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Introduction

Mulholland Drive is a long, winding road that snakes through one of the prettiest and most desolate hillsides in Hollywood, high above the smog and pestilence below. For three decades two of the movie industry’s most powerful stars, Marlon Brando and Jack Nicholson, shared the same driveway and lived in homes just a few minutes’ walk apart through dense wood; their pal Warren Beatty lived just several houses away. Dennis Hopper, by contrast, lived in Mexico, then Venice Beach, always the outsider, Hollywood’s interloper, though he did make Jack a star. Together they formed a kind of unholy union that led local cops to nickname Mulholland Drive ‘Bad Boy Hill’. Jack always preferred Bad Boy Drive.

A beauty spot, full of hiking trails and millionaires’ residences, miles from the sound of LA gunfire and crack dens, Mulholland Drive was by no means immune to the seedier side of Hollywood life. In the late seventies the hillside strangler caused panic in the community, torturing, raping and murdering ten women. One of the victims was found behind Brando’s house. A little later one of his near neighbours was murdered, strangled in the bathroom. ‘Mulholland Drive is full of crazy people,’ he said. ‘We have nuts coming up and down all the time.’ Is it any wonder David Lynch made a film about the place?

Jack, suiting his personality, was pretty lackadaisical about security, believing no one would wish to cause him harm – didn’t the whole planet just adore him? – though the odd nutty fan did get in from time to time. As for Marlon, he bought a gun just days after the Manson murders, admitted pointing the thing in the face of at least three intruders, and progressively turned his home into a fortress. Jack said Brando was paranoid about anyone getting near his front door. One time a couple of visitors, arriving for a barbecue at Jack’s, turned left instead of right and ended up in Marlon’s compound and face to face with two mean-looking guys brandishing shotguns. Tom Mankiewicz, creative consultant on Superman, recalls arriving there with director Richard Donner to ask Brando if he fancied playing Superman’s pop. ‘We drove into the courtyard and as we were about to get out suddenly four dogs came running at the car, they were Rottweilers and Dobermanns, and we stayed inside and were honking and honking and the dogs were snarling and jumping on the bonnet. All of a sudden Brando appeared in the doorway wearing a caftan, clapped his hands three times and the dogs came running towards him. I said, “Dick, I think we’re in trouble here.”’

Inside Brando’s domain, you’d never have known a movie star lived there. All his showbiz souvenirs, annotated scripts of The Godfather and suchlike, worth an absolute fortune, he stored like junk in an outhouse in the grounds.

In stark contrast, Jack proudly displays his Oscar statuettes and Golden Globe trophies. It’s entirely his place. It’s where, in the late sixties, as part, no doubt, of some mystical find-yourself bollockry, he spent three months walking round completely naked from dawn till sunset, not giving a damn about visitors or the ‘For God’s sake, Dad’ pleadings of his daughter. It’s where Marlon used to come calling when Jack wasn’t home and raid his fridge, because the silly bugger had padlocked his own as part of his latest starvation diet, which obviously wasn’t working. Curiously the Great One would often leave behind his underpants.

Warren bought his pad in the mid-seventies just to be near his pal Jack; before then he lived mostly out of hotel rooms. ‘The house was one of the most spectacular that I’ve been to in Los Angeles,’ says Dick Tracy producer Jon Landau. ‘But it felt like a home. Often you go into a star’s house and it doesn’t. This one felt lived in, very comfortable.’ But it took Warren years to settle in and furnish the place. In 1978 a British reporter paid a visit, surprised that it was still half-finished. Security guards patrolled the grounds, obviously not very well since they’d let her straight in, no questions asked. ‘I suppose Warren’s reputation as a woman chaser had got me in.’ When there was another murder nearby Warren stepped up his personal security, installing a kidnapper-proof vault, replete with thick, half-inch steel-plated walls and closed-circuit TV. Get into that, you fuckers!

Warren’s terminal indecisiveness, taking years to choose wallpaper, is one of many curious personality quirks. This is a man who travelled with the fast crowd yet rarely drank, snorted or smoked, a multimillionaire who wore dirty jeans for three days in a row and made coast-to-coast plane reservations for six consecutive flights, then missed all of them.

And there are the women, of course – lots of them. When Woody Allen was asked what he would like to come back as in another life he gave the classic response: ‘Warren Beatty’s fingertips.’ The women Warren has supposedly bedded is a roll call of some of the most beautiful and legendary of the twentieth century – Julie Christie, Brigitte Bardot, Madonna, Princess Margaret, Cher, Vivien Leigh, Jane Fonda, Catherine Deneuve, Barbra Streisand, Jackie Kennedy Onassis, Goldie Hawn, Diane Keaton, Maria Callas, Natalie Wood, Britt Ekland, even Emmanuelle herself: Sylvia Kristel. It’s a miracle his cock didn’t drop off.

There were tales that if you were an aspiring actress just arrived in Hollywood, maybe waitressing while awaiting your big break, it was really only a matter of time before you got a call from good ol’ Warren. Ask Nicole Kidman. Literally within weeks of arriving in Tinsel Town from her native Australia Nicole found herself chased by Warren. He wasn’t her type, so she bagged Tom Cruise instead. According to friend and production designer Richard Sylbert: ‘Warren told me once he had made a decision, “I’m either going to fuck a lot of women or be a politician. I’ve made a choice, I’m gonna fuck a lot of women.”’

Jack is Jack and will never change – thank God. He gets away with the kind of bad-boy behaviour that other celebs or mere mortals would be publicly crucified for. Attack a guy’s car with a golf club? ‘No problem, Jack,’ say the LAPD, ‘we’ll let you off.’ He’s also bald and paunchy yet chases nubile actresses around and has talked openly about drug taking with barely a tabloid titter. I mean, this is a guy who wears shades indoors, for Christ’s sake, and doesn’t get the piss taken out of him. Such is his mythic status now that the LA Times said he had the gravitational pull of Jupiter.

And what of Dennis, a man who everyone, including himself, thought would be dead by the time he reached thirty, a man who used to take three grams of cocaine so he could sober up enough to drink more, who on Easy Rider didn’t change his clothes for six months and punched a hole in a coffee table with a local drug dealer’s head? A man whose seduction techniques included walking up to women in the street and saying, ‘Hi, I’m Dennis Hopper. Do you wanna fuck?’

Between the four of them, God knows how many women have been hammered – more than the Allied landing force in Normandy, probably. And how many joints smoked, lines snorted, faces punched, reputations soiled and tantrums thrown. It’s a wonder Hollywood survived. It did, but after our bad boys were finished with it, it was never to be the same again.
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1

Legends Are Born

My old man used to hit harder than that.

Near the end of his life Marlon Brando was asked: ‘If you could live your life over again, what would you do differently?’ Scarcely skipping a beat he replied, ‘I wouldn’t get married and I’d kill my father.’ Life is never that simple, but the great Brando might have avoided a lot of grief if he’d done just that.

Marlon grew up terrified of his own father, Marlon Brando Sr, a man of unpredictable mood swings and often fierce rages. He was a travelling salesman and threw his money around in whorehouses and speakeasys, fucking or drinking anything he could lay his hands on. Rumours of his wayward lifestyle filtered back to the simple house in Omaha, Nebraska, that Marlon shared with his two elder sisters and his mother Dorothy, known by all as Dodie, a fragile, creative spirit who acted in local theatre and dared to dream of Broadway success. Ashamed of her husband’s infidelity, Dodie could hit the bottle hard too, and on nights they both got loaded the lounge became a battleground where the children feared to trespass.

Born on 3 April 1924, the young Marlon, nicknamed Bud, had a hectic wildness in him that needed controlling, being taken to kindergarten on a leash, in case he ran away. He once even dropped the neighbour’s dog down a well. At night he crawled into bed with his eighteen-year-old half-Danish, half-Indonesian nanny Ermi and they’d sleep naked together. The five-year-old sometimes playfully touched Ermi’s ample creamy brown breasts and writhed around on top of her as if she were a bouncy castle. ‘She belonged to me and me alone.’ Not for long, though, and when Ermi left after two years to get married Marlon was devastated. ‘My mother had long ago deserted me for her bottle, now Ermi was gone too. From that day forward I became estranged from this world.’ Marlon was a very serious and let’s say strange little chap.

If he turned to his parents for comfort, they were incapable of giving it to him. His father, when he wasn’t being a bully, giving orders and issuing ultimatums, fostering in his son a lifelong aversion to authority, was an emotional cripple. There were no father-and-son bondings, no shared tender moments, no hugs or ‘Well done, son,’ just constant lashing out. Dodie instilled in the young Marlon a love of nature and the arts, but too often was legless or borderline conscious, her son reduced to play-acting for her in an attempt to grab some attention and love. When he was older Marlon often brought Dodie home after she’d spent the night drunk in jail, events that traumatised the young boy. ‘I admire Marlon’s talent,’ Anthony Quinn once said. ‘But I don’t envy the pain that created it.’

On many a Sunday afternoon Marlon and his sister Frances would run away from home. For kicks he enjoyed setting off fire alarms then hiding to watch the emergency services roar down the street. When his pet chicken died and Dodie buried it in the garden, Marlon repeatedly dug the poor thing up until it resembled some monstrosity from the nightmare cupboard of Tim Burton.

When the family uprooted and moved to rural Illinois, Dodie was forced to leave her theatrical and bohemian friends behind, her artistic dreams crushed. But Marlon loved the new place; it was a veritable zoo with a horse, a cow, a Great Dane, several rabbits and twenty-eight cats. To this menagerie Marlon would occasionally add a wounded snake or broken bird he’d found somewhere. He was a champion of the defenceless, once even turning up at home with an elderly bag lady who had fainted outside in the street, fussing over her while the doctor was called. He became naturally drawn to troubled children, perhaps because they reflected something in himself. One such boy, frail with glasses and bullied at school, was Wally Cox, and the two boys became inseparable, even after Marlon tied poor Wally to a tree in a wood and left him there all night. Their friendship lasted until Cox’s premature death in the early seventies and, rather spookily, beyond. Brando kept Cox’s ashes in his house and confessed to talking to them most nights.

Aware that her marriage was more compost heap than bed of roses, Dodie was hitting the bottle even harder. Hubby still enjoyed his wayward trouser dropping, and when Dodie spotted lipstick stains on his underpants the rows got worse. Marlon had heard his parents argue and fight before but, now a strapping twelve-year-old, was at last confident physically to confront the man he’d grown to despise, a taskmaster who’d raised his family by the strict rules of the Bible but who was nothing but a fraud and hypocrite. The gloves were off, and their frequent clashes were so volcanic that the neighbours could hear them warring. One night Marlon burst into the bedroom while his father was beating Dodie and threatened to kill him if he didn’t stop.

It’s no surprise that Marlon scarcely discussed his childhood when pressed by friends or reporters. The memories were just too painful. His mother had been the only brightness that shone out from the muck and gloom, and he had had to watch her spiral into drunken promiscuity and darkness, fighting her horrendous private demons. Often she’d disappear on wild binges and Marlon spent tortured nights in bed waiting for her to come home, or he’d search out the streets, the saloons and seedy hotels, often finding her passed out in her own vomit. One time he brought her home naked in a cab from some miserable hell-hole and fought off his father as he rained his fists down on his wretched wife’s head.

Is it any wonder, with such a home life, that school seemed a total inconsequence to Marlon, who gladly treated it as such, flunking lessons and misbehaving, like the time he burned the word SHIT on the blackboard with corrosive chemicals. Only for sports and drama did he show any kind of aptitude. When it was discovered he’d failed all his subjects and was being held back a year, his father exploded. Marlon didn’t care and got himself expelled when he orchestrated one prank too many, placing cheese into the air-conditioning unit and stinking out his classroom.

Marlon Sr was at a loss about what could be done with his son. The boy needed discipline, that was for sure, and as a product of military school himself, he decided that the army could beat it into him more productively than he ever could. So in 1942 Marlon found himself at Shattuck Military Academy in Minnesota, up before dawn, inspections, drills, hikes, marching about, and lights out at 21.30. If anything his rebellious nature found a greater outlet to express itself, and there were pranks galore: stealing every piece of cutlery from the canteen so his fellow cadets couldn’t eat, emptying a chamber pot out of the dormitory window as someone was passing and shimmying up a tower to disable and then bury the school bell, which chimed every quarter hour and drove him to distraction.

As for women, he fucked conveyor-belt fashion local lasses from waitresses to farm girls. According to one fellow cadet, Marlon was an equal-opportunity fucker; he happily screwed ugly, pretty, fat or thin girls. They just had to be fuckable.

He enjoyed facing down bullies, too, acting tough and winning friends with his outrageous disobedience. But the outside world could still scar him. His parents never wrote or visited their son at the academy and during the holidays Marlon, rather than going straight home, sometimes lived like a hobo, riding the trains with fellow drifters, sharing their food and stories by the campfire.

As time went on his behaviour at Shattuck got worse. He dyed his hair red and got out of classes by feigning illness. ‘I did my best to tear the school apart and not get caught at it,’ Brando confessed. ‘I hated authority and did everything I could to defeat it. I would do anything to avoid being treated like a cipher.’

His grades were, unsurprisingly, appalling; only in drama did he seem to make any effort. One day during manoeuvres Marlon’s insolence went too far when he talked back to his commanding officer. Confined to barracks, Marlon grew bored so broke out and headed into town for a bit of fun. His absence was reported and he was expelled for grand insubordination. Such was Marlon’s popularity that the students threatened to go on strike until he was reinstated. In an unprecedented move the principal wrote inviting him back in order that he could graduate; Brando told him to shove it.

You know, this used to be a helluva good country. I can’t understand what’s gone wrong with it.

