
  

  FRED ASTAIRE AND GINGER ROGERS


  It was said of movie dance partners Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, “She gave him sex and he gave her class.” It was later said of Ginger that she did everything Fred did, matching him while dancing backward and in high heels.


  Astaire began his career dancing with his sister Adele, starting in vaudeville and later graduating to Broadway. “After Adele retired the act so she could get married, Fred was disconsolate, practically destroyed,” said Hermes Pan, the choreographer and longtime friend of Fred Astaire (1899–1987). “They were performance stars of the first order.” Others added that the attractive Adele was the act’s real draw and that Fred was unlikely ever to find another ideal dancing partner for the stage. He didn’t.


  Rather, the skinny, balding, non-sexy dancer born Fred Austerlitz sought work in motion picture musicals, a popular and uplifting genre during the Great Depression. He could hardly have imagined in a few years he’d be en route—with the help of an expensive toupee and an ambitious, disciplined blonde dancing partner—to movie stardom.


  Fred made his celluloid bow in a 1931 musical short, then went nowhere fast. But in 1933 he was hired for Dancing Lady, a Joan Crawford musical—she too began as a dancer. Later that year he was paired with the former Virginia McMath (a cousin of future star Rita Hayworth), who’d appeared in myriad throwaway screen parts as a young blonde (twelve years younger than Fred). Their film, Flying Down to Rio, was an exuberantly glamorous musical starring Mexican beauty Dolores Del Rio (whose cousin was silent star Ramon Novarro).


  The picture was a hit, and audiences and critics singled out the dancing numbers of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. A dancing team was born. There would be eight more Astaire-Rogers musicals through 1939, the rest centering on Fred and Ginger. Again, it was the female half that broke up the act, but not for marital anonymity—for ambition. Rogers’s star would continue to rise after she parted with Astaire. Federico Fellini, who directed the Italian film Ginger e Fred (Ginger and Fred, 1986), over which Rogers unsuccessfully sued, said, “Until her looks went away, she could continue in the big movie roles.


  “The other, he was not in the movies for his looks. What he did was artistry, sadly not usually of much commercial value in the movies.” British film historian David Quinlan referred to “the innovative dancing star who made the grinding discipline of constant rehearsal come to the screen as pure poetry.”


  Post-Rogers, Hollywood fashioned romantic musical plots pairing Astaire with a variety of leading ladies, often too young for him (e.g., Rita Hayworth) and later, way too young (e.g., Audrey Hepburn), until finally, in Finian’s Rainbow (1968) he played the female lead’s (Petula Clark) father.


  Fred also appeared in non-musical films but few dramas. His lightweight personality didn’t lend itself to heavy emoting or villainy. He received a supporting-Oscar nomination for the all-star The Towering Inferno (1974) and in old age slipped comfortably into grandfatherly roles. He won an Emmy for a 1979 TV movie titled A Family Upside Down.


  The ex-hoofer’s final performance was in Ghost Story (1981), a film equally costarring Melvyn Douglas, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., and John Houseman. Debbie Reynolds, who worked with Astaire in The Pleasure of His Company (1961) and owned a dance rehearsal studio, recalled, “I’m glad Mr. Astaire went out in a classy production . . . he was a class act. I’m glad it wasn’t a token part in some TV movie or something in a third-rate picture, maybe some horror thing. . . . I don’t remember if Ghost Story came out at Halloween, but I saw it, it was kind of spooky and I relished the chance to see three grand old men of the cinema again.” (She didn’t refer to former producer John Houseman.)


  Reynolds added, “Some people become more likeable with age, less cocky. Mr. Astaire was one. . . . He still moved with grace but he’d long since reconciled, without bitterness, to putting his dancing days behind him.”
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  The quote about Astaire giving Ginger Rogers class implies she (1911–1995) didn’t have that much to begin with. Understandable, in terms of her pre-Astaire characters. Not a natural blonde, Virginia McMath was pushed into show business by her fierce mother Lela Rogers. From the chorus line and movie bit parts, she moved into frequently brassy and/or loudmouthed roles. She got noticed in 42nd Street (1932) and Gold Diggers of 1933 but didn’t gain serious attention until later that year in Flying Down to Rio.


  Subsequent teamings with Fred Astaire were popular, but Ginger didn’t experience a non-dancing hit until Stage Door (1937), top-billing Katharine Hepburn as the rich “girl” sparring with Rogers as a resentful working-class “girl.” Ginger was eager to prove herself without Fred. Rumors that they didn’t get along weren’t yet common and there never was a feud, despite later pictures with other actors portraying dancing partners who couldn’t stand each other. But she agreed to costar a tenth and final time in The Barkleys of Broadway (1949).


  Rogers won an Oscar, which Astaire never did, for a dramatic role in Kitty Foyle (1940), and reached her apotheosis in Lady in the Dark (1944), a film of the Gertrude Lawrence stage hit. In it, Ginger wore one of the most expensive and publicized costumes yet seen on an actress, its capacious, wide-opening bejeweled skirt entirely lined with mink. Postwar, the actress’s features were already hardening and the makeup getting thicker. The process accelerated in the 1950s, with movies that were mostly silly (Monkey Business), desperate (Forever Female), or saw her actually playing a villain, as in Black Widow (1954). In the 1970s Elizabeth Taylor stated that unlike actors, actresses often got cast unsympathetically due to advancing years and diminishing looks.


  Carol Channing costarred with Rogers in The First Traveling Saleslady (1956). “Well, it was so terribly underappreciated that Ginger Rogers and I were virtually responsible for closing down RKO Studios!” (The cartoonish Carol’s somewhat intimidated love interest was a young Clint Eastwood.)


