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Introduction

According to the Oxford English Dictionary a hellraiser is a person who causes trouble by violent, drunken, or outrageous behaviour. A bit of a no-brainer, but that’s the official definition.

Hellraisers are very different from your plain average drunks or your common or garden alcoholics. They’re hedonistic, and therefore much more dangerous. They’re anti-heroes, really. They’re the opposite of a role model, in that they seem to want to sink to a level that’s more abhorrent and disgusting than anyone else. There’s a world of difference between walking back from the pub late Friday night and pissing against a wall and pissing on the Alamo and getting arrested at gunpoint, as happened to Ozzy Osbourne. Both are obnoxious and anti-social, but there’s something of the grand theatrical gesture about Ozzy’s act: it’s defiant at the same time as being just plain bad.

Hellraisers are people who capture the imagination as much for their colourful personal lives as for their artistic talents, be they in front of the camera, on the stage, in a recording studio, typing at a keyboard or holding a paintbrush. I guess the fascination is to see the flaws in these iconic people: even someone who has attained celebrity and wealth can be just as much in the crapper as the rest of us – in fact more so; they’ve got further to fall and it hurts worse when they land.

But shouldn’t this behaviour be condemned, rather than glorified? At some point in our lives haven’t we all wished we could behave as outrageously? Isn’t there a grudging admiration for some of their antics? And do we not extract some ghoulish pleasure when eventually they pay for their sins through incarceration or ruination or – in many cases – premature death?

I don’t seek to moralise in the following pages; the facts, variously hilarious and tragic, speak for themselves. As for the subjects, they range from the legendary to the obscure, both current and historical. I’ve cast my net far and wide; I do hope you judge the haul to have been worthwhile.


A

ART ACORD (1890–1931: Actor)

He was the cowboy’s cowboy, rough, unbullshitable, built like a Sherman tank with barely a patch of hide on him that didn’t have a knife wound or gunshot scar. By the time Art Acord strolled into Hollywood in 1909, finding work as a stuntman and extra in the fledging movie business, he was spoken of in revered tones as the greatest all-round rodeo champ America had ever seen, able to throw a steer in twenty-four seconds.

Art learned the ways of the west early. Born to Mormon parents in Utah, he was just nine years old when he hitched up as a full-time wrangler on a local ranch. It was that authenticity that saw him rise through the ranks to become a top cowboy star with Universal. But his drinking was a major problem. He’d go on booze binges and be missing for days at a time, causing a shutdown in film production. Or he’d indulge in mindless bar-room brawls. On set Art always insisted that the coloured water normally used to fill whisky bottles contain the real thing. Time and again studio bosses sacked him, only to be forced to reinstate the actor due to his popularity.

One thing Acord despised at Universal was the dreaded studio tour, which existed even back then. One day as the usual herd of blue-rinsed heifers floated by on a special bus Acord, having sucked liberally from a bottle of whisky stashed behind some scenery, began hurling abuse at Mexican actor Ortega, a mean bastard no one messed with. As Ortega went for his knife, Acord whipped out his .45 and fired, hitting the Mexican in the shoulder. But Ortega was made of stern stuff and pounced, plunging his knife deep into Art’s chest with repeated thrusts until his own blood mingled with the cowboy’s.

By this time the set had completely cleared of actors and technicians. It had also dawned on the tourists that this was no movie scene they were watching but an actual fight to the death and amid screams of terror they scattered for cover.

Viciously slashed, Acord managed to stumble to his feet and offload three more bullets into the prone Mexican before succumbing himself in a crumbled, bloody heap. Silence. The tour guides hurried their charges back onto the bus and roared away as heads of actors popped up from their hiding places. The eerie hush was suddenly broken by the raucous laughter of the two ‘dead’ men. Acord and Ortega got up, all smiles. It was a spectacular hoax to rid the set of tourists. When the guides discovered the truth they vowed never to take another tour onto an Art Acord set.

Such was his international appeal that Art often appeared in Wild West shows and rodeos around the globe. One incredible story has him performing in a large sports arena in Argentina in the mid-twenties. According to rodeo showman Milt Hinkle, amongst the spectators was none other than Butch Cassidy, this several years after he was supposed to have been blasted to hell by Bolivian cavalry troops. Many historians have suggested that Butch did not die in that 1908 shootout but lived on into moderate old age. So here he was, according to Hinkle, and after the show joined Acord and the other cowboy stars for a massive booze-up. Large quantities were obviously consumed because it was decided that Butch reform the famed ‘Hole in the Wall’ gang for one last nostalgic act of thievery. Off everyone rode to some wilderness town and committed an outrageous daylight, and drunken, bank robbery.

Back in Hollywood Art continued to get rat-arsed and brawl; he was even arrested for bootlegging. In his drunken rages he’d fight with anyone who marginally pissed him off, breaking the nose of Victor Fleming, future director of Gone with the Wind, for daring to suggest he wasn’t a real cowboy, and picking a fight with one of Hollywood’s toughest stuntmen Yakima Canutt, who gave him something of a pasting. Acord later apologised to Canutt, who readily accepted after seeing the damage he’d inflicted on his face. The two men made up over a drink.

In the end Art’s alcoholism and self-destructive persona cost him three marriages and most of his colleagues’ respect and friendship. Barely thirty, he looked positively clapped out and when Universal, finally tired of this horsing around, cancelled his contract Acord was left to dig around for morsels with the smaller B-movie studios. He even went to the elaborate length of orchestrating his own kidnapping as a publicity stunt. As a last desperate throw of the dice he headed to Mexico to hunt for gold, where his propensity for brawling almost got him killed when he was stabbed in a vicious bar fight.

It was in Mexico where Art met his inglorious end, in a room at the Palace Hotel in the town of Chihuahua. The police listed his death as suicide; that he’d drunk himself to death. But friends were convinced he’d been murdered by a local senior politician who’d caught the cowboy in flagrante with his wife. Acord’s body remained in Mexico for some eight years after his death until it was returned to the United States for internment.

Alas, nearly every one of Acord’s silent movies is lost to posterity. At least his contribution to the western genre is recognised with a deserved star on the Hollywood walk of fame.

ALEXANDER THE GREAT (356–323 BC: Warrior King)

The Macedonians were a people of legendary drinking habits, unlike their more civilised neighbours the Greeks, who diluted their wine with water. Like Brits on holiday in Ibiza, they drank for no other purpose than to get smashed. Drinking contests were an accepted and everyday part of life in Macedonia and it was not uncommon for the winner to end up dead from over-indulgence.

Alexander the Great was a Macedonian, born in the shadow of Mount Olympus, home to the gods. Tutored under Aristotle, as a youth he shied away from getting blotto, indeed looked scornfully upon his father King Philip, a habitual drunkard who thought nothing of going into battle troll-eyed. An inveterate womaniser to boot, Philip claimed seven wives, getting the hots for Alexander’s mother, Olympus, when she was just twelve years old. A rare beauty, Olympus was addicted to weird religious cults; legend has it that she slept with snakes. A tremendous schemer, she also made sure that when her husband was assassinated in 336, Alexander, already an outstanding warrior, was the obvious heir to his throne, and the 40,000 troops that went with it. Though barely twenty, the new king set his sights on the Persian Empire, then the largest on earth. His conquests would span twelve years and cover the territories of what are now Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan.