Dennis Hopper’s upbringing sounds like a corny western. He was born on 17 May 1936 on a wheat farm in Kansas, just a few miles outside Dodge City, half a century after Wyatt Earp tamed the town before moving on to Tombstone; corrupt folk heroes have fascinated Hopper ever since. The place was a dustbowl, so bad little Dennis had to wear a gas mask to school. It was a time of depression, the middle of America was wiped out, people queued for bread and soup.

The farm was twelve acres of wide-open land and Dennis pretty much had the run of the place. His was a solitary existence with no neighbours and no kids to play with, just a train that came though once a day. Dennis used to spend hours wondering where it came from and where it went to. The farm belonged to his grandparents, who pretty much raised him as their own. For years Dennis struggled to come to terms with the feeling that his parents had let him down, that they didn’t show the same kind of love and commitment his grandparents did. They were distant figures mostly. His mother Marjorie was a Bible-thumping fundamentalist who worked over in Dodge City at a swimming pool, and Dennis cherished the times, all too rare, when she’d take him to work and he could have her to himself all day. His father Jay was absent from the homestead most of the time, working on the railroad as a postal clerk.

Dennis was barely five when he was given the news that his father was dead. America had just entered the war and Jay had been called up, but there’d been a terrible accident during his basic training and he’d been killed. Too young to fully appreciate the gravitas of what his mother was telling him, Dennis understood her promise that he’d be meeting his daddy again one day in heaven.

It was easy back then to just skip out of reality sometimes, Saturdays especially, during trips to the local movie house. Dennis was five when he was taken to the cinema for the first time and, bang, it hit him in an instant: the places he saw on screen were the places the train went to and came from, that flickering image on white canvas was the real world, and he wanted so much to be a part of it.

But no Hollywood scriptwriter could possibly have dreamed up the following scenario.

When the war ended Jay Hopper returned from the dead, quite literally. His death had been faked – a James Bond-type ruse so that he could undertake top-secret intelligence work. So while little Dennis believed his dad was decaying in the earth, in reality he was in China, Burma and India, fighting Maoists and taking the surrender of the Japanese in Peking.

The young Dennis welcomed his father back disbelievingly and for a time hero-worshipped him like a character ripped from the pages of a Boy’s Own adventure. His feelings towards his mother were altogether different. She’d known the truth all along, the only one in the family who had. How could she have lied to him? It was the worst kind of betrayal. She tried explaining that the government had sworn her to secrecy and forced her to live as a grieving widow, but Dennis had trouble swallowing it.

After this incredible emotional rollercoaster, Dennis’s family life returned to some kind of normalcy, and therein lay the problem. Again his parents grew distant, Jay going back to work on the railroad, carrying a gun to guard the mail, Marjorie working over in Dodge City. Again Dennis was left on the farm in his grandparents’ care, feeling deserted.

It was now that his trend for experimentation began. By his own future standards it started innocently enough, snorting gasoline fumes from his grandfather’s truck and gently tripping, seeing clowns and goblins in the clouds. That was until he overdosed one day and went wild, attacking the truck with a baseball bat, thinking it was a monster, smashing out the lights. ‘That was the end of my gasoline-sniffing.’ Grandpa was put out, to say the least, and Dennis was banned from going to the cinema until he’d learned his lesson. Trouble was, he never did, but instead graduated to drinking beer, stealing cans from the fridge and running into the wheat fields to pour the sweet nectar down his throat. The fantasy worlds of his boyhood, Dennis discovered, could just as easily be summoned up by alcohol as by his imagination. It was an interesting short cut.

As Dennis got older he lent a hand on the farm, daydreams supplanted by the cold, smelly reality of cleaning up pig shit. And if he didn’t do his chores properly he’d be punished, and not just with a spanking. ‘I’d say more like a whipping. That’s just the way it was in those days.’

Then, like a bolt out of the blue, his parents told him they were leaving the farm and moving to Kansas City. It was a huge adjustment and, once there, Dennis rebelled. Not quite a teenager, he started hanging out with the wrong crowd, returning home at odd hours reeking of beer, reducing his mother to tears and causing his father to yell at him that he was a no-good son.

In 1950 the family were on the move again, this time to San Diego, just a few hours’ drive up the freeway from fabled Hollywood. Dennis started to knuckle down at school, which he’d always seen as a chore, impressing teachers with his art work and winning prizes for drama. Consumed with a desire to be an actor, this interest in the arts created a gulf between him and his parents. Why couldn’t he be a doctor or a lawyer, they asked, anything but a career in the theatre, which they saw as populated with the same kind of bohemian rebels and bums who’d led him astray in Kansas City. Dennis was beyond redemption in any case, already a committed boozer and close to discovering the wonders of weed. He also liked to party hard. Discussions on the subject always ended up in rows with Marjorie screaming and throwing things. Speaking of his parents years later Dennis admitted, ‘I didn’t love either one of them. They weren’t bad, I just felt out of place.’

Home was becoming something of a nightmare. Jay drank too much and tended to get maudlin about the glory days of his war. He’d often row and fight with Marjorie, creating a hostile atmosphere that deeply affected the young Dennis. It took years, as he himself failed as a family man prone to rages, for him to forgive his parents for the malignancy he believed their soul-destroying scraps planted in his psyche.

So one night during the summer holidays sixteen-year-old Dennis packed a small suitcase and fled the hundred or so miles to Pasadena, calling his parents in the morning to tell them he was still alive. Managing to talk himself into a job shifting scenery in a professional theatre, Dennis soaked up the vibes – ‘It was fabulous, man’ – and didn’t even resent the fact that he wasn’t paid. To survive he flipped burgers at a roadside café. It had been an adventure for sure, and he returned home to finish his schooling more determined than ever to be an actor.

It was Dorothy McGuire, a successful film actress, who saw something in Dennis worth nurturing and cast him in a small role in a production of The Postman Always Rings Twice at San Diego’s La Jolla playhouse, which she helped run. For the first time since he’d left the farm Dennis felt wrapped up in a warm and inspiring environment. After successful stints performing in Shakespeare he was advised by Dorothy to set his sights on Hollywood. She had some contacts in the movie world who might help. Dennis was on his way to the town of his childhood fantasies. As for the theatre, he never really had any desire to go back: ‘Where’s the fucking close-up, man!?’

I never know what I’m going to do next. I just live for kicks.

Warren Beatty arrived in the world on 30 March 1937, three years after his sister, who was to become one of America’s greatest all-round entertainers – Shirley MacLaine. It must have been an amazing household with those two embryonic egos in it. He was hardly out of nappies before Shirley started to resent her little brother’s bid to hold centre stage, sparking off a lifelong sibling rivalry. ‘Warren spent most of his time as a baby yelling,’ she later said. ‘And with growing finesse and sometimes astounding precision, has been doing so ever since.’

Proper little darlings at home, around the neighbourhood they raised hell, setting off fire alarms, dumping rubbish on their next-door neighbour’s lawn and halting traffic on busy crossings by pretending to be handicapped and limping across theatrically. They even took to lying in the middle of the road waiting for a good Samaritan to arrive, only then to jump up and run away. ‘Warren and I breathed the breath of rebellion into each other,’ said Shirley.

Play-acting came naturally, I guess, since both their parents were frustrated performers. Father Ira wanted to be a musician but opted for the more secure profession of teaching, wondering for the rest of his life if he’d ever made the right decision. Mother Kathlyn wanted to be an actress but instead taught drama. After they married both receded into a comfortable middle-class existence in Richmond, Virginia, to raise a family. Perhaps the pangs of thwarted creativity in the Beatty household coloured their children’s choice of career.

Growing up, Warren was the moody type, introverted and withdrawn, someone who, in the words of his sister, ‘always had a private world no one could penetrate where he could hide away and be alone’. His love for books and writing cruelly marked him out as bully fodder. Incapable of fighting back, it was Shirley’s fists that got him out of jams, until she discovered such butch behaviour didn’t get her many dates. So the tomboy became a beautiful young woman and poor Warren had to fend for himself.

He didn’t get much help from his father, with whom he never developed a truly close relationship. Ira could be distant and unapproachable, a bit too schoolmasterly in the household. A drinker, Ira often passed out in front of the television and on one occasion, in a drunken stupor, accidentally set the house on fire. Warren’s main influences came from women, from his mother, his sister and aunts, all of whom had a strong and positive effect on his development. ‘And I was fortunately not smothered by them.’ By his own admission Warren came to trust women far more than men.

By the time Warren reached high school things were radically different. No longer bullied, the blistering looks that would make him a sex symbol were emerging and girls were starting to take note. He had his pick of them, and became something of a flirt. ‘Warren always loved the opposite gender,’ former classmate Art Eberdt told People magazine in 1990. ‘What he does in Hollywood, he was just like that in high school. He dated everybody he could date,’ even the senior girls. Whether he lost his virginity at this point is debatable, but Warren told friends that he believed he’d marry the first girl he fucked and that they’d always stay together. He also thought that the only reason for marriage was to have children, and that fatherhood would satisfy his ego. He’d have to wait some forty years to find out.

He ditched his precious books, too, replacing them with football boots. The abandonment of creative aspirations was because ‘I was too occupied in proving myself a male.’ ‘Mad Dog Beatty’, as they called him, excelled on the sports field to such a degree that in his senior year Warren was elected class president.

This desire to achieve merely hid the fact that Warren was still a resolute loner, fearing commitment of any kind. It may also have had something to do with a drive to compete with his big sister’s recent successes. After graduating Shirley had gone off to New York to be a dancer, hoofing it like mad in Broadway chorus lines. She was spotted by a talent scout and cast in Alfred Hitchcock’s The Trouble with Harry (1955), quickly establishing herself as the new darling of Hollywood, winning the ultimate accolade of membership into Frank Sinatra’s Rat Pack, as their sort of sexually off-limits mascot.

Warren was still at school when Shirley hit the big time. He ditched sports and took up the arts again. This was a big gamble, since spurning his fellow jocks could have backfired nastily, but Warren was no longer a wimp who needed his sister to bail him out of fights: his masculinity went unquestioned. But eyebrows were raised when, following graduation, he turned down ten college sports scholarships. Athletes, he said, ‘get their nose splashed all over their faces and their teeth knocked down their throats’. Ignoring his father’s advice to study law, Warren wanted to follow in Shirley’s footsteps and go into show business, even taking a holiday job at a theatre in Washington as a rat catcher. ‘I was supposed to stand in the alley to keep the rats from going in the stage door. I never saw any rats, except on stage.’

Then it was off to Chicago and drama school, but after just a year he dropped out, convinced they’d nothing left to teach him and that he was ready to strike out on his own.

I’m a goddamn marvel of modern science.

When he reached the age of seventy Jack Nicholson announced he’d been thinking about writing his memoirs. All he’d got so far, he confessed, was the first line. He flashed his devilish trademark grin as he recited: ‘It seems to me that my life has been one long sexual fantasy,’ he paused, leering for effect. ‘But more of that later...’

Jack was born in Neptune, New Jersey, on 22 April 1937 in extraordinary circumstances. For the first thirty-eight years of his life he never realised that his sister was in fact his mother and the woman he’d grown up calling Mom was actually his grandmother. How the hell did that happen?

Back in the thirties you’d be less of a social pariah as a child molester than as a teenage single mum, but that’s exactly what faced seventeen-year-old June Nicholson. Desperate to avoid a local scandal, her family secretly bundled June off to a hospital in New York to have the child and did the cinema-going public a big favour by deciding against an abortion. When she returned with the baby boy a charade began that was to last almost four decades as June’s mother, Ethel May, took over the raising of her grandson, passing him off as her own. As for June, she slipped quietly into the role of Jack’s older sister until he was two, then she left home to try her luck in show business, ending up marrying a dashing test pilot, starting a new family and settling down on Long Island, where Jack visited on school holidays.

The cover-up was discovered in 1974 by a reporter for Time magazine, who confronted Jack with the facts. After shaking off his disbelief he called his other sister Lorraine to see if it was true, June and Ethel May by this time both having passed away. Lorraine confirmed it: yes, June was his real mother. ‘Such is the price of fame,’ he later said. ‘People start poking around in your private life, and the next thing you know your sister is actually your mother!’

On the surface Jack seemed to take the news on the chin, remaining controlled, getting on with his life. ‘By that time I was pretty well psychologically formed.’ But those closest to him were only too aware that the revelation had deeply wounded him. According to his friend Peter Fonda it gave him a, ‘real deep hurt inside; there’s no way of resolving it, ever’. And Michelle Phillips, Jack’s girlfriend at the time, told Vanity Fair in 2007 that the news ‘was horrible for him. Over the weeks, the poor guy had a very tough time adjusting to it. He’d been raised in this loving relationship, surrounded by women. Now I think he felt women were liars.’

Of course, the great Nicholson family secret spewed up one further question: who the hell was the father? Accusing fingers pointed at Don Furcillo-Rose, a handsome vaudevillian who performed with bands at holiday resorts on the New Jersey shore. He and June shared a brief romance, despite the fact he was ten years her senior and already married with a young child. When Ethel May learned of the affair she told Furcillo-Rose to stay away from her daughter or she’d have him thrown in jail for corruption of a minor.

For years Furcillo-Rose kept tabs on little Jack, attending his school plays and watching him run back home after classes, sighing, ‘That’s my son.’ Despite the circumstantial evidence, Jack has always declined to accept Rose as his father, or to submit to a blood test, preferring to let the matter rest. For good or for bad Ethel May’s ne’er-do-well husband, John J. Nicholson, was Jack’s dad, in his memories at least, however sour they were. The guy was practically out of the door by the time he arrived. A devout Catholic and upstanding local citizen, John Nicholson descended into alcoholism and became something of a bum, reappearing for holidays or special family gatherings, then taking off again. Maybe sometimes he’d take little Jack to a baseball game or a movie, and there were trips to bars where the kid drank eighteen sarsaparillas to his dad’s thirty-five shots of neat brandy. ‘He was an incredible drinker.’ Strangely, there was no hostility towards John from other family members; they just accepted the way he was – ‘a quiet, melancholy, tragic figure’, in the words of Jack. ‘I felt sorry for him because he couldn’t help it.’ So peripheral was his father in his life that when he died in 1955 Jack, then a poverty-stricken young actor in California, declined to fly back home for the funeral.

