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FOR LEA PAGE CASTLE AND ALYSSA TRUE CASTLE



Introduction

To the end of his life, Marlon Brando insisted that he had done nothing special. In his view acting was a trade like plumbing or baking. The only difference was that he played characters instead of unclogging drains or kneading loaves of bread. This was not false modesty; he believed what he said. But what he believed was untrue.

There was screen acting before Brando and after Brando, just as there was painting before Picasso and after Picasso and writing before Hemingway and after Hemingway and popular singing before Sinatra and after Sinatra, and even the casual observer can tell the difference. As film historian Molly Haskell pointed out, the film star’s legend “is written in one word. BRANDO. Like Garbo. Or Fido. An animal, a force of nature, an element; not a human being who must, as a member of society, distinguish himself from other members with a Christian name and an initial as well as a surname. There is only one Brando.”

The eminent screen stars of the 1930s and 1940s—Fredric March, Paul Muni, John Barrymore, Humphrey Bogart, Laurence Olivier, Spencer Tracy—were careful to protect themselves even as they convinced audiences that they were taking risks. But from his debut film, The Men, in 1950, Brando worked without a mask. The inner wounds were manifest, and the risks he took—doing anything, no matter how outlandish or unflattering, to make the character credible—had never been attempted by a Hollywood star. His predecessors drew a line between their private lives and their movie roles. No such boundary existed between Brando the actor and Brando the man. They were one and the same: complicated, dangerous, vulnerable. That, too, was different.

From today’s vantage point it’s difficult to gauge the impact of certain film personalities on their time. In 1940 Howard Hawks made full use of overlapping dialogue for His Girl Friday; his style has been co-opted so often it has lost its power to electrify an audience. In 1960, ticket buyers were jarred and dislocated when Alfred Hitchcock killed off his star, Janet Leigh, halfway through Psycho; his device has since become commonplace. Similarly, when Brando first appeared, he shook up screen acting in a way that had not been seen since performers were given voices in 1927. His work has been sedulously imitated by performers for more than half a century. Those actors have unwittingly obscured the contributions of the man who started it all.

Anthony Quinn once described the cinema of the early 1950s: “Everything was proper. Robert Taylor, Tyrone Power, Van Johnson, and along comes Brando.” Marlon was the first to show a profound vulnerability beneath the male exterior, as well as a willingness to depart from the script not out of perversity or an inability to remember lines, but because he was going for the truth of the character at that moment. Along comes Brando, and an art form is transfigured.

Many factors contributed to Marlon’s achievement. He appeared on the scene at just the right time, he was launched by one of the twentieth century’s central stage dramas, and he was trained by one of the most influential acting teachers of all time, the Yiddish-theater veteran Stella Adler. Some of the attraction he held for her—and later for the world—was a physical presence that echoed the animal magnetism and raw intellect of her father, Jacob, a Second Avenue luminary. This was combined with a quality displayed by Boris Thomashefsky, Jacob’s greatest competitor. In a memoir, Adler’s granddaughter noted that Boris’s “overwhelming masculinity was balanced by a softness even more dangerous. His well-known susceptibility crossed the footlights with fatal impact. He was, in fact, a personality impossible to resist.” She could have been writing about Marlon Brando when he entered stage left two generations later.

Brando’s genius, like that of so many other groundbreaking artists, was mixed with immense character flaws that stained his personal and professional relationships. So disorderly was his private life that an entire book, Brando Unzipped, is scurrilously devoted to his numerous affairs, liaisons, and marriages. Many other biographies are little more than clothbound gossip columns, or tell-all narratives by onetime associates hoping to cash in on an old professional or social connection.

These salacious accounts make lively reading. But they have little to do with Marlon Brando’s artistic achievement. Indeed, they tend to reduce his reputation by portraying him as a strutting phallus who happened to make a few good movies when he was not otherwise engaged. Part of this can be directly traced to the actor’s contemptuous self-appraisals. In Conversations with Brando, Lawrence Grobel records the following exchange:

         

GROBEL: What about acting as an art form?

BRANDO: In your heart of hearts you know perfectly well that movie stars aren’t artists….

GROBEL: Are any people in your profession artists?

BRANDO: No.

GROBEL: None at all?

BRANDO: Not one.

         

On other occasions Marlon added to those remarks. Advice to himself: “Never confuse the size of your paycheck with the size of your talent.” To his fellow performers: “Acting is an illusion, a form of histrionic sleight of hand…it’s a bum’s life. The principal benefit acting has afforded me is the money to pay for my psychoanalysis.” That response was not as blithe as it sounded. Brando’s early years disfigured the rest of his life. He never fully emerged from the shadows of a cold and brutal father and a longing, desperately unhappy mother who squandered the best hours of her best years in an alcoholic haze. From the actor’s childhood through adolescence, Marlon Brando, Sr., repeatedly told his only son he would amount to nothing. Although Marlon junior proved his father wrong over and over again, the damage had been done. No material success, no critical praise, no financial reward ever served to assuage the wounds Marlon suffered before he could defend himself. Ironically, they were also what gave him such persuasive strength as a performer.

Few of Brando’s contemporaries bought his line of self-denigration. “Marlon’s work was so beautiful and so pure,” said Julie Harris, his costar in Reflections in a Golden Eye. “There was no explaining where it came from. He didn’t respect acting, but his gift was so great he couldn’t defile it. He could put on pounds, he could say it was all shit, but he still couldn’t destroy it.”

Director Harold Clurman, the husband of Brando’s acting coach and mentor, Stella Adler, believed that the disrespect was not a pose. He noted, “[There is] something in Marlon that resents acting, yet he cannot help but be an actor. He thinks acting ‘sickly.’ He’d rather do something for ‘the world.’”

Clurman underlined another irony in Brando’s career. Because Marlon could so completely lose himself in a role, he was convinced that he could feel the wounds of a disenfranchised black, an oppressed Native American, a vagrant, a bewildered homosexual, a palooka. But the offscreen efforts he made on their behalf had no lasting effect. Acting, much as Marlon resisted it, was the one place where he could give voice to the powerless.

The trouble was, Brando’s gift came with a price tag. He was like some cursed figure from folklore who might have anything he wanted—fame, riches, beautiful women, power—provided that he couldn’t enjoy it. Immensely attractive to both sexes, he seemed in charge of any and all affairs. But he abandoned all three wives and numerous lovers, often in fear that they would abandon him first. He loved his eleven children, but never knew how to relate to them once they entered adolescence—a shortcoming that would have fatal consequences. At the top of the heap in Hollywood, he called the whole thing a sham and became difficult (and sometimes impossible) for directors and writers to deal with. When this misbehavior was forgiven or overlooked, he deliberately slid downhill to a pile of trash, movies that lost money and nearly wrecked him as an actor. The more beguiling his appearance, the less comfortable he was with it, finally distancing himself from his admirers by putting on weight until he grew morbidly obese. This nearly wrecked him as a man.

“The young Brando,” observes psychiatrist Gary Lefer, “saw brutality in his father and self-abuse in his mother. It was constant, but always kept within the walls of the house. Children of such parents live two lives: the false, well-kempt one presented to the world at large, and the real and messy one that they know at home. They think they’ve put one over on their classmates, and thus know themselves to be phony. They grow up thinking that everything is bogus. Especially their own achievements.”

