As Marshal Matt Dillon, Arness and his gun are weekly visitors in millions of homes.

name was Virginia Chapman, and she,
too, was lonely. She’d just gone through
an unhappy marriage and had a son, Craig.
“I was looking for someone,” she admits,
“who needed and wanted me, someone I
could love.”

Jim and Virginia co-starred in Candida
at the Pasadena Playhouse. Friendship
ripened into love. One morning the pair
drove to Santa Barbara and were married.
Arness had virtually no money. His father-
in-law rented him an apartment for a
token payment of $20 a month. But pres-
ently luck turned for Big Jim. He began
getting parts around town. Dore Schary,
now at MGM, gave him a leading role in
Battleground. In three years Arness ap-
peared in 20 featured roles. In 1952 John
Wayne took a liking to Jim and put him
under contract. For the first time in his
acting career, Jim Arness found a modi-
cum of financial security. :

In 1955, hungry for talent, television
executives offered John Wayne fantastic
amounts of money to star in a weekly
wes.ern series. Wayne refused all TV of-
fers. He recommended Arness as a substi-
tute and said: “Try and make your mark
in TV, Jim, because yéu’re not going to
make it in movies. You're too tall. Actors

like me and Gregory Peck and Gary
Cooper don’t want you towering over us.”

So Big Jim entered the field of 25 can-
didates who auditioned for the Matt Dil-
lon role in Gunsmoke. He won it, then
wasn’t sure he wanted it. Wayne made up

his mind for him. “Don’t be a jerk,” he.

ordered. “This is the opportunity of your
life. Take it.”

Big Jim took it; then his marriage began
to loosen at the seams.

Old Wives’ Tale

It's an old Hollywood story. The loving
wife spurs, drives and encourages her
husband. Frequently she teaches him all
she knows about acting, which may be
considerable. Whenever he gets a part,
she cues him on his lines. When work is
scarce, she bolsters his sagging spirits.

At the outset they live in shabby quar- -

ters. Often the wife works at odd jobs to
help meet expenses. Occasionally her
family contributes something. The wife
rarely tells her husband of these small

gifts from her parents, but he knows the -

truth, and it hurts his ego.

He tries harder. He goes from one agent
to another. He makes the rounds of all the
casting departments. He scrupulously fol-

lows every lead to a part, takes anything
that pays a buck.

Somewhere along the line he gets a
break. He does well in one picture. After
that, jobs are easier to secure. As he
establishes a small reputation, he finds,
strangely enough, that his home life is
deteriorating.

With Jim, the 'deterioration became
acute as Gunsmoke got under way. He
spent time learning to ride and handle -
firearms. He worked at the studio 12 or
13 hours a day. He was tired when he got
home, had less time for his wife and chil-
dren than ever before. One of the requi-
sites for success in Hollywood is dedica-
tion to one’s career. An acting career is
nothing that can be sloughed off.

Last year, CBS and Arness signed a new
long-term contract. It gave Arness his own
producing company, which now produces
Gunsmoke in association with the net-
work, and assured Jim the role of Matt
Dillon so long as Gunsmoke is in existence.

A Stock Pattern

By then, however, Big Jim's marriage
had gone south. His wife says she felt left
out, that the men surrounding her hus-
band regarded her as an irritant, that she
was subject to all the hostilities and frus-
trations that are the usual lot of the Holly-
wood wife. She felt miserable, unhappy,
unwanted.

When she complained to Jim, he said
he was doing the best he could under the
circumstances. He was beset by a dozen
pressures. A neglected wife was a stock
part in the Hollywood success pattern,
and Virginia was stuck with it.

Virginia Arness decided to take a trip
around the world to forget Big Jim. She
visited London, Paris, Vienna, Tokyo,
Hong Kong. Nothing helped. No woman
can run away from herself. In Honolulu,
where she and Jim had gone seven years
before when John Wayne had given him
a small part in a film, she worked herself
into a black depression, tried to take her
life. Fortunately, she inflicted only super-
ficial wounds to her wrists.

Today she and Big Jim are working out
a “friendly” divorce settlement. Jim takes
the children — Craig, 12, Jenny Lee, 8,
Rolf, 6 — on his boat every possible week-
end, and Virginia has decided to renew
her acting career. Jim lives in a one-bed-
room apartment here, spends most of his
time working, has turned over his house
in Pacific Palisades to his wife.

He has no home life but is considered
one of the greatest successes in show busi-
ness, in fact the male Cinderella of TV.

When I asked him if he thought he had.
paid a fair price for his success, he medi-
tated for several moments, then said
slowly: “I started with nothing and I lost
at marriage. But, heck, I’ve won at every-
thing else. Years from now I'll learn that
‘everything else’ isn’t enough. But right
now it suits me fine.” |