It was Ethel May, a formidable and resourceful matriarch, whose resolve and great self-sacrifice kept the family’s head above water in those lean post-Depression years. Her thriving beauty business, conducted from the living room of her home, allowed them to live in one of Neptune’s more favoured neighbourhoods. There Jack grew up surrounded and suffocated by the adoration of women, his mother, his sisters, aunts and female customers, hearing them all gossip beneath hair dryers; ‘It’s a miracle that I didn’t turn out to be a fag.’

It’s hardly surprising that in adult life Jack constantly sought the company of women, why he fixated on them, desperate to please them, ‘because my survival depended on it’. He knew also how to exploit his status as the only male in the household, turning on the charm like a car stereo, but there was a temper, too, ‘that rocked the house like an earthquake’ when he didn’t get his way, said sister Lorraine. One Christmas, as punishment for sawing a leg off the dining-room table, his present was a piece of coal. He hollered the place down until a proper gift was forthcoming.

At school Jack was a mischief maker par excellence, suspended three times: for smoking, swearing and vandalism. He later bragged that during his sophomore year he had to stay after class every day. ‘I was the toughest kid in my area.’ There was also an anger in him that’s never truly gone away. Jack has confessed to having ‘a tremendous violence in me’, and said that all through his life he’s had to learn to subdue it. Even playing golf it’s there, waiting to burst out. ‘I’m not a very Zen guy. I’ve laid in sand traps and cried, and hurled clubs in lakes.’

Some teachers saw behind this rebellious façade to a deeply unhappy boy, disappointed by his father’s absence, though Jack claimed he was only doing what most adolescents did at school, ‘making a big show that they don’t give a fuck’. When he needed to knuckle down he was capable of producing skilled work; he merely chose to hide his not inconsiderable intelligence since it wasn’t cool to be seen as a geek.

If Jack wasn’t a geek, by no stretch of the imagination was he ever going to be a jock, though he loved sport and hung around the periphery of the school basketball team. After one away game, incensed at the opponents’ dirty tactics, he snuck back into their gym and trashed the electrical scoreboard equipment. That was Jack’s first moment of notoriety – and boy did it feel good.

Such clowning around was perhaps his first realisation of a desire to perform. Whatever, he joined a drama group, not initially out of any theatrical bent but because it was a chance to hang around with ‘chicks’. Although he never got the chance to do much with them. The school prom was the only time Jack was seen arm in arm with a girl. And she wasn’t terribly amused when he spent the bulk of the evening in a bathtub while his friends poured cold water over his head in an effort to sober him up.

There was little direction in the life of Jack. He sported a DA hairstyle, wore blue jeans and a motorcycle jacket, sort of bummed around, counting the days till the end of school. ‘It’s crazy,’ said classmate Gil Kenney, later a local chief of police. ‘We never thought Jack would go anywhere. He was a clown, wasn’t serious about anything.’
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The Methody Fifties

I coulda been a contender. I coulda been somebody.

Having burned his bridges at Shattuck Military Academy, the question for Marlon Brando was what to do now. There was some vague notion about maybe trying something in the theatre. ‘That’s for faggots!’ his father scoffed. ‘Who’d want to pay to see a shit-kicking Nebraska boy on stage?’ It was an attitude that seemed to sum up their relationship. Nothing Marlon did ever pleased or interested his father, who took malicious pleasure in telling his son he’d never amount to anything. Marlon was determined to get the hell out and prove him wrong.

Both his sisters had already fled to New York and Marlon soon joined them in that cultural maelstrom of the war years, clay ready to be moulded, but moulded into what? He’d no clear idea when he landed on the doorstep of Frances in Greenwich Village in 1943. He enjoyed the bohemian lifestyle all right: parties, late nights – women. A South American señora who lived across the hall, ten years his senior, had a young son and a husband away fighting in the war. Marlon pounced, but saw other women quite flagrantly, immune to the hurt he caused. A few years later when the flat was taken over, the new occupier was kept up all hours of the day and night by girls beating on the door after Marlon. To preserve her sanity she attached a sign outside: ‘Marlon Brando doesn’t live here any more.’

Work was plentiful in the bustling city and for short stretches Marlon was a cook, a nightwatchman, a truck driver till he crashed it and an elevator operator at a department store, quitting after four days because it embarrassed him to call out such words as ‘lingerie’. His other sister Jocelyn was studying drama under the brilliant Stella Adler, a proponent of a new naturalistic form of acting called the method, which emphasised that authenticity in acting is achieved by drawing on inner reality to expose deep emotional experience. At her suggestion, Marlon joined the class. Why the hell not – he’d nothing else to do – though there was an ulterior motive involved: fellow graduate Walter Matthau said Marlon only wanted to be an actor ‘so that he could get fucked from here to Timbuktu’.

It didn’t take Stella long to home in on Brando’s raw talent; she was mesmerised by his sheer energy and sex appeal. ‘In those days Marlon looked as if he might hump you at any moment like a beast in the field.’ Also by his creative originality. One day she told her class to act like chickens alerted to an atomic bomb strike. Everyone started flapping and clucking maniacally, except Marlon, who just squatted on the ground, miming laying an egg. ‘What the hell does a chicken know about nuclear fission?’ he said. Soon Stella was telling anyone who’d listen that this nineteen-year-old student would be ‘the best young actor in the American theatre’.

Suddenly Marlon’s mother Dodie arrived in New York. Marlon Sr had tried to get them both to join Alcoholics Anonymous; she’d chosen the booze over her marriage and fled. Brando often visited her apartment and delighted in shocking her, camping it up in her frilly bathrobe or pissing in the kitchen sink while she watched. ‘Oh Buddy,’ she cried out. ‘Why don’t you stop this shit?’ The close bond they shared was plain for all to see, but Dodie’s drinking remained out of control and Marlon would once again be forced to search the streets and alleyways for her. Some nights when he couldn’t find her he’d crash into a state of depression. She even missed her son’s triumphant Broadway debut in October 1944 because she was nursing a hangover.

It was a nothing role, anyway, ironically in a play called I Remember Mama, a rather anodyne affair about an immigrant family. To alleviate the boredom Marlon played practical jokes on the cast, like pouring salt in the coffee veteran actress Mady Christians had to drink on stage, making her violently sick. He also aroused himself in the wings so as to arrive on stage with a full-blown erection that couldn’t be missed by ladies in the front stalls.

As for his dressing room, it was a den of iniquity. Marlon boasted that his ‘noble tool’, as he was wont to call his cock, had never been so busy. Broads were queuing up outside his door. One night after the show Marlene Dietrich waltzed in and without saying a word dropped to her knees and gave him an expert blow job.

Just as Marlon was tasting stage success Dodie returned to his father. Marlon knew deep down that she ‘was mad about the bastard’, but couldn’t help but see her leaving him as desertion, as choosing her husband over her son. ‘My love wasn’t enough. She went back.’ Over the next few weeks Marlon lost his appetite, shed twenty-five pounds and began to stammer. After the curtain fell at the theatre he’d wander the streets for hours on end, lost in thought. It was, ‘a kind of nervous breakdown’ that lasted for months.

Stella Adler came to his rescue, taking Marlon into the bosom of her family. ‘She may have saved my sanity.’ Along with her husband, theatre director Harold Clurman, Stella listened for hours as Brando talked and explored his angst. Clurman later wrote. ‘Marlon suffers untold misery because of his mother’s condition. The soul-searing pain of his childhood has lodged itself in some deep recess of his being.’ Clurman also revealed that Brando said he smoked pot and admitted, with a measure of guilt, his rabid sexual promiscuity.

Living in close proximity for weeks on end inevitably drew Marlon and Stella closer together and a great deal of flirtatiousness entered the relationship. Often Marlon deliberately went into Stella’s bedroom while she was changing and stared at her in her bra and knickers. ‘Oh, Marlon, please,’ she’d complain while coyly covering herself up. ‘I’m getting dressed.’ He’d say, ‘That’s why I’m here, to see that you’re dressed properly.’ He’d even sit next to her at moments like this, a few times cupping her breasts in his sweaty palms. ‘Marlon, don’t do that or I’ll slap you.’ Brando would playfully look at Stella and reply, ‘You know you don’t want to do that to me.’

As luck would have it, Clurman was preparing to direct a new play on Broadway, Truckline Café, and Stella recommended Marlon for the important role of a psychopathic war veteran who murders his cheating wife. His audition was a disaster. ‘He mumbles,’ complained producer Elia Kazan. ‘They won’t be able to hear him past the fifth row.’ Clurman remained insistent: ‘Look, this boy’s got real talent.’

Kazan would soon become a major force in Brando’s life, but at that first meeting the two men circled each other like competing predators, each sizing the other out and then moving off, not a single word exchanged.

When Truckline Café opened in early 1946 Broadway had never seen such raw, naturalistic acting. For the dramatic scene in which his character confesses his crime, Marlon ran up and down the basement stairs of the theatre each night while stagehands doused him with a bucket of cold water so he appeared on stage in an effectively frenzied demeanour, out of breath, wet and trembling. Movie critic Pauline Kael was in the audience one night and thought the young actor was in the middle of a genuine convulsion. ‘Then I realised he was acting.’

Kazan was dazzled by it, too. ‘It’s like he’s carrying his own spotlight.’ Brando literally stopped the show. The audience shouted, they screamed, they stamped their feet. ‘In fifty years in the business, I’ve never seen it happen before,’ said co-star Karl Malden. ‘And it’s never happened since.’ The play itself, however, didn’t find public favour and closed within a week. But Brando had announced himself.

Marlon found other jobs, starring in a touring production of Candida in Washington, DC, where he spent most of his spare time wandering the nation’s capital covering the heads of famous statues with paper bags. If he encountered one with an outstretched hand he’d place a coffee cup in it. The local police thought a nutter was on the loose. He also seemed to take a perverse pleasure in turning down work. When a top Broadway producer offered him a major role in Noël Coward’s comedy Present Laughter, Marlon said he couldn’t possibly appear in such fluffy nonsense when millions of people were starving in Europe and Asia. Besides, he detested it, telling Coward to his face that his play was like ‘having a diarrhoea attack with no toilet in sight’.

He said yes, though, to working opposite former screen legend Tallulah Bankhead, by then so faded as to be virtually invisible. She’d casting approval for her new play, a wretched thing called The Eagle Has Two Heads by Jean Cocteau, and wanted to interview Marlon at her mansion. An enthusiastic boozer, she was well tanked up by the time he arrived. ‘Are you an alcoholic?’ said Brando, not giving a damn for protocol. ‘No, darling, just a heavy drinker.’ She was also a nymphomaniac who seduced her young leading men and was very quickly trying to grope at the bulge in Brando’s jeans. ‘I would rather be dragged over broken crockery than make love to Tallulah,’ he wrote to his sister afterwards. But it’s generally accepted he did.

When the play opened on tour Brando proceeded to upstage the diva at every opportunity: he picked his nose, scratched his balls and leered at the audience, even mooned them. Then he ate garlic before his big love scene with Tallulah, ‘Avoiding her tongue as best I could’. He drove the poor woman nuts and was fired when one night he stood at the back of the stage and pissed against the scenery. ‘The next time Miss Bankhead goes swimming,’ Marlon declared. ‘I hope that whales shit on her!’

Unemployed again, things were about to change radically for Marlon. Tennessee Williams had written a new play about a repressed Southern belle raped and driven mad by her brutal brother-in-law. Elia Kazan was set to direct it on Broadway. Convinced Brando was perfect for the lead role, Kazan thrust twenty dollars into his palm and told him to go and see Williams out at his holiday home on Cape Cod, where he was vacationing with his gay lover. The cash went straight on food and booze because Marlon was broke so he hitchhiked all the way and arrived three days late. The house was in chaos when he got there; the power was out and the toilets blocked and overflowing. Williams was in a dreadful panic. Brando astonished him, first by mending the fuses and sorting out the plumbing, then with his audition. ‘I had never seen a man of such extraordinary beauty,’ Williams gushed. He’d found his Stanley Kowalski. The play was A Streetcar Named Desire.

When Streetcar went into rehearsals Brando was erratic. Unable to get a fix on the character, he fell back on his familiar mumbling. ‘Speak up!’ one actor yelled at him. ‘I can’t hear a bloody word you’re saying.’ Another smashed his fist against a wall in sheer frustration. Few in the production quite knew what to make of him, this wild man who sometimes slept at the theatre and once disappeared for days on end, returning unshaven and looking like shit.

By opening night, 3 December 1947, bang, Brando was there, totally in the zone, to such an extent that, smashing a dinner plate during one scene, he continued his dialogue while picking shards of china from his bloodied fingers. ‘Once on stage, he became a character so much he wasn’t Marlon any more,’ said co-star Karl Malden.

Streetcar quickly became the hottest ticket in town. When Marlon made his first appearance in tight-fitting blue jeans and ripped T-shirt people simply gasped, nothing quite so threateningly sexual had been unleashed before on an American stage; some women in the audience began hyperventilating. It was a performance that redefined acting, practically revolutionised it overnight. This wasn’t an actor merely acting, this was an actor being.

