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For everything that's lovely is

But a brief, dreamy, kind delight.

O never give the heart outright.

W.B. Yeats,

"Never Give All the Heart"






One

First Encounter

(1951)

I

In January 1951 Arthur Miller and his close friend, the director Elia
Kazan, took a train from New York to Los Angeles. They wanted
to sell his first screenplay, The Hook, to Harry Cohn at Columbia Pictures. 
The tall, handsome, thirty-five-year old Miller was a serious
young man, married with two young children, and the author of two
enormously successful plays. In Hollywood he would face two moral
crises: negotiating with Cohn over the content of his screenplay and
falling in love with Marilyn Monroe. When they met she was an insecure
and little-known model and actress; by the time they married
five years later she had become a glamorous star whose image was
known all over the world. They wrote to each other during those
years, as she pursued her career in Hollywood and he struggled to
maintain his marriage in New York. She was briefly married to Joe
DiMaggio in 1954, yet told a friend, just as she was marrying DiMaggio,
that one day she would marry Miller. They were a most unlikely
couple, yet on their first meeting they formed an emotional bond
that survived their long separation.

Kazan played a key role in Miller's relations with both Cohn and
Marilyn. The two friends, both passionate about politics and the
theater, were temperamentally very different. Miller was a shy intellectual
from a solid Jewish family in New York. Kazan, a few years
older – short, energetic and intense, with dark curly hair, roughhewn
features and a Levantine look – had been born into a poor
Greek family in Constantinople. Brought to America when he was
four years old, he had made his way in the world through his talent
and ambition. He'd graduated from Williams College, and in the
1930s had been an actor and director in the left-wing Group Theater,
joined the Communist Party and helped found the influential Actors
Studio. In 1951 Kazan was the coming man in Hollywood and New
York. He'd directed the films A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, Gentleman's
Agreement and Boomerang (in which Miller appeared in a line-up of
criminal suspects). He'd also achieved spectacular success on Broadway,
directing Tennessee Williams' A Streetcar Named Desire as well as the
plays that established Miller's reputation: All My Sons (1947) and
Death of a Salesman (1949).

The FBI took a keen interest in Miller and Kazan, as they had in
many leading writers and intellectuals since the 1930s. They particularly
monitored the political content of Hollywood films, which
exerted tremendous influence on public opinion. According to Miller's
typically pedantic and inaccurate FBI file, compiled because of his
left-wing political views, "In early 1951, according to — [name blanked
out], Harry Cohn, President of Columbia Pictures, Inc. Hollywood,
California, obtained a story entitled, 'The Hook,' from Arthur Miller,
for $50,000." Miller and Kazan knew that the script, about a doomed
attempt by New York longshoremen to overthrow the gangsters who
controlled their union, would be controversial. But Kazan, who had
many contacts in Hollywood, also knew that Cohn had grown up
on the waterfront and had the reputation of a maverick. Kazan thought
that if Miller went with him to Hollywood to pitch the idea, they
might convince him to make the film.

But Cohn, after consulting Roy Brewer, the leader of the Hollywood
unions and personal friend of the head of the longshoremen's union,
demanded radical changes. He said that Miller's script was anti-
American, even treasonable, and that the gangsters had to be portrayed
as communists. Kazan, who'd left the Party and become a staunch
anti-communist, saw nothing wrong with this response. But Miller
flatly refused to falsify his script and turn it into propaganda. After
Miller had finally left Hollywood in disgust, he received an insulting
telegram from Cohn: "IT'S INTERESTING HOW THE MINUTE
WE TRY TO MAKE THE SCRIPT PRO-AMERICAN YOU
PULL OUT." This was the first (but not the last) time that he would
get into trouble about the political content of his work. It was also
the first crisis in his friendship with Kazan.

The studios had turned out anti-Axis propaganda during World War
II and during the Cold War felt obliged to make anti-communist
movies. Paranoid about the Russian threat, the United States government
pressured the studio heads to make films that expressed the
prevailing political views, and eventually supported Senator Joseph
McCarthy's persecution and purges of left-wing writers and actors. In
turn the movie industry exerted pressure on writers and directors.
Miller and Kazan were prominent players in the 1950s conflict between
artists and the government forces that tried to control them.

II

Marilyn Monroe had recently advanced her career with small but
significant roles in two first-rate films: The Asphalt Jungle and All About
Eve (both 1950), but she was still playing bit parts in trivial movies.
Miller first saw her on the Twentieth Century-Fox set of a fatuous
comedy, As Young as You Feel. She had a small stereotyped part as a
sexy but inept secretary, with pencil poised above her pad. (Anyone
could type, but no one looked liked Marilyn.) Miller recalled that
she was talking to Kazan (always on the lookout for a pretty and
obliging girl) and weeping about the recent death of her lover, agent
and protector Johnny Hyde. She was "telling Kazan that Hyde had
died while calling her name in a hospital room she had been forbidden
by his family to enter." In fact, Marilyn was shopping in Tijuana when
Hyde passed away in Palm Springs on December 18, 1950. Though
excluded from the funeral, not the hospital, she managed to bluff her
way into the service at Forest Lawn Cemetery.

Marilyn's clichéd account of the dying Hyde calling for her in the
forbidden hospital, like a scene in a B-movie, suggests that she was still
publicly grieving about Hyde a month after his death. It's more likely
that she was crying about her own career, now more uncertain than
ever without Hyde's crucial help, or about her poor performance in
her current film. She complained that the director had ignored and
insulted her. She may also have been weeping to attract the attention
and arouse the sympathy of Kazan and Miller, and to make herself even
more appealing to them. If so, she was more convincing in this role
than the one in the movie. Miller poignantly recalled that "she was
so striking and so terribly sad that the combination struck me"1 – as
it was meant to.