  Rogers’s final ’50s picture was Oh, Men! Oh, Women! (1957), oh, brother, after which she was off the screen until 1964 in The Confession, not deemed worth releasing overseas (it aired on British TV as Quick! Let’s Get Married). Ginger’s swan song found her portraying the mother of 1930s rival and fellow blonde Jean Harlow in Harlow (1965), one of two Harlow biopics that year. The more commercial Harlow, released to cinemas, starred Carroll Baker, with Angela Lansbury as the controlling Mama Jean. Rogers’s Harlow, starring Carol Lynley (born Carolyn Lee) as the original “platinum bombshell,” aired on television.


  Fred Astaire’s acclaim grew over the decades, he didn’t have to play villains, and he wasn’t exiled from film musicals, but Ginger Rogers’s star dimmed. Loyal older fans usually sustained her stardom on the stage, including the musical Hello, Dolly!, post-Channing. Rogers’s most enduring companion was mother Lela (Ginger’s five marriages produced no children).


  Agnes Moorehead worked with Rogers during their latter years in an unsuccessful stage production which, however, earned excellent notices for the prominent character actress. She informed writer Doug McClelland, “I don’t give in to public negativity towards people I have worked with. . . . Without naming our collaboration or reviving any sordid details, a few already exposed by the press, I will only affirm that it was one of my least pleasant working experiences.


  “Miss Rogers felt everybody else in the show was less than secondary. . . . Had she cooperated with those in charge and in the know, our show could have been quite popular. Unhappily, and I would not describe her as a happy person, she preferred to play the star to the bitter end and take the entire ship down with her.”



  

  LUCILLE BALL


  Lucille wasn’t Lucy. TV’s most enduring star was a comedic genius, but Lucy Ricardo and her post–I Love Lucy TV incarnations were characters played by an underrated actress. Friend Carol Burnett said the first time she saw Lucille Ball (1911–1989) she didn’t like her, because she was playing a stinker in a dramatic film titled The Big Street (1942) and treating Henry Fonda miserably.


  Before she burst onto television in 1951, where she has seemingly remained ever since, Ball had an extensive movie career that dated back to 1933. The Jamestown, New York, native had tried modeling under the name Diane Belmont—advertising hats and cigarettes—and was a Goldwyn Girl with regulation long blonde hair before appearing in a variety of films and genres that included The Three Musketeers, Astaire-Rogers musicals, Eddie Cantor comedies, dramas, “women’s pictures,” film noir, and Abbott and Costello in Hollywood.


  Just before I Love Lucy she’d been reduced to a harem-type role in The Magic Carpet. She’d made her mark in comedy, a rare comedienne who happened to be beautiful. But by age forty her big-screen career was virtually over. She’d been doing a radio sitcom titled My Favorite Husband that was intended to transfer to television. Instead, Lucille wanted a TV series she could do with her seven-years-younger husband Desi Arnaz so that the bandleader wouldn’t have to be on the road so much and she could keep an eye on him (he fooled around, plenty).


  The rest is TV history, and in 1954 Lucy and Desi starred in their own big movie hit, the often hilarious The Long, Long Trailer. Their next and final vehicle, Forever Darling in 1956, was considerably less successful. Lucy then stayed off the big screen until 1960 and 1963, costarring both times with Bob Hope.


  After I Love Lucy Ball and Arnaz did The Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour, then she went solo—that is, minus Ricky but still with sidekick Vivian Vance—in The Lucy Show, followed by the considerably less amusing Here’s Lucy (usually costarring her two children). Over the years criticism mounted that as Lucille aged (she’d debuted as Lucy Ricardo at almost forty) she was still enacting an often clueless, childlike character. But lots of people still loved Lucy.


  By that time Lucy and Desi had bought RKO, the movie studio that Howard Hughes had acquired and run into the ground. Desilu was a major TV production entity. Most of its shows were hits, and it was Ball who green-lit a then-risky new hour-long sci-fi series titled Star Trek. In the 1960s, after her marriage ended (1940–1960) and Lucy was running things on her own, she was the most visible businesswoman in America. She claimed to be uncomfortable in that position.


  She’d also starred—despite her non-singing voice—in Wildcat, a 1960 Broadway musical, declaring that she didn’t feel she’d “truly made it” until she saw her name in lights on Broadway. Ball remarried, to a comedian born Morton Goldapper, renamed Gary Morton, whom she made producer of her shows. They stayed together until her death. (Another Jewish comedian who switched first and last names was Allen Konigsberg, or Woody Allen.)


  Those who worked with Lucy learned she took her TV work very seriously and wasn’t much inclined toward humor off-camera. She was a tough taskmaster who’d grown used to being boss. Various actors said they disliked working with her, from movie star Danny Kaye to Tom Bosley (Happy Days). She cowed comedy great Jack Benny, instructing him on-set how to “be funnier,” she reduced guest star Joan Crawford to tears, and clashed with Richard Burton when he and Elizabeth Taylor guested on her show. Johnny Carson called her Lucille Testicle.


  After Lucy’s back-to-back Bob Hope movies, she did two more pictures during the 1960s: a minor part in A Guide for the Married Man (1967) and a comedy with Henry Fonda, a surprise hit titled Yours, Mine and Ours (1968) about two middle-aged people who marry despite each having umpteen kids—and one to come(!). That film’s success made Lucille Ball a bankable movie star again.


  When the decision was made to film the Broadway hit Mame, it wasn’t assumed that Angela Lansbury, a non–movie star, would reprise the part that took her faltering career to new heights. Even the biggest musical hits typically inherited new stars onscreen, e.g., Rosalind Russell replaced Ethel Merman in Gypsy, Marilyn Monroe replaced Carol Channing in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and Barbra Streisand replaced Channing in Hello, Dolly!