The torment that underlay Brando’s art is the subject of this book, as well as the way it played out in his three careers: phenomenal early success, a series of tarnished failures, and then an astonishing renaissance before the fade-out. The man’s internal anguish was what drove him on to the heights of his vocation. But it was also the cause of his many public and private mistakes, as well as the reason he could never stop trying to do something for “the world” and its suffering people. For those efforts he was unfairly derided. As we will see, they were born out of the shame and humiliation he never shook off during a life of ludicrous excess, outlandish triumphs, and appalling sorrows.
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In Disgrace with Fortune
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It was typical of Marlon to enter the world upside down. The breech birth took place shortly after 11 p.m., April 3, 1924, in the Omaha Maternity Hospital.

His earliest home was right out of the imaginings of Hollywood at a time when the film industry, dominated by Jewish immigrants, was beginning to reinvent its host country. If status was denied to these rough, uneducated Eastern Europeans, observed historian Neal Gabler, the movies offered an ingenious option. The first moguls “would fabricate their empire in the image of America. They would create its values and myths, its traditions and archetypes. It would be an America where fathers were strong, families stable, people attractive, resilient, resourceful, and decent.” This is the superficially idyllic America into which Marlon was born.

Yet even in the peaceful Midwest, ideal turf of the Dream Factory, there were dark spots no one could ignore. In the year of Marlon’s birth, for example, two adolescents, Richard Loeb and Nathan Leopold, kidnapped and murdered fourteen-year-old Bobby Franks in a Chicago suburb. That was in May. Detectives closed in shortly afterward, the culprits were arraigned in June, and by August they were on trial for their lives. The defense, headed by star lawyer Clarence Darrow, enlisted mind doctors, “alienists,” in the parlance of the day, to establish irresponsibility by reason of insanity. Sigmund Freud was asked to aid the cause, but he was in fragile health and declined the invitation. After being called “cowardly perverts,” “atheists,” and “mad dogs,” Leopold and Loeb were sentenced to life imprisonment. But the debate about capital punishment continued unchecked, touching the plains and cities of Nebraska. At virtually the same time, Chicago crime raged on, fueled by Prohibition. The outlawing of alcohol had become official in 1920; since then the racketeers and illegal importers were thriving, peddling booze to the country’s flourishing speakeasies. Turf wars began: Al Capone’s brother Frank was gunned down by police when he led some two hundred armed men into Cicero, Illinois, in support of Mafia-backed politicians. And North Side gang leader Dion O’Banion was shot and killed by three men who had entered his flower shop after hours. The murder began a five-year war with the Capone gang that was to culminate in the notorious St. Valentine’s Day massacre.

Closer to home, Omaha wrestled with its own Prohibition troubles and with a more intractable problem. Since the end of the Great War, the city’s African American population had more than doubled. With the influx came resentments and racial taunts. The Omaha Bee was particularly inflammatory. The paper’s favorite topic concerned rumored assaults and rapes of white women by black men. The accused were hauled before judges and juries. When they failed to convict, another newspaper, the Mediator, warned of vigilantism in Omaha if the “respectable colored population could not purge those from the Negro community who were assaulting white girls.” A few months later a volatile combination of labor unrest and racial suspicion erupted. Before it ended, a black man was lynched, two other blacks died of wounds suffered during a street fight, the county courthouse lay in ruins, and the city came under federal military control.

All these provoked conversation at the Brando dinner table through the 1920s and early 1930s, marking an odd contrast to the rustic atmosphere at 1026 South Street. Outwardly all was lyrical. Three children—two pretty sisters and their robust younger brother—played in the large front yard; the backdrop was a capacious wood-shingled house redolent of fresh-cut hay, wild flowers, and smoke from a wood-burning stove. In the next decade Andy Hardy movies would take place in just such an environment.

But there was a secondary aroma, and it revealed what no passerby could sense. “When my mother drank,” recalled Marlon, “her breath had a sweetness to it I lack the vocabulary to describe.” A furtive alcoholic, she took frequent hits from a bottle she called her “change-of-life” medicine. Dodie—Dorothy Pennebaker Brando—began to spend longer and longer periods with that vessel until, Marlon noted in his memoir, “the anguish that her drinking produced was that she preferred getting drunk to caring for us.”

“Us” referred to Marlon senior and his children, Frances (known to the family as Frannie), Jocelyn (Tiddy), and Marlon junior (Bud). Dodie had reasons for allowing her husband to fend for himself. Wrote his namesake, “It was an era when a traveling salesman slipped five dollars to a bellboy, who would return with a pint of whisky and a hooker. My pop was such a man.”

The condition of such families as the Brandos, and such cities as Omaha, was well known to Sinclair Lewis. He had portrayed them in his 1922 bestseller Babbitt, with its hypocritical real-estate-salesman protagonist and his unhappy wife, and the superficially respectable city in which they lived. “At that moment in Zenith, a cocaine-runner and a prostitute were drinking cocktails in Healy Hanson’s saloon on Front Street. Since national prohibition was now in force, and since Zenith was notoriously law-abiding, they were compelled to keep the cocktails innocent by drinking them out of tea-cups. The lady threw her cup at the cocaine-runner’s head. He worked his revolver out of the pocket in his sleeve, and casually murdered her.”

For Marlon senior, as for George F. Babbitt, money was not a problem; a peddler of products for contractors and architects, the paterfamilias earned more than enough to maintain his family in solid middle-class comfort. Affection, however, was in short supply. He would return home to shower Dodie with gifts, then journey back to a life of one-night stands. There were presents for the kids as well, but precious little concern. Marlon senior continually denigrated his namesake; he mocked the boy’s behavior, his way of speaking, his posture. Hugs were only dispensed on birthdays or at Christmastime; Junior couldn’t recall a single compliment from his father from kindergarten through adolescence. As a result the child sought attention elsewhere—mainly at school, where he made a habit of flouting authority, and getting punished for it.

Senior’s ominous moods and black silences were harder for his daughters to deal with. “I don’t remember forgiveness,” Frannie Brando wrote many years later. “No forgiveness! In our home, there was blame, shame, and punishment that very often had no relationship to the ‘crime,’ and I think the sense of burning injustice it left with all of us marked us deeply.”

That behavior had profound and twisted sources. Although a number of biographies have suggested that the name Brando was originally spelled Brandeau and was of French origin, the family’s founding relative was Johann Wilhelm Brandau, a German immigrant who settled in New York State in the early 1700s. Neighbors who remembered Marlon senior from his school days said there was something “Teutonic and closed” about the youth, but this may have been the perception of hindsight. In any case, he had reason to be withdrawn; his mother ran off without a backward glance when the boy was four. Thereafter, the abandoned father varied between dark and uncommunicative periods and loud, unpredictable demands. In adolescence, Marlon senior was shunted from one spinster aunt to another. He grew up rude and misogynistic, given to binge drinking and bullying. Bud came to see his father in cinematic terms as a British officer in the Bengal Lancers, “perhaps a Victor McLaglen with more refinement.”