Miller and Kazan had been invited to stay in the lavish home of
the attractive, suave Charles Feldman, who'd produced the film version
of A Streetcar Named Desire. Feldman told them, following Hyde's
demise, that Marilyn was up for grabs and both men were keenly
interested. Miller invited her to a party at Feldman's house and,
behaving like a real gentleman, insisted on picking her up instead of
letting her come on her own by taxi. He was a good dancer and she
was clearly delighted as he whirled her around the room. When they
sat down to talk, he gently squeezed her toe – a kind of seductive
acupressure – and she took his timid approach as a sign of respect.
He told her that his marriage was collapsing, that he'd been terribly
unhappy for several years and that he was now completely alienated
from his wife. But a man on the make always claims his marriage is
unhappy, and he'd gallantly picked her up so he could also take her
home. An uninhibited hedonist, always willing, even eager, to sleep
with men she liked or she thought could help her, Marilyn probably
tried to seduce him that night.

In his self-serving autobiography, Kazan was more frank and perceptive
than Miller himself about his friend's relations with Marilyn.
Though Kazan didn't mention that he too was eager to seduce her,
he called her "a decent-hearted kid whom Hollywood had brought
down, legs parted. She had a thin skin and a soul that hungered for
acceptance by people she might look up to." Marilyn's sexual humiliations
made her especially responsive to Miller's dignified restraint.
She confided to Kazan that "Art was shy and this pleased her after
all the mauling she'd taken. She said that Art was terribly unhappy
in his home life. She'd certainly opened him up." Deeply moved by
their first meeting, she gushed poetically to her acting teacher, Natasha
Lytess: "It was like running into a tree! You know – like a cool drink
when you've got a fever. You see my toe – this toe? Well, he sat and
held my toe and we just looked into each other's eyes almost all
evening."2 Their gestures and expressions were more meaningful than
words.

Miller was a leading playwright – intelligent, moral and respected;
Marilyn (no doubt, unfairly) was considered just another stupid, vulgar
and sluttish starlet. Though his father had lost everything in the
Depression, Miller grew up in a secure family. Marilyn's broken family
had almost nothing to lose, and during the thirties she'd led a miserable
life in an orphanage and with a series of harsh foster families.
Miller's mother had been forced to sell her lamps, tables and carpets,
but had refused to part with her piano – her last connection to the
middle class. Marilyn's mother had lost her precious white piano,
which her daughter later managed to recover, and placed in the luxurious
white décor of a flashy New York apartment. But, like Marilyn,
Miller had worked in a humble factory job during the war. He
instinctively sympathized with her impoverished background and her
desire to escape to a better life.

Miller's feelings for Marilyn – romantic infatuation compounded
with adulterous guilt – were conflicted from the start. He believed
that with no place to go and no one to go to she needed his
protection. He noted her childish voracity (which would one day
destroy him) and desperately wanted to help and possess her, but felt
he had to leave Hollywood immediately or "lose himself" and his
old life for ever. Thus began a long inner struggle between his fierce
attraction to Marilyn, made up of lust and pity, and his need to maintain
his moral stature and role as a faithful husband. Like the dignified
Emil Jannings, bewitched by Marlene Dietrich in The Blue Angel, he
eventually found her sexuality irresistible.

Miller later described Marilyn's traumatic background, which would
make her difficult, and finally impossible, to live with:"she had a crazy
mother. That is not a good start; her mother was quite mad. She was
a paranoid schizophrenic who ended up spending half her life in an
institution. The mother tried to kill her three times and [Marilyn]
was convinced that she was a worthless creature because she was illegitimate."
Marilyn constantly sought sympathy by exaggerating her
miserable childhood. In fact, her grandmother (not her mother) may
have tried to kill her once (not three times). But Miller was moved
by her sad account. As the cowboy Bo tells Cherie (played by Marilyn)
in Bus Stop: "I like ya like ya are, Cherie, so I don't care how you
got that way."

Kazan – himself blissfully free of bourgeois scruples – carefully
observed Miller struggling between Marilyn's liberating sexuality and
his own intolerable remorse. He was subject, Kazan wrote, to that
"domestic peril which results when certain ties of restraint that a
middle-class man has always lived with are snapped. . . . He respected
the moral law, but he must also have found it constricting to a suddenly
reawakened side of his nature: the life of the senses." Miller had sought
relief from his problems in psychoanalysis, but his sessions with the
analyst intensified rather than relieved his repression, and made him
distraught and ill. His life, he told Kazan, "seemed to be all conflict
and tension, thwarted desires, stymied impulses, bewildering but
unexpressed conflicts. 'What a waste!' he cried. . . . He had sex on his
mind, constantly. He was starved for sexual release." After ten years
of marriage, "Art was on the verge of something disruptive, and [his
wife] Mary could only wait and prepare to apply moral sanctions
when the inevitable happened."3

Though married and with children himself, Kazan – a charismatic
seducer – was consistently unfaithful to his wife. While Miller gently
held Marilyn's toe, the lusty Greek boldly took her to bed and grabbed
all the rest. At Feldman's house she spent her nights with Kazan while
Miller, tortured by jealousy, writhed alone in a nearby room and faced
the contented couple over breakfast the next morning. Kazan later
revealed that during their liaison, early in 1951, Marilyn became
pregnant by him and had a miscarriage. Toward the end of her life,
Marilyn had fond memories of her old lover and recalled, "Kazan
said I was the gayest girl he ever knew and believe me, he has known
many. But he loved me for one year and once rocked me to sleep one
night when I was in great anguish. He also suggested that I go into
analysis and later wanted me to work with Lee Strasberg." Ironically,
Marilyn's sexual relations with Kazan intensified Miller's bond with
his friend, made her seem more desirable than ever, and stimulated
Miller to take her from him.

