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“The trees down by the 

river wait, silently

except for the rustle 

of leaves

the river is a slow

mover

time our 

fast

companion

sing only to us”
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Foreword

“Sooner or later everyone sits down to a banquet of consequences,” Robert Louis Stevenson

It was around one in the morning on June 5, 1968, and I was asleep in my apartment. There was a knock at the door. I wasn’t going to answer it. I was starting a film in a few hours. My first day. Early call. Big picture. Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here. The knocking continued…

I finally opened it. Chris stood there. He looked shell-shocked. “Bobby Kennedy’s been shot!” For the next hour we huddled around my tiny TV watching the news. At times in anger. In tears. In disbelief.

It’s been fifty-seven years since then, and memories can be highly selective. Of course, the assassination. But what I remember most is Chris’s vulnerability at that moment.

He was a charismatic guy, but could also be a chameleon; able to adapt his persona in an attempt to control situations. Unfortunately, he found out the hard way, and many times over, that he couldn’t control most situations. Whether it was on set with directors, the work environment, his ex-wife, or girlfriends. 

There was a dark side to him, covered most of the time by a street smart charm. He could be vulnerable one moment, dangerous the next.

I had no idea of the life he lived growing up. He was a master at deflecting questions about his past. He’d make you feel stupid for even asking, then tease you about it relentlessly. It’s only recently I’ve learned how disadvantaged his childhood was.

I knew him, I believe, during the best and probably happiest period of his life. For a block of time spanning almost a decade we were best buds. It started at the very beginning of his acting career and lasted until its abrupt end. 

In 1962, I had asked Patrick O’Neal who was starring on Broadway in The Night of the Iguana, to help me get into Lee Strasberg’s acting class at Carnegie Hall. He did. After seeing Iguana, I went backstage to thank him. That’s when I first met Chris, who had a small part in the play.

We hit it off immediately. We were kids, really. He was twenty years old and I was just eighteen. In a short time, he became involved with Susan Strasberg. We spent a lot of time together at Susan’s apartment, eating at Downey’s, and just hanging out. Eventually, he and Susan left for California and we lost touch.

When I moved back to Los Angeles to pursue my acting career, Chris reappeared in my life. He had changed since New York. He seemed more relaxed, more confident. He was starring in a television series that hadn’t aired yet, The Legend of Jesse James, but the buzz was already out there.

It was Hollywood. It was exciting. We were both young, both chasing careers, and enjoying the halcyon days of the mid-1960s in California. In the beginning we enjoyed each other’s company based on a competiveness, but our friendship evolved into something more genuine over the course of nearly a decade.

For better or worse, I had introduced Chris to my soon to be ex-talent managers, Stuart Cohen and Rudi Altobelli. Stuart was the wheeler-dealer. Rudi, the hand-holder. They hadn’t worked out for me, but would for Chris in a big way. They had other clients, but he became their “cash-cow” and they weren’t going to let anything interfere with that.

When I say for better or worse – better being the fact they took an actor from a failed television series and turned him into a movie star – worse being isolating Chris from anyone or anything they thought might jeopardize their hold over him. 

It was the price he paid for his success. As it turned out, he had made a deal with the devil.

Ultimately, they dropped him when he was in real difficulty mentally and could no longer work – caused in part, I believe, by their callous actions during his career.

When he returned from filming Ryan’s Daughter in Ireland we tried to pick up our friendship where it had left off, but it was very different. He was different. It was obvious to me that Chris was deeply troubled. I could see he was fighting demons.

Sadly, the last time I saw him was on Sunset Boulevard a few years after that. He was in a phone booth, clutching a bunch of crumpled newspapers. His teeth were rotting with decay. I was stunned by his appearance. He said he was being followed by the FBI, and they were going to assassinate him!

It was shocking. I hated to see the turn his life had taken. Could I have done more to help? I should have tried. I didn’t. That was indefensible. Perhaps my participation with this book is an act of contrition.

He was special. As an actor, a person, and a friend.

Robert Lipton
May 2025
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Chapter 1.

