into a standing (permanent) committee in 1945. That year, and gathering steam through 1946 and 1947, HUAC began investigations that would lead directly to the probe into Communist influence in Hollywood.

Personal Lives

Ernie Pyle, a war correspondent for the Scripps Howard newspaper chain, had a colloquial style that made readers feel as if he were their intimate friend. He was not a dashing, reckless adventurer, but a slight, graying man in his forties, travelling with lower-echelon troops, writing from their perspective, rather than that of the brass. Pyle won a Pulitzer Prize for his contributions in 1944, and his experiences are the basis for a quite respectable movie, The Story of G.I. Joe, directed by William Wellman, released in June 1945. Unfortunately, Pyle never attended the premiere because he was killed in action in the Pacific on 19 April 1945. The nation, just coming to grips with FDR’s death, mourned all over again.

Pyle’s collection of essays, Brave Men, was a bestseller throughout 1944 and 1945. At the end of Brave Men, Pyle cautioned his countrymen:

Thousands of our men will soon be returning to you. They have been gone a long time and they have seen and done and felt things you cannot know. They will be changed. They will have to learn how to adjust themselves to peace. Last night we had a violent electrical storm around our countryside. The storm was half over before we realized that the flashes and the crashings around us were not artillery but plain old-fashioned thunder and lightning. It will be odd to hear only thunder again. You must remember that such little things as that are in our souls, and will take time.13

Though many soldiers returned home in good shape and made the transition without undue hardship, others returned affected both in body and in soul. Although the term ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’ (PTSD) was not coined until the 1970s during the Vietnam War, some World War II servicemen returned experiencing classic symptoms, such as nightmares, anxiety, anger and inability to focus. Researchers associated with Veterans Affairs now estimate that as many as 30 per cent of World War II combatants suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. Their distress was increased by the fact that no effective treatment had been devised – military doctors haphazardly experimented with rest, hypnosis and various powerful drugs – and by the reluctance of the military bureaucracy and the populace to acknowledge the psychological effects of trauma.14

Official and popular literature singled out the servicemen’s wives and sweethearts as the major facilitators of veteran readjustment. In a clever article entitled ‘Advice for Penelope’, Susan Hartmann has analysed the torrent of articles, lectures and stories widely propagated in magazines and literature by various experts and lay people all counselling women: first, to step back from the independence they had gained while their men were away and deploy feminine graces; second, to treat their men with infinite patience and understanding; and third, to facilitate their husbands’ reacquisition of the status and confidence of head of the household.15

But many women faced difficult transitions of their own. When companies and official policy decreed that women should now return to homemaking, many lost the jobs, status and independence they had gained by taking manufacturing positions or new responsibilities while the men were overseas. The brilliant documentary, The Life and Times of Rosie-the-Riveter, directed by Connie Field in 1980 (newly re-released on DVD), demonstrates what women were forced to give up. Demographically, 1946 was a record year for marriages, but it was also a record year for divorce, as unions (such as Fred and Marie’s) cracked under the strains of long separations and new roles. Not surprisingly, the rate of alcohol consumption in 1946 was also the highest recorded since before Prohibition.

National magazines of 1945–6 are filled with images and icons that seem to come straight out of Best Years. Actually, it is the other way around: Best Years is filled with images and icons from the national magazines; the movie tapped into the national Zeitgeist in details large and small. A Life photograph prefigures the awe-inspiring image in the film of rows and rows of bombers waiting to be scrapped.
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Photo by Harold Carter



The delight that Fred and Al feel at getting out of their uniforms and into civvies was already a staple of advertisers (see over).

The deep yearning of the wives and sweethearts to have their men home safe and sound was already a cliché.
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Movies of the Era

The year 1946 was a banner one in film history; it is the year of the highest box-office revenues ever as the country celebrated peacetime and reunions by indulging in its favourite pastime … going to the movies.

Along with Best Years, other top box-office hits of 1946 included the torrid Western-romance, Duel in the Sun; several musicals, including The Jolson Story, Night and Day, Till the Clouds Roll By and The Harvey Girls; Hitchcock’s romantic thriller Notorious; the sea adventure Two Years Before the Mast; and comedies, including The Road to Utopia with Bob Hope and Bing Crosby and The Kid from Brooklyn, with Danny Kaye.16

Not every film, however, was so blatantly escapist. In fact, other studios were ahead of Goldwyn in tackling the issue of returning soldiers. Pride of the Marines, directed by Delmar Daves for Warners, was well received in 1945. It starred John Garfield in a story based on the true and renowned experiences of Marine Private Al Schmid, who performed heroically at the Battle of Guadalcanal, killing scores of Japanese with a machine gun even after he’d been blinded by a hand grenade. Pride of the Marines is similar to Best Years in its emphasis on the problems that Al faces reintegrating into society, especially his recurrent nightmares of battle trauma, and his reluctance to accept the love of his girl, Ruthie (Eleanor Parker).

Till the End of Time, directed by Edward Dmytryk in 1946, from a 1944 novel by Niven Busch, exhibits even more plot similarities to Best Years. This time we see the problems of three returning servicemen: one who has lost his legs, one with a metal plate in his head and one who is physically sound but emotionally unsettled. In this film, too, the main character’s healing is facilitated by the patient love of his girlfriend.

Although the subject matter of these movies is analogous to Best Years, the experience of watching Pride of the Marines and Till the End of Time differs dramatically. In the latter, companies will offer any veteran who walks through the door a job. In both of them, representatives of officialdom – military personnel, doctors, the Red Cross, veteran agencies – are standing by, eager to help the veterans; the veterans’ foolish pride is what keeps them from taking advantage of proffered assistance. Both films contain multiple long sequences during which secondary characters give the veteran ‘a good talking to’. And the films are heavy on cloying patriotic sentiment: the credits’ title cards include military insignias; the music tracks of both feature the Marine Hymn, ‘From the Halls of Montezuma to the Shores of Tripoli’. Till the End of Time also (nauseatingly) incorporates ‘Home Sweet Home’ and Brahms’s ‘Lullaby’ in its score. Pride of the Marines focuses close-ups on the Bible and stages its climax at Christmas. Moreover, perhaps I’m being churlish, but neither film is well acted or well directed. The artificial Guadalcanal battle on a sound-stage is creepy; Garfield’s attempt at portraying a blind man is painful to watch; and Dmytryk wastes Robert Mitchum as a secondary character in Till the End of Time, while Guy Madison, the lead, behaves like a spoiled pretty boy.

Although at the end of the war many film professionals wanted nothing more than to return to business as usual, in hindsight, the transition to peacetime marked a change in Hollywood’s sense of itself. Filmmakers who came back from wartime service had been exposed both to the horror of the war and to new documentary filmmaking techniques. A commentator in Look magazine wrote in January 1945,

After the shooting stops … Hollywood naturally will go back to the business of making films strictly for profit. But it will also do something else. Now that Hollywood has grown up, it knows that it must play a role in creating the world of tomorrow, just as it helped to destroy the kind of world desired by the enemy.17

An influential contingent of Hollywood professionals now wanted to use the screen to tackle serious subjects and/or employ documentary strategies not previously welcomed by the studios. John Huston, one of Wyler’s closest associates, spent December of 1945 making a documentary about veterans receiving treatment for psychoneurotic illnesses at a Long Island mental hospital for the Signal Corps. However, finding the subject matter too distressing, the Army suppressed Huston’s Let There Be Light just as it was about to open in the spring of 1946 (which is when Best Years started shooting). Billy Wilder directed The Lost Weekend in 1945, a franker tale about alcoholism than Hollywood censorship had ever before allowed. Henry Hathaway pioneered an integration of semi-documentary techniques into fiction filmmaking with his The House on 92nd Street (1945), which was shot on location in New York, used natural light in many sequences and was based on a true story. (Wyler has specifically noted that he had the last two films in mind when he began Best Years.)18

In its serious treatment of social ills, we can see Best Years as the beginning of the cycle of ‘social-problem films’ that appeared in the late 1940s. It prefigured Crossfire (1947) and Gentleman’s Agreement (1947), which were both about anti-Semitism, and Pinky (1949), Home of the Brave (1949) and No Way Out (1950), which dealt with racism. (All of these are lesser films than Best Years, made with less talent, less courage and less authenticity.) Although present-day viewers see these films as more evasive than gutsy in their criticism of injustices, nonetheless in their time each movie caused considerable stir, and pushed against both the very real censorship of the Production Code and internalised self-censorship of Hollywood’s entertainment über alles ethos.

This linkage of realistic filming techniques and criticism of social problems echoes the cinematic movement then underway in Europe: Italian neorealism. Best Years mirrors the Italian films in details large and small, such as: the use of non-professional actors, the shooting on location, the avoidance of flashy technique and the emphasis on class structure. The Italian films treated more dire social conditions, were shot on lower budgets and were generally less commercial – I find it impossible to imagine Anna Magnani, who plays the tragic lead character, Pina, in Rome Open City (1945), hawking nylons in magazine advertisements, as Teresa Wright would do. But the famous neorealist masterpieces such as Rome Open City, Paisà (1946), Shoeshine (1946), Bicycle Thieves (1947) or Umberto D. (1952) are not, as we know, realistic in the sense of actually being documentaries – they intermix their social commentary and authenticity with plot contrivances, heart-tugging melodrama and soaring, emotional music, just as Best Years does.

If Best Years was the beginning of an era of post-war social-problem films – and a boost to the incorporation of documentary techniques in Hollywood films, which would play out in later films of the forties shot on location, such as The Naked City (1948) – it was also the end of an era. This was the last film that Wyler made for Goldwyn. Like so many other filmmakers and major stars, he left the studio system that had nurtured, protected and challenged him, to form his own production company, Liberty Films, in partnership with Frank Capra and George Stevens, in search of greater artistic freedom and financial independence. Moreover, in the months after the movie’s release, HUAC would rock Hollywood with the hearings investigating the Hollywood Ten, filmmakers who had been associated with the Communist Party. The Hollywood community would quiver with aftershocks while erstwhile friends and associates turned on one another. (Samuel Goldwyn was one of the only studio heads who opposed the Waldorf Statement, the industry’s official institution of a blacklist.) The 1948 settlement of a long-running antitrust case brought by the Justice Department against the major studios would force the studios to divest themselves of their chains of theatres, their monopolistic trade practices and guaranteed outlets for their films. Movie attendance and box-office revenues would drop precipitously. The pun is too obvious and too true to avoid: the best years of the Hollywood studios had come to a close.


2 Production History

A production history of Best Years, like the production histories written about other Hollywood films, e.g. The Adventures of Robin Hood (1935), Bringing Up Baby (1938) or The Wizard of Oz, provides a close-up view of the workings of the studio system: the complex interaction of creativity, timing, accident and financial acumen. In this case, however, a production history also, at every turn, reveals the filmmakers’ efforts to insert their deeply personal life experiences and imbue this project with the detailed texture of authenticity.

The Major Contributors and the Script

Samuel Goldwyn was a producer, the owner of a small, independent studio, Samuel Goldwyn, Inc. Born in Warsaw, Poland in 1879, teenage Schmel Gelbfisz walked 500 miles from Warsaw to Hamburg before emigrating to the US at the age of nineteen, taking the name of Samuel Goldfish. Soon he started a glove business in Gloversville, NY; later he moved into film production. Goldfish’s second production company was named the Goldwyn Company, founded in partnership with former Broadway producers Edgar and Archibald Selwyn. Goldfish liked the new moniker ‘Goldwyn’ so much that he adopted it as his own. Yet Goldwyn was ousted from this company before the merger that would create Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM). Ironically, Sam Goldwyn thus never had any connection with the foremost studio that bears his adopted name.

