
Copyright © 2020 by Hourly History.




    All rights reserved.


Introduction

Marlon Brando has been a household name for decades, and even though he passed away in 2004, his life’s work still stands as a testament to the unique ability he possessed for his craft. Whether he was playing a sentimental yet ruthless mafioso in The Godfather, an insane megalomaniac colonel of the U.S. Army in Apocalypse Now, or a misguided and misunderstood teenager in The Wild One, Brando was a man of all seasons.

Very few could bring characters to life in the way that Marlon Brando did. He was a great observer of life, and his observations were set on a finer scale than most. It was precisely this eye for detail that allowed him to take the world of Hollywood by storm. Despite his success on the big screen, however, Brando’s personal life was plagued by persistent tragedy. From the untimely death of friends, the manslaughter conviction of his son, to his daughter’s death by suicide, Brando had been through more than most by the time his 80 years on earth came to a close.

This book seeks to pull back the layers of hype to bring you the life and legend of Marlon Brando in full detail.


Chapter One

A Troubled Childhood

“The more sensitive you are, the more certain you are to be brutalized, develop scabs, never evolve. Never allow yourself to feel anything, because you always feel too much.”

—Marlon Brando

On April 3, 1924, Marlon Brando was born in Omaha, Nebraska, to a set of working-class parents. His arrival was preceded by a pair of big sisters by the names of Frances and Jocelyn. Brando’s father and namesake was a man named Marlon Brando Senior, and his mother was a free-spirited woman by the name of Dorothy. It was actually from his mother that Brando would get the acting bug. Dorothy had acted in the past and also worked as a theater administrator.

Dorothy was known as being a bit ahead of her time due to the fact that she did many things that were considered unladylike for the sensibilities of her day; she was a chain smoker, wore pants, and liked to drive. Being considered eccentric for such things now would strike most as absurd, but you have to consider the time period in which she lived, and back in the 1920s and 1930s of Marlon Brando’s childhood, such things were indeed considered to be rare attributes for any woman to have. No matter what anyone else may have thought of her, however, Dorothy was the light of little Brando’s life.

Brando’s father, on the other hand, was often a source of great anxiety. Brando would later claim that his father was highly critical of him and was rather fond of saying that he “would never amount to anything.” Hearing such things as a child would, of course, be quite damaging to anyone, but given enough time, Brando would grow up to prove such an estimation of events entirely wrong.


Chapter Two

Life at the Military Academy

“The military mind has one aim, and that is to make soldiers react as mechanically as possible. They want the same predictability in a man as they do in a telephone or a machine gun, and they train their soldiers to act as a unit, not as individuals.”

—Marlon Brando

Marlon Brando was a precocious child and often the center of family attention. In those days, this rambunctious youngster wasn’t known as Marlon—he was called “Bud.” This nickname was a tradition started by his mother and two elder sisters in an effort to more easily differentiate Marlon Brando Junior from his father, Marlon Brando Senior.

During these years, Brando’s mother served as the primary caregiver of the family while Marlon Senior was away on frequent business trips that took him far away from their home in Omaha. Dorothy was by all accounts a loving mother, but she was frequently inattentive and had a penchant for drinking. It was due to these mitigating factors that it was determined to give little Bud a nanny to watch over him. The family hired an 18-year-old woman named Ermi to come to the Brando home as a live-in sitter for the boy. Although she only consisted of a very brief part of his life—from when he was four years old to when he was seven—Brando would always remember Ermi with great affection. He fondly recalled her dark black hair and exotic features, which were apparently a mixture of her Danish and Indonesian heritage.

Most shocking and controversial about this babysitter was Brando’s later claims that Ermi would sleep with him while they were both in the nude. Ermi apparently didn’t think there was anything wrong with such a thing, but according to Brando, cuddling in bed with Ermi like this is what first opened the door to intimacy for him. It’s certainly a rather shocking anecdote and one that has never been verified. Whatever the case may be, Brando was devastated when Ermi quit her job as nanny. She had gotten married and was ready to start the next chapter of her life. Little Brando was not aware of this fact, however, and according to his later recollection, all Ermi told him was that she was going away for a while and would return. He spent several weeks waiting for the return of his beloved nanny, but his vigilance was in vain.