Brando’s dressing room was undoubtedly the social centre of the theatre; young actors were drawn to him like moths to a flame. Starlets too fell at his feet, and he took ruthless advantage. Kazan said he was like ‘a fuck machine’. Parades of women of all races, creeds and colours passed through; some he serviced during the twenty-minute interval in which he was off stage. It was not unusual either for some girl to crash through the stage door ranting and raving that Marlon should pay for her abortion. He also, ahem, ‘entertained’ the rich and famous, including Ingrid Bergman, Joan Crawford, Wendy Barrie (a raging nympho and former girlfriend of gangster Bugsy Siegel), Veronica Lake and Hedy Lamarr, whose previous shagmates included Hitler and Mussolini, so he was in good company.

His apartment door was open most of the time, too, for the odd bit of skirt or devotee to come calling. Sometimes upwards of fifteen actors or down and outs he’d picked up would cram inside. He was their leader, no question, helping them out with food and money; he liked to feel needed. It was a pretty squalid flat, no hot running water and just a few tables and chairs, plus a mattress thrown on the floor amongst piles of books. A Broadway star he may have been, but he didn’t live like one, preferring to eat peanut butter straight from the jar and wear slovenly clothes until they started to stink, and then throw them away and buy new ones.

His only concession to fame was the Harley-Davidson motorcycle that he was seen roaring around the back alleyways of the theatre district or giving colleagues lifts home on. One night he was arrested for dangerously overloading the machine. Another time he was hauled over by a traffic cop in Times Square and asked for his licence. He didn’t have one. As he vainly searched his pockets some unanswered parking tickets fell out. It was off to jail and the play’s producer had to bail him out. ‘Why’d you do that?’ Marlon complained. ‘I was having a fine time in there. Met a lot of interesting people. Great experience.’

As Streetcar settled down into a long run Brando grew restless and started playing up, putting dog shit in the food on stage, stuff like that. The main target of his childish japes was leading lady Jessica Tandy; God knows what she’d done wrong. He once told a bunch of sex-crazed sailors he met in the street that if they visited Jessica’s dressing room after the show she’d satisfy the lot of them. They actually turned up, but were prevented from getting inside by security. Another time a mysterious voice on a phone informed theatre management that if Jessica appeared on stage that night she’d be shot. Police mingled amidst theatre-goers as Jessica bravely gave her performance. No one ever found out who made the call, but fingers pointed in Marlon’s direction. Asked to sum up Marlon, Jessica did so in four words: ‘A selfish, psychopathic bastard.’

To keep fit Marlon organised boxing matches down in the theatre’s boiler room. One night – crack – he took a surprise punch that busted his nose real good. Doctors pumped him full of anaesthetic and reset it, and the thing healed pretty quickly, much to Marlon’s dismay. Streetcar had been running for about a year now and he was pretty sick of it and fancied a longer convalescence. When he heard the play’s producer Irene Selznick was coming to visit he went to work on himself with bandages, iodine, the lot. ‘When she walked in the door, I looked like my head had been cut off and sounded as though I were dying.’ Irene was aghast. ‘Oh, Marlon, you poor boy!’ Struggling to sit up, he replied, ‘Don’t you worry, I’ll be back in the show tonight!’ ‘Don’t you dare!’ she said. ‘You’re in no condition, you poor darling. I forbid you to come to the theatre.’ So Marlon got to stay in hospital, ‘and had myself a ball’.

Playing Stanley Kowalski night after night was now sheer tedium to Marlon, nor could he deal with what was happening to him in terms of celebrity. Fame when it arrived caused massive problems; he began suffering from insomnia, got searing headaches, even anxiety attacks, which forced him to lie down in the street on a couple of occasions until they passed. He hated the attention his acting success had brought, running away from people in the street when they recognised him. He confided to Kazan that he succumbed to dark and powerful rages and was terrified he might seriously injure someone while under their influence. The director suggested he see an analyst; psychoanalysis was all the rage at the time, Kazan even told his actors to turn their trauma into drama. For the next eleven years Brando was to see a psychiatrist five days a week whenever he was in New York.

The bizarre behaviour continued, though. He collected manure from police horses and dropped bags of the stuff from his roof onto unsuspecting passers-by. He enjoyed hanging out of his apartment window until friends screamed in terror for him to get back inside, and took delight in creeping unannounced into the homes of his friends, either just to borrow a book or to camp down for the night. Sometimes an unknowing house guest would watch terrified as a window slid open and the figure of Marlon appeared. He’d also be deliberately rude. The morning after an elegant dinner party the hostess phoned to ask if he’d enjoyed himself. ‘I had a terrible time,’ said Brando. ‘Why?’ said the hostess. ‘Because you’re dull and your guests are repulsive.’

When he wasn’t insulting his swanky friends he was thieving from them. After one high-society party he’d attended the hostess noticed her collection of miniature antique clocks was missing. Convinced the culprit was Marlon, word was put around and that very evening the items miraculously showed up outside her apartment door with a note: ‘Oops! (signed) a thief.’

Marlon was glad when he finally left the cast of Streetcar ; he’d given everything to the production and now turned his back on the theatre for good. Years later, when asked why he never pursued a theatrical career and if he missed the spontaneous applause from a live audience, Marlon snapped, ‘Who cares about applause? God, do I have to turn into an applause junkie in order to feel good about myself?’

For a bit of rest and recuperation Marlon holidayed in Europe, getting up to his usual tricks, seducing a local gangster’s convent-reared daughter in Italy, taking her virginity. The guy erupted like Vesuvius. Since he had vowed that ‘even if her own husband attempts to fuck my daughter, I’ll have his dick cut off’, Marlon knew he was in trouble and legged it.

Hollywood was the obvious next destination, although Marlon was to treat the place with utter contempt for the rest of his life, calling it a ‘cultural boneyard’, a place that stood for ‘greed, avarice, phoniness and crassness’. He agreed to star in The Men (1950), as an embittered paraplegic war veteran, only ‘because I don’t yet have the moral strength to turn down the money’. Arriving wearing his only suit, with holes in the knees and a rip up the arse, no one quite knew what to make of him, or his unusual working methods. In order to feel what it was like to be completely immobilised in a wheelchair Brando asked to be admitted to a veterans’ hospital. There he was able to blend in and make friends with real amputees and lend his characterisation unprecedented authority.

Most nights Marlon joined the guys when they went out in their wheelchairs to a nearby bar. A woman, obviously pissed, approached them one time babbling on about the healing powers of Jesus Christ. Brando couldn’t resist it and urged the woman to try an on-the-spot conversion on him. Gradually he struggled to his feet. ‘I’m cured!’ he shouted. ‘It’s a miracle!’ before tap dancing round the bar, much to the amusement of his crippled buddies.

When Marlon returned to New York he moved into classier digs, but his slovenly habits soon turned the place into a dump. A guy arriving to deliver a vacuum cleaner declared, ‘That boy doesn’t need a vacuum cleaner, he needs a plough.’ Setting about decorating the place, Marlon gave up after painting just one wall and for the next year buckets of paint and brushes lay on the living-room floor. Guests just stepped round them.

His old school friend Wally Cox shared the place with him, along with a third flatmate, a pet raccoon called Russell, a gift from Dodie. Marlon had a way with animals, though not this furry little bastard. So vicious was it that poor Wally was eventually forced out. Brando couldn’t help but love the critter though, and they were practically inseparable for the next two years. It accompanied him onto the sets of movies and at parties would perch on his shoulder. Marlon once asked a press agent, ‘Do you know where my raccoon can get laid?’ Another time he held up a flight because he wanted to bring Russell aboard the plane as a passenger.

But even the Great One’s patience wore thin as the animal became more uncontrollable. Arriving home from vacation to discover it had pissed over his entire record collection – ‘the apartment looked as though it had been through a drug raid’ – he booted out the moth-eaten shit ball.

Though reluctant to return to Hollywood, Marlon had little choice when Kazan wanted him for the screen version of Streetcar, although he wasn’t sure if he wanted to revisit Stanley and all the incumbent psychological baggage. At least he had a new and exotic leading lady, Scarlett O’Hara herself, Vivien Leigh, whose personal life at the time horribly mirrored that of Williams’s character Blanche. Haunted by depression, Vivien was a notorious nymphomaniac and on the fast track to a full mental collapse.

People were nervous how the pair would get on. One afternoon Brando asked why she always wore perfume. ‘I like to smell nice, don’t you?’ Evidently not; Brando said he didn’t even take regular baths, instead ‘I just throw a gob of spit in the air and run under it.’ As filming got under way there was raw tension between them, but an undeniable chemistry. Marlon prowled around Vivien like a caged animal and in letters to Wally Cox admitted he wanted to fuck her so much his teeth ached.

It was, however, rumoured that around this time Marlon began an affair with Marilyn Monroe that lasted on and off for several years. After one date back at Marlon’s place he said, ‘For God’s sake, Marilyn, get out of that dress. Those tits of yours look like they need to be liberated.’ The two of them remained close friends and Marlon was one of the last people to talk to Marilyn before her untimely death in 1962.

Another blonde bombshell, Shelley Winters, was a regular visitor to the Streetcar set. One day Brando locked her in his trailer and began to simulate lovemaking by violently shaking the room, pounding the walls and screaming with delight. Shelley was perplexed, to say the least, and when she refused to yell loud enough for him he whispered, ‘You’re not helping my image enough. For God’s sake, you studied voice projection. Use it!’

Brando’s playfulness had certainly not subsided in the spotlit environs of Hollywood. He once drove down Sunset Strip with a fake arrow through his head, enjoyed painting moustaches on statues in parks, shook hands vigorously with a powerful producer while holding an egg and laughed as the executive instinctively rubbed his messy hand down his expensive Italian silk suit, and kept his neighbours up all night pounding on African drums.

He was no respecter of Hollywood tradition either. When the legendary showbiz reporter Hedda Hopper arrived to interview Marlon, he couldn’t give less of a fuck, paying her no attention at all. ‘Do you care to answer my questions?’ she finally said, exasperated. ‘I don’t believe so.’ She stormed off, never to interview Brando again. Along with Louella Parsons, who wrote that Marlon had ‘the manners of a chimpanzee and a swelled head the size of a navy blimp’, Hedda was Hollywood’s premier gossipmonger; both could ruin careers with one stroke of a pen, such had been their influence over decades. But Brando was a tornado that couldn’t be stopped, and besides, they represented the past, Brando the future.

Marlon never would be a conventional interview subject. He might suddenly ask the reporter, ‘What kind of underwear do you wear?’ Or, ‘Who would you have been in the eighteenth century?’ He hated the whole idea of self-promotion: ‘I don’t want to spread the peanut butter of my personality on the mouldy bread of the commercial press.’ In publicity handouts he’d tell whopping fibs about having been born in Outer Mongolia and that he ate gazelle’s eyes for breakfast. Or claim he’d been born in Rangoon during a zoological expedition and that his father was a leader in the Chinese revolution, sometimes a big-game hunter, an English diplomat or a cattle rustler.

The film of Streetcar opened in September 1951 and was a smash hit. Watching in the stalls was a whole generation of actors who’d be influenced by Brando’s breathtaking performance. ‘It was shocking to see an actor with that vitality and that reality; no one had ever done it before,’ says Godfather producer Albert Ruddy. Streetcar ended up with twelve Oscar nominations, including Brando for best actor. Ever the joker, Brando informed the press that he wouldn’t be attending the ceremony but sending a cab driver in his place to pick up the award, should he win. He didn’t, losing out to Humphrey Bogart’s infectious turn in The African Queen, though one columnist did actually see a cabby sitting in his place.

Eager to work with Brando again, Kazan searched for a suitable vehicle for them both, finding it with Viva Zapata (1952), a historical drama based on the life of the great Mexican revolutionary Emiliano Zapata. Darryl F. Zanuck, who owned 20th Century Fox and was paying the bills, wanted anyone but Brando in the lead; he would probably have preferred Russell the raccoon to the great mumbler. Zanuck swore he couldn’t understand a word that came out of Brando’s mouth and his fee of $100,000 was a joke. Marlon hit back, saying the tycoon with his buck teeth resembled Bugs Bunny. ‘When he entered a room his front teeth preceded him by about three seconds.’ Kazan wouldn’t budge and began the picture with Brando but Zanuck continued to butt in; the film was falling behind schedule, said the tycoon, Brando’s moustache was stupid, and he still couldn’t understand a bloody thing the actor said.

Zanuck wouldn’t be the only one. During rehearsals for The Fugitive Kind (1960), the actors all sat round a table to read the script, speaking their lines in a low mumble, taking the lead from Marlon. Finally, cast member Maureen Stapleton couldn’t take it any longer. ‘What the fuck are you doing, Marlon? I can’t hear a word anyone is saying. Have I gone deaf or what? For all that money you’re getting you ought at least to let everyone hear what you’re saying.’ Marlon burst into laughter and everyone felt a huge release. Sitting at the back was the author Tennessee Williams, ‘Thank God, darling,’ he said. ‘I haven’t heard a bloody thing all week.’

While filming Viva Zapata Marlon got up to his usual tricks, setting off firecrackers in a hotel lobby, dropping tarantulas into the dressing room of the actresses and serenading leading lady Jean Peters from a treetop at three in the morning. Kazan also recalled the amazing number of women who hung around the set, making themselves very available to him, though he rarely responded. His warmest relations seemed to be with the men. Well, not all of them, certainly not Anthony Quinn, cast as his brother. The two hardly spoke at all. Quinn was pissed off that Kazan asslicked Brando constantly, attending always to his needs to the detriment of everyone else’s. One day the two actors took a walk, during which Marlon got his dick out and started pissing. He suggested Quinn do the same. ‘At least we can relieve ourselves together.’ After that the pair had contests to see who could piss the furthest.

Then all hell broke loose. In the climactic fight between the two brothers Kazan wanted authenticity, he wanted his actors at each other’s throats for real, so spread malicious lies to Quinn that Marlon had bad-mouthed him and vice versa. When the cameras rolled both men went wild. Marlon especially lost it, yanking out tufts of hair. ‘I wanted to stick my sword in him,’ Quinn said later. Kazan kept his deception secret and as a result the two actors didn’t speak to one another for fifteen years until the misunderstanding was resolved. ‘He inspired a lot of actors,’ Brando said of Kazan. ‘But you paid a price.’