Unstoppable, Goldwyn then went into independent production on his own as the sole proprietor of a production company that specialised in expensive, high-quality films, initially distributed by United Artists and later by RKO. Willing to spend money for quality, Goldwyn insisted on the finest available writers, directors, actors and crews – a perfectionism that would eventually be called ‘the Goldwyn Touch’. Tempestuous, stubborn and famous in the Hollywood community for his mangling of English and its idioms (reported sayings, such as ‘Include me out’, and ‘A verbal contract isn’t worth the paper it’s written on’ have passed into lore), he was also a shrewd businessman and a capable handler of Hollywood egos. He was a hands-on participant in his films, involved in nearly every aspect of production. As he once remarked, ‘I am the producer. I do not give the money under the door and go home.’19
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Samuel Goldwyn



Two months after D-Day, while the Allies were successfully rushing across France, Frances Goldwyn, Goldwyn’s second wife, and the mother of a son in the service, saw an article in the 7 August 1944 issue of Time about the anxiety of Marines returning on leave. ‘The Way Home’ describes a trainload of American Marines travelling towards New York on furlough, as anxious about the transition home as they had been about going into battle.
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The men aboard were 370 members of the 1st Marine Division – survivors of Tulagi, conquerors of Guadalcanal; the men who mowed down the Japs like hay at Bloody Ridge, and crossed the bloody Matanikau River; the invaders of Cape Gloucester, the rain-drenched fighters of Talasea, the men who took Hill 660 when they should have been annihilated halfway up; the unnamed defenders of Nameless Hill, the survivors of Coffin Corner … . For all their 27 months of battle, these marines’ average age was only 21.20

Frances passed the article on to Sam, and Sam immediately sought to register the titles ‘Home Again’ and ‘The Way Home’ for a potential film.21

A month later Sam Goldwyn hired MacKinlay Kantor to turn this article into a screenplay. Kantor lived his early life in Webster City, Iowa, a small city on the Boone River (which would lend its name to the Boone City in the movie). During World War II, Kantor served as a war correspondent, flying in combat with both the RAF and the US 8th Air Force based out of England. The article inspired Kantor to produce a blank-verse novel, which he tendered to Goldwyn in March 1945. Although many scholars believe this was all that Kantor contributed to the project, in the Goldwyn archive I discovered that three weeks later Kantor also submitted a full-length screenplay. Both novel and screenplay are entitled Glory for Me; Kantor took the phrase from a well-known Christian hymn he quotes in the frontispiece.

The characters and plot devices of Best Years are present in Kantor’s works. Fred, Homer, Al, Milly, Peggy, Wilma and Marie all appear in recognisable form, along with minor characters such as Bullard the druggist (Erskine Sanford), Mr Milton the bank president (Ray Collins) and Novak, the farmer seeking a loan from the Cornbelt Trust. But the book and screenplay are diffusely structured, heavily reliant on stream-of-consciousness, and their tone is much more bitter and coarse than Best Years. Here is Al’s flashback to a moment in the war:

In German street there was a burned-out tank.

‘Look out,’ said Al.

‘O.K.,’ said Pascowitz. ‘I’m looking out.’

They passed the tank.

Two soldiers came behind them slow.

‘Look out. That window over there.’ Al looked.

The mine went off.

There wasn’t anything to do

For Pascowitz.

Al couldn’t figure what it was

He wiped from his helmet rim –

It was so round and wet and firm.

A piece of bone?

He nearly slept, that night, and then he bounded up,

Disturbing Smith and Beecher.

Half awake, he knew:

Yes. Pascowitz, the all-State end –

The glamour boy, the jitter-bug,

The master of a hundred dames.

(‘Only God,’ the boys would say,

‘And Pascowitz

Can make a tree.’)

And now Al knew. Yes, yes – oh, yes –

The pink and dangled little thing

With veins and stuff attached:

A testicle.

Glory for Me presents a wide and unbridgeable gulf between those who had seen the war, and those who hadn’t.

Their worry made them one. And each had felt

The kiss of death so many times,

That he could only share himself

With other men whose lips still wore the damp

And pungent print of cold infinity.22

Perhaps because of Kantor’s vision of the gulf between soldiers and civilians, and its stress on male bonding, an unpleasant odour of misogyny wafts throughout Glory for Me. Kantor’s Fred strikes Marie. Moreover, both Fred and Al quit their jobs because of their fury at pushy, civilian women: in Fred’s case, an unsympathetic waitress who refuses to serve Homer; in Al’s case the culprit is a rich woman who wants Al to deny a loan to her nephew.

In April, Goldwyn approached the playwright Robert E. Sherwood to rewrite Kantor’s work. Goldwyn wanted Sherwood because of his prestigious record of success. Sherwood had already won three Pulitzer Prizes for his plays, and he had been involved with notable films such as that featuring Humphrey Bogart’s first major role, The Petrified Forest (1936), and Hitchcock’s Academy-Award-winning Rebecca (1940). Sherwood was also on board another project of Goldwyn’s, a proposed film about General Dwight David Eisenhower.

Moreover, Sherwood, like Kantor, had experienced war. Too tall to be accepted by the US Army or Navy in World War I, he had joined the Canadian Black Watch Regiment and served in Britain and France, eventually being wounded in both legs at Amiens. During World War II, Sherwood held a variety of posts: Special Assistant to the Secretary of War, Director of the Overseas Branch of the Office of War Information and Special Assistant to the Secretary of the Navy. In addition, Goldwyn wanted Sherwood because they were personally and politically simpatico: both shared a devotion to FDR. Starting in 1940, Sherwood served as speechwriter, aide and friend to FDR. Goldwyn, who was an enormous fan of the President, contributed by undertaking a confidential mission as special advisor to the administration, touring war-torn England to assess its economic circumstances.23

Sherwood was busy writing another play and had several qualms about Glory for Me. But the Eisenhower project fell through in July 1945, and Sherwood signed a contract for Best Years on 14 August 1945.24 Sherwood explained why he finally committed:

Willy Wyler said one thing which impressed me tremendously when the three of us were talking in Hollywood a month ago, that this picture could prevent a lot of heartaches and even tragedies among servicemen who were confronting demobilization and return to civilian life.25

A letter in Goldwyn’s files indicates that Goldwyn sent Kantor’s screenplay to director John Ford in July of 1945.26 I believe this was a ploy to solidify Wyler’s commitment, which also began that month. To me, it is unfathomable that Goldwyn ever sincerely intended this project for anyone else other than Wyler, the director with whom he had had such a string of successes.

William Wyler was born in 1902 in the city of Mulhouse, which is located in the border area between France and Germany called Alsace-Lorraine. His father, Leopold, who was originally Swiss, owned a successful haberdashery. His mother, Melanie, was a well-educated, cultured woman from a family of German-Jewish intellectuals.
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William Wyler



His parents sent Wyler to business school in Switzerland when he was sixteen, but he left without completing his studies. His father then dispatched him to Paris to learn the clothing trade, but Wyler would not apply himself. When his mother’s cousin, the generous Carl Laemmle, head of Universal Studios, came to visit Switzerland in 1920, Melanie asked Laemmle to take ‘worthless Willy’ to America.

Wyler worked first in the New York office of Universal as an office boy and then began translating Universal press releases for European publicity. In 1921 he transferred to Hollywood and started as an office boy and assistant. In 1923, Wyler began working on sets, and was gradually promoted to assistant director; by 1925 when he was twenty-three, he was allowed to direct a two-reel Western. Ultimately, between 1925 and 1927 he would direct over twenty ‘Mustang’ Western shorts. In 1926 he was promoted to directing five-reel Westerns for Universal’s ‘Blue Streak’ series. By 1928 he had learned the craft so well that he graduated out of Western series into one-of-a-kind releases, with bigger budgets and stars.

Wyler stayed with Universal until 1935, alternately directing low-budget B-movies and more prestigious projects. In 1935 he married Margaret Sullavan, the star of his last Universal film, The Good Fairy; this tempestuous marriage ended in divorce in 1936. Wyler left Universal, looking for a studio that would devote greater resources to more ambitious material. Wyler soon signed with Samuel Goldwyn. From 1936 to 1941, Wyler and Goldwyn would together produce a string of films that have become synonymous with the classic polish of the studio years, including: These Three (1936), Dodsworth (1936), Dead End (1937), Wuthering Heights (1939), The Westerner (1940) and The Little Foxes (1941). On ‘loan out’ to Warner’s, Wyler also directed Jezebel in 1938 and The Letter in 1940, both starring Bette Davis.

Wyler married Margaret Tallichet, a young actress, in 1938. This famously happy marriage would lead to family life with five children. Their third child and first son, Billy, was born to Tally two weeks before Best Years started shooting.

Wyler left Goldwyn’s employ during World War II, first to direct Mrs. Miniver (1942) for MGM, then to enlist in the Army. He produced two documentaries for the Army Air Force. The first grew out of his being stationed with the 8th Army Air Force in England (the same unit that Kantor had reported on, the same unit that Fred flies for). The Memphis Belle: A Story of a Flying Fortress (1944) is a thrilling and moving documentary about a B-17 like Fred’s completing its twenty-fifth mission pounding Germany with bombs. Thunderbolt (1947) treats air support by smaller fighters for the Italian campaign.

Wyler reached the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the war and was awarded the Legion of Merit in February 1946. The medals did not, however, make up for his injuries. In late March 1945 after a long day of flying over Italy working on Thunderbolt, Wyler suffered nerve damage in his ears, precipitating a total loss of hearing and severe balance problems. On 10 April 1945 he boarded a ship back to the US. Time and medical intervention helped restore partial hearing in his left ear. However, he remained permanently deaf in his right ear.

Although Wyler eventually adjusted to his disability and compensated for his diminished capacity by hooking up a direct feed from the sound recordist to a headphone so he could hear dialogue, he was initially traumatised. He felt completely isolated in a soundless world and believed that both his career and his life were essentially over. His condition was exacerbated by the treatment he received: according to his biographer, Jan Herman, the Army eventually sent him to a hospital in Santa Barbara where, by insisting that he could hear, the staff tried to convince him that his hearing loss was psychosomatic. Tally had to rescue him from this dangerous treatment centre.27

When Wyler came back from Europe he owed Goldwyn one more film on his contract, and the topic of returning veterans was the one that appealed to him most.

Sherwood submitted a partial draft in mid-November of 1945. In December, Sherwood and his wife came out to Los Angeles and lived with the Goldwyns. Three-way discussions ensued between Sherwood, Goldwyn and Wyler. Wyler poured out all his feelings as a returning, disabled vet, including the moment he was reunited with his wife down a long corridor and every detail of how strange and precious everyday American life seemed to him (which motivated the taxi-cab montage of Boone City).28 Sherwood produced a revised draft on 6 March 1946. The final shooting script was ready a month later.

Sherwood’s script differs crucially in several ways from Kantor’s versions. Gone are Fred’s attempt at sticking up the Cornbelt Trust, Homer’s attempted suicide and Al’s quitting his banking job to work at a plant nursery. Homer becomes an amputee, not a psychoneurotic spastic. Al is the one with the alcohol problem, not Homer. Rather than leaving a series of jobs out of restless dissatisfaction, Fred has difficulty finding a job due to post-war unemployment. Rather than discovering Marie’s infidelity the night he returns and immediately divorcing her, Fred tries for months to make the marriage work. Rather than approving of Peggy’s interest in Fred, in Sherwood’s version Al tries to protect Peggy from Fred.

These changes pare out most of the sensationalism of Kantor’s versions (such as suicide attempts, bank robberies and flying testicles), and most of the cloying sentiment (such as recurring romantic fantasies about lilac bushes). The filmmakers thought it preposterous that Al would quit his well-paying job in favour of some agrarian vision of going back to the land. Delaying the breakup of Fred and Marie’s marriage also makes Peggy and Fred’s romance more fraught and tense. Shadowy figures in Kantor’s story, Milly and Peggy’s roles are enlarged in the new script.29

Other changes to the script update the film from 1944 to 1946, emphasising connection to topical issues in the news as the film was being crafted. Characters discuss the threat of nuclear war several times. The subject of un- and underemployment of veterans assumes centre stage. Sherwood highlights the growing political division of the country between right-wing anti-Communists and liberals in the drugstore scene.

The ending of the film was directly inspired by real life. No wedding occurs in Kantor’s versions. In the Goldwyn files I discovered the following clipping from the Los Angeles Daily News, published in January 1946:

‘Armless Vet Puts Wedding Ring on Bride’

Armless PFC Robert Langstaff, whose hands were shot off by machine gun bullets went to the altar as a bridegroom last night and really showed up members of his sex.

Whereas many a bridegroom with hands nature gave him becomes woefully fumble-fingered at the altar (sometimes even dropping the ring in the aisle), Langstaff, with his newly acquired mechanical hands, turned in a wonderful performance.30

The Title, Casting and Censorship

During the winter of 1945–6, research indicated that Kantor’s title Glory for Me polled poorly with audiences and Goldwyn began actively searching for a replacement. RKO announced a title contest, offering $50 for the best suggestion, and suggestions flooded in, mostly uninspired offerings such as ‘Back Home for Keeps’, ‘When Daylight Comes’, ‘Three Roads Home’ and ‘No More Bugles’.31 Goldwyn’s New York office also sent in a few titles, one of which was ‘The Best Years of My Life’, a line uttered by Marie late in the script.32 Goldwyn’s legal department, however, decided that this line was too close to the title of a story, ‘The Best Years of Her Life’, published in Cosmopolitan.33 The version of the title in second-person plural was officially announced on 21 March 1946 (without any explanation as to who chose it or why.)

Other issues that needed to be worked out included casting and the approval of the censors. Fred MacMurray was considered for the part of Al. Because Double Indemnity (1944) proved MacMurray’s skill at conveying latent menace, he would have been a good choice – Stephenson is supposed to have been hardened by the war and killed enemies in close combat. Olivia de Havilland, who, among other roles, played Melanie in Gone with the Wind (1939), was approached for Milly. However, both actors refused the parts, finding them too small.34

For Al, Goldwyn and Wyler turned to Fredric March, who had been a leading man of film and stage since the 1920s, starring in such films as Design for Living (1933), Nothing Sacred (1937) and A Star Is Born (1937). By happy coincidence, March had grown up in a small town in the Midwest (Racine, Wisconsin); had worked in a bank as a young man; and had served as an artillery officer in World War I.

