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Introduction

Dynasties are notoriously difficult to maintain. By a common benchmark, a family can’t really be considered a dynasty until it has endured for four generations with its fortune and social rank still standing. When a family does cross that threshold, to keep them all on track at least one of the heirs generally needs to produce something original.

With its fourth generation ascendant, the Gettys tick all the boxes, though they are an unconventional dynasty. This is only fitting considering their independent-minded patriarch, J. Paul Getty. Descended from Scots-Irish stock, he was born in 1892 in Minneapolis; as a teenager, he moved with his family to Los Angeles. In 1916, he struck out as a wildcatter in Oklahoma, where he hit black gold. He built his petroleum empire stealthily, while working out of suitcases in a succession of hotel suites he occupied as he roamed around Europe for decades. Something of a one-man band, he bested many of the so-called Seven Sisters, the corporate oil oligopolies, including Standard Oil. Rich as he became, he was never an Establishment guy. To the world at large he was relatively obscure until 1957, when Fortune magazine named him, at age sixty-four, “the Richest American.” With his estimated net worth in the range of $1 billion, he eclipsed Rockefellers, Mellons, Astors, and Du Ponts—members of dynasties that had been established several generations earlier.

Becoming “an overnight financial freak,” as he later observed, he was catnip for the press, which lapped up his foibles, especially his frugality. In the beginning, the stories were comical. Everyone enjoyed the one about the World’s Richest Man—as Getty was soon enough surmised to be—installing a pay phone for “the convenience” of guests at his residence, Sutton Place, the sixteenth-century mansion twenty-three miles outside of London that he bought in 1959. (After sailing from New York to London in June 1951, for what was supposed to be a few months, he never set foot again in America.)

But after the drug-related death of his firstborn child, George Franklin Getty II, in May 1973, and—just five weeks later—the kidnapping of his eldest grandson, J. Paul Getty III, the saga of the Gettys took on a decidedly darker tone.

“The Tragic Dynasty.” “A Cautionary Tale.” “The Getty Curse.” Newspapers and magazines printed such headlines again and again, turning the Gettys into a poster family for dysfunction. They lived up to this billing in the 1970s and 1980s: JPG’s third son, J. Paul Jr., battled drug addiction and depression for many years, as did some of Paul Jr.’s children, including Aileen, and Paul III, who suffered a stroke in 1981 that left him a paraplegic until his death in 2011.

Then there were the family’s legal battles, most of which revolved around the source of their immense wealth, the Sarah C. Getty Trust. Begun in 1934 at the behest of J. Paul Getty’s mother, for whom it is named, it was initiated with capital of $3.5 million to provide primarily for her grandchildren. Throughout his life, Getty plowed his profits back into it and, in turn, borrowed from it to grow his business empire. In the 1960s, Getty’s fourth son, Gordon, challenged his father in court over the trust, resulting in a seven-year-long suit that the younger Getty lost. Following the patriarch’s death in 1976 at age eighty-three, the clan was dragged into the public eye again, this time thanks to the astounding bequest he made—valued then at $750 million—to his recently opened namesake museum in Malibu. A few years later, lawsuits erupted between family members over the sale of Getty Oil. After Texaco bought it for $10.1 billion—the biggest corporate acquisition in history—the relatives litigated for another eighteen months over management of the trust, the coffers of which at that point swelled to $4 billion.

It was irresistible material for numerous journalists, biographers, and filmmakers. In his 1995 book Painfully Rich (later republished under the title All the Money in the World), John Pearson described the Getty Trust as “probably the most destructive major fortune of our time” and pondered “why it has apparently devoured so many of its beneficiaries.” Director Ridley Scott used Pearson’s book as the basis for his 2017 film All the Money in the World, which plumbed the grisly details of the kidnapping. The five-month ordeal was an immensely traumatic event for family members, and it continues to haunt some of them. Yet in the film, the biggest villain was J. Paul Getty—not the kidnappers who brutally cut off their victim’s ear and abused him before they finally released him. Overall, Getty was depicted as a monstrous figure—coldhearted, greedy, humorless, lonely, reclusive. The ultimate misanthrope.

Could J. Paul Getty have been such a thoroughly irredeemable person? Was his family so cursed?

The Getty family tree is a complicated one. During his five short-lived marriages, Getty produced four sons who lived into adulthood (his fifth and youngest boy died at age twelve); between them, they fathered nineteen children, sixteen of whom survive as of 2022. They, in turn, have produced a generation of around forty Gettys—JPG’s great-grandchildren. About fifteen great-great-grandchildren have been born.

In this book, I examine the patriarch, his wives, and their descendants, reassessing some of the narratives about them that have taken root and grown—often in the fertile soil of tabloid websites. You will see that while some of the myths are based in reality—a number of Gettys have been decimated by addiction and depression—the majority of its members today are thriving. A more nuanced look at the family is thus called for.

Geographically, the descendants spread out and have lived in North America and South America, as well as Europe, Asia, and Africa. Following the lead of their international forebear, they’ve become a global dynasty. Some of his grandchildren might be modern-day versions of Henry James or Edith Wharton characters, having assimilated (in some cases by marriage) into European nobility. Others remain true Californians, some marrying into Hollywood royalty.

