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Epigraph

The American citizen lives in a world where fantasy is more real than reality. . . . We risk being the first people in history to have been able to make their illusions so vivid, so persuasive, so “realistic” that they can live in them.

—Daniel Boorstin, The Image

 

 

Humankind cannot bear very much reality.

—T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets

 

 

Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at.

—John Berger, Ways of Seeing

 

 

The truth was that Jay Gatsby of West Egg, Long Island, sprang from his Platonic conception of himself. . . . So he invented just the sort of Jay Gatsby that a seventeen-year-old boy would be likely to invent, and to this conception he was faithful to the end.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby

 

When an interviewer asked my mother whether she was
proud of me, she answered, “Oh, yes, but I would have
been just as happy if he’d been a missionary.” Later,
I told her, “But Mom, I was!”


—Hugh Hefner, interview with the author
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INTRODUCTION

The Boy Next Door

Mention of Hugh Hefner instantly evokes a host of images that dance through the imagination: visions of voluptuous women and uninhibited sex, mansion parties and celebrity entertainers, grotto hot tubs and round beds, smoking jackets and sleek sports cars. Such mental pictures, of course, stem from Hefner’s role as founder and publisher of Playboy magazine. Over the last fifty years, Playboy’s monthly array of hedonistic messages, which Hefner has supported with a publicity-drenched lifestyle, has made him an impresario of sex and leisure in the United States and has brought him dazzling fame. Like Walt Disney in the movies, Muhammad Ali in sports, or Elvis Presley in popular music, Hefner has come to signify a personal style, a fantasy. Like these other larger-than-life figures, he has become an icon of modern American life who has made a significant impact on our culture.

But the climb to the pinnacle of acclaim and influence proved to be a long one. In late December 1952, a forlorn twenty-six-year-old Hefner stood on a bridge at Michigan Avenue in downtown Chicago. Bundled up against the frigid winter weather, he grimly stared out over the Chicago River. His life seemed at low ebb as he strained against the bonds of an unsatisfying marriage, flinched at  the unsettling prospect of parenthood, and balked at the thought of returning to an unfulfilling job with few career prospects. This unhappiness had been driven home by an event a few days earlier. He had cohosted an alumni show at his old high school where, along with his best friend, he had told jokes, performed skits, and sang a few numbers while emceeing the festivities. An enthusiastic audience had responded with laughter and applause.

That magical evening left Hefner yearning to recapture the enthusiasm, optimism, and sense of achievement of his high school years when he had been a popular and creative leader among students. But now those youthful hopes seemed far away. Standing on the bridge, he muttered, “Is this all there is? Where is my life going?” He silently vowed to do something to escape the ennui that threatened to suffocate him.1

While not quite on par with Edward Gibbon’s famous reverie amid the ruins of Rome that prompted him to write The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire—even though critics would later accuse Hefner of starting just such a process of degeneration in the United States—this episode marked a turning point in the young man’s life. A few weeks later, he started his own magazine. The results would be stunning.

Within fifteen years, Hefner and Playboy had taken the country by storm. From its modest beginnings in Chicago, the magazine grew spectacularly into a multimillion-dollar enterprise with a circulation of some five million readers by the late 1960s and seven million by the early 1970s. The Playboy empire expanded to include clubs, resorts, music, films, television shows, and a wide array of merchandise. Even more, like Coca-Cola or Mickey Mouse, the magazine’s ubiquitous bunny logo became an international symbol of American life. During the Vietnam War in 1969, for instance, American soldiers were amused to find a dog-eared copy of Playboy in a captured North Vietnamese bunker. Hefner’s vision of the good life, it seemed, had even piqued the imagination (or at least the libidos) of hardened communist revolutionaries.

Hefner himself became a media darling. By the mid-1960s, he had graced the cover of Time magazine and been featured prominently in other publications such as Life, Look, and the Saturday Evening Post. He appeared as a frequent guest on popular television programs such as The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, The Dick Cavett Show,  and Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In. Dozens of newspaper articles and  interviews explored his social views and supplied salacious details of his outlandish love life, including the shifting bevy of girlfriends, the revolving round bed where he worked and cavorted, and the glass-walled, bathing-suits-optional swimming pool with a bar built alongside.

More significantly, however, Hefner also emerged as a serious shaper of, and commentator on, modern American values. In 1967, for instance, he appeared on an NBC prime-time special exploring America’s burgeoning culture of leisure and affluence. Sitting in the library of the Playboy Mansion alongside the noted Harvard theologian Harvey Cox and William F. Buckley, the prominent conservative editor of the National Review, he discussed Americans’ growing interest in what the show called “the pursuit of pleasure.” Puffing on his trademark pipe and speaking with smooth self-assurance, he argued that an older, religious basis for morality had faded and values needed to be reformulated on a more rational basis to promote the happiness of individuals. The genuine enjoyment of life in modern America, he insisted, demanded liberated sexuality and enthusiastic, sophisticated consumption. Holding his own with these intellectual heavyweights, Hefner came across, in the words of the moderator, as “the Chairman Mao of the sexual revolution, issuing maxims for moral guerrilla warfare.”2

In other words, within a few years of starting Playboy on a shoe-string after begging and borrowing a few thousand dollars, Hefner became a serious, influential figure in modern culture. Yet the question of how and why the publisher of a risqué men’s magazine was able to garner such influence, and even prestige, has perplexed many observers. Understanding comes with the realization that over the last half century Hefner has played a key role in changing American values, ideas, and attitudes. From the beginning, his enterprise was about more than dirty pictures, more than a girlie magazine hastily slipped under an overcoat by a guilty purchaser. It was a historical force of significant proportions.

Most obviously, Hefner and Playboy served as a barometer gauging the pressures of historical changes in America over a half century. In the 1950s, the magazine reflected hip, urban dissatisfaction with the stodgy conformism of the Eisenhower era as it critiqued middle-class suburbanism, the Beat Generation, and the Cold War crusade against communism. In the 1960s, Hefner helped fan the flames of  the civil rights movement, the antiwar crusade, the countercultural revolt, and the emerging feminist struggle. In the 1970s, Playboy  personified both the “Me Generation” and the economic contractions of the era, while the 1980s saw it become a foil for, and target of, the Reagan Revolution. Throughout, the editor-in-chief and his popular publication formed a kind of tablet upon which were inscribed the events shaping modern America.

But Hefner and his magazine also played a crucial part in shaping, not just reflecting, American values in the decades after World War II. Articulating some of the deepest social and emotional longings of modern Americans, this controversial publisher stood at the forefront of four upheavals that fundamentally reconfigured the United States in the last half of the twentieth century. First, he helped trigger, and then personified, a transformation in sexual values and conduct that emerged in the 1950s and swept through American society in subsequent years. Playboy, with its “Playmate of the Month,” sexual advice columns, and array of erotic pictorials, cartoons, and jokes, moved sex out of the privacy of the marital bed and away from the responsibilities of procreation, and made it a matter of public discussion and personal pleasure. The magazine’s open attitude not only loosened old-fashioned moral strictures on one of the most powerful of human urges but also promoted its commercialization. Hefner clearly stood as the most recognizable product of, and catalyst for, the modern sexual revolution.

He also served as one of the most persuasive advocates for America’s postwar consumer efflorescence. As the national economy increasingly turned from production of basic goods and services to the creation of consumer products, Hefner’s magazine inundated readers with symbols of material abundance. It became both a catalog for sophisticated purchasing and a guidebook for negotiating a daunting new landscape of material plenty. The pages of Playboy, along with Hefner’s numerous public statements, articulated a credo urging unabashed enjoyment of the material goods that were flooding out to a middle- and working-class market. Addressing a simmering male identity crisis in modern society in which growing numbers of men no longer functioned as producers, the pages of Playboy offered the reassuring model of stylish consumer. Linking material plenty to an audacious leisure culture, Hefner helped make consumer abundance an emblem of America throughout the world.

Moreover, Hefner stood at the center of a popular culture invasion of the United States that swept all before it in the postwar decades. This sea change saw glossy magazines, television, movies, records, and entertainment of all kinds become a dominant force in most people’s lives in all regions of the country. This process replaced local institutions such as churches, lyceums, reading societies, and town newspapers with large-scale, corporate media organizations that dispensed homogenized information, products, and images nationally. With his popular magazine, syndicated television shows, franchised nightclubs, and movie and musical projects synergistically broadcasting the same array of messages, the Chicago publisher personified the mass-culture overhaul of modern society in the last half of the twentieth century. Even Hefner’s passionately pursued personal hobbies—swing dancing and Hollywood movies—reflected this revolutionary trend in American life. As he often observed, he was a child of popular culture who, in turn, became one of its biggest champions.

Finally, Hefner stood implicated, usually as a whipping boy, in the women’s movement that swept through America beginning in the 1960s. Playboy’s erotic images of nude young women made it an object of scorn among many emerging feminists, who complained that it depicted females as mere sexual objects. The magazine, in their view, represented the worst sort of male domination and female degradation. A distraught Hefner—he saw himself as a progressive who was unfairly indicted as a reactionary—contended that he promoted sexual freedom for women as well as men. Few women’s liberationists bought the argument. As the debate ratcheted upward with bitter accusations of misogyny and betrayal, these two factions turned upon one another with ferocious animosity. As a major combatant in this battle over sexual politics and acceptable roles for women, Playboy  illuminated one of the most profound trends in modern American social life.

While Hefner has stood at the cutting edge of these transformative trends, his influence has worked in complex ways. It often flowed through indirect channels, for instance, since what was said about  him often proved as illuminating as what he said. Whether it was Harvey Cox discussing the theological implications of the “Playboy Philosophy,” Tom Wolfe describing Hefner’s role in the cultural ferment of the 1960s, Norman Mailer detailing the sybaritic pleasures of the Playboy Mansion, Gloria Steinem excoriating Hefner’s oppression  of women, Attorney General Edwin Meese denouncing Playboy as pornography, or Justice William O. Douglas defending Hefner’s First Amendment rights, commentators have used him as a lens through which to examine a changing social landscape.

Bitter disputation has clouded the atmosphere and made it difficult to grasp Hefner’s significance. Few Americans have aroused greater controversy in ascending to fame and fortune. Beginning in the 1950s, a wide variety of people—journalists, ministers, politicians, moralists, and ordinary folks writing to newspapers and magazines—disagreed violently about the merits of Playboy and its publisher. On one side stood Hefner denouncers who, scandalized by the magazine’s pictures of nude women and its mockery of such institutions as marriage, religion, and family, condemned Hefner’s appeal to degraded desires and animal instincts. Seeing themselves as defenders of respectable society, they viewed him as a dark prophet of American debauchery and decline.

Hefner disciples, inspired by Playboy’s attacks on sexual repression and advocacy of material enjoyment, defended him with equal fervor. They acclaimed the publisher as a liberator leading the way to physical and emotional freedom from the gray-flannel fog of a repressed, conformist society still chained to the anachronistic morality of an earlier age. The magazine, in other words, became a kind of cultural litmus test for judging the positive or negative direction of modern American culture. Emotionally charged disagreement has persisted in one form or another for the last fifty years as defenders and foes of Playboy’s values eagerly strapped on the gloves for ideological fisticuffs.

Hefner’s personal life only encouraged the disputation. This fascinating story of romance, ambition, and sex revealed a young man emerging from a midwestern Methodist background who parlayed the initial shock created by Playboy into a powerful position as a cultural trendsetter. Constantly surrounded by a crowd of beautiful young women, he made pleasure-seeking into an art form as the Playboy Mansion became a highly publicized playground for prominent figures in the world of politics, sports, music, and movies. The private man, however, nurtured a more complicated, even mysterious personality. A set of internal contradictions—a powerful sensuality and a compulsive work ethic, a hedonistic streak and an impulse to rigidly control every aspect of his life, a compulsive desire for celebrity  status and a Gatsby-like instinct for observing the merrymaking at a distance—made for a curiously driven yet detached sybarite. So, too, did his combination of restless intelligence, extreme sentimentality, and obsession with the romantic artifacts of popular culture. Hefner’s personal complexities mattered little, however, to those eager to either condemn or canonize.

Ultimately, however, if understanding is to trump titillation and fervor, the controversial publisher must be approached from a different angle. While both disciples and demonizers of Hefner are likely to be disappointed by this perspective, Hefner must be analyzed as a historical figure, not merely a controversial celebrity. Viewed in this rightful context, at first glance, he appears as a rebel. Wave after wave of attacks throughout his career—from anti-obscenity zealots, defenders of decency, religious moralists, conservative politicians, feminist activists—have positioned him as a dissenter in modern America. Indeed, Hefner himself has embraced the role of heroic insurrectionist seeking to overturn outdated, stultifying, Puritan traditions in American culture. In fact, this scenario contains a kernel of truth. As a crusading reformer, he has done much, in the face of often virulent opposition, to loosen restrictions on sexual expression.

But the image of Hefner as rebel also misleads. In more profound ways, he has expressed many of the deepest impulses of mainstream American culture. For example, he appeared on the cultural skyline as champion of a venerable tradition in American life, the self-made man. Rising to great heights from modest circumstances by dint of hard work and a new idea, he romped up the path to success as Benjamin Franklin in bunny ears.

More importantly, Hefner has presented a compelling vision of the good life in modern America. In so doing, he occupies a crucial position in a longer historical trajectory. In the early 1900s, as historians have emphasized in recent decades, the Victorian restraints of the nineteenth century steadily eroded as the mass of Americans gradually replaced a traditional code of self-control with a new creed emphasizing emotional, physical, and material gratification. Then the privations of the Great Depression and World War II stunted the process, creating a great cultural reservoir of pent-up material and emotional desires. In the postwar era it shot forward once again, and Hefner emerged as perhaps the leading popular philosopher of a revived, intensified culture of self-fulfillment for  an audience yearning for gratification. He seductively portrayed the pursuit of happiness as a combination of physical pleasure, leisure entertainment, and consumer enjoyment. Brilliantly commingling sexual liberation and material abundance, Playboy captured the essence of modern American desire.

In this sense, Hefner’s historical influence has been, quite literally, fantastic. The Playboy dream is the stuff of fantasy, conjured from the realm of desire by a kind of cultural alchemy. While often flowing from Hefner’s personal experiences—“My life has been the fulfillment of a fantasy,” he likes to say—his vision of happiness also resonates powerfully in the broader culture. The notion of having few limits on personal pleasure is the modern American dream as well as Hefner’s. As the historian Daniel Boorstin observed, the enormous abundance of modern America has created “a world where fantasy is more real than reality. . . . We risk being the first people in history to have been able to make their illusions so vivid, so persuasive, so ‘realistic’ that they can live in them.”3

Whether we like it or not, Hefner’s vision of America as the land of self-fulfillment has been realized in many ways. His notions of sexual happiness and material comfort, pleasure and leisure, maleness and femaleness, of individuals freed from many of the restraints of family and religion have become commonplace, though often in diluted form. We see in Hefner and Playboy many of our own perceptions of modern life. We see reflections of what we have become, both personally and collectively, glimpses of where we might be going, for good or ill. We see many of our hopes and fears about our culture, often hopelessly mingled together.

But the process of analyzing the impact of Hefner and Playboy on American life must begin by returning to the past. There, in the halcyon days of the late 1920s before the trauma of the Great Depression, a middle-class couple only recently removed from the rural hinterland faced the future in a dynamic midwestern city. Their oldest son, the typical boy next door, would find opportunities and restrictions in equal portion, and each would provide its own enticements.




PART I

BEGINNINGS




1

A Boy at Play

Hugh Hefner grew up in a repressive, “Puritan” atmosphere in which his family discouraged shows of affection. The strict religious code of his parents forbade emotional displays, drinking, swearing, or sexual candor, and he yearned to break free and find love, romance, and emotional connection. This desire finally drove him to outright dissent in young adulthood and he founded Playboy  as a proclamation of freedom and sexual liberation. In Hefner’s words, “In many ways it was my parents who, unintentionally, developed the iconoclastic rebellion in me.” This personal struggle not only provided the seedbed for his later career, Hefner argues, but framed larger issues in modern America that explained the enormous appeal of Playboy. “Puritan repression is really the key that unlocks the mystery of my life,” he wrote. “It is the ‘Rosebud’ that explains what my life is really all about.”1

Such is the story that Hefner has told interviewers countless times over the last forty years, and it provides an unshakable foundation for his own understanding of his life. He has constructed a kind of personal mythology. Like all of us, only more self-consciously and publicly, he has constructed a view of his past that explains and justifies  his present. But Hefner’s rendering of his youth simplifies a complex situation. Like all myths, it strikes a chord with its dramatic narrative of a young hero overcoming obstacles and triumphing. Also like all myths, it is only partially true. As D. H. Lawrence once warned, “Don’t trust the teller. Trust the tale.” And the real tale of Hefner’s youth suggests a somewhat different story that is compelling in its own way.

In fact, Hefner was the product of a moderately progressive family where traditional, Victorian reticence about emotional display and sexuality, while certainly present, was rapidly giving way to a more modern notion of juvenile self-fulfillment. Only recently removed from the rural culture of the Great Plains, his college-educated parents had adapted themselves to the bustling urban life of Chicago. Growing up in the 1930s, Hefner was doted on by his mother while an emotionally absent father deprived the boy of a male authority figure. Left to his own devices, the imaginative child immersed himself in the popular culture of the era—movies, music, radio, and cartoons—and created a rich fantasy life that gradually took on a reality more vibrant than his actual, lived experiences. The product of indulgence as much as restraint, the boy’s fantasies mirrored larger patterns in America’s emerging culture of self-fulfillment and its desire for leisure, entertainment, and emotional satisfaction. They made him a creature of modern values in ways that he never fully appreciated.

But the origins of Hefner’s early life were found far from the city lights and urban crowds of Chicago and Los Angeles where he would spend most of his days. The family into which he was born, and the values that he found so stifling, were shaped on the distant, wind-swept prairies of turn-of-the-century Nebraska.




