COMPANY K

SHORT  SYNOPSIS:
In a small American town in 1933, troubled WWI veteran Joe Delaney has just finished writing a book about his experience as a U.S. marine. How in the nightmare of war, each man is defined by singular moments in which his true character is revealed. Joe describes the German soldier who haunts his dreams, the camaraderie fused by fighting together and the reality of dying for your country. 
Rated: Pending
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LONG SYNOPSIS:

In a small American town in 1933, a veteran of the Great War named Joseph Delaney sits on his front porch with his wife.  He has just finished writing a book about his experience as a U.S. Marine, a book he feels is about ‘every soldier in every army.’  His wife tries to sympathize, but a gap exists between them. He disagrees with her as to why flowers grow so lavishly on battlefields.  It’s not because of the blood and bodies buried there, he says, but because “God is so sickened with the cruelty of men, He covers the places where they have been as quickly as possible.”

Five years earlier, Delaney is living alone in a run-down apartment building. Wracked with memories of the war which still haunt him,  he writes bitterly to a woman who has accused him of being unpatriotic for writing stories which show war as it really is.  But trying to write about the war does not come easily.  He decides that if he can tell the stories of his many comrades, ‘pinning them to a huge wheel’, maybe he can find a way to tell his own. 

At a marine training camp in New Jersey in 1917, Delaney and the other members of his company get ready to go on liberty.  But company commander Captain Matlock cancels all leave when he finds a mildew stain on Delaney’s freshly laundered underwear and another marine makes an obscene noise in the captain’s direction.  Some weeks later, an innocent young soldier named Emil Ayers meets a respectably dressed, thirty year old woman on a bench reading poetry. When he asks her to go with him to his hotel, she is at first insulted, then takes pity on the fact he may soon be dead and agrees to stay with him until his leave is up.

On the ship going over to France, a chaplain tells the marines they are not soldiers in the ordinary sense but “crusaders” who have “dedicated their lives and their souls to their country and to their God.”   Approaching Verdun  the company is bombed and strafed by a German plane.  Delaney sees a comrade with his hand blown away.   Later, unable to eat,  he gives his rations to a friend.  Entering the trenches, the company runs into a mustard gas attack.  One man, Private Geils, panics and Sergeant “Pig Iron” Riggin has to help him get his mask on.   

A few nights later the men sit in their trench watching the flares and scattered machine gun fire on the German side, which seems to migrate down the line.  “There’s nobody there but an old man on a bicycle and his wife,” their top sergeant Dunning tells them.  “He rides on the duckboards with his wife running behind carrying a machine gun.  Every now and again he shoots up a flare and she fires a machine gun and then they go on down the line and do it again someplace else.”

The next day the men go over the top.   Private Geils refuses to move forward and hides in a shell hole.  Sergeant Riggin orders him out but Geils walks the wrong way, back toward his own lines.  When he doesn’t stop, Riggin shoots him in the head.

Three marines enter an abandoned German trench and find a German boy hiding there.  A roughneck named Bernie Glass who hates the Germans taunts the boy.  One of the other marines, Jakie Brauer, is from a German-American family and speaks German. He is able to communicate with the boy, who is terrified because he has been told in training that Americans cut off the arms and legs of prisoners. Glass starts to assault the boy, angry because “everyone knows it’s the Germans and not us who do those things.”  Glass goads Brauer into telling the boy that before making him a  prisoner they will have to carve their initials in his belly with a trench knife.  The boy is again terrified, and when Brauer bends down to examine his ‘Gott Mit Uns’ belt buckle, the boy produces a knife and slits Brauer’s throat.  Glass runs the boy down when he tries to escape and beats him to death with his rifle butt.  ‘You can’t trust a lousy German,’ he says.

In a beautiful forest made ethereal by the smoke of battle, Delaney finds himself on patrol with Nate Mountain, the marine he had given his rations to after the air attack.  Both desperately hungry, they find a loaf of Pumpernickel bread on a dead German.  Delaney examines it and finds that the bread is soaked with the German’s blood.  He starts to throw it away but Mountain stops him.  Mountain splits the loaf in two and they both eat every crumb.   

Delaney is sent with an arm wound to a field hospital behind the lines and with two friends goes on liberty.  The hospital nurse warns Delaney and his friends to stay away from the ‘Rue Serpentine’.  They immediately search for the Rue Serpentine but wind up in a quiet bar where the only patrons are a poet and a matronly lady.  A puckish marine named Carter who is always kidding Delaney about being a virgin finally convinces the third marine, Yawfitz, to use his limited French to ask the waiter for directions.  Finally Yawfitz agrees but it turns out the waiter speaks English anyway.  He discreetly tells them what they need to know.