“I can remember her picking me up once, but I can’t remember what she looked like.”
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Jackson, Tennessee is a small city in Madison County about eighty-five miles east of Memphis, and one hundred and thirty miles west of Nashville. The summers are long, repressively hot and muggy. In 1941, the population was less than 25,000 people. Main Street was lined with stoic red and brown brick buildings dating back to the Civil War. Only the few downtown cross-streets were paved.

Jackson was segregated. The KKK maintained a strong presence. Although nearly half the population was African-American, the local government was controlled by white Tennesseans. In fact, most laws pertaining to voting rights and representation precluded many African-American’s from voting. A decade after the Great Depression, the city was still struggling to recover economically. Cotton and agriculture were the major commodities. Jackson was also the passenger train service hub for Tennessee, and the railroad business was the biggest employer in the county. 

The city was best known for being the home of the legendary railroader Casey Jones. In the foggy, early morning hours of April 30, 1900, Casey was engineering a cannonball locative traveling from Memphis to Canton, Mississippi. As the fast-moving train approached a station stop in Vaughn, Casey became aware that another train was stopped ahead on the tracks. Although he heroically tried to stop his locomotive, it was too late. He managed to prevent his passengers from serious injury, but he was killed in the bone-crushing collision. His modest home in Jackson later became a museum, and Casey Jones became the stuff of folk songs and legend.

William (Billy) Frank (Christopher) Jones was born on August 18, 1941 in a small, drab apartment above a neighborhood store on Edgewood Street in Jackson where his father, J.G. Jones resignedly worked as a grocery clerk. His brother Robert (Bobby) Joseph had been born a few years earlier. His mother, Robbie, was an artist. She was described as “delicate and fragile” by her sister. J.G. said, “How she could draw! She’d look at a scene or a face and then with a pencil or crayon she would bring it to life again on a sheet of paper. It was a wonder to watch her. And even as a youngster, Billy Frank had the same ability.”

The family struggled to make ends meet on J.G.’s salary of fifteen dollars a week. Months after Billy was born, America became enmeshed in WWII. It wasn’t long before people were experiencing serious shortages of everything from gasoline to food. Basic foodstuffs were “rationed.” With little cash in the store till, many times J.G. was paid in the form of canned goods and groceries.

In 1945, after years of being plagued with a worsening mental illness, the elder Jones and one of Robbie’s sisters decided to commit her to the Western State Mental Institute in Bolivar, Tennessee, a small town about twenty-eight miles from her home. The asylum was built in the late 1880s on a rural hilltop, and was part of a sprawling campus of institutional hospitals. 

The central facility was an imposing four-story brick building, and looked like the typical setting of a horror movie where the inmates were running amuck. “Built in the Gothic Revival style and characterized by steeply pitched hipped and polygonal roofs, corbelled brick cornices with molded black eaves, ornamental stone water tables, jerkinhead dormers, arched windows, and a one-story porte-cochere entrance with pointed arch openings. The interior featured multi-colored tiled floors, vaulted ceilings, pressed tin ceilings, and a turned wood stair.” 

The men were quartered separately from the women, and Black Americans were relegated to another facility on the campus called the “Negro Ward.”

At that time, little was known about the many different types of mental illness that plagued people. And the limited treatments available were harsh. The first recorded use of electro-shock treatment took place in 1941. Many facilities used chemically induced seizures to treat patients with severe mental illness. There was rarely any hope of recovery. Diagnosis was not specific or refined. If a person exhibited signs of psychiatric problems, they were often dismissed as “nuts” or “crazy.” Such a diagnosis was embarrassing for their family members. And the social stigma attached to mentally ill people and their families, was often severe and shameful. 

Billy would never see his mother again. In fact, he and his brother were told their mother had died! Unbeknown to her sons, Robbie would remain at Western State, and die institutionalized in 1960. “I can remember her picking me up once,” Christopher recalled years later, “but I can’t remember what she looked like.” He also said he had few lasting memories of his childhood in Jackson. 

J.G. felt he couldn’t handle two young rambunctious boys on his own. The boys were split up. Bobby stayed with his father, and Billy went to live with one of his mother’s sisters in Starkville, Mississippi. She soon discovered she couldn’t handle Billy either, and he was sent back to Jackson. He and his brother lived for a very short time with their father who had become a construction worker. J. G. found it too difficult to work and care for two youngsters who could be little hellions. The little boys were on the move again. Their father decided to place them in Gailor Hall, a home for dependent or neglected boys.

