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INTRODUCTION

Norma Jean Mortenson wanted to be famous. It was a goal not much different from that of many other young girls growing into womanhood in Los Angeles and elsewhere.

Not that Norma Jean had a specific profession in mind. The adults she knew worked almost exclusively in the motion picture industry, but so did many of the parents and family friends of the boys and girls with whom she went to school. Hollywood was a company town, just as much as the parts of the country in which the economy was focused on coal mining or manufacturing. The studio moguls were like the mine owners. The support personnel—film cutters and editors like her mother, seamstresses, carpenters, electricians—rode the same trolley cars, shopped in the same drugstores, bought food in the same grocery stores, and purchased their casual clothes in the same specialty shops as movie stars making a thousand dollars a week per picture.

To a kid like Norma Jean, movie stars were neighbors as they went about their daily lives, exciting to see only when there was a disconnect and they were projected on a giant screen, their names in marquee lights.

Even in Los Angeles, where women had been writing scenarios from the start of the movie industry and many were well-paid employees of the studios, there was little talk of women doing more than marrying and raising families while their men earned the family income. Throughout the nation there was a small but growing number of women entering the medical field, including such “male” specialties as surgery. Women were reading for the law, an apprentice system considered the equivalent of going to law school, as well as taking university classes when they could gain admittance. And there were entrepreneurs, such as San Francisco resident Sarah Breedlove who died in 1919, just seven years before Norma Jean was born. Using the name Madame C. J. Walker, this woman, the daughter of former slaves, became the first black millionaire businesswoman in the nation.

Despite the realities of the changing times, despite the impact of the Great Depression—which saw women as well as men seeking jobs in any field to help their families—the 1930s, when Norma Jean was growing into a teenager, was a time in which no one talked about female role models, self-esteem, and achievement outside of motherhood. Norma Jean became infatuated with the older boy down the street, marrying him just before he felt the need to enlist in what had become World War II. Then, lonely and resentful over the lack of her young husband’s companionship, Norma Jean, with her mother-in-law’s help, got a job working in a defense plant. There she found other young women her age and slightly older: all of them lonely; some married; some despairing the fact that they were not; and all gradually becoming friends in the manner of those who share the same experiences.

Norma Jean forgot about being famous. Her goal, and that of the other young women, was to try to add style and sensuality to the coveralls they had to wear. They might be faceless individuals on an assembly line, but with some adjustments to the coveralls, they could at least pretend to be sexy.

And then David Conover came by. He was a photographer on assignment to boost morale by taking pictures of pretty young women in wartime jobs, then having them printed in the various publications for the soldiers. Officially, the captions would show how everyone was working together, the people at home supporting the boys overseas. Unofficially the images were as close to pin-ups as the boys would see in Yank and the other publications created for their entertainment.

Conover delightedly photographed several of the assembly line women, noticing that Norma Jean’s expressions seemed especially responsive to the lens. All the women he used were pretty, but there was something in the one young woman that would make a reader linger a bit longer over her face. He had permission to take extra images for personal freelancing, both to military and civilian publications, so when he was done with his assignment, he arranged for Norma Jean to put on a sweater she kept in her locker and join him outside during a work break.

The photographs were what he desired—a pretty girl, young, fresh, enjoying the moment. Norma Jean was paid for her time. Conover was paid by the image. And enough magazine editors responded to the assembly line worker the way he did that he found it profitable to return to the girl for further posing. He also recommended her to other professionals and, eventually, to a local modeling agency.

Once again, Norma Jean wanted to be famous, an ambition no longer a mere fantasy—if she limited her thinking to modeling. A few months after meeting Conover, having obtained so much work that she quit her defense industry job, Norma Jean’s face could be found on magazine covers sold throughout the United States. It was an achievement most young women would have considered an ultimate goal in itself. But this was Los Angeles, and fame meant something greater than being a pretty face on what was often a pulp magazine cover. Too many other young women had achieved the same success. Norma Jean wanted more, and Los Angeles being the heart of the movie industry, she asked the modeling agency director to help her get even a small role in a film.

The problem with becoming an actress was that Norma Jean could not act. She was beautiful. She came alive for the camera. She was a delight to behold. But so were hundreds of other young women who had flocked to Hollywood with the same goal.

Some, like Norma Jean, had grown up with the film industry, their families or their friends’ families working behind the scenes or paid as extras. Many had first been models. Others came by train or bus from small towns and big cities having first tasted show business by starring in a high school play where they received standing ovations from siblings, parents, grandparents, and assorted friends. A few had real professional experience as paid actresses on the stage or entertainers in nightclubs. All thought they were at least as good as the stars of the various studios, and all were fiercely competitive.

Fortunately studio contracts were relatively easy to obtain, even for a young woman like Norma Jean who had only worked in front of a still camera. Such contracts, though officially for seven years and seeming to promise fame and fortune, were misleading. Numerous escape clauses inserted by the studio lawyers allowed the studios to hire an actor at their minimum rate, use the person as little or as much as they liked for six months, then fire the individual. This was why early musicals often had dozens of beautiful girls, always in the background. They were inexpensive, they worked hard to keep their contracts in force, and they delighted young men who might otherwise take their girlfriends to some other form of entertainment.

Norma Jean was like almost every other starlet with no experience other than putting a smile on her face and sticking out her chest for the camera. She looked beautiful in scenes that mostly were left on the cutting room floor. She was just one of many pretty girls in the scenes an audience got to see. And when she was fired after the first six months, no one wrote to the studio to ask what her next picture would be. She had reached the pinnacle of the success about which she had fantasized, or at least the pinnacle for her abilities, and she was on the way back downhill before she realized it was over.

But Norma Jean had started to master the game of becoming famous. She had learned where to compromise and where to object. That was why she fought altering her hair color, accepting what eventually became platinum blond when she learned that the change made it easier to light her face when the background was dark, resulting in more work. And for some of the same reasons she eagerly agreed to go on multiple-day photo shoots, during which she traveled with and shared a motel room with the photographer.

As a starlet there had been a number of changes beginning with her name and continuing into a social life that involved looking pretty at poker games and other males-only parties held in the homes of powerful producers. Wives were never present, but starlets acted as room decorations available for “borrowing” when one of the men decided to take a break in one of the guest bedrooms.