At a raucous bar on Rue Serpentine, the three marines meet a friend who tells them of a tryst with a young French girl.  The story gives Carter an idea.  A little later a prostitute named Annette approaches Delaney and sits in his lap, telling the others to go away.   She asks Delaney if he wants to come with her but he tells her about Lucy Walters, the girl he has agreed to marry.  Annette tells him about her own sweetheart, killed in the trenches before they were able to consummate their love.  

Later Delaney finds himself with Annette in her room.   Realizing he may not live to marry his sweetheart, he succumbs to Annette.  Back in the bar, he sees Carter give Annette some money.  Enraged that he has been set up by his friend, Delaney punches him out.  Carter is shocked -- he thought he was doing Delaney a favor -- but Delaney feels betrayed.

A new lieutenant fresh from Yale arrives in the unit with what he thinks are bold ideas as to strategy.   Over the opposition of his sergeants, Lieutenant. Smith sends a squad out to a grove of trees to set up a machine gun.  Among the men sent out on the mission is Mountain, who is certain the Germans have seen them crawling out to the tree grove and will soon be shelling them.  Shortly after the squad arrives in the grove, the German gunners begin finding their range until finally they blow the grove -- and the men -- sky high.  

In the torrential rains of spring 1918, the war becomes a nightmare.  Lt. Smith, unable to bear the strain of living like an animal, contemplates suicide but changes his mind when he sees a picture of Lillian Gish in a magazine.  A marine named Lemon, a devout Catholic, has a vision of Christ on the battlefield and curses him for letting the war go on so long.  Carter, exhausted from several days without sleep, finally cracks up when Lieutenant Smith asks him to go on night patrol yet again.  Carter tracks the lieutenant down in a lonely trench and runs him through.  

Pushing the Germans back, the company takes six German prisoners.  Captain Matlock orders Sergeant Dunning to take the prisoners to a ravine and shoot them.  Dunning is stunned by Matlock’s order but has no choice but to obey.  He gets a squad together that includes Carter, Lemon, and several others but leaves Delaney out of it.  When they are nearing the spot where the prisoners are to be killed, Lemon tries to persuade the others to disobey the order.  When the others remain silent, Lemon deserts, preferring to risk being shot than kill defenseless men. 

As the unit prepares for a major offensive Delaney is awakened from his sleep to send a message to headquarters.  He is told to keep his bayonet fixed because he may run into a German patrol.  As dawn breaks Delaney sees a lone German soldier in the woods eating bread.  They stare at each other for a long moment, then distant gunfire sends them both into action.  Delaney plunges his bayonet wildly and stabs the German in the throat, killing him.  Delaney at first is sickened by what he has done, then calms himself and takes the dead soldier’s ring as a souvenir.  But soon he is again racked with guilt and a shocking recognition of his own brutality.  In a final major assault he recklessly endangers his life as if trying to lose it.  He heroically saves a comrade’s life, then leads a charge against the German machine gunners.  But at the end of the battle he is still alive.

After the battle Delaney is assigned to write a consoling letter to the mothers of a marine who has been killed.  He knows he is supposed to give him a fictitious ‘glorious death’ but instead he writes a letter in which he tells the truth -- that the soldier died in misery, needlessly, and with nothing to cling to, having discovered long ago that his mother’s lessons of honor and patriotism were all lies.  Delaney reads the letter to his friend Mundy, the company clerk who was one of the men assigned to kill the German prisoners.  Mundy is silent for awhile, then pretends he has hasn’t heard what Delaney has said.  ‘Let’s go get the old lady to fry us up some eggs,’ he says.  Delaney crumples up the letter and puts it in the fire.  

The war ends abruptly on November 11, 1918.  Years later, in his run down apartment, Delaney has reached the final chapter of his narrative, in which he must confront the guilt he still feels about the German soldier he killed in the woods.  Everybody had told him he did the right thing, killing his enemy, but after the war Delaney cannot get the dead German out of his mind.  He starts to dream that  the German’s ring is still on his finger and he can’t get it off.  Then he starts to feel the presence of the German’s ghost.  The ghost follows him everywhere.  Delaney can no longer work and loses his job.  He changes his name and moves to a flophouse.  The ghost  finds him the next night, asking why he had to die.  ‘I don’t know,’ says Delaney, screaming at the empty walls.

