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* 

* * The Nebraska Roots of a Hollywood* * it 


A number of Hollywood film personalities 
in the twentieth century were bom in Ne
braska. Among the notables are Fred 
Astaire, Montgomery Clift, Dorothy 
McGuire, and Nick Nolte, Omaha; James 
Cobum, Laurel; Ruth Etting, David City; 
"Hoot" Gibson, Tekamah; and David 
Janssen, Naponee. Film director Darryl F. 
Zanuck was bom in Wahoo. The most 
honored to date are Oscar-winners 
Marlon Brando, Omaha; Sandy Dennis, 
Hastings; Henry Fonda, Grand Island; and 
Harold Uoyd, Burchard.l 

The least-known of the great stars is the 
versatile Robert Taylor, the Filley native 
who not only appeared in eighty motion 
pictures and television films from 1934 to 
1969, but also starred in one weekly televi
sion series and hosted another. The narra
tor of two Academy Award-winning fea
ture length documentaries, The Fighting 
Lady in 1944 and The Secret Land in 1948, 
he also set two records as an actor. In 
1934 Taylor was the lowest-paid contract 
player in Hollywood history at $35 per 
week, and he was under contract with 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer for twenty-five 
years, the longest ever with one studio.2 

Called by Hollywood biographer Jane 
Ellen Wayne "the man with the perfect 
face," Taylor was cast by MGM as a ro
mantic hero in the 1930s.3 The blue-eyed, 
black-haired Nebraskan stood almost five 
feet, eleven inches tall, weighed 175 
pounds, and had a widow's peak that 
added to his box office appeal. He ranked 
fourth in 1936, third in 1937, and sixth in 
1938. 

£. A. Kral was a high school English teacher for 
thirty years in Livingston, California, Grand Island, 
and Lincoln. Now retired and a resident of Wilber, 
he engages in historical research and writing. 

By EA. Kya! 
In a New York Daily News poll of 

twenty million people in 1937, he finished 
second behind famous screen lover Clark 
Gable as "King of Hollywood," and in 1938 
became the first American actor to appear 
in a film made at MGM's lot in England 4 

Parents of Spangler Arlington Brugh (Robert 
Taylor) about the time of their marriage on 
January 21, 1904. (NSHS-K90-614) 

Taylor was the first Hollywood studio con
tract star to appear on television when he 
made a guest appearance in 1952 on CBS
TV's 'The Ed Sullivan Show," and in the 
spring of 1954, he was named most popu
lar star abroad by the Hollywood Foreign 
Press Correspondents Association, which 
was said to represent five hundred million 
filmgoers worldwide. 

Taylor was also known for leading a 
relatively scandal-free private life. From 
1939 to 1951 he was married to Barbara 
Stanwyck, herself a distinguished actress, 
and in 1954 he married German-born ac
tress Ursula Schmidt Thiess, the mother of 
his son Terence and daughter Tessa. Dur
ing his first marriage, he had affairs with at 
least two of his leading ladies-Lana 
Turner and Ava GardnerS 

A major constant in Taylor's life was 
his loyal love for his Nebraska roots. 
Stanwyck said, "He never broke away 
from Nebraska and still has a sense of be
longing there."6 Indeed, Taylor made at 
least nineteen return trips to his home 
state during his Hollywood years, and was 
most fond of Gage County, especially the 
city of Beatrice, which he considered his 
hometown. Taylor's sentiments about his 
home state were best expressed in a letter 
published in the annual NEBRASKAland 
Afield in 1967, when he wrote, "It happens 
that I like the people of Nebraska. They're 
the best, the most hospitable, the most 
honest, the most trustworthy people in 
our whole darned country. "7 

An in-depth account of his movie ca
reer and his private life during his famous 
years can be found in Jane Ellen Wayne's 
Robert Taylor (St. Martin's Press/Robson, 
1973, 1987), to date the only book-length 
history of his life. But his family l ife and 
fine arts experiences during his formative 
years have received less attention. They 
help explain his subsequent career and 
his life-long attachment to Nebraska. 

Robert Taylor was born Spangler Ar
lington Brugh on August 5,1911, in Filley, 
a town of 194 about twelve miles east of 
Beatrice in southeast Nebraska. He was 
an only child of Spangler Andrew Brugh, 
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then manager of a Filley grain elevator 
(but formerly a farmer) , and Ruth Adela 
Stanhope, daughter of the owner of the 
same elevator in Filley8 

The marriage of S. A. Brugh and Ruth 
Stanhope occurred in Filley on January 
21, 1904. At the time, Brugh, a farmer in 
Rockford Township, was twenty-two years 
of age; Ruth, who had attended the Filley 
Public Schools, was sixteen. A year later 
Brugh became manager of the Stanhope
owned grain elevator in Filley. Ruth had 
been in poor health as a youth, and when 
doctors could not cure her, Brugh and his 
wife enrolled in the American School of 
Osteopathy in Kirksville, Missouri, in the 
fall of 1909. One year later they returned 

Spangler Arlington Brugh (Robert Taylor) at 
age nine in 1920 at Anthony Shimerda 
cabin in Beatrice. (NSHS-K90-594) 

to Filley, where Brugh resumed work at 
the Stanhope elevator.9 

Virtually nothing is known about these 
early years of young Arlington Brugh, 
though in 1913 the family did l ive for sev
eral months in Muskogee, Oklahoma, 
looking after farm property they owned 
there. 10 They returned to Kirksville in Feb

ruary 1914, where the father resumed his 
studies and graduated in January 1916 af
ter completing the three-year program. Dr. 
Brugh moved his family to Fremont, Ne
braska, with a 1910 population of 8,718, 
where he was an osteopath for one and 
one-half years. Arlington attended kinder
garten in the fall of 1916 at East Elemen
tary School; the family home was at 450 
East Sixth Street. II 

By September 1917 the family had 
moved to Beatrice, at the time the fifth 
largest city in Nebraska with a 1920 popu
lation of 9,664, where Dr. Brugh went into 
partnership with Dr. Preston Gass until 
1920, when he became sole owner of the 
practice. 12 During their sixteen years in 

Spangler Arlington Brugh (Robert Taylor) 
with his pony "Gypsy" about 1923 at the 
Isaac Jamison farm southeast of Ellis. 
(NSHS-K90-646; courtesy of Norris Brugh) 

Beatrice, the Brughs lived at 922 North 
Ninth until 1921 , 812 High Street until 
1924, then at 901 North Sixth until 1933. 