I

At the conclusion of a young people’s party at the Methodist church in Holdrege, Nebraska, in 1911, Glenn Hefner asked Grace Swanson if he could walk home with her. She agreed, and thus began a long courtship between the two rural teenagers. This small town of some thirty-five hundred people sat in the south-central part of the state, about 120 miles from Omaha. Born in a sod house, Glenn had been shaped by a father who flitted from job to job—barber, insurance  agent, real estate salesman—in a vain attempt to keep his family out of poverty. Grace enjoyed more prosperous circumstances. She had been born in 1895 to a farm family and experienced a typical rural childhood punctuated by chores, animals, and domestic dramas. Her mother was a religious woman, while her father, although a good provider, was a man of harsh temperament and an authoritarian bent. This stern disciplinarian rarely concerned himself with the progress or well-being of his children. Once as she came home from grade school, Grace recalled, “he passed me in the yard and hit me with a black snake whip . . . because he thought I hadn’t come right home from school.” She confessed, “I did not think I loved my father, just feared him.” Moreover, he refused to attend church like his pious wife, drank at local taverns, and swore vigorously.2

Grace, who would be an important influence on her eldest son in subsequent years, imbibed the religious values of her mother. When an older brother tormented her, she would shout, “Sinner, you are a sinner,” which was the worst epithet she knew. She sang in the church choir, won a public speaking contest sponsored by the anti-liquor Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and socialized with other young people at the local church. Glenn displayed a somber temperament as a young man—“Life was a serious business for him,” Grace explained—but moderated it with a tonic of jovial good humor. His parents were respectable churchgoers, and he followed their example.3

Glenn and Grace first became acquainted through basketball in high school. They both played avidly, and one day the school principal, as he observed the boys’ and girls’ teams practicing, remarked, “I think Glenn Hefner and Grace would make a good couple. They ought to get together.” And indeed, after their encounter at the church party, the two young people dated steadily throughout high school. They were serious students who appeared comfortable in each other’s company. Grace was particularly scholarly, serving as editor of the school yearbook and becoming class valedictorian. After graduation, Glenn went on to Nebraska Wesleyan University in Lincoln, while Grace taught at a country school for two years before joining him there. She studied chemistry and math at Wesleyan while Glenn took business and accounting courses. The young couple socialized by going to movies, fraternity parties, and football games. Upon graduating from college in 1918, Glenn joined the navy to serve in World  War I while Grace remained to finish her degree while working as a part-time schoolteacher. He returned to Nebraska after the cessation of hostilities and taught in high school and worked at a small-town bank before moving to Chicago to join some friends. He found a job with a railroad company and then in an accounting office. Grace soon joined him and they were married at a Methodist church in 1921.4

The newlyweds took up lodgings on the West Side near the Austin district, where several friends and relatives already lived. Glenn worked as an accountant while Grace took jobs as a telephone operator and bookkeeper before joining the World Service Commission of the Methodist Church, where she dealt with young people working as prospective ministers or in the Home Missionary Society, the Women’s Home Missionary Society, and the Deaconess Society. In the spring of 1926, however, Grace quit her job because she was expecting her first child.5

Hugh Marston Hefner was born on April 9, 1926, and enjoyed a healthy infancy. His parents socialized with other young couples, playing pinochle and checkers, sharing potluck suppers, and occasionally going to the movies. On rare occasions they would return to Nebraska to visit farm relatives. In 1929 a brother, Keith, arrived, and the following year the family moved to a new house at 1922 North New England Avenue in Austin, which would remain the family home for many decades. The Hefners soon acquired a new Model A Ford, and within a few years Hugh and Keith possessed the accoutrements of a typical middle-class childhood—bicycles, a sandbox in the backyard, and a dog named Wags.6

Hugh’s boyhood unfolded happily. His neighborhood offered nearby fields and streams, and the Hefner house became a gathering place for boys such as Harold and Russell Saewert, Don Harper, Jimmy Bachman, Warren Tellefson, and Hugh’s best friend, Jimmy’s brother Curtis Bachman. They would play in the backyard, ride their bicycles, or roam their rustic surroundings conducting war games and encountering snakes, birds, and crawdads. “Mine was the house where they came to play, and she made us all welcome,” Hefner noted of his mother. In the early 1930s Grace took her sons and their pals to see the Field Museum, the Aquarium, and the Chicago World’s Fair with its proud slogan, “The Century of Progress.” Hugh and Keith had a close boyhood relationship, playing constantly and sharing a bedroom. “We did everything together as kids. I worshipped  him,” Keith recalled later. The boys felt quite grown up when given their own bedrooms, only to discover that they had been separated because their nightly talking and giggling was keeping their parents awake.7

Hugh developed a special love for animals. “When he was a kid,” remembers Keith, “he wanted to be a veterinarian, [it] was the first job that he ever thought of, I think.” At age eleven, Hugh received a prize from the Illinois Humane Society for his poem “Be Kind to Dumb Animals,” which included these stanzas: “To all animals please be kind / Then faithfulness you will find / Feed cat and dog when they need to be fed / Then them to happiness you have led.” An interesting animal-related incident occurred around age six. Throughout his childhood, Hugh had treasured a special blue-and-white security blanket featuring a bunny pattern. When he came down with a mastoid infection, he received a present from his parents to speed his recovery—a wire-haired fox terrier that he named Brows. A little box was set up in the basement, and the boy donated his “bunny blanket” for the dog to sleep on. Unfortunately, Brows died about a week later and the blanket had to be burned. Hugh was heartbroken, but the imagery seems to have stuck with him at some level. Later he would note the “Citizen Kane kind of connection here of the burned blanket” as he went on to create the bunny empire.8

In physical terms, Hugh developed slowly. While active and boisterous with his friends, he was not athletic and shied away from organized sports. He tended to be reserved in formal situations at school or home and hated to answer the telephone. A close childhood friend recalled an incident from the second grade when the shy boy was called upon to read aloud. “He stood up to read and lost his place. I can still see him standing there looking confused and embarrassed. From then on, all the way through high school, he read line-by-line, using his finger.”9

Even as a boy, however, Hefner displayed an unusual creativity. Fascinated with drawing, he spent countless hours sketching crude cartoon strips such as Cranet, an adventurer who flew from Earth to Mars; Jigs and Spike, cowboy outlaws; Jim Malt, a youthful detective; and adventure characters named “Marvel Man,” “the Mystic,” and “Metallic Man.” He wrote fantasy stories such as “The Haunted Castle” and “Ratty,” the “story of a big rat who couldn’t be caught until nature took a hand,” based on a real rodent who roamed the  neighborhood. At age nine he published a one-page neighborhood newspaper called the Bi-Weekly News, which he sold for a few cents to the parents of his pals. In grammar school, he created two unofficial class newspapers that sold for a penny each, before moving on to create a school-sanctioned newspaper called the Pepper,  which proudly announced his role as “Editor and Tiper.” Recalled a childhood friend, “From the sixth through the eighth grades, I have a mind’s eye view of Hef at his desk, dashing off drawings and circulating them to me and other classmates for our amusement. He was always inventing comic strips.”10

In fact, throughout grammar school Hefner’s preoccupation with drawing and story-writing exasperated his teachers. Absorbed in his imagination, he often neglected his studies. “He doesn’t do his arithmetic, geography, or spelling unless I stand right at his elbow. He constantly draws,” his fourth-grade teacher wrote to Grace Hefner. “I’ve about reached the end of my patience with him. . . . Perhaps you can help. He will not pass if he doesn’t do his work.” After being called to task, the boy tried to buckle down to the academic duties at hand and composed two contrite poems, complete with imaginative spelling:

Why I Waist Time  
I think I get to dreaming 
Of something I might do. 
And I forget my studies, 
And what I’m supost to do.

 

What I’m Going To Make of Myself Next Semester  
I will not make my teacher mad, 
Because that would make me sad. 
I will not draw at all in school, 
And I won’t brake a single rule.


But the problem persisted, calling forth yet another signed promise the following year: “I will not do the things below. 1. I will not talk to my neighbor. 2. I will not play in school. 3. I will not cause my teacher any trouble and I will work my very best.”11

Young Hefner, however, could not mend his ways. In his early teenage years he continued drawing cartoon strips—eventually they  would number about seventy different series—and to write and illustrate stories. He had begun to read fiction by Edgar Allan Poe and H. G. Wells and became a devotee of Sax Rohmer’s Dr. Fu Manchu tales and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. His own stories, with titles such as “The End of the World,” “The Lizard Men from Under the Earth,” “Dr. Claw’s Invisible Hound,” “The Mansion of Madness,” and “Out of the Fog,” increasingly focused on the macabre, the supernatural, horror, and science fiction. In 1940, Hefner formed and became president of “The Shudder Club,” which, as expressed in his youthful syntax, aimed “to bring together all lovers of chills and horror and enjoying good mystery together.” Like all self-respecting clubs for boys, it offered an official handshake, password, membership pin, and special “decoder circle” that permitted members to untangle secret messages. Hefner, doing all of the work, published five issues of Shudder magazine, which offered original mystery and horror stories. The boys were delighted when Bela Lugosi, Boris Karloff, and Peter Lorre replied to their solicitation and accepted honorary positions in the club.12

By 1940, Hefner’s creations were reflecting the pressure of world events. “Photoplays” consisted of photographs of costumed characters, shot on the family Kodak, that were captioned to tell a story. While two of them were Sherlock Holmes parodies, the other pair were stories about World War II titled “Bill Dodgely and Troop 31” and “The Kid’s No Coward.” A 1940 comic strip told the story of three French brothers escaping from a Nazi prison in occupied Europe, while a ten-page tale imagined a German invasion of the United States that was heroically rebuffed near Chicago.13

Indeed, throughout childhood Hefner created vivid fantasy worlds in which he immersed himself, a trait that would prove to be lifelong. The boy who wouldn’t answer the telephone or venture alone to the dentist’s office a few streets away preferred to inhabit a reality he had created and to entice others to join him there. “I was a dreamer and people referred to me as a dreamer,” Hefner later admitted of his childhood. “I had these flights of fantasy.”14

This tendency had appeared in him at a very young age. Along with his brother and his pals, he organized a game he called “Clay” that they played day after day for years. Using modeling clay on a large table, they created dozens of small human figures and elaborate settings—battlefields, haunted mansions, mysterious ships—that  were like miniature movie sets. He invented stories the boys would bring to life as they would bend and twist the clay figures and speak for them. Grace later would recount how her eldest son “liked to fantasize and tell stories and play with these clay figures.”15

In fact, Grace was repeatedly struck by Hugh’s insular creativity. “As a child, he found it very difficult to make new friends. When he was in school, he was a dreamer, and sort of lived his own life in his own mind,” she observed. “I would ask him who some of his classmates were, and he wouldn’t know the names of very many of them.” But he could relate the plots of his stories and comic strips down to the tiniest detail. “You couldn’t always tell what was making Hugh feel unhappy, because he was very much a loner,” a baffled Grace admitted. “He always lived in a fantasy world.”16

Keith Hefner observed the same impulse in his older brother. Hugh preferred to spend time in his room, writing stories and drawing cartoons, when he wasn’t playing. Often shy and insecure with other people, the boy did not like venturing out. “His fantasy life really began with the stories he wrote as a child in grade school and the cartoons he drew,” Keith said. “He could really make his life what he wanted it to be.” Even as a kid, noted the younger Hefner, Hugh wanted “his world to stay exactly as he made it, and doesn’t want to go anywhere else where that isn’t the reality.”17

Hefner’s fantasies did not appear sui generis, however, but were shaped by a cluster of influences. Family dynamics and religious instruction played an important role in channeling his creative instincts, as did the popular culture milieu of Depression-era America. These factors converged to prod his imagination and create a yearning that would motivate him throughout his life.




II

Like many middle-class children in the 1930s, Hugh Hefner was molded by traditional forces of family and religion. Since the early nineteenth century, respectable American families had drawn upon evangelical Protestantism and Victorian ideology to sustain them in a fluid, dynamic society of opportunity. The revivals of the Second Great Awakening had swept through the United States in the early 1800s, creating a Protestant tradition of “moral free agency” that made  the individual the arbiter of his own salvation. The crystallization of Victorian culture around the same time had enshrined a set of moral principles devoted to individual self-control. As late as the Great Depression, these traditions informed the way middle-class parents raised their children.18

This mind-set was changing dramatically, however, both in the larger culture and in the Hefner household. New leisure activities such as amusement parks and the movies had helped break down Victorian self-control in the early 1900s, while the explosive growth of a consumer economy gave rise to an ethos of material and emotional self-fulfillment. The Hefner family proved susceptible to such modernizing influences. To a marked degree, and contrary to Hugh’s memories later in life, not just “Puritanism” but progressive notions of morality and childrearing influenced the proceedings at New England Avenue. So too did American popular culture, every variety of which colored the outlook of the eldest Hefner son. Glimpses of the man who founded  Playboy could be seen in a youngster frustrated by the reticence and nose-to-the-grindstone ethic of his parents. They also manifested in a boy who was never disciplined without explanation, who chafed at even the mild restraints put in place by his parents, who argued with Sunday school teachers, and who whiled away countless hours in the company of cartoonists, mystery writers, and movie directors.19

As Hefner would recall throughout his life, restraint and repression colored the atmosphere of his family as he came of age. Orderly rules and sobriety muffled expressions of emotion. Hugh and Keith had to be at home and in bed earlier than their playmates, and they were not allowed to play with friends on Sunday, which was set aside for church and family activities. Grace and Glenn also shied away from displays of affection to each other and to their children. Little kissing and hugging occurred in this emotional climate of cool reserve. Keith remembered, “There was a period that lasted about two weeks when I was quite young, when I thought it would be nice to kiss my father on the cheek good night and that lasted about a week. I could tell how embarrassed he was by it.” In fact, Grace and Glenn buried emotions so deep that feelings of any kind—anger, affection, disputes—seldom came to the surface. There was much calmness and kindness among the Hefners, but little passion. “His parents are very controlled people,” Hefner’s first wife reported. “In the three years we lived there, I never heard them raise their voice. Never.”20

This atmosphere was reinforced by the temperaments of the boys’ parents. Glenn, a straitlaced, hardworking CPA, had carved out a career at the Advanced Aluminum Company and also kept the books for the Austin Methodist Church, where the Hefners attended. About five foot eight with broad shoulders and a trim waist, the former basketball player had kept himself in good shape into middle age. Although taciturn, he had more of a sense of humor than Grace and was known to joke on occasion. He found it hard to talk to his sons, but occasionally joined them in pitching horseshoes or playing ball.21

But Hugh and Keith seldom saw their father because he was addicted to his work. Glenn left in the morning before his sons arose and returned near midnight after they were in bed. This grinding schedule resulted partly from his fascination with bookkeeping and partly from the Depression, when working extra hours could mean the difference between keeping a job and unemployment. He left the raising of his children to his wife, which pleased none of them. The boys sensed a vacuum in their lives because their father was seldom around for bonding experiences. When Keith told his dad how much he had missed his presence in boyhood, Glenn responded, “I didn’t think I had to [be present]. My father never did anything with me.” Grace also felt pangs of loneliness and worry, often walking around the block near midnight when he still had not appeared at home. An industrious, remote figure who was respected, even admired, in the Hefner family, Glenn was negligible in his personal impact. He was “a very nice husband” and a hard worker, said Grace, but as a father “he wasn’t there.”22

Glenn’s reserve influenced his attitudes toward physical issues and sexuality. When the family went to a local swimming pool, he carefully hid his body from his sons as he stood behind a locker door and changed into his swimming trunks. He never discussed sex in any fashion with his sons. Decades later, Keith was stunned when his father asserted that he had never masturbated in his entire life, even as a teenager. Grace shared this Victorian aversion to sexuality. Later in life she confessed that she never had much use for sex. Glenn was very shy, but “he always liked it more than I did.”23

Grace shared her husband’s religiosity, kindliness, lack of pretension, and undemonstrative nature. Of medium height and sharp-featured, with wire-rimmed glasses and a habitually serious expression,  this soft-spoken woman wore no makeup, dressed simply, and kept her long hair carefully twirled up in a bun. As a young woman she had decided that if Glenn did not come back from World War I, she was going to become a missionary or a teacher in a mission school. A deeply felt code of Protestant values caused her to endorse virtuous, plain living, to view wealth with suspicion, and to see displays of emotion as unseemly.24

As a mother, Grace followed the same path trod by religious middle-class women for decades. Although college-educated, she stayed at home and devoted herself to the upbringing of the children. She handled all domestic matters, kept a house that was tidy if somewhat stark, and prepared meals of common midwestern fare: fried chicken, pot roast, pork chops, and fried fish. She enforced rules of behavior, counseled restraint, and set a tone of moral uplift in her household. She tried to raise children who were, in her own words, “very moral, kind, giving, social beings, treating other folks the way they want to be treated.” Religious instruction played a significant role in her childrearing efforts. As Hugh noted throughout his adult life, this “repressed Midwestern Methodist home” overseen by his mother produced a “Puritanical upbringing.”25

Yet Grace and Glenn Hefner were not simply hidebound traditionalists. Vestiges of old-fashioned principles certainly remained, but they had drifted far away from the values of provincial Nebraska. In certain ways they had embraced modernity. Not content to be a farmer or village storekeeper, Glenn had attended college and created a career in the corporate world of Chicago. Uprooted from the countryside, the Hefners had abandoned the extended family network that supported a traditional worldview. There was little contact with family as the Hefner boys were growing up. “I always felt as if the family on both sides, there was a remoteness,” Hugh recollected. “We were not close to our relatives at all.” Moreover, the Hefners had surmounted their modest economic origins, remaining relatively prosperous even during the dark years of the Depression. In fact, on occasion, Grace and Glenn sent money to help relatives back in Nebraska. “I was only vaguely aware of it. I never felt in danger in terms of anything economic,” Hugh recalled of the Depression.26

In addition, Grace displayed a modern side that was never appreciated fully by her eldest son. Although a moralist, she was a progressive, educated woman who nurtured a liberal social vision and a view  of childrearing attuned not only to religion but to the latest theories put forward by psychology. These impulses would shape young Hugh’s character quite as much as, and perhaps more than, the residue of “Puritan repression.”