As he vanquished, becoming the most powerful man alive, Alexander turned increasingly to alcohol, perhaps to anaesthetise himself against the constant fighting and killing. There was also his worship of Dionysus, the god of intoxication: wine was his gift to man and by pouring the stuff down his throat Alexander was paying homage, wasn’t he? Wine was certainly his beverage, one he took every day, which leads one to speculate that Alexander must have lived much of his adult life intoxicated to various degrees.

As commander in chief Alexander often staged great feasts of drinking for his closest allies. The most memorable, which must go down as history’s ultimate booze bender, took place in the conquered city of Persepolis, one of the treasures of the Persian Empire. The whole thing degenerated into a riot, with revellers going on the rampage, razing much of the city to the ground. Alexander himself led the way by throwing the first firebrand into the royal palace. Back home, Macedonians shook their heads in dismay that such a wondrous city had been destroyed by their king during a grand piss-up, then turned to the barman and said, ‘Same again.’

Another time Alexander organised a mighty drinking contest, offering a gold crown to the victor. A young nobleman by the name of Promachus took first prize, managing to quaff some fourteen quarts of wine. Then a wind blasted through the camp, by the end of which Promachus and some forty of his fellow competitors lay dead, felled by a combination of the cold and plain drunkenness.

As dependency on the wicked brew increased so Alexander’s character changed. An affable sort of chap when not putting nations to the sword, it was drink that sent him over the edge, made him, ‘offensively arrogant and descend to the level of the common soldier’, according to a contemporary. His drinking became so pronounced that he’d need to sleep the whole of the next day to recover from his wild binges.

Friends began to grow weary of Alexander’s unpredictable nature. Without much judgement he could suddenly perpetrate acts of heinous violence. He once dragged an enemy general behind his chariot until he was dead. Then there was the fate of Cleitus, one of Alexander’s most loyal friends and soldiers. It was during a celebration, which inevitably turned into another drunken orgy, that the two men clashed, Cleitus angry that Alexander was favouring his new Persian courtiers over his old Macedonian troops. Angry words were batted to and fro, tempers were raised, and then suddenly Alexander, too much wine swilling in his belly, took a javelin and rammed it through his old friend, killing him. Like most stinkos he quickly regretted what he’d done, retiring to his tent where he spent the rest of the night weeping uncontrollably.

Ominous clouds were beginning to hover above Alexander. His officers, missing home after so many years on the march, grew unruly, and the king’s own strength began failing him. His mind, too, started wandering as he believed himself to be no mere man, more a god with a thirst to conquer yet more lands. An assassination attempt made on him by those fearful of his growing despotism failed; ironically because of drink. The plot was to kill the king as he lay sleeping in his tent, but that night Alexander indulged in one of his now quite common marathon drinking sessions and never retired. The conspirators, all teenagers, were found the next day and tortured to death.

The omens were coming thick and fast. Hephaestion, Alexander’s closest friend, whose capacity for booze rivalled his own, drank a half-gallon of chilled wine for breakfast one morning and promptly dropped dead. Alexander threw himself on the body where he remained the whole day until his guards dragged him away. It was an eerie foreshadowing of his own death barely twelve months later.

There are many rumours as to exactly how Alexander perished. He may have been poisoned by enemies or succumbed to some disease, perhaps malaria, that his battered immune system had no chance of defeating. Or was it the booze that got him? In those final months he was consuming insane quantities and was probably by this time of his life an alcoholic. At the end of a drinking bout in Babylon that lasted two days and nights, Alexander insisted on drinking the health of every person in his presence and so called for the cup of Hercules, the capacity of which was legendary. After downing the whole thing he collapsed in a heap and was taken to bed where he developed a fever and died several days later.

So, dead at thirty-two, his military achievements unparalleled in history, but it was a sad decline, from strapping youth with the world literally at his feet, to a paranoid aggressive ‘see you, Jimmy’ drunk.

KINGSLEY AMIS (1922–1995: Author)

Over the course of four decades Kingsley Amis produced a steady flow of novels and journalist prose that established him as the leading British comic writer of his generation, resulting in a knighthood in 1990. What fuelled him was booze, a subject he took extremely seriously, arguing, for example, that proper drinkers should own a separate refrigerator for their stock: ‘Wives and such are constantly filling up any refrigerator they have a claim on, even its ice-compartment, with irrelevant rubbish like food.’

Amis was born into blinding middle-classness in Clapham, London. Didn’t like it at all and entertained much the same attitude towards his snobbish parents. Banned from having friends if they emanated from the working classes, Amis was the classic only child, pampered and obsessively fussed over by his mother, even down to being fed by hand until the age of thirteen. Is it any wonder that the adult Kingsley was hopeless unless there was a woman around to look after his every need.

At school he excelled in English and won a scholarship to Oxford, where he encountered alcohol for the first time, getting smashed on cheap sherry, an enlightening experience, despite the sour final note of throwing up in a chamber pot. Amis’s drinking career had begun. Unable to afford a connoisseur’s palate as a meagre student, he paid particular attention to the empties left behind by tramps in the park, a good clue as to what got you wasted on a modicum of outlay. Back then Kingsley’s idea of a good night out was getting plastered on three barley wines and a pint of rough cider, all for five old shillings.

In 1942 Amis joined the army and ended up serving as a radio operator in Normandy, looking not so much for Nazis as girls and booze. He found a few of each, sleeping in the same evening with a prostitute and a waitress, contracting scabies, and discovering burgundy and Calvados. Demobbed, he returned to Oxford, setting his sights on not working if he could help it. There he met and fell in love with Hilary Bardwell, an art student, who disappointingly turned out, ‘not nearly so depraved as I had hoped’. Even so they married and began a family, but you couldn’t trust old Kingsley as far as you could throw him and he soon had a nice little harem going, some members of which included friends of his wife. What do you expect, though, from a man who described himself as ‘selfish, self-indulgent, lazy, arrogant and above all inextinguishably promiscuous by nature’?

Between the bed-hopping Kingsley managed to get his degree despite publicly declaring that his dons had less dignity than a, ‘procession of syphilitic, cancerous, necrophilic shit-bespattered lavatory attendants’. Landing a job lecturing at the University College of Swansea, Amis’s drinking and whoring continued unabated – increased, in fact. He more or less made a pass at all attractive females. So frequent was the procession of crumpet that it got terribly confusing on occasions. At one weekend gathering Kingsley had to be on his best behaviour to every lady at the breakfast table, since he’d juice-looped so much the previous night he’d forgotten which one of them he’d banged.

Hilary knew, of course, about her husband’s frequent trouser-dropping activities, and indulged a few times herself. One liaison was serious enough to threaten the marriage. ‘Having one’s wife fucked is one thing,’ wrote Amis. ‘Having her taken away from you, plus your children, is another, I find.’ The marriage survived, as did Hilary’s exasperation: witness the time on holiday when Amis lay sprawled asleep in the sun and she took out her lipstick and wrote on his back: ‘One fat Englishman. I fuck anything.’