Myrna Loy became everyone’s choice for Milly. A movie star since the silent era, she won her greatest fame as Nora Charles, Nick Charles’s (William Powell) droll, beautiful wife in the Thin Man (1934–47) detective series. One of the ways she was seduced into taking the part was by being granted first billing. Loy had been away from Hollywood for three years, working for the Red Cross, in charge of all entertainment for fifty-five Army and Navy hospitals in eleven states, while waiting for her fiancé, a highly decorated naval officer, to come back from the war.
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Myrna Loy



Dana Andrews, Teresa Wright, Virginia Mayo and Cathy O’Donnell were under contract to Goldwyn at the time. Andrews had had a recent string of hits for Goldwyn and on loan out: The Westerner (with Wyler), Ball of Fire (1941) and Laura (1944). Moreover, he had starred in a series of war films: The Purple Heart (1944), A Wing and a Prayer (1944) and A Walk in the Sun (1945), so that, although he never served in the military, audiences could easily accept him as a veteran.
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Dana Andrews



Teresa Wright had worked with Wyler on her first two films: The Little Foxes and Mrs. Miniver, in both of which she played a young ingénue called upon to show her mettle in difficult circumstances. The same is true of her starring role in Hitchcock’s wonderful Shadow of a Doubt (1943), where she protects her family from her psychotic uncle.

Virginia Mayo and Cathy O’Donnell were Goldwyn’s latest finds. Mayo had appeared in small parts in his movies since the late 1930s, but Best Years was O’Donnell’s first role – she was essentially a non-professional.

Actually, the first actor cast was also making his debut: Harold Russell. Wyler found Russell when he viewed a documentary produced by the Signal Corps called Diary of a Sergeant (1945) in which Russell demonstrated how well he had been trained to use his mechanical hands. Russell had been a paratrooper, training other soldiers in demolition, at Camp Mackall, North Carolina. On 6 June 1944 (D-Day) a block of TNT he was carrying exploded, and both of his arms had to be amputated below the elbow.35 The decision to cast a non-professional and a real amputee was one of the major factors in the film’s authenticity and effectiveness.

The production did not submit the script to the Breen office for approval by the Production Code censors until a final version was nearly complete. Breen immediately met with Wyler and Sherwood at Wyler’s home and repeated his comments in a formal letter to Goldwyn. The Production Code’s major concerns had to do with the amount of drinking and drunkenness portrayed and the fear that Fred and Marie’s break-up challenged the sanctity of marriage. Then the censors went through the script with a fine-tooth comb, asking that specific references to drinks or being drunk be omitted, along with banned terms like ‘for Christ’s sake’, ‘My God’, ‘hot’ and ‘bum’. The production complied on the easy word changes and omitted some of the drinking. But the team stood firm on the film’s ending with Fred and Peggy’s getting together and thus its post facto affirmation of Fred and Marie’s divorce.

One omission had political overtones. In one of the Midway drugstore scenes, Homer visits the soda fountain where Fred is working, only to be drawn into an argument with another customer. This man claims the US fought the wrong enemies in the war: it should have sided with the fascists against the Soviet Union. Homer becomes so enraged at this wise guy that they tangle physically; Fred leaps over the counter and socks the customer, which results in Fred’s firing.

Sherwood’s script originally had the customer assert:

The Japs and the Germans had nothing against us. They just wanted to fight the limeys and the Reds – and they’d have whipped them too – if we hadn’t got deceived into it by a bunch of radicals and Jew lovers in Washington.36

Joseph Breen demanded that ‘Jew lovers’ be cut.37 Sherwood protested: ‘I feel strongly that this word should stay in … the vast majority of people would applaud our courage in coming right out with it.’38 Although the filmmakers shot one take that included the disparaging remark, the words didn’t make it into the final film.

Without the anti-Semitic insult, the scene is somewhat ambiguous. Moreover, we lose the direct parallel with an incident in 1944 from Wyler’s own life when a bellman at a Washington, DC hotel slurred another guest as, ‘One of these goddamned Jews’, and Wyler decked him with a punch. Since Wyler was in uniform at the time, this almost led to his being court-martialled.39

Shooting

Elements of the shooting were unique for the time. Wyler has stated that he was engaged in a ‘conspiracy against convention’ to create an ‘escape to reality’.40

Some sequences of Best Years were indeed shot documentary-style. The aerial photography we see out the window of the B-17 bomber that is bringing the three veterans home to Boone City is one such sequence, and the montage of street scenes they marvel at during their cab ride is another. Goldwyn’s publicity department spread the word that Boone City was ‘based on’ Cincinnati; however, James Deutsch has recently proven it is highly unlikely that any footage was shot there.41

Nonetheless, instead of filming everything on a backlot, most of the exteriors were filmed on location, even if these locations were close to Los Angeles, not the Midwest. Long Beach Municipal Airport doubled for the airport at the beginning where the three veterans meet. The airport in Ontario, CA, where B-17 bombers were actually waiting to be scrapped, served as the Boone City airport at the end. The exteriors of the houses and apartment buildings were shot on various streets around Los Angeles.

This interest in authenticity carried over into the sets, which were designed by Perry Ferguson (famous for working on Citizen Kane), and George Jenkins, a Broadway designer participating in his first film. Contrary to the studio custom of designing interiors as vastly larger than real life in order to make room for all the massive studio equipment, the art directors designed the interiors to be smaller than normal, to emphasise their everydayness. The ceilings averaged only eight feet high, and doorways were six foot four.42
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Set sketches



To shoot in these tight quarters it was necessary to build ‘wild walls’ (walls that could be moved away) on each set at considerable expense.43 The intimate breakfast nook in the Stephensons’ apartment and Fred and Marie’s cramped quarters demonstrate the small scale of the sets.

Meticulous attention to detail also stretched to the propping of the sets. United Rexall helped furnish Midway Drugstore with $20,000 of real merchandise.44

As the publicity department stressed – though obviously their materials need to be taken with a grain of salt – street clothes and street makeup aided the authenticity of the film. Whether or not the costume designer Irene Sharaff and the actresses actually bought some of the costumes retail, and the stars were told to wear the clothes so that they looked lived in, the film does drastically depart from conventional Hollywood glamour. The comparatively fancy hats are true to the time period: during the war, fabric was rationed for clothing but not for hats, rendering hats women’s most flamboyant accessory.
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Note the small door frame above, hardly taller than Fredric March; below Wyler (left) and Toland shoot Marie’s small apartment



The production was extremely careful about the servicemen’s uniforms and medals, which they researched meticulously. Audiences of the time would have read complete backstories from the ribbons on Fred and Al’s chests. Fred was an 8th Air Force Captain-bombardier. Derry’s uniform was tailored at Hobson’s in London, which was a popular place with Army flyers. The serial number on his B-4 bag was authentic; it belonged to a bombardier on The Memphis Belle. Al was a Sergeant of the 25th infantry division, wearing a Bronze Star, Purple Heart, Good Conduct Medal, Asiatic-Pacific Ribbon, Victory Ribbon, Combat Infantryman’s Badge, Distinguished Unit Badge and a Philippine Liberation Ribbon.45

Principal photography began on 15 April 1946 (some backgrounds were shot in January and aerial cinematography for the plane sequence had been taken in late March). Shooting started with the beginning scene at the airport, but did not proceed in sequence; they wrapped not with the wedding, but with the scene of Fred and Peggy’s kiss in the parking lot. According to Goldwyn’s biographer, Wyler and Goldwyn engaged in a ‘clangorous fight’ nearly every morning, but nevertheless played gin rummy together every Sunday.46 However, Myrna Loy recalled that the filming was a joy, a labour of love.47 Wyler seems to have gone through an anxiety crisis about the airplane graveyard scene and cabled Sherwood in June, begging him to come to LA for consultation,48 but Sherwood left the scene in Wyler’s hands.

Shooting Best Years cost slightly more than $2 million for seventy-two shooting days. Wyler earned $180,000 and 20 per cent of the net profits; Myrna Loy, Fredric March and Teresa Wright were each paid $100,000, Andrews $86,000 and Harold Russell only $6,000.49 In his autobiography, Victory in My Hands, Russell understandably recounts feeling very ill-used by this contract from Goldwyn – for all the film’s sympathy for returning veterans, Goldwyn exploited a wounded non-professional who didn’t have an aggressive agent to fight for him.
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Wyler seated on the left, Toland partially hidden by camera, Sherwood on the far right



Wyler has been tagged with the nickname ‘40 Take Wyler’ due to his penchant for shooting scenes over and over. When Wyler worked at Warners in 1938, the head of production, Hal Wallis, went through the roof. Wallis wrote in my favourite Hollywood memo,

Possibly Wyler likes to see these big numbers on the slate, and maybe we could arrange to have them start with the number ‘6’ on each take, then it wouldn’t take him so long to get up to nine or ten.

Two months later, Wyler was still shooting Jezebel and Wallis was still fuming: ‘He takes the time to make sixteen takes of a long shot.

What the hell is the matter with him anyhow – is he absolutely daffy?’50

It would surprise Hal Wallis to know that many of the shots from Best Years were accomplished in one take – though these were shots without dialogue. Wyler, as usual, painstakingly insisted on getting the performances he wanted, which was particularly difficult in long takes that included numerous cast members and complicated handling of dialogue, facial expressions and action. Wyler shot the largest number of takes – thirty – during the scene in the bank when Al and Homer converse. Many of Russell’s actions that seem so effortless – such as putting the ring on Wilma’s finger or striking a match – took a dozen or more tries to accomplish.51

Wyler was consciously searching for the most powerful emotional effect. He told an interviewer:

Some actors have felt I don’t have the proper respect or confidence – or that I don’t know what I’m doing. What I’m after is very subtle. Even Goldwyn when he saw the rushes couldn’t see the difference between takes of a shot: same words, same movement, same people each time. But often a slight movement or the way a word is said makes the difference whether the audience will cry.52

Important ‘bits of business’ such as Fred reaching to check on his wallet when he awakes in a strange woman’s bed, or Marie ripping off her false eyelashes in anger, were invented on the set.53

Differences between the script and the final film are few but revealing. Wyler shot two scenes – one of Fred looking for Marie, one in the Camerons’ house – that were eventually left out. Notwithstanding Goldwyn commanding Wyler not to change one word of Sherwood’s dialogue,54 the dialogue is subtly sparser, more indirect. At the end, while Fred sits in the scrap plane, the final script contained aural flashbacks of Fred’s memories of a traumatic bailout; this dialogue is omitted. Other lines cut include some of Al’s comments at the banquet when he goes on about being ‘his brother’s keeper’ and Butch giving Homer a good talking to. A pat and unnecessary ending line was also excised. The script concludes with Al coming up to the embracing Fred and Peggy and asking, ‘Hey buddies, whose wedding do you think this is, anyway?’

Post-production and Premieres

Shooting concluded on 9 August 1946. Editor Daniel Mandell had assembled a rough cut while shooting was in progress and screened the assemblies to Wyler every few days. Twenty days’ scoring and twenty days’ dubbing ensued to complete the sound edit. Remarkably quickly by today’s standards, the film was ready for a sneak preview in October 1946, which the filmmakers hoped would help them determine how to reduce its length. However, the preview audiences approved of the film at its full 170 minutes length. (Years later, in the fifties when Best Years was going to be re-released, Wyler on reflection wanted to shorten it … by about five minutes.55)

In order to be eligible for the 1946 Academy Awards, the film had to play before the end of the calendar year. On 22 November 1946 Best Years opened in New York at the Astor Theatre in a benefit screening for the charity for the blind, the Lighthouse. This was a grand event with the Mayor of New York and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor in attendance. The gala premiere in Los Angeles on Christmas night at the Fox Beverly Theatre was equally swanky. Wyler’s guest list included such luminaries as Darryl Zanuck, Douglas Fairbanks, Jr, Ronald Reagan, James Roosevelt (son of FDR), Gregory Peck and Jimmy Stewart.56

The next chapter will look at how audiences received the film, both when it opened, and as the years have elapsed.


3 Reception

Dec 5 1946

Dear Mr. Goldwyn:

Last week I took my chief assistants to the advance showing you were good enough to give us of ‘The Best Years of Our Lives.’ We were so impressed with the honesty of its story that I immediately asked if we might show it again to all our chief people in Washington. I wanted them to see it not only because it will help them to understand what we are trying to do for these young men, but because it will also help them to realize what these veterans mean to the people of this country.