Over the past few years Kazan had become a mentor for Brando, an integral part of his creative life, which made what the director was about to do all the more shocking. This was the age of the McCarthy witch-hunts, of Reds-under-the-bed paranoia, and after going through private torture for months Kazan agreed to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), naming former colleagues who, like himself, had once been communist sympathisers. Many in Hollywood would never forgive Kazan such treachery. Could Brando? He was working on a new film, Julius Caesar (1953), when someone told him what Kazan had done and he was poleaxed by the revelation. The director, Joe Mankiewicz, later recalled Brando coming to him on the set virtually in tears, saying, ‘What’ll I do when I see him, bust him in the nose?’

For now Marlon had to put Kazan’s betrayal to one side and concentrate on his biggest challenge yet, Shakespeare’s Mark Antony, quite a stretch after playing a Mexican and the masturbatory fantasies of Tennessee Williams. Critics, naturally, scoffed but the British Film Academy voted him best foreign actor of the year. ‘Dad always liked to point out,’ says Tom Mankiewicz, ‘that the Brits, especially in those days, would rather have committed mass suicide than give an American actor an award for Shakespeare. But he was wonderful in it.’

Riding a huge wave of popularity, Brando had still to come to terms with fame, still detested the intrusion into his personal space by both fans and those darker elements like stalkers and general nutters. There were three girls who camped on his doorstep and refused to leave, and a woman who festooned her bedroom walls with pictures of her idol as she plotted his kidnap and cannibalisation. One time a gaggle of girls, including a young Mary Tyler Moore, waited outside his house for him to appear. An old man with a limp exited and got in a car. It was Brando in disguise. They tailed him for about a quarter of a mile until he stopped, got out and walked over. The limp was gone, so too the grey wig. ‘He walked to us in the slowest, sexiest walk I’d ever seen,’ Moore later recalled. He bent down and briefly scanned the passengers before saying, ‘Don’t you girls have anything better to do on a Saturday night?’

Brando solidified his place as the archetypal bad boy when he was cast as Johnny, the swaggering leather-clad leader of a motorcycle gang that terrorises a small town. The Wild One (1954) was amongst the first films to address a new and pressing problem in fifties America, juvenile delinquency. Terribly tame by today’s standards, even blissfully nostalgic, the film provoked huge controversy at the time with moralists claiming it glamorised anti-social behaviour. In one scene a girl asks Johnny what he’s rebelling against. His defiant response. ‘Whaddya got?’

Brando was now moving with alacrity from one classic to another, but turned down On the Waterfront (1954) when it was first offered, not because he didn’t want to do it, but because Elia Kazan was attached as director. The true story of mob rule on the New York docks and one young worker’s determination to testify against the crime bosses had obvious resonance for Kazan, but Brando was still in turmoil over what he’d done by selling out his friends to McCarthy paranoia. So Frank Sinatra was installed as star. All the time, though, Marlon, by far the greater box-office draw, was being secretly wooed by producer Sam Spiegel. After much persuasion Brando gave in; the role of Terry Malloy was just too good to turn down. More than most, Marlon could relate to a character ‘driven crazy by his inner conflicts’. As for Sinatra, he was incensed at being dumped and no doubt planned to put a horse’s head in both Spiegel’s and Brando’s beds.

Although he still respected Kazan professionally, calling him ‘the best director I ever worked with’, all intimacy had gone and there was an uneasy atmosphere on set. They never worked together again. In order to achieve greater realism, Kazan spurned studio sets to shoot amidst the slum dwellings of the dock area where weeks earlier Marlon had hung out with workers loading crates. It was dangerous, though, with the local Mob keeping tabs on the production. One afternoon Kazan and Brando lunched with gangsters to get permission to shoot in a particular area they controlled.

Cast as Terry’s girl was Eva Marie Saint, who marvelled at how Brando never once stepped out of character. ‘He was Terry.’ Their relationship on screen is beautifully tender. He may also have saved her life. In a scene where both are chased down an alleyway by a truck, they had to run through a door to escape. On ‘action’, when they got to the door the thing was locked, a crew hand had goofed. With seconds to spare Marlon broke a window pane, slashing his hand, flung open the door and threw himself and Eva inside just as the truck hurtled past.

As filming continued Kazan could only stop and admire what Brando was giving him. ‘If there is a better performance by a man in the history of film in America, I don’t know what it is.’ Every word Brando spoke seemed not something memorised but the spontaneous expression of an inner experience. And there’s no better example than the archetypal scene, staged with Rod Steiger in the back of a taxi, where Marlon famously emotes, ‘I could have been a contender.’ Having trouble with the dialogue, so pissing off further a screenwriter already maddened by his endless ad-libbing, Marlon got Kazan to allow him to virtually take over. ‘I never could have told him how to do that scene as well as he did it,’ Kazan later admitted.

When a rough cut of the movie was screened for the first time the mood was ebullient as the lights came back on, but of Brando there was no sign; he’d gone, walked out without even speaking to Kazan. ‘I thought it was terrible,’ he later said, criticising his own performance. Such misgivings were utterly unfounded. On the Waterfront was a major commercial and critical success, winning eight Oscars, including best picture and best actor for Brando. Everyone expected him to cause chaos at the event, swing on the chandeliers, try to mate with Bette Davis, but he was civil and gracious in his acceptance speech, though for years he contemptuously used the statuette as a doorstop before someone stole it.

Never greater in demand, Brando found himself turning down scripts left, right and centre, spurning the chance to play in East of Eden (1955), so leaving the door open for a certain James Dean to make his film debut. When it opened, reviewers remarked on the plagiaristic resemblance between Dean’s acting mannerisms and Brando’s. Both Midwestern farm boys recast as rebels, Brando saw this attempt to copy him, including his lifestyle, as Dean’s way of dealing with his own insecurities. Dean took to wearing the same brand of jeans as Brando, started riding motorcycles and for a while dated the same women, including future Bond girl Ursula Andress. When Marlon sat down to write his autobiography in the nineties he called Ursula at her house in Rome, first complimenting the actress upon her eternal beauty and then making the ultimate faux pas by asking her if they’d ever had an affair. When her former husband John Derek got to hear about this he fumed, ‘Who wouldn’t remember fucking Ursula Andress? Marlon must be coming down with Alzheimer’s disease.’

Often Marlon would listen to Dean’s sensitive voice talking to the answering service, asking for him, but never spoke up and never called back. They finally met at a party, where Dean was ‘throwing himself around, acting the madman’. Brando took him aside and, recognising the personal demons eating into his skull, gave him the number of his analyst, suggesting he pay a swift visit. ‘You need help.’ Whether Dean ever sought it is unrecorded.

You’re tearing me apart!

Dennis Hopper arrived in LA at the close of 1954 with virtually the clothes he stood up in and hardly any cash, but most importantly with the name of a casting agent scribbled on a piece of paper by his acting sponsor Dorothy McGuire that was worth its weight in gold.

Thanks to her he won an audition for a substantial guest role in the TV hospital-drama series Medic. It was to play an epileptic patient and Dennis was up against a dozen other actors with much more experience than he had. The director looked at this young buck, heard him read and didn’t think very much. ‘Can you portray an epileptic fit?’ he asked. Dennis remained silent, but his eyes began to roll in their sockets and his body started to jerk from side to side. The director was starting to wonder if he’d been sent a real epileptic by mistake. Dennis stopped as abruptly as he’d begun and stared back at his inquisitor. ‘We’ll let you know.’ He got the part.

While he waited for his episode to air, and with money desperately tight, Dennis took any menial job he could find, even stealing milk and orange juice from his neighbour’s front porch to sustain himself. Eventually lack of funds and near starvation drove him back to his folks and he took a soul-destroying job delivering phone books around the local area, where he’d be met on doorsteps with taunting looks from friends who’d seen him head off to Hollywood with high ideas of stardom. ‘I thought you were an actor now!’

Dennis rammed those words down their throats when his Medic episode was broadcast a few weeks later. The family all sat in silence watching it, mesmerised by his performance, especially his convincing epileptic fit. ‘It’s similar to what Grandma described when you were sniffing gasoline back on the farm,’ said his mother. Joking aside, everyone was duly impressed, including Hollywood. Seven studios wanted to put the eighteen-year-old under contract. Coolly he chose Columbia and went along to check the place over. Head of the studio was the fearsome Harry Cohn, a man who ruled the place with an iron will, ranting and raving at his stable of stars. Hedda Hopper said, ‘You had to stand in line to hate him.’ Dennis knew of his reputation, that his workers visibly cowered in his presence, but didn’t give a shit as he walked into his office flanked by his agent, looking around at shelves groaning under the weight of awards.

‘I seen your TV show, kid; you got it, you’re a natural, like Monty Clift. What else you done?’ Dennis was elated: Clift was a hero. ‘I’ve done Shakespeare at the –’ Cohn butted in, Shakespeare, or culture in general, was anathema to the mogul. ‘Oh my God,’ he said, as if Dennis had taken a dump on his prize mohair carpet. He turned to face a minion. ‘Give this kid some cash and put him under contract. Then get him started with a coach to wipe out that Shakespeare crap.’

Dennis stood up. He wasn’t taking this from Harry Cohn or anyone. ‘Go fuck yourself!’ he hollered and stormed out. Cohn went purple with rage. ‘Don’t ever let that bastard set foot in my studio again, or his fucking agent.’ Then, screaming at the rapidly disappearing Dennis: ‘You’ll never work at Columbia, not even a crowd scene.’ The mogul was true to his word, Dennis never worked for them until 1969, by which time Cohn was long gone and Dennis had a little film called Easy Rider to sell.

A much better impression was made over at Warner Brothers and Dennis was given their standard seven-year contract. Director Nicholas Ray was the first to seize on Hopper’s talent and cast him as a gang member in the studio’s latest teenage angst movie, Rebel Without a Cause (1955), starring James Dean. Ray also asked Dennis to stand in for Dean at a series of screen tests with prospective leading ladies, one of them former child star Natalie Wood. The next day Dennis got a call from Natalie confessing she fancied him like mad and wanted to have sex with him. ‘A helluva line,’ Hopper recalled. ‘In the fifties, to be aggressive like that as a woman was really amazing. It was an amazing turn on to me.’

Dennis jumped into his car and raced over to pick Natalie up outside her hotel. As they drove up into the Hollywood Hills she confessed to having just come from the bed of Nicolas Ray. Aged sixteen, Natalie was still a minor, illegal goods for either man to tamper with, but at least Dennis was only a couple of years her senior – Ray was in his mid-forties. Dennis eased the car down an uninhabited stretch of Mulholland Drive and the two youngsters made out together for the first time.

After that Dennis saw Natalie a lot, reassuring her that she was bound to get the role opposite Dean: she was fucking the director, after all. Returning home from a drive one day their car was involved in an accident with another vehicle and the couple were thrown into the road. Dennis escaped with minor bruising but Natalie suffered concussion and was taken to hospital. Later the police arrived to question them both, and afterwards Natalie called Ray. ‘The cops called me a goddamn juvenile delinquent; now do I get the part?’

As filming commenced on Rebel, Dean cut a posturing figure on the set, treating Hopper and other cast members with unconcealed disdain. Dennis didn’t give a shit, he was the best actor around, he was gonna take Hollywood by storm, wasn’t he? All that changed when he saw Dean act. It blew him away. When cameras finished rolling on the scene Dennis grabbed Dean, or so the story goes, and threw him inside a car. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he yelled in his face. ‘I thought I was the best young actor in the world until I saw you. I gotta know how you do it!’ It was the beginning of Dennis’s idolisation of Dean, as the star sometimes took time out during filming to watch his takes and offer advice, for example, ‘Smoke the cigarette, don’t act smoking the cigarette.’ In other words, just do it, don’t show it. Both also learned they had a mutual hatred for their parents and used that anger as an outlet in their acting. ‘I’m gonna show you, I’m going to be somebody,’ that was the drive, as it was for Brando, too.

Dennis hung out with a lot of the Rebel cast, smoking dope at a time when regular offenders were thrown in jail. Worse, he also tried peyote, dried cactus top, shit the Indians smoked; this when it wasn’t cool to mention the fact even to your closest buddies. Dennis ended up hooked on the stuff for years, until he quit after a bad trip. According to friends, when they popped over to see him at home there was always a pot of the stuff simmering on the hob ready for use. Dennis later claimed peyote ‘helps you communicate with God or the universe. Once when I took peyote I saw the world as a cancerous growth.’ It’s official, Dennis was the first hippie.

Actor, writer and friend of James Dean, John Gilmore also befriended Dennis on the Rebel set and hung out with him. One particularly memorable night was spent at the Hollywood home of Maila Nurmi, aka Vampira, the original glamour ghoul girl who hosted late-night horror movies on TV. A few of the Rebel cast, including Dennis, were relaxing on the living-room floor, chatting with Maila. Suddenly she jolted up and cried, ‘Kiss my ass, stupid.’ This Dennis viewed not as an insult but as an invitation to pull down Maila’s jeans and proceed as instructed. She fought him off, but Dennis’s gander was up and he’d yanked her pants partway down before noticing she wasn’t wearing knickers. Embarrassed and vexed, Vampira, according to Gilmore, punched Dennis hard in the face. He tried to laugh it off but the next day arrived on set with a glorious shiner.

It didn’t take Gilmore long to realise that Dennis was into sex in a big way. He accompanied him one afternoon to a burlesque show downtown, ‘and Dennis started jacking off in the middle of it. Someone called the manager and he asked us to leave and Dennis shouted, “I’m Dennis Hopper, man. I’m with Warner Brothers and I’ll have your fucking job!” The guy said if we didn’t leave he’d call the cops. “We don’t allow no jacking off in here!”’