It was 1954 when Amis made his name as a writer with his debut novel Lucky Jim. With his remarkable powers of recovery, no matter how much liquor had been consumed the previous evening, Amis was able to sustain a highly disciplined approach to his career, always at his typewriter promptly each morning. The afternoon was another matter, usually entailing a liquid lunch that somehow always spread into the evening and beyond.

Novelist Elizabeth Jane Howard was upper class and sexy with it. Amis was hooked. It was the affair that spelled the end of his marriage. Together they moved into a country mansion where Kingsley saw his duties as never stretching beyond the mixing and serving of drinks at parties. As for bringing up his two sons, Philip and Martin, he’d always looked upon the job of parenting as a vocation rather than a true calling; when they became teenagers he gave each of them a generous stockpile of condoms.

Kingsley and the countryside did not get on at all well – not enough pubs where they lived, for a start – and so it was back to London. Jane did most of the packing; Kingsley’s part in the operation consisted of polishing off the remnants of liquor bottles secreted around the house so they didn’t need to pack them.

According to Jane, Kingsley was drinking more heavily now, often getting through a bottle of whisky a day. He once got so wired to the tits that he had to crawl upstairs to bed on all fours, being unable to make it standing up. Worryingly, it was beginning to impinge upon his mental capacities. One time he argued all day with Jane about the guests she’d invited to a previous evening’s dinner party; only there’d been no such party, except in Kingsley’s own bedraggled mind. He knew he was a drunk, of course he did, rejecting out of hand the word ‘alcoholic’. Wrote reams about it, paraded his drunkenness at functions and pubs. He had all these vile recipes for hangovers; Bovril beef paste and vodka for one, or try a tumbler of Grand Marnier for breakfast. Son Martin called him, ‘the laureate of the hangover’.

For the more physical type, try these Amis hangover remedies: ‘If your wife or other partner is beside you, and (of course) willing, perform the sexual act as vigorously as you can.’ Or, ‘Go up for half an hour in an open aeroplane, needless to say with a non-hung-over person at the controls.’

He had a drink for every occasion; for example Milk Punch (one part brandy, one part bourbon, four parts milk, plus nutmeg and frozen milk cubes); this was to be drunk, ‘immediately on rising, in lieu of eating breakfast’. He felt it bolstered one for a particularly hard day ahead. He also extolled the virtues of sangria: ‘You can drink a lot of it without falling down.’ But his first love was Scotch whisky, even though he was consuming rather too much of it, resulting in that common ailment of the true drunk: not remembering how the hell he got home. Amis said that if the day ever came when he had more money than sense he’d employ servants to carry him around.

Drink played a major role in Jane leaving him in 1980. ‘You are not going to stop drinking,’ she wrote in her farewell letter. ‘And I cannot live with the consequences.’ She did offer to take him back if he gave up the sauce but Kingsley swiftly vetoed that notion, even if the thought of suddenly being left alone at fifty-eight petrified him. After a period of ‘dad-sitting’, as his sons called it, Amis moved in again with Hilary, now remarried, who nevertheless assumed her old role of ‘looking after the poor old sod’. It was an arrangement that lasted till his death.

Back in a cosy environment Kingsley continued with his writing, becoming a much in demand newspaper columnist, coming over as the original grumpy old man, or ‘curmudgeonly old shit’. In one article he argued for the execution of Nelson Mandela. His reactionary views were for the most part designed to shock. Hilary recalled how if they were driving about and he spied a pensioner or disabled person crossing the road he’d order, ‘Go on, run the bugger down.’ And there was a famous dinner party with the novelist Julian Barnes and his wife, the literary agent Pat Kavanagh, who grew up in South Africa. The conversation turned towards that blighted nation and Kingsley spurted out that what was needed was, ‘To shoot as many blacks as possible.’ Pat is said to have fled to the loo in tears and a major row ensued. Plain mischievousness or was it the drink talking? ‘He was rude about everybody,’ said Jane. ‘No holds were barred.’

Though he might get depressed reading the obituary of a friend, one less drinking companion, Kingsley was still knocking it back, drinking in his final years a whole bottle of single malt by mid-morning before progressing to tequila, gin and Campari. ‘He was fairly hell-bent on destruction,’ Jane believed. ‘He was on a kind of motorway, and there weren’t any exits.’

It is generally agreed that alcohol did warp his brain box by the end, robbing him of his wit as well as his health. He began to fall over with alarming regularity. ‘To hear my mother tell it,’ Martin Amis wrote, ‘some of these collapses performed in his rooms at home sounded like a chest-of-drawers jettisoned from an aeroplane.’

In 1995 Kingsley suffered a severe fall and hit his head hard on a concrete floor. It was quickly apparent things were wrong, he’d mix up words when talking and in scenes reminiscent of The Shining would finish a session at the typewriter only to produce pages with the single word ‘seagulls’ littered all over it. Physically he was a wreck, overweight, his face puffy and blotched; the carefree, dashing author of Lucky Jim who had philandered his way through much of middle-class womanhood a distant memory.

He was admitted to hospital, but even then Amis refused to stop drinking, taking his medication washed down with whisky. The children nursed him, painfully aware the end was close. One day he screamed at Philip, ‘Kill me, you fucking fool!’ He died not long after that.

ANDRÉ THE GIANT (1946–1993: Wrestler)

A contender for all-time champ of boozy sportsmen, André the Giant was a physical monolith, coming in at 7' 4" and weighing 500 lb; this is a guy who once snapped his ankle just getting out of bed. Dubbed ‘The Eighth Wonder of the World’, beer cans were swallowed up in his palm and his colossal head resembled a hairless King Kong. Truly he was a giant exiled from a fairy tale. Kids ran away from him in the street and viciously trained guard dogs were known to turn tail and head for cover.

One evening André was enjoying drinks in a bar when four men approached and started taking the piss out of his size. He ignored them at first, hoping to avoid trouble, but they wouldn’t let up. Exasperated, André chased them out into the street where they jumped inside their car and locked the doors. His blood up, André reached down and flipped the car upside down, trapping the idiots inside before fleeing. When a policeman arrived he found it difficult to swallow the men’s story that a real-life angry giant had turned their car over.

Born in a small French village not far from Paris, by the time André was twelve he stood over six feet tall and was so strong he performed the work of three men on his father’s farm. It was inevitable that he’d become a wrestler, either that or the world’s most formidable doorman.

It’s debatable whether anyone has consumed more alcohol in their lifetime than André; 7,000 calories’ worth every day. He also holds the dubious record of drinking more standard bottles of beer in a single session than any human in history – 119 of them in just six hours. Afterwards he crashed out just feet from his hotel room. His drinking colleagues, unable to budge him, found a piece of tarpaulin and simply draped it over his snoring hulk and he remained in the corridor until morning.

One time in Kansas City after a wrestling show André retired to a local bar. When the owner hollered last orders, André took this as a personal insult. Preferring retainment of his front teeth, the barman told the big fella he could stay just so long as he kept drinking, figuring that after a while André would give up and leave. No, André went through forty vodka and tonics and was still drinking at five in the morning.