Gailor Hall was located at 4093 Summer Avenue in Memphis – about twenty miles east of the city center, and consisted of a large “home,” a chapel, several farm buildings, and more than forty acres of land where the boys learned how to grow fruits and vegetables. It was a Christian facility designed to accommodate fifty boys of varying ages.

The required uniforms and regimental life-style were anathema to Billy who was often at odds with the staff. But he was bright, and mature beyond his years.

“I toughened up early,” he recalled. “At the orphanage, I had a fight at least every other day.”

There was a pecking order with the boys at the home. A young fellow had to establish and maintain dominance through fisticuffs. 

Robert Duke considered Billy a friend at Gailor. He recalled that older boys forced him and Billy to fight for their enjoyment. “Like dogs or chickens,” Duke said. “It was kind of cruel and mean, but that’s the way life was back then.”

Billy tattooed his initials, “B J,” on his left forearm. Those were also the initials of his brother, Bobby. But for teenage boys in a group home, the initials stood for “blow job,” which gave Billy another reason to be on the defensive.

“When you’re a long-term resident of an institution like that, you become institutionalized,” Duke explained. “You learn not to form relationships with people. You learn to be a loner. You learn emotionally not to become too vulnerable to relationships because they’re transient in most cases. I think Billy Frank was typical of that pattern. He was moody, withdrawn and a loner. He didn’t have many friends.”

Billy ran away several times, but was always picked up by truancy officers and returned to Gailor. The punishment was draconian for runaways, but never enough to prevent him from trying to get away at every opportunity. One day he stole a bicycle and pedaled twenty miles toward his home town. But when he realized he had no home to go to, he turned around and pedaled back to Memphis. When he was fourteen, he hitchhiked almost to Columbus, Ohio before he was picked up and returned to the home.

Medical care was minimal, and dental care was inadequate. The boys got a birthday cake for their birthdays, but Christmas gifts depended upon donations. What few toys that found their way into Gailor were shared among all the boys. Clothing and shoes were donated, and the boys wore hand-me-downs from within the facility, as well.

In an interview, years later, Chris recalled, “Actually, as those places go, the home really wasn’t so bad, I guess. Some of the people who worked there were very kind. The food was adequate, and we were allowed to look at television two or three times a week if we behaved. We went on field trips to the Memphis Zoo once in a while. Most of the kids were happy, or at least they seemed to be happy. I should have been happy too, I had my brother with me for companionship. But somehow, living in a place like that ate away at my heart. At first, it was almost unbearable. I had to get over missing my mother, and I had to lie in my bed night after night and try to get over missing my father.

“In the beginning, and for a several years, I cried myself to sleep many nights. And I had to hide that from the other kids in my room.” He was afraid to sleep in the dark, and left the door open just a crack so that light from the hallway would stream into the room. 

“I didn’t have the usual day-dreams of rich people adopting me and me becoming a ‘somebody.’ All I wanted was for Dad, Robert and I to be able to live together. I didn’t even care if we had a decent home or not. I just wanted us to be together.”

As time passed, Billy began to slowly change. His dream of a family life faded, and he began to visualize himself as a loner. He and his brother looked forward to Sunday when family members could come and visit their children. The boys would clean themselves up, put on their best clothes, and patiently wait for their father to arrive. Sometimes he came, many times he didn’t.

“He did the best he could, I guess,” Chris remembered. “We never got angry or upset when he didn’t come. We just put our good clothes away and waited for the next Sunday to come.”

In 1952, Gailor Hall became known as Memphis Boys Town. Little changed at the facility, which continued to rely upon private donations to operate. Joe Stockton was the Executive Director. He remembered Billy. “This boy was no punk. Don’t ever believe anything you might read that would make you think that. He was bright – and he was good. He should be living proof to other underprivileged boys that you can become a fine man and find your own high place in life no matter what has happened, if you just aim for the heights.”

J.G. thought Billy had inherited his mother’s artistic talent. He said, “While he isn’t anything like his mother, in looks I mean, he did get from her an ability to sketch and draw.”