[image: image]

In Hollywood a girl’s virtue is much less important than her hairdo. You’re judged by how you look, not by what you are. Hollywood’s a place where they’ll pay you a thousand dollars for a kiss, and fifty cents for your soul. I know, because I turned down the first offer enough and held out for the fifty cents.

The actress known as (but not yet legally named)
Marilyn Monroe, as quoted by her ghostwriter,
Ben Hecht.
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Norma Jean would later talk about how much she hated this period of her life; but Norma Jean wanted to be famous, and when she found herself represented by one of the most powerful agents in Hollywood, she realized she could achieve that goal in the show business in which she was barely competent. Norma Jean could become a star.

There was other help coming from unlikely vessels, including a Hollywood columnist who cadged a free office above the pharmacy department of Schwab’s Drug Store. He told Norma Jean that her childhood was too normal, too boring for anyone to want to write about her. The only dramatic upbringing she knew was the harrowing tale of orphanages, foster homes, molestation, and rape endured by her foster sister, Beebe Goddard, during the years before they met one another. Soon she related the tales as she remembered them, generating compassion and fascination from the media for a life she never experienced.

The men Norma Jean bedded and/or wedded were often coldly chosen for how they could help her achieve her dreams. The first was a boy barely out of high school, scared about going to war, filled with raging hormones that blinded him to the difference between lust and love, and willing to do a neighbor a favor in exchange for what he thought was “forever.” Instead, he was Norma Jean’s “starter husband,” providing little but a chance to escape into the world at large.

Then there were the producers and directors who said “thank you” with movie parts, casting influence, and contract guidance. There was the baseball player who, along with Norma Jean, became part of the most glamorous entertainment couple of the day, their fans mobbing them throughout the world. Yet privately he preferred television and comic books to sex, and showed his resentment over Norma Jean pursuing a film career instead of just caring for him by physically beating her.

Then there was the adulterous playwright who was simultaneously sating his physical lust while keeping adequate intellectual distance so he could make notes as though his wife were a case study in preparation for a new play that became a reality after her untimely death.

And there was the final lover, the politician in competition with the long-ago actions of his adulterous father. The affair was known to a handful of West Coast—based newspaper reporters. But the affair was also part of the politician’s private life, and in those days such privacy was respected.

The fame came at a price, one she could not have anticipated. The major motion pictures studios had long been supplying their employees, from the talent to the assistants to the tech people, with pills meant to enable them to work more effectively during the long hours of a production. There were pills to take at bedtime since sleep, when in the midst of filming demands, was limited at best. The medicine rendered the user unconscious almost immediately, no matter how unsettling the day might have been. Stimulants were provided for morning use so everyone could arise before daylight to prepare for the day’s shoot. The fact that they were highly addictive and that some studio employees would find their effectiveness waning with time led to abuse that would eventually destroy such famous lives as Judy Garland and Peter Lawford.

Norma Jean was too weak to resist the allure of the drugs. She had the money to buy anything she wanted. She had doctors willing to prescribe medications without learning what else she was taking through the largesse of other medical professionals. And her friends were simply bemused by the fact that, when she stayed with them, if she felt she had reached the maximum safe amount of her own prescription drugs she could take to sleep, she would go to the friend’s medicine cabinet. There she would take whatever looked helpful, washing it down with champagne, the alcohol contained therein another depressant.

In 1956, with her body ravaged by drugs that were slowly eroding her health and endangering her life, her appearance on movie sets erratic at best, Time magazine sent one of their West Coast staff reporters, Ezra Goodman, to prepare a cover story on the woman who had legally changed her name to the one she had used for a decade of work—Marilyn Monroe. She was thirty years old and had been living a series of often-contradictory lies that other journalists had accepted. This time Goodman went deeper, checking her statements, traveling to find family members, former teachers, fellow actors, and anyone else who could either confirm or correct the history of Norma Jean as she grew to womanhood and fought her way to the top of the film industry.

Goodman discovered that Marilyn Monroe knew the father she claimed had disappeared or been killed, that her mother was alive and not dead as she claimed, and that the loving way in which she was actually raised was in sharp contrast to the studio biographies. He prepared a lengthy article that told the true story of Marilyn Monroe and sent it to the magazine’s editorial department in New York. There the staff was horrified. They were fans like the rest of America. By the time they finished altering Goodman’s work, placing Norma Jean’s Marilyn Monroe picture on the cover, the ultimate imprimatur of fame in that era, the lies had become truth for the American public.

It is with this history that every biographer must approach the subject of Marilyn Monroe and the times of the woman who created her. Sometimes the lies are outrageous; yet there are also times when the truth rings false because so many myths have so long overshadowed reality. Always there are those who want to add their own bias based on something read, common gossip, an Internet site, or some other unchecked or uncheckable resource. They talk of Marilyn working for the CIA, seducing heads of state and others with knowledge needed by our government. They say she was murdered or committed suicide. They turn her into a Barbie doll, dressing her in elaborate costumes, and then have her act out imaginative stories about the life she never led, creating a world that becomes their unshakable truth.

And beyond the conspiracy theories related to Monroe’s death are the fringe true believers who will not let Marilyn Monroe (or Norma Jean) die: such as Sherrie Lea, a woman whose psychiatrist convinced her (as she has, in turn, convinced other past-life enthusiasts) that she is the reincarnation of the actress. As proof, she has “memories” of events involving Monroe and either one other person, such as the late Jack Kennedy, or several people, also all now dead.

Even vengeance and greed have come into play since Marilyn Monroe’s (first?) death. Norma Jean stole the story of Beebe Goddard’s life. She also left an estate in excess of a million dollars, with none of it going directly to her foster sister. Hurting for money, and because it was known that occasionally Marilyn had sent Beebe presents over the years, Goddard began selling and auctioning Marilyn Monroe possessions she had been given. The income proved substantial enough so that Beebe could live out her days without wanting. It was also based on a false premise. Not only did she sell items Monroe had never provided, many of them were not even made until after Marilyn’s death (though within the lifetime of Sherrie Lea—but apparently the “reincarnated Marilyn” never reunited with Goddard).

