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William Wellman made motion pictures with
fists, fast sex, and hard liquor — as well as
celluloid, cameras, and performers. And not
by accident or quirk of personality! He

believed the new medium demanded it.
During a 1966 interview,

after a few “shots” and with
his career behind him,

he articulated his
p o s i t i o n :
“There’s none
of the enthusi-
asm that we

used to have before. Goddamn! I have had compa-
nies where we would go out and make a picture
and fight for that picture. Fight with our fists, for

THE FIRST HOLLYWOOD SPECTACULAR INVOLVING THE GREAT WAR
WAS WINGS, WHICH OPENED IN NEW YORK DURING 1927. IN 1928, IT
WON THE FIRST ACADEMY AWARD. IT IS NOW CALLED A CLASSIC —

FOR GOOD REASON. WILLIAM WELLMAN,
THE FILM’S DIRECTOR, HAS BEEN CALLED
MANY THINGS, MOSTLY “WILD BILL” —

ALSO FOR GOOD REASON
BY JAMES R. SILKE

Three de Havilland DH-4s
from the 90th Bomb

Squadron take part in Wings’
climatic battle scene.

Christ’s sake! Any townspeople interfered
with us, we would kick hell out of them.”

The words didn’t flow from his thin
lips with drunken sentiment. They were
rifle shots, accurate. Wellman knew his
profession. It took daring, muscle, and
anger to make films in the 1920s when
he started, and the motion picture busi-
ness sought out men who lived as hard
off the set as their actors did on screen
— Howard Hawks, Raoul Walsh,
Michael Curtiz, Wellman. Wellman’s
success was such that they asked him to
teach film at UCLA.

“Isn’t that silly? They have offered
me a professorship — me, who was
fired out of high school [Wellman, who
came from a well-off family, was tossed
out of high school for dropping a stink
bomb on the principal’s head]. But how
can you teach directing? You can’t go
to college and learn how to direct a pic-
ture. I could tell them, ‘Look, join the
army and go overseas.’ And then if
they are lucky and come back, they will
have learned something that they won’t get in college.”

Experience?
“Yeah! Of all kinds. Good, hard, wonderful, sad, heart-

breaking things! I have had a wonderful, wonderful life. I real-
ly have. I ran away and went into the
military in 1916, and I’ve been mar-

ried many times to

beautiful women. Oh yes, I’ve had my
ups and downs.”

In the 1920s, Wellman wasn’t
sporting any philosophies. He was work-
ing on instinct and afraid of going broke.
“I didn’t like stealing food from my dog.”
His instinct told him, when making
Wings, to strap the cameras to the planes

and let the audience see what it’s like to shoot down balloons,
engage in a dogfight, bomb a village, machine gun a column of
troops, destroy a general’s staff car — to see what it’s like to do
what William Wellman had done in World War One. At 19!

“I joined the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps to get to
Paris.” There he joined the Foreign Legion and was put in
its Lafayette Flying Corps. After training was completed, he

William Wellman in later years. As a
director, Wellman was not afraid to wade in
with both fists when he thought a project
was not going his way.