Sometimes we forget that when men are veterans they are also men, carrying with them the imprints that war leaves on the lives of men. Here is a movie that takes those men with their wounds, their pride, their hopes, their setbacks and tells what happened to the lives of three of them – what happened to the lives of their girls, their wives, their families.

They might be any three veterans in any city of the United States. But they will help us to remember that we’re working with men whose private lives and personal problems are important to us because they’re important to the happiness and welfare of this country. In ‘The Best Years of Our Lives,’ three veterans carried back from the war something that should make us feel good we are Americans, something that should make us feel good because we can share in the strength that they will give to this nation. Multiply these three by the many millions of veterans who have come home and you will begin to understand not only the meaning of this movie but the meaning of our democracy to them.

I cannot thank you too much for bringing this story to the American people. You are not only helping us to do our job, but you are helping the American people to build an even better democracy out of the tragic experiences of this war.

Sincerely,

Omar Bradley57

[World War II General, then serving as the Administrator of Veterans

Affairs, later the first Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.]

If the details of the making of Best Years reveal a film unique in Hollywood studio history, so too does the story of the way the film was received.

Public Reception

Goldwyn’s publicity department mounted an elaborate campaign including preview screenings and gradual release in big cities, sometimes with reserved seating and elevated prices. The publicity department also made sure that major news organs featured the film’s opening: Teresa Wright, in an unusually candid photograph for the time, since she wears no makeup and her hair is uncoiffed, graced the cover of 16 December 1946 Life magazine, which also included a multipage spread on the film.

But the publicity mavens need not have worried. The film caught on immediately and the majority of critics bubbled over with praise. Their compliments often revolved around repeated themes – honesty, realism and civic contribution. Hermine Isaacs, writing in Theatre Arts, called it ‘a picture of our lives’.58 Cecelia Ager in PM thought Best Years

a picture so good, so true; it has such a good, sturdy heart and sound happy mind; it is so full of love and pride for America and American people; it is so honestly felt, so sincerely intended and so successfully realized – that when it is over, you find that it’s not over at all.59

Bosley Crowther in the New York Times lauded the film’s ‘heart and understanding’, ‘humility’, ‘naturalness and tact’.60
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The poster tries to make the film seem sexy



Goldwyn’s personal correspondence files testify to viewers’ perceptions of Best Years. The files contain hundreds of letters of praise and gratitude sent to him from historical luminaries – not only Omar Bradley, but also General Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson. At the same time, the well-known bane of the generals, Bill Mauldin, a young infantryman who drew satirical cartoons about the common GI for Stars and Stripes and became so beloved that he won a Pulitzer for his wartime contributions, also vouchsafed for the movie. He wrote:

I saw ‘The Best Years of Our Lives’ the other day, and if I could think of a good adjective the critics have overlooked, I’d use it. It is the first real, honest-to-God sincere thing I’ve seen about the war and its aftermath. Maybe because I’ve been pretty cynical about Hollywood’s ability to do a real picture on this subject, I’m doubly happy about this job. (3 January 1947)

Most touching of all are the letters from ordinary people, like this one, dated 4 May 1948:

Dear Sir:

My name’s not important but I’m just another ex-serviceman in England.

Things are just about as tough over here as they are in the States for an ex-serviceman. We’re finding out a few things too – the hard way.

Apart from our families we receive little sympathy. That’s why when I went to see ‘The Best Years of Our Lives’ I felt overwhelmingly grateful to realize that at least those, all those, concerned in making the film really did appreciate what we had to face …

I think that I can speak for the British Ex-serviceman when I say thanks, thanks from the bottom of my heart, for a great job of work. …

Yours sincerely,

Ex R.A.F. Pilot

The manager of a movie theatre, a Mr Miller, wrote on 11 May 1948 that during breaks, ‘Big tough men come over to confess to me that they actually cried.’ He continues: ‘Mr. Goldwyn in “The Best Years” you’ve captured what the screen needs so badly, reality. Give the customers everyday life and they’ll eat it up.’

At the 1947 Academy Awards in March, Best Years was up against three adaptations: The Yearling, directed by Clarence Brown, Henry V, directed by Laurence Olivier and The Razor’s Edge, directed by Edmund Goulding. Best Years swept the board, winning seven Oscars: Best Picture, Best Director, Best Screenplay, Best Editing, Best Music, Best Actor and Best Actor in a Supporting Role (Harold Russell). Russell also won a second special honorary award, and Samuel Goldwyn took home the Irving Thalberg Award for lifetime achievement so that the total number of gold statues racked up by Best Years and its personnel was nine. According to several reports, Sam Goldwyn went home that night and wept.

Awards kept rolling in. The Hollywood Foreign Correspondents Association (now called the Golden Globes) selected it as Best Picture of 1946. The UK, Belgium, France and Japan honoured the film with awards of their own. Moreover, audiences flocked to see Best Years. The film was immensely popular, becoming the highest-grossing film since Gone with the Wind. In London, one theatre showed the movie for fifty-five straight weeks.
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The publicity department did its bit to keep the film in the public’s mind. In addition to regular advertising and elaborate press sheets – which stressed the film’s authenticity – all of the major stars were signed up to appear in ads jointly promoting the film and the product: Virginia Mayo sold gloves in Harper’s Bazaar; Teresa Wright featured in a nylon ad in Vogue; Hoagy Carmichael signed up to endorse Del Monte Coffee.61

Controversy

All this success might lead one to believe that no controversy ever touched Best Years. In actuality, the moviemakers feared attacks from the right of the political spectrum. Such criticism was not immediately forthcoming from the expected sources, but eventually came to surround the film. Meanwhile, left-leaning critics savaged Best Years.

Even before the film was released, Goldwyn’s head of publicity, William Hebert, was anxious about the reaction of the right-wing Hearst newspapers to the drugstore scene’s critique of anti-Communism,62 but Louella Parsons, Hearst’s henchwoman, who had been instrumental in almost sinking Citizen Kane, welcomed the film.63 Surprisingly, the ultra-right-wing American Legion also sent Goldwyn a letter of praise.64

However, covertly, antagonism toward the film began to mount. In August 1947 the Los Angeles bureau of the FBI – which had been monitoring the film industry intently since 1942 – sent J. Edgar Hoover reports on eight films, including Best Years, that it suspected of planting Communist propaganda in the minds of the American public.65

The FBI report on Best Years alleges that Roman Bohnen, who plays Fred’s father, was a registered Communist, as well as Howland Chamberlin, who plays the Midway Drugstore manager, Mr Thorpe. It also questions Sherwood’s connections with Communist associates, and speculates that the left-wing screenwriter Howard Koch had exerted secret influence on the project. (Koch, Bohnen and Chamberlin would eventually be blacklisted.)

The balance of the FBI report quotes and summarises reviews charging that the film is riddled with Communist propaganda. The longest entry is taken from a subscription-only, hyperbolically anti-Communist journal, Plain Talk, which proclaimed itself: ‘A magazine that will fearlessly expose the dark forces at home and abroad plotting a world dictatorship.’66 The reviewer, William Markham, specifically claims that the film’s portrayals of the aviation industry’s treatment of veterans, drugstore chains’ employment policies and banks’ administration of GI Loans, are inaccurate and slanted to promote Communist canards. Moreover, he objects to the drugstore scene (which he mistakenly imagines contains a tirade in which the wise guy insults both Negroes and Jews). Markham concludes that Best Years is a ‘vicious and dangerous film’.67 The FBI report also quotes civic groups that contend that aspects of the film – such as excessive drinking and the acceptability of divorce – lower the country’s moral tone, and charge that Communist influence is the driving force behind this moral corruption.68

By the fall of 1947 HUAC’s investigation of Communism in Hollywood was in full gear. When the Hollywood Ten were subpoenaed, Wyler was positive that HUAC was trying to quash the production of social-problem films that adopted a liberal approach to the country’s ills. Wyler spoke up on the radio broadcast, ‘Hollywood Fights Back’, maintaining (correctly):

I’m convinced I wouldn’t be allowed today to make The Best Years of Our Lives as it was made a year ago. That is the result of the activities of the Un-American Activities Committee. They are making decent people afraid to express their opinions. They are creating fear in Hollywood. Fear will result in self-censorship. Self-censorship will paralyze the screen.69

During the October 1947 hearings in Washington, Rep. J. Parnell Thomas, the chair of HUAC, referred to Best Years and a handful of other Hollywood films as flagrant Communist propaganda.70 Moreover, one of the so-called ‘friendly witnesses’ (those witnesses who were eager to see HUAC root out Communist influence among the labour unions and professional guilds in Hollywood), spoke about

the party line of making the returned soldier fear that the world is against him, that the American principle is against him, that business is against him, that the free-enterprise system is against him. You will see picture after picture in which the banker is presented as an unsympathetic man, who hates to give a G.I. a loan.71

As I detailed in an article called ‘Wyler’s Wars’, throughout the late 40s and 50s Wyler faced increasing condemnation from anti-Communist zealots for his personal political activities and associations and the liberal themes of his films. Lester Koenig, his assistant on Best Years, would be blacklisted, and Wyler would be forced to avow his anti-Communism and loyalty in a ‘clearance letter’.72

Paradoxically, critics on the far left were also dissatisfied with Best Years. Robert Warshow’s article, ‘Anatomy of a Falsehood’, claims that Best Years avoids the crudeness of so many Hollywood films and thus sneakily engages ‘the discriminating’ viewer’s full attention, only to soothe him into accepting ‘the basic Hollywood myths – which are simply the basic American myths’. The major falsehood it promotes, he argues, ‘is a denial of the reality of politics, if politics means the existence of real incompatibilities of interest and real social problems not susceptible of individual solution’. He attacks the treatment of class differences in the film and the tendency ‘to present every problem as a problem of personal morality’. He deplores the lack of organised political resistance to the stresses caused by war and capitalism.73

The director Abraham Polonsky – blacklisted in 1951 – wrote along the same lines for the Hollywood Quarterly. Instead of praising the film for its realism, he sees it as ‘a landmark of escapism’. Polonsky believes that the industry’s demand for a happy ending destroyed the film’s integrity: ‘Now the truth of the matter is that veterans have been sold out en masse by society’, Polonsky writes.

The picture exposes the fraud of America’s promises to its soldiers. … In the Best Years, fakery is laid bare, but the plot forces easy solutions on its creators. Fascism is solved with a punch; a bad marriage by the easy disappearance of a wife; the profound emotional adjustment of a handless veteran by a fine girl; the itchy conscience of a banker by too many drinks.74

I believe that Polonsky is misreading the film’s ending. We will discuss Warshow and Polonsky’s critiques in greater detail when we look at the film’s thematic connotations.

Reputation in Academic Circles

The reception by film theorists within the then emerging academic field of cinema studies was initially positive. The influential French theorist André Bazin, who was also the leading advocate of Italian neorealism, enshrined Best Years. In two key essays, he praises Wyler’s use of deep-focus cinematography, and sees in Best Years an ‘equal humility toward his subject matter and his audience’.75 Bazin links Wyler’s style of cinematography with the Italian films then being released in their ‘ethical reverence for reality’.

However, by the early 1960s Wyler’s reputation declined among academics. Bazinian realism was out, condemned as implicitly reactionary; the Marxist critics at Cahiers du cinéma proclaimed that ‘“reality” is nothing but an expression of the prevailing ideology’.76 Auteur theory was in. According to auteur theory, directors accrue value from their idiosyncratic visual signatures and for insinuating unconscious personal preoccupations. French cinephiles fell in love with directors such as Hitchcock and Nicholas Ray, whose films offered a seductive mixture of sexuality, violence and transgression. Auteurists damned Wyler for his penchant for adaptations of famous novels and plays, for putting the demands of each screenplay first and for not having as consistent a style as John Ford, Josef von Sternberg or Howard Hawks. Andrew Sarris, the dominant American spokesman for this movement, slotted Wyler into his demeaning category ‘Less Than Meets The Eye’ and dismissed his career as ‘a cipher as far as personal direction is concerned’.77 Compared to other major Hollywood directors, the academic literature on his body of work remains slim: the only published book analysing his films was written by Michael Anderegg in 1979.

The Later Years of Best Years

RKO reissued Best Years for the Korean War, and it was again welcomed with public respect. Since then, while never entirely fading from view, it has slipped into the background of the Hollywood canon.

Wyler’s output after this triumph was mixed. Of his numerous films from the 1950s, one must admire The Heiress (1949), an adaptation of a Henry James novella starring Olivia de Havilland, with a score by Aaron Copland. Roman Holiday (1953), with its bittersweet romance between Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck, is a marvel. The Desperate Hours (1955) offers a taut thriller concerning criminals invading a family home. But Friendly Persuasion (1956), despite its noble intentions of advocating Quaker pacifism, is cringeworthy in its hokey farmyard domesticity. Wyler’s biggest public success of that decade was the epic blockbuster, Ben Hur (1959), which earned him a great deal of money and the disdain of film intellectuals. In the 60s he returned to a Lillian Hellman play about prejudice against lesbianism, The Children’s Hour (1961); directed an adaptation of a famous British novel, The Collector (1965); and successfully pulled off his first musical, Funny Girl (1968). After making a disturbing and disjointed film about racial prejudice, The Liberation of L. B. Jones (1970), Wyler retired. He received a Lifetime Achievement Award from the American Film Institute in 1976. He passed away in 1981.