  There was chagrin over the fact that Lucille Ball’s singing would not be dubbed. But the upbeat, kooky personality of Auntie Mame (the pre-musical Auntie Mame had starred Rosalind Russell on stage and screen) suited Lucy admirably. Filming got off to a rocky start when Ball disapproved of Madeline Kahn’s performance as Agnes Gooch and had her replaced with Jane Connell, the older and less colorful Broadway Gooch. Criticism over the filtered lenses used in many shots of the sixty-plus leading lady was inevitable but became a focus of the needlessly negative movie reviews. Some New York critics were unduly harsh supposedly because they’d strongly favored Lansbury in the role.


  The lavish, tuneful, and entertaining Mame (1974) was a financial success. Leading man Robert Preston said, “Her singing is better than I thought and she’s a knockout in that wardrobe [by Theadora Van Runkle]. Lucy’s kept her figure . . . in the big plantation number she kicks higher than chorus girls half her age.”


  Looking back in 1999, Bea Arthur, who’d also costarred in the Broadway version, said, “The movie got savaged and it devastated Lucy. She didn’t deserve that. . . . It was a wonderful vehicle for her to go out on . . . the black-and-white-and-red title number that centered around her is a showstopper by any standard.”


  In 1985 Lucille Ball returned to dramatic acting in the TV movie Stone Pillow, playing a feisty bag lady. The expected Emmy Award nomination didn’t materialize. In 1986 she returned to series television as a seventy-five-year-old Lucy incarnation in Life with Lucy, costarring her longtime sidekick Gale Gordon. It just didn’t work, perhaps less so because of her age than the format (with dull younger costars and extraneous moppets) and poor writing.


  Ratings were dismal, and the network pulled the plug after eight episodes, not bothering to air the five remaining completed episodes. Lucille Ball’s legendary career was over. In 1989 she appeared as a presenter on the Academy Awards show with Bob Hope and died that same year of a ruptured abdominal aortic aneurysm . . . some said also of boredom, others a broken heart.

  
  

  


  

  GAY ICONS: TALLULAH BANKHEAD, ANTHONY PERKINS, AND DIVINE


  What makes a cult figure? Certainly they have to be more than ordinary, must stand out, even be offbeat or unusual. Bizarre is okay too. But it’s also about the audience such an individual attracts and the level of devotion they afford her or him. Some superstars have cult followings but because they’re major stars they also—like Judy Garland or Barbra Streisand—have mainstream followings.


  The following threesome weren’t superstars—except to their fans.
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  “Dahling, I forbid you to refer to it like that!” Tallulah Bankhead reprimanded a UK reporter interviewing her about her final movie.


  The picture, realistically titled Fanatic (1964) in Britain but Die! Die! My Darling in the United States, had just been referred to as part of the ’60s “hag-horror” cycle of shockers starring past-their-prime female stars looking far from their best and best exemplified by What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?


  Bankhead, eventually known as “the Alabama Foghorn” for her deep, highly imitable voice—although her accent was English, not Southern—had left the United States to extract major success on the London stage in the 1920s. She’d felt somewhat disappointed at not becoming a quick success in her own country. Her grandfather and uncle were US senators and her father a US congressman and later Speaker of the House.


  Tallulah’s West End stardom and acclaim prompted Hollywood to contract her for a slew of films in the early 1930s with titles like Tarnished Lady, My Sin, The Cheat, and Faithless. She was intended to be the new, homegrown Dietrich, a glamorous vamp who lived for love and disdained the consequences. But her vehicles didn’t spark at the box office and beginning in 1933 Bankhead would be out of pictures for eleven years.


  Bankhead and her fans believed her magic was best practiced on the Broadway stage. A number of her theatrical hits were made into successful movies, but not starring her. For instance her huge hit The Little Foxes became another Oscar-nominated role for Bette Davis. When Davis later played a fading, temperamental stage star in All About Eve, Bankhead was convinced Davis was caricaturing her.


  Tallulah’s screen personality had grown with age, as evidenced in Alfred Hitchock’s Lifeboat (1943). The notoriously uninhibited bisexual actress—who famously declared, “Daddy warned me about men and alcohol . . . but he never said a thing about women and cocaine!”—created an upset on Hitch’s set by refusing to sport underwear. The droll director did nothing about the complaint, explaining that he wouldn’t know which department to contact: wardrobe, makeup, or hairdressing.


  Bankhead as the sexually adventurous Catherine the Great in director Otto Preminger’s poorly scripted A Royal Scandal (1945; Czarina in Britain) flopped so resoundingly that she didn’t get another lead film role, her last, for nineteen years. Before then the flamboyant star’s screen opportunities were limited by her reputation for drinking. Jack Warner agreed she might have been ideal in Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie (1950). But he’d had enough of alcoholic stars, among them Errol Flynn, and their costly delays. Instead, he hired English actress Gertrude Lawrence to play the former Southern belle.


  Tallulah continued on the stage, her glory days behind her. Quality roles for middle-aged actresses were rare and she preferred a starring part in a second-rate play to a better play as a secondary character. The cult figure was usually a box-office draw, with a significant gay following. Even so, she sometimes experienced embarrassing failures like 1963’s disastrous The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore by Tennessee Williams, pairing Bankhead and golden boy Tab Hunter.


  Asked if Hunter were gay—he came out much later—Tallulah famously responded, “How should I know, dahling? He never sucked my cock.” (A disastrous film version of Milk Train, retitled Boom!, would star a too-young Elizabeth Taylor and a too-old Richard Burton.)


  Aware of it or not, Tallulah had long since become camp, a virtual caricature of herself, fun and funny but rarely taken seriously anymore. In the most popular episode of the post–I Love Lucy TV series The Desilu Comedy Hour Bankhead spoofed herself as “The Celebrity Next Door” (the part was first offered to Bette Davis, who demanded too much money).