Billy was introverted. He harbored a growing resentment toward his mother for “dying,” and toward his father for passing him and his brother off as an inconvenience. He channeled his anger and frustration through his drawing. Stockton was impressed by Billy’s artistic abilities, and arranged for a scholarship at a local art school. Billy quickly lost interest in the classes, but continued to draw at the home. 

His relatives remembered him as a happy, carefree little boy who loved movies and playing cowboy before his family life was upended. One cousin said he was playful “with a rope in his blue jeans, and a wooden gun, having a ball.” But being institutionalized made him moody and rebellious against authority.

Sometimes that defiance took shape in his drawings and cartoons which took up more of his classroom attention than lessons. His civics teacher William Wicker remembered one of his drawings of a teacher writing math problems on the blackboard with one hand, and choking a student with the other.

“One of the cartoons had a fire down below and teachers falling down head over heels,” Wicker said, “Billy Frank was sort of a disciplinary problem, a non-conformist, kind of a rebel. But he was not really a loner. Other students liked him, kind of admired his attitude. I never had a minute’s trouble with him. He wasn’t much on homework, but he had good ideas in class and plenty of intelligence.”

Louise Moore, his seventh grade math teacher recalled, “He was a pretty fiery little boy, certainly not any angel in the classroom. But he had such a sparkle in his eye all the time. You were never quite sure what his thoughts were.”
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While living at Boys Town, Billy attended Freshman and Sophomore year at nearby Kingsbury High School. In art class, he designed a school crest which Kingsbury adopted.

In 1955, Billy was called into Stockton’s office. “I must have been fourteen years old at the time and I was sure I was going to be punished for something. Instead, the man handed me a copy of Life magazine with photos of James Dean. He said, ‘You know Billy, you look just like this guy!’ As I studied the pictures, he sat staring at me. I saw a resemblance, although I’d never seen a picture of James Dean before.”

Stockton took Billy to see Rebel Without a Cause when the movie played in Memphis in the fall of 1955. Billy was more interested in an article he read about Dean’s recent death in an automobile accident in California. His horrible, untimely demise made the actor more fascinating. Billy liked the Chevys and Fords being manufactured at the time. A couple of his acquaintances had driven those roadsters to their own deaths. 

Rock & Roll music was newly popular, and Elvis Presley was the “King.” Billy liked Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis. “Dean had a sophisticated subtlety about him and although people compared me to him, at the time I would have preferred to be thought of as more-flashy, like Elvis. After seeing Love Me Tender and East of Eden at about the same time, I realized how brilliant James Dean was. I’ve always been torn between the two role models though.”

Comparisons to James Dean would follow him throughout his life. Years later Chris said, “Sometimes I feel like James Dean’s avenger. Maybe I’m a continuation of the whole thing. A piece of the puzzle is gone, because Dean was too wild and had an accident, but he was the real thing. Most people are afraid to die – and that’s what makes you the real thing, whether you’re afraid to die. Dean was something divine, like no actor before or since.”

When Billy was fifteen, he left Boys Town and took up with an eighteen-year-old married woman with two kids. “She opened her legs and showed me heaven,” he said. “She’d been the aggressor, so from then on I kinda expected it. Women liked me, probably because I didn’t have a mother.” 

Billy quickly realized the power of his charm and sexual energy “the first time I got on top of a chick,” he recalled. “I lived with my eighteen-year-old girlfriend – she was separated from her husband – and then I just left her, just up and walked out.” Because he lost his mother at a very tender age, and his father didn’t seem to want to deal with him, Billy had deeply felt trust issues that made it nearly impossible to commit to anyone. 

The teenager dropped out of Kingsbury High after two years. He was legally allowed to leave Boys Town in Memphis when he turned sixteen. His brother Robert had run away from the institution a couple of years earlier when he had turned sixteen. He never returned.

At the appointed time, Billy’s father came to pick him up. He hugged his father, and remembered, “There was an awkward silence. We sat down and looked at our shoes for a long time. Finally, we got in his car and drove back to Jackson. But I had a feeling that Dad was still unable to look after me.”

J.G. had fathered three new children – Tommy, Eddie, and Patsy – with Janie, a woman with whom he lived. Although Billy and his brother had occasionally visited their father for holidays through the years, they didn’t really know each other. 