Grace had a remarkably liberal worldview in many ways. She was a pacifist who “didn’t think there should be any war, and didn’t think there should be any implements of war,” according to Keith. Far in advance of her time, she denounced racial prejudice and taught her sons tolerance. Once, when they were at the train station, another passenger warned them to avoid an orange juice stand because a black person was squeezing the oranges. “Some people think that black people are different from us and aren’t as clean as us and so forth, and that isn’t right,” Grace immediately told the boys. “Don’t pay any attention to that.”27

Grace’s progressive views also surfaced in her opinions on childrearing. As a young mother, she fell under the sway of Parents magazine. She subscribed to this journal and relied upon its expert advice on everything from what movies were acceptable for children, to sex education, emotional training, and hygiene habits. What Hugh later interpreted as the fruits of a stern, cold “Puritan” ideology—not kissing on the mouth, skimpy displays of affection, strict rules about bedtime—came, in fact, from the pages of Parents. There mothers were told that kissing on the lips spread germs, that sentimentalizing children undermined scientific training, and that children did most of their growing during the sleep hours. As she explained, “I was very sure that what was recommended by Parents magazine should be done.”28

Grace’s reliance on this publication reveals much. Parents had been founded in 1926, with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation, to promote the most recent scientific findings in the new field of child development. Within a few years it became the largest-selling educational magazine in the world. This publishing venture was part of a larger Progressive crusade in the early twentieth century to utilize modern social science in many areas of education—in schools, among parents, in social work—to create a rational, efficient social order. As the historian Ann Hulbert has written, “A contingent of professional men and progressive-minded women led the way in spreading a new gospel that the child’s fate would no longer be entrusted to God or mere custom.” They joined in “calling on science to come to the rescue.”29

Psychology, particularly behaviorism, dominated research in child development in the 1920s, and its strictures filled the pages of  Parents magazine: enhance your child’s development by molding behavior at a young age, pursue strict habit formation, rely on science rather than sentiment. The crack-up of the traditional Victorian family in the decades around the turn of the century had created great emotional and social strains in the American family. Now, with its impressive battery of social science experts, this publication promised to help young, isolated mothers like Grace Hefner shape a new generation of well-adjusted, confident citizens for an efficient modern society.30

Thus Grace’s parenting, while influenced by her own Victorian upbringing, had a strong progressive element. Her letters to Hugh’s teachers adopted psychological language in addressing his difficulties with concentrating on academic subjects. A mastoid infection around age six, she explained to an instructor, had created problems with his hearing and sight but she did not discuss this “handicap” around him for fear that he would “feel inferior.” “He is unusually sensitive and whether he has been ridiculed in front of other children and is fearful of its being repeated, or what, I do not know,” she wrote to another teacher. “I have been greatly troubled by his lack of adjustment.” When Hugh’s academic problems persisted and he remained reluctant to answer the telephone or travel to the dentist, she did not react like a good Victorian mother with punishment or admonitions. Instead, Grace concluded that this behavior “was not normal” and took him to an expert for testing. The doctor decided that, again in the language of the new behavioral sciences, his IQ was quite high and “his mind was ahead of his social development.”31

In fact, Grace’s psychology-tinged approach created an atmosphere of indulgence and rationality regarding her children. They “should have their own likes and dislikes, follow their own wants, their own inclinations,” she maintained. She listened carefully to Hugh and Keith and tried to discuss issues in a nonthreatening way. While stressing the need for rules, she avoided punishing her children (especially corporal punishment) and offered explanations for parental decisions rather than just imposing her authority. In Grace’s words, “I always had a strong sense of duty—you know, this should be done because it was the right thing to do. But I at least tried to explain why.”32

Hugh was Grace’s favorite—“If we were both drowning, there was never a question in my mind who she would save, if she could only save one,” Keith once said—and her indulgence shaped his character. She listened carefully to his ideas, took him seriously, and nurtured a special bond of communication between them. “I was a kid who, from very early on, was always asking ‘why,’ and she encouraged that,” Hugh would say later. This penchant for independent thinking produced a kind of self-regard that was striking even in his childhood. From a young age, he resented doing anything that he saw as an “obligation,” such as going to the neighbors for a social visit or joining parents and brother for a ride in the car. He resisted such things if he saw no purpose in them.33

A striking example of Grace’s modern childrearing methods involved sexual education. It illustrated how her progressive attachment to psychology was undermining her old-fashioned moralism. In the best Victorian tradition, she found the topic of sexuality to be acutely embarrassing. Her parents had never discussed sex and reproduction with her, she viewed sex outside of marriage as unthinkable, and she found sensuous figures such as Mae West to be offensive. Nonetheless, her modern instincts dictated a scientific approach to the issue. So after consulting Parents magazine and a friend trained in child development, she steeled herself, procured an illustrated book, and explained the facts of reproduction to Hugh and Keith. She even answered a couple of questions from one of the boys’ playmates, whose outraged mother subsequently telephoned and asked Grace to avoid the topic with her son. Hugh would complain later that all he learned about was the biology of reproduction, and not physical and emotional aspects of sexual intercourse, but Grace believed that she was proceeding according to the latest expert advice: “I thought I was progressive.”34

Hugh’s education in sexual matters received a jolt, however, from a family scandal that even his mother’s progressive approach couldn’t explain. In 1931, Glenn’s father, James Hefner, was arrested in Burlington, Colorado, and tried on four counts of taking “indecent liberties” with three girls aged ten and eleven. The charges accused the sixty-one-year-old man of “willfully and feloniously placing his hands under the clothes of . . . and upon the private parts of” the girls. He was convicted and spent over a year in jail, while his wife rented a room nearby so she could visit him. Grace was so horrified by this  crime and fearful of having married into a bad family that she briefly considered taking the two boys and leaving. But Glenn, after visiting his family, came home so completely mortified by the incident that she immediately abandoned such thoughts. Hugh’s reaction to this incident was tangled when he learned of it a few years later. He felt disgust at the crime and intense sympathy for his father. Yet he wondered what had caused such aberrant behavior. Somehow, emotional and sexual repression seemed to be at fault. He blamed those who “were trying to control our lives in terms of sexuality,” concluding that “the real sinners were people who were trying to make the rules. They were the Puritans.”35

Thus the family dynamic in the Hefner household—its juxtaposition of Victorian restraint and modern science, moral principles and psychological techniques—had a complex impact on Hugh during his boyhood. Naturally sweet-natured, he loved his parents. While in college, for instance, he wrote Grace and Glenn, “Had I the ability to choose two perfect people for my parents, I don’t think I could have found a pair better for me than God did. I shall always love you, and more than that, respect you, for what you are and have been.” But as a boy he yearned for greater displays of parental affection. Unaware of Parents magazine and its psychological directives, he blamed the repression of a Protestant culture. He also grew sensitive to the pain caused by his parents’ emotional reticence. He listened sympathetically when his mother, complaining about Glenn’s absences, said “she was very much alone, and couldn’t understand why he would have to work such long hours.” But he also sympathized with his father’s attempts to insulate himself from an impassive wife. “Her children were her life, as in many homes,” Hugh explained. “What was there for the father? What was there for the husband?” This convergence of emotional yearnings, both his own and his parents’, sent the sensitive boy in search of ways to fill the void.36

The Hefner family dynamic, however, also created a child who was extraordinarily self-absorbed. Doted on by his mother and lacking a firm male authority figure, he pursued his own interests with a passionate determination. “Even when Hugh was growing up, he was always so intense [and] he’d be miserable if he couldn’t do the thing he wanted,” Grace once noted. His parents allowed the boy to have his way with most things and seldom punished him. The only time he was ever spanked was when he once refused to leave his room  and join the family to go swimming. Because it occurred so seldom, Hugh felt even more keenly the weight of punishment or restraint when it did occur.37

Religion also played a crucial role in shaping the sensibility of the eldest Hefner boy. The family was steeped in traditional Protestantism, regularly attending the Austin Methodist Church while Grace reinforced its messages at home. “We didn’t have family prayers, formal devotions, and all that, but . . . we judged our actions by what we thought we should do according to our religious upbringing,” she explained. Hugh was a pious child, although subject to the usual juvenile confusions. At age three, he asked his mother, “What is God?” Grace explained that God was a loving father over all of us, so when Glenn came home that evening, the boy said, “Hello, God!” Once, in a moment of tension, Grace overheard Hugh reassure Keith that God would take care of them. “I was pleased to hear of his faith,” she reported. Hugh occasionally composed religious poems, such as a 1937 effort titled “Easter” that described Christ’s ascension to Heaven.38

But boyhood piety gave way to adolescent skepticism. Grace and Glenn insisted that the boys attend Sunday school, but a teenage Hugh resisted after arguing with his teacher about stories or doctrines he found to be nonsensical. He asked, for instance, where the other people came from in the Bible when it explained only Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel. Once again, Grace’s modernity triumphed over her traditional Protestant loyalties. She tolerated Hugh’s dissent and encouraged him to think for himself. She even allowed the boys to decide whether they would be baptized when they became teenagers. Keith decided to do it, but his older brother did not. And when Hugh refused to attend church a short time later, his mother agreed, provided that he attend the Church League for teenagers on Sunday evening. Hugh admitted that “even though my parents were very religious, it wasn’t dogmatic religion.” Nonetheless, young Hefner was growing uncomfortable with the moral universe of the Methodist Church.39

As much as family and religion, American popular culture molded Hugh Hefner’s boyhood character. “Pop culture was my other parent,” he described later. “The movies and the music, particularly, were the alternative where I escaped into other dreams and fantasies.” He went to movies as early as age five and recalled seeing in the  early 1930s Smoky, the story of a horse, the Flash Gordon serial with Buster Crabbe, and Mickey Mouse cartoons. Detective stories, horror fiction, comic strips, and adventure tales all inspired his juvenile imagination as images of Little Orphan Annie, Jack Armstrong, Tom Mix, Buck Rogers, and Dick Tracy danced in his head.40

Hugh cherished particular favorites. He idolized the cartoonist Milton Caniff, creator of the comic strip Terry and the Pirates. Pat Ryan, the protagonist, was a debonair adventurer whose pipe-smoking later inspired Hefner to take up the habit. The movie Tarzan and His Mate also left a big imprint. The boy imbibed its images of virtuous nature, rapacious white hunters, and benevolent jungle creatures. “What do you get from animals that you don’t get from people all the time?” Hefner explained. “Non-judgmental love.”41

Indeed, movies became his greatest boyhood passion. He would go to local theaters two or three times a week, sometimes seeing a double feature in the afternoon with his brother and then another with his parents in the evening. He loved mystery films, horror films, and westerns, but musicals inspired his greatest devotion. Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s he sat enthralled by Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald, and the Busby Berkeley films. He had boyhood crushes on stars such as Alice Faye, Betty Grable, and Deanna Durbin. The reason musicals had such a powerful impact, he later concluded, was that “you could say things in the lyrics of songs that you couldn’t express any other way—to begin a romance, to express lost love, and . . . to feel the dreams and the yearnings.” In musicals, he believed, “What you are trying to do is fill that yearning to be loved.”42

Popular culture filled an emotional void in the boy’s life. Craving more affection than he was receiving at home, he embraced the intensely romantic images and music found in the Hollywood musicals of the Depression era. This bright, sensitive child saw the movies as a way to connect with life. In the darkened theater, he recalled years later, “You could be transported to another world—the world of the imagination. And that, in turn was then reflected in the life that was most important to me, which was the life of my own imagination.”43

Thoroughly caught up in America’s modern culture of self-fulfillment, this midwestern youth moved toward adulthood. Entering high school, he did not yet know that it would be a golden age in his life, one he would ever after try to recapture.




III

Hugh Hefner enrolled at Steinmetz High School in January 1940. Although colored by typical adolescent angst, it unfolded as a remarkably positive period, with two events proving crucial. First, he became the leader of a social group of close friends, and second, around age seventeen, he created the persona of an imaginative, romantic figure whose fantasies dominated the endeavors of his pals. In important ways, this became a template for his life.

Bursting with energy, the teenager plunged headlong into numerous school activities that allowed his creativity to flower. Journalism provided one outlet. As a sophomore he started a small paper called the Hour Glass, and the following year he began working as a reporter, cartoonist, and circulation manager for the regular school paper, the Steinmetz Star. Theater also attracted Hefner, and he appeared in several school plays. He also wrote, directed, and appeared in a fifteen-minute horror film titled “Return from the Dead” that was shot with a 16-millimeter camera borrowed from a neighbor and featured two of his best friends.44

More importantly, however, he created a gang of close friends. It began with Hefner’s strong friendship with Jim Brophy. The two boys had known one another since grade school, but in high school the bond between them became unbreakable. They presented different personalities. Brophy, a whiz at science and an excellent student, pursued ham radio as a hobby and won several science awards at Steinmetz. He would graduate fourth in a class of just over two hundred and would go on to forge a career as a physics professor. Hefner, while very bright, tended to be a lackadaisical student who poured his energy into creative endeavors such as writing, acting, and cartooning. But the pair shared great intelligence along with an absurd, slapstick sense of humor. “[We] thought each other to be hysterically funny,” Brophy recalled. “Our personalities were very different, but we sparked each other’s imaginations.” Hefner described them as the “Hope and Crosby” of Steinmetz High as they played off of one another with jokes and gags. They even dressed similarly with flannel or checkered shirts and saddle shoes.45

The Hefner-Brophy friendship became the focal point of a Steinmetz group who began hanging out together by 1942. Composed equally of boys and girls, the gang included Hefner and Dorothy  Novak, Jim Brophy and Janie Borson, Betty Conklin and Bob Clousten, and Dorothy Diephouse and Bob Haugland. They went to movies and dances, played jazz records, threw parties with innocent kissing games, and drove around in cars borrowed from parents, and Hefner’s identity became wrapped up in what he described as “the whole beautiful gang.” But little of the fun happened at the Hefner household. According to Brophy, it was “dark and dull . . . [and] there was not warmth or real interchange in that household. I think that’s one reason why Hef lived so intensely in our little circle of friends.”46

Then came a dramatic change in Hefner’s life. In the summer before his junior year, he had become interested in Betty Conklin, an outgoing girl who played the drums and idolized Gene Krupa. He saw her as the ultimate coed and they learned to jitterbug together, but when school started, she invited someone else to a hayride. Hefner was crushed and carried a torch for many years. Determined to make himself more attractive and popular, he decided on a personal overhaul. He began to refer to himself as “Hef,” adopted a more stylish wardrobe and suave manner, improved his dancing, began using hip expressions, and, in his words, “became the imaginary adolescent, the teenager that I wanted to be.” Writing in 1942, he described this new persona as

a lanky, Sinatra-like guy with a love for loud flannel shirts and cords in the way of garb, and jive for music. He looks and acts a lot like a High School kid you’d see in a movie. A very original fellow, he has his own style of jiving and slang expressions. . . . He calls everyone “Slug” or “Fiend” and his pet expression is “Jeeps Creeps.”47


This personal reinvention made Hefner one of the most popular students at Steinmetz High. Teaming with Jim Brophy, he emerged as a social leader whose gang became an elite group. “To be associated with the famous team of ‘Hefner-Brophy’ was, for me, to be at the highest social pinnacle in the school,” Janie Sellers wrote Hefner many years later. “Together, I felt that you ran the whole school.” Indeed, Hefner took center stage at Steinmetz. Increasingly popular, he parlayed his energy and creativity into election as president of the Student Council at the start of his senior year. Eventually, his  classmates voted him among the top three in the categories of “Most Likely to Succeed,” “Most Popular Boy,” “Class Humorist,” “Best Orator,” “Best Dancer,” and “Most Artistic.”48

At this time, Hefner also began a project that would preoccupy him for the rest of his life. He began to chronicle his experiences in a cartoon autobiography. Inventing a character for himself called “Goo Heffer,” the youth composed dozens of comic strips that followed every twist and turn in his gang’s activities in funny, charming, and occasionally poignant style. Sometimes he fictionalized their encounters a bit to add drama or humor. Hefner would pass the strips around among the group, who enjoyed them immensely, before carefully pasting them into scrapbooks. The adolescent justified the project on several grounds: he liked to draw, he often found school to be boring, it would entertain his friends, and it would provide an interesting record of his teenage years to look back on in later life.49

But there were also deeper impulses at work. Quite self-consciously, the cartoons centered on the author, self-described variously as “our hero,” a “Sinatra-type of guy,” or “the type of high school kid you would see in the movies.” They made Hefner the pivot around which the gang revolved, and his descriptions of their life became the prevailing ones. “Hef always had a strong interest in self,” noted Brophy. “He loved living in his imagination.” At some level, Hefner was aware of this self-promotion. “In the comic book, you create a world in which the hero of the story is you, and you include your friends in the story,” he observed later. “And you pass it around, and you are the center of that little world that you created.” Hefner’s vibrant imagination also came into play. While based on real people and events, the stories offered a narrative where, in his own words, “The truth is twisted to make a better comic. . . . And with the characters the same thing is true.” This blurring of fact and fantasy, he admitted, “may be confusing, especially since photographs of a lot of them [his friends] are put here. And we’ll admit it is difficult to photograph a fictional character. Well, I’m confused too.”50

Hefner’s talent for imaginative recreation gained strength from his immersion in popular culture. His adolescent interests ran the gamut of pop culture venues in 1940s America: swing dancing and music, cartoons and radio plays, slick paper magazines, and Hollywood movies. The teenager loved the big band music of Glenn Miller, Tommy Dorsey, and Harry James and even wrote a swing tune  titled “The A-Card Blues.” He became a crusader for student rights regarding music and dancing, complaining publicly about the staid school dances. “The majority of the students who dance prefer jive, but the moment you start even a simple jive break, someone steps up and stops you,” he grumbled. “If the Friday night dances are for us students, why not give us the kind of music we enjoy?” As president of the Student Council, he worked unsuccessfully to have a jukebox placed in the cafeteria so students could dance during lunch hour. An article titled “A Saga in Jive” by “Hep Hef” playfully related a story in jive talk. “If you Stein studes are really hep you ought to be able to dig the jive talk,” he wrote. “I say you are a bunch of squares. Well, let’s see.”51

Hefner also began exhibiting a trait that would define much of his adult life—a powerful attraction to females. He displayed a dawning awareness of sexuality that, while steeped in innocence and romance, veered close to obsession. The introverted youngster had several schoolboy crushes on various girls before finally taking one of them to see a movie in eighth grade on his first real date. During his first two years of high school, Hefner was attracted to a pretty girl named Beverly Allen, whom he fell for when she kissed him while playing Post Office at a party. The next few years saw a parade of high school girlfriends: Betty Conklin, Edith Biowski, Dorothy Novak.52

