
The Mad HatfeR of
Gary Merrill on the subject of living in his lighthouse:

Just think of the parties! ...The guests will all have heart
attacks by the time they get to the top ...
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□ “ I T H I N K T H A T T H E W O R L D H A S
become kind of acrazy Alice-in-Won-
derlancl place. And if this is so, then
why can’t Ibe its Mad Hatter?” So
says Gary Merrill, famous actor, long¬
time Maine coast resident, and an¬
nounced candidate for the presidency
of the Uni ted States.

Gary Merrill invited me to meet
him at his lighthouse perched high
on the headland of Gape Elizabeth,
a b o u t a 1 5 - m i n u t e r i d e f r o m d o w n ¬

town Portland. This empty shaft,
constructed of brick and clad in gray-
white painted iron, is located in what
is called the Twin Lights area. One
of the lighthouses sits on the very tip
of Cape Elizabeth and still serves as
awarning beacon for oil tankers and
cruise ships which dock at Portland
Harbor. Merril l ’s l ighthouse is a
couple of hundred yards away, on
higher ground.

‘‘My lighthouse was for vessels sail¬
ing down east along the coast from
t h e d i r e c t i o n o f K i t t e r y. T h e y
couldn’t see the other lighthouse, so
they put u3this one,” Merrill told
me. ‘‘Bette Davis and Ilived on Cape
E l i z a b e t h w h e n w e w e r e m a r r i e d . I
always loved it here. Not too long

ago, Isaw an empty lot in this area
of Cape Elizabeth and inquired to
s e e i f i t w a s f o r s a l e . I w a s t o l d t h a t
the lot was no longer available but
was asked how 1felt about buying a
lighthouse. How can anyone not be
taken by the idea of living in alight¬
h o u s e ? ”

When Iarrived at Merrill’s light¬
house, Iheard his deep, familiar
voice (familiar from the countless
times Ihad heard it in motion pic¬
tures and on television) boom out a
greeting from somewhere deep inside
the mysterious confines of that now-
b l i n d s h a f t . T h e b l a c k i r o n f r o n t

door swung open, and Merrill came
out, brushing dust and cobwebs from
his sport jacket. The last time Ihad
seen him was as Dr. Gillespie in the
r e c e n t a n d n o t - t o - b e - l a m e n t e d D r .

Kildare television series. “I thought
it was alot of fun. It was on tape and
a l o t l i k e l i v e t e l e v i s i o n w a s i n t h e

past. Today’s television is just so
much brainwashing, broken up every
so often by commercials,” Merrill
told me later. But as he was coming-
out of the lighthouse, his mind was
on less philosophical thoughts. ‘‘The
pigeons have taken over at the top.
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Cape ELi'zabef b, Maine
by Frederick John Pratson

Gary Merrill —actor, Maine resident, and United States presidential
candidate —at his lighthouse in the Twin Lights area of Cape Elizabeth.
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...on his technique of name dropping:

Merri l l has big plans for this now-
empty shaft of brick and iron (right)
where he hopes to move in the next
two years. To him, the best part of
living in alighthouse will be the wild,
stormy nights: “ / l o v e i t w h e n t h e
elements get going ... Ilike the open
ocean the best. That’s why Ilove Cape
Elizabeth and why Ibought this light¬
h o u s e . ”



My grandfather knew Winslow Homer —
I I

unfortunately Inever knew my grandfather. .. n

and they fly at my face when 1try to
get in there,” he said as we shook
h a n d s .

Regardless of the pigeons’ attitude
toward it, Merrill has astrong, char¬
acteristically New England face, lean
and craggy. He was born in Elartford,
Connect icut , a lso the hometown of
Katherine He]:>burn. “1 didn’t know
Hejjburn in Hartford. We moved in
d i f f e r e n t c i r c l e s . H e r f a t h e r w a s a
r i c h d o c t o r a n d m i n e w o r k e d a t a

white-collar job in one of the insur¬
ance companies.” Merrill’s father
mo\ ed the family to nearby Windsor,
where Gary Merrill spent his boy¬
hood and several marginal academic
years at the exclusive Loomis School.
In later years, he would visit his own
son at Loomis. This son not only was
successful academically, but he is
now entering the fiekl of law —in¬
stead of acting.