Traditional values were important dur
ing Taylor's formative years, and his 
mother and father had a relationship 
based on mutual love and respect, which 
Taylor said, "conditioned my young idea 
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of what marriage should be, of how a 
man should be with a woman." A Beatrice 
cousin, Earl Jamison, reported the parentS 
were more quiet rather than talkative, ob
serving "they spent their evenings at 
home, and there were no quarrels." 13 

Ruth Brugh's concern was for her fam
ily, and while fragile in appearance, she 
was strong and occasionally demanding. 
To many Beatrice people, however, her 
dominant characteristic was her infirmity, 
and the general belief was that "she en
joyed her illness." Ruth Brugh was ob
served seated in a wheelchair downtown, 
and her husband and son escorted her to 
the Paddock Hotel on Sunday noons for 
dinner. Neighbors believed that Dr. Brugh 
did most of the laundry and much of the 
cooking and that Arlington helped, too. 
Mrs. Brugh herself seemed to confirm this 
by reporting that Arlington "told me he 
didn't like to see me working, that neither 
Dad nor he liked me to work, that he liked 
to find me dressed up pretty and sitting 
down with a book in the parlor when he 
came home." 14 

Arlington learned responsibility and re
spect for authority at home, and the par
ents did not fear his being spoiled by their 
generosity. Though they provided him 
wi th a pony when he was eight years old, 
a pony cart, a harness and saddle, a bi
cycle, a dog, and guns of all kinds, "along 
with those playthings went a lot of respon
sibilities," wrote Taylor, who further 
stated, "Father and Mother were strict 
about that , and I don't ever remember be
ing able to evade any punishments." 15 

Drinking, smoking, and using profane 
language were discouraged by both the 
Brugh and Stanhope families. Arlington 
and his parents attended the Centenary 
Methodist Church in Beatrice, and he at
tended Sunday school there from about 
1924 to 1928. 16 

The work ethic was fostered by chores 
at home, such as keeping wood organized 
and in boxes for use in the furnace and 
fireplace. He was also responsible for 
cleaning his room and doing his home
work. He also wanted to work for money, 
and his parents encouraged him. He 
mowed neighbors' lawns with a 
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pushmower for twenty-five cents an hour, 
and as a ninth grader beat rugs over a 
clothes line during fall housecleaning. 
During this time he also worked on a 
farm, shocking wheat. When sixteen years 
old, he had a summer job painting cars, 
but the parents would not let him keep 
the job after school resumed. During his 
senior year at Beatrice High School, Ar
lington was given a 1929 Buick beige-and
orange-tinted, rumble-seated sports 
coupe, an unusual gift for the 1920s. Of 
that decision, the mother wrote, "But we 
told him he was such a good boy, and so 
trustworthy, that we knew we could trust 
him with this. It was his property and his 
responsibility." After graduation from high 
school, he had a summer job as an assis
tant bank teller and mowed lawns after 
banking hours.17 

The S. A. Brughs were close to the 
Stan hopes, the mother's relatives, visiting 
on occasion the A. L. Stanhope home in 
Filley and the farm of sister Effie Jamison 
located south of Ellis. The gatherings in 
Filley frequently found Arlington and his 
cousins Earl, Charles, and Eva Jamison en
gaged in some sport or activity in the 
Stanhope yard or on the dirt street be
tween the Stanhope house and the Meth
odist Church. Other'youngsters reported 
"skinny dipping" with Arlington in Mud 
Creek just north of town.18 

There was much hunting at the 
Jamison farm, especially on Thanksgiving. 
In 1936 Taylor returned to this farm during 
his homecoming to Beatrice, and accom
panied by MGM publicists, shot a rabbit 
with his old .410 shotgun. He also had a 
chicken dinner at the farm, fondly recall
ing the meals he enjoyed there as a 
youth.19 

The Brugh family also enjoyed a close 
association with Anthony and Rose Tyser 
Shimerda, who from 1907 to 1924 owned 
a 160-acre farm on the south edge of 
Beatrice adjacent to the Big Blue River 
and Chautauqua Park, and with the Rob
ert Tyser family, subsequent owners after 
the Shimerdas moved to Wilber. The ex
periences these families shared left a life
long impact on Taylor, for during his Hol
lywood years, he visited the Shimerdas 

and Tysers nearly every time he returned 
to the Beatrice area.20 

In the summers the Brughs often 
stayed in a cabin on the farm, and while 
there, Arlington, his father, and Anthony 
Shimerda went pole fishing for catfish. In 
the winters they hunted rabbits, afterward 
eating them served with dumplings and 
rabbit gravy prepared by Rose Shimerda. 
At other times the Brughs enjoyed the 
Czech meals and conversation at the 
farm, and both families would walk to 
nearby Chautauqua Park each August to 
enjoy the many cultural activities.21 It was 
at this farm that Arlington kept his pony 
named Gypsy for almost ten years, riding 
it in the pasture, and occasionally ventur
ing as far away as the Jamison farm south 
of Ellis and the grandparents' home in 
Filley. 