As his interest in the opposite sex flowered, the adolescent Hefner bridled at social restrictions regarding the mysterious, yet compelling area of sex. A 1938 article in Life magazine, titled “A Tragedy of Youth,” had made a deep impression. It told the sad tale of a teenage boy and girl in New York City who, after she became pregnant, made a suicide pact that produced one death and a murder trial for the survivor. The story resonated with twelve-year-old Hefner, who, while not completely understanding the issues, saw it as an example of social rules that created misery rather than happiness. The following year he saw the rerun of a pre-code film with his mother. When one of the female characters made a suggestive remark, Grace whispered, “Well, they couldn’t get away with that today.” Hugh thought silently, “Gee, I wish they could.” In high school, he argued with his mother about the wisdom and propriety of having sex with girls. Grace insisted that “you run the risk of bringing a life into the world that you have no way of taking care of, and you don’t have the right.” Her eldest son contended that since pregnancy could be avoided,  sexual relations should be permitted. Even as a teenager, Hefner chafed against authority and its proscription of sex.53

Meanwhile, Hefner’s growing interest in females and sexuality found an enticing outlet. In the eighth grade he discovered Esquire  magazine in the basement of a girlfriend’s house—her father was a subscriber—and started to read old copies of this men’s magazine. He became particularly fascinated with the pinup drawings by George Petty, whose lush, idealized depictions of women in various states of undress had begun to appear in the magazine in 1933. He started collecting “Petty Girls” and hanging them on the walls of his bedroom. A bit later he discovered pinups drawn by the artist Alberto Vargas, also in Esquire, and began adding “Vargas Girls” to his collection. Grace disapproved, but her modern sensibility overcame her religious scruples and she did not make him take them down. Keith, interested in acting, had tacked up posters of movie stars in his bedroom, and she decided that both her boys should be allowed to pursue their own ideas. “I think for a supposedly narrow-minded person, I was rather broad minded to allow them to do those things,” she observed later. One of Hefner’s favorite Petty Girl drawings portended the future—an attractive young woman whimsically outfitted in a pink bunny suit complete with long ears.54

Hefner’s actual romantic life, however, failed to meet the Esquire  standard. Instead, it reflected a typical teenage pattern of awkward advances, flashes of euphoria, occasional rejection, recurrent confusion, and fun. It also embodied his consuming desire to be in love. As Brophy explained, “Hef was constantly falling in love. . . . If he wasn’t in love, he felt incomplete and unhappy.” But Hefner was no teenage lothario. Often shy and awkward with girls, he offered a bright, sweet, energetic temperament and an underwhelming physical presence. He “was unusually skinny,” said Janie Borson, one of the gang. “That was his problem with the girls. We were looking for Tyrone Power.” But as “Goo Heffer” philosophized in the cartoon autobiography, “If ya don’t get mixed up with wimmen, ya don’t have no fun. So you’re miserable. If ya do, their friends get sore if ya hit the rocks. And with no friends, you’re miserable. So it’s evident that wimmen are gonna cause ya misery no matter what. But I love ‘em anyway.”55

By the last year of high school, Hefner had gained a little sexual experience. Going steady with a couple of girls had led to kissing and petting, and occasionally he even got into trouble with his  mild-mannered parents for going too far. Glenn became furious one evening when Hugh arrived home in the early morning hours after a late date. His father burst out, “‘Where the god-damn hell have you been?’ And it was the one and only time in my entire life that I ever heard him swear,” Hefner recalled. Another time he cuddled with a girl in the rumble seat as he was out driving around with friends. When the father warned sternly that such behavior was not acceptable, the son observed that the edict “of course, gave the whole idea of a rumble seat a very romantic connection.”56

Thus during childhood and adolescence Hugh Hefner immersed himself in a fantasy world that he created from available elements in his young life. A family atmosphere of emotional repression created longings for emotional connection. As Victorian tradition vied with modern social science in the Hefner household, he encountered vestiges of restraint while enjoying a general atmosphere of indulgence and encouragement. Authority appeared distant, abstract, and vaguely defined. When strictures were imposed by parents, school, or church, they seemed all the more severe because of their infrequency.

For this bright, creative child, popular culture promised happiness. Movies, cartoons, magazines, swing music, and dancing presented visions of self-fulfillment where romance, adventure, and intense personal experience were the norm. By the time he became a teenager Hefner viewed his life in terms of a movie plot and himself in terms of a cinematic character. Restless, ambitious, and increasingly committed to his own fantasies, he desperately sought emotional satisfaction. Like growing numbers in the culture of modern America, he felt entitled to it.

But the key question, of course, was how to find such gratification. As he left the warm cocoon of high school in 1944, Hugh Hefner entertained vague hopes of being a cartoonist with his own strip, or of working for a magazine as a writer. But first he was forced to confront an international crisis that had swept through the lives of all Americans, even those living sheltered lives in midwestern cities.




2

Boot Camp, College, and Kinsey

As Hugh Hefner prepared to graduate from high school in early 1944, he faced an uncertain future. On the one hand, he had deep misgivings about abandoning the golden days of late adolescence and his gang of pals at Steinmetz High. On the other hand, the wider world beckoned. Since late 1941, World War II had dominated American life, and respectable young men were expected to enter the military during this national crisis. Young Hefner felt the obligation keenly. With determination, and a bit of trepidation, he joined the army and prepared for a new stage in his life.




I

It began with girls. As with so many other episodes in his adulthood, Hefner’s embrace of military life became entangled with his romantic relationships. Just as he was about to graduate, he fell into an intense,  if innocent, love affair with Janie Borson. The girlfriend of his best pal, Jim Brophy, she had idolized Hefner and admired his creative talent for years and the two had maintained a close friendship throughout high school. By accident, they found themselves alone together in early 1944 a couple of times and several long, soulful talks produced a passionate kiss. They wrote anguished letters to one another trying to sort out their feelings, but both were reluctant to betray Brophy. An unexpected solution appeared when Hefner met someone else.1

Shortly after graduation, Hefner attended a party of Steinmetz High kids and met a young woman who had been a classmate. He recognized the face but did not really know her. Mildred Williams was the type of girl he found attractive—cute, vivacious, with dark hair, bangs, and bobby socks. The two talked for a long time, flirted a bit, and eventually she sat on his lap. Later he discovered that she had done so to make another boy jealous, but there was a mutual attraction. By the end of the evening they had made plans to see each other again.2

Millie played the violin, was athletic, and came from a blue-collar family. Her mother was a housewife and devoted Catholic who regularly shepherded Millie and her four sisters to Mass. Her father, a streetcar conductor and later a bus driver, had left the Catholic Church years before. An avid reader, he had educated himself and became an avowed communist, often commenting to his daughter, “We should have it as good as they do in Russia.” He also tended to be very strict, even authoritarian, with his family and absolutely refused to allow his daughters to date until they were sixteen.3

Hugh and Millie had several dates during the two weeks between the time they met and the day he left for military service. He picked her up from her job at the Mars candy company and they would have a soda or see a movie. Eager to be in love as always, Hefner fell hard for this young woman and promised to write her faithfully while he was away. She promised to do the same, although with less conviction. True to his deepest instincts, Hefner enveloped Millie in a romantic fantasy. This relationship, which existed largely on paper except for a couple of brief furloughs when he returned to Chicago, would sustain him over the next two years.4

Hefner, still a boy at age seventeen—he stood about five foot ten inches and weighed 115 pounds—started his stint in the armed services as a cadet in the Army Specialized Training Reserve program.

As his alter ego, Goo Heffer, noted in the comic autobiography, he was leaving comfortable surroundings and would soon “be carrying a gun as are so many of his age in this age. Goo doesn’t like this change, any more than most of us but he’s ‘stuck with it’ and so will try to make the most of it.”5

He left Chicago in March 1944 for the University of Wisconsin campus to undergo initial training. Arriving with several suitcases containing all the amenities of home, including typewriter, alarm clock, and clothes hangers, he bunked with two new roommates in the three-to-a-room dormitories. Over the next several weeks, the new enlistees studied academic subjects, participated in an ROTC curriculum, and practiced marching. Hefner also lugged along the several volumes of his comic autobiography, which he shared with his bunkmates and other cadets in the evenings. Drawn into the orbit of his life, the trainees enjoyed the comic strips so much that they would grill Hefner about his high school experiences and pals. One even asked about the possibility of writing to one of the girls depicted in the comic.6

Like many young men in the service away from home for the first time, Hefner grew sentimental and homesick. On May 14, 1944, for example, he wrote a long letter to his mother and father baring his emotions:

There is a great deal that I feel that I have never said. There’s a great deal of gratitude that I have never really expressed. There are things that I never really appreciated fully until I came here to Wisconsin—they are the things you’ve done and sacrificed for me. I’ve felt them more in the last few months than ever before. . . . When I look back I realize how very lucky both Keith and I have been to have grown up in a home with so much love and fairness. In what I would term a “democratic” home. . . . When I learn of how some fellas or girls have been brought up with too much discipline or not enough love it makes me feel plenty sorry for them and plenty grateful to you. . . . I want you to be proud of me. I think you’re the best mom, and pop’s the best dad, that a fellow could have.


This letter illustrated Hefner’s sweet temperament, but also suggested that serious disgruntlement with his childhood was the product of later life.7

One aspect of the army shocked Hefner, however. For the first time in his life he encountered social attitudes far different from the liberal values he had imbibed in childhood. In particular, outbursts of anti-Semitism and racism punctuated discussions among the cadets and he found the bigotry hard to digest. He heard nasty cracks about fellow soldiers who were Jewish and derogatory comments about a local Jewish girl he took to a few dances, incidents that caused him to confront the speakers a couple of times. While there were no African Americans in his training group, Hefner also heard racist slurs, such as references to the jazz he liked as “nigger music.” In a letter home, he acknowledged that out in the world “you meet all kinds of prejudices and hatreds and it makes me glad and proud to know I have no such hatreds.” But when he came home on furlough, he complained that his mother had “created a fairy land” and overprotected him from the real world during his childhood. She had taught him that “all people are good people, and all people have the same values and the same noble thoughts and ambitions,” Keith Hefner reported. “So that you’re not prepared when—wham!—it isn’t so.”8

After several months at Madison, Hefner was processed through the Fort Sheridan reception center in Illinois in June 1944 and began a typical, nomadic army stint. He departed first for basic training at Camp Hood in Texas. Things now had become deadly serious, as he noted in his comic autobiography: “Schooling for death, or for the preservation of his own life.” He did well in basic training, suffering injury only from a serious sunburn gained in the oppressive climate. He won a sharpshooter badge for firing the M1 rifle and made it through “Killer College” at the end of basic training where troops went through maneuvers while throwing real grenades, hearing live ammunition zinging overhead, and completing a twenty-five-mile hike with full equipment. He also did extensive antitank training during the last period of his stay at Camp Hood.9

After a brief furlough in Chicago, Hefner reported to Fort Chaffee, Arkansas, in October 1944 for additional training as an infantry rifle-man. After more instruction at Camp Gruber in Oklahoma, he was ordered to Fort Meade, Maryland. There he awaited processing to go to a port of embarkation for active overseas duty. Then came news that changed his army life enormously. He had been assigned to the “Chairborne Infantry” by getting a desk job as a clerk in S-1, or personnel, because of his typing skills. A delighted Hefner  appreciated this “dandy break” because, in his words, he liked “Washington’s women very much.” A series of clerk assignments followed in Camp Adair near Salem, Oregon, and Camp Pickett, Virginia.10

Throughout his army days, Hefner pursued creative endeavors. He drew numerous cartoons for the army newspapers and wrote a satirical song titled “I’d Make a Hell of a Good Civilian” that his company sang and marched to. He regularly attended dances at his various postings and found diversion in his favorite boyhood hobby, noting, “My escape, always, throughout the army days, was the movies.” The army showed first-run movies to the troops almost weekly and he frequented theaters in nearby towns whenever possible. And, of course, he worked steadily on his comic autobiography, drawings dozens of strips depicting Goo Heffer and his life in the army. Hanging over Hefner’s head, however, was threat of active deployment either for combat or, by the summer of 1945, as part of a force occupying Japan. In early August 1945, he commented in his comic autobiography that Hiroshima and Nagasaki “marks the beginning of an age, the Atomic Age. . . . Where does Goo go from here? Home or overseas for occupation?”11

Meanwhile, Hefner courted Millie Williams from afar. From March 15 to August 27, 1945, for example, he wrote her over eighty letters. Addressed to “Dearest Millie,” they combined gushy expressions of romantic feeling with confessions of loneliness and boredom. In a letter of March 27, 1945, he described how hearing a popular song on the radio titled “I’ve Said It” made him think of her:

Music like that, and some of these wonderful nights, really put me into moods. I dream of being with you. Of being far out in the country on a cool spring evening in the car, with the radio turned on softly. Or out on some hillside on a beautiful spring evening with not a care in the world and no one to bother us. Of course, being a fella in love, I guess I think of some slightly different things than you do at times. Quite a bit on the physical side.12


Hefner’s infatuation with Millie, however, did not keep him from dating many other girls while in the army. In Wisconsin, he met a local high school girl and took her on several dates. He wrote many  long letters to Janie Borson, with whom he kept a strong friendship, and in one confessed that his relationship with Millie might not last. “We’re too different in too many ways and every now and then I know I’m still the same old wolf ’cause I get other femmes on the mind,” he wrote. While in Washington he dated several girls, and upon arrival in Salem, Oregon, a college town, he attended dozens of dances and became involved with at least two young women. As he would note later, during his army days he “created this world of romantic adventure” that saw many casual dates but no serious emotional involvement.13

Hefner’s military career finally ground to a halt with the general demobilization after the conclusion of World War II. Early in 1946 he made corporal and a few months later received an honorable discharge from the U.S. Army. In May 1946 he returned to Chicago to get on with his life.14




II

Like many other young men after World War II, Hugh Hefner was at loose ends after his discharge from the military. He attended a couple of dances at Steinmetz High School to recapture some of his high school glory, but his pals were gone and things weren’t the same. He revisited Salem to see the girls he had dated, but once again was unable to recapture the fun times he had enjoyed there. Finally, he took an art class in anatomy drawing at the Chicago Art Institute in summer 1946. But overall, as he confessed, “in Chicago I felt really lost.”15

Millie, in the meantime, was attending the University of Illinois at Urbana, some ninety miles south of Chicago. Although neither she nor Hefner was quite sure about their relationship—she also had dated others during his army service—she had accepted his pin. So Hefner made a decision that met several objectives. He enrolled at the university on the GI Bill, which allowed him to escape the aimlessness of Chicago, take steps toward finding a career, and be with his girlfriend. Moreover, after taking several tests administered by the government, he discovered that he could get advanced credit that would, in combination with a heavy course schedule, allow him to graduate in two and a half years.16

So in September 1946, Hefner embarked upon a college career. His expectations were somewhat unrealistic. As with so many other things, his vision of college life had come out of the movies and centered on “raccoon coats and dances and jalopies,” as he put it. But the influx of GIs after the war was changing the atmosphere at American universities as they became more crowded, more serious, and more career-oriented. After spending a semester living in a university-approved house, he was accepted into the Granada Club, an independent rooming house for young men off Green Street. He became roommates with Bob Preuss, established a fresh circle of friends, and threw himself into a new round of experiences.17

Hefner had vague hopes of being a cartoonist or writer. But he decided to major in psychology because of his fascination with human behavior and motivation. “I felt that if I could unlock those secrets and understand that, then it would serve me very well as a writer and in life.” Minoring in creative writing and art, he performed quite well scholastically, and was pledged by Phi Eta Sigma, the freshman scholastic honorary society, and initiated into Chi Gamma Iota, the veterans’ scholastic honorary society. At the end of his freshman year, he received recognition for “excellence in scholarship” at the Annual Honors Day convocation. By his senior year, he was ranked in the top 10 percent of his class and allowed to do some independent study.18

Hefner also pursued artistic endeavors. He regularly published cartoons both in the Daily Illini, the official student newspaper at the university, and Shaft, a campus humor magazine. He crossed paths with Gene Shalit, who worked as the sports editor of the newspaper and editor of the magazine. His favorite class in college was a writing course offered by Samson Raphaelson, the prominent screenwriter and playwright, who was visiting the campus. He had authored The Jazz Singer and several comedies for Ernst Lubitsch and later would write Suspicion for Alfred Hitchcock. This writing seminar had only a handful of students and it met regularly at Raphaelson’s home, where he would talk intimately with students about his craft. Hefner was enthralled by this liberal Jewish intellectual. “He was like a mentor for me, and an inspiration because of what he stood for,” he said later.19

Plunging into his studies and experiencing the intellectual excitement of university life, he received a quiet gesture of support from  his mother. Perhaps sensing a lack of confidence in her oldest son, Grace decided to inform him that a boyhood intelligence test had disclosed a genius IQ of 152. On Mother’s Day 1948, an appreciative Hefner wrote a long letter expressing a renewed faith in his abilities and appreciation for loving parents:

First, a confession: not since high school have I had any real faith in my own ability, or in the future. The news about my I.Q. has given me the spark I lost so long ago. I cannot express to you the difference it has wrought in my outlook, in my innermost feelings. Egotism is a dangerous thing, but self confidence in one’s own ability is so very necessary to happy living. . . .

