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Dedication

For Valeria and Ines and Cecilia




Epigraph

And love comes in at the eye;

That’s all we shall know for truth

Before we grow old and die.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, “A DRINKING SONG”

Live not for others but affect thyself

from thy enhanced interior—believing what thou carry.

—MICHAEL MCCLURE, “GHOST TANTRA 49”
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Prologue

Los Angeles, November 6, 1961

In the fall of 1961, Brooke Hayward was coming down with a case of what she called the “Transcontinental Blues.” The air of Los Angeles turned brittle as the humidity level descended toward zero. The Santa Ana winds were rasping and harsh. A drought made the Santa Monica Mountains and Bel Air canyons tinder dry. It was the season, as Joan Didion would later write, of “suicide and divorce and prickly dread.”

Pleased though she was about her recent shoot for Life magazine and her first appearance in a feature film, Mad Dog Coll, Brooke felt like an exile. “I missed the seasons, New York City, my apartment overlooking the planetarium, the theater, museums, friends,” she recalled. In particular, she missed her father, who loathed LA almost as much as he loathed his daughter’s new husband. He was enraged by the couple’s move to the West Coast, just as he’d been by their hasty wedding in New York three months before. The tense emotional détente between father and daughter would endure for years. Brooke also missed her little sister. October 18 marked a full year since her death. Now the second anniversary of the death of her mother was approaching, too.

It was just around Halloween that her new husband vanished. Brooke called all over town, but no one had seen him, or, if they had, they weren’t telling. On the topic of marriage, he had once said, “I won’t be easy to live with. I go off on strange tangents. Why, I might not even come home for three days.” Three days stretched to a week, and there was still no sign of him. It pained Brooke, sitting in their little rental house at the top of Stone Canyon Road in Bel Air, to admit to herself that her father had been right—this man was pure trouble. She decided to move back to New York with Jeffrey and Willie, her toddler sons from her first marriage, and write this second marriage off. It was a disaster.

Her missing husband was Dennis Hopper, a fellow actor who had become a teenage movie star in the 1950s after he had appeared in Rebel Without a Cause and Giant. Dennis had a reputation for waywardness, and Brooke never would solve the mystery of his whereabouts that week. But one hot night in early November, under a moonless sky and with the Santa Anas whipping through the eucalyptus trees, Dennis slipped back into the house and got into bed next to Brooke. She pretended not to notice. She’d let him have it in the morning.

Brooke never had the chance. That Monday morning, November 6, a fire reared up in a patch of resinous brush north of Mulholland Drive. Driven by fifty-mile-an-hour gusts, the flames refused to be contained. Brooke was readying the boys for school when she saw a pair of fire trucks racing up Stone Canyon Road. While her husband slept, she watched the man across the street run out of his house and stand there, looking up toward Mulholland Drive through binoculars. He started loading his station wagon. Brooke shook Dennis awake. He opened his eyes to find a scene that was already tipping toward chaos.


SHE: I’ll come back and get you!

HE: We gotta save something!



Brooke hurried Jeffrey and Willie into the car for their daily ride to the John Thomas Dye School on Chalon Road. They would be safer there. Dennis grabbed a Milton Avery painting—a reclining nude that had belonged to Brooke’s parents—off a wall and, as Brooke was about to pull out of the drive, threw it into the car. “I thought he was nuts,” Brooke remembered.

There was no time to save the Chinese tapestries that Dennis’s father had given them or the books or the photo albums or the toys. What ensued was a day of surreal hell scenes, as the Bel Air Fire came roaring down the canyon roads—Stradella, Roscomare, Stone Canyon—on its way to consuming more than six thousand acres in the most destructive conflagration in the region’s history. Burning shingles lofted through the air, picture windows crumbled, and carbonized patio furniture floated in swimming pools. Low-flying B-17s buzzed overhead in a rust-orange sky, dropping borate solution. Nearly every fire department in the city was dispatched to Bel Air, as the flames climbed fifty feet and the fire jumped from house to house, from road to road, from canyon to canyon. It swept across Bel Air and Brentwood, incinerating everything in its path at a rate of thirteen acres per minute, reaching as far west as Topanga Canyon. The fire department’s official report described it as a “hurricane of fire.”