Dennis and Natalie remained an item all through the shooting of Rebel, creating such a bad atmosphere on set between himself and the director that Dennis challenged him to a fist fight. ‘Kid,’ Ray said, ‘someday you’re going to learn to put your fists away.’ Dennis consoled himself with the fact that, even though Natalie was shagging the old guy, ‘she was with me.’

One day Dennis and Natalie decided to have a good old-fashioned Hollywood orgy and invited another couple round to Dennis’s apartment. No one really knew what the rules were, so Natalie got things rolling by crying out, ‘Let’s have a champagne bath.’ Good idea, thought Dennis, who popped out quickly and returned with a couple of cases of cheap bubbly and proceeded to fill the bath with it. Natalie stripped and slowly lowered herself in. Within seconds she was in absolute agony, her vagina inflamed by the alcohol. A half-dressed Dennis had to rush her to the ER.

Within weeks of finishing work on Rebel Dennis was cast in James Dean’s next movie, the epic Giant (1956) with Elizabeth Taylor. When that was over both returned to LA, Dean ecstatic that he could drive his Porsche Spyder again after studio executives had banned him from car racing during filming. He even took Dennis for a spin in it. On 30 September 1955, on his way to a race meeting, Dean was involved in a head-on collision with another car at a lonely intersection. Rushed to hospital, he was pronounced dead on arrival. He was twenty-four.

Minutes after the news came over the radio a mutual friend was banging on the door to Dennis’s apartment. It was a bad idea. Recovering from a hectic night, Dennis couldn’t comprehend what he was being told and reacted with violence, shoving the guy against a wall and thwacking him one. He thought it was a sick joke. ‘Don’t you ever put me on like that again, man.’ Then the reality sank in. ‘It was horror. It was unbelievable.’

Dennis had placed Dean on a pedestal, above anyone else he’d ever met. Now his idol was gone and he was left devastated, wondering how a person of destiny could die just like that. The aftershock of the tragedy would echo inside him for years.

When the time comes when nobody desires me... for myself... I’d rather not be... desired... at all.

Determined to be an actor, Warren Beatty hit New York with all the explosive energy of a damp squib, working as a dishwasher, as a sandhog during the construction of a new section of the Lincoln Tunnel and also picking up the odd gig as, would you believe, cocktail-lounge piano man, all the while living in filthy conditions that even Marlon might have turned his nose up at: an unheated apartment in a run-down tenement. The previous occupant had been a junkie and the place still reeked of his habit. With very little income, Warren seemed to be just about surviving on peanut butter sandwiches, until he collapsed and ended up in hospital with hepatitis.

With little experience behind him it was Brando’s old drama coach Stella Adler who gave Warren the, ‘arrogant, self-confidence’, in his words, that would spur him on to success and equip him with the balls to say no to roles he didn’t like. Quite a courageous thing for an out-of-work actor to do. At one audition, when a director criticised his low voice, saying that he was mumbling like Brando, Warren simply gave the script back and walked out. Stella loved Warren the minute he joined her acting class, but her praise alone didn’t pay the bills and the young actor continued to live on the breadline, literally starving, before he won a few roles in daytime soaps, one-off television dramas and off-Broadway plays.

And there were women, of course. Warren was spending a lot of time with a young actress called Diane Ladd, the future wife of Bruce Dern and mother of Blue Velvet and Jurassic Park star Laura Dern. They met through acting class; Diane was barely sixteen years old. She loved Warren’s company, thought he was fun to be around. ‘He’d take me home and kiss me goodnight – then say hello to my roommates and kiss them too.’ Others found him overbearing and too cocky by half. Neither did they appreciate his sometimes wild sense of humour.

One of Diane’s flatmates was seventeen-year-old Rona Barrett, later to become a popular TV showbiz reporter in the seventies, to whom Ryan O’Neal famously mailed a live tarantula. Early one morning Rona was awoken by loud rapping at the door and a voice demanding, ‘Open up.’ She was hardly going to do that at 2 a.m., not until the mystery voice identified itself, which it refused to do. ‘Open the door,’ it went on, then menacingly: ‘I’m gonna rape you.’ Startled, Rona replied, ‘No you’re not. Who is it?’ It was Warren, of course, coming to visit his girlfriend. Finally, Diane came running down the hall. ‘Oh my God, it’s only Warren,’ she said, as if this were a daily occurrence. Invited in, he took one look at Rona and blurted out, ‘This is it, baby! You’re finally gonna lose that fucking cherry.’

Not surprisingly, Rona was never attracted to Warren, even though ‘he had relationships with a number of my girlfriends’. But, rape threats aside, she found him charm personified. Already the Beatty seduction technique was taking shape: an ability to captivate a woman entirely, to be attentive only to her, to make her feel she was the one person in the room, nay the world, who mattered at that moment. As one woman who enjoyed a brief affair with Warren explained to Time magazine in 1978. ‘He doesn’t just want to seduce you but to quite literally charm the pants off you. He tells you you’re fabulous and laughs at all your jokes. He’s so in love with himself that it’s contagious.’

Like before, Superman, two or three goons holding me while you do the punching.

Jack Nicholson did a lot of thinking about his future during the summer of 1954. He’d enough grades to go to college, but that meant work and lots of it. ‘And I was too lazy for that. I wasn’t filled with a burning desire to make something of myself in those days.’ So he bummed around for a while, worked as a lifeguard, even making the local papers when in a choppy storm he muscled a boat out, surviving huge waves, to rescue a party of five swimmers who’d got into trouble. ‘What the paper didn’t mention is that as soon as I beached the boat, I puked my guts out in front of about 40,000 people.’

Another summer job was working as the assistant manager of a local movie theatre. On the Waterfront was showing and the young Jack must have seen every performance, unable to take his eyes off Brando. ‘He was spellbinding, a genius. There was no way to follow in his footsteps. He was just too large and just too far out of sight.’

By coincidence, or was it providence, June had settled in a suburb of LA with her children after her marriage to the test pilot broke up. Jack, still unaware that his sister was his mother, packed his bags and headed west to stay with her for a while, keen on catching some Californian rays before deciding what to do next with his life. Immediately he connected with the place, its atmosphere, the buzz, it just felt like home. For money he played the horses at the local race track and hustled pool at night, and there was also a part-time job in a toy store. But that wasn’t enough for June; she thought Jack ought to be looking for more secure employment. Both hot-headed, the pair often clashed and after one particularly fierce argument June threw him out into the street. Angry, he walked for hours before stumbling, exhausted, onto Sunset Boulevard. At last, Jack had arrived in the heart of Hollywood.

On the verge of returning home, feeling he really ought to get serious about his life and go to college, Jack landed a job as a mail boy in the animation department of MGM, for Tom and Jerry creators William Hanna and Joseph Barbera. Although the studios were far from the giants they once had been, they were still imposing places and Jack was intoxicated by the sheer vibe of working there. He’d visit sound stages and watch them shoot pictures, see stars like Bogart and Liz Taylor; ‘It was hog heaven for me.’ He once confessed to lying down flat on a studio lawn to get a good look at Lana Turner’s knickers as she boarded a coach. He even had the temerity to ask Joan Collins for a date; she turned him down.

To this day Jack still recalls the day Marlon arrived on the MGM lot. The staff there were blasé about seeing movie stars, but every venetian blind flew up and all the secretaries stuck their heads out the window to take a peek at him. Jack even snuck onto the sound stage to watch up front and personal his hero in action.

Moving out of June’s place, Jack rented a small apartment above a garage with an old school pal. They’d go out at night with like-minded souls, wasting hours over a cappuccino in the coffee bars of Sunset Strip talking about movies and worshipping their acting idols, Brando, Dean and Clift. They’d try to hit on girls, without success. At one nightclub Jack plucked up the courage to ask for a dance but rushed back minutes later. ‘I’ve got to find the men’s room.’ His friends were perplexed. ‘What happened?’ Jack explained. ‘I was dancing with this girl and she danced so damn close to me that I exploded in my pants!’

Walking down a corridor one day at MGM Jack passed producer Joe Pasternak. ‘Hiya, Joe,’ he grinned. Pasternak paused, then said, ‘Hey, kid – how’d ya like to be in pictures?’ Yes, that really used to happen, you just had to be in the right place at the right time. For days Jack sweated over his audition, daring to dream of stardom. Reality hurt when it hit him: he wasn’t good enough, the test was a disaster and Nicholson was back on the mail run. His gawky, unconventional looks just didn’t fit in with the current emphasis on brooding Roman gods like Marlon and Rock Hudson. ‘Hiya, Joe,’ Jack greeted Pasternak in the corridor a few days after. The producer stopped for a moment, mulling over the earnest youth’s face. Then he spoke: ‘Hey – how’d ya like to be in pictures?’ Jack shrugged his shoulders over the fickle business he’d chosen to be a part of and walked away.

Get up! Get up, you scum-suckin’ pig!

Despite all the success Marlon Brando had enjoyed he remained a psychological mess. Sometimes he’d walk the streets till dawn or chat for hours on the phone with friends until succumbing to sleep. Financially things were looking precarious, too. In an effort to mend the relationship with his father he’d taken on Marlon Sr as a business manager, which was a recipe for disaster. When a cattle ranch the old man invested in went belly up the son needed money fast, so signed a contract to appear in a piece of historical nonsense called The Egyptian for 20th Century Fox, the first time he’d agreed to make ‘crap for money’. Then he read the script – ‘It was shit’ – and walked. The studio was incensed. Acting fast, Brando got his shrink to write a letter saying he couldn’t make the film because he was ‘mentally confused’. It was the ultimate sick note, but Fox weren’t buying it and sued Brando for breach of contract. A compromise was reached: Marlon would make another film for Fox, Desirée (1954), starring as Napoleon.

Either he wasn’t interested in the role or it was the biggest sulk in movie history, but Marlon’s performance as the diminutive dictator was one big fat void. Critics and the public wholeheartedly agreed. At one screening Marlon’s Napoleon emoted on screen, ‘When did you stop loving me?’ To which one member of the audience heckled, ‘When you made this shit-kicker.’ Marlon’s spirits fell and he told a reporter he felt like giving up movies for a while and finding a hideaway somewhere in the South Pacific, where he could ‘fuck brown-skinned teenage gals until I’ve doubled the island population’.

Amidst all this wrangling Dodie was taken seriously ill. Marlon and his sisters rushed to her bedside and for the next three weeks held vigil as she slipped in and out of a coma, waking up sometimes to talk with her children, telling Brando to promise her, ‘to try and get along with people. Don’t fight with them, Bud.’

Then one night she held Marlon’s hand softly and whispered, ‘I’m not scared, and you don’t have to be.’ Then the woman Stella Adler called ‘this heavenly, girlish, lost creature’ was gone. Brando broke down, emotionally spent. Dodie had borne her illness with incredible courage and dignity; Brando later told friends she taught him how to die. Marlon did not fall completely to pieces after Dodie’s death, as friends feared he might, but there were occasions he came mighty close. Like when he drove playwright Clifford Odets home late one night and suddenly started dredging up memories of pulling his mother’s drunken body out of bars as a kid. Tears welled up in his eyes, impairing his vision, and his driving grew erratic, the car swerving from side to side on the perilously steep bends along the Hollywood Hills. Odets was convinced his number was up, but Marlon managed to regain composure and all was well.

After their fruitful collaboration on Julius Ceasar Joe Mankiewicz wanted Marlon to star in the screen version of the Broadway smash musical Guys and Dolls (1955). As Joe’s son Tom recalls, ‘Marlon was in Europe and Dad sent him a telegram saying, “How would you like to play Sky Masterson?” And Marlon sent a telegram back saying, “Actually more terrified than playing Shakespeare for the first time, never have done a musical before.” And Dad sent him back a telegram saying, “Don’t worry about it, neither have I.” And that’s how they started. And they became artistically very close. Marlon once said to me, “Your old man was the only person who would have cast me in Shakespeare and a musical.”’

His co-star was Frank Sinatra, still pissed at Brando for stealing On the Waterfront from under his nose and now even more narked because he was giving his old lady Ava Gardner a good seeing-to on a regular basis. One morning Marlon got a call from Frank. ‘Listen, creep, and listen good. Stay away from Ava. You got that? First offence, broken legs. Second offence, cracked skull. If you live through all that, cement shoes.’

Inevitably tensions surfaced between the two men on set. Sinatra’s nickname for Brando was ‘Mumbles’. Marlon said of Sinatra’s voice, ‘I’d prefer a castrated rooster at dawn.’ On set one day Marlon asked Frank to run through lines with him. ‘Don’t pull that Actors Studio shit on me,’ blasted the singer. Their working methods certainly differed. Sinatra liked things done swiftly, if it was a good take, that’s it, let’s move on. ‘That was not Marlon’s way of working,’ says Tom Mankiewicz. ‘And it wasn’t my father’s way of working either.’

Brando’s rivalry with Sinatra never boiled over into open hostility in public, his best put-down about the crooner being, ‘He’s the kind of guy that, when he dies, he’s going up to heaven and give God a bad time for making him bald.’ The nearest it came to blows was during the filming of a scene in a restaurant booth with Sinatra eating a slice of cheesecake. ‘Just for fun, Marlon kept blowing his line,’ says Mankiewicz. ‘And of course every time he blew his line they’d start again and they’d put a new piece of cheesecake in front of Sinatra. And Frank didn’t want to eat a lot of cheesecake, and during a break Brando said to Dad, “I’m gonna make this son of a bitch eat till he starts shitting in the booth.” Frank knew Marlon was fluffing his lines intentionally just to irritate him because he had a show to do that night in Vegas.’