  By the 1960s camp was “in,” including the twice-weekly from-the-comics TV show Batman, on which Bankhead was a guest villainess as The Black Widow. Most of her TV appearances were on talk shows, where her wit and outrageousness were eagerly received and often bleeped. There were no movie offers, except finally in England, where her swan song pitted her against Stefanie Powers (TV’s The Girl from U.N.C.L.E. and later Hart to Hart).


  Die! Die! My Darling featured a starkly de-glamourized Tallulah, makeup-free in plain black. She played an ultra-orthodox Christian whose late son was engaged to Stefanie (despite little interest in girls), who stops by while in England to say hello to his bereaved mother, who holds her prisoner and demands the young woman cease wearing makeup and the color red. Mrs. Trefoyle plans to dispatch her visitor to the next world, where she can rejoin her “pure” (virginal) son.


  The fanatic’s secret is she was once a stage actress reveling in the very “sins” she now so vehemently condemns. The future cult film didn’t set box offices on either side of the Atlantic on fire. Manhattan friend Douglas Whitney later explained, “It was a sad ending. Miss Bankhead felt she’d done the picture for no good reason. She didn’t like how she looked, but if it had made money or gotten her good notices, because she did a fine job portraying somebody so opposite to herself. . . . Instead, she was dismissed and the picture assailed by critics.


  “Also, she suspected the American movie title was meant to make fun of her.”


  Two years later, the star lent her unique voice to a delightful animated (stop-motion) picture based on Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid” called The Daydreamer (1966). The starry vocal cast included Boris Karloff, Patty Duke, Burl Ives, and young Hayley Mills as the mermaid, and Tallulah as the Sea Witch. She half-joked, “Stereotyping, dahlings, that’s what it is!”


  Despite monumental alcohol and drug abuse, Tallulah Bankhead had reached the age of sixty-five when she died in 1968. Comedian Patsy Kelly, who played maids on screen and after hard times became a real-life maid to Tallulah, as well as her sometime stage costar, posthumously announced, “Every time a celebrity dies they always say we’ll never see that person’s like again. But in Tallulah’s case that’s the absolute truth.”
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  “He flirted, and when I flirted back out of courtesy—he was dishy, I admit—he seemed scared. Thereafter we were professionally friendly,” recalled Jane Fonda of Anthony Perkins, star of the basketball-themed comedy Tall Story (1960), which marked the film debut of Henry Fonda’s daughter.


  Perkins’s father was Osgood Perkins, a character actor whom Tony characterized as “a big Broadway star.” The son (1932–1992) was discovered for film by gay director George Cukor, bowing on screen in The Actress (1953). During the ’50s Tony Perkins was something of a teen pinup, but that would cease with his other 1960 release, the smash hit Psycho. From then on, Norman Bates was more or less Perkins’s shadow. Toward the end of his career Tony accepted and embraced him, appearing in Psycho sequels and directing himself as Norman.


  Post-Psycho, Perkins moved to Europe for five years. His agent Robert Hussong explained, “He was still a sex symbol there and did some good films. But he didn’t make another American film till eight years after Psycho.” On returning home, the actor was chagrinned to find that Hollywood now preferred to cast him as quirky oddballs or villains. “Word had also gotten out that Tony was into S&M, and that influenced the roles he was offered.”


  Perkins acted in numerous films he considered unsatisfying but also took to the stage, and in early middle age took a wife, photographer Berry Berenson, sister of actress Marisa Berenson (Cabaret). Perkins was homosexual but Berenson’s sexuality has been disputed. If gay or bi, she never came out—she also continued to closet Tony after his death (she died in an airplane during the 9/11 terrorist attacks).


  Anthony Perkins got considerable publicity via his presumed heterosexuality (his best-known lover had been Tab Hunter). But the new lifestyle neither curtailed his innate sexuality nor changed his image with Hollywood casting directors. For instance, he played tacitly gay Hector McQueen in Murder on the Orient Express (1974). Its director, Sidney Lumet, noted, “Tony stuttered when he was very young. It mostly went away but he had a rather hesitant way of speaking that made it seem as if he wasn’t necessarily being frank with you.


  “With many actors their essence, if you will, becomes more apparent as they grow older and become more themselves.”


  Perkins had turned down Some Like It Hot, afraid to be seen starring in drag in 1959. Ironically, the year before, in The Matchmaker (which when musicalized became Hello, Dolly!), he did a brief scene with Robert Morse—who eventually came out as bisexual—dancing together in drag to escape their boss’s notice. But where Morse looked “cute” in drag, Perkins looked eerie.


  “Tony has an alarming quality,” said Brian O’Dowd, his dresser and friend. “Now and then he has an expression as if he’s been caught at something. It’s perfect for what Tony calls the monster roles he gets offered.”


  Perkins remained married until he died, giving occasional “family values” interviews, but his ongoing promiscuity was well known on both coasts. Actress-writer Jennifer Lee, who’d roomed with Berry, disclosed, “You’d go to parties at their house and Tony would be in the corner with all the gay boys and Berry with all the straight girlfriends, except for the odd bisexual girl. It was strange. They were so gay, which is fine, but it was always weird to think that he was her husband. You were in their house and it was like being in a gay disco.”


  Perkins had Bell’s palsy, a paralysis of the facial nerve frequently caused by the herpes simplex virus, that affected the right side of his mouth. Supposedly he found out he was HIV-positive when he went to a doctor about the palsy and a technician secretly tested him for the AIDS virus, then sold the news to a tabloid.


  Tony continued acting for as long as he could. “He’s gotten adjusted to roles as villains and also to gay ones,” explained O’Dowd. “What’s harder to take is when the size of your roles diminishes . . . or nobody wants you.” Perkins traveled to Eastern Europe to continue making movies, telling inquiring friends upon his return, “You don’t even want to know.”