Ultimately the question remains, what caused the film industry and the nation to be so taken with one actress whose skills, roles, and performances showed less ability than other actresses from the same era who are long forgotten?
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Time magazine writer Ezra Goodman said, “There are any number of topnotch Hollywood directors whom she has driven to professional distraction and who will tell you firmly that Monroe cannot act her way out of an old brassiere.”

[image: image]

Other actresses married prominent men. Other actresses led lives of questionable morality. And other actresses manipulated the media with whatever “truth” suited the moment. Yet only Marilyn lives on in the hearts and minds of generations not yet born when she died.

To understand who she was and how she continues to impact popular culture is the purpose of this book. So fasten your seat belt. It is going to be a wild ride.


ACT I

Norma Jean


One

[image: image]

Meeting the Constant Lover

They were the Celluloid Commandos, the daring young men of make-believe for whom no mission was too dangerous, no enemy too strong, and all acts of derring-do were selfless in their spontaneity and heroism. The Celluloid Commandos were America’s elite unit of noncombatants. They bore their weapons—typewriters and still and movie cameras—as they recorded ceaseless triumphs over the enemy in fake newsreels, propaganda posters, placed articles, and training aids for real soldiers, sailors, and airmen such as actor Jimmy Stewart who put the phoniness of Hollywood behind him when he became a bomber pilot, truly risking his life for his country.

Ronald Reagan, the extremely nearsighted B-movie actor, was an Army Air Force captain in service as one of the stateside Celluloid Commandos. He took to the air with some frequency, braving regular small plane flights to Catalina Island during which he was repeatedly challenged by the scourge of airsickness. Fortunately, he was able to have his fevered brow soothed by his then-wife, Jane Wyman, with whom he slept almost every night of his active duty. The rest of the time he was on his nearby base—the former Hal Roach Studios—shared with such fellow physically unfit actors as Alan Ladd and Clark Gable. Long known for its production of comedy shorts and features, it was appropriately renamed Fort Wacky when it was drafted into wartime duty as the headquarters for the West Coast–based Celluloid Commandos.

The work of Fort Wacky had a more illustrious history and more serious technical challenge than the conglomeration of physically unfit Hollywood misfits and its nickname implied. The simplest work was the propaganda film, designed to give Americans the idea that our fighting forces were doing better in combat against the Axis powers than they actually were.

The training film was quite another matter. This was a sophisticated version of work done by the Taos, New Mexico, Society of Artists during World War I. That earlier work involved the painting of murals that matched the terrain American soldiers would encounter as they fought throughout Europe. The murals were positioned on a firing range used for practicing cannon fire at the approximate distance that the large guns would be used in actual combat. Then, as round after round was fired in simulated battle conditions, the men hopefully learned skills that would result in the enemy taking more casualties than would be possible if the allied forces were seeing the land for the first time.

Technology, both for weapons and training, advanced quickly. World War I bombers dropped the explosives by hand, leaning over the side of the open planes, estimating the angle at which the bomb would be dropping, hoping it hit an enemy target. Everything was guesswork and only experience improved the limited accuracy.

By the start of World War II, sophisticated sighting equipment inside an enclosed cockpit was used to determine when to release the bombs carried in the belly of each plane. The bombers flew faster and higher than in the past. New gun sights showed the terrain, but the view was quite different from what might be seen from the older, lower-flying aircraft.

The new equipment required new simulation training aids. It was no longer possible to send a camera crew over enemy territory to record the view for insertion in a bombsight simulator. Instead, the technicians at Hal Roach Studios gathered stock footage from past motion pictures, travelogues, and documentaries that showed Japanese cities and factories targeted for future bombing. These would be edited and rigged so a new pilot could practice bombing runs looking at a movie that matched the view he would have in real life.

Another aspect of the propaganda effort (coordinated from, among other locations, Fort Wacky) was to show the American people that Hollywood stars were involved with the fight. The problem was that straight (openly gay and lesbian volunteers were rejected), physically fit males were enlisting in the military. The seemingly virile men available for roles were either homosexual, disabled in a manner that might not be obvious on the screen (Peter Lawford’s mostly useless right hand, for example), or too old. This reality frequently meant that an actor stationed at Fort Wacky would be shown in print ads and placed articles as being active military, presumably going back and forth to the front.

The nearsighted Captain Reagan, for example, had been inducted into the active military on April 14, 1942, training at San Francisco’s Fort Dixon before being transferred to the army air corps and stationed at the Hal Roach Studio, then called the Army Air Force First Motion Picture Unit. He would not have been able to safely handle combat, his poor vision making him a danger to anyone around him. But as a real soldier in a pretend war, or a pretend soldier in a real war, he felt so comfortable wearing a uniform and making movies that supposedly simulated what active duty soldiers were accomplishing that they became a part of his mental résumé. Over time he seemed to forget that his films from that era—This Is the Army, Secret Service of the Air, Mr. Gardenia Jones, International Journey, Murder in the Air, Rear Gunner, and Desperate Journey were fantasies, and that his other films, made for training, also were not experiences he had lived. By the time he was president of the United States approximately four decades later, he occasionally presented himself as an eyewitness to a history that never happened.

The truth was that during World War II, Jane Wyman Reagan was frequently in more danger than was her husband because she regularly traveled the country with other civilians, selling war bonds and encouraging support for the Red Cross. Captain Reagan had the equivalent of a nine-to-five job, sleeping in his own bed almost every night. When the couple was apart, it was usually because of Jane’s war work, not her husband’s. However, the fan magazines were read by teens and young women who had boyfriends, husbands, sons, and fathers in combat. The editors, working with Fort Wacky personnel and others, devised stories about Captain Reagan’s “sacrifices” so that men would relate to him and women would relate to his wife.

The July 1942 issue of Modern Screen was typical of the planted stories meant to boost the morale of the readers whose loved ones were likely to be in the midst of battle. The article told how Jane Wyman had “. . . seen Ronnie’s sick face bent over a picture of the small swollen bodies of children starved to death in Poland. ‘This,’ said the war-hating Reagan between set lips, ‘would make it a pleasure to kill.’ ”

Whenever Reagan made public appearances in the Los Angeles area, the stories always said he was “on leave.” Both the studio and the military wanted him to have the image of a man fighting for his country while helping out at home whenever possible. And he came to believe his own press.