In the early years in Beatrice, Arlington 
was often in his father's office and accom
panied him on some of his rounds, even 
assisting once during an emergency pro
cedure.22 Dr. Brugh was black-haired but 

balding, stout, well-dressed, and outgoing. 
By all accounts he was an excellent osteo
path, considerate of everyone, and a won
derful neighbor. For a while, Taylor had 
considered becoming a doctor and liked 
the nickname "Doc" for many years. 

In the fall of 1917 Arlington enrolled in 
the first grade at Fairview Elementary 
School. It's not clear when he transferred 
to Central Elementary, but it was almost 
certainly by the time he was in the sixth 
grade. Even then Arlington's handsome 
features were evident. He had blue eyes 
and dark brown (later off-black) hair that 
was heavy and wavy. He was also distin
guished by a widow's peak. High Street 
neighbor Jeanne Barger St. John recalled 
that his mother dressed him in Lord 
Fauntleroy suits (short black velvet trou
sers and a white silk blouse) , attire he 
wore through the sixth grade.23 

But he suffered from peer pressure. 
Esther Heffelfinger Dockhom, a 1927 
Beatrice High graduate, remembered 
"people in grade school would refer to 

Anthony Shimerda cabin near the Big Blue River along Beaver Avenue In Beatrice 
about 1923. (NSHS-K90-595; courtesy of Tyser family) 
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Arlington as 'little Lord Fauntleroy' in jest 
because of his immaculate dress." 
Though Taylor reported he was some
times nicknamed "Buddy," friends and 
relatives often used "Arly," a shortened 
version of his middle name "Arlington." In 
1937 he expressed his dislike for this 
name, but he forgave his mother "for that 
and for those Lord Fauntleroy suits I once 
had to wear. "24 

Arlington was a normal schoolboy for 
his time. He played baseball and football 
on the school playground; roller skated; 
and played jacks, marbles, hop scotch, 
and other games. Taylor also recalled, "I 
was usually the room monitor and the 
president of the class or whatever that of
fice is called in the grades."2s But Mrs. 
Brugh was overprotective of him, for he 
accompanied her when going downtown 
or to church, and when in the sixth and 
seventh grades, she required him to sit on 
the porch at home but didn't permit him 
to play with the neighbors' children after 
school and on weekends. For this the 
neighborhood kids ridiculed him.26 
Taylor's recollections of his childhood 
bear out his shy and serious traits. He re
called liking to be alone and he enjoyed 
reading, particularly Horatio Alger stories 
and adventure books. He also had a 
pony, his bicycle, and various pets. 

The community of Beatrice also of
fered Arlington the chance to expand his 
joy for the outdoors. Not only was he a 
member of the Boy Scouts of America, 
but also "with the other kids in Beatrice, I 
played sandlot baseball-as a scrub; went 
swimming at Riverside Park; played ten
nis, and had a lot of fun outdoors," he 
wrote in 1937. His mother also wrote that 
he swam at the YMCA, took long bicycle 
rides, and went horseback riding. She also 
reported that he "was naturally a high
strung child" who would become upset if 
spoken to harshly or if he had done some
thing wrong. His tendencies for perfec
tionism and for worrying had formed 
early. 

He coped with the pressures of being 
different by relying on counsel from his 
parents and by seeking privacy. In 1937 
Taylor commented, "I was not, I still am 

not, gregarious. I was then as I am now, 
uneasy when I am with more than one 
person. I preferred being alone on the 
prairie or in the woods, to playing football 
with the gang."27 

Arlington's versatility in the performing 
arts began to develop in a variety of activi
ties, both informal and formal, during his 
Beatrice years, even though he did not 
make a conscious decision toward an act
ing career until the spring of 1933, when 

Herbert E. Gray. (NSHS-K90-638) 

he was a senior at Pomona College in 
Claremont, California. Arlington's music 
activity, which became an important step 
in his eventual career, originated with the 
Stanhopes. He was fond of holidays spent 
with the grandparents. The clan often 
gathered, there was a large dinner, and 
"we sang carols and played games," he re
called. Arlington himself sang in the choir 
at the Centenary Methodist Church, where 

he and his parents were members.28 

Arlington began piano lessons when 
he was about ten years of age. Mean
while, Beatrice Public Schools music su
pervisor B. P. Osborn, who taught instru
mental music at all schools from 1923 to 
1926, had begun to teach appreciation of 
classical music, and encouraged students 
to compete in statewide music events. It 
was Osborn who "went to some trouble to 
convince Arlington that the cello was the 
instrument for a gentleman."29 

Arlington then took cello lessons in 
Lincoln once a week from February 1925 
to 1929 with Herbert E. Gray, an instructor 
at the University School of Music, a pri
vate institution until it was purchased in 
1930 by the University of Nebraska. Ac
cording to another former student of his, 
Emanuel Wishnow, a violinist and music 
professor at the University of Nebraska
Lincoln from 1933 to 1975, Gray "was a 
large, talkative man who was a persua
sive, dominant personality." Ruth Brugh 
recalled that Gray saw Arlington's poten
tial as a cello player, and she felt the les
sons with Professor Gray, more than any 
other factor, led Taylor to Hollywood and 
fame. 3D 

Music supervisor Osborn continued to 
give instruction to his most gifted musi
cians, including Arlington on the cello. 
During the ninth grade, Arlington was a 
member of the Beatrice Junior High Or
chestra, and was one of four soloists to 
perform before an audience at Wymore.31 

During the tenth grade, he was a member 
of a string quartet that gave a public per
formance in April 1927; Arlington also per
formed a cello solo titled "The Swan." 

Soon after he was one of five, includ
ing the string quartet, to represent the 
Beatrice Public Schools in the State Music 
Contest in Lincoln. During the eleventh 
grade, he was a member of a string quar
tet that placed second in the State Music 
Contest in May 1928. And in the twelfth 
grade, he continued as a member of the 
string quartet and of the orchestra that 
provided music for plays, banquets, and 
other special programs. 