A substantial box-office hit, Guys and Dolls remained the one and only musical Marlon ever made, believing as he did that his voice sounded ‘like the wail of a bagpipe through wet tissues’.

In an interview Marlon once declared his intention of marrying within the year and was predictably inundated with offers from women in various states of desperation. One postcard arrived from a sixteen-year-old Eskimo girl who ended: ‘Me make best wife, know how to keep husband warm in very cold.’ Brando replied. ‘No good in California.’

When he did finally marry, Marlon chose a suitably exotic creature, Anna Kashfi, who claimed to have been born in Calcutta of pure Indian parentage. She was just another of his numerous girlfriends until struck down with tuberculosis, whereupon Marlon, a sucker for the helpless, nursed her back to health and then claimed he was smitten, presenting Kashfi with the ring he’d taken from his dead mother’s finger and declaring, ‘I’m glad she’s dead! If she was alive, I never could have loved you. She wouldn’t have let me go.’

Then it was off to Europe to film the war drama The Young Lions (1958), in which Brando played a Nazi. To help him get into the part director Edward Dmytryk hired an ex-Wehrmacht officer and every day he and Brando hurled German abuse at each other. During one meeting with Dmytryk Marlon announced he needed to take a leak. Instead of going to the bathroom Marlon removed some flowers from a vase, opened his flies and, ‘In front of me,’ Dmytryk later recalled, ‘he took a horse piss into the vase.’

While filming in Paris Marlon was mobbed; fans tore off his coat and ripped his shirt. Fame was still very much a Kafkaesque nightmare and he grew increasingly paranoid that people used him just for money or status. He described himself as ‘a bomb waiting to go off’. Much of his anger was directed at the paparazzi. In Hollywood he knocked a camera out of a photo journalist’s hand, while in Rome half throttled a paparazzo who dared take a picture of him with a girlfriend. (By the seventies his antipathy for them hadn’t dimmed, as evidenced when he broke a photographer’s jaw. Undaunted, the paparazzo wore a football helmet next time he went snapping photos of Brando.)

With The Young Lions in the can Brando’s marriage to Kashfi could go ahead. Marlon Sr was not amongst the invited. ‘I’ll bury him first,’ he told friends. If it were possible, relations between father and son were worse than ever. At a party given by Marlon for his father, Sr complained about the noise some of his son’s friends were making and told him to ask them to leave. When Marlon refused he was treated to a vicious slap across the face. Though seized with anger, Marlon did not retaliate. Many people have speculated that it was Marlon’s hatred for his father that fuelled his acting, and that it was Stella Adler who showed him how to focus that anger and channel it creatively. Marlon claimed that one of the few positive aspects of playing the motorcycle thug in The Wild One was that it released some of his inner violence. ‘Before The Wild One I thought about killing my father. After The Wild One, I decided that I shouldn’t actually kill him, but pull out his corneas.’

Marlon and Anna Kashfi were married in October 1957. After a brief honeymoon the happy couple returned to Hollywood. Bizarrely, on that first night back Marlon clambered through the window of his sister Jocelyn’s house, crashing on the sofa and telling her, ‘Well, I did it. I got married. Now what do I do?’

In May 1958 Kashfi gave Marlon a much-longed-for son, despite the trauma of being forced to change delivery rooms to avoid press photographers dressed as doctors who were roaming the ward. Tears welled up in Marlon’s eyes as he held the child, whom they named Christian. But parenthood couldn’t save the marriage, and the couple argued and fought constantly. Kashfi claimed that Marlon insisted on behaving like a ‘bachelor’ at weekends, and at other times took off at all hours, returning early in the morning without explanation – ‘None of your business where I’ve been,’ he’d growl.

Brando found solace from marital woes in his pet project, a revenge western called One-Eyed Jacks (released in early 1961 after a lengthy delay), which he wanted Stanley Kubrick to direct. For months they sweated over a script that never quite worked. ‘Marlon, I still can’t figure out what this movie is about,’ Kubrick said one day. ‘It’s about the $350,000 I’ve spent so far,’ replied Brando. Kubrick walked and made Spartacus instead. ‘So there wasn’t anything for me to do except direct it myself,’ said Marlon. ‘Or go to the poorhouse.’ This news was met with consternation by Paramount’s terrified executives, weary of Brando’s erratic behaviour. But he was a star, one the studio’s top brass believed could be controlled; big mistake.

Out on location Brando out-Leaned David Lean, waiting hours for the right kind of light or cloud formation before shooting. A two-month schedule dragged on to nearer six, and the budget ballooned from $2m to $6m. Brando was out of control and the studio got nervous, very nervous. In the end the head of Paramount himself, Y. Frank Freeman, arrived on the set to personally read the riot act to Brando, since no one else could summon up the courage. ‘You’re going to see how to deal with Marlon Brando.’ Freeman told his fellow executives.

Marlon was sitting on a fence as Freeman approached, the crew looking on and waiting for the fireworks to begin. ‘Marlon,’ said Freeman. ‘I saw the dailies.’ There was a pause, the tension was unbearable. ‘They’re brilliant. I want to tell you what a great job you’re doing.’ The crew nearly died laughing. Freeman was so intimidated by coming face to face with Marlon, who hadn’t even opened his mouth, he couldn’t say anything bad. ‘Everyone forgets Marlon was a big powerful man,’ says Godfather producer Albert Ruddy. ‘Believe me, you wouldn’t try to push him around; this guy was a boxer, he had fucking arms on him bigger than most people’s legs. No one ever tried to intimidate him. And they didn’t, because his presence overwhelmed them.’

When Brando got back to Hollywood his first cut of the movie ran five hours. Agonising for months trying to trim it down, in the end Marlon gave up and let Paramount make the final edit. The film never found an audience. ‘Marlon admitted to me that he found directing tough, an ass-breaker,’ says Tom Mankiewicz. ‘Very few actors have become really good directors because it’s a completely different deal. You see, when you’re acting, everybody takes care of you; when you’re directing, you have to take care of everybody else. It’s just a totally different job. And Marlon said, “I did the one picture and never again.”’

According to Karl Malden, during the shooting of One-Eyed Jacks Brando would have, ‘two steaks, potatoes, two apple pies and a quart of milk’ for dinner, necessitating constant altering of his costumes. Even before he let himself get obese and ballooned up to Hindenburg proportions, over 350 pounds, Marlon’s eating habits were legendary. Close friend Carlo Fiore told how as early as the late fifties and early sixties Brando went on crash diets before shooting movies, but when he lost his willpower would gorge himself on huge breakfasts consisting of corn flakes, sausages, eggs, bananas and cream, and a huge stack of pancakes drenched in syrup. During a birthday party for Brando on One-Eyed Jacks a sign was placed below the cake saying, ‘Don’t feed the director.’ It was an amusing aside, but Marlon’s battle with his weight had only just begun.

Had to shoot me a Mexican.

When Rebel Without a Cause hit cinemas James Dean had been dead for only a month, but the legend was already growing out of control. Elvis Presley saw the film forty-four times; he was obsessed with it and when he came to Hollywood sought Dennis Hopper’s friendship because he’d been close to Dean. After two weeks of hanging out Elvis asked Hopper for some acting advice. He’d just read the script for his debut movie Love Me Tender and saw major problems over a fight scene involving his leading lady. ‘I’ve never hit a woman and I never will,’ Elvis fretted. ‘I don’t know how I’m gonna do that scene.’ Gently Dennis tried to explain. ‘Well, Elvis, we don’t really hit people in the movies. We fake all that.’ Elvis was convinced Dennis was pulling his leg. ‘Yeah, next thing you’re gonna tell me is those ain’t real bullets I see hitting the ground.’ ‘No, Elvis,’ said Dennis, dumbfounded at the pelvis thruster’s utter naivety. ‘I’m gonna let that one slide.’

Not long after Rebel came the premiere of Giant. The studio demanded Dennis take Natalie Wood as his date, but he refused, escorting instead the then unknown and future Mrs Paul Newman, Joanne Woodward, who he had the hots for. Afterwards Dennis insisted on taking Joanne home, and then tried to sweet-talk himself through the door of her apartment. Joanne barred the entrance with her arm but Hopper wouldn’t budge. Finally she’d no choice but to physically throw him down the stairs. For years Dennis never figured out why, until Newman told him that he was waiting for Joanne inside that night. ‘I was behind the door. We both had a good laugh.’

Bewildering as it may have been to him that Joanne preferred Paul Newman, female company was hardly a problem for Dennis; there were rumours of romantic trysts with Joan Collins and Ursula Andress. ‘None of these affairs were too serious,’ he said. ‘But I don’t think there was a starlet around who could have been had in those days that I didn’t have.’

With Dean dead, Dennis saw himself as the natural inheritor of his rebellious mantle. He made this very obvious to Dean’s old friend John Gilmore when they bumped into each other again. ‘Dennis was peeing in the long trough in a men’s room on the Warners lot one afternoon. He was coming on very strange, like, fuck Warner Brothers, they’re not gonna tell me what to do, blah, blah. He was doing a Jimmy Dean kind of thing, but it didn’t work at all.’ Dennis was determined to be the new rebel in town and give the executives hell. ‘Only they don’t know it yet,’ he said to Gilmore, wagging his cock in the direction of the front office. ‘But they’re going to find out, man.’

Dennis had plenty to rebel against, like the old-timers who’d been running the movie business for decades and grown fat and complacent on past successes. He was going to give it to ’em, but good. ‘I was temperamental,’ he later confessed. ‘I figured I knew a hell of a lot more about acting than they did. Which was probably true.’ Not just Dean, Hopper also looked to the likes of John Barrymore and Errol Flynn, the rebels of Hollywood’s golden age, and saw that it was a great actor’s responsibility to raise hell. Maybe the studio would take you more seriously the more outrageously you behaved.

Quickly Dennis acquired a reputation as a perfectionist and screwball. When he was late on set one time, according to Gilmore, Warners sent a letter detailing the expense this had cost the studio in the cast and crew having to hang around, a not inconsiderable sum. Dennis framed it. He revelled in his nickname of ‘Dennis the Menace’, bragging that Warners now knew they had another volatile talent on their hands who needed special handling the same as Jimmy Dean.

Not everyone thought this rebellious attitude was a good idea. Jack Nicholson was at a party at Dennis’s house once, listening to the man rant and rave, condemning his paymasters, the fat, useless moguls, and clearly saw that this wasn’t an ideal course of action. When Dennis left the room to find more dope, Jack turned to Gilmore and said, ‘Man, this is suicide! What the fuck’s he doing?’ Other friends felt the same way. Gilmore recalls noticing a silver tray at the home of Rebel screenwriter Stewart Stern that had a peculiar dent in it. ‘Joanne Woodward told me that at a dinner party there one evening she’d become so impatient with Dennis’s “moaning drivel” about cutting Hollywood down to size that she grabbed the tray and smacked him on top of the head as hard as she could, “Hoping in some way,” she said. “To knock sense into him.”’

A head-on collision was inevitable and it arrived when Dennis was loaned out to 20th Century Fox to work for Henry Hathaway on a movie called From Hell to Texas (1958). Hathaway was just the sort of old-school director Dennis abhorred, the kind who didn’t understand, or want to understand, new approaches in acting. ‘I walked off the picture three times,’ said Dennis. ‘I wouldn’t take direction.’ What cheesed off Dennis the most was Hathaway’s habit of telling his actors where to move, how to walk, how to talk. Inspired by Dean, Dennis was now trying to, ‘live in the moment’, do things with his acting without preconceived ideas. ‘Look,’ said Dennis, ‘I’m a method actor. I work with my ears, my sight, my head, and my sense of smell.’ Hathaway must have thought he had a real nutcase on his hands.

On the last day of shooting Dennis decided to make a stand and refused to perform a scene Hathaway’s way. ‘Listen,’ said the director, ‘I own forty per cent of this studio and you’re going to do the scene how I want it.’ It was a battle of wills. Whose would crack first? They started at seven in the morning. By lunch Dennis was still defiant; by dinner he was still giving Hathaway the finger, doing the lines his way; by 11 o’clock, after eighty takes and fifteen hours, it was Dennis who caved in, physically and mentally drained. In tears, he asked Hathaway how the director wanted him to play the scene. He did it and then walked off the set. Not before he heard, ringing in his ears, Hathaway’s curse: ‘You’ll never work in this town again, kid! I guarantee it!’

Few in Hollywood had ever known a young actor behave like this. In the past the industry forgave unspeakable things in the name of genuine, saleable talent, but the consensus was that Dennis Hopper didn’t have any such talent, so Warners dropped him as quickly as they would a dog-shit sandwich. In the words of studio executives, he was dead meat. ‘I was blackballed, which means the executives call each other and say, don’t hire this kid – he’s a nightmare.’ Dennis didn’t make another Hollywood movie for seven years.

Disillusioned, he headed east to New York, where he stayed with John Gilmore. ‘When he flew in Dennis had this BOAC bag that was half full of marijuana. And he was totally stoned all the time, and drinking, just incredibly stoned.’ His sex drive was enormous, out of control. According to Gilmore, ‘Dennis would stop girls on the street and say. “Hi, I’m Dennis Hopper. Do you wanna fuck?” They’d laugh or just glare with indignation – “Who the hell is Dennis Hopper?”’

A friend of Gilmore thought it might be a good idea to get a couple of nuns from a nearby convent to come by and try and save the soul of Dennis. They arrived decked out in traditional black habits and clutching their rosaries. Out of it on dope and booze, Dennis wasted little time in propositioning the younger of the two sisters to a romp with a ‘live pulse’. Gilmore’s friend stepped in. ‘Excuse me, Sister,’ he said, and picked Dennis up and threw him onto a bed, warning, ‘Don’t move a muscle. I’m escorting the sisters out of here.’ Before leaving the nuns turned to the bedraggled form of Dennis. ‘I can see he’s in pain. We will pray for him.’ Considering what was to befall Dennis over the next couple of decades, she obviously didn’t pray hard enough.

