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Tom Sawyer 



 

Are you sitting comfortably? - Mitzi Green and her beau     Source:  The Moving Picture Boy 
 

 

Leonard Maltin's Movie and Video Guide 

1996 review: 

 

“Enjoyable but slow-moving adaptation of the 

Mark Twain classic.  Coogan, Green, Durkin 

and Searle are, respectively, Tom, Becky 

Thatcher, Huck Finn and Sid Sawyer; they all 

repeated their roles the following year in 

"HUCKLEBERRY FINN".  Remade in 1938 

(as "THE ADVENTURES OF TOM 

SAWYER") and twice in 1973.  **1/2 ” 

 

 

Speelfilm Encyclopedie review - identical to 

above 

 

 

Variety Movie Guide 1993 review: 

 

“The Mark Twain classic has been shrewdly 

moulded to the screen.  It somehow crystalises 

the essence of a work that is timeless in its 

human appeal.  The picture is a real 

achievement for its director, John Cromwell, 

one of the stage directors who crashed 

Hollywood.  Cromwell had a wild desire to do 

"TOM SAWYER" and the finished work has 

all the marks of a labour of love. 

 

The picture was originally designed as the first 

of a series to bring the younger generation 

back to the talking screen.  The story is 

splendidly acted by a great group of 

youngsters.  Young Jackie Coogan plays Tom 

to the life but the secondary role of Junior 

Durkin as Huckleberry Finn is also appealing.  

Little Mitzi Green is rather lost in the child 

part of Becky Thatcher, built up somewhat for 

the film.” 

 

 

That Was Hollywood - the 1930s review: 

 

“Jackie Coogan made a big comeback at the 

age of 15 after three years off screen.  He 

starred as Tom with Junior Durkin as the 

ragamuffin Huckleberry Finn who arranges 

most of their escapades in Paramount's version 

of the Mark Twain classic, adapted by Sam 

Mintz, Grover Jones and William Slavens 

McNutt and directed by John Cromwell.  

 

Mitzi Green and Jackie Searl were other 

youngsters in the cast, while Lucien Littlefield, 

Tully Marshall, Clara Blandick (grumbling 

Aunt Polly), Jane Darwell (jolly Widow 

Douglas) and Charles Stevens (murderous 

Injun Joe) played some of the grown-ups.  It 

was a strong Christmas attraction for kids but 

inevitably posted poor evening attendances.  

There was to be another version of the story on 

offer from David O Selznick in 1938.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 
  

Jackie Searl (right) as perfidious half-brother Sid         Source:  A Pictorial History of the Talkies 

 

 

The Movies note: 

 

“...The fate of this infant gold mine was not 

uncharacteristic of show business.  His 

performances of adolescent roles, especially in 

"TOM SAWYER" ('30), demonstrated that 

young Coogan was a genuine artist, not just a 

cute bundle of mischief and pathos.  But in 

maturity he could find no place on the screen.” 

 

 

Excerpt from The Moving Picture Boy entry 

on Coogan: 

 

“... During a 3-year withdrawal from the 

studios, Jackie visited Britain with his father, 

and they appeared at the London Palladium in 

November 1928 in a sketch called "Presenting 

His Dad".  When they returned to the States 

the following year, there began to be talk of a 

comeback, and if he couldn't play the Prince of 

Denmark, it was felt that he might well 

incarnate a more homebred national hero. 

 

Late in 1930, after a guest appearance, as 

himself, in "FREE AND EASY", his "TOM 

SAWYER" reached the screen and was well 

liked.  Ten months later "HUCKLEBERRY 

FINN" followed, and that really was the end of 

Jackie Coogan's boyhood.  The well-known 

sequel was sad and ugly.  Over his decade or 

so of stardom, Jackie's earnings of something 

like four million dollars had been paid, 

pending his 21st birthday, into a company 

controlled by his parents.  But on 4 May 1935, 

just before the pay-out was due, his father was 

killed in a car crash;  so were three passengers, 

including his ex-Huck, Junior Durkin.  Jackie 

escaped with injuries.  In the shock and grief 

of the aftermath (for he adored his father) he 

didn't like to ask about his money... ” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Oochy-coochie-coo…                    Source:  They Had Faces Then 

 

 

Photoplay – December 1930 – review: 

“Mitzi Green in Paramount’s TOM 

SAWYER” 

 

“Come on, kids – from five to eighty-five! 