He also participated in the thirty-five
member community orchestra of vol un
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teer youths directed by Frank E. Lenhart 
from about 1924 to 1929. It played wher
ever Lenhart could obtain engagements, 
including church socials, town fairs, and 
even the Nebraska State Penitentiary. It 
played on radio station KFAB (then in Lin
coln) twice and on WOW in Omaha 
once. At least one performance was given 
at the Rivoli Theater in Beatrice. During 
high school , Arlington was associated 

with the Rivoli Theater, listing himself in 
the 1929 Beatrice City Directory as a musi
cian there.32 

Taylor's interest in drama developed as 
a result of exposure to local movies and 
association with "home talent" perform
ers. After World War I, the Brughs and 
other Beatrice residents had access to si
lent films at the Rialto and Gilbert, and 
viewed films of the silent screen come
dian Harold Lloyd, the Burchard native 
who had lived in Beatrice for a short time 
just after 1900. In October 1926 the Rivoli 
opened, and of it Taylor said in 1936, "I sat 
in the first row the first night ... and be
lieve it or not, I once sang on this stage." 

He also reported he had been usher as 
well as master of ceremonies of a style 

33show there . 
While he was in elementary school, 

the eight-year-old Arlington made his first 
public appearance in a piece he wrote en
titled The Sick Monkey. At the age of ten, 
he wrote China, and presented it before 
church and school groups. During the 
twelfth grade Arlington expanded his dra

matic experiences in school and in the 
community. In October 1928 he played 
the role of a freshman in Aunt Lucia, a 
play staged by the adults in Beatrice.34 

That year he also attended dramatics class 
and was a member of the Dramatics Club. 
In December 1928 Arlington had one of 
the major roles as a hardheaded stockbro
ker who was not too scrupulous in the 
three-act comedy Nothing But the Truth, 
and in the spring of 1929 he had the male 
lead in the senior high operetta titled 
Captain Crossbones, labeled in the 1929 
Homesteader, the school annual, as "a 
great success." 

By the end of high school, however, 

his performance in dramatics apparently 
did not attract widespread attention lo
cally, for his mother in 1936 wrote, "No 
teacher in high school ever particularly 
encouraged him about his acting. We 
never thought much about his dramatic 
ability; neither did he. To us, it was only 
one of several talents he showed US."35 
Others, however, including C. B. 
Dempster, a High Street neighbor and 
owner of the Dempster Mill Manufactur
ing Company, had suggested educating 
Arlington in dramatics, and predicted a 
brilliant future for him in the movies. And 
Taylor himself wrote in 1937, "Perhaps 
such kind encouragement did give me 
ambition to act in high school plays. "36 

There were other activities that pre
pared Taylor for an acting career. Al
though "Arlington was considered effemi
nate until high school because the boys 
were jealous of his good looks and he 
didn't participate in sports," stated Paul 
Drew, a 1928 Beatrice High graduate, his 
popularity had grown sufficiently by the 
ninth grade for him to be the first elected 
student body president of Beatrice Junior 
High. Its large auditorium with a seating 
capacity of 1,256 was used for various 
school and community activities, and 
Arlington's leadership position gave him 
valuable experience in facing an audi
ence. In 1966 Taylor wrote to Beatrice 
publisher Robert Marvin , "I shall never for
get the fears that overcame me every time 
I had to preside over a 'meeting' in that 
auditorium to introduce guest speakers. 
Nothing since has ever frightened me as 
much."37 

As a junior, he was elected president of 
the Junior Class, and was in charge of 
toasts at the annual Beatrice High Junior
Senior Banquet held in May 1928 at the 
Paddock Hotel. Arlington was in debate 
that year, and did well locally but was not 
on the varsity debate team. He also par
ticipated that year in an informal activity 
known as the Junior-Senior Olympics, an 
organized ritual among the boys on the 
football field after school in the late 
spring.38 

By this time, he had endured some re
sentment because of his success, his 
looks, and his popU larity. The tenn "pretty 

String quartet at Beatrice High School in 1925-26: music instructor B. P. Osborn (back left), 
and Don AbboH; Herbert Jackson (front lett), Spangler Arlington Brugh (Robert Taylor), 
and Gerhart Wiebe. (NSHS-K90-645) 
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boy" was occasionally used. though per
haps not directly to him. and publisher 
Marvin stated that "one of Arlington's 
nicknames in jest and sometimes in print 
was 'Home Brugh,' or more literally 
'home brew. "'39 

In a 1936 interview Taylor stated that 
he liked to dance. His mother wrote that 
he learned how to dance at the age of six
teen at the Casino in Lake Okoboji, Iowa. 
where she and her husband spent three 
consecutive summers vacationing in a 
cottage. with Arl ington joining them at 
summer's end. While many of the boys at 
the time considered dancing for sissies, 
it's clear that he used it to gain popularity 
with women . A favorite place of his was 
theoutdoor dance hall at Riverside Park 
in Beatrice. An editorial judgment was 
published under his photo at the back of 
the 1928 Homesteader. The caption read. 
"One At a Time. Girls."40 

As a senior, he was a member of the 
Boys Glee Club. Student Counci l. the 
Homesteader staff. and Crabtree Forensic 
Club as well as the Dramatics Club, Na
tional Honor Society. and Orchestra. He 
was also senior social chairman. At the 
twelfth annual state drama contest held 
at Nebraska Wesleyan in Lincoln. he was 
the state champion in the oratorical 
category.41 

His academic work throughout the 
three years at Beatrice Senior High was 
excellent. Out of a total of twenty-eight 
graded courses in a college preparatory 
program. he earned twelve Bs and sixteen 
As42 On May 29 at the fiftieth commence
ment of Beatrice Senior High School. Ar
lington was introduced as one of the three 
gold medal finalists. and he was among 
the ten members of the Beatrice High 
Chapter of the National Honor Society. 