My childhood, my growing into manhood, were wonderfully happy years. No one is more responsible for that happiness than you. I remember the long hours spent with both Keith and me; the time and energy you sacrificed. . . . There is no way in which I can ever adequately repay you for all that you have done for me.20



No bookworm, Hefner pursued a variety of extracurricular activities during his college years. Football became a passion, and the 1946 Fighting Illini team had no greater fan as it won the conference title. He filled his scrapbook with enthusiastic descriptions of the games and heroic sketches of key players. After Illinois beat UCLA in the Rose Bowl by a score of 41-14, he even exclaimed, “Who cares if communism is moving across Europe and Palestine is caught in the throes of civil war?” At the Granada Club, Hefner achieved a reputation as an intense but fun-loving guy. He loved playing long games of Monopoly, gin rummy, and bridge with his housemates. He also developed an interest in airplanes and by 1947 had taken enough lessons and logged enough flying time to get his private pilot’s license.21

Music also occupied much time and energy. Hefner subscribed to Down Beat, listened faithfully to Dave Garroway, an influential DJ, and followed the twists and turns of taste in popular music. His record collection, based on singers such as Billie Holiday and Peggy Lee, became legendary in the Granada Club for its size and avant-garde quality. Hefner built and painted a pair of cabinets to house his  collection, which he expanded at every opportunity. Dances, of course, occurred frequently on campus and he attended regularly with Millie. During his last year at the University of Illinois, Hefner even sang in a combo with a couple of friends from the Granada Club accompanying him on bass and guitar. Advertisements described him as “The Boy with the Bop in his Voice” and the “Campus Ballad King.” He imitated the style of a popular singer, Frankie Laine, and performed his songs, such as “My Desire” and “A Sunday Kind of Love.”22

In reflective moments, Hefner wrestled with the religious legacy of his childhood. For his final project in Raphaelson’s writing seminar, he presented a gothic play with a religious theme. Its plot focused on a biochemist’s claim that he had stumbled across proof that God did not exist, a discovery that led to anguished debates with his son and, eventually, patricide and suicide. The story represented “a conflict over whether the world is better off with or without the knowledge,” the author explained. “Is truth all important, or is the world better left in ignorance?”23

Hefner also continued a years-long debate with his parents over the validity of Christian doctrine. After Grace sent him a pious article titled “Goodness and Decency Belong on Top,” he replied politely but skeptically. Traditional religion was “trying to sell an absolute standard in moral and spiritual life, and fact seems to strongly suggest that no such thing exists—that morals are a relative thing, etc.,” he wrote. While he continued to believe in God, he doubted whether a just deity would judge people living in the wilds of South America or the cities of China according to Western Christianity. “I have a much better philosophy of my own—an altruistic seeking for happiness on this earth,” Hefner added. “No absolute standards—instead, the judgment of each act measured in terms of the amount of happiness or unhappiness it will bring to people.”24

Throughout college, Hefner poured much of his emotional energy into his relationship with Millie Williams. They went steady during his entire two and a half years in Urbana. She lived in Colonial Manor, an independent house for women, and was already a junior when he arrived. “Millie and I are going great guns at the moment,” Hefner wrote to Janie Borson just a few weeks before starting college. “When she finds out about all my G.I. romances she’ll probably never speak to me. But then again, mebbe’ she will for I’ve learned she’s had several of her own since I went away.”25

Indeed, the relationship was somewhat tenuous from the outset. They had spent very little time together during Hefner’s military service, relying on a “paper romance” while dating other people. She was pinned to another boy in Urbana when she accepted Hugh’s pin. In practical terms, the two had very different interests—she liked athletics and classical music while he favored dancing and jazz—and when they played as bridge partners, bickering always seemed to occur. Both expressed misgivings about the relationship, and a despondent Hefner once kept a chart of how he felt about her over a several-month period. He found the highest ratings came when she was away.26

But their lust was bubbling furiously. Throughout their college years, Hugh and Millie would drive into the country and pet heavily. The sexual frustration became palpable as he would pull back at the last minute from actual sexual intercourse because she was afraid of becoming pregnant and failing to graduate. Occasionally they engaged in oral sex. But both found these intimate encounters—racing to the edge of consummation, then throwing on the brakes to avoid disaster—to be emotionally draining. Millie saw it as “destructive.” Hugh described it sardonically as “a relationship held together by two and a half years of foreplay.” Finally, as Millie was about to graduate in the spring of 1948, they decided to lose their virginity and went away for the weekend to the nearby town of Danville. Predictably, it was a letdown. They stayed in a seedy hotel, saw a lousy movie on Sunday, and found the actual sexual act to be disappointing after such an enormous buildup. “It was not a very romantic weekend,” Hefner recalled.27

But Hefner, true to his nature, remained determined to be in love. Despite misgivings, he propped up the relationship and talked regularly of marriage. Millie, equally uncertain, went along because “I didn’t see any alternative to it, to be perfectly honest. . . . He kept insisting that I was the one he wanted to spend his life with.” Hefner created a fantasy of romance and placed Millie at the center of it, even when both of them sensed it was overblown. By the time she graduated in the late spring of 1948, they were talking seriously of marriage. Even though he harbored doubts about the relationship, whenever Millie hesitated he would reassure her and insist that she was “just being nervous about the wedding coming up,” she recalled.28

In the meantime, however, Hefner had become enthralled with one of the most controversial books to appear in postwar America. It dealt with a subject that increasingly fascinated him both personally and intellectually—sex.




III

In 1948, Alfred Kinsey published Sexual Behavior in the Human Male. Described by one critic as “the most talked about book of the twentieth century,” it sold some 200,000 copies within two months of its release. Reviews appeared everywhere—newspapers and magazines, journals of opinion, literary and professional journals—and the pollster George Gallup reported that one out of five Americans had read or heard about the book within a short time after its publication. As one scholar has put it, “Overnight ‘Kinsey’ became a household word, his name forever embedded in popular culture.”29

Why did Kinsey galvanize the popular imagination? Confident that the erosion of Victorian standards had prepared Americans to engage sexuality more frankly, he examined sexual behavior dispassionately and presented his results as scientific fact “divorced from questions of moral value and social customs.” Kinsey and his staff interviewed several hundred men at great length, asking dozens of detailed questions, and analyzed a host of variables—social class and ethnicity, age, marital status, geographical location, religious affiliation, educational level, job or profession—that influenced sexual activity. Kinsey found a widespread violation of traditional sexual standards with regard to masturbation, petting, and premarital or extramarital sex. He delved into more controversial subjects by introducing his famous heterosexual-homosexual continuum, suggesting that premarital chastity hindered sexual fulfillment, and exploring the nature of orgasms. When a companion study, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, was published in 1953, it showed American women sharing in the same varied sexual behavior. By bringing discussion of sexuality out into the open, Kinsey signaled a new era of sexual frankness in American life.30

Americans reacted immediately. The Kinsey Report, as it became known, reflected a loosening of sexual mores that had been occurring since early in the twentieth century. Supporters stressed that  this researcher had merely exposed to view the actual behavior of Americans and that these facts must be faced in order to forge realistic moral principles and social policies. But Kinsey’s findings also shocked a middle-class society committed to consumer conformity and traditional morality. Critics of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male denounced it for encouraging a degradation of American morality and mounting an attack on the family structure. More sophisticated critiques chided Kinsey for focusing on the biology of sex while neglecting important cultural, psychological, emotional, and social dimensions. But regardless of attitude, a majority of Americans probably agreed with Time magazine that Kinsey’s most striking achievement had been his “open discussion of sex . . . which got such matters as homosexuality, masturbation, coitus, and orgasm into most papers and family magazines.”31

Hefner was primed for reaction to the Kinsey uproar. His personal frustrations with Millie and their physical relationship had created emotional agitation over issues of sexuality. In addition, his healthy interest in girls and sex since adolescence had grown into a preoccupation during his college days. Even as he prepared to depart for the University of Illinois in August 1946, he joked to Janie Borson, “Finished my course of drawing nekkid women at the Art Institute last Friday. Considered continuing my study at the Rialto [burlesque theater] but the gals move around too much there.” Over the next couple of years, Hefner became fixated on sex as an expression of both his thwarted physical desires and his emotional inclination to create fantasies of self-fulfillment.32

Many of Hefner’s collegiate cartoons for the Daily Illini and Shaft,  for instance, had sexual themes. One showed a cop approaching a male and female student necking in a car parked along the street. The guy looks out and says, “Whatsamatter? Whatsamatter? I paid my nickel [in the parking meter]!” Another displayed two guys drawing a naked young woman in an art class on anatomy, as one says incredulously, “And we get three hours credit for it too?” A more elaborate cartoon featured one panel where a guy is chasing a gal as the caption says, “In the spring a young man’s fancy lightly turns to . . .” A second panel shows her turning around and chasing him as the caption reads, “What a girl’s been thinking of all year long!”33

Shaft, for which Hefner became managing editor during his second year at Illinois, became a particular venue for his sexual enthusiasms.

He introduced a new feature to the humor magazine titled “Coed of the Month” that was a prototype for the Playboy Playmates. It offered an enticing photograph along with a brief description of her activities, hobbies, interests, and plans for the future. In an editorial column, he noted that while some students had lobbied for a special “sex issue,” he found the suggestion redundant: “Every issue of Shaft  is a sex issue.” In April 1948, Look ran an article on college humor magazines and omitted Hefner’s publication. In a subsequent letter to the editor, he complained, “You neglected the lustiest, bustiest of them all—Illinois’ Shaft!”34

Hefner’s behavior also suggested a growing preoccupation with sexual matters. Bob Preuss, a roommate at the Granada House, was struck by his candor in talking about sex. “I remember him talking about coming and penetration—he was open,” Preuss recalled. “He would talk about stuff I’d never say.” Hefner also deployed sexual frankness in his relationship with Millie, telling her about liaisons with girls during his army days. Once, he even revealed that he had petted with one of her roommates, as well as with a couple of other young women, during the summer when she was gone. Hefner thought he was being honest, but she saw it as an attempt to gain emotional advantage in their relationship.35

Like nothing else, however, Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male electrified Hefner. It confirmed his growing sense that sex was central to the human experience and that Americans had enshrouded it in mists of superstition and hypocrisy. In a brief review in Shaft of “what may be 1948’s most important book,” he noted that Kinsey’s results indicated that “if American laws were rigidly enforced, ninety-five percent of all men and boys would be jailed as sex offenders.” Hefner reported that the book was disturbing because it “makes obvious the lack of understanding and realistic thinking that have gone into the formulation of our sex standards and laws. Our moral pretenses, our hypocrisy on matters of sex have led to incalculable frustration, delinquency, and unhappiness.”36

Hefner’s fascination with Kinsey colored his cartoons. A summer 1948 offering in the Daily Illini depicted a furtive guy in a dark trench coat sidling up to the desk of the campus bookstore. A clerk says to another, “He wants to know if we’d be interested in handling an illustrated version of the Kinsey report.” Another showed a guy and gal sitting in a parked convertible. Wearing a low-cut dress, she is  looking angrily out of the car while he holds his reddened cheek and pleads, “Aw, c’mon baby, I’ll never make the Kinsey Report if you act like that.”37

But Kinsey also became a catalyst for Hefner’s thinking in a larger sense. This scientist, in his view, had demonstrated that more sex was going on than polite American society ever admitted, and that ordinary people routinely flouted rules and conventions. Fascinated by Kinsey’s findings, Hefner read everything about the book that he could get his hands on. “Kinsey had a tremendous impact on me,” he recalled later. “It supplied the evidence that proved the things that I had been feeling for so many years, which was that what we said about our sexuality was not what we did. That we were hypocrites, and out of that came a good deal of hurt.” Kinsey spoke directly to important issues in the young man’s life, illustrating that “‘they’ made those laws and ‘they’ wouldn’t let me be intimate with my girlfriend.”38

Kinsey’s revolutionary report, however, failed to prepare Hefner for an aspect of the sexual revolution that hit much closer to home. Millie graduated from the University of Illinois in June 1948 and got a job teaching high school at Lee Center, Illinois, in the fall. She would visit Urbana periodically throughout the autumn, and the couple became officially engaged on Christmas Day 1948. A few weeks later, however, a crisis developed that shook Hefner to the core.

While in Chicago, the couple went to a Loretta Young movie called The Accused, which told the story of a schoolteacher who was harassed by a bright, aggressive student who offered her a ride one evening and then forced himself on her in the car. She resisted and hit her assailant on the head, accidentally killing him. Terrified, she rolled the body off a cliff, pulled herself together, and tried to resume her normal life. But discovery of the body and escalating guilt caused her to unravel emotionally. Millie looked increasingly uncomfortable during the movie, and when they went to the car afterwards she began sobbing hysterically. “I’ve done something terrible,” she gasped, but then refused to elaborate. After a confused Hefner insisted on an explanation, she finally confessed to a sexual liaison with a coach at the school where she was teaching. Still sobbing, she said that they had done it once, that it was not romantic or satisfying, and that she was consumed with guilt. Hefner was stunned. Although nearly speechless from shock, he told Millie he could forgive her  and offered assurances that that they would still get married. But privately, his equilibrium was shattered.39

Hefner was deeply hurt by Millie’s revelation. Later he described it as “the single most devastating experience of my entire life.” He sat in his room for days afterward playing records, especially the Billy Eckstine song “Fool That I Am,” over and over. When visiting her in the small town where she taught, he would drive extremely fast—sometimes hitting ninety miles per hour and once getting a traffic ticket for speeding—as pain and resentment welled up. Overall, Millie’s affair had a profound, if complex, impact on Hefner’s attitudes. On the one hand, the rational side of him tried not to blame her and held society accountable for holding people to impossible sexual standards. But on the other hand, his emotional side felt betrayal and pain. “The episode hung like a cloud over me until the marriage,” he said. “Nothing was ever the same between us again.” The affair, it seems clear, encouraged Hefner to distrust women and the notion of commitment to, and from, them. Even though he had necked and petted with other girls in college, he had never had sex with them. Bruising his male ego and, even more importantly, deflating the romantic fantasy he had built up around Millie, the affair scarred him for life.40

Thus Hefner graduated from the University of Illinois on February 6, 1949, with his personal life on shaky ground and his professional prospects uncertain. Evidence of disarray appeared in a decision to halt his beloved comic autobiography. He admitted that giving up this record of his experiences “wasn’t an easy decision to make. It has been an intimate part of my life for more than six years. . . . It will be like losing an old friend.” But finishing school and preparing to marry marked a new stage in his life. “It seems like a fitting place to write finis. I want to try my hand at professional cartooning; I want to write a novel and some short stories,” he wrote.41

Little of this would come true. Hefner married Millie but he did not become a professional cartoonist, did not write a novel or short stories, and did not give up his autobiography. He could not foresee that over the next few years he would struggle mightily with shaping a career and fending off unhappiness before finally carving out a path in the society of postwar America. Only after a period of drift would he create something that combined his obsession with popular culture, his criticism of American moral values, and his growing interest in sex. Then neither his life nor that of the larger society would ever be quite the same.




3

The Tie That Binds

In the fall of 1948, a few months before graduating from the University of Illinois, Hugh Hefner wrote an apologetic letter to his parents. He admitted that he had been distracted and morose in recent weeks as concerns about career and livelihood pressed heavily. “This worry about my ability to earn a decent living in work for which I am suited, to gain a home and the things I want for my own future family, has given rise to this seeming lack of interest in what those about me are doing, and hence it seems at times that I just don’t care about anyone else,” he confessed. But such anxiety was normal, he assured his parents. It would pass.

Hefner’s situation was not unusual. Male malaise, of course, had been rampant after World War II as millions of servicemen reentered domestic life and struggled to find jobs, reconnect with family, and find a direction for their lives. Hefner had postponed this crisis temporarily with college, but now he faced the world with hazy plans and half-formed goals. He knew that he wanted to get married, that art and journalism appealed to his imagination, and that becoming a writer or cartoonist would be nice. Beyond that, however, there was nothing concrete. The next few years would witness several episodes  of false starts and dashed dreams before Hefner finally found his footing and created a vehicle to express many of his deepest impulses and values.1




I

On June 15, 1949, Hugh Hefner married Millie Williams in a ceremony held in the rectory next to Saint John Bosco Church. They had agreed to a Catholic ceremony to please her mother, but because Hefner was not Catholic they could not be married in the church itself. It was a modest, blue-collar event: the reception was held in the local VFW hall with food prepared by friends and family members. The newlyweds honeymooned for a few days at Styza’s Birchwood Lodge in Hazelhurst, Wisconsin. Upon returning to Chicago, they moved in with his parents on New England Avenue because of limited funds and the persistent postwar shortage of affordable housing.2

But things did not go smoothly. This was “a time of confusion and uncertainty,” in Hefner’s words, as he spun his wheels in trying to start a career. He initially sought work in Chicago’s newspapers and magazines, but with little experience and no contacts, “I didn’t have a clue of how to get started, how to make a connection.” Desperate, he finally took an unattractive job with the Chicago Carton Company on the South Side in April 1949 as an employment manager at a salary of $45 a week. He hated the job, and because he didn’t have a car, his father had to drive him to the train to go to work. Discouraged with his mundane tasks and disgusted by the company’s discriminatory hiring policies toward African Americans and Jews, he quit after only five months.3

Hefner remained unemployed throughout the fall of 1949 as he tried to develop and sell a pair of comic strips for newspaper syndi-cation. Finding no takers, he enrolled at Northwestern University in early 1950 with dreams of earning a graduate degree and starting a career as a college professor. “With a masters or doctors degree, I could teach (Sociology, I think) and write and draw to my heart’s content in all the free time a school teacher (particularly at the college level) finds himself with,” he noted. After one semester, however, he left and reentered the workforce. He found a job as a copywriter at the Carson Pirie Scott department store in the Loop at a salary of  $40 a week. “I’ve got a job writing—it’s copy writing to be sure, but it’s real, honest-to-goodness, creative writing with art and layout on the side,” he wrote excitedly. “It doesn’t pay much to start, but there’s a fine future in advertising, I’m learning plenty, and it’s something I really enjoy working at.”4

Six months later, Hefner landed a position at Esquire writing promotional copy at $60 a week. But the magazine that had enthralled him during boyhood as a paragon of sophistication and glamour proved disappointing. “It was not fulfilling,” he reported. “You actually had to check in and punch a clock when you came in and then for lunch. So it was just a job.” Moreover, Esquire was closing down its Chicago operation and the editorial staff had already moved to New York. When the promotion and circulation staff prepared to do likewise, the magazine offered Hefner a cost-of-living increase but refused his request for an additional $5 a week. So he quit. In some vague way, he had decided that his future, no matter how undefined, lay in the Windy City.5

In January 1952, Hefner began work at Publisher’s Development Corporation, a company that published Modern Man, Art Photography,  and Modern Sunbathing. These small magazines contained nude photos and had no subscriptions because of fear that the post office would pull them from the mail as obscene material. As manager of sales promotion and circulation, Hefner got to know newsstand dealers, distributors, printers, and the magazine market. But he found it an unpleasant place to work, even though he was earning $80 a week, because George Von Rosen, the hard-bitten owner, made his employees constantly fear for their jobs. So in early 1953, Hefner went to work for Children’s Activities as circulation promotion manager at a salary of $120 a week. This monthly children’s magazine was published by the Child Training Association and had a circulation of some quarter of a million.6

Thus Hefner shuffled through a series of unfulfilling jobs following college and found little to engage his interests, talents, and passions. His complaint about his first job at the Chicago Carton Company—“I’m going around in psychological circles. There’s no kick in the work, no feeling of accomplishment”—was repeated many times over the next four years. But throughout this period of distress, he tried to express his artistic and journalistic impulses in other ways. He launched several projects that lay nearer and dearer to his heart.7