“ I t was a t Loomis tha t 1got my
start in acting,” said Merrill. ‘‘It was
great to be on stage and get all that
apjtroval. Ididn’t get much approval
from other areas of my life, but Igot
it horn my work on the stage.”

W h e n s o m e o f h i s f r i e n d s w e r e

coming up to Bowdoin to take en¬
trance examinations, Merrill tagged
along for the ride. While on campus,
h e a s k e d i f h e c o u l d a l s o t a k e t h e
tests. Elis recpiest was granted, and
he passed. He entered Bowdoin with
the class of ’37 but dropped out in
’34 . He to ld h is fa ther tha t he wanted

to go into acting; but his father
wanted him to get serious about life
a n d fi n i s h h i s e d u c a t i o n c l o s e r t o

home, at Trinity College in Hart¬
ford. He entered Trinity but shortly
thereafter dropped out again. His
father realized then that Gary’s ca¬
reer with academia woidd be nothing
but acontinuum of revolving doors,
and so he relented and agreed to his
son’s Itecoming an actor.

“I went to abroken-down acting

school in New York City to give my¬
self some sense of security. Iwas a
better actor than most of them, and
Ikept on getting the parts. I’m not
box-office now, but Ikeep on work¬
ing in summer stock and narrating
d o c u m e n t a r i e s s o t h a t I c a n l i v e i n

Maine.” The next day he would fly
to Denver, where he would join a
summer stock company of Born Yes¬
terday, which would later in the sea¬
s o n t a k e h i m b a c k t o M a i n e , a t
Ogunquit, and then to Cape Cod,
w h e r e h e h a d n e v e r b e e n . M e r r i l l
had starred with Judy Holliday in
Born Yesterday some 28 years ago.

Gary Merrill first came to the sea-
coast of Maine as asmall boy on
summer vacations, staying at his
grandmother’s home on Fronts Neck.
“My grandfather knew Winslow Ho¬
mer, whose cottage was at Prouts. I,
unfortunately, never knew my grand-
father. ETe died in the same year that
Iwas Itorn.” As an aclidt, Merrill has
been, more or less, apermanent resi¬
den t o f t he Ma ine coas t a round Po r t¬
land, his length of stay depending
upon acting jobs in Hollywood and
a t o t h e r l o c a t i o n s .

Iasked him if the fact of his being
awell-known jjersonality had any
affect on his down-east neighbors.
“Not real ly . . . they al l know me
here. My family roots are here, and
I ’ v e b e e n a r o u n d long time in
Maine. I’m regarded Ity the jteople of
the state as sort of atraveling am¬
bassador of Maine. And 1read poetry
to the kids at their schools through¬
out Alaine, so they all know me.”

“What did they think of Bette
D a v i s ? ” I a s k e d .

“When Icalled up my mother to
tell her that Iwas going to marry
Bette, my mother said that Bette
w o i d d c o m e h e r e a n d t h r o w a l l t h e

antiques in the ocean. So Iyelled
over the phone, ‘But mother ...she
loves lobster!’ ”he said, laughing.

(continued)
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...on his present relationship with his ex-wife Bette Davis:
i t B e t t e t o l d m e

“Sure, at first some of the nat ives
trobably thought that we would
tring in alot of weird characters
with us. But we settled right in and
Bette became very involved with the
c h i l d r e n ’ s t h e a t r e i n M a i n e . ’ ’

I a s k e d h i m i f B e t t e D a v i s e v e r
c o m e s b a c k t o M a i n e t o s e e t h e i r
children, and he said, “Bette told me
that the State of Maine wasn’t big
enough for the two of us.”

Did he read her new biography?
“Why should Iread it? Ilived it,” he
replied, with heavy weariness.

As we were talking, abrisk wind
was blowing in from the ocean. A
c o l d f r o n t h a d m o v e d i n f r o m t h e
n o r t h e a s t a b o u t t w o h o u r s b e f o r e o u r

meeting, and the temperature dipped
to 50°, whereas Boston that day was
sweltering under 96° and heavy hu¬
midity. “I’m going to build alibrary
out from the base of this lighthouse,”
said Merrill, drawing an imaginary
s t r u c t u r e w i t h h i s w e l l - t a n n e d h a n d s .