Years later Delaney visits his old training camp and runs into Sergeant ‘Pig Iron’ Riggin, still in the service.  Delaney has published his book about the war and now has a family. Riggin shows Delaney the empty bunkhouse where the local ladies’ auxiliary has put plaques on the walls with the names of the men who trained there.  But Delaney can’t remember the faces of the men he soldiered with.  All he has left is a picture of the war itself, the stories he has written about his comrades blending and blurring together into a composite whole -- ‘an unending circle of pain’.   Shaken by the vision of empty bunks and forgotten faces, he and Riggin lock the old building and go outside.

COMPANY K    
Statement of Director

What struck me most on reading the novel Company K was its very matter of factness about a truly terrible experience.   I hope you will agree that a film which examines the cost of war in
human terms is very timely.  The screenplay is based on a powerful novel by William March, a decorated marine in World   War I.  March later wrote The Bad Seed, made into a popular Broadway play and movie in the 1950s.

The novel Company K since its publication in 1933 has acquired something of a cult following and is often compared to the antiwar classic All Quiet on the Western Front.  It is also a favorite of veterans who see it as one of the most realistic accounts of war every written.

PREFACE TO WILLIAM MARCH BOOK

COMPANY K
Preface to the 1986 edition (University Alabama Press) by Philip D. Beidler

Excerpted by permission


        In its simple physical presence, the revised final typescript of William March's Company K speaks silently, yet movingly, of the cost of struggle it must have exacted upon the man who wrote it. The cover is a reinforced brown binder, of the sort available in any business supply or stationery shop. On the front, neatly traced out in ink-the sort of thing someone can do carefully with a pen and a ruler-is a small frame design, a rectangle-within-a-rectangle pattern looking faintly art-deco. Within the rectangle, again very neatly traced out in ink, are two lines of bold, yet simple lettering: the top one reads, COMPANY K; and the one just below it, WILLIAM MARCH.

   
    After two blank pages of good quality bond, we come across the first printing, from a sound typewriter of clear, even impression. The ribbon ink is blue. Today the text is faded sufficiently to be mistaken for carbon copy; looking closely, however, one sees that it is clearly original. In the upper left corner, we read:

William March 

Apartment 16-G 

302 West 12th St. 

New York, N.Y.


          The chief impression one gets of all this is of decision and control.  It all strikes us as quite calm and businesslike-this text of the most furious novel of war ever written by an American up to its time and quite arguably at least as furious and graphic as any written since. Control, one senses, must have been enacted at an enormous price. And the story of how Company K came to be turns out to be just this: that for William March in particular the price came awfully high.

William March and Company K

              The biographical circumstances of the genesis of Company K are likewise attended with a similar strange sense of quiet, impervious enigma. We do know for certain that William Edward Campbell, to be remembered by the literary world as William March, was born in Mobile, Alabama in September 1893 and experienced a fairly typical southern childhood of the period in the small towns of Alabama and the Florida Panhandle. We know that after some study of law in the early years of this century at the University of Alabama and later at Valparaiso University in Indiana, and after a clerkship in law in New York City, March enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps and saw action in some of its hardest campaigning in World War I in France. 


        We likewise know for a fact that as a result of his actions specifically during an assault on Blanc Mont, March received the French Croix de Guerre and both the Distinguished Service Cross and the Navy Cross for valor. (The latter feat, one should add, to anyone with a knowledge of the military services, is literally mind-defying. The two decorations constitute the second highest awards, next only to the Congressional Medal of Honor, of what were then the two main branches of the American armed forces, the Army and the Navy.) 


        We know that after the war he became an organizer and later vice president of the Waterman Steamship Corporation, and then moved for an extended period to New York, where, eventually resigning the successful business position that also carried him abroad in the 1930s to such places as Hamburg and London, he became the author of Company K, of a large body of short stories including some of the most remarkable of his exceedingly talented American generation, and of several other novels, including most notably Come in at the Door, The Tallons, and The Looking Glass. We know that near the end of his, life, he returned home to the South where, in a quiet house in the French Quarter of New Orleans, he composed his last book, The Bad Seed -- ironically, as it became transmuted after his death first into a play and later into movie form, a work of a kind of semi-notoriety he would have found concomitantly amusing and faintly distasteful -- and eventually died in his sleep one night in mid-May 1954.


     Of what happened to William Edward Campbell in France that specifically made him William March, the author of Company K, we have a general record. A member of the Fifth Marines in the United States Second Division, March saw his first action on the old Verdun battlefield near Les Eparges and shortly afterward at Belleau Wood, where he was wounded in the head and shoulder. He returned in time for Saint-Mihiel and for the attack on Blanc Mont, where he performed so extraordinarily as to receive the three major decorations for valor cited above. He then participated in the Meuse-Argonne and, along with his company, was preparing for a new assault crossing of the Meuse itself at Mouzon when the war ended.