Let's go to the pitcher show! 

 

For three years now the country's youngsters 

have been missing many delights of the 

movies. The talkies, with their stage 

conventions and their lack of action, have 

almost lost the greatest audience of film fans. 

Now Paramount fires one of the first guns in 

the battle to bring back boys and girls of old. 

Gun?  It's a barrage. 

 

For the part of Tom, Jackie Coogan comes 

back to make his talkie début. They say he was 

paid $10,000 a week for his summer's work – 

and we say he was worth it. 

 

And his pal, Huck Finn, young Junior Durkin 

is splendid. With the amazing Mitzi Green 

playing Becky Thatcher, we have a trio who 

fight neck and neck for honours, but whose 

joint work lights up the whole story of the 

children of the banks of the Mississippi. Mary 

Jane Irving and Dick Winslow are other 

youngsters who score. The seniors are 

capitally done by Clara Blandick, Tully 

Marshall and Ethel Wales. 

 

A corking picture. Director John Cromwell has 

given the millions of picture-lovers a romantic 

and true screen telling of one of the best-loved 

of all stories.” 

 

Excerpt from The Moving Picture Boy entry 

on Searl: 

 

“... He made his film debut at six, and got a 

lead, with Donald Haines, in a forgotten series 

called the "SMITTY" comedies;  but 

cleverness apart, there was no sign that this 

was to be a child actor out of the main stream.  

Then, around his tenth birthday, Searl was cast 

as Sid - the hero's mean, sneaky kid brother - 

in the Jackie Coogan "TOM SAWYER".  In 

fact, it was an unequal contest, with the great 

Coogan past his childhood prime and Searl just 

entering his own:  the junior monster's glee in 

treachery was exhilarating to watch, and 

almost stole the film.  Paramount smartly put 

him on contract... ” 

 

 

Those Endearing Young Charms still 

caption: 

 

“In this scene from the film adaptation of the 

Mark Twain novel, Tom Sawyer (Jackie 

Coogan) and his girlfriend Becky Thatcher 

(Mitzi Green) are pursued into a cave by a 

villainous Injun Joe. ” 

 

 

They Had Faces Then – Super Stars, Stars 

and Starlets of the 1930’s entry on Mitzi 

Green: 

 

“The daughter of Joe Keno and Rosie Green, a 

vaudeville act, who named her for the star 



Mitzi Hajos, she was born in the Bronx, 

October 22 1920.  She joined her parents’ act 

in Pittsburgh three years later, and was  

 

 

 

eventually given top billing in the act.  The 

first child actress to be signed to a multi-

picture contract at Paramount, she made eleven 

films for them between 1930 and 1932.  In 

1937 she returned to the stage in a hit musical, 

Rodgers and Hart’s ”Babes in Arms”, and 

introduced ”The Lady is a Tramp”.  After her 

marriage to film director Joseph Pevney, and 

becoming the mother of four children, her 

appearances were few.  She died May 24
th
 

1969, of cancer, in Huntington Beach, 

California.” 

 

“ ”I got a secret!” chortled Mitzi Green in 

”HONEY”, as a demonic youngster, forever 

snooping and selling.  Young Miss Green – or 

Little Mitzi, as she was originally billed – was 

a Dutch-bobbed dumpling with a brattish 

manner.  She was also adept at imitations – 

George Arliss, Maurice Chevalier and Helen 



Kane being among the staples of her 

repertoire. 