Gilmore continued to see Dennis on and off for the next few years but the two men fell out over a film script and never spoke to one another again. ‘Dennis liked to probably sell the idea that he was this wild Hollywood rebel,’ says Gilmore. ‘He was wild. At parties he’d get weird and piss on the wall, but he really wasn’t a rebel, he was just this self-destructive asshole.’

In New York Dennis studied with Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio and guest starred in the odd TV series, ‘strictly for the bread, man’. More often than not he appeared in the pilot episode, ‘usually as the bad guy who’d get knocked off by the hero before he got his own series’. Most of these shows were westerns, such as Wagon Train, Bonanza and Gunsmoke, and Dennis enjoyed standing in front of mirrors to practise his quick draw. ‘I almost shot my toe off once.’

Mostly he soaked himself in the underground culture of the Big Apple, floating in and out of jazz clubs where the atmosphere of drugs, broads and booze appealed. He met fellow purveyors of decadence, hard drinkers and druggies who, like Dennis, could stay up all night drinking and still be standing upright, just, by dawn. He went beatnik basically, grew his hair long and started a Marlon Brando for President campaign.

Most importantly for his sanity, Dennis discovered a real passion for art and became a self-confessed ‘gallery bum’. Hardly a day went by that he wasn’t wandering around the city’s many art galleries. Frustrated by the deliberate stifling of his film career, Dennis turned to art and photography for creative stimulus, beginning with abstract subjects like walls and landscapes. Dennis was reluctant to photograph people – from his own experience in Hollywood he knew how intrusive a photojournalist’s lens could be – but gradually he began to document with his camera the burgeoning sixties vibe, especially the new bohemians he hung out with, an arty crowd of abstract expressionists and pop-art artists that included Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and Jasper Johns. Dennis was at the cutting edge, if you wanted to know something about what the scene was, Dennis could tell you.

So how about making up your mind: are you my girl or aren’t you?

Aside from early forays into television, Warren Beatty managed some theatre, too, and in the summer of 1958 a production took him out to Connecticut, where he met a remarkable young woman destined, like himself, to become an icon – Barbra Streisand. Her plain looks and foghorn nose didn’t put Warren off; far from it, he was quite definitely turned on by the sixteen-year-old high-school student. Finding out where she was babysitting that evening, Warren turned up and they chatted for hours, but his intentions weren’t exactly honourable: he wanted her there and then, nappies or no nappies. Barbra was no pushover and Warren’s pants stayed firmly on. ‘She seemed to be a person of strong moral convictions,’ Warren said later. ‘One of her convictions seemed to be that with the recent loss of my virginity, I might be experiencing too much of a good thing.’ Indeed, it was hands off when it came to Barbra, at least for now.

Ultimately it was theatre that brought about Warren’s big breakthrough, appearing in a touring play in New Jersey at which the first five rows were full of agents. ‘I really thought I was hot shit.’ It was South Pacific director Joshua Logan who first spotted Warren’s talent, along with gay playwright William Inge. Much salivating must have gone on in the stalls when the beauteous Warren entered stage left. Inge, amongst America’s most celebrated playwrights, was, according to Logan, in love with Warren at first sight, gushing, ‘I absolutely must have him,’ a statement that can be given two quite different though probably equally accurate interpretations. It was Logan who had Warren first (professionally, that is), flying him out to Hollywood for a screen test opposite another celluloid virgin, Jane Fonda. The audition was a love scene, ‘We were thrown together like lions in a cage,’ recalled Warren, and it went so well that the young couple were still swapping tonsils long after the director yelled, ‘Cut! Stop! That’s enough!’ As Jane later recalled, ‘We kissed until we had practically eaten each other’s heads off.’

Hollywood was Warren’s kind of town and he was quickly snapped up by MGM, who put him under contract at $400 a week. Flush with money, he checked into the Chateau Marmont off Sunset Boulevard and exploited his sister’s fame by gatecrashing industry parties where he could network and hunt pussy at the same time. His lifetime pursuit of Hollywood’s most glamorous women had begun.

First on the Beatty conveyor belt was British sexpot Joan Collins, who found him, ‘appealing and vulnerable’. Their eyes first met across a crowded restaurant one night in 1959. Dining with Jane Fonda, who, according to Joan, ‘hung on to Warren’s every word’, the Lothario couldn’t help sneaking the odd appreciative peep over at Joan. At one point she returned his gaze and Warren, playing it cool, smiled and raised his glass. They quickly hooked up, and on that first night hit the sack and were still rutting in the early hours of the morning. We know this thanks to Joan’s gleeful confession to a friend that she was amazed at the man’s stamina and that, if Warren kept up such bedroom activity, ‘in a few years, I’ll be worn out’.

It was love, addictive love, for Joan, who was twice suspended by 20th Century Fox, with whom she was under contract, for refusing film roles in order to be with Warren. Considering his sex addiction, which meant they got down to it four or sometimes five times a day, every day, it’s no surprise that Joan never wanted to be out of his sight, presumably fearing that he might end up rutting the sideboard or an innocent maid who had only popped in to turn down the beds. Joan had good cause to worry about Warren’s roving eye: he’d tried to bed starlet Mamie Van Doren, without success. ‘Warren drools a lot,’ Mamie would say of him. ‘He has such active glands.’ Joan observed another habit, that Warren talked on the phone during copulation.

Dating a sex bomb like Joan Collins gave Warren his first taste of celebrity, but his career had stalled. Over at MGM he was picking up his weekly cheque but sitting on his arse doing nothing. ‘I felt I was turning into a very large piece of citrus fruit.’ With borrowed money Warren bought his way out of his MGM contract and sought out a mentor. William Inge was only too happy to oblige, casting him in his latest Broadway play A Loss of Roses. Rumours quickly spread backstage that the eager young star did very little to discourage Inge’s obvious infatuation and jealous friends labelled the ageing playwright ‘Warren’s fairy godmother.’ Safe in this position, Warren started throwing his weight around, debating the meaning of the dialogue, showing up late for rehearsals. It got so bad that his co-star, veteran Broadway actress Shirley Booth, quit in protest. The play opened in the winter of 1959 to poor reviews and closed after just three weeks, ending Warren’s first and, as it turned out, only Broadway appearance.

Recovering fast, Warren got a semi-regular role in a new popular TV comedy, The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, starring Dwayne Hickman as a girl-chasing teen. Warren played the neighbourhood ‘rich kid’ Milton Armitage, and although he appeared in only six episodes made a lasting impression on Hickman. ‘Warren Beatty has always acted like a movie star, even when no one knew who he was. He had great confidence in himself and seemed assured of his success, and the fact that he wasn’t well known didn’t matter.’

Hickman thought him pleasant and very good in the role, ‘It was perfect for him.’ But Warren ‘didn’t have much to say to anyone’, and when he left to become a genuine star, didn’t admit for years that he’d been in Dobie. ‘Which I thought was strange,’ says Hickman. ‘Clint Eastwood, Steve McQueen, Jim Garner all had big film careers and had started in television, not to mention the fact the show is on video for anyone to see. Dustin Hoffman used to kid him about it in interviews.’

All these years later one incident remains in Hickman’s memory. ‘Everybody was on the studio floor and about to shoot. We had these little canvas knock-down dressing rooms just behind the set and one of the crew, as a joke, turned the latch and locked Warren in.’ Instead of yelling to get out or trying to kick the thing over, Warren just waited till the cameras rolled and started singing opera. “Cut,” the director yelled. “What is that? Who’s doing that?” An assistant piped up, “Warren Beatty is locked in his dressing room.” “Well, let him out!” implored the director. “We can’t shoot with that kind of noise. Good God!”’

No novocaine. It dulls the senses.

Jack Nicholson was advised that if he wanted to get anywhere in show business he ought to gain experience and training first. The best acting classes in town were run by Jeff Corey, an advocate of the method. Though not hamstrung by it, he encouraged playfulness in his class and improvisation, at which Jack excelled. Corey was all for his students making the bizarre choice; ‘Be unpredictable,’ he’d urge. ‘But most importantly, don’t copy other actors, be yourself, be original.’

Corey’s lessons were important in other ways, too. Valuable friendships were forged with people who were to play significant roles in Jack’s life: Robert Towne, the future screenwriter of Chinatown, and Carole Eastman, who’d write Five Easy Pieces. Jack thought Carole was, ‘a knockout’, a feeling not exactly reciprocated: she thought the young actor ‘defied description’, was a bit of an oddball, ‘as if he’d been dropped out of outer space’. She had to admit, though, there was something special about him. ‘It was like seeing Marlon Brando on stage for the first time – he was it.’ Nothing sexual developed, however, much to Jack’s dismay.

This was fairly indicative of his carnal grabbings at the time. Although Jack liked to call himself the great seducer, Robert Towne remembered things a little differently. Yes, there were plenty of groupies hanging about Hollywood, and great women in acting classes, but few of them wanted to fuck a nobody, a category Jack and his little group of buddies certainly qualified for. As producer Julia Phillips once famously claimed, in Hollywood you fuck up, not down.

In the spring of 1957 the Hanna–Barbera cartoon unit at MGM closed down and Jack was out of work. It was a disruptive period; without a place of his own he’d crash at friends’ houses or stay sometimes with June. Inevitably the arguments would begin again. ‘She thought that I was lazy, wasn’t trying,’ Jack confessed to Vanity Fair in 1992. ‘She thought all I was interested in was running around, getting high, and pussy.’ Imagine how tempting it must have been for June to yell out, ‘Do as I say because I’m your mother, you prick!’ But she daren’t, so the rows continued. One time they didn’t speak to each other for a whole year. It got that bad.

Meanwhile over at Jeff Corey’s class there was a new student, Roger Corman, a maverick director/producer who made films like other people made IKEA wardrobes: quick, cheap and with as little fuss as possible. Stories about him are legion, like the time someone asked for a helicopter to shoot a high angle. ‘I’ll get you a ladder,’ Corman said. He’d enrolled to learn more about how actors prepared and trained, and for him Jack stood out from day one. ‘I thought he was an outstanding actor and what I’ve always liked about Jack is that he’s a totally dedicated and sincere actor who can take a dramatic performance and do it very well but bring a little bit of humour to it, which I think makes the performance far more complex.’

Convinced that Jack would emerge as some sort of a name, ‘but with no idea that he would become the great star that he did’, Corman cast him in Cry Baby Killer (1958), playing the sort of mixed-up teenager that proliferated in the wake of James Dean. ‘Corman had discovered something that no one else apparently had,’ says director Richard Rush.  ‘That if your cast is the same age as your target audience, they’ll come to see it; that was the secret of his exploitation.’

Jack later recalled just turning up for the audition and doing a bit of crazy stuff, screaming louder than anyone else, and getting the role. ‘That’s it. Movie star.’ He thought, ‘What’s so tough?’ The film managed quite the reverse, being so down-market few theatres screened it. At the not so grand opening Ethel May was invited and Jack recalled her whacking with her purse somebody who was heckling him on the screen; ‘It was so humiliating.’

So, instead of instant stardom Jack was out of work for a year. Far from glum, he revelled in a hectic social life, staying up all night on Venice Beach, going to parties, catching Lenny Bruce’s stand-up act over at some beatnik hangout or watching the latest European art-house movie. As for his career, it was so far down the crapper he couldn’t see it. Deciding to take matters into his own hands, Jack teamed up with Robert Towne and out-of-work director Monte Hellman to literally build their own theatre in an abandoned warehouse, stealing timber from building sites at night, yanking a toilet off the wall of a local gas station and nicking electronic and lighting equipment, too. It was like the Sex Pistols stealing the instruments they played on; it was punk theatre.

Doomed to failure, of course, lasting just the one production, and just as well, for Jack had decided to leave theatre well alone and concentrate on cracking film. But would anyone give him a job? Richard Rush had just left his advertising business to set up in the movies, later becoming a cult director with films like Freebie and the Bean (1974) and The Stunt Man (1980). Back in 1959, setting up his directorial debut Too Soon to Love, he advertised in the local papers for young actors to attend a casting session. Rush still vividly recalls the moment Jack walked in. ‘He was terrific, stood out like a jewel among stones.’

Annoyingly, the lead role had already been assigned, so Rush could cast Jack in only a minor role, that of a teen hoodlum. ‘Even then he was a very accomplished actor, and gave a good performance; he was physically tough and threatening in the role. What I learned about Jack from later working with him much more consistently, first off he’s a very smart guy and you can almost call out the number of the IQ you want him to play and he can lower his on-screen intelligence very convincingly, it’s a very clever trick. He can play sophisticated people on film and he can play a bum, and play a bum successfully with great imagination, strength and charisma like he did in Cuckoo’s Nest ; it’s a strange ability.’

The only other person prepared to hire Jack in any meaningful way was Roger Corman, and over the next few years the actor appeared almost exclusively in a conveyor belt of schlockmeister howlers. ‘I either played the clean-cut boy next door, or the murderer of a family of at least five.’

One Corman role stands out from all the others, a sadomasochist patient who gets his kicks in the dentist’s chair. Little Shop of Horrors (1960) is tatty beyond belief and looks as if it was made in two days (wait a minute – it was!), but it’s Nicholson’s performance almost as much as the main attraction, a flesh-eating plant, that audiences remember. A cult classic today, Little Shop also gave moviegoers their first glimpse of Jack’s superb gift for comedy. ‘He was great in it,’ says Corman. ‘He brought all kinds of individual bits of humour to the role. I think the high point of the scene was the way Jack yelled, “Don’t stop now!” when the dentist was trying to stop his drilling; it was almost a parody of the sex act, which was the subtext. Jack was great in that part.’
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