The family’s accounts of that traumatic morning are a Gordian knot of conflicting recollections, oft-told stories, and smeared impressions formed amid the chaos that was building on Stone Canyon Road. In the course of the day, Brooke drove through corridors of flame to retrieve the boys and return to Stone Canyon, while Dennis set out on foot, pulling obstinant neighbors out of their burning houses as he made his way down the hill toward Sunset Boulevard. When Brooke made it back to Stone Canyon, she found the scorched street closed to traffic. Her husband was nowhere in sight.

In Nathanael West’s novel The Day of the Locust, a painter toils day and night on an apocalyptic canvas called The Burning of Los Angeles. The Bel Air Fire made that cataclysmic vision real. It was responsible for the most devastating property losses in California since the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. And it was responsible for the destruction of Brooke and Dennis’s house at the top of Stone Canyon, among the first of nearly five hundred houses to burn that day.

IF YOU WERE A BELIEVER in omens, it was not the most auspicious beginning for a marriage. But Brooke Hayward and Dennis Hopper, one an ingenue on the upswing and the other a self-sabotaging hard case, were soon to become, as one chronicler noted, “the coolest kids in Hollywood.” Theirs was destined to be the emblematic love story of 1960s Los Angeles, that golden epoch of postwar California at its sunny apex. They were the prime catalysts and connectors during a brief, kaleidoscopic cultural moment when Hollywood upstarts, art-world superstars, and the emerging shaggy aristocracy of rock rubbed up against one another and threw off sparks. The concurrent revolutionary ferment in art, music, and movies made the city of Los Angeles, so often dismissed as a frontier backwater, into a cultural force. Brooke and Dennis, more than anyone else, connected those realms. “It was a great time to be in Los Angeles,” Brooke said. No more Transcontinental Blues.

Beginning anew after the Bel Air Fire, the household they created on North Crescent Heights Boulevard, a sinuous byway in the Hollywood Hills above the Sunset Strip, became the repository of one of the era’s greatest private collections of contemporary art: Lichtensteins and Warhols, Stellas and Ruschas, Rauschenbergs and Kienholzes, even one of the last pieces that Marcel Duchamp, the twentieth century’s provocateur in chief, would ever create. The house was an art piece itself, the so-called Prado of Pop, in which Brooke’s design experiments and Dennis’s eye for paintings, sculptures, and assemblages created an environment that left an indelible mark on everyone who stepped into it.

Jane Fonda, Brooke’s best friend growing up, called it “a magical house.” For Joan Didion, it was a place “of such gaiety and wit that it seems the result of some marvellous scavenger hunt.” Andy Warhol loved it and compared it to an amusement park. When Michael Nesmith, a guitar-picking cast member on The Monkees, talked about his memory of the Hayward-Hopper house, he was emphatic. “It was a tattoo,” he said. “I mean, it just burned into my mind.” Irving Blum, the impresario of the Ferus Gallery, the epicenter of LA’s emergent art scene, said of the trail the couple blazed, “They were virtually unique, you know? There was nobody else doing it in the way that they were doing it.”

The house, at 1712 North Crescent Heights, became the era’s unofficial living room. Brooke and Dennis helped introduce Warhol to the West Coast with a spectacular coming-out party, hosted Jasper Johns and Claes Oldenburg, entertained an entire Olympus of movie gods, and gave shelter to Hells Angels and Black Panthers. They befriended the futuristic fashion visionary Rudi Gernreich and his model-muses, along with the musicians who were the avatars of the day: the Byrds, Ike and Tina Turner, Jefferson Airplane, Brian Jones. They hung out with writers such as Didion, Terry Southern, and Michael McClure, and were among the New Hollywood generation of the Fondas and Jack Nicholson. Like Gerald and Sara Murphy, the Lost Generation expat couple who inspired F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night, Brooke and Dennis knew everyone, hosted everyone, ran a free-flowing salon, and transformed everyday life into the stuff of art. They made all those around them feel as though their lives were touched with art, too.