Hefner nourished a deep love for drawing, writing, popular music, and the movies, and yearned to express himself creatively. “I think he would have liked being an artist,” Millie observed. “I think that was his first love, art.” Thus in 1949, right out of college, he was delighted to secure an assignment writing movie reviews for a small local magazine titled Dale Harrison’s Chicago. “Offering us the opportunity to do a movie column is like picking an alcoholic for the job of saloon editor. It just ain’t work,” he wrote in his first review. A bit later, he worked hard to develop a couple of comic strips. One, titled Gene Fantas, Psycho-Investigator, created a character who probed deep into the psychology of human motivation to solve crimes and problems. A second, more lighthearted strip with the title of Freddy Frat focused on the misadventures of college life. He had no luck in selling them.8

Periodically, Hefner tried to muffle these creative urges and reconcile himself to a staid, middle-class existence. In a long letter dated Christmas 1950, he noted that “Millie and I have bought and paid for a used car and a new television set. I’m nicely settled in a job writing men’s store advertising for Carson Pirie Scott & Co.” But discontent kept bubbling up. “He was depressed when he couldn’t find out what he was going to do,” Millie explained many years later. “You know, his cartoons weren’t selling. . . . And then when he decided to go back to school at Northwestern, he thought at least he could teach school. But he wasn’t real happy with that idea.”9

Hefner achieved one notable creative success, however, that charged his emotional batteries and made him a minor celebrity in Chicago. In the spring of 1951, he published That Toddlin’ Town: A Rowdy Burlesque of Chicago Manners and Morals. He had been working on this book of original cartoons offering a satirical, risqué look at the Chicago social scene for months and was overjoyed when it appeared. The front cover featured a sketch of a stripper dancing on a table surrounded by smiling men with drinks, while the cartoons themselves took a jaunt through the saloons, clubs, and theaters of the city, offering commentary on its “manners and morals.” Local newspapers took notice. The Chicago Daily Tribune described it as “a book of cartoons irreverently satirizing Chicago’s mores . . . with a collection of drawings that look like the kind Esquire might judge were too racy for its picture readers,” while the Chicago Herald-American  noted that it would “make you laugh if you know the city.” “I hope it’ll make me a pot full of money,” Hefner wrote excitedly. “But even  if I just break even on the darn thing, it’s a start, the beginning of getting a reputation, the all important step in the right direction—the direction I most want to go!”10

One Michigan Avenue bookstore featured a window display of  That Toddlin’ Town, while promotion for the book allowed Hefner to rub shoulders with Chicago’s entertainment establishment. He was interviewed on several radio shows and appeared on local television shows such as Hugh Downs’s Luncheon Date and Ernie Simon’s  Curbstone Cut-Up. The latter featured a zany publicity stunt. As Simon prepared to interview Hefner outside a movie theater, a man in a gorilla suit came by carrying a beautiful young woman, which replicated one of the cartoons in the book. The book’s success thrilled the author. It earned a couple of thousand dollars’ profit and a curator from the Chicago Historical Society requested some of its original cartoons for a special exhibition in its museum. “A nice prestige-type thing,” Hefner noted.11

The following year, Hefner embarked on another project more indicative of the future. In the fall of 1951, he began exploring the possibility of going into business for himself. Along with Burt Zollo, a copywriter with whom he shared an office at Esquire, he developed a prospectus for Pulse: The Picture Magazine of Chicago,  and began contacting potential investors. They were unable to raise money, however, and the project fizzled out. Nevertheless, by late 1951 the idea for a magazine of his own had clearly begun to percolate in Hefner’s head.12

While searching for vocational direction in the early 1950s, Hefner also struggled to shape his views of the world into some kind of cohesive form. In typical adolescent fashion, this bright young man had soaked up a mishmash of ideas and theories during his high school and college years, ranging from Hollywood movies to Freud, popular cartoons to Darwin, Protestant theology to Tarzan. He had come out of college with more questions than answers, however, and upon entering the adult world he attempted to integrate a jumble of images and thoughts into a worldview that would help him find his way within the larger society. Increasingly, he drew together several elements—Ayn Rand and heroic individualism, popular psychology, Alfred Kinsey and sexual liberation, and sentimental images from popular culture, particularly the movies—and molded them into a whole. They became the building blocks of a social fantasy.

As part of his flight from the religious values of his parents, Hefner had turned to psychology to explain human behavior. He concluded from his college studies that deep-seated impulses in the human psyche, not sin, explained behavior. “The reason I was majoring in psychology at Illinois and then in postgraduate work at Northwestern was because it all had to do with trying to understand why,” he explained. “If I was going to be a writer, I should understand why we behaved the way we do.” Hefner developed a broad appreciation of how human instincts and impulses, often buried or twisted into strange shapes, helped determine behavior. Freud, he recalled, was one of his idols.13

He also wrestled with psychological and sociological theories that portrayed human beings as creatures of larger, powerful social or psychic forces. He learned, in his own words, that “man was pretty much an expression, a sum total, of his heredity and his environment. He could not be blamed for a damned thing. He was just a victim, nothing more.” Hefner bridled at this determinism, arguing that if it was widely accepted “we would all sit on our asses and do nothing.” In a similar vein, he saw McCarthyism and its pressures for political and social conformity as forcing Americans to become “security-conscious, committee-conscious, afraid to be different from anybody else, afraid to express a different opinion.” He concluded that all of these ideas and trends were undermining “the free-enterprise system” and “a free democratic society.” In his view, “Eliminate the importance of self, drag everyone else down to the common denominator, and you are walking right into the society that George Orwell warned us about in 1984.”14

Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead became a catalyst for his individualist inclinations. This novel, with its philosophy of “objectivism,” or the notion that morality consists of rational self-interest, resonated powerfully with the young man. Its hero, Howard Roark, a determined individualist, galvanized Hefner’s sense of self. “It began to come clear to me for the first time that if you took the importance of the individual out of society, eliminated his personal importance, his integrity, his personal point of view, his right to be different, for the sake of what you referred to as the Common Good, it could  never be a common good—it could only be a common evil,” Hefner reflected. He became convinced that individualism lay at the heart of a free society while communism, socialism, and fascism offered  a suffocating collectivism. In later years, after running an interview with Rand in Playboy, Hefner would be shocked to discover that she was a Barry Goldwater conservative. But in the early 1950s, Rand’s powerful message of unfettered individualism carried a powerful appeal for a young man anxious about McCarthyism and middle-class conformity.15

Hefner’s individualist creed, like other aspects of his life, increasingly came to focus on sexual behavior and standards. The 1948 Kinsey Report had inflamed his adolescent resentments about sexual hypocrisy and repression. So when he was required to do a long research paper during his brief stint in graduate school at Northwestern in the spring of 1950, a natural topic beckoned. Written for a class in social pathology and carrying the title “Sex Behavior and the U.S. Law,” the seventy-eight-page paper examined the wide array of laws governing American sexual behavior. Hefner looked at a variety of sexual practices such as intercourse before, during, and outside of marriage; intercourse with prostitutes; incest, homosexuality, and the statutes and punishments that applied to them. There existed, he concluded, not only a gap between American principles and behavior regarding sex, but a state of affairs where “much of this hypocrisy has been legislated into the statutes of the various states.” Common practices such as premarital sex, oral sex, masturbation, and “lewd cohabitation” had been deemed illegal, and if enforced, in Hefner’s words, “these laws would send close to ninety per cent of our male population to prison.” This situation, he concluded, revealed that modern freedoms had not been extended to sexuality. Hefner blamed Christianity, which had denounced carnal urges and idealized celibacy, as the culprit. He offered as a counterpoint the light of reason, which, if allowed to shine on sexuality, would lead to the decriminalization of many activities that hurt no one. “Man’s moral life, as long as it does not harm others, is his own business, and should be left to his own discretion,” he concluded.16

Even more important was the emotional conviction that Hefner brought to this project. He threw himself into research and writing, in his words, “with the all-consuming passion of the true believer.” It provided not only a focus for his intense, Rand-style individualism, but a kind of catharsis for coming to terms with his personal pain over Millie’s infidelity and the perceived repressions of his Protestant childhood. With its twin messages of sexual freedom and individual  liberation, the paper captured central impulses in Hefner’s emerging worldview and presaged many of the themes that he would address in his later career. The grade he received for the paper—an A for research, but only a B+ for the conclusions—reinforced his conviction that sexual repression and hypocrisy had warped American sexual attitudes.17

Hefner’s emotional and ideological maturation received an added boost from American popular culture. He continued to nurture sentimental dreams of affection, romance, and passion that were rooted in popular music and movies. Cinematic images of simple, strong men of integrity and principle who persevered through difficult circumstances, as portrayed in movies such as Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Meet John Doe, and in various characters played by Humphrey Bogart, influenced him. He secured an underground copy of D. H. Lawrence’s banned book Lady Chatterley’s Lover and devoured Budd Schulberg’s What Makes Sammy Run, the popular novel about Sammy Glick and Hollywood. He also became enthralled with the work and life of F. Scott Fitzgerald, reading The Great Gatsby and Schulberg’s The Disenchanted, a fictionalized treatment of the sad last stages of Fitzgerald’s life. “I didn’t want to grow up and be my parents. There had to be something more,” he explained. “And that something more was hinted at somehow in the dreams and the movies and the books I read.”18

Thus by the early 1950s Hefner had forged an individualist, liberationist mind-set that was committed to unfettered expression, sexual freedom, and personal autonomy. He may not have known exactly where he was going, but he knew the ideas that were going to take him there. At the same time, his search for vocation and direction in young adulthood was far more than an intellectual exercise. It lay intertwined with his personal life, particularly an unsatisfying marriage and a growing sexual restlessness.




II

Hugh and Millie Hefner began their married life in 1949 in awkward circumstances. Forced to live with his parents because of economic pressures, they converted the largest bedroom in the house into a small apartment. The younger Hefners’ appreciation, combined  with the elder Hefners’ emotional restraint, made for a congenial household. The only point of contention concerned Hugh and Millie’s enthusiastic lovemaking, which occasionally could be heard by both his parents and their longtime neighbors. An embarrassed Grace took her son aside one day and asked for more restraint, or at least less noise. Such minor problems aside, the youthful couple settled in as Hugh pursued various jobs and art projects and Millie worked at the Mars candy factory. Hefner seemed content, noting on Christmas 1950 that “I find myself more in love with Millie than I was on our wedding day.”19

Change came in the early spring of 1952, when Millie discovered she was pregnant. Within a few weeks the young couple had found a five-room apartment at 6052 South Harper on Chicago’s South Side, and throughout the summer they threw themselves into a redecorating project. For Hugh, it was an opportunity to realize a fantasy—living the life of a hip, young urban couple. Seeking to create a Greenwich Village-style environment, Hefner designed a dark gray living room accented with white, yellow, and black draperies, Picasso prints, and spare, modernist furniture, including an orange Knoll womb chair. The bright dining room had three walls painted rust orange and one covered in Philippine grass paper. A long hallway featured some of Hefner’s cartoons along with a playful touch—framed his-and-her chest X-rays. The bedroom had yellow walls and dark green bamboo shades, while the baby’s bedroom was decorated with Pogo cartoons. The Chicago Daily News ran a brief picture story on the apartment as Hefner acknowledged he was trying to “create a sort of bohemian life that I imagined was going on out there that I wasn’t a part of.”20

Yet Hefner’s carefully cultivated image was belied by the reality beneath. In fact, Hugh and Millie had begun to drift apart. Both had harbored doubts about the relationship, but they hoped that the marriage bond would overcome them. Like many young couples in 1950s America, they had felt pressure to get married and have children because, in Hefner’s words, “it was simply the thing that you did.” But they were ill-suited to one another, and the frustrations grew stronger, rather than weaker, over time.21

Disappointment had surfaced early on. The wedding ceremony had been pleasant, but the honeymoon at a lakeside lodge in Wisconsin fell victim to extremely hot weather and boredom. Their sexual relationship had cooled gradually, and when a tight  emotional connection failed to develop, they settled into a calm but dispassionate relationship. Friction flared only when they played as bridge partners and inevitably bickered. Much like Grace and Glenn Hefner, they coexisted with little fighting but little affection either. A friend observed, “I saw them more as good friends than as lovers because I never saw them display any affection, hugging or kissing or touching.”22

Gradually, a quiet discontent grew as each partner felt a lack of fulfillment. “It was a charade. We were playing roles,” Millie admitted later. Hugh added, “I have always had the capacity to find the bright side of almost anything. I don’t think I was ever really happy in the marriage, but I think that I managed to convince myself that I was.” The stalled union, along with the stalled career, seemed to signal the death of his youthful dreams. In looking back at the early years of his marriage to Millie, he later described the period as “one in which I was really lost.”23

For Hefner, two issues grew particularly frustrating. First, he claimed that Millie had little interest in sex. “He told me Millie was unresponsive in bed and that he had tried everything he knew to stimulate their sex life, but nothing succeeded,” Eldon Sellers, a close friend, reported. Second, Hefner was emotionally unprepared to be a parent. He had agreed to a family because of social pressures to have children, and the arrival of daughter Christie on November 8, 1952, had delighted him. But at heart, Hefner was no family man and, in his words, “all this togetherness seemed meaningless. I went through the motions, but my heart wasn’t in it.” The responsibilities of fatherhood had little appeal and the arrival of a second child, David, in 1955 only exacerbated the situation. Millie had wanted another baby and Hugh was reluctant, so she arranged the biological schedule without consulting him. “The second child was planned, but I wasn’t in on the plan,” he noted ruefully.24

In the meantime, the troubled marriage faced growing pressure from Hugh’s increasingly active sexual imagination. His strong erotic drive had become evident on the afternoon of their wedding when, on a very hot day at Millie’s parents’ house with relatives scattered about, he wanted to have sex in her bedroom. She refused. In subsequent years, Hefner’s fascination with sexual themes and issues grew stronger. His snapshots of the new apartment included a from-the-back, waist-up picture of Millie as she stood in the shower. A 1952  letter to posterity in his autobiography was decorated with miniature photographs of scantily clad and nude women. Hefner eagerly collected sexual tidbits from the news, noting in a letter the following year, “Sex made a couple of big headlines this month as margarine heir Minot Jelke was convicted as a panderer for $50 to $200 a date call-girls—and Christine Jorgensen returned to the U.S. after a series of famous operations that turned her from a man into a woman.” As Eldon Sellers put it, “he was obsessed with sex.”25

Hefner’s preoccupation did not remain ethereal. He became a connoisseur of sexual experimentation in a group of young married friends. He hosted parties at the Hefner apartment featuring stag films, which titillated the group, and kept up a running commentary of one-liners to remove any embarrassment. He organized risqué games such as strip poker and strip charades where, while consuming hefty amounts of alcohol to remove inhibitions, husbands and wives would end up stripping down to their underwear. These boisterous parties, according to Sellers, produced a bunch of half-naked people running around laughing and cavorting. “Nothing sexual happened but it was titillating,” he said.26

Hefner also went further. One night after he and Millie watched a stag movie with Janie and Eldon Sellers, he suggested that the four of them make love on the same bed, each husband to his own wife. They did so and, in Sellers’s words, “It was different and exciting.” According to Millie, Hugh began to hint at switching partners, apparently suggesting it with the Sellerses, although the swap never materialized. But it did happen with his brother, Keith, and his wife, Rae, one evening at the apartment. While Millie ultimately backed out of having sex with Keith, Hugh slept with his sister-in-law.27

Soon Hefner became even bolder. After procuring the necessary equipment, he made his own stag film. Titled “After the Masquerade,” it was shot at a friend’s apartment where Hefner and a female acquaintance had sex while wearing masks to protect their identity. On another occasion, Hefner shared a partner with Eldon Sellers, whose own sexual experimentation also was accelerating rapidly. When he took a young woman home to make love, she said she wouldn’t mind a friend, “so I called Hef and he came right over.” Hefner’s thirst for sexual experience became so strong that he even had a one-time homosexual encounter. One evening in downtown Chicago he was propositioned and, according to Sellers, he “thought  what the hell. Found it an interesting experience. As far as I know, the guy just gave him a blow job.”28

Hefner’s blossoming sense of sexual liberation, however, did not extend to Millie. When Eldon Sellers divorced his wife, his friendship with the Hefners intensified and he would drop by to visit, sometimes when Hugh was not home. Hefner bridled. “He told me about a friend of his who lost his wife to his best friend,” Sellers recalled. Hefner’s fears were well grounded, because Sellers had become attracted to Millie. “I thought she was very sexy and once when we played a kissing game [at a party], she had kissed me kind of passionately, a French kiss,” he confessed.29

Amid these sexual shenanigans, however, Hefner maintained a fascinating posture. While organizing, staging, even choreographing the revelries, and contributing much wit and good cheer, he stayed a step removed. He enjoyed participating in new sexual adventures, but never abandoned himself to them. As Sellers observed, he never got drunk at the couples’ parties but carefully maintained his self-control. Millie agreed, noting that her husband “stages things. But he’s not part of it.” She believed that Hefner’s reserve, in part, protected him from feeling vulnerable. But Millie also concluded that her husband, at a deeper level, somehow created an alter ego who could act out his deepest desires while his real self remained as an observer. “I kept thinking it’s like he’s two people. He’s this fantasy character. He’s this viewer of life,” she explained. “It’s this other person that is doing all the fantasy things that he would like to be able to do but he can’t do.” In a sense, Hefner’s creation of a social fantasy contained a fantasy of himself.30

Not surprisingly, Hefner’s restless sexuality finally culminated in a full-blown affair. While working at Publisher’s Development Corporation, he started an affair with a nurse that lasted for about a year. She was an attractive, earthy woman whose vigorous erotic appetite contrasted with Millie. “She managed to give me back my sexual self-respect,” Hefner said. “She was attracted to me in a way I didn’t feel that Millie was.” He justified the illicit relationship as not being unfaithful, but merely compensating for Millie’s lack of sexual interest. Moreover, the affair demonstrated Hefner’s growing discontent with America’s repressive code of sexual conduct. “I don’t remember having any guilt,” he said later. “I just felt that I was, in effect, breaking the rules that I’d been raised with.”31

Thus the wheel-spinning lack of momentum in Hefner’s career was matched by discontent and sexual adventurism in his personal life. His various forays—the affair, the bohemian apartment, the stag films, the risqué parties—expressed a common desire to jettison the social conventions of postwar America. “It was all part of the same thing. It was somehow trying to get out of that life,” he noted. “Somehow to just not keep marching in lockstep to the abyss.” Disparaging American society as a hive of Father Knows Best conformity, he yearned for liberation. But in both his career and his private life, the fog of frustration refused to lift. In Hefner’s words, “I was really not a happy guy, either professionally or personally, at that point in my life.”32