In the midst of all this sexual rivalry, Marilyn took a cameo part
in the protracted but futile negotiations with Cohn over The Hook.
Kazan thought it would be amusing for her to reprise her movie role
as secretary, equipped with heavy spectacles and stenographer's pad,
and accompany Kazan and Miller to Cohn's office. In 1948, as a young
starlet under contract to Columbia, she had to have sex with Cohn.
As all three men lusted after her, with Miller the odd man out, the
sexual tension was palpable.

A few of the love letters that Miller wrote to Marilyn, after he
returned to New York and she remained in Hollywood, have survived.
Sensing her vulnerability and her essential innocence (despite her
sordid past), he sent paternal advice about how to protect herself
while advancing her career: "Bewitch them (the public) with this
image they ask for, and I hope and almost pray you won't be hurt
in this game, nor ever change." Kazan recalled a rapturous letter of
1951 in which Miller confessed that before he left Hollywood Marilyn
had given him his long-sought sexual fulfillment:

He felt extra fine and had been thinking joyous thoughts. . . .
He was a young man again, in the grip of a first love, which
was – happily – carrying him out of control. He didn't read like
the constricted man I'd known. I remembered the lovely light
of lechery in his eyes as he was dancing with Marilyn in Charlie
Feldman's softly lit living room. I hadn't known he had it in
him, that light in his eyes. I'd really done something for my
friend, something he could not have done for himself.4

Egocentric and self-satisfied as ever, Kazan was proud of his role as
go-between and felt as if he, not Marilyn, had fired up and liberated
Miller.





Two

Marilyn's Traumatic Childhood

(1926–1946)

I

"Family breakdown," a social historian observed, "is truly a feature
of Los Angeles . . . a city of loneliness." Marilyn grew up in the
lower depths of Hollywood during the Depression, in the world of
unattainable hopes and shattered illusions that Nathanael West satirized
in Miss Lonelyhearts. Born into an impoverished family, who went in
for bigamous marriages and petty crime, she was subjected to a fatal
mixture of fundamentalist religion and sexual molestation. Both made
her feel sinful and guilty, polluted and ashamed.

Marilyn's maternal grandfather, Otis Monroe, worked for the
Mexican National Railway and lived just across the Texas border, in
Piedras Negras, about 150 miles southwest of San Antonio. Otis died
of tertiary syphilis in an insane asylum. His wife Della (according to
Marilyn's autobiography, ghostwritten by Ben Hecht), "had also been
taken off to the mental hospital in Norwalk [part of Los Angeles] to
die there screaming and crazy. And her brother had killed himself."
Marilyn's mother, Gladys Monroe, was born in Mexico in 1902. It's
not clear why Della didn't cross the border to give birth in the United
States.

Extremely good-looking and eager to escape from her ghastly
family, Gladys married a businessman, John Baker, when she was only
fourteen, in 1917. She had a son, Jack, that year, and a daughter,
Berniece, in 1919. The following year, Jackie fell out of a car and
became permanently crippled. (He died at the age of fourteen.) The
couple were divorced in 1921, Baker took the children to be brought
up by relatives in his native Kentucky, and Gladys soon lost touch
with them. She married her second husband, Martin Mortensen – a
handsome, religious man, with a steady job – in October 1924, but
left him, after only four months, in February 1925. In September she
became pregnant with Marilyn, who did not find out that her two
siblings existed until the end of her life.

These stark facts reveal Gladys' troubled background: broken
families, unwanted pregnancies, lost children and a history of insanity,
all of which would recur in Marilyn's life. But Gladys was a good-time
girl – fond of dancing and drinking (during the Prohibition
era), attractive to men and sexually promiscuous. By the time she
was twenty-three, she'd been divorced twice, had two children and
been abandoned by the father of her third child.

Gladys had a low-level, mechanical job in the movie business, where
she gossiped about the stars and longed for their glamorous way of
life. She worked as a film cutter at Consolidated Film Industries, a
lab that developed and printed the daily scenes, or rushes. They were
viewed in the studio the next morning and showed the progress of
the movie. Another lab where she worked, the RKO film-cutting
room, was housed in a small, one-story, low-roofed cottage with thick
cement walls. Editors perched on high stools, wearing white cotton
gloves, running strips of film from one spool to another, winding and
unwinding them, snipping away frames and gluing them to other
pieces of film. There were no windows or air-conditioning, and the
room was uncomfortably warm. A large red no smoking sign warned
that the celluloid film was inflammable.

Marilyn's father was the handsome, mustachioed, philandering lab
supervisor, Stanley Gifford. He jilted Gladys on Christmas Eve, when
she told him she was pregnant, and did not acknowledge the child
nor offer to help. Marilyn said that "he walked off and left her . . .
without ever seeing me,"1 and never recovered from the stigma of
illegitimacy and the wound of rejection. She was born Norma Jeane
Baker, in Los Angeles on June 1, 1926, and named for the popular
actress Norma Talmadge. In 1926, in the era of silent films, Ramon
Novarro appeared in Ben Hur and John Barrymore in Don Juan.

Hemingway published The Sun Also Rises, which portrayed the
wounded spirit of the Lost Generation who'd fought in the Great
War. The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke, whose work Marilyn
admired, died; and Queen Elizabeth II, whom Marilyn would meet,
was born.

In her twenties, when Marilyn was a promising movie star, she
hired a private detective to track down her mysterious, elusive and
long-sought father. Her friend and confidante, Natasha Lytess, recalled
that "he owned a dairy farm near Palm Springs and she wanted me
to drive there with her. . . . She wanted him to love her immediately,
and she tried to look her prettiest." When they arrived and Natasha
phoned the house for her, Gifford "was incredibly rude and horrible.
His voice was common, pinched, with a mid-western nasal quality.
He said he was married and had a family and didn't want to know
anything about this girl Marilyn Monroe. And when I turned the
receiver over to Marilyn, she said she wanted nothing from him, but
only to see him for the first time, to talk to him. He refused. He was
filthy in his conversation with her."