  Emaciated and reportedly wearing padded shirts, Anthony Perkins’s final roles, in 1992, were in a telefilm and a made-in-Spain feature film. Naked Target, a “thriller-comedy,” involved a nude New York courier handcuffed to a valuable briefcase that’s set to explode, on the run in Madrid where only his Spanish contact has the key, with several figures in pursuit of the briefcase’s contents. Tony played a quirky character called El Mecano. In In the Deep Woods Rosanna Arquette mourns a murdered friend, the latest victim of a serial killer. Then Paul Miller shows up, offering to find the killer, but he (Perkins) may be a fake detective—possibly the murderer. (Norman, is that you?)
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  “My parents and I were estranged for what seemed to me, and I hope to them, a real long time,” said Divine (1945–1988), born Glenn Milstead.


  “When your son dresses in women’s clothes, even to make a living, I guess that’s not unusual. But they were also mortified when my character ate doggie do in Pink Flamingos. That was awful but artistically necessary. To believe my character did that, the audience had to see me actually do it.”


 [image: Housewife and mother roles weren’t what Glenn Milstead, better known as Divine, originally set out to play. But his biggest movie hit, Hairspray (1988), cast him as a housewife and mom. Shortly before his death at forty-two, Divine was adding male roles to his repertoire.]


  Housewife and mother roles weren’t what Glenn Milstead, better known as Divine, originally set out to play. But his biggest movie hit, Hairspray (1988), cast him as a housewife and mom. Shortly before his death at forty-two, Divine was adding male roles to his repertoire.


  Divine was best known for his work with Baltimore filmmaker John Waters, who made him a cult-movie star via Pink Flamingos (1972) and other low-budget oddities. Though the actor almost invariably performed in drag, he bristled and bellowed at being called a drag queen and insisted he didn’t wear such clothes in everyday life. Divine did relatively few interviews and once warned he had three taboo topics: drag, the doggie-do scene, and his weight.


  “I’ll bite or eat the finger off the next reporter who asks why I’m fat. People know why I’m fat, but the press is so dumb!”


  Some costars felt Milstead overate out of loneliness. Tab Hunter contributed, “Food is Divine’s love substitute. He told me he’s too cranky and heavy to pursue much of a personal life, meaning a romantic one.”


  Divine’s most famous quote was “All my life I wanted to look like Elizabeth Taylor. Now Elizabeth Taylor looks like me.”


  Charles Pierce, a master impressionist and “male actress,” explained that drag artists divide into two categories: those who recreate female icons or those who devise their own female personas. Like Milstead, Pierce—best known for his Bette Davis—essayed some male characters toward the end.


  Pierce noted that Divine was unique in not portraying sexy or beautiful or ladylike females. “He prefers to be loud and scary. But then, one pays attention to a 320-pound personality with overly obvious makeup and big hair!”


  In 1986 Divine admitted, “If I were a female actress I’d have rejected all those die-of-boredom lady roles with the little white gloves. Hell, I’d have been Bette and Joan and Liz and Stanwyck rolled into one!”


  Paul Bartel, who directed Divine and Tab Hunter in the pseudo-western Lust in the Dust (1985) said, “Divine wants career longevity . . . and further choices. To get them, he needs to drop the dresses. . . . There’s far more male roles anyway.” Bartel added ominously, “Longevity also requires a more reasonable weight, not that I’m a beanpole myself.”


  At forty Divine hinted he might toss the wigs to pass on screen as a fairly ordinary balding, overweight man. After Hairspray (1988) became Divine’s biggest hit (later remade with John Travolta as the mother), Glenn acknowledged that even so, housewife and mother roles “aren’t exactly what I first set out to play.” He seriously experimented with a “new male look” after being offered a recurring male role on the TV sitcom Married with Children.


  Shortly before dying of an enlarged heart, Divine played a male detective in the movie Out of the Dark. It was released posthumously, earning him good reviews and praise for his diversity. Said Tab Hunter, “Divine could have pulled off a truly bi-gender career. He could have continued in his original footsteps but alternated with off-the-wall male characters. Either way, he would never be dull!”



  

  DRUGS: JOHN BELUSHI, RIVER PHOENIX, AND CHRIS FARLEY


  Drugs and celebrity have never been strangers, but they’ve never been as closely bound as in recent times. Once upon a time Tallulah Bankhead mock-boasted, “Cocaine is not addictive, dahling—I should know, I’ve been using it for twenty years.” Where she lived to the unripe old age of sixty-five, the following three males died, respectively, at thirty-three, twenty-three, and thirty-three.


  John Belushi (1949–1982) was voted “most humorous” of his high school’s Class of ’67 in Wheaton, Illinois. He later formed an improvisational comedy trio modeled on Chicago’s Second City troupe but was already into marijuana and hallucinogens. He avoided the Vietnam War draft by further elevating his blood pressure through eating salt before the physical exam.


  In 1971 John joined Second City and was discovering cocaine and the tranquilizer Quaalude. What one critic called his “belligerent humor” got him cast in the off-Broadway musical National Lampoon’s Lemmings (1973), a Woodstock spoof. “You couldn’t help but notice him,” said reviewer Dave Gilbert. “He was large and loud and desperate to be funny. He wasn’t always . . . sometimes he was unintentionally funny. Sometimes extremely funny.”


  As a member of the original Saturday Night Live team in 1975, Belushi became a household name. His physical style of comedy included characters like the Samurai warrior and a giant killer bee. He also did boldly unflattering imitations of Elizabeth Taylor, Marlon Brando, and other celebs. But his drug use almost got him fired from SNL on several occasions.


  In 1978 director Jack Nicholson requested John for a small role in his movie Goin’ South. The two didn’t get along, but later that year the comic actor and writer became a movie star playing Bluto in the unexpected sophomoric hit National Lampoon’s Animal House.