Dorothy Pennebaker came from a background of mavericks, gold prospectors, and Christian Scientists. She married at twenty-one but continued to attract whistles and social attention as a vivacious flapper with artistic yearnings. Early on, Dodie made a small name for herself by cultivating members of Omaha’s little bohemian colony, and beating out the competition for roles at the Omaha Community Playhouse. From walk-ons and juvenile leads she progressed to starring parts in Pygmalion and Anna Christie. It occurred to Dodie that she might take a trip to New York and try a stab at Broadway—especially after she won rave reviews for her appearance in Beyond the Horizon opposite a twenty-one-year-old Omahan named Henry Fonda. All too soon, though, Marlon senior’s rages, as well as his open and continual adulteries, eroded her confidence on-and offstage. She consumed more liquor, took her own lovers, and narrowed her creative impulses.

Like many homes of the period, the Brando house had a piano in the parlor. Radio was still in its infancy, and recordings were still only a pale echo of true musical sound. Dodie had received lessons as a child, and she still got more pleasure out of playing than she did out of listening. Solos at the keyboard supplanted group work at the theater. Surrounded by her children—in one of the very few family activities—she played folk airs and popular numbers, from Irving Berlin’s inventive tunes to a list of lesser numbers, including “I’m Looking Over a Four-Leaf Clover” and “Am I Blue?” To please her, Marlon learned them all. He could never summon up the digits of his Social Security I.D., and there were times when he couldn’t recall his own telephone number. But the music and lyrics from those days around the keyboard never left him. When, at the age of sixty-five, he wrote his autobiography, scores of titles were suggested by friends and publishers, but in the end he settled on Songs My Mother Taught Me.
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When Bud was six, the Calcium Carbonate Corporation offered his father a new job as sales manager. Employment opportunities were few in 1930, the first full year of the Depression. Marlon senior seized the day, even though it meant relocation to Evanston, Illinois. His wife was not so happy with the decision; she still clung to the fading illusion of herself as a stage star, and Evanston had no playhouse and few nonconformists.

Dodie struggled to get her bearings in the new neighborhood. Melancholia settled in like an old acquaintance who had come for a weekend visit and refused to go away. Every day the Chicago Tribune brought bad news, and every week Time magazine summed them up. Breadlines across the country, new bankruptcies. And lynchings; God, those poor people. She sometimes read the stories aloud to the kids, unsure of whether the reports went over their heads or burrowed into their psyches. “All night two hundred men and boys searched for Davie Harris, found him at dawn, cringing in an empty barn. They lugged him up to the levee, mocked his yammerings for mercy. ‘De Lord save me,’ cried Harris as guns cracked about him, shots riddled his body. Deputy Sheriff Dayu arrived ‘too late’ to make arrests. Deputy Sheriff Courtney expected no investigation ‘until next fall.’”

In the back of the publications Dodie read news of live performances in the East. They opened old wounds. Like the rest of the country, Broadway was suffering from financial woes. The year before there had been 233 productions; this year there would be 187, and fewer were scheduled for next year. Vaudeville was reeling; five years before there were fifteen hundred theaters in the circuits. One fifth remained. And yet the Fabulous Invalid went on, as it always did, as it always would. Eva Le Gallienne’s Civic Repertory staged Allison’s House, based on the life of Emily Dickinson; it was said to be a shoo-in for the Pulitzer. Maxwell Anderson’s Elizabeth the Queen starred Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne at the Guild Theatre. Eugene O’Neill’s Marco Millions was successfully revived at the Liberty. The Gershwins had a new show, Girl Crazy. “I Got Rhythm” was on the radio every night; you couldn’t get away from it. The columnists said that Ethel Merman could hold a note longer than the Chase National Bank. And Harold Arlen had written the score for Earl Carroll’s Vanities. I should have gone east, Dodie would muse aloud. It’s not too late even now.

Then again, that might not be the best move. Three quarters of the New York actors were supposed to be heading for Hollywood. And why not? The studios dominated show business now that sound had come in. Powerful men ran them: Goldwyn, Mayer, the Warners, Zanuck. These dream merchants could read the public like a map. All Quiet on the Western Front and Hell’s Angels were playing everywhere. Who knew that this would be the year to look back at the Great War? They did. Who knew that you could make money with a gangster picture like The Widow from Chicago? Who knew you could make a star of Edward G. Robinson, a little Jewish man with fat lips? They did. Maybe I should have gone west, not middle west, Dodie grumbled. Meantime, the neighbors whispered that Mrs. Brando was the kind of woman who saw the glass as half full. That was because she had drunk the other half.

The rumors were cruel, and they were accurate. Too many afternoons Dodie disappeared into an alcohol-saturated haze, unreachable by her children. Frannie and Tiddy were on the cusp of adolescence and found new friends at the tony Lincoln School. Bud attended the same institution, but retreated into his own fantasies. The most obsessive of these concerned the family housekeeper, a young woman of Danish and Indonesian descent called Ermi. During the day he played card games with her; at night the two often slept in the same bed. She was nude, he remembered—though this might have been a boy’s wishful dream—and a sound sleeper. On his part the attachment was all-consuming; to her it was of no importance whatever. In fact, she never bothered to tell him that she was about to be married. The housekeeper merely informed him one day that she was leaving on a trip and would return soon.

It took several weeks for Bud to realize that Ermi was not coming back. The night he realized she was gone forever, he experienced a foretaste of death. “I felt abandoned,” he said almost five decades later. “My mother had long ago deserted me for her bottle; now Ermi was gone, too.” To Bud this was one of the informing incidents of his childhood. Looking back he decided that Ermi’s defection kept repeating itself in his life. He would seek out a woman who would encourage him up to a point—and then abruptly and permanently exit. According to Marlon, the day Ermi went away “I became estranged from this world.” That summary contained everything a self-dramatizing figure could desire: bittersweet melodrama, unrequited romance, and Freudian insight. It might even have been true.

In her study Adult Children of Alcoholics, Dr. Janet Geringer Woititz lists the characteristics of her subjects when young. They tend to:


Guess what normal behavior is.

Lie when it would be just as easy to tell the truth.

Judge themselves without mercy.

Constantly seek approval and affirmation.

Be impulsive. Such behavior would lead to confusion, self-loathing and loss of control.


All these attributes were part of Bud’s emerging temperament. At home, as he saw it, “there was a constant, grinding, unseen miasma of anger.” Infected by the rage around him, he continued to act out his hostilities, burning insects, slashing tires, tiptoeing close to birds—and then plugging them with the BB gun his father had given him as a birthday present. Bud was no happier in the classroom than he was in the house. One morning he took a can of lighter fluid, squirted the word shit on a blackboard and ignited the letters. The incident helped to burnish his bad-boy reputation; he seemed to thrive on that. All the same, after every incident there came a time of remorse and self-reproach.

One day, without warning, neighbors were astonished to see a spontaneous Tom Sawyer turnaround. Bud stopped shooting birds, admonished his friends not to step on ants, ostentatiously helped old people and drunks who had collapsed on the sidewalk. Frances commented on the “new” Marlon junior, scribbling on the back of a photo: “Bud—and he is a grand boy! Sweet and funny, idealistic and oh, so young.” When they were all adults, Tiddy summoned up that period in a conversation with her brother: Not only did he try to save wounded animals and birds, he would also “pick the girl who was cross-eyed or the fattest one because nobody paid attention to her and you wanted her to feel good.”