With Ermi’s departure, Brando first learned the feelings of heartache and abandonment that would come to haunt him throughout all manner of relationships for the rest of his life. The Brando family, meanwhile, was on the move as well. Marlon Senior had gained employment in Chicago, working for a company called the Calcium Carbonate Corporation, and decided to move the family to nearby Evanston, Illinois in order to be close to his work. Here, Brando would enroll at Evanston elementary school. He had trouble adjusting at first and developed a stuttering problem, for which he had to attend speech classes. Slowly but surely, he began to come out of his shell.

By the time Brando was 11 years old, his parents had decided to separate from each other. Upon their separation, Brando went with his mother and siblings to California, where they lived with Brando’s grandmother Bess in Santa Ana. Bess was a kind and religious woman who became an anchor of the troubled family during their stay. Their sojourn would be a brief one though, because just a couple years later, in 1937, Brando’s parents decided to get back together.

With his newly reconstituted family, Brando’s next place of residence was in Libertyville, Illinois, situated a short distance from the northside of Chicago. Here, Brando would craft his first close circle of friends, and some of them, such as a young man by the name of Wally Cox, would remain so for life. It was among this core group of peers that Marlon began to express many of his early acting talents. In particular, Brando would do comical imitations of those around him, often to the great amusement of the locals. He was a quick study of character and seemed to be gifted when it came to doing character sketches.

Brando’s time at Libertyville would come to an unceremonious end, however, when he was expelled for racing a motorbike through the hallway. Perhaps it was a harbinger of things to come for this future renegade biker of the big screen, but after the stunt, school administrators had simply had enough, with immediate expulsion following thereafter. His father, Marlon Senior, was just as fed up. What was he going to do with his troublesome son? Send him to the enlist in the military? Brando was still too young for that, so his father seems to have decided on the next best thing, signing him up for a military academy in Minnesota.

Despite the austere environment of the academy, Brando is said to have generally done well. He made good grades and, in a foreshadowing of his future career, he enjoyed putting long hours in at the school’s theater. Brando developed a great affinity for the academy’s drama coach and head of the English department, Duke Wagner, who he viewed as an early mentor for his craft. Despite his admiration for Wagner and the theater, however, it wouldn’t be long before Marlon Brando’s penchant for bending the rules would get him in some serious trouble. He would become so bored with life at the academy that he would resort to carrying out mischievous pranks to alleviate the monotony. One of the more daring stunts he pulled was to remove and bury the clapper from the academy’s bell tower, later stating that he did so simply because the routine chiming of the bell “annoyed him.”

As the infractions piled up, Brando was eventually confronted and charged with insubordination. As punishment, Brando was put on house arrest and made to stay in the barracks. Not willing to let authority cramp his style, Brando eventually found a way to sneak out. His breakout was found out, and it resulted in yet another call for expulsion.

After leaving the military academy, Brando gave up on school for the time being and secured a job as a ditch digger for a small construction company. He made about 35 dollars a week—it was a living, but just barely. Shortly after this, he attempted to join the army, but when an old knee injury was discovered—ironically one he sustained playing football for the military academy—he was denied eligibility. Brando was growing increasingly frustrated as it seemed that yet another door had slammed in his face. Unable to go to college, denied an outlet through the military, and not willing to spend his life as a manual laborer, he fell back on the only other thing he knew to do: acting.


Conclusion

Even though he has been dead for over a decade and most of his blockbuster films occurred several decades prior to his demise, Marlon Brando is still one of the most well-known actors of all time. When it came to acting, Brando was a natural, and when he was at his best, his stamina was such that he could take what was originally a bad script and make it better by the sheer force of his personality. From the second he started a career on Broadway, to his work on big-name blockbusters such as A Streetcar Named Desire, The Wild One, and The Godfather, Marlon Brando sought to take acting to a whole new level.

Since his youth, Brando was a commiserate eyewitness to the human experience; he had always been fascinated by mannerisms and all of the small gestures that people mindlessly produce as they go about their day. It was these small and finite moments that Brando sought to reproduce on movie screens. Despite some films that didn’t do quite as well as others, he had enough stunning success stories in his life to spare. Marlon Brando leaped upon the world stage like a shooting star, and no matter how fleeting his genius in the grand scheme of things, we will always be grateful for the brief moment of illumination he provided.