 [image: In high school John Belushi was voted “most humorous,” and he became an instant comedy star on Saturday Night Live. His ensuing movie stardom didn’t last, but his drug habit did—and escalated fatally. Had he lived, he’d have costarred in the megahit Ghostbusters.]


  In high school John Belushi was voted “most humorous,” and he became an instant comedy star on Saturday Night Live. His ensuing movie stardom didn’t last, but his drug habit did—and escalated fatally. Had he lived, he’d have costarred in the megahit Ghostbusters.


  By the time of The Blues Brothers (1980), Belushi had quit SNL to concentrate on film, but insiders worried that he was abusing everything—food, cigarettes, pot, alcohol, tranquilizers, and above all cocaine. To play a romantic lead in Continental Divide (1981) he lost forty pounds. The film wasn’t a hit, nor was the 1981 black comedy Neighbors with costar and friend Dan Aykroyd.


  Fearful of losing his star status, Belushi took a screenplay and rewrote it for himself, intending a successful comedy/crime caper. He titled it Noble Rot. Paramount wasn’t pleased with the script or the title. John took the criticism very personally. “He was angry and he was afraid,” said a mutual friend of Gilda Radner and John. “He never believed he was movie-star material. He just knew he was funny . . . it’s how he coped in school, it’s how he earned a living.”


  After the Paramount meeting the fading star chose to hole up at the Chateau Marmont hotel in Hollywood while his wife Judy stayed in New York. Belushi then embarked on a marathon drug binge abetted by Los Angeles drug dealer Cathy Smith, who introduced him to “speedballs,” an injection of cocaine and heroin. The two hung out together from March 1 to March 5, 1982. Early on the 5th after an all-night Hollywood “party” they returned to the hotel, and though John felt unwell, he took yet more drugs. Smith gave him one final shot before he showered and went to bed while she drove away to place a bet on a horse.


  Hours later, Belushi’s fitness trainer arrived to find him nude on the bed in a fetal position, his tongue hanging out. The trainer couldn’t revive him. The autopsy found death was due to “acute cocaine and heroin intoxication.” The next year Cathy Smith was charged with second-degree murder, then sentenced to three years in prison for involuntary manslaughter, serving only eighteen months.


  Had John lived he’d have costarred in the hit Ghostbusters (1984), written by Dan Aykroyd and Harold Ramis, in the role inherited by Bill Murray.


  Today a speedball is known as a Belushi.
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  Most stars’ final films get released with big box-office hopes, like Giant (1956) with James Dean, who reaped a posthumous Oscar nomination. Of course it already had giant expectations via Rock Hudson and Elizabeth Taylor.


  Occasionally a final movie takes time to reach the screen, as with Bruce Lee, but especially River Phoenix (1970–1993). Dark Blood wasn’t released until 2012, almost two decades after his death at twenty-three. The unfilmed scenes meant to include River were simply given a voiceover narration. It was too long after the star’s death to create much of a reaction.


  Phoenix played a very young widower named Boy. The film involved nuclear testing and a couple (Judy Davis and Jonathan Pryce) stranded in the desert. The 80-percent-completed movie just sat until 1999, when destruction of the footage was suggested to avoid paying further storage costs. Director George Sluizer got hold of it. Funding and legal delays used up the next thirteen years.


  River was named after the River of Life in Herman Hesse’s celebrated novel Siddhartha. Sister Rain Phoenix later costarred in Even Cowgirls Get the Blues. Brother Joaquin Phoenix won a 2020 Oscar for The Joker—River was nominated for a supporting Academy Award for Running on Empty (1988).


  Screenwriter Jeffrey Boam (Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade) met River during shooting of that sequel. “What I heard was, after his parents gave their kids all these wonderful names they joined some Christian cult and started moving the family around. . . . At some point, in the Hollywood area at age twelve or so, River became a professional actor.


  “He wouldn’t say much about his folks, and rarely smiled. . . . He seemed troubled and kept things to himself.”


  In 1982 River made his TV debut in the series Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, which ran for twenty-two episodes. His movie bow was in 1985 in Explorers and he broke through the next year in Stand By Me, then went on to The Mosquito Coast, Running on Empty, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Dogfight, My Own Private Idaho, and Sneakers. Meanwhile he got hooked on drugs.


  In interviews Phoenix stressed his vegetarianism and condemned meat-eating and sometimes drug-taking. But by 1990 or earlier he was experimenting with morphine and heroin and by 1992, the year of Sneakers (which he told friends not to see, as he’d only done it for the money), River was considered by several directors “unreliable” to work with.


  On recent sets he’d often sat zombie-like between takes, staring into space, not reacting to others. Where once he’d felt “chosen” (his word) to be an actor and communicate “true feelings,” he now made efforts for each new film he did to fetch him a bigger salary.


  “He pretty much hid his private life. We don’t know to what degree it contributed to his . . . state of mindlessness and drug-taking,” said Boam. “He should have been top-o’-the-world. He’d been acclaimed for his talent, even been compared to . . . as the new James Dean. But he wasn’t a happy kid.”


  River Phoenix died from a drug overdose outside the Hollywood nightclub the Viper Room on the Sunset Strip (his brother Joaquin—then known as Leaf—was there) after experiencing an eight-minute seizure, his head jerking and his knuckles banging against the sidewalk. The autopsy labeled it death from “acute multiple drug intoxication.”
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  Like John Belushi, Chris Farley (1964–1997) died from drugs at thirty-three and came to fame via television’s Saturday Night Live. He too joined Chicago’s Second City troupe, having long since discovered he could achieve or approximate popularity by making classmates laugh. In Wisconsin he’d been an overweight child who turned boisterous in the spotlight.