In another version of this story, Marilyn drove out to Palm Springs
with the gossip columnist Sidney Skolsky. On this occasion her father,
more reasonable in his refusal, spoke to her and acknowledged his
paternity, but he did not want to get involved with her, admit he'd
behaved badly or make any emotional reparations. He said,"Marilyn,
I'm married. I have children. I don't want you to start any trouble
for me now, like your mother did years ago." After finding her father,
Marilyn hoped that he would accept her and love her, but instead of
achieving a healing reconciliation, her visit reopened old wounds and
made her embittered. Abandonment and then rejection by her father
taught her early on that men were selfish and irresponsible. But she
was compelled to repeat her mother's mistakes. Like Gladys, she
married in her mid-teens, and later became pregnant and was jilted.

Marilyn always believed, with good reason, that her birth disgraced
Gladys and her mother didn't want her, that she got in Gladys' way
and interfered with the carefree life she wished to lead. Marilyn also
claimed that her grandmother, Della Monroe, tried to smother her
in her crib when she was a year old. It's difficult to believe that a
helpless infant could resist an adult who tried to smother her, or
remember an incident, however traumatic, that occurred at such an
early age. But Della was insane and the baby was unwanted, and shortly
afterward Norma Jeane's grandmother was confined in an insane
asylum. Marilyn may have been told about the episode later on, or
this memory, real or imagined, may have emerged during her extensive
psychoanalysis.

Gladys could not take care of her baby when she was working.
She therefore paid foster parents, Albert and Ida Bolender, five dollars
a day for Norma Jeane's board and lodging, from her birth until the
fall of 1933. Albert had a secure job and steady income as a postman,
and never lost a day's work during the Depression. The Bolenders
lived in Hawthorne, on the same street as Norma Jeane's crazy grandmother,
a working-class district near what is now Los Angeles
International Airport. The modest bungalows had front porches, weed-filled
vacant lots stood between the houses and the graveled streets
turned to mud after a rainstorm. In Farewell, My Lovely (1940), Raymond Chandler
described a similar place, reeking of poverty and
decay. A character lives in "a dried-out brown house with a dried-out
brown lawn in front of it. There was a large bare patch around
a tough-looking palm tree. On the porch stood one lonely wooden
rocker, and the afternoon breeze made the unpruned shoots of last
year's poinsettias tap-tap against the stucco wall. A line of stiff yellowish
half-washed clothes jittered on a rusty wire in the side yard."

The Bolenders, fundamentalists who loved Jesus, were devout
members of the United Pentecostal Church, and loyal followers of
the flamboyant, fraudulent but extremely popular evangelist Aimée
Semple McPherson. When off duty Albert turned out little tracts on
salvation from his own printing press. The Bolenders were resolutely
opposed to smoking, drinking, card-playing and frivolous entertainments.
Ida taught Norma Jeane to vow, in a little jingle during her
nightly prayers, "I promise, God helping me, not to buy, drink, sell,
or give alcohol while I live. From all tobacco I'll abstain, and never
take God's name in vain." Ida also warned her, with threats of fire
and brimstone, that even minor transgressions would send her straight
to Hell: "If the world came to an end with you sitting in the movies,
do you know what would happen? You'd burn along with all the bad
people. We are churchgoers, not moviegoers."2

Norma Jeane spent her first seven years with the strict but decent
Bolenders. Better parents, by far, than Della and Gladys, they provided
a proper home and did not mistreat her. Yet these respectable people
were quite fanatical, imposed severe and inflexible discipline, and
considered Norma Jeane a bastard, an outcast and a sinner. They
constantly ordered her to stop doing anything that gave her pleasure,
stifling her natural feelings and making her feel she was dirty. She
learned to avoid conflict by being passive and docile, and as a child
she retreated into a fantasy life. She said she had a powerful impulse
to take off all her clothes, before all the pious worshippers in church,
and stand up naked so God and everyone else could see her. (Obsessed
with her own sensuous figure, Marilyn was never ashamed of nudity.
She loved to show off her naked body at home and in public, in
photographs and in films.)

In 1933 Gladys qualified for a government-sponsored, low-cost
mortgage. In the fall she reclaimed her daughter and moved into a
modest, three-bedroom house just next to the Hollywood Bowl. To
help meet expenses, Gladys took in tenants, a couple of English actors,
George Atkinson and his wife. George played bit parts; his wife was
an extra in crowd scenes and a stand-in for Madeleine Carroll. Like
so many camp followers in Hollywood, the Atkinsons were infatuated
with its glamor and fantasized endlessly about the big break that
would make them great stars.

Gladys' hedonistic regime, the complete antithesis of the Bolenders',
transformed Norma Jeane's daily life and moral values. Gladys loved
to indulge in cigarettes and alcohol, candy and perfume, frequent trips
to dance halls and long nights at the movies. Norma Jeane, with her
strict religious background, was shocked by her mother's wild life.
She thought Gladys would be sent to hell and spent a lot of time
praying for her. For the first seven years of her life she had never
known a mother's tender voice or affectionate touch. She now lived
with her mother, but did not feel close to her. Always self-absorbed,
Gladys never gave her the love and care she sought. Her mother never
smiled at her, never kissed or caressed her. She was so nervous, Marilyn
recalled, that she'd become upset when she heard someone turning
the page of a magazine.