What’s truly impressive is that all this alcohol had little or no effect on him; friends rarely saw André slurring or staggering around completely banjoed. One time, though, coming out of the Savoy Grill in New York after a marathon drinking session, André actually felt mortal for once and needed to puke. Such was the force and quantity of vomit that it shot out into the road hitting the front of a passing taxi, covering the windshield. Unable to see anything, the driver slammed on his brakes to come to a stop. As for André, he just smiled. ‘Feeling better,’ he said and walked off.

Everywhere he went André was a hit with wrestling fans. Japan treated him like a deity, and in liquor terms he acted like one. During one visit local sponsors presented him with a case of plum wine. It took him a mere four hours to polish off the sixteen bottles. Amazingly, even with all that fermented juice swilling around his innards André was still able to step straight into the ring and wrestle three matches. He finished off the evening ploughing through a case of beer.

Despite his popularity André always felt uneasy in Japan. Everything was just too damn small, making him feel like Gulliver in Lilliput; hotel beds became cribs, rooms resembled closets. As for taking a crap, he often resorted to ripping the door off the bathroom, his huge legs sticking out into the main room. General travelling was always a problem, necessitating the booking of two first-class airline seats to accommodate his girth. As a young man André drove around Paris with his head sticking out of his car’s sun-roof.

The seventies and early eighties saw André at the peak of his popularity, when he was the highest paid WWF wrestler in the world, a true mega-star of his sport. But people were asking why he needed to drink such elephantine quantities. Unbeknown to his fans André had been diagnosed with acromegaly, a rare glandular disease which had caused his growth hormones to go haywire, meaning he would never stop getting bigger. Sufferers of the condition rarely reached their forties and there was no cure. André also hid the truth from his family and close friends, but far from sinking into depression, intended living what little time he had on earth to the absolute max, and to hell with the consequences.

One mighty piss-up took place in 1977 between André and fellow wrestler Dusty Rhodes. After polishing off 100 beers in André’s favourite Manhattan watering hole they decided to return to their hotel. Unable to stand, let alone walk, they were in dire need of transportation. Up ahead was a pair of horse-drawn carriages. André and Dusty hauled both drivers to the ground and galloped off like some mad re-enactment of the chariot race from Ben Hur, racing through the streets, narrowly avoiding cars and pedestrians who had the gall to be in the way. Back at the hotel they ditched the carriages and hit the bar and that’s where the cops found them, sipping brandy as if nothing had happened.

On tour with the WWF wrestling guys, André would finish off a case of beer every day on the bus, crushing each dead can in his hand and lobbing it at the back of Hulk Hogan’s head. Every few hours he’d yell, ‘Piss stop!’ A reporter travelled with André for a week and noted that his average daily consumption was two bottles of wine, between six and eight shots of brandy, half a dozen Bloody Marys and Screwdrivers, the odd glass of Pernod and the obligatory case of beer.

This perpetual boozing was equalled only by André’s ravenous appetite. He loved to tell the story of when he visited a restaurant and the waitress was particularly condescending, asking in a loud voice if a bowl of soup and a cracker would be enough. ‘No,’ André answered, ‘I’m hungry.’ So he ordered the entire menu and demanded each dish be brought to him separately. It took him four hours to eat it all.

Another thing he liked to do was pass wind. These were toxic farts capable of felling seagulls at 200 yards. When he was being hassled by persistent autograph hunters who wouldn’t take no for an answer, André would assume the position and let rip, scattering all intruders as if it was a First World War gas attack.

Considering his size you’d think people, even tanked up, wouldn’t be stupid enough to test their mettle against him. – Wrong! On these admittedly rare occasions André only used his strength as a last resort, such as the time in a bar when a big lumberjack tapped him on the shoulder demanding they go outside for a fight. André grabbed him by the neck and belt and smashed him into the wall, breaking the guy’s ribs.

By the mid-eighties the disease André had ignored for years was beginning to ravage his body, but he refused to quit wrestling or modify his drinking. Appearing in the cult fantasy film The Princess Bride (1987) as, inevitably, a giant, André took the cast out drinking most nights; they’d show up next morning on set suffering hangovers from hell. When he left the crew’s hotel after a month’s stay his bar bill was north of $40,000.

By 1992 even André’s most ardent fans sensed that his wrestling skills had greatly diminished and ultimately he was forced to quit the sport he loved. André was literally buckling under his own weight, every movement required painful effort; sometimes he could barely walk. He retired to a 200-acre ranch in North Carolina, revelling in the peace and quiet, able to look back proudly at the wrestling accomplishments that proved he’d been something much more than just a freak.

News reached him that his father had suddenly passed away. Flying home for the funeral, André decided to hang around the village for a while, visit old friends, reminisce and take in the landscapes of his childhood. Going to sleep one night his heart just gave up and he was found dead the next morning. He was forty-six. Cremated, his ashes were scattered over his beloved ranch.


B

FRANCIS BACON (1909–1992: Painter)

Numbered amongst the most accomplished British painters of the twentieth century, Francis Bacon’s artwork is unique, famous for its austere, homoerotic and nightmarish imagery, as if David Lynch had eaten lobster thermidor for dinner, taken an LSD tablet, then thrown up on a canvas.

A celebrated bohemian and boozer, Bacon once fell down the stairs of a pub and knocked his right eye half out of its socket and merely pushed it back in. Bacon was a magnetic fellow, his mere presence could either bring happiness to an occasion or plunge it into hellish darkness; part of the fun of being in his company was in not quite knowing where the evening was going to take you. It was a rollercoaster ride with Francis, the wheels lubricated by endless glasses of champagne. ‘I’m essentially optimistic,’ he used to say. ‘Always grateful when I wake up each morning and discover I’m still alive.’

He was born in Dublin to English parents, his father a veteran of the Boer War, a somewhat fierce individual who not surprisingly got rather agitated when he noticed his son beginning to come over far too mincing for his liking. There’s a story that when he took to training race horses he instructed his stud-farm grooms to horsewhip the lad. Things really hit the fan when Francis was caught wearing his mother’s underwear and preening himself in front of a mirror. The thrashing that he received if anything brought him closer to his father and he’d slip on the odd piece of lingerie to elicit further beatings. When that didn’t work he indulged in affairs with the grooms whose job it was to whip him raw; combining pleasure with pain.

At sixteen his father entrusted Francis to an uncle in order to put a bit of spunk into him, instructions that were applied all too literally. Carefree weeks were spent travelling Europe, places like Berlin, then at its most depraved with its gay bars and filthy cabarets. A trip to an exhibition of work by Picasso in Paris spurred Bacon on to become a painter himself. Never attending art school, something he took enormous pride in, Francis struggled at first, destroying nearly all of his early paintings. In 1945 he shocked the art world with his first masterpiece, Three Studies for Figures at the Base of the Crucifixion, nightmarish images of deformed hybrids; it set the course for Bacon’s career.

For much of his life Francis spent most afternoons at The Colony Room, a notorious Soho drinking club; a sign outside insisted: ‘This Is Not a Brothel’. He was one of its founding members when it opened in 1948, virtually adopted by the proprietor, a formidable lady named Muriel Belcher who hired him at £10 a week and all he could drink for free (which was quite a lot) to bring in a better class of clientele. As a result The Colony Room became the prerequisite non compos artists’ hangout for the next several decades.