Even though Taylor in 1937 said. "No 
one except my mother. fath er. and grand
parents really 'influenced' my life or left 
any mark upon me," it is clear that he in 
later years remembered the contributions 
of others during his formative years. To 
cousin Nelda Brugh. he wrote in 1948 that 

when you mention Dempsters. Store Kraft , 
etc., you bring back some very pleasant 
memories of my youth in Beatrice. I bel ieve 
if you were to put me on the corner o f Sixth 

Spangler Arlington Brugh (Robert Taylor) with his parents in Beatrice in 1929. 
(NSHS-K90-604; courtesy of Eva Jamison Warkentin UnrUh) 

and Court Streets, I could find any o f them 
blindfolded. You see, Nelda. I still think o f 
Beatrice as "home" and many of the people 
there as the best friends I have ever had or 
will ever have.43 

After graduation from Beatrice High 
School, Taylor did not know what career 
he might pursue, but he decided to attend 
Doane College in Crete, a coeducational 
four-year liberal arts institution affiliated 

with the Congregational Church. Arling
ton may have been predisposed to select 
Doane. "Many young Beatrice people 
who could afford it in the 1920s and 1930s 
went to Doane because it was a smaller 
school , and parents thought a bigger 
school was 'wilder...· commented Esther 
Legate Aller. a 1928 Beatrice High gradu
ate who dated Arl ington during the winter 
of his senior year in Beatrice. 

His mother wrote that he attended 
Doane because Professor Herbert E. Gray. 
his cello tutor since 1925. would be a part
time faculty member there in addition to 
his duties in Lincoln at the University 
School of Music. And Taylor recalled in 
1937 that he wanted to attend Doane to 

remain with his best friend, Gerhart 
Wiebe.44 

Located on the bluffs. or hill. overlook
ing Crete in the scenic Big Blue River Val
ley. Doane was a small college that of
fered close studentlfaculty relationships. 
During the two years that Taylor attended. 
there were ten buildings on campus with 
an enrollment of almost three hundred 
students with twenty-four full time teach

ing faculty members. Students during the 
1925-30 school year could choose among 
seventeen majors. Arlington was regis
tered with the Department of Music. and 
overall he eamed average grades in 
academics.45 

He participated in many activities dur
ing his freshman year. serving as class 
president, a member of Iota Delta Chi. 
one of the local fraternities; and participa
tion in both the Doane Symphony and the 
Doane Players. He also went out for track 
during the spring semester46 

A memorable accompl ishment that 
year was winning an oratorical contest 
held in Crete in December 1929 under the 
auspices of the Anti-Saloon League of Ne
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braska. The topic was "Ten Years of Prohi
bition ," but the urging of his drama 
coach, Mary Ellen Inglis, went unheeded 
until his mother promised him a coonskin 
coat if he won. As the contest winner, he 
gained not only the coat but also a trip to 
Detroit, Michigan, January 14-21, 1930, to 
attend the national convention of the 
Anti-Saloon League of America47 

His music experiences his freshman 
year involved playing the cello with the 
Doane Symphony Orchestra, comprised 
of thirty-five members and directed by 
Professor C. Burdette Wolfe. But his most 
significant activity as a freshman was par
ticipation in a music trio comprised of Ar
lington, cell ist; his Beatrice pal Gerhart 
Wiebe, violinist; and Friend native Russ 
Gibson, a pianist who also played the 
trumpet and French horn. The trio had 
formed in the fall of 1929. During a week's 
road trip in March 1930 with th e Doane 
Players, a dramatic group, to promote the 
college at several Nebraska communities, 
the trio went ahead of the troupe to per
form in the high schools of the town 
where they would perform in the evening. 
When at the town of Harvard, Russ 
Gibson suggested the trio go to nearby 
Clay Center to perform on radio station 
KMMJ to advertise the drama production. 
The trio did broadcast on KMMJ March 
28-29, and also auditioned at the home of 
station owner H. H. Johnson, who "hired 
us then and there for the sum of $100 a 
week for the three of us." That summer, 
the trio became known as "The Harmony 
Boys," a name that may have been bor
rowed from a Lincoln group called "The 
Harmony Girls."48 

Thus in the summer of 1930-and the 
following summer of 193 1, Taylor gained 
his first professional experience in the en
tertainment industry at KMMJ, which had 
begun broadcasting on Novem ber 30, 
1925, in Clay Center, a town of 933 resi
dents in 1930, and located sixty-five miles 
west of Crete. Owned by the Johnson fam
ily, which had owned a company that 
manufactured Old Trusty incubators and 
brooders used to hatch and raise chick
ens, KMMJ operated with 1,000 watts of 
power and had a listening area that ex-

The Harmony Boys (Spangler Arlington Brugh, Russell Gibson, and Gerhart Wiebe), a trio 
at Doane College, performed on radio station KMMJ in Clay Center during the summers 
of 1930 and 1931. (NSHS-K90-567; courtesy of Doane College) 

tended some one hundred miles in all 
directions. 