“They’re weirdos, all of them, in different ways,” a gentleman who has been friends with many of them told me. “In a good way,” he added. “Their wealth and position in the world has allowed them to delve deeply into the things that they are interested in. So many other extremely rich people who could do whatever they want, do exactly what everybody else does. The Gettys are idiosyncratic. They all have a streak of wildness—and sometimes mental health issues.”

Looking at the Gettys today, I found creative, accomplished, and philanthropic individuals. Perhaps most surprisingly—in view of what is usually written about them—a number of them indeed appear to be well-adjusted and happy. Tragedy has revisited the family on more than a few occasions, but it would be inaccurate to describe the whole of such a large clan as cursed. And a lively batch of young Gettys are starting to make their marks on the world.



The Gettys are a surprisingly tight-knit clan. Every summer, the extended family holds an annual meeting, usually in Italy; at another point in the year, typically, many of them get together in New York or take a trip elsewhere. In December, a gala party for Gordon’s birthday draws many Gettys to San Francisco, where their political power is on display; in addition to family, longtime close friends and political heavyweights Nancy Pelosi, Dianne Feinstein, Kamala Harris, and Gavin Newsom are also regulars.

Though Sutton Place itself was sold long ago (at last report, it was owned by Uzbekistan-born oligarch Alisher Usmanov, the eighth-richest man in Britain), the Sutton Place name continues to figure prominently in the life of the clan, existing virtually in various of their domain names, IP addresses, and SEC filings, and terrestrially within an unmarked building on an elegant street in London’s Mayfair that houses their family office, the well-staffed nerve center for all matters Getty.

“They have this sort of army of people around them,” said one Londoner familiar with the family. “To an extent, then, the real world never really impinges on them. They are quite elusive and difficult to pin down. But they really care about things and want to do things properly. They don’t just lend their names to a cause. At the same time, they are one state removed from the real world. When you’ve had that amount of money for that long, that’s where you are.”

Even though it has at times threatened to tear some of them apart, the legacy of the Sarah C. Getty Trust continues to bind them. In 1985, after the settlement of the family litigation in the wake of the sale of Getty Oil, $1 billion was reserved for taxes, leaving them with $3 billion, which was partitioned into four separate trusts (each worth $750 million). How rich are they today? In 2015, Forbes pegged the Getty family’s net worth at $5.4 billion in a ranking of “America’s Richest Families.” But a number of Gettys hold foreign passports; at least eight of them reportedly have carried Irish passports, which have sometimes been granted in exchange for making investments in Ireland. According to several financial experts I consulted, given the extraordinary growth of the stock market over the past decades, the family’s combined net worth could easily be in the neighborhood of $20 billion. (The Getty Museum’s endowment, which also began around 1985 with its $750 million bequest, soared to $9.2 billion in 2021.)

“They could have done way better,” one prominent investment manager said of the Getty family. “If they actually did smart things, and managed their taxes well, which you would expect from a respectable family trust with the resources and brainpower they’d have access to, their compound annual growth rate could have been higher than 11 percent, putting them in the $150-plus billion range.”

Much of the Gettys’ wealth has been shielded behind their trusts, which have provided family members with large distributions. But according to the Sarah C. Getty Trust’s terms, its capital will be divided between the heirs upon the death of J. Paul Getty’s last living son. So, immense windfalls await Sarah’s great-grandchildren when Gordon’s time comes.



Diverse as the Gettys are, they can be divided—for journalistic purposes—into two camps: the “public” ones and the “private” ones. Aside from a few flamboyant individuals, much of the family remains remarkably private. Some of them intensely so. There are many Gettys you never read about and probably have never heard of.

Some have become well-known through their achievements in business, philanthropy, and society, or have been made notorious through tragedy. Even when these “public” ones speak to the press (or, in the cases of younger Gettys, post on Instagram), they generally focus on a specific undertaking or cause. They are not inclined to cooperate with reporters attempting to pull together a big picture of the clan. You can’t blame them. They don’t want to read another “Tragic Dynasty” tale. A good deal of what has been written about them has been, if not inaccurate, then off the mark. And they want their achievements to be taken on their own merits.

As the new generations of the four branches of the family mature and go in different directions, a wide-angle lens is needed to look at them. One also has to debunk some of the myths that have grown around them.

I began my research into the family by delving into J. Paul Getty’s personal papers, housed at the Getty Research Institute, one of the monumental travertine-clad buildings at the Getty Center in the Brentwood neighborhood of Los Angeles.

In his correspondence—including love letters to and from some of his wives—and his diaries, which span from 1938 to 1976, a figure emerges quite different from the one that has hardened in the public imagination, a man capable of humor and affection. His diaries are also a fascinating record of wealth and power in the twentieth century. Each day—in a sort of proto-Warholian fashion—he made note of business transactions great or small; the people he saw; pieces of art that caught his attention and prompted him to open his checkbook; his bodily functions and ailments.

His social life was nonstop. Well into his seventies, he was routinely out dancing at nightclubs until two in the morning, if not later. (So much for his reported reclusiveness.) One also finds note of many visits from his children, grandchildren, ex-wives, and numerous mistresses. According to accounts from the women themselves, as well as Getty, he maintained warm relations with all of his exes until the very end.