Gladys had attempted suicide several times, swung perilously
between depression and mania, and had her first mental breakdown
in January 1935. She suddenly started to laugh, scream and curse
hysterically and, with a sudden outburst of violence, to shatter dishes
against the wall. She would lie on the floor, stare up the staircase and
yell that someone was coming down the steps to kill her. One night,
after accusing her co-worker and best friend, Grace Goddard, of trying
to poison her, she grabbed a kitchen knife and stabbed her. The tenants
called the police, and two officers finally overpowered her. She was
taken to Norwalk state hospital, where in 1927 her mother had died
in a straitjacket. The sight of Gladys' nervous collapse terrified
the eight-year-old Norma Jeane and remained, for the rest of her life,
a warning that the same thing might also happen to her. The
memories of her promiscuous and unstable mother were disturbing
and shameful.

Norma Jeane's half-sister, Berniece, later explained the reasons for
Gladys' breakdown: "divorce, desertion, the death of her mother,
separation from two of her children, the frustration of dead-end dating,
the toll of working overtime, and now a strike at her company just
when she had taken on the huge financial obligation of a home."
Apart from brief intervals when she seemed to improve and was
temporarily released from confinement, Gladys spent the rest of her
long life in insane asylums. Norma Jeane occasionally saw her, but
since Gladys became a fanatical Christian Scientist and retreated into
herself, they could never establish meaningful contact. Norma Jeane's
first husband, who met Gladys during World War II, found her affectless,
remote and withdrawn: "Gladys seemed to be reaching for
something but there was nothing there to grasp. She couldn't find it.
I never saw her angry and I never saw her laugh. She was very pious
and apparently content."

The Hungarian photographer André de Dienes, who drove up the
coast to the Northwest with Norma Jeane in 1945, described another
dutiful but dreary encounter. On that occasion, the forty-three-year-old
Gladys failed to respond either to her daughter or to the presents
she'd brought: "Norma Jeane's mother lived in an old hotel in the
center of Portland, in a depressing bedroom on the top floor. The
reunion between mother and daughter lacked warmth. They had
nothing to say to each other. Mrs. Baker was a woman of uncertain
age, emaciated and apathetic, making no effort to put us at our ease.
. . . A silence ensued. Then Mrs. Baker buried her face in her hands
and seemed to forget all about us. It was distressing. She had obviously
been released from the hospital too soon." The visitors escaped as
quickly as they could.

Despite her history of mental illness and apparent estrangement
from the world, Gladys recovered sufficiently to find another husband.
In April 1949, without bothering to get divorced, she contracted a
third marriage to an electrician, John Eley. After his death three years
later, she sent a sad and rather paranoid letter from a state mental
hospital, which made Norma Jeane feel both guilty and distressed, as
she always did whenever they had any contact: "Please dear child Id
like to receive a letter from you. Things are very annoying around
here & Id like to move away soon as possible. Id like to have my
childs love instead of hatred. Love, Mother."3

II

After Gladys' violent crack up and sudden disappearance, Grace
Goddard became Norma Jeane's legal guardian. From January to
August 1935 she made temporary and increasingly desperate arrangements
for the child. At first Norma Jeane lived with Gladys' lodgers,
the Atkinsons, but when the house was sold they gave up their hopes
of stardom and returned to England. She then moved in with new
foster parents, the Harvey Giffens, and then with Grace's mother,
Emma Atchinson. This proved equally unsatisfactory, and the little
refugee must have been very troubled during these frequent displacements.
In September 1935 Grace took the drastic step of putting her
into a children's home, where she remained for the next two years.
Her father, mother and sister were alive, but she had no one to care
for her. Technically, she still had a family; practically, she did not.
Condemned to be an orphan, she felt fear, loneliness and utter despair.

Orphanages were then notorious for their poor food, onerous
chores and harsh discipline, and seemed to punish children for their
parents' disappearance or death. One authority, emphasizing the physical
and mental deprivation, stated that orphanages

were, quite literally, a last resort for almost all who turned to
them. . . . [They] were often highly regimented institutions
where children had relatively little positive interaction with
adults and limited opportunity to develop emotionally or
psychologically. . . .

When disaster struck their families, such children were
provided with food, clothing, shelter, companionship, and at least
some education. . . . Such children probably lacked emotional
warmth from a parental figure and the opportunity to act
independently in society.

During the Depression, as orphanages became increasingly overcrowded
(as prisons are today), the food, facilities and adult
supervision deteriorated, while neglect, punishment and abuse
increased. The reputation of orphanages was so forbidding that many
of them took names with pleasant connotations. The Jewish Orphan
Asylum became Bellefaire, St. Mary's Female Asylum became
Parmadale, the Protestant Orphan Asylum became Beech Brook. The
orphans were eager to be adopted or taken into foster homes, where
they would at least have the semblance of family life. When promising
parents appeared, the children were exhibited like slaves on an
auction block. In 1925, pedestrians looked up to see an institution
with "barred windows, tiny hands clutching the bars, against which
were placed listless white faces." One girl, lamenting the lack of affection,
"felt so lonely and forlorn." Many children, not surprisingly, had
chronic physical illnesses and severe psychological problems.

But foster parents, especially during hard times, could be quite
mercenary; and officials, desperate to place the children, often ignored
the minimal standards required for proper care. Another authority
noted that "in 1933 an estimated 120,000 children stretched the foster
care system to its limits." The journalist Art Buchwald, who spent
most of his youth in foster homes, observed that "the foster parents
were more interested in the money they received than in the children."
In Tennessee, two-year-old twins were placed "in the care of
a seventy-nine-year-old blind woman who was losing her mind. . . .
Sixteen children were living in the attic of a home that failed to pass
a fire inspection."4

In Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest Lady Bracknell's
memorably witty remark shows the absurdity of blaming the victim:
"To lose one parent . . . may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose both
looks like carelessness." Yet children usually react to their loss by
blaming themselves. Both Charles Dickens and Rudyard Kipling
described traumatic experiences of abandonment in childhood that
left them, like Norma Jeane, permanently angry and hurt. Dickens
wrote that "my whole nature was so penetrated with grief and humiliation
. . . that even now, famous and caressed and happy, I . . . wander
desolately back to that time of my life." Kipling agreed that "when
young lips have drunk deep of the bitter waters of Hate, Suspicion,
and Despair, all the Love in the world will not wholly take away that
knowledge."5 Norma Jeane had been suddenly separated from her
mother, her guardian and several foster families. Grace now told her
they were going for a pleasant car ride, but she soon arrived at a
strange, hostile and frightening place.