“I wasn’t close with my father,” he later explained. “He was six-foot something – not like me – and looked just like Paul Newman, with ice-cold blue, cold-blooded killer eyes. I loved him, but he had a new family.”

Billy spent the next few months babysitting his father’s young children. Patsy recalled, “He’d tell us our bedtime stories. He had such an imagination. He’d scare us to death!”

Janie remembered him fondly. “He always had a kind heart. I remember once I got into a terrible fit of the blues about the shabby way the house looked. We never had money to fix it up and nothing I did made it look nice. I put my face in my hands and cried like a baby. Then Billy Frank came over and put his arms around me and said, ‘Don’t cry, Janie. One of these days I’ll build you a brick house.’”

Sometimes he helped J.G. on a construction site. In his spare time, he went to the movies. “I adored movies,” he said. “Everything was so clean and uncomplicated in the movies. All those important people in their big houses. That became my ideal. I wanted to be a movie star. The movies kept me going for a long time. But I learned there is no ideal, and there are very few people who aren’t hypocrites.”

Billy wasn’t completely comfortable at his father’s home, and felt like the odd man out. He tried to fit into the rhythm of a family life, but he was restless, and had an adventurous streak. There was nothing left for him in Jackson. He had no childhood acquaintances. His father had new children to raise. His brother had struck out on his own after leaving Boys Town. Even the store over which they once lived was gone – bulldozed for progress. Billy felt he had no roots in his hometown.

One day, he brought home enlistment papers for his father to sign on his behalf. He was only sixteen, and too young to enlist in the service, so his father lied about Billy’s age and signed the forms. With a stroke of the pen, Billy was in the Army.

“For two days.,” he later joked.

He knew at once that the discipline and regimental life style would never work for him. “I hated it,” he recalled. “They even told you when to take a leak.” He spent a lot of time in the stockade for fighting, bucking authority, or going A.W.O.L. 

A little more than a year after enlisting, he finally went A.W.O.L. for good, and took off for Florida where he worked odd jobs for a short time.

Then, he said, “I stole a car and went to New Orleans.” But New York City was in his sights. He left Louisiana with a friend in another stolen car, and with one change of clothes in a paper bag. Along the way, he sought out the Winslow family dairy farm in Fairmont, Indiana, where James Dean had lived with his aunt and uncle, and where he was buried.

He had no hesitation when he walked up to the farm house front door, and knocked. Dean’s Aunt Ortense answered the door, and let him in. “The Winslows were very nice people and made me feel right at home,” he recalled. “Marcus, Dean’s cousin, was not home. I suppose he may have been in school. They took me up to Dean’s room where his Levi’s were lying on the bed waiting for him to jump into them and there were several pairs of boots on the floor just where he had left them. His Uncle Marcus showed me his motorcycle and took me to the barn to see Jimmy’s hand print they had put in the cement when he was nine years old. He also told me Jimmy fell while he was playing and his father made him a plate which he wore when he was little. I wasn’t really a fan of Dean. I’m fascinated with death, though. That kind of death.”

New York was a city the likes of which Billy had never seen or imagined. Manhattan intrigued him. “I didn’t know what I wanted to do,” he recalled. “Someone who knew I was A.W.O.L. said, ‘Turn yourself in. It’ll catch up with you sooner or later.’” 

Before he had a chance to do so, authorities indeed caught up with him. “So I spent six months in prison on Governor’s Island, close to the Statue of Liberty. It was prison. A guard made a pass at me. When I was in jail on Governor’s Island, I used to sit and look out through the bars of my cell. New York was so close I felt I could reach out and grab it. When I got out, I bummed around.”

Upon his release, he found part time work building steel frames for skyscrapers to pay for his rent at the YMCA. He soon found a woman to take him in. “I was being kept by this older woman who was the head buyer at a department store. Her husband was in prison for selling marijuana. She looked exactly like Marilyn Monroe. I was in love!”

Billy was 5’ 9” with light brown hair, brown eyes, slender hips, and a muscled, lithe body. Strangers took notice. “I got accosted quite a bit, but I thought it was because I was young.”