 [image: Chris Farley’s wild-and-crazy persona belied his serious side. He did read books and said, “If you saw me in glasses you’d think maybe I was a porky intellectual.” He hoped eventually to transcend heavy comedy and star as disgraced comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle.]


  Chris Farley’s wild-and-crazy persona belied his serious side. He did read books and said, “If you saw me in glasses you’d think maybe I was a porky intellectual.” He hoped eventually to transcend heavy comedy and star as disgraced comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle.


  “I did read books,” Farley explained. “I wasn’t always cutting up . . . if you saw me in glasses you’d think maybe I was a porky intellectual.”


  He earned a degree in theatre and communications from Marquette University in Milwaukee. SNL producer Lorne Michaels saw Chris perform and was impressed by his physical comedy and lack of inhibition (recall how Farley later threw himself into rounded female impersonations and his Chippendale’s male stripper next to far more buffed males like Patrick Swayze). Michaels signed the comedian to the show’s 1990 season and Chris stayed for five years.


  During his SNL tenure Farley often participated in movies starring SNL alumnae. His 1990s screen career naturally enough focused on comedy, but he hoped someday to transition into drama via the unfunny story of silent comic star Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, who was unjustly accused of rape and murder and was twice acquitted but nevertheless lost his career and fortune and died prematurely. Chris said, “One reason I want to do Arbuckle’s story is that a big part of his becoming a villain in the press was the reaction to his weight.


  “One of the worst things I found out researching is he had a movie contract that said he had to weigh a minimum of 250 pounds. Like, never mind about his health or mental well-being, it was like a freak-show thing.”


  Chris Farley, like several heavy comedic stars, didn’t nourish a consistent desire to lose weight, afraid his popularity and earning power were tied to his poundage. His initial movies included Wayne’s World, Coneheads, Wayne’s World II, Airheads, and Billy Madison. He became a leading man in Tommy Boy (1995), teamed with the slim, fey David Spade. A box-office hit, it led to their reteaming in Black Sheep (1996). Beverly Hills Ninja followed in 1997.


  Farley’s swan song was Almost Heroes (1998), costarring Matthew Perry and directed by Christopher Guest. Chris deemed it his most enjoyable film. He’d been first choice to star as the manic title character The Cable Guy (1996), but his full schedule passed the part on to Jim Carrey. The animated hit Shrek had been tailored for Chris, who recorded most of Shrek’s dialogue before his death (ultimately it was decided to use a different voice).


  An anonymous friend was quoted after Farley’s death, “Chris loved having lots of money. But it didn’t fill the hole inside him. It’s a cliché, but he knew he wasn’t respected. Not truly. . . . He was sensitive about the word ‘gross.’ Some of his comedy was gross but he didn’t like it being called that.


  “He said by 40 he hoped to change his image. But how? He hardly tried to lose weight . . . and the movies he wanted to do just weren’t going to be given to him. In a way he was trapped.”


  Another source said Chris Farley tried to fill his inner emptiness with an excess of food, alcohol, drugs, and paid sex. The funnyman visited numerous reducing spas and rehab facilities over the years and for one year did attain sobriety, but then fell off the wagon. “He said he admired my losing weight,” said comedian Tom Arnold. “I encouraged Chris, but some friends said that between his drugs and the weight issue it was just a matter of time.”


  The binge habit was hard to break, and Farley’s last binge comprised a week of continuous eating, drinking, and snorting cocaine. The last individual to see him alive was a paid stripper in his luxury Chicago apartment after midnight on December 7, 1997. Later that day Chris’s brother discovered him dead. The autopsy stated death was from an overdose of cocaine and morphine, combined with coronary artery disease.

  
  

  


  

  SUICIDES: CLARA BLANDICK, PEG ENTWISTLE, AND LUPE VÉLEZ


  Reasons for suicide vary widely, as with the following three actresses. One was elderly and finished in movies, but more importantly she lived in pain and feared the onset of blindness. The young actresses had different motives. One, disillusioned by Hollywood, chose a highly symbolic way to end her life and the career she felt was going nowhere. She may have had another personal reason or reasons.


  The third’s reason was very personal. Though she’d attained stardom and was only thirty-six (not “only” by Hollywood standards), she was pregnant by a man who refused to marry her. Was societally induced shame the whole reason? Only the first suicide in this chapter made perfectly clear why she took the ultimate step.


  Virtually everyone’s heard of Auntie Em, mother-substitute to Dorothy Gale in The Wizard of Oz (1939), the film classic from L. Frank Baum’s classic children’s book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. (In the book, they’re silver shoes, not ruby “slippers.”) How many people know the name of Dorothy’s uncle? At Forest Lawn Cemetery in Glendale, California, the ashes of “Auntie Em” reside mere yards from the remains of Charley Grapewin, who played . . . Uncle Henry. Oz buffs know that fearless boy-dog Toto was played by a, pardon the expression, bitch named Terry.
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  It takes a buff to name the actress behind Em: Clara Blandick (1876–1962), originally Clara Blanchard Dickey. She was born in Hong Kong aboard an American ship captained by her father. The vessel’s name was the Willard Mudgett (not far from midget, as in an Oz Munchkin).


  Clara made her stage bow in 1901. Decades before becoming a harried farmer she was an attractive and fashionable young woman. Asked about having played the dowdy screen role, she half-joked, “I guess Kansas wore me down.” (Vivian Vance of I Love Lucy habitually asserted she was from New Mexico until she finally admitted she was a Kansas native. She stated that had she been Dorothy she’d have waited patiently for a tornado to cross her path and carry her far off.)


  Like many actors of her era, Blandick seemed to age prematurely and after her looks faded and substantial stage roles dried up she followed the work trail to California and got what film parts she could. Though they were small, sometimes minuscule, the studios churned out so many movies that she was able to survive. After The Wizard of Oz she was seen in dozens more pictures, typically as spinsters, disapproving elderly women, and landladies. She did get to play a “cold-blooded murderess” in the mystery caper Philo Vance Returns (1947).


