
Who Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY person
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Here are some clues: 

 I was born on May 20, 1908,  
in Indiana, Pennsylvania.
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Growing up, I had two younger 
sisters to contend with.
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My father had a family  
business that he hoped  
I would run one day.
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I studied architecture  
in college.
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As a kid, I learned to  
play the accordion.
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I held real affection  
for my beloved dog.
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Some of my best work  
was accomplished  

through collaboration.
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People consider me a very 
likeable person.
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I flew missions over Germany 
during World War II.
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Rabbits are my  
favorite animal.
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My slender build  
momentarily kept me from 

pursuing my dream.
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A sense of decency  
is at the core of  

everything I produce.
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In my formative years,  
I spent some time  

in New York.
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As my career was in ascent,  
I took a hiatus.
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During my lifetime,  
I dabbled a bit in politics.
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I am mostly self-taught.
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Later in life, I became a poet.
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My wife’s death  
marked me deeply.
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I negotiated a lucrative deal  
that ensured I would be 

financially secure.
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The president of the  
United States considered  

me his friend.
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Throughout my career,  
I have won several  

accolades and honors.
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I am one of the most admired 
Hollywood actors.
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People know me for my  
roles as an underdog.
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Westerns and suspense films 
were among my favorites.
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I helped an angel  
get his wings.
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Do you know  
who I am?
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It’s been a wonderful life.  
I am Jimmy Stewart. 
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Introduction
Jimmy Stewart was a movie star with an 
endearing, everyman quality that brought 
him critical and commercial success in 
Hollywood. In classic films from Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington to It’s a Wonderful Life 
to Harvey and Vertigo, Stewart portrayed 
characters facing moral challenges with 
vulnerability, integrity, and grit.
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Early Years
Born on May 20, 1908, in Indiana, 
Pennsylvania, James Maitland Stewart was 
the oldest child of Elizabeth Ruth Johnson 
and Alexander Maitland Stewart. James and 
his sisters, Mary and Virginia, led a charmed 
life in this small town situated just outside of 
Pittsburgh. Alexander ran the family business, 

the only hardware store in town, and hoped that one day his 
son would return home to take over the business.



page 30

Their home was filled with music, with Elizabeth’s piano 
playing and young James’ singing and accordion playing. 
Slender yet athletic, he ran track and played football at 
Mercersburg Academy, the local prep school where he 
also participated in the glee club and theater productions.
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In 1929, James earned admission to Princeton 
University (pictured), where he studied architecture. 

While he excelled academically, 
he did not have a passion for 
the subject and turned down a 
scholarship for graduate studies 
in architecture. Instead, Stewart 

found his calling as an entertainer in Princeton’s 
performing arts troupe known as the Triangle Club.
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The summer following graduation, he joined the 
University Players in Falmouth, Massachusetts, and 
toured the northeastern United States with other young 
performers who would become his lifelong friends. 
In 1932, he moved to New York City and made his 
Broadway debut in Carrie Nation.
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With the economy still in the grips of the Great 
Depression, work as an entertainer even in New York 
was in short supply. Stewart was fortunate to be cast in 

several Broadway plays, but the 
roles were either too small or  
the shows were less than stellar  
to catapult him to the next  
level career-wise. 
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Steadily, his performances were lauded by New York 
critics, earning him a film contract in 1934 with MGM.  
James would not be returning to his hometown after 
all, but instead he was headed to Hollywood.
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Discussion Starters
• In your opinion, what is the value of trying lots of new 

experiences (e.g., music, sports, academics, clubs, etc.) 
before settling on a career path or other extracurricular 
pursuits? Please share any examples from your personal 
life to justify your position.