For example, President Reagan gave one talk in which he mentioned seeing heroism during his service in World War II. The incident he described involved a B-17 pilot whose aircraft had been hopelessly damaged by enemy fire. The plane was going to crash and there was nothing to do but order the crew to parachute to safety, which most did. The exception was the belly gunner, a youth who had been badly wounded when fighting the enemy aircraft. He couldn’t jump, and even if he could leave the plane, it was obvious he was dying in excruciating pain.

The brave pilot, unhurt and able to escape, was unwilling to leave the weeping, terrified youth to suffer alone during those last few minutes of life. Instead the pilot sat on the floor of the plane and cradled the man in his arms. “ ‘Never mind, son,’ ” President Reagan quoted the heroic pilot as saying. “ ‘We’ll ride it down together.’ ”

Usually President Reagan told the story as though Captain Reagan had been a witness. His eyes would seem to glaze over as he remembered the scene of selflessness. Tears would often be present, and his voice would choke as he quoted the heroic pilot.

The only problem was that he had not been there, could not have been there. Any witness would have died in the plane crash. President Reagan was simply remembering a war movie Captain Reagan had made. Thus, in hindsight, he was the perfect person to set in motion another fantasy life, this time that of a young defense plant worker he did not know existed.

The incident occurred when Captain Reagan was asked to arrange for photography inside a war plant. Still photographs of the home front were provided by Fort Wacky and other military base photographers who went into their communities to record bond drives, scrap metal collection drives, the use of ration stamps, United Service Organization activities, and other efforts to support the armed forces. The pictures were then sent to newspapers and magazines read by servicemen and -women throughout the world.

The other area of coverage, one popular with both the servicemen and the photographers, was what was generically known as Rosie the Riveter. Prior to World War II, the United States had been more rural than urban. Life primarily revolved around agriculture communities where the roles of men and women were clearly defined. Even in the city, women raised the children, cared for the home, and supported their husbands when they went to work each day.

The aftermath of Pearl Harbor and the declaration of war against Germany was that the men who formerly worked in manufacturing plants were drafted into uniform. Women flocked to shipyards, aircraft plants, munitions factories, and the like, taking the jobs that once were restricted to males only. They received the same pay as men. They began living on their own. And they experienced an instant social shift no one had anticipated. They also made assembly lines look sexy.

There was more to Captain Reagan’s work with the Army Air Force First Motion Picture Unit than just being a vehicle for home front support. He was serious about his job and worked to find ways to build troop morale. One of his ideas was to supply the weekly magazine Yank and the newspaper Stars and Stripes with pictures of pretty girls working on the assembly lines of defense plants.

Yank, which sold for five cents a copy to assure that the members of the army, navy, and army air force respected the publication, was available only to the military. Published from seventeen different countries, 2.6 million copies sold each week in twenty-one different editions. New York was the editorial headquarters for the articles, photographs, and comic strips that were used in every copy worldwide. To this material was added regional interest items provided by staff members in the seventeen different countries. Then each issue was printed regionally and distributed to the buyers. The publication only existed through the end of 1945, but that was long enough for Captain Reagan’s idea to be adopted and for him to be given permission to dispatch PFC David Conover to a war plant to shoot young women to be featured in all copies of the August 2, 1945, edition. Stars and Stripes and nonmilitary publications also used some of the photos though not to the degree of Yank.

Captain Reagan’s choice of a defense plant to photograph was the model airplane factory owned by actor and friend Reginald Denny. The British actor working in the United States was best known for the stock comic caricature of the “silly ass Englishman” in many movies of the era. He was seen most frequently in the Bulldog Drummond series of detective mysteries.

Model airplane enthusiasts and the military knew a different side to Denny. For years he had been developing sophisticated radio-controlled model airplanes that could be operated in a manner exactly duplicating the fighter tactics American pilots and ground crew gunners would be facing in Europe and Asia. Instead of movies, Denny’s catapult-launched aircraft were flown at a height that made them appear identical to the larger aircraft flying at higher altitudes against American ground forces. Anti-aircraft gunners in training were able to hone their skills with weapons as large as 40mm. Prior to Denny’s work, cloth sleeves would be attached to the rear of a manned airplane. Then the pilot would fly through the sky while the anti-aircraft gunners fired at the large billowing sleeve. Sometimes they missed. Sometimes they hit the sleeve but could not tell they had done so until the aircraft landed. And sometimes their inexperience resulted in the accidental death of the pilot and/or the loss of the plane.

Denny’s aircraft, which returned to earth with a twenty-four-foot parachute, provided the first meaningful and safe training tool for anti-aircraft gunners.

Conover, a Sunset Boulevard studio photographer before the war, was part of a public relations camera crew that descended on the various plants to photograph the women at work. Reagan’s staff, among others scattered around the country, would go through the photos taken by the various PR photographers, selecting illustrations for publication. This meant that all the photographers were on the lookout for pretty girls whose faces would attract reader attention.

The assignment given to Conover and the other photographers was one that provided an unspoken but frequently achieved bonus. The men were allowed to make arrangements with the women they recorded to take additional pictures for freelance sales to magazines and newspapers when they were on their own time. The photographers paid the women whatever way they wished (professionals received a minimum of five dollars an hour; amateurs sometimes received free prints and no money).

The market for pictures of pretty girls was just beginning to increase beyond anyone’s expectations. They were sought for a growing number of men’s magazines. They were sought for women’s magazines. They were eventually sought for “true” romance and confession magazines, general interest magazines such as Pageant, true crime publications, and even magazines devoted to photography such as U.S. Camera, in which Norma Jean would eventually appear. Perhaps the most unusual were the magazines such as Laff, a seemingly less literate version of college humor magazines such as Life and Judge that were popular two decades earlier.