During their eight years of marriage, Brooke and Dennis embodied the collision of Old Hollywood and New, of chic bohemia and the burgeoning counterculture. They were as implausible a couple as ever existed. She was a Hollywood royal, the debutante daughter of the agent and producer Leland Heyward and the actress Margaret Sullavan, from whom Brooke had inherited a trademark steeliness and pinpoint wit. The young Brooke had been no princess; she was eccentric and rebellious and yearned to make a name as a writer or artist. Her upbringing had been peripatetic, bicoastal, and tumultous, punctuated by the broken marriage of her brilliant, distracted parents. Dennis came from Dodge City, Kansas, by way of the San Diego suburbs, incandescently talented and hell bent on saturating his life with creativity, from the inner sanctums of Hollywood studios to the outer fringes of the avant-garde. He had looks, imagination, acting skills honed on Shakespeare, and a boiling, fervid energy. By the late 1950s, he’d been jettisoned from the upper reaches of the movie business for being an all-around pain in the neck.

And so, thanks to a Nikon that Brooke bought him in 1961, Dennis became a photographer. He documented the civil rights marches in Alabama, the Sunset Strip riots, the Human Be-In. He shot gallery announcements, album covers, and images for Artforum and Vogue. He photographed artists, actors, writers, rock stars, and daily life at 1712 with Brooke and their children, leaving behind a vast visual archive of the decade—around eighteen thousand images—that was, for years, all but forsaken and forgotten. Dennis thought his photographs “represented failure,” yet he also surmised that they might in time be seen as his lasting legacy, more so than acting or directing. His Double Standard—a cacophonous streetscape shot through the windshield of a Corvair convertible stopped at a red light—is in the Museum of Modern Art. It is one of the most remarkable visual evocations of Los Angeles ever created.

Brooke found a rich aesthetic outlet of her own, turning 1712 into a veritable design laboratory. Dennis marveled at her DIY gumption as she rolled up her sleeves and got to work painting, tiling, and raiding LA’s antiques emporia, galleries, and junk shops for cast-off treasures. As omnivorous as Dennis was with his Nikon, so was Brooke as she hunted down a mad profusion of visual stimuli, from Belle Époque advertising posters to turn-of-the-century streetlamps. It was old and new, high and low. It was young and witty and camp when camp was barely a thing.

INSIDE THE STAGE SET OF 1712 North Crescent Heights, the drama of an entire era would play out: the artistic upheaval, the social jumble, the radical politics, and ultimately the instability and danger that Dennis reflected in the movie that made his career—and blew this inspired, combustible union apart.

The decade had ignited Dennis and Brooke’s love and imaginations. There were new opportunities and new dangers. The counterculture beckoned, but so did three children—one of their own and two from Brooke’s first marriage. How to reconcile freedom and responsibility, adventure and domesticity? The push-pull between macho outlaw energy and nascent feminism was relentless. Amid accelerating weirdness, the mood inside 1712 darkened. Dennis lost himself in drink, flew into rages, brought guns into the house.

By the late sixties, Brooke or Dennis might stand at the kitchen sink of their Pop Art house, surrounded by Lichtensteins and nineteenth-century French illustrations, and look out the wide window into a backyard full of tangled brush. A fiberglass Chevy that had once been part of a billboard sat out there, along with a rusting collection of old gas station signs leaning this way and that. The Byrds are on the turntable. A phone rings. The sounds of Rocky and Bullwinkle emanate from the den. After midnight, there are drinks and cigarettes and boisterous talk of revolution in the living room, while an enormous papier-mâché Judas strung with firecrackers leers down from the ceiling. A coyote screams on a hill, a child wanders downstairs in pajamas. Another evening, the kids are at the dinner table, a husband bursts through the door, angry, threatening. The LA twilight has faded, and it’s time to go.