 

She romped through pictures like 

”FORBIDDEN ADVENTURE” and 

”HATTIE”, playing to the hilt her role of 

enfant terrible.  She was more conventionally 

cast in ”SKIPPY” or ”SOOKY” and as Becky 

Thatcher in ”TOM SAWYER” and 

”HUCKLEBERRY FINN”, but she helped 

things along there, too.  She was also 

”LITTLE ORPHAN ANNIE” – the picture 

was even worse than the comic strip, but Mitzi 

played it with as much glee as possible… ” 

 

 

[no listing in "Halliwell's Film Guide", 
"Hollywood in the Thirties",  "The Critics’ 
Film Guide", "The Good Film and Video 
Guide", "Movies on TV and Videocassette 
1988-89", "Rating the Movies (1990)", 
"The Sunday Times Guide to Movies on 
Television", "The Time Out Film Guide", 
"TV Times Film & Video Guide 1995”, 
"Video Movie Guide 1993" or "The Virgin 
Film Guide"] 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Itchin’ for a switchin’?                                    Source:  That Was Hollywood – the 1930s 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 

Mitzi Green, dressed like a nightmare wedding cake, offers to beat up Injun Joe, but Tom will not hear of it. 
     Source: indeterminate 

 
 

Though this was the third screen Tom Sawyer (following two with Jack Pickford) it was the 
first to cast children in the leads, and it’s far from a foregone conclusion they would do so. 
Paramount may have opted for a child cast expressly to woo back the younger cinemagoer. 
The same team collaborated the following year on the first talking "HUCKLEBERRY FINN", of 
which Variety said "...Durkin is excellent throughout, overshadowing Coogan, who in spots is 
permitted to appear and talk in too adult a manner... But for Durkin's able and natural 
characterisation all the way, this might have meant serious injury to the picture." 
 
Coogan, at the end of his phenomenal but brief star career, was 15.  Durkin, also 15, who 
was killed at the age of 20 in the same crash that killed Coogan's father, was later seen in 
"HELL'S HOUSE" (32) and "LITTLE MEN" (35).  Jackie Searl, 10, dubbed in Hollywood "The 
Kid Everybody Wants To Spank", went on to make, among others, "SOOKY", "ALICE IN 
WONDERLAND" and "NO GREATER GLORY".  He carved a fruitful niche for himself as the 
bratty snitch, and was such an accomplished scene-grabber that certain adult stars refused to 
work alongside him.  His female counterpart, Mitzi Green, also 10, later starred in "FINN AND 
HATTIE", "GIRL CRAZY" and "LITTLE ORPHAN ANNIE". 
 
Halliwell's Filmgoer's Companion mistakenly credits Coogan with making a silent version in 
1920, but the only known previous films were in 1917 and 1918 (“TOM AND HUCK”), both 
with Jack Pickford. Two competing versions were released in 1938, with Tommy Kelly (the 
best attempt to date) and Billy Cook, there was a lame Readers Digest musical in 1972, with 
Johnny Whitaker, and a Disney version – suitably ruined for 1990s sensibilities – with 
Jonathan Taylor Thomas and Brad Renfro, in 1995.  Film-makers in general seem more 
enamoured of “Huckleberry Finn”, but for my money “Tom Sawyer” is the stronger story, and 
doubtless we have not seen the last of him. 
 



See subject index under BOY MEETS GIRL, CORPORAL PUNISHMENT, KIDS OUTWIT 
THE CROOKS, ORPHANS / ADOPTION, RASCALS & SCALAWAGS, RUNAWAYS / 
STOWAWAYS, SCHOOL, MARK TWAIN and WESTERNS. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Top: arch-quisling Sid 
 (Jackie Searl) 
          Source: indeterminate 
 
Right: Remember the days 
when being made to sit next 
to a girl was a punishment? 
That isn’t the way it’s told in 
latterday “reconstructions”. 
         Source: Summersglow  
         child actress website 
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