Laff combined photographs of models wearing form-fitting, one-piece bathing suits, short shorts, and tight blouses, with cartoons and short humor, the latter often dealing with dating and marriage. Different poses and different locations were used when taking the photographs, and each image of the same girl in a different outfit and/or setting would often have a different name provided for the caption. A girl leaning against a ranch fence would have one name; the same girl in a bathing suit running into the ocean would have a second name, and the same girl curled sensually in a hanging chair would have a third name. The model was routinely paid by the hour, but the photographers were paid by the published image, making them eager to have a model in as many outfits and locations in as short a shooting time as possible.

The possibility of freelancing to such publications was frequently in the minds of the photographers who were handling the public relations pictures when, in early 1945, PFC Conover arrived at Radio Plane with his cameras. There he found Norma Jean Dougherty working in the “dope room” spraying chemicals (“dope”) on fuselages. The job, one of the relatively skilled positions, was a promotion she had received following her earlier work as a parachute inspector. The higher-paying position brought her twenty dollars for what was usually a fifty-hour week.

Years later, when Norma Jean was asked about her work, she proudly explained what she had done before her promotion. “I first had a job inspecting parachutes,” she told some reporters. “. . . not the kind a life depends on; the little parachutes they use to float down the targets after the gunners are through with them.” For reasons never understood, several newspaper reporters twisted what she said, creating the idea that she was both callous and stupid. They created a quote that read, in part, “. . . her first job was packing parachutes but she was fired because she kept making mistakes and two men died. . . .”

The Radio Plane factory work was tedious yet important, the training from the use of the models making the gunners more effective in the field. The women who worked there were freeing men for combat, praying that their brothers, boyfriends, husbands, and former classmates would return home. Yet though they rarely saw a man of dating age who was out of uniform, though their work could be dirty, they still wanted to look as much like available young women proud to show off their bodies as they had before the war. Toward this end they would request coveralls one size smaller than they should have worn, so that every curve and contour of their bodies would be enhanced. They also kept sweaters in their lockers, changing before they left for home each day.

The photographers were often drawn to one worker or another, arranging to photograph them for nonmilitary publications during breaks, before and after shifts. David Conover was no different, zeroing in on Norma Jean Dougherty, a young woman whose husband had enlisted in the merchant marine. He photographed her and the others in the plant with both a 4x5 and a roll film camera, using black-and-white film extremely sensitive to light. Then he asked her to put on the sweater she kept in her locker and go outside during a break so he could photograph her in color with a 35mm camera and Kodachrome Film.

Norma Jean was flattered, not so much by the prospect of appearing in a magazine as by the fact that a stranger, a man who had owned a photo studio in civilian life, found her to be photogenic. She did not hesitate to give him her home telephone number when he said he might wish to hire her for more sessions during her free time if the images were as successful as he thought they would be.

Conover and the other photographers processed the film they used for black-and-white images, but Kodachrome was a slide film that required special equipment and handling available only from an area Eastman Kodak processing lab. Each roll of transparencies was then checked for quality control, in this case by an inspector who called Conover to learn more about the model. She seemed so spontaneous and natural, as though she were on the most enjoyable date of her life, the camera lens a surrogate lover, that he was curious where the photographer had found her.

David was delighted to learn that his impressions of the woman were validated by someone else in the business. He not only was able to sell some of the images to a publication called Laff that combined cartoons and jokes with pictures of pretty girls, he also introduced Norma Jean to Potter Hueth, a civilian photographer friend with a studio on Pico Boulevard. Conover would have continued working with the young woman but he was being reassigned to the Philippines and would have no more time.

Norma Jean was delighted. Hueth was less so. The freelance work done by both the photographers connected with the Celluloid Commandos and by men who were not in the service required their spending money in advance. They had to hire the model for her time even when it was not certain that her looks would please an editor. They had to buy the film, pay for the processing, pay for the printing, and only then begin offering the material to the magazines, most of which were headquartered in New York, Chicago, and Toronto. This meant mailing expenses that would not be reimbursed even when a sale was made.

Once a photographer was known to the publication’s editor, the photographer knew which images would sell and which would not, reducing the cost of waste. But when Hueth met the young woman Conover had been photographing, he both recognized her salability and the fact that he could not afford to hire her for a session. He was too new in the commercial photography business to take any work for which payment was uncertain, and while young women who wanted to model professionally routinely paid for the photographer’s time creating her portfolio, Norma Jean had not expressed such interest. She was asked to pose. She had not requested such an experience.

Conover and his friend Hueth both photographed Norma Jean prior to Conover’s going overseas, though apparently only David paid her up front for her time. This was enough money so that she decided to quit Radio Plane to explore whether she could actually become a professional model.

For reasons never discussed, Norma Jean decided to not tell her husband what was taking place. The job at Radio Plane had been taken out of boredom, not patriotism. Jim Dougherty was in the merchant marine, and without his coming home each day from a regular job, life was boring. The assembly line work brought in extra money, provided a social life, and enabled her to meet other young women her age who were experiencing many of the same emotions.

Modeling was not a type of work the couple had discussed, because neither of them knew anyone who modeled and Norma Jean did not fantasize herself on a magazine’s cover. Even the initial photography that David Conover shot seemed somehow apart from the world the couple had known. She did not realize that her picture would soon be on the cover of Yank, a publication seen by her husband and countless other servicemen throughout the world. Her only interest was in learning how to improve her posing techniques, not where and when the images taken for the military might appear.

Hueth was especially impressed with Norma Jean’s professionalism. She asked to see all the photographs taken of her, not just the ones culled as best. She studied how the light could sculpt her face, affect her hair, set her apart from the background, or seem to engulf her so unflattering features disappeared. She asked about makeup, clothing, and hairstyles. She questioned body positions in different types of light. Then, each time she gained a better understanding of what was taking place, she tried correcting the pose, the clothing, or whatever other feature was going to be a factor in the image the photographer was trying to achieve. She obviously had a hunger to learn, and Hueth decided to get her representation from a modeling agency. The one he chose, Emmeline Snively’s Blue Book Modeling Agency, was in the posh Ambassador Hotel and was considered one of the finest agencies of the day.