According to George C. Kister, one of 
the early announcers, the station had 
twelve announcers, a staff of thirty-five to 
fifty entertainers, and all programming 
was live from 8:00 A.M. to 7:00 P.M. daily. 
The entertainment staff, wrote Kister, in
c1uded "hillbilly singers, old-time fiddlers, 
orchestras, bands, gospel singers. They 
were all part of the daily programming 
and many units were identified with a cer
tain product they sold." The Harmony 
Boys, who were given every other Sunday 
off, had three or four times a day their fif
teen-minute program. They were used to 
sell Old Trusty Fly Spray, and the trio, 
when not on the air, would remain at the 
studio, "rehearsing for anything from the 
polka band to the symphony, particularly 
if you could blow a hom, tell jokes, sing, 
or whatever," wrote Gibson. Gibson, 

Wiebe, and Brugh went their separate 
ways after the summer of 1931, but they 
were reunited as a surprise for Taylor on 
national television in Apri l 1967 on CBS
TV's "Mike Douglas Show," which Taylor 
briefly cohosted 49 

During his sophomore year, Arlington 
was cell ist in the Doane String Quartet, 
and continued his participation in the 
Doane Symphony Orchestra and the 
Doane Players. The quartet performed 
publicly on campus, on broadcasts over 
KFAB and KMMJ, at Marshalltown and 
Grinnell College in eastern Iowa, and at 
Beatrice, Crete, Wilber, Ashland, and 
Omaha. Throughout his two years at 
Doane in the field of music, Arlington 
worked closely with Doane's part-time 
cello instructor Herbert E. Gray, and they 
occasionally performed together in the 
Lincoln Symphony from 1929 to 193 1.50 

Gray felt some frustration when Arling
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ton devoted time to dramatics at Doane. 
Mrs. Brugh explained in 1936: "We did not 
want him [Arlington] to gamble his whole 
future on just the cello; we wanted music 
to be something that would give him 
personal pleasure, relaxation." Taylor's 
version , expressed in 1937, revealed his 
instincts were leading him toward his 
career: 

In my freshman year, I played the leading 
role in the campus performance Helena 's 
Boys, greatly to the disgust of Professor 
Gray, who wanted to know why I "fiddled 
about with such nonsense ." He said that I 
should concentrate on the cello, that I had 
the makings of a concert artist, what had I 
to do with "playacting"? I couldn't tell him. I 
didn 't know myself. I don't know now. I 
only knew that there was something in the 
musty smell o f backstage that Ilikedsl 

During his freshman year in dramatics, 
Arlington gained valuable experience as a 
member of the Doane Players, which re
hearsed at Lee Memorial Chapel but usu
ally performed at Sokol Theater (now 
Sokol Hall), located at the northeast cor
ner of Twelfth and Norman Streets in the 
business district of Crete. His first perfor
mance was for the Doane Players on Oc
tober 30 as the lead in the One Act Trag
edy, a drama in which he played the role 
of the father of a family that was apart
ment hunting. On this occasion, he also 
sang with Russ Gibson, Gerhart Wiebe, 
and Roland Schaffert in a group called the 
"Serenaders. "52 

Taylor's first publ ic performance as an 
actor at Doane was on December 19, 
1929, in Ida L. Ehrlich's Helena's Boys. 
This play was also selected for the Players' 
seventh annual trip March 22-30, 1930, 
and Arlington was one of the ten students 
who participated. Helena 's Boys was pre
sented at the communities of Alma, 
Bertrand, Clay Center, Franklin, Harvard, 
Hastings, Holdrege, Loomis, Minden, Ox
ford, and Sutton. At the close of his fresh
man year, he had the lead role in The 
Ifouse Divided, a three-act comedy-drama 
written by Kenneth Keller, a member of 
the Players. It was presented as the com
mencement play on May 31, and Arling
ton portrayed district attorney James 
BartleyS3 

In his sophomore year, Arlington was 
cast in Philip Barry's Holiday, performed 
on November 19, 1930. This required him 
to play the role of a boy who began drink
ing to suppress his real feelings. On Janu
ary 31,1931, he had the male lead in the 
comedy-drama Alias, the Kid, written by 
William Harkins, a member of the Players, 
and performed at St. James Hall in Crete. 
As Dennis Brookman, he was a bank rob
ber who went "straight" after falling in 
love with the girl who roomed next door. 
And during the spring trip of the Players in 
western Nebraska and eastern Colorado, 
he worked as an advance publicity man 
at each town visited. During his two years 
at Doane, Arlington became a member of 
the dramatic fraternity Delta Omicron 
cast, which qualified him for membership 
in Alpha Psi Omega, a national dramatic 
fraternity. 

Arlington's drama coach, Mary Ellen 
Inglis, had created the elect group known 
as the Doane Players, and she developed 
the Speech Department from 1922 to 
1935, the years she served at Doane. Tay
lor clearly held her in high esteem, writing 
her by 1936 of his appreciation for the 
part she had in starting him on the right 
road during the important formative pe
riod of his life. Her impact on her students 
was generally long-lasting, and 1929 

Doane graduate Evelyn Overman 
Morrison observed, "Inglis was very popu
lar among the students. She liked Arling
ton Brugh and helped his confidence."54 

Despite advantages other Doane stu
dents did not have, Taylor maintained a 
conservative lifestyle, was well liked on 
campus, and continued in close contact 
with his parents. Like other young men at 
Doane, which in 1929 did not have cam
pus housing for men, he lived off campus, 
staying at the home of Estel and Eva Spadt 
at 622 East Thirteenth Street. As a sopho
more, he roomed in Men's Hall (now 
Smith Hall) newly opened in 1930, but 
both years he and other boys were re
quired to eat at the college cafeteria in 
Gaylord Hall s5 

"Doc," as Arlington was known on 
campus, dated several girls while at 
Doane, but the longest relationship was 
with Kathryn Bender Boekel of Crete. In 
an interview sixty years later, Boekel re
membered, "He was a perfect gentleman, 
very attentive, very handsome, a 'ladies' 
man, prompt, reliable, very honest, very 
intelligent, not a storyteller, did not gossip, 
was well groomed, meticulous, and had a 
bass voice." It is noteworthy that their 
friendship was remembered in the com
munity. After Taylor's death, the June 12, 
1969, Crete News used the subheading 

Doane College drama players at Hastings in March 1930: Russ Gibson (lett), Roland 
Schaffert, Cecelia Yost, Spangler Arlington Brugh (Robert Taylor), Kathryn Bender, 
drama teacher Mary Ellen Inglis, Margaret Finney, Beth Naden, and Gerhart Wiebe. 
(NSHS-K90-589; courtesy of Beth Naden Kellar) 
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"romance" to represent what several citi
zens recalled about Taylor and Benders6 