W e w e n t i n s i d e a n d c l i m b e d t h e

rusty, spiral staircase. At each land¬
ing we stopped, and he indicated that
here woidd be the living room, there
the dining room, there the kitchen,
a n d o v e r t h e r e t h e b a t h r o o m . . . a l l
levels of gracious living stacked one
on top of each other. Of course, none
of these amenities yet existed, except
for the debris which had been pro¬
duced by long abandonment and
anonymous abuse. It would take
time, money, and agreat deal of hard
work to get to the point of hanging
cur ta ins; but Merr i l l seemed to be
able to see it all in his mind, and I
caught aglimpse of that vision every
now and then. In acomic way, it
seemed as if he would be living in a
s r a c e r o c k e t w h i c h w o u l d n e v e r l e a v e

tle launching pad. But, as he had
said earlier, “How can anyone not be
taken by the idea of living in alight¬
house?” The idea was beginning to
take hold of me, too.

As we pulled ourselves to the top¬
most level of the lighthouse, which
had once held the light itself, Merrill
turned to me and said, “Just think of
the parties Ican throw in this place!
Why, Icould even get rid of some
undesirable guests by haying them
climb up these steep stairs. They’d
all have heart attacks by the time
they got to the top.

“This is where I’m going to have
my bedroom,” he added proudly, and
h e s e e m e d r e l i e v e d t h a t t h e fl o c k o f
pigeon inhabitants had, for the mo¬
ment, found some place else to roost.
Plywood boards covered this circular
perch where there had once been
glass to pass the brilliant beacon
tlirough to oncoming ships. “My ar¬
chitect, Eaton, tells me that we’ll get
the glass back in, and I’ll have a
magnificent view in every direction.
Come on. I ’ l l show you what I
mean,” said Merrill, as he disap¬
peared through ahatch and went out
on anarrow platform which goes
around the top level of this and most
other New England lighthouses. I
suppressed my lifelong fear of ex¬
treme heights and followed after
him. It felt like walking into outer
space, but a th in , i ron handra i l
cjuickly gave me the security for
which Iwas looking. The force of
the wind had picked up and Merrill
looked right at home standing on
what coidd be imagined as the crow’s
nest of afast-sailing clipper ship. “I
can see forever in every direction,”
he said. “That is, of course, when
we’ve got aclear day in Maine. Ican
even see Mount Washington, which
is over ahundred miles away, when
the weather’s right.” He was pointing
t o t h e n o r t h w e s t .

“Won’t it get abit wild up here
on astormy night, especially when
agood old-fashioned nor’easter hits?”

“But that’s the best part of living
in alighthouse.”

1 0 0



that the State of Maine wasn't big enough for the two of us ...
n

M e r r i l l w e n t o n t o t e l l m e o f h i s

feelings about the sea: “I love it
when the elements get going. Ionce
lived in the Casco Bay area, but the
o c e a n i s t o o t a m e t h e r e . I l i k e t h e
open ocean the best. That’s why I
love Cape El izabeth and why I
bought this lighthouse. All of this
puts me closer to, if not right in, the
force of the open sea.”

Iasked him why he has stayed in
the Portland area when many people
say that the real Maine coast does not
start until you are northeast of Cam¬
d e n o r B a r H a r b o r. “ W h e n B e t t e a n d
Ifirst moved here, we looked for a
house in Boothbay. And we found a
place, high on acliff, that was mag¬
n i fi c e n t . B u t B e t t e d i d n o t w a n t t o

be isolated when Iwas away working.
We also wanted more for our family
in terms of schools, hospitals, and
many of the things that acity like
Portland offers. Also, we had easy
access to the airport in Portland so
that it was convenient to fly off to
N e w Yo r k a n d t h e We s t C o a s t a n d t o

come back home again.”
Merrill has special feelings about

M a i n e i t s e l f . “ M a i n e i s w h e r e t h e

real people are. And in Maine they
have real values. Hollywood is an
unreal place. You sometimes wonder
about Hollywood and where all the
money comes from.”