Snively reviewed the pictures Hueth had taken, interviewed Norma Jean, and agreed to sign her for representation. The arrangements were finalized on August 2, 1945. It was the same day that Norma Jean’s husband, Jim Dougherty, had his first hint of what was happening with his wife. He, and everyone else in the military who picked up a copy of the current edition of Yank, saw Norma Jean’s defense plant photo on the cover.

Emmeline Snively had first entered the beauty business when she and her mother, Emma, opened the Village School in 1937. It was part finishing school, part modeling school, and part charm school. The students learned everything from poise and charm in daily relationships to posing for the camera. They were mostly the daughters of wealthy families whose future was more likely to be that of wife than someone with a career. Their knowledge would be used to look beautiful at catered parties and business events involving their husbands.

Emmeline realized that she was more interested in the work-a-day world of glamour. She and her mother closed the Village School in 1943 and Emmeline began the serious representation of professional models. Her timing was excellent, because the publishing and advertising businesses had changed. There was growing demand for young women who could pose for advertising, appear on covers, and make personal appearances at trade shows, conventions, and the like as the representative of one or another company’s products. There was also a demand for attractive young women to work as extras and bit players in the movies, and the pay for such roles had risen to a level where a booking agent’s percentage could mean a substantial income.

The Blue Book Modeling Agency had approximately twenty reasonably experienced models at any given time. She also had young women like Norma Jean, experienced enough to be considered embarking on a professional career but lacking the extra training needed to handle any assignment. For them she developed a side course costing her one hundred dollars (which she quickly earned back because she only enrolled young women she was certain would succeed). Maria Smith taught makeup and grooming, Emmeline Snively taught posing for the camera, and Mrs. Gavin Beardsley provided instruction in fashion modeling.

Another twenty-five dollars had to be spent to have their photographs and basic information of height, hair color, body measurements, and the like printed in a catalog used to gain new clients. By the time the model was trained and in the agency book, she would need to work twenty-five hours to meet the up-front expenses.

Rather than discourage the young women, Snively let them pay her from their modeling assignments. This made the training seem free, especially since they were working in ways they had previously only dreamed about. Equally important, Snively made certain the women she represented were types that, once trained, would be in demand, so none ever felt the school portion was a scam.

The publishing and advertising businesses were increasingly in need of models, and Los Angeles area photographers supplied images to editors and account executives throughout the country. However, the East Coast and Midwest had the greatest concentration of publishing companies, corporate headquarters, and advertising agencies. Young women on the West Coast often wanted to work in the film industry, and Snively had neither knowledge nor connections with the studio casting directors. To be certain she benefited from all possible work, she utilized Helen Ainsworth, the West Coast chief of the National Concert Association, who placed appropriate models with the film studios, splitting her commission with Snively.

Norma Jean Dougherty had never thought of herself having a modeling career until David Conover photographed her in the defense plant. She never thought of herself working in the movie industry until she got to know some of the established models who were making the move to studio contract players. These were women who often had great looks rather than talent or experience, and though they signed long-term contracts, escape clauses assured that most would work no more than six months. They attended classes at the studios, and they were placed in films that needed a lot of people who had few, if any lines. They might be in a beach scene one day, a ballroom scene another, and strolling among the townspeople in a period Western in another. Those who showed talent, ability, and a screen presence would continue working. Others would go back to still photography posing, perhaps with another studio giving them a chance a few months later. Even the chance to work a few months was intriguing, but while Norma Jean fantasized about a possible future, Emmeline Snively was far more realistic.

A critical analysis of the young Mrs. Dougherty showed that she was extremely limited in what she could offer clients. The cheesecake photos were fine. They weren’t close-ups. They weren’t meant to sell clothing or a product the model was holding. They were pretty-girl shots and she did fine with them. She also would likely be able to handle “face in the crowd” jobs with the movie studios. Everything else was likely to present a problem, the reason she insisted she focus on the more obtainable still photography work.

The problem Emmeline Snively faced was that Norma Jean was double jointed and had hyperextension of the knees. A fashion client looking at her portfolio would see the perfect girl-next-door type for a line of dresses. However, once hired, Norma Jean would be expected to do a graceful runway walk in which one foot was placed in a direct line in front of the other as she moved smoothly, acting like a hanger for the clothing. Norma Jean’s walk dipped slightly, making the clothing look as though it had been placed askew on a hanger, bunching together folds of fabric that should have hung loosely. Since all clothing models were viewed by the potential fashion buyer as having the perfect look for the outfit, it would likely be assumed that the dress was unattractive, not that the model was unable to wear it effectively.

The best work, other than posing for still photographs, was trade show and convention jobs, in which personality mattered and the client had the model interact with potential customers. This often meant memorizing general information about a company and its product, then talking with potential customers who were drawn to the exhibit by the young woman’s beauty. When the questions went past the flirtatious and the basic, the customer would be turned over to a full-time technical expert to provide details and perhaps make a sale. The pay was just ten dollars a day, less than Norma Jean could make for cheesecake-type modeling but more than double what she had been paid at Radio Plane.

Norma Jean’s first trade show job was during a September industrial show at the Pan-Pacific Auditorium. She represented the Holga Steel Company for ten days, and then went on to another six days of work for clients of Emmeline Snively. Part of the time was posing with products for a Montgomery Ward catalog, and part of the time involved a fashion show with too low a budget to hire competent runway models.

Norma Jean was certain that her decision to quit her defense job was the right one when she met the cost of her training and was making more money than with her past full-time job and all within less than three weeks after finishing her classes. She also discovered a talent that remains evident to this day, more than six decades later. The person looking at her photographs has the impression that she is delightedly, sensually, erotically focused on the viewer of the images, not a camera and photographer. She learned to seduce the lens in such a way that when the finished image was used as the cover of a magazine, a casual buyer perusing a newsstand would feel compelled to pause and look at the picture even though it was a different magazine than normally purchased. Often this led to a noticeable boost in newsstand sales, a fact that could lead to higher advertising rates and/or the sale of more advertising pages.