Chicago was segregated in the early 1930s. Racially restrictive covenants affected 80 percent of the city and most of the surrounding suburbs. Only two black children attended Lincoln. Perhaps because of what Bud had heard and read, perhaps out of a need to identify with the outsider, he made a point of befriending both of them. He delighted in hanging around the house of Asa Lee, an African American boy whose warm, demonstrative mother seemed to be everything that Dodie was not. One afternoon Bud had trouble with a decision and began counting aloud, “Eeny, meeny, miney, moe. Catch a nigger by the toe. If he hollers, let him go. Eeny, meeny, miney, moe.” Asa’s mother bent down and said, “Dahlin’, we don’t use that word in this house.” Curious, the visitor asked, “What word?” She told him. “I had no idea what the word meant,” he remembered, “but I could tell from Asa’s expression that it was significant.” The black woman could see the innocence in Bud’s eyes. She gave him a gum ball, patted his head, and said, “You’re a sweet thing.” That incident, he claimed, “was my first experience with a sense of race.” There would be a great many more.

Bud’s first girlfriend fit Tiddy’s description. Eight-year-old Carol Hickock was neither cross-eyed nor overweight, but she suffered from narcolepsy. The blackouts could occur anytime; occasionally she lost consciousness when standing up. One Saturday afternoon the two children went to see a Boris Karloff feature. Sound films had made an enormous impact by 1932, horror movies especially. Frankenstein and Dracula had preceded The Mummy, and Bud hoped that a terrifying scene might drive Carol into his arms. Instead, he was the one overtaken by fear, and fled to the lobby. Later, as they sat on a sofa in her house chatting idly, she suddenly rolled her eyes and fainted. He leaned over and put his mouth on hers—his first kiss.

At about this time Bud acquired a stammer. At first it was just trouble with a few words, but soon he became so tongue-tied that Dodie took him to Northwestern University for speech therapy. He had begun to internalize his wounds, trying somehow to fix the unfixable, to compensate for the misery around him. One of the few people he trusted was the shy, bespectacled Wally Cox, whose mother was also a heavy drinker. The two boys got on; Bud acted as a kind of bodyguard for his smaller friend, though he was not above making Wally a victim when the two were by themselves. One afternoon Bud invented a game in which Wally had to be tied to a tree. Then he wandered off. Several hours later, the Cox family summoned the police, who found Wally and freed him. The prank did nothing to damage the boys’ friendship.

When he could, Bud lost himself in films. In Daniel Boorstin’s meditation The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, the historian makes a provocative assertion. As films took over the center of popular culture, Americans edged ever closer to a “world where fantasy [was] more real than reality.” If conditions persisted, they would be “the first people in history to have been able to make their illusions so vivid, so persuasive, so ‘realistic’ that they could live in them.” And in Life: The Movie, film scholar Neal Gabler posits that on the ramp leading up to World War II, “old values and the social order that sustained them were being challenged. In their place had come a feeling, fed by democratic wellsprings and encouraged by these brisk social changes, that one could do anything, be anything, dream anything—including what one saw onscreen.” For adolescents this was a particularly crucial phenomenon. Going to the movies was not merely a method of escape, but a way of defining their lives. In Marlon’s view, for example, the sea adventure Mutiny on the Bounty provided a melodrama of tyrant versus righteous rebels—and a glimpse of South Sea romance as different from his own life as a toucan’s from a sparrow’s. Victor McLaglen, the leathery, valiant sergeant of The Lost Patrol, became an idealized portrait of the father he resented and feared. Manhattan Melodrama showed him New York City as a breeding ground of gangsters—and also as a place where a tough young man might go to find himself.

At night, in the skull cinema, he acted and directed his own drama, in which no one else was permitted a role—not even a cameo. “I had the fantasy,” he said, “that the important people in my life were all dead and were only pretending to be alive. I lay in bed for hours, sweating and looking up at the ceiling, convinced that I was the only one in the whole world who was alive.” The idea that one day he might act in somebody else’s dream didn’t enter the picture.
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In his twelfth year the ceiling changed when Dodie and Marlon senior agreed to separate. She would take the family to live with her mother, Elizabeth “Nana” Myers, in Santa Ana, California. Marlon senior would stay in Chicago. The split was characterized not as a prelude to divorce but as a cooling-off period. Marlon senior could visit as often as he liked, provided that he didn’t stay long. Relocation further distanced Dodie from Broadway fare, but she kept up with the new names in 1935: the bright hope of the New York theater, Clifford Odets, with a pair of plays, Waiting for Lefty and Awake and Sing! God, what she wouldn’t give to see them…. On the other hand, she was now nearly in Hollywood, where there was so much action you couldn’t keep track of it all: David Copperfield, The Informer, Les Misérables, The 39 Steps, Top Hat. The new names: Katharine Hepburn, Errol Flynn—and Henry Fonda in his first three movies. A break here, a break there, she might have been in that company.

Well, the hell with fantasy. No matter how she looked at it, this was a rotten world to bring kids into. A drought forcing an exodus on the farmlands. President Roosevelt describing this nation as ill fed, ill clothed, and ill housed. If you doubted him you could look around and see the breadlines for yourself. The newsreels recording the human cost, and worse to come. The March of Time booming, “The peace of the world daily grows more uncertain.” H. G. Wells pretending to look back: “War was manifestly drawing nearer, in Eastern Asia, in Eastern Europe; it loitered, it advanced, it halted, and no one displayed the vigor or capacity needed to avert the intermittent, unhurrying approach.”

The Depression would lead to a big conflagration somewhere—that you could count on. They were getting ready in Spain, Franco’s troops versus the anti-Fascists and the Communists; in the United States something called the Abraham Lincoln Brigade was signing up volunteers to fight there. In Berlin there were demonstrations against the Jews. Italy was already in the hands of Mussolini; his pilots were killing Africans in Abyssinia, raining bombs down on black children. Thank God Marlon senior was too old to be in the military, and Marlon junior too young.

As for the girls, they seemed all right in Dodie’s unfocused eyes. And for the most part she was correct. Frances showed a gift for oil painting and Jocelyn discovered that she had inherited her mother’s performing talent. She won leading parts in the productions at Santa Ana High School and announced her intentions to seek an acting career. Bud had no such fortune. The adults were too busy to give him much notice. As a Christian Science counselor, Nana was preoccupied with her ailing patients. Dodie continued to put away the booze every afternoon, save for a couple of times when Hank Fonda came by for a sentimental visit to recollect the old days in Omaha.

So Junior went his own way, acrimoniously reflecting that he was “always on skinny rations when it came to praise. I never received accolades or adulation, not even encouragement. Nobody ever thought I was good for anything except a few kindly teachers.” One of those instructors was the shop teacher at Julius C. Lathrop Junior High, who handed Bud a piece of metal and asked him to make something of it. His student shaped the iron on a forge and put the creation in wet sand. Then he melted some aluminum and poured it into the makeshift mold. Result: a homemade screwdriver. The teacher praised him for his accomplishment and, according to Bud, “for the first time in my life I had done something of which I was proud.”