Francis was now at the epicentre of a bohemian world of non-stop boozing and gambling till dawn. The British painter Michael Wishart believed Bacon had two major ambitions, to be one of the world’s best painters and to be one of the world’s leading alcoholics. He was well on his way to achieving both in record time. As a struggling artist he’d always somehow managed to pay for endless bottles of champagne for friends. With the money rolling in the champagne continued to flow; only it was a better vintage.

Bacon’s powers of recovery from a night of boozing were staggering, he seemed indestructible and generally immune to bodily disaster. Crossing a street in Paris a car ran over his foot but Bacon just shrugged it off; the next day it was so swollen he couldn’t walk. Ailments, too, meant a mere trifle to Francis. After he had a kidney removed he said, ‘When you’ve been drunk since the age of fifteen, you’re lucky to have even one kidney!’ Celebrating his fortieth birthday in a restaurant with friends he announced that his doctor had told him that his heart was in such a decrepit state of repair, his ventricles gone on a permanent tea break, that a single drink could kill him. Waiting for the news to sink in, Bacon beckoned over a waiter and ordered the first of a succession of bottles of champagne.

In this strange and bacchanalian world that Francis inhabited he mixed with a mad bunch of drinkers such as John Deakin, a portrait photographer. Going into his local one morning, Deakin asked for his usual, a large glass of white wine, which he drained in one enormous gulp. Next moment he was flat on his back on the floor. The new barman had accidentally served him a dose of Parozone bleach, which was kept behind the bar in a wine bottle. Oops! A lesser mortal might have died instantly, but these Soho drinkers were made of stern stuff. Rushed to hospital, Deakin had his stomach pumped and was back in the pub that afternoon demanding a refill on the house.

Bacon’s lovers were the oddest bunch of all. Take Peter Lacy, well Francis obviously did, few others would have, since the former Battle of Britain fighter pilot when filled with drink was borderline psychotic. He kept a cottage where Bacon spent a lot of time in various states of bondage. Once, out of control on booze, Lacy hurled Bacon through a plate glass window. His face was so badly damaged that his sight was saved only by having his right eye sewn back into place. Bizarrely the incident made Francis even fonder of Lacy and he reprimanded friends who dared chastise him. When Lacy moved to Tangier it probably saved Bacon’s life, even though he continued to love and visit him until his death from an overindulgence of booze that resulted in his pancreas exploding.

In 1964 Bacon began a relationship with an East End bit of rough called George Dyer, whose intimates included the Kray Twins. Bacon enjoyed telling the tale that they met when Dyer was in the course of robbing his flat. It was a predictably stormy relationship, ending when the tortured and alcoholic Dyer committed suicide in 1971 on the eve of a Bacon retrospective in Paris.

While his reckless affairs informed his paintings, Bacon’s laissez-faire approach to life also informed his working practices. When moving studios or rooms, he sometimes left paintings in cupboards or simply destroyed them. Years later Bacon was wandering down Bond Street when he saw a familiar image in the window of a gallery; it was a painting he’d left behind in Tangier after a holiday. The asking price was £50,000. Unruffled, Bacon paid for it, took it outside and smashed it to pieces.

Perfectly at home in the Ritz or the gutter, Bacon’s character was one of deep contradictions; he was a loner who loved parties, a man of terrific fellowship who could spurn you in an instant. He was no respecter of reputation either. At a glittering high-society ball Princess Margaret surprised everyone by taking to the stage, halting the orchestra and grabbing the microphone to perform a Cole Porter song. Getting quite carried away she was, thanks to polite applause from the sycophants. Then from the back of the room somewhere came loud solitary booing. It was Bacon. Margaret broke off mid-lyric, went bright purple and was led away by her ladies-in-waiting. Bacon later explained his breach of protocol: ‘Her singing was really too awful. Someone had to stop her.’

Artist Peter Beard witnessed another drink-induced Bacon outburst, this time directed at the model Jerry Hall in a gay disco in Paris. He’d been very happy to meet Mick Jagger, then her paramour, but when Jerry turned up Bacon let fly. ‘You fucking old cow,’ he powder-puffed. ‘You grotesque cunt, you hideous bloody witch.’ The acerbic bile wouldn’t cease flowing. ‘The rest of us went down into some dark pit behind the dance floor and hid,’ recalled Beard.

The Bacon vitriol could strike at any moment. One afternoon he was drinking at The Colony when the place was suddenly overtaken by unbearable American tourists. Bacon turned to his friend Jeffrey Bernard. ‘Jeffrey, what woman do you fancy most in the world?’ Bernard thought it a daft question and refused to answer, instead asking who Francis most fancied. ‘D’yer know,’ Bacon replied, in as loud a voice as possible. ‘I think I’d really like to be fucked by Colonel Gaddafi.’ The Americans quickly finished their drinks and were gone.

In the seventies Bacon continued to paint successfully and frequent the seedy drinking dens and bars of Soho, but as the years wore on his alcoholism got worse, leading to even darker and more savage moods. He died of a heart attack in Spain where he’d gone to visit his new lover, a trip his doctor had advised him not to take. As usual Francis didn’t listen, doing his own thing was much more important than mere survival.

TALLULAH BANKHEAD (1902–1968: Actress)

Hailed as ‘the most thoroughgoing libertine and free-swinging flapper of the age’, Tallulah Bankhead’s acerbic wit was matched only by her wild zest for life and sensory overload. She bedded men, and women, recklessly and could match anyone for drinking, reputedly able to down a whole bottle of bourbon in thirty minutes. ‘I’m the foe of moderation,’ she once said. ‘The champion of excess.’

Incongrously for someone who labelled herself ‘divinely impossible’, Tallulah was born into a prominent Alabama political family with close links to the US Senate. When her mother died some weeks after giving birth to her, Tallulah’s father sought refuge in the bottle and she and her sister were farmed out to their grandparents. An unruly and rebellious child, Tallulah was capable of diva-like tantrums when she didn’t get her own way. Her grandmother usually met these head-on by throwing a bucket of water in her face to calm her down.

Aged fifteen, Tallulah announced ambitions to become a Broadway actress and wasn’t in New York long before the great John Barrymore invited her into his dressing room, revealing from beneath his gown his famously rigid member. Tallulah fled in panic. It was probably the last large cock she’d ever flee from.

Consumed by a fever to be famous, even infamous, Tallulah indulged in drink and drug binges and flaunted her bisexuality, not to demonstrate a liberated worldview but merely for the pleasure of the shock it caused. At parties she’d blurt out to total strangers, ‘I’m a lesbian. What do you do?’ Or pick out the plainest-looking woman in the room, throw her arms around her and whisper, ‘Surely, you must know by now that I’m mad about you.’ These early lesbian encounters, she claimed, were the fault of her father who warned her about the dangers of men and booze, but never said anything about women and cocaine.

Yet to taste theatrical success in New York, Tallulah’s fortunes turned round when she was invited to perform in London, where her intoxicating, exotic presence wowed audiences. Off stage she busily worked her way through the bulk of London high society, from lords to Italian aristocrats to … well, anyone, really. On moving into a new apartment one of the first things she did was knock down the bedroom wall to make the area big enough to accommodate her gigantic bed. And there were parties, endless parties. Tallulah rarely went to bed sober. At one a young man rather boldly approached Tallulah and blurted out that he wanted to make love to her that very night. ‘And so you shall,’ she replied, not batting an eyelid, ‘you wonderful old-fashioned boy.’