Taylor's two years at Doane enabled 
him to sort through his career options. He 
eliminated law and ministry as career 
choices. During the middle of his sopho
more year he wrote to his parents, ex
plaining that he wanted to leave Doane 
and enroll in medical school , perhaps 
Johns Hopkins University, then later enter 
the American School of Osteopathy in 
Kirksville to follow his father. His mother 
advised him to finish college before de
ciding, and Taylor soon gave up the idea 
of a medical career because he wasn 't 
good at chemistry. Nor did he have a 
strong desire to become a professional 
cellist. Even though he was particularly 
fond of dramatics, Taylor still thought of 
them as a hobbys7 Family ties and college 
friendships were a strong attraction for 
Taylor to remain at Doanes8 

Nevertheless, when his cello professor 
Herbert E. Gray announced in May 1931 
that he was taking a leave of absence after 
the summer session at the University of 
Nebraska to fill a vacancy at Pomona Col
lege in Claremont, Califomia, Arlington 
understood that Gray hoped he would 
transfer to Pomona College, for Gray had 
spoken to his parents about Pomona's 
high scholastic ranking and the advan
tages a larger school could offer. Some
time in the summer, Doane College of
fered Gray's music position to Arlington, 
even though he was sti ll a student. Taylor 
later wrote, "I drove home to talk it over 
with my parents and we arrived at a deci
sion that changed the course of my life .. . 
his [Gray's] enthusiasm for the Califomia 
college and for my prospects of becoming 
a really good cellist led my parents to sug
gest that I should transfer to Pomona also. 
I agreed."59 At the time, neither the parents 
nor Arlington thought of the proximity of 
Hollywood to Pomona College. 

While at Pomona College for his junior 
and senior years, Arlington prepared for a 
career in business and continued his asso
ciation with Professor Gray. He also 
formed a friendship with Professor Robert 
Ross of the Department of Psychology, 
and it was in the summer of 1932 after his 

junior year that he enrolled in Ross's six
week lecture course on psychiatry. Inac
curate reports later appeared in the media 
that he had intended to become a psy
chiatrist. That same summer Arlington re
tumed to Beatrice after completion of 
Ross's course, and Doane College offered 
him various inducements to retum to 
Crete for his senior year. His parents, how
ever, hoped Arlington would stay at 
Pomona. 5O 

Kathryn Bender at age twenty-seven in 
1938. (NSHS-K90-588; courtesy of Kathryn 
Bender Boekel) 

During his senior year, Arlington not 
only participated in college plays but was 
discovered by MGM talent scout Ben Pi
azza in December 1932 for his role in the 
campus production of R. C. Sheriff's 
World War I drama Joumey's End. After 
he was offered in early 1933 a screen test 
at MGM Studios at Culver City, he wrote 
his parents for advice, and according to 
his autobiographical series in 1937, Dr. 
Brugh replied, :'8e careful. Take your 
time. Finish your education before you 
decide." After the initial screen test, Ar
lington was disappointed, but a few days 
later MGM invited him to take instruction 

from its dramatic coach Oliver Hinsdell. 
He did so two times a week for about a 
month, then decided to complete his 
coursework; on June 19, 1933, he was 
among 194 awarded a bachelor's degree 
from Pomona College6 1 

Arlington then moved to Hollywood to 
attend a dramatics course at the Neely 
Dixon Dramatic School, which had an op
tion on his services. And he had informed 
his parents "that he would try acting for a 
year-and then, if it did not pan out, he 
would make use of his business degree." 
But his lessons were interrupted on Au
gust 15, when his father underwent major 
surgery in Beatrice for an inflamed or rup
tured gall bladder, causing Arlington to re
tum home for a month 6 2 

After his father died on October 15, 
1933, Arlington retumed home again for 
the funeral held at the Centenary Method
ist Church. His father's death was a deep 
loss. For a while it appeared Arlington 
might remain in Beatrice. His mother 
wanted to stay in Nebraska while Arling
ton retumed to Hollywood, but he refused 
to leave her. He also helped her with set- . 
tling the estate. After Mrs. Brugh decided 
Arlington should not pass up the opportu
nity to use his abilities, they moved to Hol
lywood in late November 1933, where Ar
lington re-enrolled in the MGM dramatic 
school under the coaching of Hinsdel1.63 

On February 6, 1934, he signed a con
tract with MGM. A short time later MGM 
executive Louis G. Mayer changed the 
young actor's name from Spangler Arling
ton Brugh to Robert Taylor, and he was 
loaned to Twentieth Century Fox for a 
small role in Handy Andy starringWill 
Rogers. Based on Lewis Beach's Merry An

. drew, it premiered on August 3, 1934, at 
the Roxy Theater in New York City. 

Robert Taylor never really left Ne
braska in a spiritual sense. As he matured, 
he showed his love and appreciation for 
his roots with at least nineteen retum vis~ 
its, a few of which coincided with his 
mother's visits, but most of which in
volved public appearances, hunting ex
cursions, business ventures, and senti
ment. He also extended a variety of 
kindnesses and in many ways served as 
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an unofficial ambassador for Nebraska. A 
pilot and an avid outdoorsman, Taylor 
hunted, fished, and rode horseback, and 
during his later years lived on a 113-acre 
ranch in Brentwood, a suburb of Los An
geles.64 Taylor's first return was in October 
1936. It was his "homecoming" celebra
tion in Beatrice, where on October 28 an 
estimated 20,000 viewed a parade for Tay
lor that was "one of the biggest in the his
tory of the city." It merited a banner head
line in that afternoon's Beatrice Daily Sun, 
and coverage in Nebraska's largest news
papers in Lincoln and Omaha. At an as
sembly at the Junior High Auditorium 
"the students gave Taylor a full minute 
ovation which threatened to shatter the 
windows."65 