There are also details of his fervent efforts to build his art collection and his museum, shedding light on the astounding cultural and philanthropic legacy he left. His bequest to his museum was the largest donation to a cultural institution in history—which no doubt emboldened critics to mock it in its early years, particularly for its design in the form of a Roman villa, which the intelligentsia derided as “Disney-like,” even as the public adored it.

When J. Paul Getty died, he left his descendants with colossal riches as well as his unconventional DNA. Wealth is often squandered; genes can split in many directions. Despite considerable tragedies, the Gettys have survived, and even thrived. Now, as its younger branches spread out, can they endure as a contemporary dynasty?




I. THE PATRIARCH




1 Sutton Place

It was the dawn of a new decade and a new era—a day early in 1960—as J. Paul Getty marched through the Tudor labyrinth of Sutton Place. Twenty-three miles southwest of London, it had been built 440 years earlier by a courtier of Henry VIII. Just now, it had been rebooted as the nerve center of Getty’s worldwide petroleum empire, and his seventy-two-room home. Telex machines clattered with reports of stock market gyrations on Wall Street and the flow of oil from Arabian deserts. Bustling about were members of Getty’s executive and domestic staffs, the latter headed by Francis Bullimore, his unimpeachable butler.

Getty, wearing one of his customary Kilgour, French & Stanbury dark three-piece suits, and bearing the mournful mien that made him always look, his longtime aide Claus von Bülow observed, as if he were attending his own funeral, trod through the 165-foot oak-paneled Long Gallery, draped with sixteenth-century Flemish tapestries. When Getty reached his private study, where Dutch Old Masters hung on the Honduras mahogany paneling, he shut the door.

He then unlaced his John Lobb oxfords and jumped onto a long antique settee.

“Come on,” he beckoned to the other person in the room, his solicitor, Robina Lund, a brainy twenty-three-year-old Scotswoman employed by the starchy firm of Slaughter and May. The dealer who had just delivered the settee had vouched for its sturdiness, promising it was “strong enough to jump on,” explained Getty (who stood five feet eleven and weighed 180 pounds, with a muscular build from years of weight training).

“So let’s try it!” he said to Lund.

“What if it breaks?” she wondered.

“I’ll send it back,” he said.

Recalled Lund, “So for a good five minutes we bounced up and down, and I nearly killed myself laughing as he did an Indian war-whoop each time he went in the air.”

At the sound of a knock on the door, the pair were back into their shoes in a flash. As Bullimore ushered in the next appointment, a pair of businessmen, Getty reassumed his customary countenance. “Paul gravely shook their hands,” Lund remembered.

People can be so different behind closed doors. J. Paul Getty had so many doors. That day, as he settled into Sutton Place, the richest man in the world had reason to feel giddy. This was at last a permanent home—something this sixty-seven-year-old hadn’t had since childhood. Over the previous decades, he’d been a virtual stranger to the households where his five wives and five sons lived. His had been a nomadic existence, unspooling in a succession of hotel suites, mostly in Europe, where his ear was glued to the phones on which he conducted business, and where he washed his own socks and underwear.

Resolutely low-profile, Getty ensured that his photo seldom appeared in print outside of the Oil & Gas Journal and publications of that ilk. The anonymity suited him well, allowing him to stealthily acquire stakes in companies he sought to take over, and, when he had the time, to conduct amorous meetings with an array of women.

But his cover had been blown on October 28, 1957. His first inkling came when he found the lobby of the Ritz, the hotel in London where he was then living, swarming with journalists, all clamoring to see “the richest American.” Fortune magazine had just published the results of a thorough and novel investigation that identified all citizens with fortunes exceeding $75 million. Getty was not only at the top of the seventy-six-person list—which was divided into five tiers—but far above the rest. His name alone appeared in the $700 million to $1 billion category. The $400 million to $700 million class included four members of the Mellon family as well as John D. Rockefeller Jr., Dallas oil magnate H. L. Hunt, and Miami real estate mogul Arthur Vining Davis.

Four Du Ponts, as well as Joseph Kennedy, Howard Hughes, Fort Worth oil wildcatter Sid Richardson, and steel heiress Mrs. Frederick Guest (the former Amy Phipps), made the $200 million to $400 million category; six Rockefellers (John D.’s kids), Vincent Astor, Doris Duke, and Mrs. Edsel Ford were bunched in with Texas oilmen Clint Murchison, John Mecom, and James Abercrombie at the $100 million to $200 million level; Henry Ford II, Mrs. Horace Dodge, Marjorie Merriweather Post, and John T. Dorrance Jr., son of the Campbell Soup formula inventor, were among those bringing up the rear, with $75 million to $100 million apiece.

The compilation, Fortune wrote, “only serves to emphasize the tremendous changes that American wealth has undergone in both numbers and character over the past twenty years.… No longer among today’s Very Rich are the Morgans, the Goulds, the Guggenheims.”

This rich roster was republished in newspapers worldwide. “Topping the list is Jean Paul Getty, Minnesota-born oil man and owner of the Pierre Hotel,” wrote the New York Times, in its front-page, above-the-fold story.

For the rest of his life, Getty expressed rueful feelings over this “outing.”

“I was thenceforth a curiosity only a step or two removed from the world’s tallest man or the world’s shortest midget.… I had become a sort of financial freak, overnight,” he observed.