He recalled meeting Montgomery Clift. “He wanted to have a drink with me. I was just a kid and I’d heard he was gay. I’d seen Raintree County, so I went to this bar. He kept his head down, mumbling, ‘I really like you…want to come to my apartment?’ I didn’t.”

His interest in painting and sculpture led him to Edward Melcarth, a successful Kentucky-born artist who worked in Manhattan and lived on 6th Street a few blocks south of Central Park. Melcarth focused on figurative painting. He described his style as “Social Romanticism.” He turned a Renaissance spin on the grittier side of contemporary life. The subject of his paintings and photographs included young, heterosexual, masculine men who seemed to enjoy looking and being looked at by other men. He found his subjects in the neighborhood. His models were day laborers, sailors, blue collar workers, hustlers, and addicts. Melcarth was gay, and it was no secret that he had relationships with many of his models. And his male subjects ran the gamut from rugged and rough, to pretty. He thought Billy was an easy mark.

But Billy’s interest in the artist was purely professional. He recognized the artist’s estimable talent. He even agreed to be the subject of a few of the artist’s drawings. Melcarth was the first artist he met who earned a living making art. Billy worked for a time as his apprentice, learning artistic techniques, and painting and sketching on his own in the artist’s studio.

Billy was more interested in painting and sculpting than acting at that time. “I really had a driving compulsion, once I got started, that seemed to not let go of me until I was finished. Melcarth once told me that I was too good-looking to ever be a dedicated artist, so I tried to prove him wrong by immersing myself in studying and learning all I could about the craft.” 

Melcarth was unapologetically homosexual, but his outspoken interest in communism was more controversial. Billy was intrigued by the artist’s political diatribes and his skillful ability to appeal to upper crust New York art collectors. Malcolm Forbes and Peggy Guggenheim were enthusiastic supporters. Sam Wagstaff, Eugene Berman, William Inge, and Gore Vidal were among his many famous friends. Billy said that he was fascinated by fame. And repulsed by it.

“I suppose I was always rebellious,” he said, “but I always wanted to be an actor, or artist, something. As a kid, I got myself out of a lot by acting.”
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Artist Edward Melcarth.



Chapter 2.

“I hate my mother. She shouldn’t have died.”

In 1960, Billy’s mother died of tuberculosis in the asylum in Bolivar. He had only recently learned that she had not died when he was a youngster. “I hate my mother,” he said. “She shouldn’t have died. That was a good reason to hate her.”

While he was painting at Melcarth’s studio, he recalled, “I made friends with a kid who was taking acting from Frank Corsaro, and he suggested I come to class with him. Man, I didn’t know what I was getting into.” 

Frank Corsaro, an opera and theater director, was affiliated with The Actors Studio on 44th Street in Hell’s Kitchen, Elia Kazan and Lee Strasberg. “In New York, I met Frank Corsaro, an acting coach who was a friend of James Dean. I started going to his acting classes. I met all the people Dean knew in New York. They all wanted to take me in.”

Corsaro said he had first met Dean in 1952. Dean gravitated to The Actors Studio and tried to fit in. In 1953, Dean made his Off-Broadway debut in the short-lived The Scarecrow, directed by Corsaro – who was not impressed with the young man. The director recalled, “Dean saw himself as Saint-Exupery’s Little Prince – a self-appointed aristocrat condemned to wander the earth forever homeless. His talent was instinctual; his technique: zero. He was twelve years old emotionally. He had a perverse cruel streak in him. Rebellious, secretive and calculating, he opted for acceptance via the route of stardom.”

Besides the physical resemblance and similar posturing, Corsaro recognized many similarities between Dean and Billy Jones. The rigors and emotional gymnastics exercised with “method” acting at The Studio had proved too daunting for Dean. 

Billy audited a couple of classes at The Studio with Corsaro. He decided studying wasn’t for him, but he did develop a serious interest in acting. Like Dean, he rebelled against the high standards and unforgiving judgements of the teachers. He thought the staff was a group of self-important windbags. 

During that time, he changed his name to Christopher Jones.