But academically he continued to lag, and various members of the faculty implied—or said outright—that he would never amount to anything. The athletic coaches disagreed; the following year Bud won letters in track and football, finished first in the school decathlon, and set a record by doing one thousand straight push-ups. He might have done more, but a teacher, worried that the youth would strain his heart, ordered him to stop. Alternately sullen and boastful, he seemed a lost boy one moment, an ambitious young competitor the next. Biographer Peter Manso, the most avid chronicler of Marlon Brando’s early years, notes that during this time Bud assumed a swagger and a pseudo-mature attitude. In the absence of his father he attempted to act as the man of the house, while “Nana doted, Dodie doted, and his sisters tried to stay out of the way.” The trouble was that Bud lacked the emotional maturity to lead anyone, least of all himself. As Dodie confessed to a friend, “He is a grand kid but living with him is like climbing a greased pole in war-torn Shanghai. And the worst,” she predicted, “won’t come for another two or three years.”

Those years were not spent in Santa Ana. After a prolonged separation, Dodie and Marlon senior reunited. If living together had been miserable, living apart was unendurable. Back the family went to Illinois, but this time to exurbia—Libertyville, population three thousand. Although the little town was only thirty-five miles northwest of Chicago, it might as well have been in Iowa. Locals considered it farm country, and they regarded the Brandos, fresh from Evanston and Santa Ana, as sophisticates.

The family lived in a large rented farmhouse, kept a cow, and maintained a vegetable garden, but they dressed better than their neighbors and carried themselves with a somewhat superior air. Marlon senior was a well-compensated executive—he earned $15,000 a year when the average annual salary was $1,600. Dodie, who squandered a lot of the household money in bars, joined the local dramatic club. Her daughters went out for parts in the high school plays. And Bud, once again, was all attitude and rebellion. He was either in jeans and a T-shirt or in shirts so brightly hued that his classmates accused him of wearing pajama tops to school—anything to be different. After a few months he discovered a talent for drumming and joined the school band. But he couldn’t be bothered with rehearsing. The director’s order, “Get in step, Brando!” became an integral part of the rehearsals, much to the amusement of his fellow musicians. On the athletic fields Bud showed the same distracted approach. He liked competing for trophies, but hated working out. He boxed for a while, then gave that up, bored with the endless sparring, went out for football but horsed around too much to learn the signals or conform to the coach’s discipline. In the end he forsook competitive sports and spent hours lifting free weights. Bud was approaching his full height of five feet, ten inches, broadening out in the chest and shoulders like his father, and proud of his mesomorphic build. Still, the face did not keep up with the body; Bud was slow to develop a beard, and there were times when his soft eyes and sensuous lips lent him an almost feminine aspect.

By now he had enough physical confidence to take on anyone his age. When he joined the school’s drama club on a whim and volunteered to pantomime a young girl preparing to take a bath, nobody dared tease him. He liked the idea of impersonating villains, and once played the gangster John Dillinger in a sketch. Classmates were chilled by his impersonation, greeting it first with awed silence and then with wild applause. For the most part, though, the club did lightweight fare—Kaufman and Hart’s You Can’t Take It with You was a favorite—and Bud had trouble with comic timing. To no one’s surprise he took direction badly and, as a consequence, never got cast in any full-length plays. Yet by now he had acquired the itch to perform. Instead of acting, he got hold of some drumsticks and wooden kegs and organized an after-school rhythm band he called Keg Brando and His Kegliners. When the group failed to get any bookings it dissolved. Bud withdrew into himself again, reading books his mother had accumulated over the years: The Great Gatsby, The Waste Land, the tragedies, comedies, and history plays of Shakespeare. And like most children his age, he became an addict of network radio.

Albert Einstein, newly arrived from Germany, explained radio to the American public: “You see, wire telegraph is a kind of a very, very long cat. You pull his tail in New York and his head is meowing in Los Angeles. And radio operates in exactly the same way; you send signals here, they receive them there. The only difference is that there is no cat.” The absence of cat was what made the medium so miraculous. Broadcasts in the East, Midwest, and South reached all parts of the United States; regionalisms were no longer confined to discrete geographical areas. Now everyone knew the sound of an Atlantan’s drawl, a Brooklynite’s nasalities, a Bostonian’s flat a’s.

Somewhere along the way, the carbon microphone had reversed the conditions of show business. Actors didn’t need to be comely anymore; they could get by with a flexible voice and a few sound effects. The journalist Alistair Cooke was fond of quoting a seven-year-old who preferred radio to movies because “the pictures were better”—and so they were for most American children.

In his evocative memoir, Raised on Radio, Gerald Nachman recalls that old-time radio was “made of words,” addicting him to stage plays with their emphasis on speech. “Radio was America, presented in tones of pure red-blooded patriotism.” The youths of that era were inspired to see the places they “kept hearing about each night, sparking a wanderlust the way a passing train and paddle-wheeler might have for a boy a century before.”

The attitudes and values of old-time radio programs could be more powerful (and on occasion more insidious) than ones conveyed by parents and schoolteachers. On the upside there was the Shakespeare summer of 1937, when NBC presented condensed versions of the canon, starring John Barrymore, while CBS produced Hollywood Salutes Shakespeare, featuring Leslie Howard and Tallulah Bankhead. There were H. V. Kaltenborn’s coverage of the Spanish Civil War and President Roosevelt’s Fireside Chats, which talked the nation out of the Depression and into recovery. There were the comic feud of Fred Allen and Jack Benny and the sophisticated remarks on Information Please.

But these episodes aimed for an adult audience, and the young listened to them with half an ear, if at all. They spent the bulk of their attention on fifteen-and thirty-minute melodramas. Grand Central Station provided glimpses of a city as glamorous and mythic as Oz: “Drawn by the magnetic force of the fantastic metropolis, day and night great trains dive with a roar into the two-and-a-half-mile tunnel which burrows between the glitter and swank of Park Avenue and then…Grand Central Station! Crossroads of a million private lives! Gigantic stage on which are played a thousand dramas daily!”

The Lucky Strike Hour glamorized the employees of the Federal Bureau of Investigation—“G-Men,” in radio parlance. An FBI official later explained that “in the Depression, households would give up the refrigerator they bought on time rather than giving up the radio.” This fact was duly noted by J. Edgar Hoover, who cooperated with broadcasters willing to flatter the bureau and its chief. Thus indoctrinated, audiences “were much more willing to cooperate fully when a real FBI agent knocked on their door.”

The Lone Ranger and The Green Hornet dramatized other aspects of crime-fighting America. These vigilantes were just as idealized as movie heroes—Anglo-Saxons whose trusted (but socially inferior) assistants were nonwhites: an Indian in the case of the Ranger, a Japanese (later Filipino) valet for the Hornet. Racial stereotypes ruled the day: Black actors were relegated to comic roles, the males commonly playing buffoons, the females domestics. CBS scriptwriter Norman Corwin recalled the unheard-of use of an African American performer in a central role: “Through the corridors, it was, ‘Hey, you heard about the Corwin show? He’s got a Negro playing the leading role. Holy smoke!’” The harshest racial ironies were triggered by the Amos ’n’ Andy show. Its main characters were played by white men doing black southern accents. Mispronunciations and malapropisms were endemic: “Ah denies de allegation, and Ah resents de alligator” “You has my infernal gratitude.” For the most part, audiences loved the show. But there was growing resentment in the black community. A group of lawyers tried to get the program off the air, and The Pittsburgh Courier, an important African American newspaper, said Amos ’n’ Andy was guilty of nothing less than the “exploitation of Negroes for profit.” Already sensitized, Marlon spent a lot of time pondering the situation: “I was born only sixty-two years after one human being could still buy another in America,” he was to write. “I remember first being amazed by this discovery and wondering how it could be.” He sought out accounts of slaves in the library, empathized with their descendants, and tried to imagine himself as a black man in servitude.