Yet he did invite some of those journalists who thronged the Ritz lobby up to his suite. “In a two-hour interview,” wrote the New York Times’s reporter, “he traced the origins of his fortune, spoke lovingly of his extensive art collection, and imparted some thoughts on world affairs.” Nonetheless, Getty claimed to the paper that being named the richest man in the USA was “a distinction I’m not particularly interested in. I don’t think there is any glory in being known as a moneybags. I’d rather be considered an active businessman.”

In 1963, he concluded that the Fortune piece had marked “a turning point” in his life, “in the sense that it had the effect of ending my existence as an ordinary private citizen and made me, for better or worse, a public figure, or at least a person about whom the public curiosity was whetted.”

Most materially, the article prompted him to finally acquire a permanent residence. Stalkers and concerns for his security had come with fame, making hotel life problematic. Perhaps, too, he decided it was finally time to settle down. A home at last? In his own way and unique vocabulary, he envisioned it initially as “a sort of liaison base.” He weighed the merits of various capitals in Western Europe (midway between the Middle East and California, twin centers of his empire, this was the place for him). Paris was his first choice. But then, one evening in June 1959, just after he’d arrived back in London, a friend drove him into Surrey to a small dinner party at Sutton Place, hosted by its owner, George Granville Sutherland-Leveson-Gower, 5th Duke of Sutherland—Geordie, to friends.

While Sutton Place and His Grace’s lineage were both ancient, they hadn’t, in fact, been connected so long. Geordie, one of the largest landowners in Scotland, had bought the manor in 1917 from descendants of its builder, Sir Richard Weston. (Weston’s young son, Francis, had the misfortune of being beheaded by Henry VIII after the king decided that Francis had engaged in more than tennis matches with Anne Boleyn, his second queen, during royal visits to Sutton Place.)

With numerous other roofs to keep in repair, Geordie was ready to part with the twenty-seven-bedroom, redbrick pile on 700 acres. Getty made the lowball offer of £60,000, which was promptly accepted.

Although it took several months to install acres of new curtains, linens, and upholstery, Sutton Place came largely furnished—Bullimore included. A native of Norfolk, England, he had served as butler to Joseph Kennedy when he was the American ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, and to Henry Ford II, before the Duke of Sutherland hired him at Sutton Place. Getty described him as “benevolently despotic.”

Another indispensable employee was the footman, Frank Parkes—Bullimore’s longtime companion. While guests were likely unaware of their relationship, it was evident to everyone that Parkes’s floral arrangements were second to none. Some visitors even compared them favorably to the legendary florist Constance Spry’s.

A rotating cast of other lively characters inhabited Sutton Place too: Getty’s numerous lady friends and mistresses. Among them were Penelope Kitson, a well-bred English divorcée; Mary Teissier, a lady of Russian and French extraction with regal bearing; Rosabella Burch, a seductive Nicaraguan widow; and Lady Ursula d’Abo, née Manners, a daughter of the 9th Duke of Rutland (as well as the niece of the celebrated Lady Diana Cooper).



His protestations against the press notwithstanding, Getty warmed up to reporters. The gates of Sutton Place were opened to a variety of glossies, from Town & Country, with which he discussed entertaining (“The English are simply marvelous at giving a party. They’re never blasé.…”) to Cosmopolitan, with which he discussed, naturally, his success with women and his failure at marriage. (“You have to face facts. If you’ve tried to fly an airplane and crashed five times, you had better give up. It’s too dangerous.”)

But it was a fifty-five-minute BBC program, The Solitary Billionaire, aired in February 1963, that probably created the most indelible public image of J. Paul Getty. A documentary, it was also something of a precursor of reality TV. It began in the dining room, with the camera panning, and panning, down the immense seventy-foot length of the silver-plate-laden refectory table (previously owned by William Randolph Hearst), until finally coming upon the aptly named title character, who was dining in solitude. “An absolute monarch, his real wealth incalculable—remote and mysterious as someone from another planet,” the announcer intoned. Trailed by Shaun, a forlorn-looking Alsatian (the four-legged kind), Getty proceeded to take the horn-rimmed host and interlocutor, Alan Whicker, on a tour of the manor, even offering him a demonstration of his fitness regimen, in which Getty, still clad in a three-piece suit, did overhand presses with a barbell, a Renoir in the background. Quizzing Getty about his already famous frugality (“There are a great many stories, Mr. Getty, of your care with money”), Whicker inquired about that phone booth that had been installed “to prevent guests from abusing your hospitality.” “Well,” Getty answered, “I think right-thinking guests would consider it a benefit. It’s rather daunting if you are visiting someone, and you have to place a long-distance call and charge your host with it.”

Just three weeks later, Getty made an entry into his diary verifying his celebrity status: My name was mentioned on the Lucy show on TV tonight. Lucy was expecting a blind date.

Throughout the sixties and seventies, Getty produced several publications of his own, through which he clearly intended to build and burnish his legend. My Life and Fortunes, a memoir published in 1963, struck a Horatio Alger–like note from its first sentence: “In 1914, a brawling, bare-knuckled frontier atmosphere still prevailed in Oklahoma.”

Getty had a knack for coining memorable maxims. “The meek shall inherit the earth—but not its mineral rights,” he declared. Then there was his advice when asked for his recipe for success: “Rise early, work hard, and strike oil.”

