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Miss Dietrich finds her best audience
B y O tis L. Gu ern se y Jr.
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Danny Thomas (standing in the middle) with Marlene playing the musical saw on „stage“ at Caserta,
Italy, in June 1944
The life of the boys in the Ame rican 5th A rmy
hasn't been entirely devoid of glamour lately.
Part of the general issue in Italy during the past
three months has been Marlene Dietrich - the
slim, blonde, husky-voiced, real-life Marlene
who has been appearing in person on the
Rome-Naples circuit. She is in town now,
awaiting the premiere of her new Metro Goldwyn - Mayer picture, "Kismet", at the
Astor, on Aug. 22, but she's going abroad on
another U.S.O. tour very soon.
Miss Dietrich don ned the U. S. O . uniform a
little o ver three month s ago and arrived in Italy
after a short stop-o ver in Africa. Her group ,
which included the comedian Danny Thomas,
was based in Naples and traveled by jeep to
the various units o f the 5th A rmy, giving two
shows a day. Miss Dietrich's part in the show
might at first seem obvious; but it needs just a
word o f elaboration. She exercised a talen t
she learne d long ago in Vienna - she played

two numbers on the musical saw. "We followed
the army after it began to advance", Miss
Dietrich told this reporter, "playing to
concentrations of troops everywhere. Our
audien ces ranged in size from 15 to 22,000
soldiers, and I've never encountered such
enthusiasm anywhere before. There's nothin g
like it in the life of a performe r. It's more
glorious even than in the old days on the
continent when the public favorites were given
such e xtravagant attention .
"Once on the Anzio beachhead we he ard a
soldie r remark, 'This is just like a New Yo rk
night club.' You can imagine h ow much
satisfaction that gave u s.
"We talked to the soldiers aft er each show,
and th eir most fre quent quest ions were 'How
is it at home?' or 'Wh o's coming next?' or,
when they'd read about the strikes they'd say
'It's a t ough war back home, isn't it?'

Appre ciative Audie nces
"They were always so grateful to us for being
there." Miss Dietrich shook h er head, still
wondering at the so ldier attitude. "They can
hardly belie ve we'd come all that way just to
entertain th em. One boy exclaimed, 'Gee! I
had to come all the way to Italy to see Marlene
Dietrich!'

Identification Was Easy
It was only natural that a good many of the
soldiers who happened to be placed along the
roads traveled by the actress would be
somewhat skeptical as to her identity. It was
often difficult to maintain an appearance riding
in a wind-blown jeep along a dusty battle road
dressed in a grimy U. S. O. uniform.
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January 1945 near Stolberg, Germany
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Performing in Anzio, Italy in June 1944 she
remarked "No love - no nothing .. Sinatra
never had an audience like this!
"They neve r seem to realize that th ey've made
the long trip themselves, and for much
grimmer reasons. They seem to think that we
film people just sit around in milk and
Champagne baths and shouldn't b e able to
survive the ordeal of trave ling."
The troupe's variety show was given outdoors
with amplifie rs to raise the vo ices above the
constant din of aeroplanes. There were no
lights to attract the attention; shows could n't
be given aft er dark, because of the danger of
air raids.
"We'd be asked if such-and-such a group had
seen us yet - over there every one is always
thinking of the other fellow," said Miss Dietrich.
"Each unit wanted to be sure that all the others
had a share of the entertainment. They painted
signs themselves advertising our
appearances."

"Lots of them wanted proof that I was myself,"
she said. "They'd' yell 'If you're Marlene
Dietrich, show us your legs!' My right leg got
sunburned from being exposed to the air over
the side of the jeep.
"After a while the Canadians, who wear shorts,
gave me a pair, and they were more
comfortable than the regular uniform, so I wore
them. There was a lot of joking about a vote of
thanks from the other units."
Among other persons who were somewhat
incredulous as to Miss Dietrich's identity were
the wounded German prisoners. The actress is
German by birth and talked to some of them in
their own tongue. At first they wouldn't believe
her, but then they would gradually recognize
her and say, "Why-why, you're the real Lili
Marlene!"
It seems that the name Marlene (pronounced in
three syllables) is an uncommon one in
Germany - actually it was a pet name, a
contraction of the actress's real name, which is
Marie Madelene: Mar (ie Made) le ne Die trich.
In her early pictures in Germany she was the Lili
Marlene type-lounging under lampposts at
midnight, etc. These pictures have not been
banned by the Nazis and are still being shown
in Germany, and it is generally supposed that
the song refers to these characterizations of
hers.

"All the Germans admitted that they were glad
to be captured by the Americans instead of the
Russians. They didn't make any remarks about
my nationality; but the German-controlled radio
blasted at me for entertaining Allied sold iers."
Miss Dietrich was particularly impressed with
the Allied efficiency and attention to detail.
She would arrive in a town some hours after its
capture and find a PX already set up, fully
supplied with soap, chewing gum, razor
blades, cigarettes and other necessities. Once
she took a long detour in order to cross a rive r;
on the way back, two hours later, there was a
beautiful bridge where before there had been
nothing.
Often they would find such incredible items as
butter, steak, salad or beer - all imported from
the United States - among the more general
food rations. Certain items of food, though, are
beginning to breed a touch of contempt by
their familiarity on the daily menu. One of
Danny Thomas's greatest laugh-getting lin es
was the pu nch in th e following ro utine :
Danny: "Marlene, what are you going to do for
them now?"
Marlene: "What do you think the boys want,
Danny?"
Dann y: "Well, it ain't Sp am, siste r!"

In summing up her impressions of Italy Miss
Dietrich remarked that it reminded her a good
deal of a Hollywood set, with the many national
types and varied uniforms milling about in a
constant stream of humanity.
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May 1945: Marlene Dietrich in Teplitz, today
Teplice in the Czech Republic
She closed with the following:
"At every corner and in every town the signs
are printed in duplicate languages for the
various fighting men - English, Polish, French,
Czechoslovakian, and many other nationalities.
When I looked at those signs I think I really felt
for the first time the truth of the phrase 'United
Nations'."
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Ju ne 19 44 in Case rta, It aly