Still, there was a virtue even to the racially distorted melodramas and hack comedies of the 1930s: To differentiate among villains and heroes and supporting players, the actors used different inflections and regionalisms. Listening to them, Bud discovered that he had a talent for vocal mimicry. After he had turned the radio off, he played the dialogue in his mind, replicating what he had heard, then rolling the syllables over his tongue. He carried the process over into real life, watching and listening to neighbors, teachers, friends, copying their voices.

He got more opportunities for impersonation when he picked up his mother at the police station. On numerous evenings Bud heard the familiar, dreaded words from a police desk sergeant: “We have a Dorothy Pennebaker Brando here. Could you come down here and get her?” And those were the easy times. All too frequently he and his sisters would look at the clock at 6 p.m. and realize that Dodie was not coming home. They would have to go door-to-door through the bars of Chicago’s skid row, examining the women slumped on bar stools until they found her. The girls were mortified; Bud would make mental notes about the way cops and drunks looked, spoke, and walked, filing it all away somewhere, who knew for what.

The hostility he felt on these occasions was directed toward Marlon senior rather than Dodie. As the fourteen-year-old saw it, the alcoholism was his father’s fault, a result of deliberate neglect and brutality. Bud’s wrath erupted one evening shortly after he had fetched his mother from yet another spree. Marlon senior took over from there, leading his wife to their upstairs bedroom. Bud heard a body hit the floor. Then came the sounds of slapping, followed by wails of distress. Bud took the stairs two at a time and flung open his parents’ door. Dodie lay on the bed, facedown, crying, as Marlon senior loomed over her. Like a hero in one of his favorite noir movies, Marlon junior advanced on his father, and said in a low, clear voice, “If you ever hit her again, I’ll kill you.”

Marlon senior backed off. Bud reasoned that it was because “he was staring at more adrenaline than he had ever seen in his life. My father was afraid of nothing and we probably would have fought to the death had it not been for the fact that perhaps he felt guilty.” Whatever the case, Marlon senior walked out of the bedroom, leaving Dodie on the bed. The incident did a great deal to bolster Bud’s protective instincts, but it failed to diminish his father’s roughness or his mother’s dependence on liquor.

And so he continued to misbehave. According to Sigmund Freud, “acting out” occurs when an individual “does not remember anything of what he has repressed,” but reproduces it “not as memory, but as action; he repeats it without, of course, knowing that he is repeating it.” In Marlon’s case, the bad conduct repeatedly took the form of sass, particularly directed toward authority figures. Hired as an usher at a local movie house, for example, he wearied of wearing a traditional uniform, and he substituted a dickey for the starched shirt and awkwardly sewed a pair of cuffs to the jacket to make it appear that he was in full regalia. When the deception was discovered, Bud was summarily canned. He took swift revenge with another comically anarchic act, chopping up rotting broccoli and mixing it with overripe Limburger cheese, then stuffing the mess into the air-conditioning system. An overpowering stench drove the panicked audience to an emergency exit. On other occasions he wrote a French assignment on toilet paper and unrolled it as he spoke, lit firecrackers and threw them out of classroom windows to give the impression of gunfire, hung a dead skunk on a football scoreboard.

The principal wasted hours lecturing Bud on propriety, but an irritated teacher reached into the boy’s record to exact a more devastating measure of revenge. Since the beginning of World War I, intelligence tests had been used to determine future performance. The exams measured chronological age against mental age, with 140 and above as “gifted” and 78 and below as “retarded.” The U.S. Army had been provided with thousands of draftees, and the exams were used to categorize them as potential officers, enlisted specialists, platoon leaders, and infantrymen. After the war, schools adopted these severely flawed tests for their own purposes. The numbers were supposed to be kept confidential, but teachers knew the results of the tests—and so did a lot of students. A backlash began. Walter Lippmann, the widely syndicated columnist, commented, “One only has to read around in the literature of the subject to see how easily the intelligence test can be turned into an engine of cruelty, how it could turn into a method of stamping a permanent sense of inferiority upon the soul of a child.” That engine of cruelty made its mark on Bud when the teacher announced to his class: “Young Brando here has an IQ of ninety; no wonder he’s so disruptive and has such trouble keeping up with the rest of you.” Thus another stamp of inferiority was affixed, to go alongside those Marlon senior had supplied. By the time Bud reached the age of fifteen, a lifelong pattern was set: No one in a position of power could be trusted, therefore all symbols of control must be resisted. Given his deportment, close-by neighbors could hardly be blamed for giving him a wide berth, warning their children about too close an association.

Matters seemed to worsen by the month. On many mornings Dodie had to shake off a hangover, get herself together, and drop by the principal’s office, summoned there to hear the latest litany of Bud’s infractions. In time a letter went out to Marlon senior, asking him to come in and discuss his son’s pockmarked report card. At that point, the head of the family saw only one solution. The boy would have to be sent to military school. Marlon senior had been a hellion in his own youth; Shattuck Military Academy in Faribault, Minnesota, had straightened him out just fine. It would do the same for his recalcitrant son.

Resistance was useless. Bud was a minor and the law was on his father’s side. In September 1941 the seventeen-year-old signed the appropriate papers, picked up his uniform, and checked into Shattuck. Like all military schools of the period, it was oversubscribed. All year long the countdown to conflict had been resounding like a 4/4 beat from a kettle drum. The German and Italian consulates in the United States had been ordered closed. The American people were being prepared for the inevitable by the White House, newspaper editorials, and radio bulletins. Reporters in Paris fled the country; France was under Nazi control. But there was plenty of news coming out of England. On CBS, the crisp uninflected voice of Edward R. Murrow regularly issued from London: “It seems strange to hear the English, who were saying, ‘We’ll win this one without help from America,’ admitting now that this world—or what’s left of it—will be largely run either from Berlin or from Washington.”

With all this in mind, Marlon senior convinced himself that putting Bud in a military academy was an act of high patriotism. Shattuck had been in operation since the Indian wars of the 1870s, helping to supply the U.S. Army with an officer cadre. Now, with half the world aflame, the academy geared up anew. More than half the class was composed of difficult children from prosperous midwestern families, among them the Mayos of the Mayo Clinic, and the Hormels, owners of the prominent meatpacking company. These folks could easily afford the annual tuition and boarding fee of $1,500. The Brandos had little in common with them—except that their son had also been sent to Shattuck to learn the values of discipline and rectitude.