From 1961 to 1965, he wrote monthly columns for Playboy in which he expounded on the themes of “men, money, and values in today’s society,” which were subsequently published in book form under the title How to be Rich. He opted not to publish these essays in any of the “staider” magazines, because they had lesser reach among his intended audience of “young executives and university students,” he said. “[Whereas] Mr. Hefner’s frisky and epidermal periodical attracts the nation’s highest readership among men in these two categories. And it was precisely these individuals whose thinking-processes the articles were designed to prod and even jolt.”

(A seventysomething Getty recalled a private chat in which he delighted in regaling a thirtysomething Hef with tales of his youthful sexual exploits, to the latter’s chagrin. “Younger people,” explained Getty, “are discomfited by the suggestion that members of their swinging generation are not, after all, the first to have enjoyed amorous adventures while still in their teens.”)

In The Joys of Collecting (1965), Getty delivered a didactic art primer, with anecdotes and advice that aimed to convey to the reader “the romance and zest… that make art collecting one of the most exhilarating and satisfying of all endeavors.”

A decade later, in the last years of his life, he wrote another memoir, As I See It, which appeared just after his death. Here, there’s a different tone. It’s not so sunny. A good deal is pessimistic and defensive. Family tragedies had taken their toll.

“The idea that people who are reputedly wealthy must be miserable seems to gladden countless hearts,” he wrote. “After a time, a person who is wealthy grows a tough impervious skin. It is a protective carapace essential for survival.”

During his lifetime, then, Getty cultivated his image as a rich skinflint. Following his death in 1976, it was easy to turn him into a caricature—one of the twentieth century’s premiere Scrooges. But in the succession of articles, books, and films that appeared in the years to come about him—and, inevitably, his heirs—the narrative grew darker and more unsympathetic.

In one of the first biographies, The House of Getty, published in 1985, English journalist Russell Miller established a tone on his dedication page: “To my family, with heartfelt thanks that our name is not Getty.”



Perhaps it was Getty’s somber countenance that caused him to be depicted as such an ogre. But appearances can be deceiving.

“If he looked gloomy, it was because he had three facelifts,” Gillian Wilson, the longtime curator of decorative arts at the J. Paul Getty Museum, explained to me. “So when his face lost all its plasticity, there was a great collapse and he looked rather gloomy. It took a great deal of effort to put a smile on and he didn’t bother. But he was perfectly happy.”

Though he was ruthless in business, people who actually knew Getty—whose eyes were described as “penetratingly blue”—liked him, his ex-wives and former mistresses included. Over time, some of them have stepped forth to offer their views.

One year after his death, Robina Lund wrote an affectionate memoir, The Getty I Knew. But she held back from revealing that she and Getty (forty-four years her senior) had become lovers in the early sixties, about a year after he hired her away from Slaughter and May and made her his English legal advisor and press officer. Their romance continued until his death.

Four decades later, the releases of All the Money in the World and the FX TV series Trust prompted Lund, now a retired octogenarian in Aberdeenshire, Scotland, to disclose the full extent of her relationship with Getty, which included two failed pregnancies, and to defend him. “Both [depictions] were gross distortions… complete fabrications, and obscene at that,” she said in a podcast with her niece, Glenda D. Roberts, a psychotherapist. “I want people to know the truth. He’s been maligned, to a disgusting extent. He was lovable and very loving… very caring, very gently affectionate. The only person he was mean with was himself.”

More recently, she shared other fond memories of Getty with me: “What were the things I liked most about him? His kindness and empathy, especially toward people in genuine trouble; his modesty; his sense of humor and enjoyment of fun; his intellect and knowledge; his respect for women and their intellects; his willingness to debate with opposing views.” Lund also recollected Getty’s “very good ‘party tricks.’ He was, for instance, a superb, but not malicious, mimic.”

In 2014, ninety-eight-year-old Lady Ursula d’Abo came forward with her own defense, in her memoir The Girl with the Widow’s Peak. “He really was the most charming man, made into this monster by journalists,” she wrote. (She was a widow in her early fifties and he was in his late seventies when she began seeing him around 1970.) “Very few people saw the kind, cozy side of Paul as more often than not he was on his guard when he mixed in society. He was clever and used to study Latin grammar at breakfast. He made you feel like you were the only person in the world when you were with him. He had a great sense of fun.”

Lady Ursula, who was one of the six maids of honor at the coronation of George VI in 1937, passed away in 2017, a few days short of 101, survived by three children from her second marriage. Her eldest, John Henry Erland d’Abo—who, during his school days at Eton, spent many breaks at Sutton Place—has also stuck up for his mother’s old flame. “He was absolutely not as portrayed. The movies were very inaccurate,” d’Abo said. “He could be difficult. But all very rich people are difficult.

“You liked him,” he continued. “He was funny, with a very, very dry sense of humor. He was always interested in trying to ameliorate his knowledge in matters that he didn’t understand. When I see [Getty’s grandson] Mark today, he is the spitting image of him.”



When Jean Paul Getty was born, in Minneapolis on December 15, 1892, his parents, George and Sarah, were just beginning to rise out of the harsh circumstances that their families had endured for generations. Wealthy though they became in later life, they retained forever that particularly strict brand of Scots-Irish frugality, as did their son.

