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From a Bit Part to a Lifetime on the Waterfront 

By RALPH BLUMENTHAL
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Thomas Hanley coulda been a contender, a hunky Hoboken teenager bound for Hollywood stardom after a storied cameo opposite Marlon Brando in the 1954 classic “On the Waterfront.” 

Instead, after making his mark with the words “a pigeon for a pigeon,” he saw his screen dreams fizzle and wound up living a real-life drama on the New Jersey waterfront, long after his father vanished, apparently murdered by bosses on the West Side piers.

To Mr. Hanley, now a strapping 6-foot-1, 69-year-old Bayonne dockworker and union reformer, it all came home again this week with the death of Budd Schulberg, the 95-year-old screenwriter of “Waterfront” who had helped win him the role of Tommy, a young street hood and pigeon-fancier who befriends the tormented ex-fighter and longshoreman Terry Malloy, played by Brando. When Malloy — who famously complains that but for a fixed fight “I coulda been a contender” — weighs turning witness against the corruption of the docks, Tommy is repulsed and throws a dead pigeon at his feet, a scene filmed on Mr. Hanley’s Hoboken roof.

Just last week, Mr. Schulberg was the star attraction at a reading of his Oscar-winning screenplay in Hoboken by actors including cast members from “The Sopranos.” (The recent indictment of the Hoboken mayor, Peter J. Cammarano III, added an unplanned note of verisimilitude.)
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Mr. Hanley had intended to go, just as he had joined Mr. Schulberg at previous readings, including one about a year ago in Fort Lee, N.J. “But it was pouring rain,” he said in an interview on Thursday in his fourth-floor walkup in Bayonne, which is filled with photographs from the set of “Waterfront.” “Now I wish I had gone. I love the guy.”

With the director Elia Kazan assembling a cast that included Karl Malden, Rod Steiger, Lee J. Cobb and Eva Marie Saint, Mr. Schulberg went to Hoboken to do research, Mr. Hanley recalled. Showing Mr. Schulberg around was an ex-longshoreman, Arthur Browne, who had worked with Mr. Hanley’s father, Raymond, on the docks and had been blackballed for bucking union bosses.

Mr. Hanley said that in 1939, when he was 4 months old, his father simply disappeared one day, leaving his wife to care for the infant and his 7-year-old brother. No one was ever prosecuted, but Mr. Hanley said he heard years later that his father had been murdered by leaders of the Westies, the Irish gang that ran the West Side piers. 

“We did everything — sold papers, shined shoes,” he said. Still, he said, the family, who lived in Greenwich Village before moving to Hoboken, was often close to starvation. He was a troubled youngster, he said, often skipping school. 

The movie script called for pigeon coops, and scenes were shot on the roof of his building at 105 Hudson Street. Mr. Hanley was hired to feed the birds. “They were probably afraid I’d burn them down,” he said. Mr. Kazan and Mr. Schulberg also called him to the Actors Studio in Manhattan to try him out for the role of Tommy.

To coax some Method acting out of him, Mr. Hanley said, Mr. Kazan “started to tease me about my father, calling him a rat.”

“I went out of my bird, started throwing chairs and punches,” Mr. Hanley said. “They said, ‘That’s just want we wanted.’ ”

Mr. Hanley said he received no acting instruction. “But every time we’d do a scene, Mr. Kazan would ask, ‘You think you can do this?’ I’d say, ‘I really don’t think so.’ And he’d say, ‘I really think you can.’ ”

To stir him up for the pigeon scene, Mr. Hanley recalled, he was closeted in the rooftop stairwell with a local police officer he despised. “Me and him got into a fistfight,” he said. “Then they threw me into the scene.”

Faking emotion was hard.

“The only way I could cry was when I got angry,” he said. 

He needed permission to miss school — not easy to come by when he was already in trouble as a chronic hooky-player. Still, although the credits would later garble his name as “Handley,” he seemed headed for stardom. He was paid $250 a week for two weeks of shooting, the $500 enough to sustain his family for a year. 

“I had a lot of girls chasing me,” he said. “I didn’t know how to handle it. I was shy. They probably thought I was stuck up.” 

Brando, whom Mr. Hanley described as a “a very regular guy,” encouraged him, he said — even arranging for Mr. Hanley’s mother to sign him with a talent agent.

But “the agent conned Mom,” he said. After “Waterfront,” he made a walk-on television appearance on “The Red Buttons Show.” Then, nothing.

He quit school in the ninth grade, took a job in a bookbindery in Hoboken, quit that and went to work on the docks, breaking down bulk cargo. After a stint in the Army, his brother, Robert, also become a longshoreman.

“In the movie, in the background, you can see them building the piers in Hoboken,” he said. “That’s where I went to work.”

He had run-ins with some tough characters, he said, “but I never kicked back in my life.”

“I knew people I could go to, too, bad dudes themselves,” he said, without elaboration. In 1972, when container shipping took hold, he moved to the Bayonne docks. 

In 2002, a federal investigation — the latest of many — ousted the leadership of Local 1558 of the International Longshoreman’s Association in a flurry of indictments. With a federal trustee running the union, Mr. Hanley won election unopposed as recording secretary, an unpaid position he still holds. Divorced with three grown children, he said he planned to retire in November.

“In 52 years I outlasted a lot of people,” he said. “'I've almost been killed a couple of times. I think God loves me. But I don't want to push that.” 
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