• What are the pros and cons of having a family business? 
How would you react to the expectation of taking over 
the family business? Discuss.
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Movie Star

Under contract with MGM, Stewart’s 
Hollywood career launched with minor 
roles in Art Trouble (1934), a comedy 
short; Murder Man (1935), a crime 
drama starring Spencer Tracy; and Born 
to Dance (1936), a musical comedy with 

a Cole Porter score. Paying his dues and honing his 
craft, Jimmy earned increasingly meatier roles. 
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His breakout moment came when Frank Capra cast 
him in You Can’t Take It with You (1938), which not 
only won an Academy Award for Best Picture but also 
made Jimmy Stewart a star. Capra tapped him again to 
play the lead, this time in the underdog political tale 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939), for which Jimmy 
earned an Academy Award nomination. On the heels 
of that success, he was cast in the romantic comedy The 
Philadelphia Story (1940), playing opposite film legends 
Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant.
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With the threat of U.S. involvement in World War II, 
Stewart took a break from acting to serve overseas in 
the military. His deployment in Europe lasted from 1941 
to 1946, an eternity for a rising Hollywood star. It was 
uncertain if Stewart’s film career would ever be resurrected 

after the war. Frank Capra sought 
another collaboration, casting him as 
the deeply flawed yet quite relatable 
George Bailey (pictured) in the holiday 
drama It’s a Wonderful Life (1946).
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Despite its dismal box office returns, the movie elevated 
Stewart’s stature as an A-list Hollywood actor. Aside 
from the lighthearted comedy Harvey (1950), in which 
he portrayed a man with an imaginary rabbit for a 
friend, the celebrated actor sought more serious roles. 
Throughout the 1950s, he partnered with two directors: 
Anthony Mann to make six westerns, including 
Winchester ’73 (1950) and Broken Arrow (1950), and 
Alfred Hitchcock to make four suspense films, including 
Rear Window (1954) and Vertigo (1958).
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Among Stewart’s numerous film credits are additional 
collaborations with prominent directors including  

Cecil B. DeMille on The Greatest Show 
on Earth (1952), Anthony Mann on  
The Glenn Miller Story (1954), Billy 
Wilder on The Spirit of St. Louis (1957), 
and Otto Preminger on Anatomy of  
a Murder (1959). 
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In the 1960s, Stewart teamed up with director John 
Ford to make a number of westerns, including The 
Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) and Shenandoah 
(1962). He later tried his hand at television with his 
own sitcom, The Jimmy Stewart Show (1971–72), and 
the mystery drama Hawkins (1973).
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After earning an honorary Academy Award in 1984, 
Stewart kept a low profile for the rest of his days, 

particularly after the 1994 death of his 
beloved wife of 45 years. Grief-stricken 
and in poor health, Jimmy Stewart 
suffered a pulmonary embolism that 
took his life on July 2, 1997. Surrounded 

by his children, the 89-year-old actor passed away in his 
Beverly Hills home. His memory and enormous talent will 
live on forever on the silver screen.
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Discussion Starters
• Describe a time when you entered into a successful 

partnership. What specific qualities or circumstances 
made this pairing unique and ultimately fulfilling? 

• They say that the only constant is change. In what 
ways has your ability to adapt to change allowed you to 
survive and even thrive in life? What advice would you 
give to others to boldly take on new roles as you age?
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Military Career

Few people realize that Jimmy Stewart had a 
distinguished military career during a wartime 

intermission from making films. 
With a family legacy of military 
service, he wanted more than 
anything to fight for his country 
when he was drafted in 1940. 
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However, the Army declared the slender performer unfit 
to serve because he did not meet the minimum weight 
requirement. Given the success of his film career, MGM 
was adamant about blocking Jimmy’s intention to enlist. 
Determined, Stewart took deliberate measures to fatten 
up, and in February 1941, he successfully passed his 
military physical. A week after winning his Best Actor 
Oscar, Private James Stewart reported for duty.
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Since he was already a licensed pilot, 
Stewart was assigned to the Army 
Air Corps and became a bombardier 
instructor. He was deployed to Europe 
in 1943, where he commanded a  
B-24 bomber squadron in the Eighth 
Air Force. There he logged more than 