When he looked back at the school many years later, Marlon junior realized that by then “any hope I had of receiving love or support from my parents was probably moribund.” But the youth was in denial, sending home letters in a futile attempt to win their respect and affection. Intimidation was the first rule of Shattuck, something Bud noted from week one. “Dear Folks,” he wrote home. “I am settled materially but not spiritually. The staff is tough and the reward is usually a good, sweet, but firm kick in the ass.” Calder Willingham, who had attended The Citadel in South Carolina, used a military school as his milieu in End as a Man. The novel describes the treatment of a new recruit, Simmons, by vicious upperclassman Jocko De Paris.


“Is it true you once tapped your sister?”

“Sir, have you no respect for the dead?”

De Paris wailed in imitation, “Sir, have you no respect for the dead?…Now let’s carve some extra bone from your coccyx. Take hold of those ankles.”

Simmons bent over and grabbed his shoe tops.

De Paris took the broom, tested it back and forth with his wrists, and poised it. Then his arms swung back in a graceful arc, and his eyes half shut. The broom came down with a loud whacking noise. Dust clouded up from the trousers and Simmons grunted.

De Paris spelled out F-R-E-S-H-M-A-N. One blow for each letter. There was coagulated blood on Simmons’ undershorts when he took them off that night.


IN THE CLASSROOMS of this particular academy, the virtues of integrity, leadership, trust are the orders of the day. But the private life of the cadets amounts to antimatter, and dishonesty, betrayal, anal sadism are the orders of the day. Though Willingham later called his book a “wild, reckless nightmare-vision,” it was true to its time, and provided a rare portrait of adolescents in the pulverizing environment of a military school in a military time.

There could have been no more inappropriate place for Marlon, and in response to the institute’s rigid class system he assumed an attitude of cool belligerence. Over the years, critics sometimes looked back at family albums and professed to see a seedling superstar. Actually, Marlon Brando, Jr., showed little distinction at the time. He had darkening blond hair, an earnest smile, and the intense, hormonal aura common to most boys his age. He and the camera had yet to establish their complicated love-hate relationship. At his maximum height of five feet, ten inches, he weighed less than 150 pounds. A good deal of that avoirdupois was muscle, a result of the weight lifting begun in Libertyville and continued at Shattuck, and this helped him to get along and go along. Like an apprehensive cat that pushes out its fur to seem larger, Bud “walked big,” carrying himself like an athlete. The cocky stance had its effect; upperclassmen kept their distance. “I did my best to tear the school apart and not get caught at it,” Bud was to state. “I would do anything to avoid being treated like a cipher, which is what they aim for when they put you in a military uniform and demand conformity.”

His hostility notwithstanding, Marlon was still Bud, the kid who acted out, then suffered pangs of guilt. One day, startled by a loud slap on the shoulder, he turned around and decked the cadet who did it. Having made his statement, Marlon promptly apologized. It was the old Tom Sawyer back-and-forthing again, going out for football, then slacking off when it came to practice and injuring his knee in the process; joining the school band as a drummer, then dropping out because rehearsals were so boring; making a try for academic excellence only to fall behind in his schoolwork when his attention wandered. Meantime, he kept hoping for the reinforcements that never came. In his letters home he kept appealing to Marlon senior and Dodie: “Which one of you died, and which one of you has broken your right arm?” The questions were ignored; there were no return letters.

Bud’s deteriorating performance was accented with a never-ending series of pranks and capers, ranging from putting Limburger in light fixtures to pouring Vitalis, a liquid hair tonic, over the transom of a hated master and igniting it. From the other side of the door, the mischief-maker was pleased to hear the man frantically beating out the eerie blue flames with his jacket.

The news about Pearl Harbor failed to stop Bud’s showy defiance. Classes buzzed with stories of the Japanese sneak attack, the fall of Wake Island, and the declaration of war after President Roosevelt’s “Day of Infamy” speech. Most of the students were gung-ho about becoming commissioned officers, leading enlisted men into battle. Bud rankled at the thought. At a meeting to discuss America’s entry into the war, the school’s chief administrator informed him that he was in the very same chair where Marlon senior had sat in 1918, when it was announced that the United States had entered the Great War. The implication was clear: Pranks were all very well for adolescence, but this was a deadly serious time. Ergo, Marlon junior must buckle down, get passing grades, and go for a commission in the army.

“Occasionally,” Bud remembered, “one of the masters would say something like, ‘Marlon, if you ever stop being a smart-ass, you might make a good officer.’” At those instances, he was shrewd enough to keep his mouth shut. But during the school week he continued his wiseguy capers, sticking paper clips in classroom door locks so that no one could enter; faking a temperature to get out of class by rubbing a thermometer on his trousers until the friction made the mercury rise to 103; locking instructors in their apartments by tying a rope to the front doorknobs of two opposing apartments. The doors opened in, so neither could get out. (“Since they usually lived on the second floor,” Bud noted merrily, “they couldn’t get out a window, so they would be prisoners in their own rooms and there would be no class that day.”)

Only two activities truly appealed to the youth. Because of poor marks and a general waywardness, he spent an inordinate amount of time in study hall. There he would ostentatiously take out a textbook, notebook, and pencil. To whatever proctor was on hand, he furrowed his brow and bit his lip as if deep in scholarly work—while he quietly added to the list of some 125 song lyrics his mother had taught him. One volume he did pore over. In an English class, the instructor had provided an introduction to Shakespeare. Unlike most of the boys, Bud already knew some of the texts, thanks to his mother’s collection back in Libertyville. But during these study hall periods he awoke to the language, mouthing the words silently, learning their rhythms, and memorizing selected passages. His self-dramatizing melancholia fit well with sonnet twenty-nine:


When, in disgrace with Fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries…


As it did with Marc Antony’s funeral oration:


This was the most unkindest cut of all;

For when the noble Caesar saw him stab,

Ingratitude, more strong than traitors’ arms,

Quite vanquish’d him: then burst his mighty heart…


When Bud was in a lighter mood he perused copies of National Geographic, kept on the hall shelves. One morning an article about the Society Islands in the South Pacific caught his attention. He was instantly entranced by Tahiti and its people—most of all, he remembered, “by the expressions on their faces. They were happy, unmanaged faces. No manicured expressions, just kind, open maps of contentment.” To the boy who regarded himself as a captive in an American Devil’s Island, Tahiti appeared to Bud as “at least a sanctuary, and at best nirvana.”

4

Besides the forced silence of study hall, young Brando found two other places of fulfillment. The first was the movie house in Faribault. The war, mentioned only obliquely before December 7, 1941, in such films as Alfred Hitchcock’s Foreign Correspondent and Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator, had become a studio staple. Bataan, Commandos Strike at Dawn, A Guy Named Joe, Hitler’s Children, Sahara, This Is the Army, Watch on the Rhine—it would be hard for Marlon to keep track of them all. Mrs. Miniver, the story of a stiff-upper-lip British housewife struggling through the Blitz, would earn an Academy Award: “This is the war of all the people. It must be fought in factories, fought in the hearts of every man and child who loves freedom. This is the people’s war. This is our war.” The following year Casablanca would offer its own message: “I’m no good at being noble, but it doesn’t take much to see that the problems of three little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world.”

