
A Tree Grows in Brooklyn ______ 7.5/10  

A 'respite movie' from 1945 with a solid message  
Novel by Betty Smith 
Written by Frank Davis 
Directed by Elia Kazan  

Peggy Ann Garner ... Francie Nolan 
James Dunn ... Johnny Nolan  
Dorothy McGuire ... Katie Nolan 
Joan Blondell ... Sissy Edwards 
Lloyd Nolan ... Officer McShane 
James Gleason ... McGarrity 
Ted Donaldson ... Neeley Nolan 

Katie Nolan: Flossie Gaddis died last night.  
Johnny Nolan: The poor baby. It was nice that her Mama got her all them pretty dresses.  
Katie Nolan: Only now the poor thing will have to lie in Potter's Field!  
Johnny Nolan: But at least she had the dresses!  

So here come the 2009 Academy Awards, and I've only bothered to review one of the best-movie 
nominations so far. Well, it's a long story, I'll probably get to another one before the February 22 ceremony, 
but money is tight and I've been working away on this other project—the Sacred Nonaggression Principle 
presentation—for the 2009 Free State Liberty Forum in New Hampshire, which comes up in early March.  

The Grammy musical award ceremony came up last Sunday, so I turned on the set and was all prepped, 
and watching—I haven't been keeping up with music at all, but the guy looked a little like Sting—then on 
comes this musical-video extravaganza to the big-screen HD. I'm having a hard time making out the words 
and so is my guest. Then we're not sure when the commercial ads start and what's an actual nominee for a 
particular award or, basically, what the heck is going on. Hey, kids weaned on electronic audio-visual 
stimulus-response immediacy know in a heartbeat "what the heck is going on," down to the shoe size of the 
drummer in the band. But we are simply annoyed. 

Let's surf.  

Turner Classic Movies (TCM) is having its "31 Days of the Oscars" program, in which during prime time it 
airs a movie that won Academy Awards, usually for best picture or best actor. Tonight it's A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn, a story about life in the Brooklyn, New York, community in 1912, based on the novel by Betty 
Smith. I say to myself, "I don't know anything about this movie, but it's a catchy title, and it's supposed to 
be good. As a kid—even the jacked-up, heebie jeebie, plugged-in generation understands what I'm talking 
about here—I liked to be read to, I liked to be told stories. One Casablanca is worth 1,000 Mission 
Impossible 3's (and I really enjoyed MI3!) in my book."  

Forget the Grammys, who really cares how down-to-earth Coldplay's lead singer is, or how hot Faith Hill is 
going to look tonight (well, okay, I'll miss that, but she's been too heavy on the eye makeup lately, don't 
you think?)... and who really cares about watching an hour's worth of ads for the broadcast—I'm sure 
hawking everything from skateboards to boner pills? How wonderful to be able to sit down and enjoy, 
uninterrupted, a 1945 black-and-white movie from a renowned director—Kazan[1] also directed A Streetcar 
Named Desire (1951), On the Waterfront (1954), East of Eden (1955), and A Face in the Crowd (1957)—
about a father-daughter relationship affected by (his) alcoholism.  

All right, so it's not much of a story, but it's told from the little girl Francie Nolan's (Peggy Ann Garner) point 
of view. To Francie, her father Johnny Nolan (James Dunn) can do no wrong—he clearly dotes on her above 
her younger brother—; he's always cheerful, always telling her how good she can be, always minimizing the 
hardships the family faces because he can't hold a steady job... due to the bottle. You can call him a 
cheerful drunk or a free and happy spirit. The title of the movie comes from his insistence to Francie that 
the only tree previously visible from the Nolan tenement (which was removed) will again sprout up through 
the concrete. 



Fat chance. But it does provide a picture of the nature of their bond. In modern times, and if Francie were a 
little older, one might call Francie an "enabler." But this is 1912 and alcoholism is like so many other things 
in American culture, the less you deal with it the better chance it will take care of itself. Ignore it and it will 
go away, that's the policy. Which is the approach Francie, bless her heart, has to take. In this movie, you 
really feel how important most girls view their relationship with their fathers: standing back, it's easy for me 
to say, "Man, what a crock! Can't you see he's playing you? How can you feel anything for a guy like this?!" 

But girls will be girls. On the less innocent side, Francie's mother Katie (terrific understated performance by 
Dorothy McGuire) has had it up to here with the old man. She hangs with him because that's what you're 
supposed to do in 1912, but the fun times with good-time Charlie have been replaced by a daily grind 
keeping the home together and finding part time work so the kids can eat. Still, you know, that like Francie, 
Katie will always have a deep affection for Johnny.  

For his part, Johnny knows he has a problem, and also knows he's powerless against it. He's an interesting 
character for sure, as he tries to work all the angles to put himself and his love for the family in first place, 
while all the time he's still being pulled down the street to the pub as if by invisible forces. Nor does he want 
to talk about the problem; his references to it are all distant and pretentious that the problem is a small 
thing, not some 900-pound gorilla. Then the optimism comes up again, which gets to be a broken record 
especially with Katie. But he's a complex, deeply conflicted, sensitive, artistic, loving person and you have to 
feel for him.  

The sad irony is that he means so much to so many people. And you find that out as the plot unfolds, 
particularly with young Francie who has literary abilities and may have a chance to attend a school to guide 
her along those paths. An interesting "comic-relief" feature of the movie is the character Sissy Edwards 
(Joan Blondell), who basically flouts the rules about women and flaunts her wares with the men about town. 
She's Katie's sister and played quite interestingly by Blondell in this movie: meaning she's a complex 
character as well, not simply some floozie without integrity or real concern about the people in her life.  

A very good little movie, and a story. Thank you, TCM, for continuing to give the species hope for a 
refreshment toward the literary way... I'm talking about what Neil Postman wrote in Building a Bridge to the 
18th Century. And I fully believe we'll get there, to a ReEnlightenment based on a persistent seeking of 
conceptual practices... which almost always means good writing. But then maybe I'm prejudiced. 

On a side note, the timing for the movie is 1912, and on the streets of Brooklyn you see horses and 
carriages; very few horseless carriages. The set designers deserve some kudos. (James Dunn as Johnny 
Nolan won the Oscar for best-supporting actor, and the film was nominated for best screenplay.) Another 
side note of particular interest to people who like to keep track of money: Francie and her brother at one 
point are asked to work part time for a local merchant for $2 a week. This will be a real financial help to the 
family, too.  

So assuming a normal amount of time, say, 10 hours per week for $2, we come up with a rate of $0.20 
per hour, which tells you something about the value of a dollar in those days. Compare it to its value 
today, what's minimum wage, $7.00/hour? Of course they're kids, in fact, they couldn't be hired today 
because of child labor laws—you would go to jail. But let's take the two values: $7.00/hour vs. $0.20/hour 
and you can see either a 35x increase in the value of work and/or decline in the value of a dollar.  Yada… 

### 

[1] Elia Kazan basically ratted out his Communist Party and Communist front group associates (none of 
these activities or groups was illegal)—whom he'd known in the 1930s—to the House Un-American Activities 
Committee in 1952. Testimony from men such as Kazan during that period from 1947 to the early 50s 
caused many of Hollywood's best creative talents to lose their jobs, some of the original victims to go to jail, 
and quite a few to take their lives in despair. Check out this brilliant article by writer Ring Lardner Jr., one of 
the "Hollywood 10." You read this, and then you kind of have the feeling Kazan is a traitor to the Bill of 
Rights who made good.  
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