1,800 hours of flight time during nearly two dozen 
bombing missions over Germany.
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By the end of the war, Stewart had ascended to the rank 
of colonel. Promoted to brigadier general in 1959, he 
continued to serve in the Air Force Reserve, serving 

two weeks of active duty annually, until 
his retirement in 1968. In 1966, Stewart 
volunteered for a combat mission over 
Vietnam as a morale booster for the 
young aviators and a final adventure for 
this decorated veteran.
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Discussion Starters
• Describe a time when you defied opposition to do what 

you really wanted in life. What steps did you take to 
circumvent the obstacles and achieve your goals? 

• What does service mean to you? Explain. What 
suggestions do you have for those unable to serve in 
traditional ways?
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A Bit of Trivia
• Jimmy Stewart never took a formal acting class. 

Instead, he honed his craft through lots of practical 
life experience.

• Despite its mediocre box office performance, It’s a 
Wonderful Life is one of the most beloved holiday 
films of all time. Both Stewart and Frank Capra 
considered it their favorite film.
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• Jimmy reportedly carried a letter from his father in his 
pocket throughout his deployment during World War II. 

• An accordion player since childhood, Stewart was 
excited to have the opportunity to play on-screen in the 
1957 western film Night Passage. In post-production, 
the scene was re-recorded by a professional musician.

• Stewart was among the first Hollywood actors to receive 
a percentage of the profits from his movies.
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• Though she never had children of her own, actress 
Beulah Bondi played Jimmy Stewart’s mother in four 
of his films: It’s a Wonderful Life, Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington, Vivacious Lady, and Of Human Hearts.

• In his final acting credit, Jimmy Stewart lent his voice 
to the character Wylie Burp in the 1991 animated 
feature An American Tail: Fievel Goes West.
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Can You Guess?
1. Stewart was nominated for a Best Actor 

Academy Award five times for his performances 
in the following movies: Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington (1940), The Philadelphia Story 
(1941), It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), Harvey 

(1950), and Anatomy of a Murder (1960). 
(continued...)
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Aside from the Lifetime Achievement Award he 
received in 1985, he won only one other Oscar 

statuette. Can you guess the film for which 
Stewart earned a Best Actor award?
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Answer:

The Philadelphia Story
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2. For his distinguished military career,  
Jimmy Stewart was awarded two 

Distinguished Flying Crosses, the Air 
Medal, and the Croix de Guerre. In 1985, 

he received the highest recognition that can 
be granted to a civilian in the United States. 
Can you guess which friend presented him 
with the Presidential Medal of Freedom?



page 56

Answer:

President Ronald Reagan
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3. During a 1981 appearance on The 
Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, 
Stewart recited a touching poem that 

would soon become part of a best-
selling book of poetry he published  
in 1989. Can you guess the subject  

of his inaugural poem?
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Answer:

His beloved dog Beau
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4. From a young age, Jimmy Stewart formed 
a lifelong friendship with a fellow actor with 

whom he shared an apartment when they first 
arrived in Hollywood. Although they did not 
see eye to eye on politics and sometimes vied 
for the same parts, the two men enjoyed the 

same hobby, painting model airplanes. Can you 
guess who Jimmy Stewart’s best friend was?
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Answer:

Henry Fonda
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5. When word of his Oscar win  
reached his hometown, Jimmy’s father 

called to offer his congratulations, 
despite being unsure of what high 

honor his son had achieved. Can you 
guess where the trophy was displayed 

for the next 25 years?
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Answer:
The Stewart family hardware  

store in Indiana, Pennsylvania
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Discussion Starters
• What is one of your hidden skills or talents? How and 

when did you develop it?
• Who do you consider your best friend? Share how you 

first met and what experiences you shared.
• If you were to win an Academy Award, where would 

you display it?
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