Robert Sherwood had pre-deceased him, felled by a heart attack in 1955. Goldwyn had gone on producing successful films, including Guys and Dolls (1955) and Porgy and Bess (1959). He and Wyler waged a long feud about the percentage of profits due to Wyler for Best Years, which was eventually settled out of court in the early 1960s.78 Nonetheless, in 1956 Goldwyn intuited that he and Wyler would be the right team to bring The Diary of Anne Frank to the screen. Although ultimately Goldwyn failed to obtain the rights from Frank’s father, during these negotiations he and Wyler repaired their relationship.79 Goldwyn’s colourful life ended in 1974.

As for the cast members’ later histories, Cathy O’Donnell married Robert Wyler, the director’s brother. Fredric March oscillated between prestigious stage performances and the screen, working again with Wyler on The Desperate Hours. Dana Andrews wrestled with his alcoholism and bravely went public with his affliction in 1971. Teresa Wright appeared in another film about a wounded veteran, The Men (Fred Zinnemann, 1950), this time co-starring with Marlon Brando, and then spent many years making guest appearances in television shows. Harold Russell remained active in veteran affairs. Eventually he auctioned off one of his Oscars to raise money for his wife’s medical expenses, which caused a minor flap in Hollywood, where people would rather sell their children than lose an Oscar from their mantlepieces. Russell replied to his detractors, ‘My wife’s health is much more important than sentimental reasons.’80

No hoopla greeted Best Years’ fiftieth or sixtieth anniversaries. Occasionally, someone who shares my admiration will praise the film highly, but at present no company has released a restored or high-definition DVD.


4 Aesthetics

But realism in art can only be achieved in one way – through artifice.

André Bazin81

Wyler approached every aspect of the filmmaking process with equal intensity. At the Lifetime Achievement Award ceremony presented by the American Film Institute, George Stevens, Jr spoke of Wyler’s ‘infinite capacity for taking pains’, while the actress Greer Garson vouchsafed that Wyler ‘cared sincerely and sensitively about every moment on film’.82 While shooting Dodsworth Wyler spent an entire afternoon trying to get a crumpled letter to move perfectly across a terrace. Mary Astor was astonished that ‘He wanted it to go slowly for a way, then stop, and then flutter a little farther, and finally be caught up in a gust and blown over the edge of the balcony.’83

The slow trajectory of that letter in Dodsworth is a grace note of heartbreak, but Wyler’s pains more often had to do with realism and accuracy. The veteran costume designer Edith Head worked with him on The Heiress; she deems this the only film of her long career that was costumed ‘perfectly’ because Wyler insisted that every detail be historically accurate, even sending her to a New York fashion institute to study the placement of buttonholes in nineteenth-century gowns.84 Wyler’s files on The Little Foxes contain a lengthy monograph of research notes covering every aspect of 1902 society, including which books were popular, what music, what breeds of dogs, the price of hotel rooms, etc. For The Desperate Hours, he hired an experienced Indianapolis detective to ensure that the procedures and furnishing in the police station corresponded to local customs.85

Best Years shows this same kind of care. For instance, the tulip-shaped lemonade glasses that Homer has trouble with early in the film unobtrusively reappear drying near the sink in a nighttime scene in Homer’s kitchen. Another example: Wyler halted shooting for three hours to get the right-size box fabricated for the perfume Fred offers Peggy at the cosmetic counter.86 Here I intend, however, not to concentrate on set design or props but on two elements of particular salience to Best Years: cinematography/composition and music.

Cinematography

Wyler’s films demonstrate a variety of photographic styles, from the dark expressionistic lighting of The Letter, starring Bette Davis, to the high-key, bright palette of the romantic comedy How to Steal a Million (1966), starring Audrey Hepburn and Peter O’Toole. However, throughout his career, Wyler gravitated towards using the background of the shot, the depths of the screen, in a style of cinematography called ‘deep focus’.

From the early days of motion pictures, many filmmakers and theorists have argued that editing is the medium’s defining technique; that cuts to close-ups must guide the viewer’s attention to this object or that face; that Sergei Eisenstein’s films of the 20s or contemporary directors’ fast-paced films are more quintessentially cinematic than movies that rely less on editing. Wyler never subscribed to this philosophy. Instead, Wyler tried to get many of his characters into the same shot, staging them in layers so that the viewer can see their reactions to one another. This necessitated that Wyler place the camera farther away from the characters than is common in other studio films and that he use a wider lens. (Technically, the way to achieve deep focus is to flood the set with more light, so you are able to stop down the lens aperture.) For conversations, Wyler rarely resorted to shot/reverse shot patterns. Wyler preferred to have both speakers visible at all times and to hold the shot much longer than other Hollywood directors were wont to do. He edited less, favoured longer takes, and staged his shots making full use of the depth of field. According to Bazin, in Best Years Wyler averaged 190 shots per hour, versus the then contemporary standard of 300 to 400 shots per hour.87
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As an example of this style, let’s look at the famous ‘Chopsticks’ scene in Best Years. Al has asked Fred Derry to meet him at Butch’s bar in order to tell him to stay away from his daughter, Peggy. The tension between the two men is captured in the above shot of them together, their bodies rigid with anger.

As the conversation progresses, Wyler does resort to the over-the-shoulder composition so typical of Hollywood conversations but returns to this tense face-off shot. Challenged by Al, Fred realises that his love for Peggy may harm her, and agrees to break off with her. He goes to a phone booth at the front of the bar. Homer enters, greets Al and Butch, and shows off his new piano-playing skill by playing a ‘Chopsticks’ duet on the piano with his uncle. As the song plays, Wyler shows us the three men in one shot (see over): Homer, oblivious to the drama unfolding around him, picking out a lighthearted children’s piece on the piano; Fred, in the background, doing the noble thing and breaking Peggy’s heart; Al pretending to listen to Homer while all his thoughts are on Fred’s phone call.
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Wyler was completely aware of what he was doing:



Wyler’s recourse to deep space, his wider framing of the action, and his avoidance of mechanically directive editing, add up to a compositional style that André Bazin sees as intrinsically much more realistic and much less coercive of the viewer. Bazin praises Wyler highly:

This constant accretion of events on the screen aims in Wyler at perfect neutrality. The sadism of Welles and the ironic anxiety of Renoir have no place in The Best Years of Our Lives. The purpose in this film is not to harass the viewer, to break him upon the wheel and to quarter him. Wyler wants only to allow him to (1) see everything; (2) make choices ‘of his own will.’ This is an act of loyalty toward the viewer, a pledge of dramatic honesty. Wyler puts his cards on the table.88

[With deep focus] I can have action and reaction in the same shot, without having to cut back and forth from individual shots of the characters. This makes for smooth continuity, an almost effortless flow of the scene, much more interesting composition in each shot and lets the spectator look from one to the other character at his own will, do his own thing.89

In fact, Wyler’s methodology is not actually free of manipulation, nor can we judge it as truly democratic. In the shot from ‘Chopsticks’, note how Wyler draws our eyes to Fred by Al’s glance and by the lighting in the phone booth: he guides the viewer to the important elements in a composition by lighting, staging or the characters’ glances. Yet such deep-focus cinematography and staging in depth create layered shots, with multifaceted information: here the viewer appreciates the irony of Homer’s childlike happiness and obliviousness while Fred is grimly carrying out his hurtful task, and Al hovers – anxious both for his daughter and the friend he has just threatened – while trying to be polite to Homer. If – on close examination – the composition does not, pace Bazin, allow the viewer to see everything of our own free will, these choices add complexity and subtlety.

Clearly, staging in depth was Wyler’s own preference: I saw a stunning use of deep focus in exteriors in Hell’s Heroes (1930), a Western Wyler directed for Universal. However, the director’s preference was abetted by his long collaboration with the cinematographer Gregg Toland, renowned in film history for exploiting baroque deep-focus set-ups in Citizen Kane. Best Years was one of Toland’s last films – he died of a heart attack in 1948 at age forty-four. Like Wyler, Toland was under contract at Goldwyn Studios; he had worked with Wyler on five previous pictures: These Three, Dead End, Wuthering Heights, The Westerner and The Little Foxes. Other notable movies in his filmography include The Grapes of Wrath (1940), which he shot for John Ford, and Ball of Fire, which he shot for Howard Hawks in 1941. In early 1941, however, Toland was recruited by John Ford to join the Navy Photographic Unit, which trained newsreel photographers. Toland made several documentaries in South America for the Navy and co-directed with Ford the documentary on Pearl Harbor, December 7th, which appeared in 1943.

Toland was only five foot one inch tall, but he was long on perfectionism, confidence and blunt talk. According to an article written by Lester Koenig:

Several years ago, a leading European film man came to Hollywood, saw Citizen Kane, and told its cameraman, Gregg Toland, that he was ‘the greatest cameraman in the world.’

‘No,’ said Gregg. ‘That isn’t so.’

‘Really,’ replied the European, ‘who is better?’

Gregg named two cameramen, then added, ‘I’m only third best.’90

Toland was deeply involved in the making of Best Years. Wyler gave him the script as it was being written and Toland helped find locations. When the film was released he checked all forty-one prints and trekked around to all the Los Angeles movie theatres that were to show it to examine their projection equipment.

Toland has described his own approach to Best Years to Koenig.

It was Wyler’s first picture after the war and was my first black and white since the war. We talked at length about the story and decided it demanded simple, unaffected realism. Willy had been thinking a lot, too, during the war. He had seen a lot of candid photography and lots of scenes without a camera dolly or boom. He used to go overboard on movement, but he came back with, I think, a better perspective on what was and wasn’t important. Anyway, Willy left me pretty much alone. While he rehearsed, I would try to find a method of shooting it. Usually he liked it. When he didn’t, he was the boss and we did it his way. However at this point we understand each other pretty well and Willy knows that I will sacrifice photography any time if it means a better scene. I, in turn, know that he will listen to any suggestion. I think Best Years was well photographed because the photography helped to tell the story. It wasn’t breathtaking. It would have been wrong to strive for effects. We were after simple reproduction of the scenes played without any chi-chi. The only time I held my breath was in the powder-room scene when I thought we might be getting arty and trying to prove how damn clever we were instead of playing a scene. But Willy was right. It worked for us. If I had to label the photographic style of the picture, I’d call it ‘honest.’
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‘Candid photography’. ‘Honesty’. ‘Simple unaffected realism’. I agree that these terms describe the result of the choices made by Toland and Wyler. But Best Years is not casually framed, nor does it demonstrate the rough edges of a true documentary. In actuality, Toland and Wyler created meticulous, formal patterns.

Deep focus appears not just in the bravura scenes such as ‘Chopsticks’ or the wedding at the end, but throughout. Look carefully at the opening scene at the airport; you’ll see that the whole lobby is in focus – Fred’s actions are placed in the context of a bustling and uninterested world. Study the after-dinner sequence when Al is talking to his family and you’ll see how long the shots are held and how all the characters are in focus; the same is true of Homer’s uncomfortable evening with his family. The focus, the long takes and the staging in depth create a sense of the claustrophobia each serviceman suffers. All of the drugstore scenes are shot in deep focus, and the ads and product clutter create a sense of commercialism run rampant.
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The famous, recurrent mirror shots in Best Years are not in the script – Wyler and Toland added them as the filming progressed. The shots of the three servicemen framed in the rearview mirror of the taxi; the mirror where Marie tries on her new scarf; the mirrors in the ladies’ room of the country club; and the mirrors in Al and Milly’s bedroom and bathrooms (which appear in several scenes) serve a variety of purposes. Sometimes they show characters studying their appearance, such as Al depressed by his careworn mien or Marie narcissistically primping. More often, they function as an aid to the deep staging. The mirrors help Wyler and Toland keep all the characters in the same shot and space.
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Complicated mirror shot aids deep focus, above; below, Homer framed by the doorway



However, the often-cited rearview mirror shot of Al, Fred and Homer in the back of the cab brings us to a larger point, which is the way Toland and Wyler deploy internal frames to create a feeling of
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Note symmetrical frames and deep focus



stateliness. Perfectly symmetrical frames – often captured by the camera being placed exactly perpendicular to the action – recur time after time in Best Years: when Homer is coming home and Toland shoots him through the screendoor frame; when Milly realises who the person at the door must be; when Milly and Al embrace framed by the corridor and their children; when Fred sleeps in Peggy’s canopy bed; when Al speaks at the banquet; when Al leaves Peggy crying in her mother’s arms and calms himself with a cigarette; when Fred climbs in the nose of the scrapped B-17.