   In addition to this summary view, we also have the more focused and suggestive record of March's own after-the-fact reminiscences and pronouncements, and particularly of his going back in conversation on repeated occasions, we discover, to a critical episode-one, it seems, in which while isolated from his company, he encountered face to face, a German youth, blond and blue-eyed, at whom he instinctively lunged with his bayonet. As Roy S. Simmonds, March's biographer, describes the rest of the incident, the young German "stumbled and the bayonet pierced his throat, killing him instantly, his eyes wide open and staring into William's face"    In this same connection, we also must adduce some few further facts of subsequent psychological history, particularly in light of what a current American generation of war now again attempts to come to terms with under the weighty clinical designation of "post-traumatic stress." Again, Simmonds puts it succinctly: "It is certainly not without significance that at various stages of his life March experienced hysterical conditions related to both his throat and eyes" 


    Of information concerning the specific episode of bravery that won William March that chestful of medals, we have curiously little. Available to us at least, is the citation to the Croix de Guerre, which reads: "During the operations in Blanc Mont region, October 3rd-4th, 1918, he left a shelter to rescue the wounded. On October 5th, during a counterattack, the enemy having advanced to within 300 meters of the first aid station, he immediately entered the engagement and though wounded refused to be evacuated until the Germans were thrown back."


    We have also the citations for the Distinguished Service and Navy Crosses, but they too are notably scant on particular information. We must simply know of William March's bravery, in the main, that he surely had it. And even without what we have of the biographical record or the medals or the certificates, of course, we would still know that he had it. It would still be there, inscribed in Company K, in a novel by a man who had clearly been to war, who had clearly seen his share of the worst of it, who had somehow survived, and who had committed himself afterward to the new bravery of sense-making embodied in the creation of major literary art. It is of that bravery that we still have the record of magnificent achievement, the brave and terrible gift of Company K.

Company K and the American Literature of War


The history of the place of Company K in the tradition of American writing about war is at least to date a curious one.  When it came upon the scene, it was in large measure unprecedented in a literature of battle that had been oddly reticent about its actualities. Out of print for some time until being returned to publication, it now sits before us in the peculiar strangeness of the neglected cult classic. The story that ties between is at once one of a book that effectively inscribed a literary context and in the process became the stuff of literary prophecy.
       Our nation is, after all, a nation born of war. It is also one that in 1861-65 passed through the most cataclysmic episode of mass fratricide known to history. One finds it curious, therefore, that its realistic fiction prior to the twentieth century shows an almost total neglect or denial of war as a literary topic.  The one celebrated American novel of war that does treat it realistically, Stephen Crane's The Red Badge of Courage, was written by a non-combatant. In sum, to get a sense of what Americans, prior to the Great War, had written about what John Keegan has called the face of battle, one goes almost exclusively to unliterary sources -- letters, journals, diaries, memoirs.


     World War I changed that. For the first time, in novels by John Dos Passos, Thomas Boyd, Ernest Hemingway, William March, and others, a realistic fictional depiction of the experience of modern warfare entered American literature as a significant, and even a central topic. From this opening has flowed an important tradition, including the works of Jame's Jones, Norman Mailer, Irwin Shaw, Joseph Heller, Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., and, most recently, Philip Caputo, Tim O'Brien, Larry Heinemann, and a host of others.


   In such a tradition, Company K makes fair claim to a twofold importance. Given its reflection of virtually all the major themes and attitudes to be found among the first generation of works of American fiction to deal realistically, from the viewpoint of the combatant, with the experience of modern war, it may be said to be the work that as much as any other helps to define for that tradition a context. At the same time, given its complex and innovative literary experimentalism, it also may be said to offer a prophecy of a number of major American experimental war-fictions to come.


   Of all the features locating Company K contextually in the center of the nascent American tradition of war-realism engendered by the experience of World War 1, the most important is the intensity of its commitment to bearing direct witness, first and foremost, to what actually happens to ordinary men in modern, mechanized, mass combat.  It may in fact stand forth as the work of its generation which, more than any other, takes either the experience of combat itself or its concomitant effects on those who have undergone it.
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William March (1893-1954), the author of the novel Company K was born William Edward Campbell in Mobile, Alabama. He volunteered for the U.S. Marines in May 1917, one month after the United States entered World War I.  He reached France in March 1918,  his company  serving as a unit of the Second Division of the U.S. Army.   
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PRODUCTION CREW

Production Company:   Waterfront Pictures Corp. in association with the Foundation for New                    Media Inc.