III

Hefner’s discontent, ironically, came to a head in a moment of great joy. In December 1952, he and Jim Brophy wrote and directed the Revue of Stars, a fund-raising variety show, for the Steinmetz High School Alumni Association. The old school chums served as masters of ceremonies and performed several song and comedy numbers, including a hilarious “Walking My Baby Back Home,” where Hefner serenaded Brophy, who was dressed as a woman. The crowd loved the show, and Hefner, showered with applause and laughter, was ecstatic. As he noted in his cartoon autobiography, “Who says you can’t turn back the clock? For the past two hours we’ve been plunked right back in the middle of 1943!” The alumni show “reinspired my faith in myself. It reminded me of my high school days when I truly believed I could do anything.”33

But this moment of euphoria quickly turned to ashes. As the glow of success faded, the experience of the show only highlighted the angst that had enveloped the rest of his life. He grew acutely despondent about his stalled career and his unhappy marriage, and the feelings almost overwhelmed him a few days later. Standing on a bridge over the Chicago River in the middle of a typically frigid winter, he looked out over the water and felt a desperate desire to recapture those warm feelings of high school life when he had been the esteemed leader of a gang, romance was in the air, and everything seemed possible. “I stood on the bridge . . . and I felt as if my life  was over. I had put away all my dreams from childhood and I was miserable.” But misery inspired decision as Hefner thought to himself, “I’ve gotta do something.”34

Within weeks he moved to start his own magazine. He had toyed with the idea earlier, but now he threw himself into a project that would express all of his interests, ideas, and passions. Its centerpiece would be the subject that increasingly captured his imagination: sex. “I just decided to do it all on my own. Nobody else, just do it,” he said. He knew there was a market for photographs of nude women from his experience with Publisher’s Development Corporation, whose low-quality magazines still appealed. Esquire, he believed, had deteriorated by removing many of its pinups and cartoons. “I thought I could really actually put together a good magazine. I felt with absolute certainty that I knew exactly what I was doing.”35

Hefner began talking up the idea with close friends. He and Eldon Sellers had taken to playing ping-pong in the basement of his apartment building, and amid the games Hefner began discussing his plans for a magazine. “He had it all figured out—and the way he explained it, I got very excited and wanted to be a part of it,” Sellers explained. Hefner also contacted Burt Zollo, his accomplice from Esquire, who was now working for a public relations firm, and laid out his plan:

I’d like to produce an entertainment magazine for the city-bred guy—breezy, sophisticated. The girly features would guarantee the initial sale—but the magazine would have quality, too. . . . Give the reader reprint stories by big name writers, top art by local artists, cartoons, humor, maybe some pages in full color to really give it a classy look. . . . Later, with some money in the bank, we’ll begin increasing the quality, reducing the girlie features, going after advertising, and really making it an Esquire-type magazine.36


In the spring of 1953, Hefner took concrete steps to bring his fantasy to life. He spent his evenings at a card table in the living room of his South Side apartment, laboring into the early morning hours as he blocked out the elements of the magazine he decided to call Stag Party. He formed HMH Publishing Company and enlisted Eldon Sellers to raise funds. Meanwhile, he contacted distributors  all over the country, whom he had come to know from his days with Publisher’s Development Corporation, and solicited advance orders for the new magazine. His letter announced “a deal that should make some money for both of us. STAG PARTY—a brand new magazine for men—will be out this fall.” Every issue of the magazine, he promised, “will have a beautiful, full page, male-pleasing nude study—in full, natural color! Now you know what I mean when I say this is going to be one of the best sellers you’ve ever handled.”37

Thrilled with his new endeavor, Hefner threw himself into the work. He sat for long hours at the card table pounding out copy for the magazine, combing through available articles and cartoons, and sorting the orders from wholesalers that were arriving steadily. “He didn’t really sleep much because he was working practically all night,” Millie reported. Hefner’s enthusiasm became contagious. Burt Zollo, who had expressed reservations initially, was won over and described Hefner as “a highly creative guy who was nevertheless highly realistic. He would be successful.”38

Much effort went into raising money with family and friends. A wealthy girlfriend of Sellers’s invested $2,000 [and] Hefner borrowed $200 from a local bank and hocked his furniture with a loan company for $600 more. Zollo invested $300, while Keith Hefner contributed $1,000 to his brother’s venture. Grace Hefner, even though she had reservations about the magazine, invested another $1,000. A grateful Hugh wrote to his mother, “Because of the spontaneity of it and because it was made with the knowledge that much of the magazine, like my book, will not be material that you fully, personally approve of, this is just about the nicest thing you have ever done for me.” Eventually, Hefner gathered just over $8,000 to put out the first issue of the magazine.39

Meanwhile, enough orders had come in from distributors for Hefner to make an arrangement with a printer he knew in New Rochelle, Illinois. With a new press and some open time, the man agreed to print Stag Party on credit with half down in thirty days and the other half in sixty days. Hefner also made an important decision to hire an art director to handle the visual side of his new magazine. He contacted a Chicago graphic artist named Art Paul about illustrating a story, but was so taken by the illustrations on display that he pressed him to assume a larger role. Hefner had arrived at the artist’s studio with a growth of beard, wrinkled clothes, and a harried look, but  enthusiasm for the new magazine bubbled out of him. “I thought, for God’s sake, he’s either got to be an exceptional person, or he’s got to be crazy,” Paul recalled. But the artist agreed to work part-time on the magazine’s visuals, and Hefner paid part of his fee in cash and part in stock from the new company.40

Hefner made his most crucial move, however, when he purchased the rights to a nude photograph of perhaps the hottest, sexiest young actress in Hollywood. Marilyn Monroe had rocketed to movie stardom in 1952 on the basis of the movies The Asphalt Jungle, All About Eve, and Niagara. In the subsequent flurry of publicity, it came to light that a Los Angeles photographer had shot several nude photos of her in 1949 for use in a calendar. Monroe joked that during the shoot she had “nothing on but the radio.” Hefner read that the John Baumgarth Calendar Company of Chicago now owned the rights to one of the photos, but was reluctant to send its calendar through the mail because of the Post Office taboo on nudity. Knowing that he needed a gimmick to sell the first issue of his magazine, Hefner quickly drove to the company. He persuaded John Baumgarth to sell him the rights to the photos, which featured the actress sitting seductively against a red velvet backdrop.41

As the magazine moved nearer to publication, however, an unexpected crisis loomed. In September 1953 Hefner received a letter from a law firm representing Stag magazine. This publication considered  Stag Party to be an infringement on its title and threatened to sue. Hefner convened a frantic meeting with Millie and Eldon Sellers and they began tossing around other titles: Top Hat, Bachelor, Gentleman, Sir, Satyrs, Pan. But none seemed suitable, and Sellers finally offered  Playboy. Millie thought it sounded outdated and made people think of the 1920s. But Hugh, who associated the Roaring Twenties with “high living, parties, wine, women, and song—the things we want the magazine to mean,” loved the name and adopted it immediately. A logo had already been completed by the cartoonist Arv Miller—a stag bedecked in smoking jacket, standing against a fireplace with a cigarette holder and martini glass—and it required a quick substitution of a rabbit head. A bit later, Art Paul would create the famous rabbit head silhouette logo with its “elegant, on-the-town look.”42

In November 1953, everything was set to launch the first issue of  Playboy. Advance orders for seventy thousand copies had rolled in over the past several months, but no one knew if the magazine would  really sell. The first issue rolled off the presses without a publication date because its youthful editor and publisher, while convinced he had an attractive product, remained uncertain whether sales would support a second issue. Hugh Hefner had gambled everything on the venture, both materially and emotionally, and now he could only wait and see how it would play out.
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How to Win Friends and Titillate People

In the first week of November 1953, a nervous Hugh Hefner walked the streets of downtown Chicago, haunting the newsstands for a glimpse of his new magazine. The first issue of Playboy had just appeared, and like an anxious father he fretted about the status of his offspring. A few weeks earlier Hefner had negotiated a good deal with a distributor, Empire News, based on advance orders for the magazine. Then in mid-October he had driven the seventy-five miles to Rochelle Printing in his beat-up 1941 Chevy, along with Eldon Sellers and Art Paul, and spent several hours copyreading the page proofs. When the presses delivered the final product, and it was covered and bound, Hefner felt a surge of emotion. He described it as “one of the great moments of my life.”1

Now Hefner watched as browsers picked up a newsstand copy of  Playboy, curiously looking at the table of contents before sneaking a peek at the Marilyn Monroe pictorial. He thrilled when a customer  bought a copy, and his heart sank when they set it down and moved on. When the newsstand proprietors were not looking, Hefner even walked over and moved Playboy to a more prominent position in the display. Over a period of several days, he brooded that if his magazine did not sell, the prospect of shattered dreams and bankruptcy loomed in the near future.2

Hefner need not have worried. Within a short time, landslide sales made the new product a winner. Experts had predicted sales of about 60 percent of copies published, a respectable result. But  Playboy sold nearly 80 percent, about fifty-four thousand copies—an astounding figure for a new publication that had been launched on a minuscule budget with little publicity or advertising. The second issue, which already had been blocked out when the first appeared, hit the newsstands in early December, and a more confident Hefner now included his name on the masthead. The second issue outsold the first by about two thousand copies.3

Even Hefner seemed a bit taken back by the powerful response to  Playboy. The magazine appeared to strike a nerve almost immediately as not only readers, but American culture, or at least much of its male portion, seemed ready for it. The magazine’s appeal radiated from its very first issue. Daring, provocative, even naughty, but not dangerous or subversive, Playboy expressed many of the mainstream values of postwar America while giving them an invigorating new form. Aimed at men who were trying to navigate the unfamiliar waters of a prosperous new social and economic milieu, the magazine offered an exciting vision of the good life for a society that, without totally being aware of the fact, was yearning to lead it. Playboy began bringing a submerged collective social fantasy to the surface.




I

While proud of his new publication, Hefner knew that it was far from what he envisioned in terms of quality and style. The first Playboy  was lively and vibrant, crudely composed and not very sophisticated-looking. The editor joked that its cobbled-together format consisted of “something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.” Behind the rough edges, however, lay all of the basic components that the magazine would refine and expand upon in the future.  As Art Paul observed, the inaugural issue was “a sketchbook for what the magazine was really going to be.”4

A smiling, waving Marilyn Monroe sat on the cover along with a promise that the reader would find within “For the First Time, in any Magazine, Full Color,” the famous nude photo of the actress. Readers then encountered a jaunty introduction that announced a new kind of magazine for a new kind of male reader:

If you’re a man between the ages of 18 and 80, PLAYBOY is meant for you. If you like your entertainment served up with humor, sophistication and spice, PLAYBOY will become a very special favorite.

We want to make clear from the very start, we aren’t a “family magazine.” If you’re somebody’s sister, wife, or mother-in-law and picked us up by mistake, please pass us along to the man in your life and get back to your Ladies Home Companion. . . .

Most of today’s “magazines for men” spend all their time out-of-doors—thrashing through thorny thickets or splashing about in fast flowing streams. We’ll be out there too, occasionally, but we don’t mind telling you in advance—we plan on spending most of our time inside.

We like our apartment. We enjoy mixing up cocktails and an hors d’oeuvre or two, putting a little mood music on the phonograph, and inviting in a female acquaintance for a quiet discussion on Picasso, Nietzsche, jazz, sex. . . .

Affairs of state will be out of our province. We don’t expect to solve any world problems or prove any great moral truths. If we are able to give the American male a few extra laughs and a little diversion from the anxieties of the Atomic Age, we’ll feel we’ve justified our existence.5



There it was in a nutshell—the promise of sophisticated amusement for young, urban males who sought relief from the stresses and strains of workaday life, and who felt more comfortable (or, perhaps more accurately, wanted to feel more comfortable) pursuing modern art, films, and foreign cuisines rather than wily trout, smoky camp-fires, and recalcitrant do-it-yourself projects. The magazine would be, in Hefner’s memorable phrase, “a pleasure-primer styled to the masculine taste.”6

A quick scan of the first issue’s contents elaborated the nature of the young Chicagoan’s magazine. Sexual titillation pervaded. One article explained how to enliven a boring party with a provocative game, “strip quiz,” while another depicted nude swimming festivities in California. A selection from the Decameron provided “a humorous tale of adultery.” Ribald themes dominated the many cartoons—one showed a shapely young woman about to write in her diary, asking a friend, “What is the past tense of virgin?”—as well as “Playboy’s Party Jokes.” Other articles explored “The Return of the All-Purpose Back,” “The Dorsey Brothers,” and “Desk Design for the Modern Office.” “The Men’s Shop” displayed the latest in consumer amenities for young men, while “Matanzas Love Affair” explained the delights of Cuban food and drink. Reprints of stories by Arthur Conan Doyle and Ambrose Bierce offered mystery and adventure. “Miss Gold-digger of 1953” denounced greedy women who manipulated the legal system for alimony.

The centerpiece of Playboy’s first issue, however, was its “Sweetheart of the Month.” As promised on the cover, it showcased the sensual attractions of Marilyn Monroe. “She’s as famous as Dwight Eisenhower and Dick Tracy, and she and Dr. Kinsey have monopolized sex this year,” said the text. “She is natural sex personified. It is there in every look and movement. That’s what makes her the most natural choice in the world for our very first Playboy Sweetheart.” Several photos of Monroe, including a nude shot of her posed against red velvet, provided proof for the assertion. The magazine assured readers, “We’ll be running a beautiful, full color unpinned pin-up in each new issue of PLAYBOY.”7

What drew men to this potpourri of offerings? The attractive bundling of sexual images, of course, highlighted by the Monroe pictorial, initially hooked a male audience whose previous encounters with erotic material likely consisted of grimy, grainy photos in underground venues. But Playboy’s appeal was rooted more deeply in the broad social and cultural milieu of postwar America.

Middle-class life in the 1950s had emerged from the cauldron of the Great Depression of the 1930s and World War II in the 1940s, traumatic events that had devastated the economic institutions of the country in the first case, and dislocated it socially and psychologically in the second. Memories of bankruptcies and lost mortgages, of battlefield scars and aching separations, lingered painfully in the American psyche. Millions of ordinary citizens had entered the  postwar period yearning to replace uncertainty with security, volatility with stability, need with possession. The United States’ victorious position in the world—what pundits increasingly described as “The American Century”—provided the means to do so.

Coming out of World War II as an economic colossus, the United States had changed direction from a military to a consumer agenda. By the 1950s, prosperity had become the hallmark of American life. Middle-class citizens enjoyed an economy of abundance that brought an unprecedented flow of goods. Supported by the mortgage provision of the GI Bill, a vast new army of homeowners prompted a boom in housing construction that produced swelling suburbs such as Levittown, Long Island, that built and sold seventeen thousand homes beginning in 1949. The automobile industry boomed as Detroit companies, led by General Motors, produced ever larger, more stylish, and more powerful cars for average-income buyers. High employment and steady growth in income encouraged leisure activity with a resulting boom in vacation travel and television sales. The flood of consumer products to the middle class led Fortune magazine to proclaim in 1956, “Never has a whole people spent so much money on so many things in such an easy way as Americans are doing today.” The historian David Potter, in a much-discussed book titled People of Plenty (1954), concluded that material abundance, the key factor in American development over two centuries, had reached an apex in the postwar era. In a special 1959 double issue titled “The Good Life,” Life magazine marveled that in modern America, “suddenly what used to be the small leisured classes became the big leisured masses.”8

The American family emerged at the center of this new consumer economy. Riding the crest of the ballyhooed “baby boom” of the late 1940s and early 1950s, it achieved newfound prominence in the postwar period. A new cultural code of family togetherness idealized life in suburban ranch houses, cruising about in station wagons, and gathering in family rooms to watch television shows such as Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver. Americans embraced the promise of a new kind of family experience that, in the words of one historian, “would fulfill virtually all its members’ personal needs through an energized and expressive personal life.”9

This environment of material abundance and family togetherness forced a reshaping of the basic American tenet of individualism. Earlier periods had stressed a rugged personal code where the citizen  had marshaled hard work, determination, and self-control to blaze his own path to success. But in the heady days of the postwar era, a new socioeconomic atmosphere demanded revisions. An economy increasingly dominated by large corporations made bureaucracy, not entrepreneurship, the new field of play. Here a “personality” composed of attractive images and compelling personal skills—not an old-fashioned “character” of rigid moral values—would foster “teamwork” and ascent up the corporate ladder. New avatars of success, such as the clergyman-therapist Norman Vincent Peale, in his wildly popular The Power of Positive Thinking, urged readers to call upon a “Higher Power” to gain confidence and strengthen mental health as the basis for securing happiness and prosperity.10

The pressures of the Cold War molded these elements of abundance, family, and teamwork into a compelling American Way of Life. Economically, government defense contracts underwrote a significant portion of 1950s prosperity. Rhetorically, the United States trumpeted a creed of anticommunism that juxtaposed American bounty and family, bureaucratic efficiency and vibrant personality against drab Stalinist collectivism. Pressures for conformity emerging from corporate bureaucracies, national advertising campaigns, and the suburban ethos gained additional power from an anticommunist ideology that demanded solidarity against the Red Menace. In 1959,  Life ran a lighthearted story—complete with several photos—about newlyweds who spent their weeklong honeymoon in a bomb shelter, surrounded by a cornucopia of consumer amenities.11

But as the 1950s unfolded, challenges arose to this American Way of Life that showed widening cracks in its imposing edifice. Much of it was covert. By mid-decade, Elvis Presley and rock ‘n’ roll music were shaking middle-class restraint with depth charges of sexuality and emotional rebellion. The Beats, through novelists such as Jack Kerouac and poets such as Allen Ginsberg, bitterly criticized middle-class materialism and created a bohemian counterculture devoted to unfettered personal expression. Critics attacked the conformity and unimaginative quality of bourgeois America in works such as William H. Whyte’s The Organization Man (1956), David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950), and Dwight Macdonald’s “A Theory of Mass Culture” (1957). Macdonald’s words typified the critique: “There is slowly emerging a tepid, flaccid middlebrow culture that threatens to engulf everything in its spreading ooze.”12

In the heart of the Eisenhower era, it was the genius of Playboy  and its editor to articulate an approach that tapped both mainstream aspirations and marginal unhappiness. While rebellious, Hefner’s magazine did not challenge the basic tenets of postwar American life. Instead, it channeled the restlessness of ambitious, irreverent, often accomplished young men toward eliminating its stodgier features and loosening its most restrictive demands. It expressed a dissent based on lifestyle. Playboy, and its readers, sought to make hard play the equal of hard work in the American creed. They sought to remove barriers to pleasure in order to enjoy the full bounty of the new American wealth. Through this shared fantasy of self-gratification, they aimed to enhance the American dream of an abundant life, not overthrow it.