All these frames give the film a formal quality, a sense of dignity. The perpendicular angle reminds me of many of Norman Rockwell’s contemporary covers for the Saturday Evening Post such as the renowned ‘Freedom from Want’ and ‘Freedom from Fear’ covers. One feels as if while the action is progressing on the screen it has already turned into a universal portrait of American life circa 1946. Toland avoided the off-kilter, German Expressionist obviousness of Citizen Kane, but he engaged all his artifice to create an impression of realism.

Music

A second aspect of Best Years that bears close analysis is the musical score. Music is a key component of the aesthetics of melodrama. Music works on our emotions often without our conscious notice.

Goldwyn and Wyler wanted Alfred Newman, the composer who scored Wuthering Heights so successfully, but Newman had moved on to become musical director of Twentieth Century-Fox and was not available. Goldwyn also approached Bernard Herrmann, so famous now for his scores for Hitchcock, but Herrmann was also tied up. (Thankfully, because Herrmann, who specialised in horror music, would have been a disaster for this film.) Rather reluctantly, Goldwyn and Wyler agreed to hire Newman’s recommendation, Hugo Friedhofer.

Up to that time, Friedhofer had only composed the scores for two negligible films, but he was ready for the task. Born in 1901 in San Francisco to a German-Jewish family, Friedhofer had been working at Warner Bros., where he had orchestrated more than fifty Max Steiner scores – including the ultra-famous scores for Now, Voyager (1942) and Mildred Pierce (1945) – and sixteen of Erich Korngold’s. (After Best Years he would go on to compose the music for a number of notable films and chalk up another six Academy-Award nominations.)

Wyler discussed the score in depth with Friedhofer, ‘deciding it should have a homey, Americana feel to it in the style of Aaron Copland’.91 Copland, the American composer who wrote for orchestras, operas, films and ballets, was renowned for bringing an American idiom to classical music. Copland rose to great public prominence during the war years with such compositions as ‘Fanfare for the Common Man’ (1942), ‘A Lincoln Portrait’ (1942) and ‘Appalachian Spring’ (1944). Friedhofer later commented on how he used Copland as a model:

Actually, the influence was largely in paring, in my weeding out the run-of-the-mill Hollywood schmaltz, and trying to do a very simple, straightforward, almost folk like score. I don’t think I actually looked over Aaron’s shoulder, but there was a certain use, perhaps a certain harmonic similarity at times.92

Friedhofer composed the score in the late summer/early fall of 1946 and handed it off to the studio orchestrators fully annotated (‘My sketches are complete right down to the last pizzicato’ – he boasted93). It won an Academy Award and impressed the world of classical music. One commentator wrote of the score in 1946, it ‘has the warmth and poignancy of folk music and the dignity of a hymn’.94 The score immediately attracted scholarly notice: Frederick W. Sternfeld, a British musicologist, published an analysis in Musical Quarterly in 1947, praising it as a model of film music.

One of the things that makes the score for Best Years special is that, unlike in many Hollywood films that use underscoring constantly, Friedhofer was quite chary in his choices of when to involve music. Long scenes unfold without any musical sweetening. Out of a total running time of 170 minutes, 97 have no musical underscoring, while 58 minutes have full-fledged musical accompaniment and 15 minutes of music are played within the story.95 (Friedhofer’s score thus underlies only a third of the screen time, versus Wuthering Heights where musical background accompanies three-quarters of the running time.)

The diegetic music – the music that the characters themselves hear – consists of two types: contemporary nightclub music played during the Stephensons’ night out on the town and at the country club and Butch’s piano playing. The nightclub jazz and bebop is loud and frenetic. Al seems to be trying to enjoy it but his wife and daughter look pained. The crowded, noisy, nightclub scenes serve as counterpoint to Butch’s Place. In his spacious, homey, neighbourhood bar, Butch, so calmly portrayed by Hoagy Carmichael, plays old-fashioned, traditional songs, such as ‘Up a Lazy River’, and ‘Roll Out the Barrel’, and these well-known tunes refer us back to pre-war days.96

Butch also plays the song that Al requests, ‘Among My Souvenirs’. ‘Among My Souvenirs’ was a popular tune composed by Horatio Nicholls, released in 1927, which is the correct dating for it to be a special love song for Al and Milly from the days of their early romance. However, its lyrics, by Edgar Leslie (which are never sung in Best Years, but which viewers from the 1940s might have known), refer not to happy young lovers, but to loss. The song tells a story of someone opening a treasure chest of souvenirs containing letters, photos and a broken heart, because ‘there’s nothing left for me of days that used to be’.97

Just as Copland weaves ‘It’s a Gift to Be Simple’ into ‘Appalachian Spring’, so Friedhofer weaves ‘Among My Souvenirs’ into his score for Best Years as the love song for Al and Milly even before Butch plays it on the piano. Listen, and you’ll hear it in the elevator during Al’s homecoming scene. It comes in again when Milly is putting Al to bed after his night of drinking.

Friedhofer employs ‘Among My Souvenirs’ as a leitmotif, a musical phrase that accompanies a person, place, situation or idea. Like most composers of film scores, Friedhofer creates a limited number of these themes, associated with different characters and feelings, and repeats them (with major variations in key, orchestration, elaboration and tone), throughout the film. Let’s consider the film’s five major themes.

First, the ‘Best Years Theme’, introduced during the credit sequence. The grass-cloth pattern credit title cards are as plain as plain can be, and the music is in C major – the simplest, most stable, home base key – and its melody includes intervals that rise by an octave, so it has a soaring reach. Yet its harmonies are quite ‘modern’ and unsettling. Played by strings and French horn with background trumpets in the opening credits, the ‘Best Years Theme’ can sound like a martial fanfare, warm and optimistic. A few scenes later when Homer wakes up in the nose of the plane and sees the dawn breaking over aerial shots of the American countryside in its peaceful beauty and fecundity (look back at the title page), the ‘Best Years Theme’ sounds like a hymn. In later iterations, however, such as a lead-in to Fred’s nightmare, Friedhofer makes this theme deeply dissonant and disturbing.

‘The Boone City Theme’ is the music played as the servicemen see their hometown again, first from the plane, and then from the taxi-cab. This is jaunty music, quick and highly syncopated, full of anticipation, capturing the rush of city life, filmed documentary-style, that surprises the men by its pace and modernity.

‘Wilma’s Theme’ is the most romantic of Friedhofer’s motifs. Strings take the lead with a songlike, rising melody. We hear it first when Wilma comes to greet Homer on his front lawn. ‘Wilma’s Theme’ comes in strongly during the scene in the woodshed when she’s talking to Homer, and again in the nighttime sequence when she watches Homer take off his mechanical hands and get ready for bed. Samuel Chell sees this latter scene as a musical climax of the film: after crisscrossing with morose versions of the film’s other musical themes, ‘Wilma’s Theme’ emerges triumphant, resolving ‘on a radiantly shimmering unison tonic note’ when Homer accepts her love.98

‘Peggy’s Theme’ is less romantic and soaring than Wilma’s. We hear it first when Peggy is dropping Fred off at the Grandview Arms. The music associated with Peggy and Fred’s romance – illicit and troubled – is a slow, bluesy tune, played by an alto flute. Every critic describes the melody as Gershwinesque – thus, again, quintessentially American.

The ‘Nightmare’ music first comes in when Fred is sleeping off his drunken revelry in Peggy’s bed. Sherwood and Wyler could have chosen to include a flashback or dream sequence, but instead they keep us in present-day reality – only Friedhofer’s score captures Fred’s psychological state. As Fred slips into his recurring nightmare about his friend’s death, the music grows in intensity. Royal Brown explains,

A descending five note ostinato figure [a short musical phrase stubbornly, repeatedly played in the same pitch or voice] is played nine times by the upper strings, beginning slowly, then gathering momentum until it culminates in a machinegun rhythm in the horns and drums.99

After Peggy wakes Fred and comforts him, ‘the music begins to resolve, ultimately leading into a molto tranquillo version of the “Boone City Theme” on the solo flute over series of rising chords in the strings’.100

The ‘Nightmare Theme’ reprises near the end of the film while Fred has his reverie in the nose of the scrapped bomber. The music in this scene plays a leading role in conveying Fred’s experience. Friedhofer told an interviewer,

In discussing the score with Willy, [the director] said, ‘From here on, this is your baby. This music has got to tell the story. It’s got to give the audience the feeling of –’ he didn’t use the word, but it literally amounted to the catharsis that Dana goes through when he climbs up into the cockpit of this dismantled bomber, and you see him through the plexiglass. And the camera pulls back, and there are four pans to where the motors were in the planes. I actually revved the motors musically. It was a pure musical sound with just the barest smidgen of actual physical motor noise.101
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Sherwood’s script revealed Fred’s memories and trauma by incorporating snippets of dialogue as aural flashbacks to the incident. This technique proved unnecessary because the ‘Nightmare Theme’ and Friedhofer’s orchestration of the bomber’s flight encapsulate Fred’s emotional journey more effectively and economically.

The climax of the film at Wilma and Homer’s wedding gathers together several musical strands. The wedding starts with Butch playing the traditional ‘Here Comes the Bride’ on the piano while the neighbourhood children sing, and then proceeds with no score whatsoever. Once the ceremony concludes and other guests hurry forward to congratulate the young couple, Fred and Peggy alone remain still, gazing at each other across the room. A rush of flutes and strings evokes the gravitational pull drawing Fred and Peggy together. (This exact same rush of flutes and strings played before, when Homer got out of the cab at his home.) Fred’s backwards, bitter proposal and Peggy’s glowing face are underscored not by ‘Peggy’s Theme’, but with the conclusive, C-major finality of the ‘Best Years Theme’.
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A rush of flutes and strings draws Fred and Peggy toward one another



One of the ironies of Best Years’ production history is that Wyler initially hated the score. Only when others praised it after the film’s premiere did the director begin to recognise how perfectly the music complemented the film.

The music’s sparseness, folk quality and ‘Americanness’ set it apart from other Hollywood scores – so inflected by European orchestral habits and tonalities – reinforcing Best Years’ yearnings towards realism. At the same time the hymn-like quality – especially of the ‘Best Years Theme’ – serves to emphasise the film’s stateliness à la Copland’s ‘Fanfare for the Common Man’ or Norman Rockwell’s images; its melodramatic effect reaches towards ennobling the unremarkable lives of these representative servicemen. Finally, the emotional and psychological evocativeness of ‘Among My Souvenirs’, ‘Wilma’s Theme’ or the ‘Nightmare Theme’ allow Wyler and Toland’s camera to hang back, restrained; we don’t need intense, shallow-focus close-ups because the score tells us what the characters are feeling.


5 Thematic Connotations

The story tells of three men and of the collision of their ideals with the realities of this postwar world.

William Wyler102

If you’ve seen John Ford’s My Darling Clementine, also directed in 1946, you’ll remember that Wyatt Earp (Henry Fonda), the new arrival to Tombstone, is baffled by the contradictory circumstances he finds there: the savage lawlessness of the Clanton gang in contrast with the church and community building of the townspeople. ‘What kind of a town is this?’ Wyatt rhetorically and repeatedly asks. Given that Clementine is Ford’s first film after his return from war service, and that key scenes are draped with enormous American flags, viewers read this question as referring to a larger conundrum: ‘What kind of a country is this?’

‘What kind of a country is this?’ is also one of the questions underlying Best Years. Uncertainty is posed in the very first scene, where we see that a portly civilian businessman – complete with all the comforts of secretary, porter, golf clubs, cigar, money and power – can get a seat on an airplane while a returning hero-veteran is shunted away. Yet a few minutes later in screen time, when Homer wakes up to look out of the plane window at the peaceful and undamaged landscape of America-the-Beautiful at dawn, Wyler offers us a Utopian vision.

Best Years’ concerns about post-war America cluster around two major poles: the strictures of social class in a capitalist system and the power of love to heal psychological trauma.

Class/Capitalism

One of the common charges against Hollywood is that it completely buys into – indeed, is complicit in – perpetuating the myth of America as a ‘classless’ society where upwards mobility is available to any meritorious individual. Wyler never subscribed to this canard. The class structure that Best Years foregrounds so explicitly by distributing the three veterans among different levels appears in nearly all of Wyler’s previous films, which stress the social and psychic tolls of class inequities.

For instance, in 1932 during the height of the Depression, Wyler and his friend screenwriter-director John Huston were disturbed by stories about vagabond children, discarded by families who could not support them, forced to wander, unwanted and hungry. To research a new project, Wyler and Huston went out on the rails. They talked to bums, drank cheap wine, ate at church kitchens and slept in a shelter. When they returned to Los Angeles they attended night sessions of juvenile court.103

The script Huston wrote, The Forgotten Boys, is a searing indictment of America, which begins with a shot of the American flag, and ends with a character accusing the viewers with a startling use of direct address: ‘You murdered him.’104 Not surprisingly, it was never produced. Another liberal project started by Huston and Wyler, an adaptation of Oliver LaFarge’s path-breaking novel about the injustices suffered by Native Americans, Laughing Boy, also fizzled out.