  Rarely interviewed, for journalists then as now usually sought out stars, Clara informed the press she missed out on the fun and glamour of Oz. “I wasn’t in the Technicolor sequences.” Seldom if ever asked about “Uncle Henry,” her comments about Judy Garland were invariably praiseful of the talented, likeable teen.


  Blandick’s final two movies were in 1950, as a housekeeper in Key to the City and a landlady in Love That Brute—sadly, after so many years in Hollywood she went uncredited in her screen swan song.


  Clara retired and became reclusive. In 1905 she’d married, then separated in 1910 before divorcing. She had no children. Through the 1950s her eyesight continually deteriorated, and her arthritis became increasingly painful.


  On Sunday, April 15, 1962, after returning from Palm Sunday services at her church, the ex-thespian made an acting showcase of her room. She placed mementoes and photographs of herself to best advantage and got out her résumé and stage and movie clippings for display. Her hair already styled, and wearing an “elegant royal blue dressing gown,” Clara swallowed a fatal dose of sleeping pills, lay down on her sofa—a plastic bag tied around her head—draped a gold blanket around her shoulders, then waited.


  Her body was found by her landlady.


  Clara Blandick’s suicide note read: “I am now about to make the great adventure. I cannot endure this agonizing pain any longer. It is all over my body. Neither can I face the impending blindness. I pray the Lord my soul to take. Amen.”
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  Virtually forgotten as an acclaimed stage talent who Bette Davis said inspired her to become an actress, Peg Entwistle (1908–1932) is instead remembered, alas not by name, for the way she died. She jumped off the H of the HOLLYWOODLAND sign that advertised a nearby housing development (in 1949 the –LAND was removed and the letters shortened from fifty feet to forty-five feet).


  Millicent Lillian “Peg” Entwistle was born in Wales to English parents. At what point she and her divorced father, who got custody, arrived in the United States is unclear. But in 1922 he was killed in a hit-and-run accident in New York City at Park Avenue and 72nd Street. Peg was taken in by an uncle.


  In 1925 Entwistle made her stage debut and in the same year Bette Davis, also born in 1908, saw the fast-rising seventeen-year-old in Ibsen’s The Wild Duck. Davis told her mother, “I want to be exactly like Peg Entwistle!” Who knows but that Entwistle might have become another Bette Davis. . . .


  By 1926 Peg was a member of the prestigious New York Theatre Guild, with whom she did ten plays, acting opposite current stars like Laurette Taylor and future ones like Robert Cummings.


  Peg married actor Robert Keith in 1927 but divorced him in 1929, citing besides the customary mental-cruelty charge the fact that he didn’t tell her he’d been previously married and had a six-year-old son—future actor Brian Keith.


  The actress continued working and touring, but once the Great Depression hit, roles became more scarce. Though the dramatically oriented Peg sought bigger acting challenges, she often found herself cast in comedies. In 1932 she was in a play that was canceled.


  Later that year she was hired for another play, in Los Angeles. It starred Billie Burke, most famous as Glinda the Good Witch in The Wizard of Oz. Thereafter, no stage work was in the immediate offing. The Depression was at its height and unemployment was rife in practically every profession.


  So Peg turned to movies, at the time considered a strictly-for-the-money comedown for a stage professional. Her first film was her last, Thirteen Women. The revenge thriller produced by David O. Selznick, who later oversaw Gone with the Wind, had a ludicrous script. It features a Eurasian villain played by Myrna Loy (born Myrna Williams in Helena, Montana, like her contemporary, Gary Cooper). The character, snubbed at school by her all-Caucasian sorority sisters, enlists a “swami” with mysterious “powers” to help her force most of them to kill themselves or each other.


  Eventually Loy (given a Chinese-sounding surname, the better to portray stereotypical villains) does in her accomplice by persuading him to fall beneath an oncoming subway train. The film starred Irene Dunne. Its cast included Englishwoman Jill Esmond, at the time better known than her husband Laurence Olivier, whom she would leave for another woman—they reportedly settled in Wimbledon—and Peg Entwistle. Peg’s screen time came to about sixteen minutes of the seventy-three-minute picture. Made nervous by preview audiences’ poor assessment of the product, its producer cut several scenes, leaving Entwistle with about four minutes on screen.


  The cuts were widely cited as a (or the) reason behind the actress’s suicide. (The movie’s 1935 rerelease clocked in at fifty-nine minutes.) Thirteen Women, later described as one of the first “female ensemble” films, opened in New York City in October, after Peg’s September suicide, and in Los Angeles in November.


  More than reduced screen time in what was only her first picture may have factored in Peg’s fatal decision. At the time of her death she was experiencing difficulty finding work. But was that reason enough for self-destruction? Peg was living with her uncle, who’d also moved to the Golden State. After his niece’s death he told the police that he’d seen her suffer “intense mental anguish.” Whether anyone else ever witnessed it, who knows?


  In the 1980s Brian Keith (who took his own life after his daughter Daisy died) wondered “if the situation with her uncle was on the up-and-up . . . I don’t know, I was just a kid. But I heard things that adults refused to repeat when I asked what they meant. Or maybe she really was that volatile, I don’t know.”


  On September 16, 1932, the twenty-four-year-old informed her uncle she was going to walk to a drugstore, then visit friends. Two days later a female hiking the southern slope of Mount Lee came upon a purse, a woman’s shoe, and a jacket near the HOLLYWOODLAND sign. Inside the purse was a suicide note signed “P.E.” The hiker then saw the body below, in a ravine 140 feet beneath the sign, and notified the police. Peg had climbed to the top of the sign’s H via a workman’s ladder, then leaped to her death, officially caused by
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