It is curious that, despite George and Sarah’s Anglo-Saxon, Calvinist background, they chose the Gallic spelling for their son’s first name. (He was always called by his middle name, however.)

George Franklin Getty, whose ancestors had come over from the north of Ireland at the end of the eighteenth century, was born in 1855 in Maryland. His father, John, a struggling farmer, died of diphtheria when George was six, forcing him to do what farmwork and errands he could to bring in pennies.

Rescue came from an uncle, a preacher, who brought him to Ohio for education. Resolute George worked his way through Ohio Normal University, where he met Sarah McPherson Risher—a stern-looking woman almost three years his elder. They married in 1879.

In Sarah, a fellow Methodist whose ancestors had fled Scotland for Ohio in 1746, he found his match. In fact, she may have been even more determined and ambitious than he was. He planned to become a teacher, but she steered him to law, providing $100 from her dowry to finance his studies at the University of Michigan. Their funds had to be stretched in 1880, when a daughter, Gertrude Lois, was born to the couple. Two years later, George earned his law degree, and opened his own practice.

His career was off to a promising start, but Sarah thought they could do better in Minneapolis. In 1884 they arrived in the bustling midwestern city. His legal business, which catered to the insurance industry, began to thrive. But the young family was shattered in 1890 when Gertrude perished in that winter’s typhoid epidemic. Sarah was stricken too. She recovered, but her hearing declined. Though George hadn’t been infected, the loss of his child shook his faith and led him to convert to Christian Science.

In 1892, when she was forty, Sarah gave birth to Jean Paul. Always to be an only child, he grew up much loved by these overprotective parents. Yet—firm, devout people that they were—they never gave him physical affection.

“My parents,” Paul wrote, “knew the now apparently-lost art of showing their child great love and affection without being overly indulgent or permissive.”

Paul’s solitary childhood, and the Getty fortunes, were transformed in 1903, when George was called to Bartlesville, later to be part of Oklahoma but then in Indian Territory, and in the early years of its oil boom. There to settle an insurance claim for one of his clients, George lifted his sights. He invested $500 in a lease to the oil rights of “Lot 50.” Within a few months, multiple wells to which he had rights were gushing.

By 1905 the Gettys were wealthy people, and they relocated, at Sarah’s behest once more—this time to Los Angeles. At 651 South Kingsley Drive, adjacent to a still-unpaved section of Wilshire Boulevard, George constructed a fine two-story stucco house. The architectural style: Tudor.

Paul was a voracious reader, but his academic record was hardly stellar. Structured environments like schools didn’t bring out the best in him. He did well enough at Harvard Military Academy and then at the University of Southern California, where he studied economics and political science, but his more stimulating and formative experiences came through his summer jobs, working for his father’s company, Minnehoma Oil (the name being an elision of Minnesota and Oklahoma). Later, Getty senior bought or established other companies, including George F. Getty Inc.

After earning his stripes as a roustabout (a laborer who performs the heaviest and dirtiest work on a drilling site), Paul rose up to become a tool dresser (an assistant to a driller). A “toolie” was required to be a crack technician and skilled blacksmith in order to do his tasks of sharpening drilling bits and tools and keeping them in optimal order.

To master this craft, Paul convinced a leathery veteran known as Grizzle to take him under his wing. “Such was his reputation in the fields that when he pronounced that he considered me a qualified toolie, it carried more weight than any dozen university diplomas,” Getty wrote.

But the strongest influence in Paul’s life, and, to an extent, his parents’ too, lay a continent and an ocean away. Early on, the Gettys developed a profound reverence for Europe. Its art and refined culture were beacons to them. As a family, they undertook three grand tours, each one lasting at least a few months. The first, in 1909, when Paul was sixteen, took them to England, France, Germany, Switzerland, Monte Carlo, and Holland.

In 1912, Paul convinced his parents to send him to Oxford to continue his education. The US, he said, was “insular, isolationist… it largely ignored what transpired outside its borders.” Before reporting to Magdalen College in Oxford, he spent two months traveling through Japan and China. A year later, upon finishing his exams, he embarked on a yearlong solo trip that took him across Scandinavia, Russia, Greece, Turkey, and Western Europe. When he reached Paris in June 1914, his parents were waiting; another family grand tour had been organized. But their itinerary was altered by the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in Sarajevo later that month, by which time they had reached London, where they awoke to learn that Austria had declared war on Serbia. Arranging passage back to the States was difficult, as most ocean liners were being pressed into service as troop transports.

George eventually prevailed upon the Cunard Line, and on September 12 the Gettys set sail back to America on the Lusitania. Several months later, the ship sank to the bottom of the Atlantic after being hit by German torpedoes.

Prior to World War I, it was uncommon for West Coast families, even wealthy ones, to undertake such extensive European travel. Certainly, few of Getty’s fellow wildcatters harbored such worldly curiosity. It’s interesting to compare Getty to his peers on that Fortune rich list, such as Sid Richardson. Born one year apart, they were exact contemporaries. But Richardson rarely strayed far from Fort Worth. “I don’t want to go nowhere outside the US,” he declared.