Emmeline Snively showed photographers the impact of Norma Jean’s look and they responded by taking their own pictures of her for their clients. By the end of her first full year of agency modeling, Norma Jean Dougherty had appeared on thirty-three magazine covers. She knew she could never go back to being just a housewife or another teenage girl on the factory assembly line, and if she and Jim ever seriously talked about the changes in her life, she knew that, if he objected, the marriage would be over. The camera had become her primary lover of choice, and when she began to think about it, the motion picture camera was nothing more than a more sophisticated lover. She was mastering magazine modeling. It was time to turn to the movies. What she did not realize was the full price she would have to pay for that decision. In order to become the most famous star of her era, Norma Jean Mortenson Dougherty would have to carefully evaluate every last vestige of the life she had led, the people she had known, and the experiences she had had. Some would be discarded, lies and deceptions piled so high atop reality that when journalists uncovered the truth, their editors refused to run the story, certain the reporter, not Norma Jean, was making up falsehoods. Others would simply be hidden from view, living in the dark fringe of shadows from a life glowing so brightly from its artificial light that few bothered to see what else was close at hand.

As for the real Norma Jean Mortenson Dougherty, she would be “killed” in the office above the Schwab’s Drug Store pharmacy that was provided without charge to entertainment columnist Sid Skolsky. It was a “murder” her ancestors would probably have applauded because it was a crime of passion based on a dream that glowed brighter than reality, and the one thing her ancestors shared was the uncontrollable desire to pursue dreams and schemes and imaginings.


Two
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The Real Norma Jean

They were an odd mix of people, Norma Jean’s ancestors. They were dreamers and schemers, of course, but they were also sexual libertines and self-righteous conservatives, self-taught scholars and illiterates proud of their lack of knowledge, religious zealots and ardent nonbelievers. Several experienced ill health that affected their ability to think clearly—neurosyphilis, cardiovascular disease, multiple mini-strokes—that would lead to a misguided belief in the family that mental illness was rampant. Others were simply young moderns in rebellion against the strictures of the Victorian era, men and women who would eventually be classed as part of the Roaring Twenties.

Tilford Marion Hogan was typical of Norma Jean’s ancestors. He was an uneducated Missouri day laborer who supported his family with a strong back and muscular arms, working the land, taking whatever jobs he could find, and using his spare time to pursue the dream of a life of scholarly reflection and good works. He and his wife, Jennie Nance Hogan, could barely feed their three children, yet Tilford prided himself on inviting passing strangers to share a meal with them. He was a self-taught reader who laboriously struggled with the complexities of poetry and literature. He bought books whenever possible, his constantly growing library staying with the family as a mix of hard and flush times caused them to seek new living quarters every few weeks or months. Sometimes this meant a log cabin; other times they stayed in a portion of someone’s barn or found other makeshift shelter. Wherever they moved, he eagerly worked to master the ideas in his books, especially poetic concepts he would share with anyone who would join in a discussion with him.

Della May Hogan, the couple’s middle child, was as dedicated to mischief as her father was to learning. She avoided school whenever possible, led her siblings on adventures that invariably got them in trouble, and reached her teen years as one of the girls known for her willingness to take a favored boy out behind the barn or into the woods for some serious kissing. She was one of the subjects of her parents’ constant bickering over who was at fault and what to do about it, though much of the stress on Jennie came from Tilford’s indifference to their intermittent poverty and his irrational pursuit of a scholar’s life.

Tilford and Jennie realized that they needed to divorce, but at the same time that they were dealing with the disintegration of their marriage, they wanted to find a husband for Della May. She seemed destined for pregnancy from one boy or another, and they wanted to make certain she was married before that was a reality.

Della May proved to be more unconventional than they realized. She did not get pregnant, nor did she find a husband like other teenage girls. Instead she managed to reach what was then the age of early spinsterhood—twenty-two years old—before falling passionately in love with a dreamer of her own, a man named Otis Elmer Monroe.

The physical appearance of Otis Elmer Monroe was strikingly in contrast with his physical labor of choice—house and office painting. He believed that a man should always dress in the manner of the person he wished to become. There was no reason a laborer should not utilize the services of a custom tailor even when the only money left after the tailor’s fee was for the cheapest available fabric. He could then walk proudly into a room filled with men of privilege and breeding and have his clothes fit as perfectly as theirs. The fact that the other men always looked at the fabric more than the tailoring and then dismissed him as a servant with pretensions did not matter. He had set himself apart and would use the same skilled custom work when he had the money for the finest material.

The image of sophistication Otis tried to convey was enhanced, in his mind, by a pseudo dueling scar on his left cheek. The years prior to World War I were a time when members of the German aristocracy sent their sons to expensive dueling schools. A man bearing the mark of a saber slash had a scar that announced to the world that he was from an elite family. Otis had simply had an accident while working the land, yet he was certain that in his best clothes, the scar denoted how special he would one day be perceived, when he and his wife were living in Paris—the other portion of his fantasy.

Otis might paint buildings for his living, but in his mind, he painted canvases of such sophistication that the work was hanging in museums, supported by wealthy patrons, and approved for display in the salons. He regularly spoke of art and artists, reading magazines filled with pictures and stories about the lives of those whose work truly was acclaimed.

The fact that Otis owned neither canvas, nor paints, nor brushes for painting, and that he never so much as lifted a pencil to sketch a scene of beauty was easily explained away, both by himself and by his beloved new bride, Della May. A true artist lived for his or her heart. A true artist did not work in any other business. A true artist either lived on inherited wealth, savings from long years at toiling in other jobs, or the largesse of a wealthy patron from among the Parisian elite. He could not begin to achieve his dreams until he could pursue it full time, and toward that end he and Della May decided to move to Mexico.

The Mexican National Railway was hiring laborers with no experience for far more money than Otis had been making as a painter. The couple could live cheaply in the border town of Porfirio Diaz while saving money for traveling to Europe.

There were two difficulties with Otis’s plan. The first was the more obvious of the two. Della May gave birth to two children, Gladys Pearl and Marion Otis. It was easy for a childless couple to save money with Otis’s pay. It was almost impossible to get ahead when they became a family of four. Worse, sanitation in the area was poor and food was often unclean. Della May wanted to live in a better place for the children while she and Otis worked toward their move to Paris.