Producer:   Robert Clem

Screenplay:  Robert Clem

Composers:   Craig McConnell and Donald Stark

Editor:  Alan Canant

Director of Photography:  Alan Hostetter

Production designer:   Norman Dodge

Costume designer:  Patricia Carucci

Location sound:   Max Kalmanowizc, Tom Varga

Special effects pyro:   Jeff Cox, Drew Jiritano

Special effects makeup:  Suzanne DeSimone

Casting:   Vince Leibhart and Tom Alberg

Gaffers:   John Schwartz, Jason Summers

Key grips:   Nick Catania, Michael Fix

Assistant camera:   Ben Wolf, Michael Kenney

Boom operators:   Tim Smith, Chris Slicks, Chris Fondulas

Wardrobe superviser:  Angela Mirabella

Makeup assistant:   Denise DeSimone

Props:   Skye Topic

Assistant director:  Michael Fix

Line producer:  Arthur Vinnie

Military advisor:  Daniel Collins

Locations:   
Tivoli, NY



Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome, NY



Caesar Krauss Battlefield, 

                        Newville, Pennsylvania



Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania



Sterling Forest State Park, NY



Village of Monroe, NY



Village of Cold Spring, NY

  

Hoboken, NJ



Holmeburg Prison, Philadelphia, PA

DIRECTOR’S BIO

ROBERT CLEM

Robert Clem is an award-winning filmmaker trained at NYU film school and the Sundance Feature Film Lab, where he developed his upcoming feature film project Stray Kids.  Since forming Waterfront Pictures in 1994 Clem has written and directed films appearing on public television, the Arts & Entertainment Network, the Discovery Channel, the Learning Channel and networks abroad.  His 1997 PBS film Big Jim Folsom won the International Documentary Association/ABCNews VideoSource Award.  Other feature documentaries include a trilogy on American war narratives from World War I stressing the effect of war on combatants:  War Birds: Diary of an Unknown Aviator (2003, Gold Special Jury Award, Worldfest Houston); William March/Company K (2004), and the upcoming Lafayette Escadrille.  He recently optioned the World War I novel which was the subject of War Birds; it is now being developed as a dramatic feature film.


Most recently he completed the dramatic feature film Company K, based on the classic novel by William March about a group of U.S. marines in World War I.  From 1994-2001 Clem was artistic director of Radio Action Theater, producing among other projects the 1997 series Centennial Faulkner, broadcast in 55 countries around the world.   Actors with whom he has worked as director include Campbell Scott, David Strathairn, Jeffery Wright, Hope Davis, Betty Buckley, Will Patton, Ossie Davis, Eli Wallach, John Glover, Stacy Keach, Michael O’Keefe, Lois Smith, William Fichtner and Jeffery DeMunn.


In August 2001 Clem’s full length play Fever, an adaptation of Crime and Punishment set in New York City in 1969, was performed as part of the New York International Fringe Festival.  It is currently being developed as a feature. Other New York productions he has directed include Sam Shepard’s Killer’s Head and the New York premiere of John Pielmeier’s A Ghost Story.  Robert Clem is a native of Alabama and lives in New York.


Currently Cleme is filming documentaries on Alabama’s ex-governor John M. Patterson, catapulted to fame when his father was shot down in 1954 after being elected as a crime-fighting attorney general; Eugene Walter, the puckish Mobile writer and actor who helped found the Paris Review and acted in the films of Federico Fellini; and the golden age of African American gospel quartet music, featuring the Blind Boys of Alabama, Dixie Hummingbirds and other legendary groups.  Meantime in the spring of 2007 he is slated to direct the feature film Rubicon, based on the last years of Emily Dickinson and the events that led to the posthumous publication of her poetry.

REVIEWS OF COMPANY K (1933) 
Graham Greene:  “March has succeeded.  His book has the force of a mob protest, an outcry from anonymous throats.  It is the only war book I have read which has found a new form to fit the novelty of protest.”  

Granville Hicks.   Company K "takes its place with the two or three first-rate American novels about the World War."

	*****
	 (RI, USA) -    A classic veteran’s tale from WWI.


Slaughterhouse-five, and Catch-22 both borrowed from a powerful predecessor. Company K is a simple read, short chapters each one a character of many narratives. Each one an insightful and heart-rending tale. It would be easy to ignore Company-K and most don't know it - except that it's written by a man who was there. Hemingway glorified war made it seem almost fun - March tells it as it was. Only Johnny Got His Gun, and All Quiet On the Western Front come close to this passionate and shocking book.