Getty was also a whiz at languages. He became fluent in German, French, and Spanish; he got along commendably in Italian, Russian, Greek, and Arabic—which he taught himself so he could negotiate better terms in the Middle East. He could also read Latin and ancient Greek.

Once back in California, Paul expressed his desire to become a diplomat or a writer. To entice Paul into the oil business, his father advanced him $10,000. Paul could invest it in whatever oil fields he chose, but most of the profits would go back to Minnehoma—save 30 percent, which Paul could keep. Within a year, oil was flowing from wells he had taken leases on. At twenty-three, he had made his first million.

In the ensuing decade, J. Paul Getty also devoted a good deal of his energy to another vocation: marriage. Unlike his business career, which he pursued till almost his dying breath, this one had a compressed and finite time frame, though his strong interest in women endured till the very end.

By 1958, he had five failed marriages behind him—each to a woman about half his age. The first four marital unions were particularly short-lived: his maiden trip to the altar came in 1923 and his fourth divorce decree was issued in 1936.

In My Life and Fortunes, he shoehorned in a speedy summary of weddings. His opening sentence: “Then, in October 1923, two months before my thirty-first birthday, I took my first plunge into the troubled seas of matrimony.”

Jeannette DeMont, a nineteen-year-old beauty of Polish extraction, had just graduated from high school in Los Angeles. He described her as having “a vibrant and magnetic personality and remarkable degree of intelligence.” They eloped to Ventura, then returned to Los Angeles and surprised his parents with news of the wedding. In a house he rented not far from George and Sarah, marital life began well enough. Jeannette was soon pregnant. But after the birth on July 9, 1924, of his first son, George Franklin Getty II, named after his father, “jarring notes of dissension and discord crept into the relationship.” Two months after George was born, Jeannette filed for divorce.

Getty accepted the blame, and pinpointed the problem, in his inimitable fashion: “No wife wants to feel she is being neglected for an oil rig.” In fact, Jeannette had diagnosed the same problem. “I married you, not your oil rigs,” she pouted.

That conflict—between the demands of business and the responsibilities of marriage—was the crux of all his subsequent divorces, he maintained.

After their separation, Getty admitted to feeling “stunned and dismayed.” There are discrepancies, however, regarding the date the divorce decree became final. In his memoirs, Getty says it was February 15, 1925; other sources have said it arrived September 22, 1927.

In any event, Paul soon enough resumed a warm rapport with his ex-wife, the start of a pattern. “Once the acrimony that accompanies any divorce was dispelled, Jeannette and I re-established a friendly relationship, and have remained friends ever since,” he wrote in 1963.

In the aftermath of the divorce, Paul had little time for reflection. It was a banner year for Minnehoma Oil. Several wells were gushing.

By the spring of 1926, with his fortunes flush, he took a break. Driving in his Duesenberg to Mexico, he enrolled in Spanish language and history courses at the National University of Mexico City, where he met Allene Ashby, seventeen, the tall, slender daughter of a Texas rancher, who was there with her elder sister, Belene. Getty recalled being “enchanted” by the “vivacious, attractive, and brilliant” Allene when they took romantic horseback rides together. Within weeks, they drove to Cuernavaca and, impetuously, were wed. If some sources are correct about the date of his divorce decree from Jeannette, the marriage was bigamist.

At the same time, Paul became very close to Belene. There is some conjecture as to how close—we will return to that a bit later.

For now, suffice it to say it was a splendid summer. But when it drew to a close, he and Allene realized they had little in common, that they’d made a mistake rushing into marriage. In September, they parted amicably, though they kept in touch; apparently they also kept the marriage—Getty’s only one that did not produce a child—a secret from some family members. “Somewhat later,” according to Paul, “Allene got around to suing for divorce.” That decree came finally late in 1928—in the nick of time for his third wedding.

After Paul steered the Duesenberg back to LA, the thirty-four-year-old millionaire resumed his established patterns, another of which was bunking again on South Kingsley Drive. “I always went back and lived at my parents’ home between marriages,” he told Cosmopolitan. “I had a great love and respect for them both. They had a marriage any two people could be proud of.… I could never achieve that, I’m sorry to say.”

When the spring of 1927 wheeled around, these septuagenarians and their son embarked upon another grand tour. Accompanied by George’s devoted Japanese valet, Frank Komai, they crossed the continent by rail, then sailed on June 7 from New York aboard the SS Resolute. By all accounts the next months were idyllic, their itinerary encompassing London, Paris, Strasbourg, Baden-Baden, Venice, Rome, Naples, Augsburg, Munich, Innsbruck, and Cortina d’Ampezzo.

As summer came to an end, Paul waved the trio off as they boarded the SS Olympic. In no rush to return to America, he rented a petit meublé in Paris for six weeks. It was during this time that Getty made a decision to thenceforth spend five months a year in Europe, a vow he broke only when it was made impossible by war in 1939.

Tearing himself away from Paris in October 1927 wasn’t easy, but his father was ailing (George had a stroke in 1923 from which he never fully recovered), so Paul’s attention was needed more than ever at the Getty businesses. An agreement was reached for the son to buy 30 percent of the stock in his father’s company for $1 million, “which would give me a considerable voice in the management of the company.” It was another demonstration of the Gettys’ capacity to simultaneously negotiate contracts and familial relations.