Running out of specimens in London, Tallulah turned her attention to that wellspring of learning, Eton, narrowly avoiding a major scandal. MI5 were called in to investigate stories that Tallulah had seduced at least half a dozen pupils. To save the reputation of the school the whole thing was hushed up.

It was back to Hollywood and a lucrative contract at Paramount, but somehow Tallulah’s personality, given full rein on the stage, seemed diminished by the movie camera and she didn’t prove popular. She continued her regime of drink and drugs, though, not to mention a five-pack-a-day nicotine habit, and defended cocaine with this classic quote: ‘Cocaine, habit-forming, dahling? Of course not, I ought to know. I’ve been using it for years.’ There are also tales that she sometimes got her pet dogs pie-eyed.

Even though she was one of its lesser stars, Hollywood did have its compensations: non-stop partying and yet more seductions, including a romp in the swimming pool of the Garden of Allah Hotel with Johnny (Tarzan) Weissmuller, after which Tallulah claimed to be ‘a very satisfied Jane’. The infamous Garden of Allah was a wild hang-out for Hollywood’s most notorious drinkers, not least because the hotel bar stayed open twenty-four hours a day.

In every way Tallulah was a sexual creature, totally uninhibited about nudity, again another shock tactic. She’d strip at parties and perform erotic dances or leap onto the nearest grand piano wearing nothing but her pearls. When she starred in Alfred Hitchcock’s Lifeboat (1944) she shocked fellow actors by not wearing underwear. One surely sympathises here, since to get to the lifeboat set they all had to climb a ladder and Tallulah, of course, always insisted on going first.

Then there was her unusual habit of leaving the bathroom door wide open while she went to the toilet. Eleanor Roosevelt was invited to tea once, along with a young actor friend. They were discussing the politics of the day when Tallulah suddenly rose to her feet. ‘Wait a minute. I’ve got to pee. But I don’t want to miss a word of this.’ The toilet was at the end of the corridor, and in full view Tallulah pulled her pants down, squatted and relieved herself. After Miss Roosevelt left, the actor turned to Tallulah aghast. ‘Do you know what you did? You peed in front of Eleanor Roosevelt!’ ‘Oh don’t be ridiculous. Eleanor Roosevelt has more important things on her mind than my bathroom habits. I’m sure she didn’t even notice. She pees herself, you know.’

But it was her man-crazy antics that proved her undoing when she was hit with a life-threatening case of gonorrhoea that required emergency surgery. Leaving the hospital unbowed, she told doctors, ‘Don’t think this has taught me a lesson!’ For once her bravado hid an awful truth, the hysterectomy had left not only psychological scars but physical ones, and Tallulah claimed she could never again attain an orgasm.

Perfect conditions, then, for married life, when you generally don’t need to. John Emery was a mediocre actor who bore a curious resemblance to Barrymore, and not just facially. One of Tallulah’s party tricks was to escort guests to her bedroom where Emery was asleep, fling back the covers from the bed and crow, ‘Did you ever see a prick as big as that before?’

More ignominies rained down on poor Emery. Soon Tallulah was telling friends, ‘Well, dahling, the weapon may be of admirable proportions, but the shot is indescribably weak.’ Not surprisingly it was a short-lived union.

Still drinking heavily, when America entered the Second World War a feeling of patriotism took over and Tallulah announced that not a drop of alcohol would pass her lips until Hitler was defeated, a vow she was never really likely to keep! Attending a party one night, while supposedly on the wagon, Tallulah got into a heated argument with someone and to emphasise a point delivered the man a severe kick in the ass. Watching all this was an elderly guest who stopped a passing butler to ask, ‘Will you please find out what it is that Miss Bankhead isn’t drinking and bring me one of those.’

When Hitler was finally dispatched, Tallulah’s drinking became a major problem, one she faced head-on with her characteristic humour, telling a friend that her doctor had advised her to eat an apple every time she had the urge to drink: ‘Really, dahling, sixty apples a day!’ When it came to one-liners, Tallulah was the equal of Dorothy Parker. One classic example has Tallulah in a lift with a friend who looks over askance at her. ‘Tallulah! Did you fart?’ Tallulah just smiles, ‘Why of course, dahling. Do you think I always smell like this?’

Approaching her mid-forties Tallulah’s cravings remained strong, as Eugenia Rawls, a young actress she befriended, later wrote: ‘Tallulah could be savage, her appetites of mind and body wild and sometimes gross, as if everything had to be possessed and devoured and destroyed.’ Actress Patsy Kelly said that having Tallulah for a friend was like ‘waltzing with an atomic bomb’. Such quotes only added to the myth, to the legend that Tallulah herself was only too aware of. ‘Nobody can be exactly like me,’ she once boasted. ‘Sometimes even I have trouble doing it.’

As the 1950s beckoned, Tallulah resurrected her stage career, memorably performing with a new up-and-coming actor called Marlon Brando. She interviewed him personally at her home. When he arrived she was well tanked up and in some haste to grope at the bulge in his jeans. When the play opened Brando proceeded to upstage the diva at every opportunity: he picked his nose, scratched his balls and leered at the audience, even mooned them. Then he ate garlic before their big love scene: ‘Avoiding Tallulah’s tongue as best I could.’ He drove the poor woman nuts and was fired when one night he stood at the back of the stage and pissed against the scenery. ‘The next time Miss Bankhead goes swimming,’ Brando declared, ‘I hope that whales shit on her!’

During another Broadway production Tallulah turned her attention to Marlene Dietrich’s daughter Maria Riva, who revealed that, ‘she was usually blind drunk and completely naked, and liked chasing me down hotel corridors’.

Although her star had now dimmed to a sort of pallid rusty orange, Tallulah still behaved like a supernova in exile at her New York mansion, surrounding herself with a retinue of young gay men who fetched her food and mixed her drinks, even lit cigarettes for her. Rather more eccentrically she had a menagerie of animals including a rescued monkey and a pet lion cub called Winston Churchill, which she used to smuggle into hotels. Eventually it had to be given to the Bronx Zoo when it grew too big and started biting the ankles of Tallulah’s guests.

More mundanely she kept dogs and a parrot. Dolores, her Maltese, usually slept beside her mistress in the bedroom. One night a servant smelled smoke and rushed in to see the poor mutt on fire; Tallulah had flicked her cigarette ash onto the animal before nodding off.

‘Tallulah, Dolores is on fire!’ He yelled.

‘Well, for chrissakes, put her out,’ she replied and went back to sleep.

As she passed fifty, Tallulah began to drink more heavily than before, something like a quart of bourbon a day, together with a dangerous mixture of Tuinal, Benzedrine, Dexedrine, Dexamyl and morphine. Not surprisingly, with all that whizzing round her system there were several psychotic episodes. One colleague observed her in a hotel corridor acting like ‘a wild woman, like a caged chimp’. She was literally flailing at the walls screaming, ‘Where am I?’ It got so bad that Tallulah’s maid resorted to binding her wrists together with adhesive tape at night to reduce the risk of her taking an overdose of pills.