“He was a very on and off again student who had a kind of personal charisma,” Corsaro recalled. “He drew very well. He was rather impecunious at the time so I gave him a scholarship of sorts. He was like Dean – he had very good instincts, he had a natural kind of sense of acting. As with Dean, he was not really ultimately as disciplined in the work. He took it as a measure that he deserved it, given his own sense of ease with acting but not as a committed student. Neither was Dean a very committed student. He did very little work there. He just picked up what he could and was in the right atmosphere, and with Christopher it was the same case and that’s where Shelley Winters kind of took an interest in him and she really gave him his boost.”

Corsaro, was a successful director of opera, and introduced Chris to classical music. He felt that music appreciation informed an actor’s ability. “I’ve always felt there was a supreme hand at work during my whole experience in New York,” Chris recalled. “It was as if I’d been sent to fill an emptiness in a void left after Dean’s death. Some were men, some were women, some were famous, some never made it in the business, but Jimmy had left a big impression on them just the same. But I never took the resemblance and comparisons to Dean too seriously, I felt that I had talent in my own right.”
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Chris in The Night of the Iguana.

In the summer of 1961, Chris was cast in a small role in the Broadway premiere of Tennessee Williams’ drama, The Night of the Iguana. Frank Corsaro was the director. Williams was a prolific writer, and a Tony Award and Pulitzer Prize winning playwright. 

The original starring cast included Bette Davis, Margaret Leighton, Alan Webb, and Patrick O’Neal. Iguana was set in a decaying tourist hotel in Acapulco. Bette Davis played the foul-mouthed proprietress. Patrick O’Neal played the role of a self-doubting minister who rolls up with a busload of tourists at the hotel. Margaret Leighton played the role of a New England spinster who arrives with her 97-year-old, wheelchair-bound, grandfather played by Alan Webb.

Chris celebrated his twentieth birthday during rehearsals. James Farentino, also in the cast, was twenty-three years old. He and Chris were the youngest actors in the company. They had been cast as Mexican cabana boys – and were the first two characters on the stage when Williams’ drama unfolded. They only had a few lines.

To describe the rehearsals as incendiary is an understatement. Leighton and O’Neal set about upstaging Davis at every opportunity. Davis was flummoxed, and quickly lost all interest and faith in Frank Corsaro’s guidance. The cast, which seemed to please the audience, was completely incompatible off-stage. Corsaro recalled that each actor seemed to be in it for themselves. Williams followed along at each stop, and continued to re-write the dialogue until the play finally opened in New York in December.

Chris was perplexed and amused by the antics of the veteran stars. He said, “I always loved older women. I wasn’t sophisticated enough for Bette Davis. I was a kid. But Margaret Leighton bought me a sweater.”
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Chris, James Farentino, Margaret Leighton, and 
Patrick O’Neal in The Night of the Iguana.

The company traveled to Rochester, New York for three performances at the Auditorium Theater on November 3 and 4, 1961, before moving to Detroit for a two-week engagement at the Shubert Theater. The play opened there on November 7, and played to good reviews and appreciative crowds until it closed on November 18.

Louis Cook reviewed the drama for the Detroit Free Press on November 8. “A great new Tennessee Williams play opened in Detroit – something called The Night of the Iguana. The cast is thoroughly expert. The play is another examination of the human state by Williams, and while neither comfortable or universal in its 

findings it is fairly applicable to a large number of rootless, captive and ill-boding people. This fine work is a worthy addition to Williams’ succession of compassionate studies of people in trouble – and who isn’t.”

The Night of the Iguana opened at the Blackstone Theater in Chicago on November 21, and began a five-week engagement. The reviews were mixed, but the backstage drama boiled over. Frank Corsaro recalled, “Throughout the melee, Tennessee was pushed into making several ill-advised decisions regarding personnel and, most especially, yours truly. By mandate of Miss Davis, I was ordered out of the theater. I left Chicago during the last two weeks of its run there, and was only reinstated as director when Miss Davis had left the cast, three months after it’s opening in New York.”

The play previewed in New York on December 27, 1961 at the Royale Theater. The official opening was star-studded. Reviews were consistently good, and audiences flocked to the theater.

Bette Davis left the production on March 31. She was dissatisfied with her leading man, and other aspects of the play. She told Radie Harris, a columnist for The Hollywood Reporter, “I feel that I have done it long enough. I don’t want to go on for another six months. I’m going to rest and walk in the country. About a hundred miles a day.”
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