The Los Angeles Orphans Home Society – now called Hollygrove
and still standing at 815 North El Centro in Hollywood – was not
as forbidding as it first seemed to a small child. The privately
endowed, nonsectarian home was founded in 1880, and its colonial-style,
two-story red-brick building was set back on a wide lawn.
The dormitories, dining room and play areas were clean and neat.
Inside, there was a large recreation room with toys and games, radio
and phonograph, auditorium and stage. Outside, on five acres, were
swings, seesaws, exercise bars, sandboxes and even a swimming pool.
The Home housed fifty to sixty children, a third of them street
urchins or runaways, the rest actual orphans. Norma Jeane lived
with twenty-five other girls, aged six to fourteen, in a high-ceilinged
dorm, with large windows, behind the main building. The boys
slept in a separate dorm, but all the meals, sports, games, activities
and schooling were coeducational.

According to her over-optimistic file, which reads as if she were
on holiday and trying to please her keepers, Norma Jeane seems to
have adjusted remarkably well. Her dossier states that her "behavior
is normal. . . . She is bright and sun-shiny. . . . The school reports on
her are good. . . . She is quiet. . . . She sleeps and eats well. . . . She is
well behaved. . . . Her grades are good. . . . She participates in all activities
willingly. . . . She is co-operative." But – like Jay Gatsby watching
the alluring lights across the sound – she dreamed of escaping to a
glamorous life in the movies."When I was nine," she recalled, "I used
to look out of the orphan asylum window at night and see a big
lighted-up sign that read 'R.K.O. Radio Pictures.'"

Some notable orphans have left poignant accounts of their life in
institutions. Charlie Chaplin's experiences in London were remarkably
similar to Norma Jeane's in Los Angeles. His father abandoned
the family soon after Charlie was born; his mother retreated into her
own world of silence and indifference. She sent Charlie and his brother
to a school for "Orphans and Destitute Children." While they were
in the orphanage, she had a mental breakdown and was committed
to an insane asylum. Like Norma Jeane, Charlie was not actually an
orphan, since both his parents were alive, but psychologically he felt
he was one. In his autobiography, he observed that though "we were
well looked after, it was a forlorn existence. Sadness was in the air."6
His head was shaved and stained with iodine for ringworm; he was
mocked by the village boys as an inmate of a "booby hatch"; and,
too terrified to protest, he was severely beaten for a crime he didn't
commit.

The American poet Elizabeth Bishop, born in 1911, was also a
damaged orphan. Her father died when she was eight months old;
her mother was committed to an insane asylum when Elizabeth was
five, and she never saw her mother again. Brought up by her paternal
grandparents, she suffered from severe eczema, asthma and numerous
childhood diseases. As an adult, she became an alcoholic and experienced
suicidal depressions.

Eileen Simpson – a psychotherapist, once married to the poet and
suicide John Berryman – has written perceptively about her experiences
with the "drab surroundings, ill-fitting clothing, and inadequate
diets" of an orphanage, with the children who "cried incessantly,
refused to eat, slept poorly, were alternately clinging and detached."
As with Norma Jeane, "there had always been a broad vein of sadness"
in her character and very little talent for happiness. She "knew what
it was like . . . to cry out for reassurance that she was not alone, and
to hear only the opaque, tomblike silence that, in the middle of the
night, isolated me from the living."

Simpson explained why "foster care was as problematical as institutional
care had been. A successful match between child and surrogate
parents was not easy to arrange, especially since many foster families
were more interested in augmenting their income than in looking
after someone else's child. Few of the children were adopted by their
families, and far too many were shunted from one household to
another, with predictable results."7 Chaplin and Simpson had the
comfort of a sibling, Bishop lived with sympathetic relatives; but
Norma Jeane, rejected by everyone, was absolutely alone. Like Chaplin
and Simpson, she was severely damaged by her years in the orphanage.

Marilyn emphasized that she was brought up very differently from
the normal American child and never believed she would have a
happy life. Natasha Lytess criticized Marilyn's habit of frequently referring
to her miserable childhood, excusing her bad behavior and
appealing for sympathy. But she had suffered terribly, and felt justified
in embellishing her story to advance her career. A publicist at
Twentieth Century-Fox, writing a brief account of her early life,
noted that the first money she ever earned was five cents a month
for setting tables at the orphanage; and that she later spent at the local
drugstore the ten cents a month she got for washing dishes. She began
to stutter in the orphanage and continued to stutter as an adult whenever
she was nervous. Her happiest childhood memory, an image of
freedom, was "running through high grass in a vacant lot in
Hawthorne." Her saddest memory was "disappointment in people
when she was a little girl."

Norma Jeane was released from the orphanage in June 1937 and
lived for the next year with a series of foster parents: first with Grace's
sister and brother-in-law, Enid and Sam Knebelcamp; then with her
own elderly great-aunt, Ida Martin; next with her guardian, Grace
Goddard; finally with Grace's aunt, Ana Lower; and with other foster
families when Ana's health was poor. Ana, divorced and living on
rental property, was fifty-eight when the twelve-year-old Norma Jeane
came to live with her in 1938. She looked plump, white-haired and
grandmotherly, but her manner was stern and severe. A devout
Christian Scientist (like Gladys), she went to church several times a
week. Norma Jeane's grandmother, her mother, her guardian, her
great-aunt, and even the sensible and compassionate Ana, all had had –
and warned Norma Jeane to beware of – untrustworthy husbands and
disastrous marriages.