All this took a huge toll on her body and looks. From an exotic creature she had degenerated into something resembling Bette Davis’s ugly aunt. Orson Welles called Tallulah ‘the most sensational case of the aging process being unkind’. The sad thing was she knew her face had crumbled, but amazingly could still laugh at herself. When people on the street asked, ‘Aren’t you Tallulah Bankhead?’ she’d answer, ‘I’m what’s left of her, dahling.’

During her last few years she rarely strayed from her home. Her routine was not to get up before 4 p.m. and then spend the remainder of the day watching TV and drinking gin and bourbon, a cigarette forever bracketed between her lips. An insomniac most of her life, evenings saw friends sitting on her bed, keeping her company until she drifted into unconsciousness. She couldn’t stand the thought of being alone at night.

The summer of 1968 Tallulah spent with her sister Eugenia, who if anything was worse than Tallulah in the man-grabber department, having married seven times! They spoke of the past and Tallulah confessed that life had ceased to be interesting and that every night she prayed she wouldn’t wake up in the morning.

It was a nasty strain of Asian flu that finally did Tallulah in, her immune system, battered over decades by drink and drugs, was pitiful against it. Hooked up to a ventilator, she quietly slipped into a coma that she never woke up from, but not before asking for one of her favourite tipples, codeine and bourbon.

In characteristic good humour Tallulah once told a reporter, ‘If I had my life to live again, I’d make the same mistakes, only sooner.’ Not a bad epitaph for a woman who called herself, ‘as pure as the driven slush’.

JOHN BARRYMORE (1882–1942: Actor)

Clown prince of America’s royal family of actors, with a penchant for alcohol and chorus girls, John Barrymore’s self-destructive rollercoaster career went from the zenith of his Shakespearean performances to the nadir of self-parody in Hollywood B movies. A massive drinker, who after a particularly strenuous binge actually slept through the great San Francisco earthquake of 1906 (after waking up he must have thought it the worst hangover of all time), it’s been estimated that during his forty years in show business Barrymore consumed 640 barrels of hard liquor. As he once so eloquently put it: ‘You can’t drown yourself in drink. I’ve tried, you float.’

He was born in Philadelphia to theatrical parents, his father Maurice a dashing leading man. When he was aged eleven John’s mother died of tuberculosis and with undue haste his father married again, this time to a much younger woman who thought nothing of seducing her step-son when he was just fourteen years old. It may have been this event that turned Barrymore to alcohol as he felt pangs of guilt for years afterwards. He’d get expelled from boarding schools for drinking and smoking and generally raising hell. It may also have left him with a skewed opinion of women; he’d subsequently marry four times and have innumerable mistresses.

When Barrymore was twenty he witnessed his father suffer a nervous breakdown on stage. The ravings grew so violent that his son had little choice but to cart his father off to the nearest loony bin. The cause of the illness was blamed on syphilis. Maurice really was quite barmy, strangling his own daughter Ethel when she paid him a visit. He died five years later, never quite recapturing all his marbles.

Eschewing an early interest in art to go into the family business, Barrymore established himself on Broadway with dynamic portrayals of Richard III and Hamlet. Critics proclaimed him one of the greatest actors alive, but drink had already taken him over. During a shitfaced performance of Hamlet he momentarily had to leave the stage in order to vomit.

The inevitable defection to Hollywood was not long in coming. There Barrymore quickly became infamous for his drunken off-screen antics, such as engaging in a ten-minute fist fight with producer Myron Selznick. Barrymore emerged the worse for wear, sporting two black eyes. He saw films primarily as a necessary evil, a way to make money, nothing more, and screen acting as a lowly art form. ‘There are lots of methods,’ he declared. ‘Mine involves a lot of talent, a glass and some cracked ice.’

According to Adolph Zukor, movie mogul and founder of Paramount Pictures, Barrymore deliberately instigated bust-ups on his film sets, storming out in a huff just so he could have a crafty drink. He was trouble all right. ‘His beginning a picture was a signal for us to go on the alert,’ said Zukor. Often Barrymore went missing altogether during filming and Zukor would send assistants to check every saloon and bar in town and bring him back. One time he couldn’t be traced at all, no one had seen him. Director James Kirkwood volunteered to scout around and finally unearthed Barrymore drinking at the famous actor’s club The Players. ‘I’ve got him,’ he told Zukor over the phone, ‘and he’s coming back with me.’ Barrymore did indeed agree to return to the studio to make Kirkwood’s picture, but on one condition, that he join him for one last drink. Well, that last drink led to another and another and another … Three days later both men finally appeared on set, Kirkwood considerably wiser.

Hired to play Captain Ahab in a movie adaptation of Moby Dick, studio head Jack Warner and director Lloyd Bacon paid Barrymore a visit at his hotel suite. Opening the door, Barrymore’s eyes were glazed, his complexion like that of a corpse, his hair a tangled heap upon his scalp, and it looked like he hadn’t shaved since Christmas. ‘That’s a great make-up job, John, you’ll make a tough-looking Ahab,’ said Warner innocently. ‘That’s not make-up,’ Bacon argued. ‘It’s a hangover.’

Warner then needed to use the bathroom but was shocked to find the bathtub full of champagne bottles. ‘My God, Barrymore, what’s all that stuff for?’ The actor smiled. ‘Hair rinse, care for some?’

By the early 1930s Barrymore’s reckless drinking and mercurial disregard for his personal well-being had got so bad that his wife Dolores insisted he enter a hospital for treatment, but all that resulted in were violent attacks on nurses who refused to bring him alcohol. Her next plan of action was a quiet cruise off Canada, a dry one. It proved too much for poor Barrymore, so desperate for anything to drink he downed his wife’s perfume and mouthwash. When they dropped anchor at Vancouver Barrymore made a bolt for shore, hoping to lose himself in a waterfront bar, but his nurse and wife both grabbed hold of him. In the ensuing skirmish the nurse had her nose broken, and Dolores was hurled violently to the deck.

Barrymore’s last spouse was actress Elaine Barrie, thirty-five years his junior. They appeared in one play together, My Dear Children, which included a scene where Barrymore held her in his lap and roundly spanked her. Their relationship scandalised Depression-hit America, as Barrymore’s amorous activities usually did. One night, while suitably curried and mashed, he accidentally went into the women’s restroom and proceeded to relieve his bladder in a potted plant. A woman standing nearby reminded him that the room was, ‘for ladies exclusively’. Turning round, his penis still exposed, Barrymore responded, ‘So, madam, is this. But every now and again I’m compelled to run a little water through it.’

By the mid-1930s, after years of hard living, Barrymore’s matinee looks had given way to haggard disillusionment; his body was battered by numerous alcohol-related illnesses, his psyche the harbinger of chronic spells of near insanity. No longer able to remember his lines, underlings were hired to hold large blackboards with his dialogue on them just out of camera range. It was pitiful. Once acclaimed as the greatest living actor, Barrymore in the end could scarcely find work except in bargain basement tosh, having thrown away his promise with drinking and whoring. ‘The trouble with Jack,’ said Charlie Chaplin, ‘was that he had a naive, romantic conception of himself as a genius doomed to self-destruction which he eventually achieved in a vulgar, boisterous way by drinking himself to death.’