The four-day visit included receptions 
at the Rivoli Theater and Paddock Hotel 
in Beatrice and at the Hotel Cornhusker in 
Lincoln, a dinner party at Doane College, 
rabbit hunting and a chicken dinner at 
the Jamison farm near Ellis, supper at the 
Shimerda home in Wilber, attendance at 
the Nebraska-Missouri football game in 
Lincoln, and a not-so-secret date with a 
girlfriend from his Clay Center days at 
KMMJ.66 

After World War II he returned to Ne
braska three times in 1946 as copilot of his 
twin-engine Beechcraft. He visited friends 
in the Beatrice and Wilber areas, and 
hunted at Ord and Lisco. With actor 
Wallace Beery, he stayed at Omaha 
brewer Arthur Storz's famous Ducklore 
Lodge, and participated in the Armistice 
Day celebration which attracted to Lisco 
some 6,000 persons67 

In January 1953 as part of a promo
tional tour for his newly completed film 
Above and Beyond, he attended a lun
cheon at the Blackstone Hotel in Omaha, 
where he was presented a citation of ap
preciation by the Strategic Air Command. 
Later that May he brought his wife-to-be, 
Ursula Thiess, to Beatrice for dinner at the 
home of friend Arvid Eyth, and visits to 
Filley and Wilber.68 

Taylor helped Doane College begin a 
developmental campaign to raise five mil
lion dollars in October 1963 and received 
the honorary degree of Doctor of Humane 

Ursula Thiess Taylor and Robert Taylor on 
October 25, 1963, at Doane College in 
Crete. (NSHS-K90-639; courtesy of Doane 
College) 

Letters. The trip included attendance at 
the Nebraska-Colorado football game, 
and a gift of NEBRASKAland stamps from 
the Information and Tourism Division of 
the Nebraska Game and Parks Commis
sion in recognition of his contributions to 
the pioneer and cowboy heritage of the 
state. In September 1964 Taylor was hon
ored by the Nebraska Broadcasters Asso
ciation at their annual meeting in Grand 
Island, and began discussions with Wil
liam Martin that led to a partnership in 
Multi-Vue-TV, Inc.69 

There were two stops in Grand Island 
in 1966, one to narrate a "Partners in 
Progress" presentation before a Chamber 
of Commerce crowd of 1,700, and an
other to join the Chamber of Commerce, 
his only such enrollment anywhere. His 
February 1967 visit to North Platte in
volved helping the city celebrate its Cen
tennial City designation, and narration of 
a twenty-six-minute musical presentation 
titled "How The West Was Won." The fol
lowing year he made his final public ap
pearance in Nebraska at a mid-January 
celebration of the opening of the new 
Multi-Vue-TV company in Grand Island.70 
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There were other return trips in 1949, 
1952,1958, 1963, and 1965. The last visit to 
Nebraska soil appropriately occurred in . 
Gage County in 1968 when Taylor drove a 
rented car from the Omaha airport to 
Beatrice, Filley, and Holmesville on Apri l 
I, then the next day, after "some coffee 
with Bob and Flossie Tyser at the old farm 
south of town ," he returned to Omaha for 
a flight to Chicagon 

Just before Taylor had surgery on his 
right lung on October 8, 1968, he dictated 
an audio recording that was played for 
George Kister's luncheon in Grand Island 
that October in honor of his retirement 
from KMMJ after forty-three continuous 
years in the industry. Taylor's closing com
ments were in part, "I remember those 
days [at Clay Center] as the greatest days 
of my li fe."72 

Robert Taylor died on June 8, 1969, at 
the age of fifty-seven from lung cancer in 
Santa Monica, Californ ia. His obituary was 
reported the next day on the front page of 
the New York Times , a rare honor for ac
tors. Long-time friend and then California 
governor Ronald Reagan delivered the eu
logy at funeral services held at Forest 
Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale. Some 
four hundred mourners, including 
Barbara Stanwyck, were in attendance. 
Taylor's body was cremated, and the urn 
entombed in a crypt in the "Court of Free
dom" section of Forest Lawn B 

In 1970 Taylor was posthumously in
ducted into the Hall of Great Western Per
formers by the National Cowboy Hall of 
Fame in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, for 
his "Westerner's quiet dignity and strength 
that was reflected in everything he did ... 
on the screen and in reallife. "74 

So what may one conclude about Rob
ert Taylor's formative years in Nebraska? 
Certainly his parents were major factors in 
his development as a versatil e performing 
artist. But there were many opportunities 
for him to gain experience in the Beatrice 
area, and the offerings and tutoring by his 
drama instru ctor and cello teacher at 
Doane College added to his development. 
He also absorbed the work eth ic and 
moral values fostered in Gage County and 
Nebraska in general. 
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He longed to retum to Nebraska, and 
after his marriage to the glamorous Ursula 
Thiess, he expressed interest in a 160-acre 
farm at the northeast comer of Nineteenth 
and Dorsey in Beatrice in the 1950s, but 
he did not pursue the matter. Yet, though 
he did not physically reside in the state af
ter 1931, he considered himself a Nebras
kan and wrote in 1963, "It may seem 
strange to a lot of people but what the 
'people back home' think has always 
been a very important thing to me-and 
many a time a decision on my part has 
been influenced largely by what I figgered 
[sic) myoid friends and associates back 
in Nebraska would think of it." 75 

His immortality is assured by the pres
ervation and occasional replay of his 
eighty films and by the honors accorded 
him during and after his lifetime. That this 
handsome heart-throb of the Hollywood 
golden-era came from a small-town Ne
braska family is a source of pride for 
many, particularly since he loved his roots 
and remained a loyal ambassador for the 
state. 76 
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