1asked him why he continued to
l i ve i n Ma ine when mos t ac to r s seem
to live where their work is, especially
in New York City or Hollywood.
“Hollywood as we once knew it no
longer exists. For that matter, Broad¬
way is just about dead. When there
is work, Ijust hop on aplane and
go to it ...and the work can be
almost anywhere in the world, which
makes i t n ice for me because I love to
l i v e i n M a i n e . ”

M e r r i l l t o l d m e t h a t o n e o f t h e
highlights of his career was in read¬
ing the poetry of Carl Sandburg.

“Norman Corwin put together Sand¬
burg’s poetry in the product ion
called The World of Carl Sandburg.
It was just me, Bette Davis, and a
guitar player on the stage. Iremem¬
ber that Sandburg was 82 at the time,
a n d h e fl e w i n t o P o r t l a n d f r o m C o ¬

penhagen for the rehearsals and the
opening night. He stayed with us at
Cape Elizabeth and was atruly mar¬
v e l o u s m a n . I i n s i s t e d t h a t S a n d ¬
burg’s work should be rehearsed in
the local Grange Hall, because it was
in keeping with what he was trying
to say about America. And we had
opening night in Portland. It was a
big event here, with Bette and Sand¬
burg on stage. Wives dragged their
husbands to the theatre, and every
one ended up having agreat time.
Unfortunately, around that t ime,
Bette and Ihad our divorce (in 1960)
a n d o n e o f t h e t e r m s o f t h e d i v o r c e

was that Icould not do the Sandburg
show in New York City. It’s too bad
because, if Ihad been in the show in
New York, it could have done agreat
deal for my career.”

Iasked him how he got involved
with reading poetry to school chil¬
dren. “It started with the Sandburg
show. Ireally liked Sandburg’s work,
a n d t h e n i t m a d e m e t a k e o u t t h e

poetry of Robert Frost. Iread poetry
to the kids wherever Igo, not only in
M a i n e . M o s t o f a l l I l i k e t h e k i d s .
They are the pure people of this
w o r l d . ”

What had originally attracted me
to interview Gary Merrill was anews
story of his announcement of being
acandidate for the presidency of the
U n i t e d S t a t e s . 1 a s k e d h i m i f h e w a s
really serious abotit it, or if it was
just agood publicity stunt. He an¬
s w e r e d , “ I ’ m a s s e r i o u s a b o u t i t a s
anyone will take me. Let’s face it, the
professional politicians don’t really
care who is running for office as long
as they can win. Winning, getting
v o t e s , i s w h a t c o u n t s t o t h e m . ”

(continued on page 130)
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THE MAD HATTER OF C/\?£'E.UZABElH.M/KmE (continued from page 101)

and Iwould like to do something
about i t . And because Iam known,
Ican reach alot of people with what
Ihave to say.”

I w i s h e d h i m l u c k w i t h h i s c a m ¬

paign and allowed that stranger
things have happened in America
than having actors become our politi¬
c a l l e a d e r s .

As we climbed back down the spi¬
ral staircase, Iinquired as to when
he expected to move into the light¬
house. “In about two years,” he an¬
swered. “There’s agreat deal of work
to do on it, and it’s going to take a
lot of money.”

Long after we parted company, I
thought about Gary Merrill living in
his lighthouse on the rocky tip of
Cape Elizabeth, with raging wir
and boiling sea whirling and surg)
around him, and Iconcluded th
was amost fitting abode for tl'
H a t t e r f r o m M a i n e .

What did he think were the main
issues? “Inflation, hypocrisy in gov¬
ernment, and the fact that we just
have too many people on this earth
and all of us are using up its too few
resources.” His answers to questions
on economics and government were
light in substance. “I’ll have to study
that more. Once people start taking
me seriously. I’ll get some experts to
help me on those issues.”

M e r r i l l h a s b e e n a c t i v e i n n a t i o n a l

and Maine politics for many years.
“I supported Muskie, and then Ileft
h im ove r t he wa r i s sue . I a l so r an f o r
Congress in 1968.” He admitted that
as yet he did not have an organiza¬
tion working in his behalf. But he
was quick to point out, “I want you
to know that I’m not trying to pull
aPat Paulsen with this (Paulsen is
the comedian who ran for president
in ’68 as ajoke). I’m concerned with
the quality of life in this country.
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