With business on an even keel, Paul returned to Europe in the summer of 1928. One of his first stops was Vienna. Dining at the Grand Hotel, he became infatuated with a flaxen-haired, blue-eyed beauty at a nearby table. The future third Mrs. J. Paul Getty was Adolphine “Fini” Helmle. Seventeen, she was seated with her parents. “Romance blossomed despite the strictly chaperoned climate in which it was nurtured,” Paul recounted.

Herr Dr. Otto Helmle—a wealthy engineer who headed the Badenwerk industrial complex in Karlsruhe, Germany—was not amused by a twice-married thirty-six-year-old American courting his teenage daughter. But Getty’s charms won out. Young Fini, convent girl that she was, was determined enough to override her father’s diktat.

In December, Paul arranged for her and her mother to sail to Havana, where he and Fini were married (the ink on his divorce decree from Allene perhaps barely dry). Once wed, the pair enjoyed a two-month honeymoon in Miami and Palm Beach, and then a leisurely cross-country drive back to Los Angeles, where Fini was introduced to Paul’s parents, surprised again.

George and Sarah took an immediate liking to Fini, which was fortunate, since Paul, too busy with work to find a new house, deposited his new bride with them on South Kingsley Drive. Fini, who spoke little English, became pregnant in the spring. Lonely, she sailed that summer back to Germany for the birth of their child. Paul promised to follow as soon as he could. In October 1929, just as he was ready to embark from New York, the stock market crashed. He reached Berlin just in time to be beside Fini for the birth, on December 19, of his second son, Jean Ronald, whom he would call Ronny.

Getty’s happiness over becoming a father again was tempered by his new father-in-law’s opposition toward him. Helmle issued an ultimatum that Paul would have to live permanently in Germany with his wife and child, or he would insist Fini get a divorce. Paul remained in Europe for several months, trying to work things out. But in April a cable reached him with the dire news that George had had another stroke and his condition was serious. Getty departed immediately for California.

Amidst the drama surrounding the death of George F. Getty at age seventy-five on May 31, 1930, and the early months of the Depression, Helmle pressed the divorce case forcefully. By the time the decree was finally issued in August 1932, Getty had to agree to a large financial settlement, which left him bitter at Dr. Helmle, though not at his daughter. “I was forced to admit ruefully to myself that, in Dr. Helmle, I had encountered a businessman who was most certainly my equal,” Getty wrote. (Grief and loneliness may well have propelled Helmle’s actions: his wife, Fini’s mother, had died unexpectedly in the early 1930s during what was supposed to be a routine operation.)

As war clouds gathered in Germany, Fini and Ronald moved to Switzerland for safety. Dr. Helmle, a Catholic and a staunch opponent of Hitler, was imprisoned. Eventually he was released, but his fortune was seized by the Nazis. In 1939, Fini and Ronald fled to Los Angeles.

Back in Los Angeles, even as Paul faced the enormous financial repercussions of his father’s death and the divorce negotiations, he began his next romance. Things being as complicated as they were, it would take some time to get to the altar for this wedding.

In 1930, Ann Rork was twenty-two. In fact, Ann and Paul had first met at a restaurant in Hollywood when she was a spirited fourteen-year-old. Some electricity between them was evident, but her parents forbade them to see each other.

Her father was producer Samuel Edwin Rork, who made movies with Douglas Fairbanks Jr., Rudolph Valentino, Will Rogers (Ann’s godfather), and silent picture “It girl” Clara Bow—who was also reputed to be his lover, which was perhaps what prompted Ann’s mother, onetime starlet Helen Welch Rork, to relocate with Ann to Boston.

Eventually Ann found her way back to Hollywood, where she got parts in a few early “talkies,” and somehow reconnected with still-legally-wed Paul in 1930. Gossip that they were dating began to circulate around Hollywood, prompting Paul to transfer their romance out of town. In early 1931 he took her to Berlin, where he dealt with continuing divorce drama; in August he brought her to New York, where he established her in a series of hotels and apartments, while he continued to live in Los Angeles.

They took two more trips together to Europe, including a summer holiday to Italy during which, on September 7, 1932, she gave birth to Getty’s third son, at sea. They were en route from Naples to Genoa.

Owing to miscommunication with the notary in the port of La Spezia, where Paul and Ann disembarked with their precious little bundle, confusion over this son’s name has persisted. His father asked for him to be named Jean Paul Getty Jr. But the Italian clerk wrote down “Eugenio Paul” on his birth certificate. Once in America, that turned into Eugene. When he returned to Italy as an adult, he officially changed his name to J. Paul Getty Jr. To make things more befuddling, he adopted the anglicized spelling of his first name: his obituaries referred to him as John Paul Getty Jr. In any event, his first name was never used—during his lifetime he was just Paul, or Sir Paul, to pretty much everybody.

Once the divorce from Fini was at last sealed, wedding number four took place on December 2, 1932, in Cuernavaca, Mexico (just like marriage number two). “I embarked upon yet another marital venture,” the groom recorded. Now legally wed, Ann and Paul moved into a beach house he bought in Malibu, though Paul continued to keep his clothes at his mother’s house. Sarah, for her part, was frosty to poor Ann. As usual, business pulled Paul away. By the birth on December 20, 1933, of Gordon Peter, the marriage was on the rocks, and
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