During the war years, casting directors had no trouble finding actors to play German malefactors; hundreds of refugees—some of them Jews hounded out of Europe—found jobs playing Nazi officers and bureaucrats. Japanese villainy was another matter. Internment camps had been set up in Washington, Oregon, and California, and Japanese Americans in those states were rounded up and placed behind barbed wire. Using these citizens was of course impermissible. A Time article, assuming correctly that most of its readers couldn’t tell the difference among Asian peoples, instructed: “Japanese walk stiffly erect, hard-heeled, Chinese, more relaxed, have an easy gait. The Chinese expression is likely to be more kindly, placid, open; the Japanese more positive, dogmatic, arrogant. Japanese are hesitant, nervous in conversation, laugh loudly at the wrong time.” The advisory didn’t help much. And so it was that the Chinese Richard Loo and Sen Yung and the Korean Philip Ahn found steady work as evildoers from the Land of the Rising Sun.

Even cartoons played their part in the war effort: Popeye starred in Scrap the Japs, croaking out his motto: “I never seen a Jap that wasn’t yeller.” The Donald Duck cartoon Der Fuehrer’s Face mocked Adolf Hitler with a song: “When der Fuehrer says, ‘Ve is der master race,’/We HEIL! [Honk] HEIL! [Honk] Right in der Fuehrer’s face.” And in Coal Black and De Sebben Dwarfs, a jazzed-up parody of Disney’s Snow White, an obese black queen hires hitmen to knock off the pretty heroine. The thugs are so lethal, she brags, they “kill Japs for free.”

Officially, the U.S. government issued statements that the enemy was not the German or Japanese or Italian people. It was their leadership that Americans should despise and fight. The facts on the ground were different; there, caricature and exaggeration took the place of reason and history. For a majority of young Americans, the combined efforts of the Office of War Information and the filmmakers were persuasive and long-lasting. Yet even at a tender age, Marlon was not so easily manipulated. He lumped the government and his teachers and his father into one large group whose members could not be trusted. On one level he enjoyed the wartime films as entertainment. On another, they made him deeply uncomfortable, although he could not quite determine why. His racial sensitivities were just developing, and the country’s patriotic fervor pushed them to the background. They would not remain there for long.

Marlon’s other refuge was the living room of Earle Wagner, one of the academy’s English masters. A provincial flaneur and posturing intellectual, the fortysomething Wagner liked to be addressed as “Duke,” affected an aristocratic mien, and outfitted himself in well-tailored British tweeds. He had a rakish expression and hinted at flirtations and liaisons with local women, but may well have been a tightly closeted homosexual. Wagner encouraged students to come to his apartment, a place he decorated like a fin-de-siècle salon, complete with Oriental rugs and matching leather-bound copies of works by Dickens and Thackeray. The master had a plummy voice and enjoyed reciting soliloquies to his impressionable audience. And every now and again he allowed one of the boys to have a shot at the Bard’s speeches and poems. Bud knew several of those by heart, and impressed the master right away. Other boys also struck Wagner as capable, and the best of them he cast in school productions. Bud was given a major role in A Message from Khafu, a one-act play based on the story of King Tut. The audience applauded him vigorously, and Wagner was so pleased he wrote the Brandos a letter praising his protégé. In it he suggested a different kind of education for their boy, one that might take place at Shattuck—or might not. If he stayed he would have to take several subjects over again (thanks to the radio, Bud could fake a Gallic accent, for example, but French grammar was beyond his competence). Yet being left back would have its advantages; a new regimen might “strike at the root of the boy’s weakness and give him the work he is best qualified for.”

As he read and reread the letter, Marlon senior wondered what that work might be. What in the living hell was this teacher getting at? Acting? That was no profession for a grown man. Furthermore, if Bud was forced to take subjects over again, he would have to stay at Shattuck another semester or two, at prohibitive cost. No, Wagner’s proposal was completely unacceptable. The lad would straighten up and fly right, and he would do so now. Dodie disagreed with every word her husband said, but bided her time. On Thanksgiving weekend, when both parents visited Shattuck, she sought out Wagner and demanded an answer. Did her son really have a gift for the stage, or was the master just trying to make things easier for an obvious misfit? Wagner maintained that Bud had evidenced a real talent for the performing arts, a knack for reproducing other people’s attitudes and intonations. The raw youth would need training, of course; he lacked the requisite polish. That appraisal was all Dodie needed to hear.

Soon afterward she and her son took a private walk on the school grounds. While they strolled she made her case. Bud might as well face it: Academics were not for him. A military institution was of course the hardest of all places, but he was unlikely to do well at any school except one—acting school. Nothing to be ashamed of; it was probably in the blood. Look at Tiddy: She was in New York seeking a career on Broadway. Frances was there, too, pursuing her interest in art. Dodie asked her son to think about his future, about the possibilities that had to be seized now, before his number came up in the draft.

The trouble was, Dodie didn’t feel strong enough to argue the case with her husband, a man disdainful of “culture” in all its forms. In Anti-intellectualism in American Life, Richard Hofstadter points out the suspicion in which artists and thinkers were held by middle America in the first half of the twentieth century: They were “‘man-milliners,’ deficient in masculinity.” And in his study American Manhood, historian E. Anthony Rotundo points out an irony that occurred at the time Bud was coming of age. The stigma of homosexuality “gained insidiousness from the modern notion that sexual ‘inversion’ was not a beastly moral failure or an unnatural visitation, but a natural condition that might be lurking in anyone, regardless of the individual’s purity or moral vigilance.” This added urgency to a man’s desire to distinguish himself from the homosexual. “The more he feared he might be one of the stigmatized group, the more he needed to prove himself a man.” Any hint of androgyny in either behavior or occupation was to be squelched at all cost. So it should have come as no surprise when Dodie brought up the subject of acting school, and her husband exploded: “I’m not going to have this professor make a fairy out of my son, not when I’m having to shell out fifteen hundred dollars in tuition money to make a real man out of him. Not someone who sits in front of a mirror applying women’s makeup. Not some faggot who shakes his ass in front of an audience every night.” The cadet would goddamned well graduate from Shattuck and then go on to a career in business or the military.

Bud sighed like an artist but obeyed like a son. His parents returned to Libertyville in hostile silence. Marlon senior went on the road and Dodie returned to the solace of scotch and bourbon. By the time spring rolled around Bud was as lost as he had ever been. His grades had slipped yet again. He had engaged in fistfights, committed more pranks, violated curfews to spend time with local girls, including two school maids. His demerits had piled up and he was now on the point of expulsion. The only letup came during his performance in the school production of a British drama called Four on the Heath. Bud, as the tragic hero who commits suicide in the final scene, spoke his lines with a high-toned English accent, remarkable in one so young and untraveled. Again, radio and movies had been ideal instructors.

During this semester Tiddy married an aspiring actor named Don Hammer. The two of them briefly visited Libertyville—the last stop before Don entered the air force. Tiddy bore good tidings: She had just landed a job as an understudy in a touring company of the Broadway hit Claudia. From here on she would be using her real name, Jocelyn Brando. From his Minnesota outpost Bud heard the news and began to fantasize: If Tiddy could do it, why not him? Crucially homesick, and painfully school-sick, he made up his mind to fail once and for all. A regular army colonel had come to Shattuck looking for candidates he could mold into combat-ready officers. He had been told about Bud Brando, a troubled kid who might yet have the makings of a leader. On the colonel’s orders, a blue team and a red team were set up, each instructed
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