Norma Jeane had to adjust not only to many different families,
moods, rules, beliefs and ways of life, but also to nine different
schools, for her first ten grades, between 1932 and 1942. Hardened
to being the least important person in her foster family, she nevertheless
remembered the disgusting humiliation on her weekly bath
night: "I never minded coming 'last' in these families except on
Saturday nights when everybody took a bath. Water cost money, and
changing the water in the tub was an unheard of extravagance. The
whole family used the same tub of water. And I was always the last
one in." No wonder that she later luxuriated in long, perfumed and
purifying baths.

Norma Jeane, a pretty and obedient girl, was never beaten. But she
had to endure something far worse than repulsive bath water. When
she was a child, most psychiatrists believed that "sexual abuse was rare
and that children often lied about it. In 1937 two prominent American
psychiatrists not only denied that sexual assault traumatized most children
but argued that 'the child may have been the actual seducer
rather than the one innocently seduced.'"8 By the time she was twelve
years old, Norma Jeane – with no one to protect her – had been
sexually assaulted at least three times. At the age of eight, she was
molested by a boarder in a foster home. When she tried to explain
what had happened to her, the foster parent became very angry and
– following the current belief – blamed her: "Don't you dare say
anything against Mr. Kimmel. Mr. Kimmel's a fine man. He's my star
boarder! . . . Shame on you, complaining about people!" After she left
the orphanage and entered puberty, she was again molested by adult
predators: by a cousin when living with Ida Martin and by Grace's
husband, "Doc" Goddard, a six-foot five-inch drunkard.

Though Marilyn claimed she'd been raped as a child, her first
husband stated she was a virgin when they married. She later gave a
more accurate, though equally repulsive account of what actually
happened: "I wasn't really raped, but he forced me to do something,
and I had a shock. . . . He forced me to take him in my mouth."
Virginia Woolf was also sexually molested, at six years old, when her
adult half-brother, George Duckworth, lifted her onto a table and
fingered her private parts. As an adult, Woolf always associated sex
with degradation and contempt. She became sexually frigid, had several
mental breakdowns and finally committed suicide.

But at the age of twelve, showing no outward signs of her emotional
scars, Norma Jeane looked in the mirror at her smooth, shapely body
and was pleased by what she saw. She first aroused the attention of
young boys by wearing a tight sweater to show off her breasts, and
soon realized that her well-developed body was the key to popularity
and success. Though sexy, she repressed her sexual feelings, and recalled
"that with all my lipstick and mascara and precocious curves, I was
as unsensual as a fossil."9

III

Norma Jeane was always threatened with confinement in the
orphanage if she failed to behave. That threat became real in 1942
when she was sixteen. She could no longer stay with the increasingly
ill Ana Lower, and "Doc" Goddard was transferred with his
family to West Virginia. Grace then told her that she'd either have
to get married or return to the dreaded institution. Grace had dominated
her early life, and had been Norma Jeane's legal guardian for
eight years. In between spells of caring for her, she'd placed her in
the orphanage and found various foster homes. She now arranged
to marry her off. On June 19, 1942, six months after America entered
World War II and three weeks after her sixteenth birthday, Norma
Jeane dropped out of the tenth grade and married a neighbor's son:
the attractive, athletic and popular twenty-one-year-old James
Dougherty.

In 1941 Robert Mitchum, not yet a movie star, worked with
Dougherty in the sheet metal department of Lockheed Aircraft in
Burbank. He said that his co-worker "looked like a large brick, red-haired,
square-shouldered and [like Mitchum himself] solid all the
way down." Norma Jeane liked the man Grace had chosen, but had
to adjust to yet another radical change in her life. She later told her
New York maid, with becoming modesty, that "Jim was handsome,
well-mannered, and had a good job – and a car. What I couldn't
figure out was what a guy like Jim would want with me." Dougherty
– who later remarried, became a Los Angeles policeman and wrote
a memoir of Norma Jeane – admitted that she was sometimes a little
naïve, a little dumb.

Dougherty gave a positive, even idealized account of their conventional
and essentially happy marriage. He stated, for example, that
Norma Jeane liked to prepare meals and was a good cook, though
she favored peas and carrots because she liked their color combination.
But Shelley Winters, who roomed with her in 1950, revealed
(perhaps with some comic exaggeration) that Marilyn was absolutely
hopeless in the kitchen: "Not only could Marilyn not cook, if you
handed her a leg of lamb, she just stared at it. Once I asked her to
wash the salad while I went to the store. When I came back an hour
later, she was still scrubbing each leaf. Her idea of making a salad was
to scrub each lettuce leaf with a Brillo pad."10

Norma Jeane was certainly naïve, at least in the beginning, about
sex. The first time she used a diaphragm, Jim had to get down on his
knees to help her extract it. But he insisted that their sexual life was
passionate and satisfying: "Norma Jeane loved sex. It was as natural
to her as breakfast in the morning. There were never any problems
with it. . . . Never had I encountered a girl who so thoroughly enjoyed
sexual union. It made our lovemaking pure joy." Sometimes, overcome
by desire, she'd even insist they pull off the road and make love
in the car.

Norma Jeane loved children but, nearly a child herself, never wanted
to have them with Dougherty. When she thought she was pregnant,
she became frightened by the pain of childbirth. The screenwriter
Nunnally Johnson recalled that when Marilyn played a young mother
in We're Not Married (1952), she held a baby on camera, but – remaining
strangely remote – paid absolutely no attention to it when it cried.
She suffered severe menstrual pains, which would plague her
throughout her life. But, according to Dougherty, she had no other
physical or psychological problems: "There were no pills needed to
put Norma Jeane to sleep at night. Mom never heard her complain
about her nerves or even about being depressed." Her sexual problems
came when years of psychoanalysis dredged up painful memories and
made her acutely conscious of her childhood traumas. Later on, when
Marilyn became famous, she wanted to obliterate her marriage to a
pleasant but commonplace husband. Rewriting her past, she unconvincingly
claimed that she'd been emotionally and sexually
estranged from Dougherty: "We hardly spoke to each other. . . . We
had nothing to say. . . . The first effect marriage had on me was to
increase my lack of interest in sex."