Despite his setbacks in the early 1930s, Wyler actually did not give up on socially critical cinema; he just bided his time. Counselor-at-Law (1933) and Dodsworth both focus meaningfully on class divisions. Finally, in 1937, Goldwyn allowed Wyler to option a play by the liberal playwright Sidney Kingsley and to hire Lillian Hellman – who was deeply committed to left-wing politics – to adapt a story that focuses directly on inequality in America.

Dead End (1937) presents a long day on a block of the riverfront of New York, where a new luxury apartment building abuts a slum. During the course of this day we follow multiple characters and their interactions, and especially zero in on the clashes between the inhabitants of the tenements and their new, well-off neighbours.

Other films of the 30s treated gangsters or juvenile gangs; alongside the plot per se, but what sets Dead End apart is the atmosphere created by throwaway dialogue and small details of mise en scène. The tenement slums are littered with garbage and infested with roaches; ragged children swim in the filthy water of the East River; women are forced to choose prostitution over starvation; trained professionals can’t find work. The heroine is marching a picketline, her forehead bruised by a police club, and her shoe sports a hole that she fills with newspaper. The police are inattentive, self-absorbed and heartless at best; at worst they beat up workers out on a legal strike. Reform schools educate kids in advanced criminology and spread tuberculosis. Newspapers lie. Neither religion nor social reform makes any appearance. The family is not a reliable haven: a drunken father beats his wife and children; a despairing mother disowns her long lost son. As one of the characters says about the hoodlums: ‘What chance have they got against all this? … . Enemies of society, it says in the papers. Why not? What have they got to be so friendly about?’ In an offhand moment, an impoverished woman coos over a toddler in a pram, so she can steal away his cracker for herself.

Wyler’s films of the later 30s were varied. Wuthering Heights and The Letter might be classified as romantic melodramas, but The Little Foxes, from a play by Lillian Hellman, focuses on greed, and Mrs. Miniver is an anti-Nazi, pro-British morale booster. When Wyler came back from war, having lost a crew member while shooting his documentary The Memphis Belle; having discovered that the entire Jewish population of his hometown in Alsace was unaccounted for; knowing that his friend George Stevens would never be the same after filming corpses at Dachau; and having himself suffered injury, he was in no mood for escapism. ‘Every age, every generation, every decade, every year’, Wyler wrote, ‘has some battle of mind, or emotion – some social cause that flavors the time. Why does the screen seldom find these conflicts?’105 In Best Years, Wyler demonstrates how reentry into civilian life leads straight into the traps forged by capitalism and class, whose teeth now bite with renewed force.

Best Years demonstrates that the problems it portrays are not confined to its three main characters. Scores of demobilised servicemen at the Air Transport Command hut wait long hours for transportation home. When Fred goes to collect his unemployment cheque, the overhead shot reveals the room to be crowded with other men in similar situations. Lines of dialogue continually refer to unemployment, job insecurity and black marketeering. Sherwood’s December 1945 script included a scene in which veterans staged a demonstration protest at City Hall, demanding jobs and homes, not handouts. However, this scene was cut by Goldwyn.

Robert Warshow and Abraham Polonsky are right in their charge that Best Years depoliticises the social ills of 1946, disregarding the potential of collective, political action. What these critics seem to want is a film on the order of Salt of the Earth, an amazingly progressive story about striking miners made cheaply and independently by blacklisted filmmakers in 1954. The film certainly politicises social ills and argues for collective political action. Unfortunately, it was also effectively suppressed by a concerted right-wing vendetta, and never released in movie theatres.

I’m not at all convinced that making a big-budget Hollywood film more openly left-wing would have been possible in 1946. Hollywood movies were not only covertly monitored by the FBI and overtly limited by the strictures of the Production Code, but also self-censored by producers’ conceptions of what would be commercially viable. Darryl Zanuck, the studio head who played the greatest role in producing and promoting social-problem films from 1930–60, addressed screenwriters at a conference in 1939, admonishing:

We must play our part in the solution of the problems that torture the world. We must begin to deal realistically in film with the causes of wars and panics, with social upheavals and depressions, with starvation and want and injustice and barbarism under whatever guise.

But he went on to warn, ‘If you have something worthwhile to say, dress it in the glittering robes of entertainment.’ Unless the film is enjoyable, Zanuck was sure that ‘no propaganda film is worth a dime’.106 When Goldwyn decided to spend $2 million on Best Years, he not only wanted to tell the story of returning veterans, he wanted to make his money back.

We discover the glittering robes dressing Best Years in its decision to concentrate its attention solely on the individual difficulties of its three likeable main protagonists. Hollywood melodramas address the political through the personal, and enlist identification to move the viewer to sympathise with individual pain – not structural injustice.

Al Stephenson, whose character is closest to Wyler’s alter ego, is sickened by the attempts to rehabilitate him and the expectations thrust upon him. He gives an ironic Jimmy Durante reading of his statement about ‘a nice fat job, at a nice fat bank’, and he can’t help thinking about ‘the other guys’ who aren’t coming back at all. As he says, in a much-quoted line: ‘Last year it was kill Japs. This year it’s make money.’ Mr Milton, his outwardly genial, but actually manipulative and hypocritical boss at the bank, gives Al no time to rest and readjust, insisting that he return to the bank and that he exploit his status as a war veteran to enhance the Cornbelt Trust Company’s public image. ‘Conditions are none too good right now, Al’, Milton says sententiously on Al’s second day home. ‘Considerable uncertainty in the business picture, strikes, taxes still ruinous.’ Yet when Al tries to award the promised loans to deserving veterans, he finds himself called to account. At a banquet Mr Milton gives in his honour, Al gets stinking drunk and embarrasses himself, and then hits his stride by proposing the bank change its ways:

I love the Cornbelt Loan and Trust Company. There are some who say that the old bank is suffering from hardening of the arteries and the heart. I refuse to listen to such radical talk. I say that our bank is alive, it’s generous, it’s human. And we’re going to have such a line of customers seeking and getting small loans that people will think we’re gambling with the depositors’ money – and we will be. We’ll be gambling on the future of this country.

Milly beams with pride and the guests applaud wildly. But Al has changed nothing. As he tells Milly later when they get home, Milton’s outward agreement was pure show. Al may have populist ideals about how his bank should function and how generous it should be in administering the GI Bill, but he will have to live and work within Cornbelt’s conservative strictures. Within the limits of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association’s tolerance, Wyler and Sherwood clearly show that these compromises have turned Al into an alcoholic. And they insist in the final scene that his thirst for liquor is unabated.

Fred Derry faces different issues with his reimmersion. He comes from a poor family – his father is an alcoholic living in a shack with a somewhat slatternly woman, Hortense (Gladys George), to whom he doesn’t seem to be married. Fred worked in a corner drugstore before the war but rose to the exalted rank of Captain in the military meritocracy. Unfortunately, he has no education or skills that would fit him for a good job in the post-war economy, giving the lie to Mr Milton’s clichés about America being the ‘land of unlimited opportunity for all’. After burning through his demobilisation pay, Fred is forced to return to the drugstore, now taken over by the impersonal Midway chain, as a salesman and soda jerk.
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Note patrician forebear’s stern glance at Al
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Note boy shooting Fred



As Al remarks, ‘It isn’t easy for those Air Force glamour boys when they get grounded.’ Fred feels his fall in status acutely, and he hates the drugstore’s shoddy commercialism, so well captured by the overcrowded set décor, and the casting and performances of its toadying management. He identifies with the scrapped bombers he wanders through, seeing himself as a military machine reduced to worthless junk. His final job with the construction crew reconverting bombers into new and badly needed housing material provides hopeful (and rather pat) symbolism, but Fred’s own reconversion will never be easy. Listen to the way he proposes to Peggy: ‘You know what it’ll be, don’t you Peggy? It may take us years to get anywhere. We’ll have no money, no decent place to live. We’ll have to work … get kicked around.’ In print I cannot capture the deep bitterness and grit in his voice as he says ‘get kicked around’ – as if he feels like a stray dog that will always be kicked away from the table of America’s plenty. Although viewers may rejoice that Fred has proposed to Peggy, this is probably the least romantic or happy proposal in film history.

Homer, a member of America’s profoundly idealised ‘middle class’, in some ways has the least trouble with regard to status, money or work. Best Years stresses the fact that the Navy did a great job in teaching Homer to use his prostheses, and his ‘Chopsticks’ recital vividly demonstrates his ability to function. Although Homer seems disturbingly rudderless, without ambition or plans, presumably he will be able to work some day, and in the meantime he will get $200 a month disability pay. Homer’s class difficulties are more cultural than economic – his middle-class milieu is stifling after the all-male camaraderie and freedom of the service. He lives in his parents’ home, literally encircled by their interest and concern.
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He can’t escape from Wilma in order to sort out his feelings for her because she lives next-door. He can’t even retreat from his little sister and her neighbourhood friends, who treat him as a freak show.

I see something chilling in these characters’ isolation. Best Years’ veterans flounder bereft of civic or governmental support. Fred does not join a union; Al does not find other like-minded businessmen; Homer does not go to the Veterans’ Administration for counselling sessions. (Interestingly, none of the ex-servicemen makes use of the GI Bill to go back to school, a benefit that the real-life Harold Russell took advantage of, earning a business degree from Boston University in 1949.)
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The Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA) has been screening a public-service advertisement on American television entitled ‘Alone’, in which a returning veteran walks through an eerily vacant airport; sits in an empty subway car; and wanders through impossibly unpeopled, silent city streets.107 Only when a fellow vet from IAVA greets this lost soul, does life, sound and companionship re-emerge around the returnee. No organisation of any kind waves this sort of magic wand in Best Years.

Trauma, Women and Love

If the veterans of Best Years smash into the realities of the country’s class and economic structure, they also bring with them the psychological damage inflicted upon them by combat. Each serviceman is marked by his war experiences and injuries, and hurt by how blithely insensitive American civilian society seems to him. Looking out the window of the airplane while flying home, Fred says, ‘There’s a golf course. People playing golf – just as if nothing had ever happened.’ Like other male melodramas, Best Years stresses its heroes’ victimisation and suffering, and enlists viewer sympathy on their behalf.

Homer is the most severely injured. Having seen the film so many times now, I’ve lost the sense of shock and reluctant fascination/repulsion most moviegoers feel when first seeing Harold Russell’s hooks. David Gerber is right to emphasise how upsetting his injury would have been for audiences in 1946, when disturbing images of all kinds were censored from the screen and magazines.
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Our first sight of Homer’s hooks



Although two recent studies of portrayals of physical disability in the movies praise Wyler and Toland’s non-exploitative handling of Russell’s infirmity,108 Gerber argues that Homer’s injury invokes in us pity for his suffering, guilt – because we have not made equal sacrifices – and fear. Bodily trauma in any form provokes unconscious anxiety about our own safety and bodily integrity. Moreover, Gerber believes that Homer’s displays of anger make him threatening. Wyler highlights this anger in the woodshed scene when Homer quarrels with Wilma and then smashes his hooks through the glass window to display them to the children who are gawking at him.109 However, Gerber takes this moment out of context; in the next scene, Homer tenderly peeks in on his sleeping little sister and uses his hooks to straighten her covers.

Homer’s insistence to Wilma that he can still handle his rifle, and the non-coincidental placement of this rifle on his bedroom wall, support Kaja Silverman’s claim that Homer’s injury serves as a symbolic castration. Homer seems so capable and skilled with his hooks in everyday activities that his stubborn avoidance of Wilma and resistance to her entreaties do not quite make sense until you recognise the sexual element that the filmmakers could not discuss directly. In the scene when Wilma helps Homer get ready for bed, he stresses to her that he is incapacitated at night once his hooks are off.
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This is when I know I’m helpless. My hands are down there on the bed. I can’t put them on again without calling to somebody for help. I can’t smoke a cigarette or read a book. If the door should blow shut I can’t open it and get out of this room. I’m as dependent as a baby.

This helplessness applies to lovemaking: he can’t undress a lover, use his hands to caress her or guide sexual acts. He has been unmanned.

Since Fred appears physically hardy, one may miss the information conveyed when his father reads aloud the war citation, stating that Fred was also seriously injured in a bombing run. More

explicitly, Fred clearly suffers from the hallmarks of PTSD. He has recurrent nightmares about an air battle during which a friend failed to eject from a burning plane. Kaja Silverman points out that the visual icon of the disabled bomber, with its engines missing and wires hanging down, echoes Fred’s incompleteness, his lack, his castration. She argues: ‘The planes have all been stripped of their engines and propellers, and are waiting to be scrapped. Like Homer and Fred they are disabled and unwanted, a “defilement” which must be jettisoned from the social formation.’110
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Defilement



Al’s physical and psychological damage is less acute, but the filmmakers demonstrate that he is powerless to change the bank’s philosophy and that he has lost his position as head of his own household. The doorman doesn’t recognise him; Milly’s friends don’t know who he is; his children have grown up without him. His service has aged him in many ways.