When a doctor suggested that he abandon ‘wine, women and song’, Barrymore asked if he had to quit everything at once. ‘No, you can taper off,’ was the advice. ‘Then I shall quit singing,’ said Barrymore.

In the last few years of his life Barrymore got pally with Errol Flynn, after arriving at the actor’s house unannounced following an argument with the wife and asking for a bed for the night. The three weeks he ended up staying were the most harrowing Flynn could ever remember, worse than fighting crocodiles in the depths of New Guinea. One of the more unsightly habits that Barrymore excelled in was urinating out of the window, sometimes splashing passers-by. Worried that Barrymore’s 100-per-cent-proof piss was washing the varnish off his window sills, Flynn complained, ‘For God’s sakes, can’t you do it somewhere else?’ Barrymore looked suitably admonished, ‘Certainly, m’lad.’ So he took to pissing in the fireplace and sometimes even in wardrobes.

He was on a runaway trolley to hell, basically. At night he’d wake up screaming, or wander about pixillated with no sense of where he was. Once he stumbled into the clothes closet and couldn’t get out. Screaming, he felt things jabbing and tickling the back of his neck. ‘Bats,’ he exclaimed as Flynn came rushing in. ‘Your house is full of bats.’ Flynn had to explain that what he’d felt were coat hangers.

Unable to take any more, fearful that his house might not be standing this time next week, Flynn urged Barrymore’s wife to take him back.

Like the great actor he was, Barrymore took numerous curtain calls before finally succumbing to the inevitable final performance. More than once he’d be rushed to hospital with friends convinced this time he was actually going to die. He’d be in comas, coming out of them just long enough to ask a nurse to fetch him a drink. Those who’d fall for his charms and accede to his wishes were fired. He was a rascal, right to the end.

After emerging from one particular coma that lasted three days, Barrymore opened his eyes and beheld quite the ugliest, roughest-looking female nurse the American medical profession could rustle up. Wondering what kind of hell he’d woken up in Barrymore murmured, ‘God!’ then paused, looked at her again and said, ‘Well … get in anyway, honey.’

There’s a story of a close-to-death Barrymore, sick in bed, legs grotesquely swollen with fluid his body couldn’t pass, asking his twenty-one-year-old daughter Diana to fetch a prostitute for him. Diana herself would succumb to alcohol and drug addiction, killing herself aged thirty-eight.

Then the final collapse; bronchial pneumonia, hardening of the arteries, haemorrhaging ulcers, cirrhosis of the liver, he had the lot. For ten days he faded and rallied, drifting in and out of consciousness. ‘Die?’ he roared. ‘I should say not. No Barrymore would allow such a conventional thing to happen to him.’

When his friends, including Errol Flynn and director Raoul Walsh, heard of Barrymore’s passing they gathered at a bar to commiserate and celebrate the old duffer. Walsh left early, claiming he was too upset. In fact he and two friends went to the funeral home and bribed the undertaker to lend them Barrymore’s body. Transporting it to Flynn’s house, it was propped up in a chair facing the door. Errol was 12-gauged when he arrived, but after putting the light on he very quickly got sober, staring as he was into the face of Barrymore. It was a Hammer horror moment. Letting out a delirious scream, Flynn ran out of the house into Walsh and his cohorts. Relieved it was a prank and that Barrymore hadn’t risen as one of the undead, Flynn retired to bed. ‘My heart was still pounding. I couldn’t sleep the rest of the night.’

Before he died Barrymore left specific instructions that he be cremated, but his brother and sister insisted his remains be buried. In 1980 Barrymore’s son, John Drew, decided to grant his pop his final wish and roped in his own son to help remove the body. As they entered the crypt it was obvious that the casket had cracked some years before and bodily fluids had leaked out to form a sort of gluey substance on the floor. They hauled the coffin into a waiting van and drove the short distance to the crematorium. As preparations were being made John couldn’t resist taking a peek inside at the old devil. He soon wished he hadn’t. ‘Thank God I’m drunk,’ he told his son. ‘So I’ll never remember it.’

ROY BEAN (1825–1903: Old West Judge)

The Wild West has produced a veritable plague of legendary characters, but few can match Judge Roy Bean, a true American folk hero and self-confessed scallywag who set up his own courthouse in a saloon bar along the Rio Grande, dispensing law and whisky with equal enthusiasm.

Born in Mason County, Kentucky, as a teenager Bean travelled far and wide seeking adventure, joining a wagon train bound for Mexico, where he opened a saloon bar in the town of Chihuahua. It’s a wonder the place ever turned a dollar, since Bean was his own best customer, seen most nights pouring the profits down his throat – that’s when he wasn’t picking fights with his customers. One brawl ended with Bean killing a man and before the law got wind of it he’d loaded his remaining booze stock onto a mule and beaten a hasty retreat.

He ended up in San Diego, California, working as a bartender, again drinking most of the stock and behaving like a lunatic, traipsing round town waving a pair of six-guns in the air. Inevitably he shot someone dead and was sentenced to hang. Left dangling on the end of the rope, Bean was rescued and fled town, a permanent burn mark on his neck the only reminder of his close shave with mortality.

On the move again, Bean purchased ten fifty-five-gallon barrels of whisky and set up a saloon in a small town near a railroad construction site employing 8,000 thirsty workers. The region was full of desperadoes, gunslingers and thieves so crime was rife and the nearest courthouse a week’s ride away. Despite having little formal education, and not a shred of legal training, Bean decided he was the man to dispense law and order and after promising free booze to the local commissioners was duly appointed Justice of the Peace. His workplace now served a double purpose, as watering hole and part-time courthouse, with the butt of his pistol as a gavel. One of Bean’s first acts was to wreck the saloon shack of a Jewish competitor.

‘Hear ye! Hear ye! This honourable court is now in session,’ he’d start proceedings by bellowing. ‘And if anybody wants a snort before we start, step up to the bar and name your poison.’ It was not unusual to see drinks being served from the bar that was situated at the back of the court before, during and after trials. Bean also hand-picked the jury, good citizens of the town who also happened to be his best customers. Teetotallers were frowned upon.

As judge, and often executioner, inspiring respect for the law with his two six-shooters, Bean’s method of dispensing justice was unorthodox to say the least. When Carlos Robles stood before him, caught red-handed cattle rustling, Bean solemnly passed sentence: ‘Time will pass and seasons will come and go; Spring with its sweet-smellin









BRENDAN BEHAN (1923–1964: Poet and Dramatist)





















BIX BEIDERBECKE (1903–1931: Jazz Musician)















JOHN BELUSHI (1949–1982: Comedian/Actor)



















ROBERT BENCHLEY (1889–1945: Writer)













JEFFREY BERNARD (1932–1997: Journalist)



























GEORGE BEST (1946–2005: Footballer)
































HUMPHREY BOGART (1899–1957: Actor)





























JOHN BONHAM (1948–1980: Musician)

















JUNIUS BOOTH (1796–1852: Actor)











LOUISE BROOKS (1906–1985: Actress)















GEORGE BROWN (1914–1985: Politician)



















CHARLES BUKOWSKI (1920–1994: Writer/Poet)
















RICHARD BURTON (1925–1984: Actor)
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