One source of contention, which became a major theme in
Miller's The Misfits, concerned Norma Jeane's outrage at Dougherty's
cruelty to animals. She hated to go on hunting trips and had to
close her eyes when he killed rabbits. Once, when he'd shot a deer
and put it in the back seat of the car, it suddenly "came to life and
lifted its head. Jim stopped the car and began strangling the deer.
She tried to stop him," but couldn't do so. Nevertheless, he said,
she was affectionate and never held a grudge: "When we had an
argument – and there were plenty – I'd often say, 'Just shut up!'
and go out to sleep on the couch. An hour later, I woke up to
find her sleeping alongside me, or sitting nearby on the floor. She
was very forgiving."11

Dougherty, with an essential wartime job at Lockheed, would not
have been drafted, but for patriotic reasons chose to enlist in the
merchant marine. His first, pleasantly soft job, late in 1943, was on
Santa Catalina Island, off the coast of Los Angeles, where he trained
Marine recruits. On that nearly all-male post, he became upset when
his sexy wife attracted enthusiastic attention on the beach and at
dances by wearing tight-fitting, provocative clothes. He knew the men
were swarming around Norma Jeane, but six months later, in the
spring of 1944, he sailed to Asia. Norma Jeane, yet again, felt abandoned
and deeply hurt.

Yet Norma Jeane's letters of June 15 and December 3, 1944, to
Grace Goddard in West Virginia, express her admiration and affection
for Dougherty, and confirm his belief that they were happily married:

I love Jimmie just more than anyone (in a different way I
suppose than anyone) and I know I shall never be happy with
anyone else as long as I live, and I know he feels the same
towards me. So you see we are really very happy together. That
is, of course, when we can be together. We both miss each other
terribly. We will be married two years June 19th. And we really
have had quite a happy life together. . . . I love him so very
much. Honestly. I don't think there is another man alive like
him. He really is awfully sweet.

With Dougherty gone and nothing to do at home, Norma Jeane
looked for wartime work. His mother, who worked as a nurse at the
Radio Plane plant in Burbank, got her a job there. She started by
packing the parachutes which were attached to miniature target-practice
planes, operated by remote control. The chutes brought the
planes down safely so that they could be used again. She was then
"promoted" to the dope room, where she sprayed foul-smelling liquid
varnish, made of banana oil and glue, onto the fabric of the fuselage.
In this extremely unpleasant job, she earned the minimum wage of
twenty dollars a week for sixty hours of work. The varnish was pretty
strong stuff, and there was constant danger from sniffing glue. But the
noxious fumes also provided her first high and introduced her to the
attraction of drugs. After a year of this taxing work, the exhausted
Norma Jeane complained to Grace that she had to be on her feet
for ten hours a day. On June 4, 1945, she wrote that she'd finally
found a way to escape from this dead-end job in a noxious factory:
"I haven't worked at Radio Plane Company since January. They keep
asking me to come back but I don't really want to do that kind of
work any more because it makes me so darn tired."

Norma Jeane escaped from this drudgery when the photographer
David Conover "discovered" her. He was working for the Army's
Motion Picture Unit, commanded by the actor Ronald Reagan. To
boost the morale of soldiers in combat, he'd been sent to the factory
to get still photos of beautiful girls toiling on the home front. On
June 4 she enthusiastically told Grace about the promising new life
that had suddenly beckoned:

The first I know the photographers had me out there, taking
pictures of me. . . . They all asked where in the H— I had been
hiding. . . . They took a lot of moving pictures of me, and some
of them asked for dates, etc. (Naturally I refused). . . . After they
finished with some of the pictures, an army corporal by the
name of David Conover told me he would be interested in
getting some color still shots of me. He used to have a studio
on the Strip on Sunset. He said he would make arrangements
with the plant superintendent if I would agree, so I said okay.
He told me what to wear and what shade of lipstick, etc., so
the next couple of weeks I posed for him at different times. . . .
He said that all the pictures came out perfect. Also, he said that
I should by all means go into the modeling profession . . . that
I photographed very well and that he wants to take a lot more.
Also he said he had a lot of contacts he wanted me to look
into.

I told him I would rather not work when Jimmie was here,
so he said he would wait, so I'm expecting to hear from him
most any time again.

He is awfully nice and is married and is strictly business,
which is the way I like it. Jimmie seems to like the idea of me
modeling, so I'm glad about that.12

But Jimmie, fearing the worst, did not like the idea of his wife modeling,
and Conover became her first lover. She later confessed that the
anguish of solitude rather than the desire for sex made her succumb
to other men: "I didn't sleep around when I was married until [after
one year] my husband went into the service, and then it was just that
I was so damn lonesome, and I had to have some kind of company,
so once in a while I'd give in, mainly because I didn't want to be
alone."

Like Dougherty, Conover found sex with Norma Jeane more than
satisfactory. In fact, he recalled that she exhausted him and that "her
sexual appetite far exceeded my capacity to give her pleasure." But
the photographic sessions, rather than their affair, changed her attitude
to life and to her husband. When Dougherty returned from the war,
she greeted him coolly, seemed completely self-absorbed and informed
him that their marriage was over. Dougherty, still in love with her,
was surprised to discover that "Norma Jeane wasn't talking about our
future anymore. It was her career nearly all of the time. In the year
and a half I had been at sea, she had changed into almost another
human being."13
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