The second difficulty was invisible, slow-acting, and far more insidious. Otis had contracted one or more viruses in the area without realizing he was sick. Such diseases were fairly common and at least some of the locals had developed an immune system that could fight them. But an American who had never before lived in Mexico was susceptible. By the time the couple returned to Los Angeles where Otis used the skills he had gained working on the Mexican National Railway to get a higher-paying job with the Pacific Electric Railway in Los Angeles, he was seriously ill. However, because the diseases were not common, the symptoms were misunderstood and Della May thought that Otis was drinking too much, perhaps becoming an alcoholic.

Otis started becoming forgetful. There were mornings he returned home, confused about where he had been the previous night. Della May knew he would never have an affair, so she did not worry about his cheating on her. What did concern her was his breath and clothing. She should have been able to smell the alcohol on him if he had been drinking even moderate amounts. The odor would have been impossible to miss if he drank himself into a stupor where he could not come home. Instead, there was nothing.

The idea that he could be alcoholic pleased Otis because it was an explanation for his otherwise inexplicable behavior. He had enjoyed socializing with the other railroad men in the past, going to bars, and occasionally drinking a little too much. He had set aside such ways for the most part, rarely taking a drink anymore, but perhaps he was fooling himself. Perhaps he was taking more than was healthy for a man who loved his family. He decided to stop drinking entirely; yet the forgetfulness and confusion continued. He also gradually became irrationally belligerent, to the point where Della May had to have him placed in the Southern California State Hospital at Patton for diagnosis and treatment. There they found a doctor who was familiar with the viruses endemic in some of the Mexican border towns, and his diagnosis was devastating. Otis was dying from neurosyphilis—a form of syphilis that was believed at the time to be unrelated to the sexually transmitted disease. Today it is known that neurosyphilis can develop from untreated syphilis. However, it takes ten to twenty years to develop, a fact that led the sufferers and many of their caregivers to believe that it was a separate problem, not related to syphilis whose symptoms appear quickly after sexual activity with an infected partner. Otis’s increasing confusion and seeming madness was the result of the brain being destroyed from the viruses he had encountered in Mexico. There was no hope.

Otis was diagnosed in 1908. He died July 22, 1909. The story of the neurosyphilis was rarely shared by the family. Instead, the children and grandchildren were told that Otis died in the state mental hospital, and they assumed he was mentally ill.

Della May Monroe was the next member of the family to be considered mentally ill. She had developed the early stages of cardiovascular disease. She began to have a series of tiny strokes as her arteries became clogged.

There were no obvious problems at first. Her speech never changed. She seemed to continue to be capable of caring for her children. It was a situation that was initially almost unnoticeable, as if a light switch had been flashed off and then on: something had happened, but it did not seem to make a difference.

The most obvious sign of the strokes was a growing paranoia she had never shown before. She began to distrust others, including those on whom she had relied for years. Since she was unexpectedly a widow with young children to raise, the friends assumed the mistrust was a normal result of what she had been through. Wariness toward strangers and even well meaning friends seemed logical. They did not look beyond her immediate circumstances.

Della May’s paranoia did not prevent her from turning her attention in a somewhat different direction—men who might be interested in romancing a widow with children. She had loved not only Otis, but also their sex life. She wanted to put aside the enforced celibacy of the last few months as her dying husband was unable to be intimate with her. Now that he was dead, she wanted to find the same happiness with a new man that she had known with Otis.

Della May was a woman of high standards for commitment—the man had to be loving, faithful, hardworking, and willing to raise her children as his own. When such a man did not appear quickly enough, she began “road testing” those individuals who were at least erotically appealing. Some would be declared fiancés, and these men would have overnight privileges. Others she declared to be her “boyfriends” and these men would be guests during the day. The children would be told to leave them alone so the adults could go into Della May’s bedroom to “talk.”

Young Gladys was aware of what was happening. It was not unusual for a girl of fourteen or fifteen to marry a boy a year or two older. There were enough good-paying, unskilled laboring jobs for the young that a boy of sixteen could earn a man’s pay and support a family without finishing his high school education. However, while Gladys and her friends talked seriously about their own budding relationships with boys, she was still too young to be comfortable with her mother dating; and the blatant sexual activity, though kept behind closed doors, was still obvious. It was all quite disturbing for a pre-teenager.

The solution to the problems of both mother and daughter came in the form of Lyle Arthur Graves, a friend of Otis’s from the time they both worked for the Pacific Electric Railroad. The shy Lyle had been immediately taken by the outgoing personality of Della May when Otis introduced them. He never said anything, never made any inappropriate overtures. But with his friend’s death, Lyle began watching Della May to see if she might be a part of his future. He was six years older than his friend’s widow and understood that eventually she would be ready to settle down again. He simply remained a constant presence until Della May began looking at Lyle as a potential lover and husband, not just Otis’s friend. The two started dating, and on March 7, 1912, they were married.

Della May’s undiagnosed cardiovascular disease was getting worse and it soon affected her new marriage. Lyle was faithful, loving, and spent most of his time away from work with Della May and the children.

Della May gradually decided that Lyle was drinking too much, though it was based on twisted logic. Otis had been an alcoholic. Lyle was Otis’s friend. Therefore Lyle must also be a drunk. The fact that he did not drink, had never been seen drinking, and never came home smelling of alcohol did not change her twisted belief.

Lyle thought he had to court Della May anew. He began buying his new wife presents to try and prove his love. He also arranged for his entire pay to be given to her to handle so she would know that he could not possibly be involved with another woman. Still her concerns worsened, neither recognizing the source of the problem, and she finally decided that she had to leave her second husband. They had been married just eight months.

Lyle loved Della May and had no intention of letting her leave him because of false suspicions. He spent as much time as possible with her. He took her dancing. He spent hours talking with her. He did everything possible to show her his love, and though she was growing increasingly irrational, she decided that her “alcoholic” husband had changed his ways. That Christmas—their first and, as it turned out, their last together—he was allowed to return to their home.

The strokes were getting worse, yet there were no symptoms that would cause her or Lyle to think she needed medical help. She was seriously ill, her paranoia growing, and her reconciliation short lived. Five months after Lyle returned home, Della May filed for divorce based on “failure to provide, dissipation and habitual intemperance.” The divorce was granted on January 17, 1914.

In the years to come, both when Della
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