Thus Playboy, while scandalizing old-fashioned defenders of religion and morality, appealed to growing numbers of people intoxicated with abundance and eager to throw off restraints. Hefner had a partial awareness of his magazine’s cultural role. “I wanted to create a breezy, class entertainment magazine for the city-bred guy,” he explained in early 1954. At the same time, he believed that his desires were shared by others. “The whole focus of the magazine was the notion of living unmarried in a city with your own apartment, with a nice car, with good food and drink, where you’d actually prepare something for a romantic dinner. It was all in the first issue.” Indeed, this cultural agenda for the good life proved to be a bond between Hefner’s magazine and its readers.13




II

Looking back from a vantage point many years later, Hugh Hefner saw his magazine standing at the ramparts battling against 1950s conformity and repression. “Before Playboy, the only moral, proper way for a middle-class person to live their life was to get married, settle down, have babies and live happily every after, whatever that meant,” he explained. “We dared to suggest that there were other ways of living your life.” He believed that a pernicious alliance of religion and politics had created a censorious public morality and a rigid creed of family virtue in the postwar period. He also blamed Red-hunting McCarthyism for making a mockery of World War II’s democratic aims and turning anticommunism into a recipe for political  and social repression. Playboy, Hefner concluded, struck a blow for cultural freedom by promoting a freer expression of eroticism. “We knew that we were obviously ringing some kind of a revolutionary bell by simply running nude pictures in the magazine,” he noted.14

But Playboy played a more complex, even ambiguous role, as it went out to the American public in the mid-1950s. Its dissenting impulses, while real, were hardly revolutionary. In many ways, perhaps even more powerfully, it affirmed postwar American values. Seeking to loosen the system from within rather than assault it from without, Hefner served as an agent of regeneration for the American Way of Life. “Playboy is dedicated to the enjoyment of ‘the good life’ that is every American’s heritage, if he’s willing to display a little of the initiative and derring-do that made the country great in the first place, instead of settling for job security, conformity, togetherness, anonymity, and slow death,” he told Cold War America. “And just incidentally, while trying to climb that ladder of success through creativity, thought, initiative, and daring to be different, Americans supply the only chance this country has of moving back into a position of world leadership.” In various ways, Playboy consistently articulated a goal of individual success and social prosperity.15

The magazine urged its readers to enjoy life by embracing leisure, entertainment, and material comforts. Playboy encouraged people to partake of exciting new opportunities instead of delaying gratification. “Our readers believe in The Good Life, and so do we,” it told aspiring authors in 1954. “Hence, free-lancers will make us happy by submitting material that stresses wine, women and song rather than rod, reel, and bait-bucket.” Editorial asides in the magazine assured readers that “The Good Life” consisted of “good food and drink, first-rate reading matter, and a compliable young person of feminine gender.”16

Playboy repeatedly connected its vision of pleasure pursuits to upward mobility in 1950s America. On its first anniversary, it reported that “the average PLAYBOY reader has a little better education, position, and income than his non-PLAYBOY-reading brother.” The following year, the magazine ran a piece in Advertising Age that quoted a composite Playboy reader: “Don’t get me wrong. I’m a hard-working guy and I’m well on my way to the top in business. But I like to have fun. I like nice clothes, great food and drink, women. No, I’m only 29. I’m college educated, I earn a good living and I expect to earn a  good deal more. I have faith in myself and the future. I’m not worried about tomorrow. I’m living now.”17

A 1955 survey of Playboy readers uncovered statistical evidence supporting its appeal to the youthful, ambitious, and affluent. Conducted by the market research company of Gould, Gleiss, and Benn, Inc., it reported that the great majority of readers were between the ages of twenty and thirty-four, over 70 percent had attended college, almost 63 percent were business and professional men or students studying to enter those fields, 88 percent owned automobiles, and nearly all took regular vacations. Most pursued hobbies such as photography, reading, or music, smoked a wide variety of tobacco products, and consumed various brands of hard liquor and beer. Its average reader, the magazine concluded, was “a young man-about-town who enjoys good, gracious living.”18

Playboy’s argument that social success and a hunger for the good life went hand in hand found its clearest expression, however, in a 1956 ad campaign that asked, “What is a Playboy?”

Is he simply a wastrel, a ne’er-do-well, a fashionable bum? Far from it: he can be a sharp-minded young business executive, a worker in the arts, a university professor, an architect or engineer. He can be many things, providing he possesses a certain  point of view. He must see life not as a vale of tears, but as a happy time; he must take joy in his work, without regarding it as the end and all of living; he must be an alert man, an aware man, a man of taste, a man sensitive to pleasure, a man who—without acquiring the stigma of the voluptuary or the dilettante—can live life to the hilt.


The Playboy reader, in other words, was someone who was determined both to find economic success and enjoy its material and emotional fruits.19 But Hefner also grasped the more subtle point that Playboy embodied social fantasy as much as reality. While his magazine affirmed the appetites of well-connected stock traders, shrewd young lawyers, and au courant architects, it also provided a kind of wish fulfillment for weary salesmen or aspiring young middle managers who desperately wanted to believe they were on the fast track. As Hefner admitted in a 1955 interview, Playboy, in a sense, was “an escapist magazine” projecting “the kind of life part of the reader  would like to live.” It offered him “an imaginary escape into the world of wine, women and song,” he said. “Then the other part of him says he has to go back to his family responsibilities and his work.”20

Central to Playboy’s fantasy of the good life, of course, was a loosening of traditional restrictions on sexuality. Early issues of the magazine suggested that sex was a healthy, natural human impulse, not a dirty endeavor to be repressed or a sacred one to be elevated. An array of erotic photographs, pictorials, cartoons, jokes, and articles drove home the message. “Nudity and the Foreign Film,” for instance, with text and photographs, contrasted American and European movies in terms of depicting nudity. “The movie censors of America have considered the human body and concluded that it is immoral,” the magazine declared. But no one was justified in “forcing its opinions, tastes, and attitudes on the rest of us. We make a habit of thumbing our noses at censors, because we feel they have no place in a democracy.”21

Hefner defended Playboy’s sexual thrust. “It’s one of the things our guy is interested in, and there’s no reason for us to apologize for it,” he told an interviewer in 1955. He scorned the notion that his magazine’s sexuality might corrupt the nation’s youth. The idea that one must bring “our literature and entertainment down to the level of twelve-year-olds is incredible,” he argued. Healthy sex was part of the good life, Hefner insisted, and Playboy’s expression of that sentiment “reached the young city man in a way that makes him feel a real identification with the magazine.”22

The first issues of Playboy also called for male liberation from the demands of marriage and family life. Preaching the gospel of bachelorhood, the magazine offered articles such as “Miss Gold-digger of 1953,” which warned that greedy women, backed by the courts, were using divorce settlements to stick an “ex-spouse for a healthy chunk of his earnings from that day forward, for the rest of his unnatural life.” When an irate woman sent a letter complaining that most men were unscrupulous seducers who “ought to pay, and pay, and pay” when fleeing a marriage, Playboy replied, “Ah, shaddup!” “Open Season on Bachelors” examined marriage traps laid by women for unsuspecting men, while “A Vote for Polygamy” came to the breezy conclusion that “the end of the ignoble experiment in monogamy may be near.” Hefner and his early readers, resisting the powerful pull of family ideology of the 1950s, fantasized sex as a form of play released from its ties to marriage and procreation.23

Beyond sex, Playboy advocated a wide variety of leisure activities to enhance the good life. Smart, flattering clothing became a must in articles such as “That Brooks Brothers Look,” which proclaimed, “Burn my zoot suit, mother. Conservative eastern dress is a must this season.” Elegant cuisine became another necessity as the magazine took on a “food and drink editor” in early 1954, Thomas Mario, who expounded upon the “Pleasures of the Oyster” and explained “the manly art of outdoor cooking” to aspiring male sophisticates. Sex, of course, was never far from the flame. In Mario’s words, when “you deliver the thick, browned steaks, charred and crisp on the outside, rare inside” and then hand her an ear of roasted golden bantam corn on the cob you “detect in her eyes a kind of yielding rapture. Are any further stratagems necessary?”24

Playboy supplied a steady diet of entertainment. It offered sketches of celebrities such as Orson Welles, Steve Allen, and Frank Lloyd Wright, while brief tours of music recordings, films, books, and sports kept readers conversant with the latest turns in popular culture. The renowned musician Dave Brubeck explained “The New Jazz Audience.” “Playboy After Hours” began in 1955 with reviews of restaurants in Chicago and New York, the new British musical The Boy Friend, records by Mabel Mercer, Frank Sinatra, and Billie Holiday, the movies Mister Roberts and Pete Kelley’s Blues, and books by Harold Robbins and George Axelrod. The annual College Issue surveyed the male student with his “dreams of the future bachelor apartment, the hi-fi set, the well-stocked liquor cabinet, the sports car—and the bedroom-eyed beauties who will help him enjoy it all. These are the dreams, of course, that PLAYBOY is made of.”25

This process of pleasure-priming saw Playboy preparing readers to face the challenges of upward mobility. Shepherd Mead, in “How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying,” deployed satire to mask shrewd advice on how to thrive in the corporate world. As he explained, “It is the ability to Get Along, to Make Decisions, and to Get Contacts that will drive you ahead. Be an ‘all-around man’ of no special ability and you will rise to the top.” For the aspiring gourmand, articles explained a long list of “common menu terms found in restaurants with a continental background.” Essays such as Evelyn Waugh’s “The Death of Painting” assessed the impact of photography and abstract expressionism on modern art.26

Playboy’s fictional offerings tried to sharpen readers’ appreciation of the finer things in life. Top writers responded to generous payments, and the magazine began publishing short stories by distinguished writers such as Ray Bradbury, W. Somerset Maugham, Charles Beaumont, John Steinbeck, and James Jones. Some offered gems, such as Bradbury’s “Fahrenheit 451,” a chilling futuristic tale, and Beaumont’s “Black Country,” a gripping story about a jazz horn player, but others did not hand over their best material. That was fine with Playboy. Indeed, a solicitation in Writer’s Digest revealed the type of writing sought by the magazine. “Fiction should be modern, aware, sophisticated, highly literate but not ‘literary’; articles should treat subjects of interest to the city-bred ‘operator’ who knows his way around, and should be handled in a breezy, comfortable, unpedantic style; humor should be ribald and/or satirical”; and “Sex, being a part of The Good Life, will have an important place in all three categories.” In other words, the cultural curriculum taught at the Playboy  schoolhouse aimed to provide a veneer of sophistication rather than the real thing. Compiling a cultural Cliffs Notes for those who had earned gentleman’s C’s in college (or for many others who had only dreamed of enrolling), the magazine tossed them aesthetic tidbits that were challenging, but not too challenging.27

Thus Hefner and Playboy defined the central obstacles facing 1950s America as matters of lifestyle and taste. He did not stand alone. As the historian Jackson Lears has pointed out, most highbrow cultural critics in this period also focused on aesthetics, making their critiques of American life “a matter of taste” as they excoriated the bland conformity and tasteless consumption that had swallowed up the middle class.28 But instead of elitist chastisement, Hefner utilized “can-do” midwestern uplift. Mixing two parts eroticism to one part intellect, and adding a dash of irreverent humor, he cheerfully concocted a cultural cocktail that eased ambitious young men into a fuller enjoyment of American abundance in all of its material and emotional dimensions.




III

The attraction of Hugh Hefner’s road map to the good life became evident in Playboy’s sales. The print run—70,000 copies for the first issue—grew steadily and after one year stood at 185,000. It exploded  to 500,000 by the end of 1955, and at 1.1 million copies a month passed Esquire by the end of 1956, with gross sales of some $3.5 million and a net profit before taxes of around $400,000. These quick, quantum leaps in readership made the magazine an unprecedented success in American publishing history.29

Hefner was elated. As he wrote a couple of months after the magazine’s first issue:

What do you say when a dream comes true? . . . I own a magazine—a magazine of my very own. . . . Certainly much of my life, and especially the last three or four years, has been a preparation for this. For there is nothing on earth I would rather be doing than editing and publishing this magazine called PLAYBOY. . . . Perhaps I’ll wake up in a few months and it will all be gone. But in this January of 1954, life is just a little more wonderful than I ever really believed it could be.30


But Hefner did not rest on his laurels. Playboy’s initial success drove the young editor to work at an even more frenzied pace. “Hef’s reaction to the first issue? Going full blast,” recalled Eldon Sellers. He worked nearly around the clock and barely saw his wife and daughter. Hefner wrote, “PLAYBOY consumes seven days of every week, more than a dozen hours a day, and I knock off at 1:30 or 2:00 in the morning”31

His personal identification with Playboy became almost total. “I’ve always edited the magazine for myself, on the assumption that my tastes are pretty much like those of our readers. The concept of the magazine should grow and broaden with me,” he informed a local reporter. The growing profits were gratifying, but his real pleasure came from editing and publishing the magazine. It was a labor of love that reflected, in his words, “a yearning to communicate, to express one’s talents and ideas.” Moreover, Hefner began formulating plans for expansion—opening Playboy to advertising, publishing a compilation book, The Best from Playboy, and licensing specialty items like calendars and cards.32

Impressive sales also brought institutional expansion. Hefner had prepared the first three issues of Playboy on his apartment card table, but in early 1954 accumulating profits allowed him to rent office space in a four-story town house at 11 East Superior Street on the  Near North Side, directly across from Holy Name Cathedral. Hefner was delighted with this location in the bohemian section of Chicago that mingled office buildings, boutiques, antique stores, apartments, and a teeming nightlife of saloons, strip joints, and clubs. Playboy  began with one floor of offices, but expansion led to the acquisition of all four floors in little more than a year.33

The magazine’s profits also rescued the young editor and his family from debt. Sales from the first couple of issues permitted them to get their furniture out of hock, and Hefner bought a new Studebaker for his family on Christmas 1953. In mid-1955, he had the money to purchase a new Cadillac Eldorado for himself. He and Millie also prepared to move into a large, comfortable lakeshore apartment. When dreaming of his own magazine, he wrote, “I didn’t realize that it would make me rich, but that’s what it’s doing.”34

Even more importantly, however, Playboy’s skyrocketing popularity put the young editor in the public eye. He became a celebrity, first in his hometown, then gradually throughout the rest of the country. He emerged as a subject of discussion and speculation. “His angular features usually have a solemn, almost haggard look, though occasionally they break into a whimsical grin,” described a feature article in Chicago magazine. “He speaks rapidly and evenly, punctuating a robust dictionary vocabulary with contemporary slang.” Brief pieces on Hefner and Playboy appeared in Time and Newsweek by mid-1956, and the editor appeared as a guest on Mike Wallace’s Night Beat, a popular New York television show. He became an American success story in the best Horatio Alger tradition. As he told a reporter, “From the time I left high school until the magazine succeeded, I was never a very happy guy. Now it’s something like being in high school all over again, but on a much greater scale.”35

Hefner’s newfound success also inspired a surge of controversy. As Playboy began attracting attention, censorship problems arose. In October 1954 the magazine applied for a permanent second-class mailing permit—it had been operating with a temporary one up to this point—typically issued to periodicals. The U.S. Post Office delayed, and then denied, the application on the pretext that Playboy,  which had skipped an issue because of production problems, was not regularly published. Then a reapplication was denied, this time on the grounds of obscenity. Postmaster General Arthur Summerfield informed Hefner that a revision of the magazine’s contents might  gain approval. So HMH Publishing brought a civil action against Summerfield in federal court in the District of Columbia in November 1955.

Hefner sought an injunction to keep the Post Office from interfering with the delivery of his magazine and asked the court to enjoin the granting of a second-class permit. He challenged the “censorship powers” claimed by the Post Office and presented a ringing declaration of principle. “We don’t think Postmaster Summerfield has any business editing magazines. We think he should stick to delivering the mail,” Hefner proclaimed indignantly. “This isn’t a new fight. It never is. Yesterday it was Anthony Comstock, today it is Arthur Summerfield.” Hefner won a complete legal victory. The court issued an injunction restraining the Post Office from interfering with the magazine’s distribution and ordered it to grant second-class privileges. Eventually, the court awarded Playboy $100,000 in compensation.36

A couple of months later, a ruckus arose when Chicago’s Northwestern University banned Playboy from its bookstore. It claimed that protests had come in from English professors, a navy ROTC officer, a women’s service group, an assistant football coach, and a fraternity housemother. Upon investigating these “letters of complaint,” however, the Daily Northwestern, the student newspaper, discovered that the writers were fictitious. Meanwhile, Hefner wrote a letter to the university objecting to the ban. Censorship was particularly disturbing “in a large university dedicated to the principles of democracy and freedom of speech and press,” he wrote. “Of course, these would-be censors may feel that college students aren’t yet capable of choosing what to read or see or listen to. . . . These same ‘censors’ might next logically lead a raid on the Northwestern university library, which undoubtedly includes a great many books not quite suited to the adolescent mind.”37

With both controversy and success swirling around Playboy,  Hugh Hefner emerged as a cultural bellwether in postwar America.  Playboy’s agenda of sensual and material enjoyment reflected the nation’s massive, ongoing shift from a work culture to a leisure culture. In a climate of unprecedented and widespread abundance, fresh desires for play were surmounting traditional demands for labor. Burdened too long by the deprivations of economic depression and the sacrifices of war, growing numbers of young Americans wanted to have fun and enjoy the good life. A restless young midwesterner  appreciated those desires—indeed, he shared them—and created a venue for their expression. Over the last half of the 1950s, his magazine would go on to create a full-blown fantasy formula designed to fulfill them.

Playboy’s rapid success, however, quickly overwhelmed its crude bureaucratic structure. Within months of the first issue, it became evident that a single editor and a few assistants, no matter how dedicated, would not suffice. With typical energy, Hefner threw himself into building a larger operation.
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