Unlike It’s a Wonderful Life, made in 1946 by Wyler’s business partner at Liberty Films, Frank Capra, no angel appears in Best Years to cure the protagonists’ psychic ailments. In fact, religion makes no appearance whatsoever in Best Years, even to the point that the wedding at the end takes place in Wilma’s family home, not in a church, with the officiator dressed in a suit rather than a clerical collar. The film’s total secularism is highly unusual for its historical moment.

If anything will help the veterans, it will be found in the home, and particularly in the healing acceptance of veterans’ wives and sweethearts. Thus, the film corresponds with the popular discourse of advice columns studied by Susan Hartmann, but unlike Pride of the Marines or Till the End of Time, in which female characters play similar functions, Best Years’ female characters have substance and gravitas.

Wyler’s lifelong quasi-feminism explains why Milly, Peggy and Wilma stand out from Hollywood norms. At an appearance at Bard College in the summer of 2005, Melanie Wyler, the director’s youngest daughter, mentioned that her father ‘loved women’. Indeed, much more so than some Hollywood directors who have been labelled ‘women’s directors’, Wyler’s interest in and respect for his female characters shine through his body of work. Wyler was always eager to work with powerful women writers such as Lillian Hellman and Jessamyn West and actresses such as Bette Davis and Barbra Streisand. Many of his films – e.g. Jezebel, Mrs. Miniver, The Heiress, Roman Holiday, The Children’s Hour and Funny Girl – revolve around strong, well-rounded female characters.

Myrna Loy’s Milly adds grace to the film and proves herself intuitively wise. She has a kind of sly wit, throws Al sidelong glances, or directly tells him to shut up. Milly and Al boast a long and strong relationship, but one with believable nuances. Milly breaks Peggy’s idealised image of her parents’ marriage:

We never had any trouble. How many times have I told you I hated you and believed it in my heart? How many times have you said you were sick and tired of me and we were all washed up? How many times have we had to fall in love all over again?

Wilma is ‘just a kid’. But rather than sulk or lament Homer’s aloofness, she is remarkably forthright about her love for Homer and her desire to marry him. Although her parents want her to leave town, she waits up for Homer and waylays him for a showdown. Her matter-of-factness in his bedroom as he undresses, and her insistence that she is neither frightened nor repulsed by his body help him recover his sense of self and his manhood.

Fred experiences his catharsis in the airplane’s bombsight away from Peggy, but she still plays a crucial role in the film. As Stephan Talty remarks in an article entitled, ‘A Genius for Decency’,

Teresa Wright was the saint of a church we no longer worship at: gentle American virtue, Forties-style. … In both Shadow of a Doubt (1943) and The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), she not only plays the good girl, she represented a larger kind of goodness.111

In this passage from an article he wrote entitled ‘No Magic Wand’, we see that Wyler was very aware of what Peggy represents in Best Years. Note too that he doesn’t demonise Marie as a selfish woman, but thinks of her as a representation of Fred’s faults.

Marie, the wife, stands for the kind of a fellow Fred Derry was, prior to his going into the Air Forces. Ignorant, insular, and selfish, such people have no insight or concern for the problems of the nation, or of the world. They are concerned only with their own problems, which are summed up in the simple quest for ‘a good time.’ These were the people who patronized black markets during the war, never gave blood to the Red Cross, bought no War Bonds, and did no war work. Yet they considered themselves ‘100% Americans.’ On the other hand, Peggy, Al Stephenson’s daughter, is knowing, aware of the larger world about her, interested in problems beyond her own. She knew what the war was about, and participated in it by becoming a nurse’s aide in a local hospital. It is she who understands that the conflict in Fred Derry is the conflict between an old way of life in America, and a newer, healthier way of life born out of the experience and sacrifice of the people who fought the war.112

Peggy not only represents what Wyler sees as the ideal social conscience of the age, but also demonstrates a lot of spunk. She tells her father, ‘You don’t have to worry about us though, Dad. We can handle the problems. We’re tough.’ She has worked two years in a hospital; she is still employed at the film’s end; and apparently she will continue to work. When Milly tells Al that because of this hospital experience Peggy ‘knows more than you or I ever will’, she not only answers his unspoken question about whether Milly has taught Peggy about contraception (which first, is a remarkable topic for a studio film, and second, muddies any tendency to see Peggy as virgin and Marie as whore), but also by inference acknowledges her daughter’s knowledge about people, courage and suffering.

My favourite line of dialogue in the film – because it is so unexpected for seemingly demure Teresa Wright, and for classical Hollywood – thus isn’t really so unexpected. Regarding Fred’s unhappy union with Marie, Peggy declares, ‘I’m going to break that marriage up!’
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‘I’m going to break that marriage up!’
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Glamour shots of Wilma and Peggy



Watch the film closely, and you’ll see that Wyler and Toland film the three major female characters differently from the male protagonists. They are given more close-ups, with more careful, glamour lighting. Their eyes shine with their emotions – hurt, grief and love. With the women, realistic technique frequently takes a backseat to melodramatic impact.

As other critics have noticed, Best Years offers repeated scenes of women putting their men to bed: Milly dealing with a very drunk Al; Peggy comforting Fred from his nightmare; Wilma aiding Homer through his bedtime routine. The women of Best Years serve as mother-nurturers and the men occupy the position of children. If the archetypal image from traditional stage melodrama is of a devoted hero carrying his fainting, collapsed lover in his arms as a father cradles and comforts a child, the parallel, gender-flipped melodramatic figure is of the devoted heroine ministering to her ailing lover at his bedside. Both are primal gestural projections of love and protection.

The women of Best Years assume the roles allotted to male characters in so many Hollywood films: they are the ones who are wise, capable and eager to protect their loved ones. But they are not all-powerful. Myrna Loy, described by one article as ‘The Perfect Wife in Motion Pictures’,113 is unable to stop Al’s slide towards alcoholism. Peggy cannot alleviate Fred’s economic struggle. Wilma cannot undo Homer’s injury. All they can truly offer is love and acceptance.

In an idealistic leap of faith in love, in Best Years this is enough.


Afterword

If Goldwyn had named this movie Al, Fred, and Homer Come Home, it would not have had the same effect on viewers. The ambiguous title contributes to the film’s resonance.

My own interpretation of the title derives from a study written in the late 1990s by the literary critic Samuel Hynes. In The Soldiers’ Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War, Hynes analyses hundreds of memoirs American and British combatants have written about their experiences in World War I, World War II and Vietnam. He puts these separate stories together to create an Ur-story of each war, a mixture of history and autobiography, a recounting of how eyewitnesses to each conflict experienced it at the time.

One of the issues Hynes reveals is the excitement of war, the way it pulls soldiers out of their personal, ordinary lives and into history-changing events. He quotes a participant in the devastating World War I battle at Gallipoli: ‘It was a horrible and a great day. I would not have missed it for worlds.’ Hynes continues, ‘I have never met a man who fought in the Second World War – actually fought – who regretted having been there.’114

I am not sure that in the case of World War II physically being on the battle line was necessary for people – civilians as well as soldiers – to feel a part of the war and the sense of purpose (and excitement) it brought. Hynes himself terms World War II ‘everybody’s war’; Wyler in Mrs. Miniver calls it ‘the people’s war’. We know that actually not everybody participated – for one thing both Best Years and Glory for Me express great bitterness towards those who avoided any significant sacrifice or engagement. But millions of citizens of all social classes who did not carry arms fought on the home front either by bearing up under the Blitz, manufacturing armaments and ships, planting victory gardens, salvaging scrap or buying war bonds. And when combat ceased, they still fought, in the sense of a striving to create in peacetime, as Wyler wrote of Peggy, ‘a newer, healthier way of life born out of the experience and sacrifice of the people who fought the war’.

Thus, to me ‘best years’ refers to both the war and the transition to post-war society, when American men and women walked in the glare of History, felt its heat upon their shoulders and knew – with grim satisfaction but no pride – that they had acquitted themselves well. The plural pronoun, our, indicates that in 1946 everybody understood that this had been an entire generation’s challenge; they had been in it together.

As I write in 2010, soldiers still come home, having fought valiantly in Afghanistan or Iraq, and they still suffer from lost limbs, PTSD, drug and alcohol addictions and disconnection from their former lives. Although for many years the Bush administration censored pictures of the coffins of returning American war dead, nearly every newspaper or news programme fleetingly calls attention to the latest casualties, shows veterans struggling through their rehabilitation therapies or laments their high suicide rates. But due to today’s All-Volunteer Army, the brunt of this pain is borne only by a small segment of society, composed of lower-class enlistees and a career military echelon, while the rest of us are sidelined. Worst of all, we question the meaning of their sacrifice: rather than being convinced our soldiers must combat and prevail against the Nazis and Japanese militarism, Americans have lost conviction that the Iraqi and Afghanistan conflicts are either righteous or winnable.

Furthermore, given the country’s nasty social and political divisions and the disillusionment that started with Vietnam and Watergate and extends through the recent military, governmental and private-sector scandals of Abu Ghraib (2004), Katrina (2005) and the Wall Street meltdown (2008), no one would dream of making a movie referring to the first decade of the twenty-first century as the best years of our lives. Instead, the iconic contemporary American war film, winning six Academy Awards – but very few viewers – is (ambiguously) entitled The Hurt Locker: an enclosed place of solitary pain. In Kathryn Bigelow’s 2008 version the main character fights not to do his bit as a citizen in a worldwide struggle against fascism, but because he is addicted to the adrenaline rush of danger. When William James (Jeremy Renner) comes back to the US, he feels so estranged from the home front and his wife, Connie (Evangeline Lilly) – Bigelow presents her as a pallid character – that he returns to the combat zone.

We’ve lost the belief that a Wilma or a Peggy or a grateful country can heal a battle-traumatised veteran. This loss of faith comes from the ascendancy of cynicism in our cultural ambience in general, and from our particular scepticism about the power of love. In an age of public and private infidelity and divorce, when celebrities and politicians go through marriages like tissues, no one would give credence to Best Years’ idealistic emphasis on love.

To me, then, multiple ensuing events have added to the phrase ‘the best years of our lives’ a nostalgic poignancy. Once there was a time when a Hollywood movie could draw the whole country to the theatres and speak to their hearts. Once there was a moment in American history worthy of Friedhofer’s ennobling music, but that time has passed. Which is why my eyes water, not fifteen minutes in when Homer comes home, but when the first chords ring out accompanying the title credit.
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When a fighting man likes something he
likes it “for keeps.” That’s why 50 many B
servicemen are gladly changing every-
thi t their Reis Scandals. They've
discovered the comfort, the “freedom of
action,” the many practical advantages
that come with wearing this modern-style,
manly underwear.

Ask for Reis Scandals
1f your dealer is temporarily out of Scandals
—blame the Japs. War needs came first

1o fight fatigue*
ist”" design. Full seat

st Coverago. No seams to sit on. (Right)
and Scandals were mighty popular with P 2 e
fghting But soon Reis will again b6 bt ion fan ot Seeiehs Bk
in full production for the civilian front. i It o B O

GHANGE TD

UNDERWEAR
PAJAMAS

SPORTSWEAR
HOSIERY

ROBERT REIS & COMPANY ® 2 PARK AVENUE ® NEW YORK 16, N.Y.
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Don’t miss out! Sign up to receive
news about BFI Film and TV Classics
and win a free bundle of books

worth £100!

Each book in the BFI Film and TV Classics series
honours a landmark of world cinema and television.

With new titles publishing every year, the series
represent some of the best writing on film and TV
available in print today.

In order to enter, first sign up via:
http://www.palgrave.com/resources/mailing.asp and
then simply email bfi@palgrave.com with your name,
email address and NEW BFI CONTACT in the subject
header.

Entry offer ends: 04/01/12. The winner will be
contacted via email by 31/01/12.
discover film
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Almul the first thing a returning service man wants to
do is to talk to Mom or Dad — the wife or sweetheart —
or the baby! Then the rush is on Long Distance — and

s an extra
We
before, but we cannot meet the peak of the returning
So ple

can to keep Long Distance lines clear for service men.

ig rush right no

¢ putting in new circuits faster than we ever did

soldiers’ and sailors’ call.

do everything

you

LISTEN TO **THE TE

EVERY MONDAY EVENING OVER NIC

BELL TELEPHONE SYSTEM
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If you're veteran of Irag
Afghanlstan you re not alone
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FILM CLASSICS

SARAH KOZLOFF
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Sarah Kozloff

A BFI book published by Palgrave Macmillan
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