“Those years in the ’60s when I was married to Dennis,” Brooke remembered, “were the most wonderful and awful of my life.”




1

“Any Man Who Doesn’t Develop a Crush Has No Soul”

For Brooke Hayward, the Method, which she had learned at the feet of Lee Strasberg, was not a religion. It was merely a tool to use when needed. She still couldn’t believe that Strasberg had taken her on after she had auditioned at the Actors Studio in New York City in the fall of 1959. When Strasberg told Brooke, a young wife and mother who had rarely acted before, that she’d been accepted, she cross-examined him, ever wary of favoritism based on her parentage. Why had she, the daughter of Leland Hayward and Margaret Sullavan, gotten in when so many other actors ended up waiting years for an opening? “Your mother and father are very talented,” Strasberg explained. “The odds are that you will prove to be more gifted as an actress than most other people with experience that I interview.”

In December 1959, shortly after joining the Actors Studio, Brooke made her New York stage debut at the age of twenty-two, starring in John Whiting’s Marching Song at the Gate Theatre downtown. Peter Kass, who directed the show, told the Boston Globe, “The kid’s got one of the best raw talents I’ve ever seen.” It was only after Brooke got the part that Kass realized who her parents were. “I never asked and she never told me,” he said. He considered Brooke to be a “gift” that Margaret Sullavan had bequeathed to the theater: a few days after Marching Song opened, Brooke’s mother died at age fifty.

Walter Kerr reviewed Marching Song in the New York Herald Tribune and focused much of his attention on Brooke: “The girl is interesting.” And she was. In later years, artists would attempt to capture her mystery and idiosyncratic beauty. The art critic Barbara Rose, in describing Andy Warhol’s 1973 portrait of Brooke, wrote that Brooke “combines in actuality the dreamy distraction and worldly sophistication Warhol portrays.” Reviewing a 1970 show of Don Bachardy drawings, a writer at the Los Angeles Times observed that the artist’s rendition of Brooke “looks so soft that any man who doesn’t develop a crush has no soul.” If anything, Brooke was perhaps more conventionally beautiful than her movie star mother, of whom the director Joshua Logan once said, “She had from the very beginning that kind of incandescence, that magic, that indescribable quality that is just extremely rare. . . . She had a pulsing and husky voice which could suddenly switch, in emotional moments, to a high boy choir soprano. Her beauty was not obvious or even standard. It showed as she tilted her head, as she walked, as she laughed, and she was breathtakingly beautiful as she ran. . . . We were all in love with her.” Logan was talking about Margaret Sullavan, but he could have been describing the young Brooke Hayward.

In early 1961, through her agent, Milton Goldman at Ashley-Steiner Famous Artists, the twenty-three-year-old actress tried out for and secured the part of Blanche, an alcoholic nymphomaniac, in Jack Kirkland’s antebellum melodrama, Mandingo, set to open at the Lyceum Theatre in May. It would be Brooke’s Broadway debut. She said it was a role she might never have taken had Margaret Sullavan still been alive: “Mother was from Virginia, i.e. Southern, i.e. rather prudish, and i.e. would have quite simply choked me to death.” It was also a role that would redirect the course of her life.

Mandingo, based on a novel by Kyle Onstott, was set in 1832 on an Alabama plantation called Falconhurst, which Kirkland—who had adapted Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road into one of the most successful plays in the history of Broadway—described as “not a Tara, magnificent and gracious and peopled by colonels and their ladies and their liveried black servants.” Instead, Falconhurst was nothing but “a well disciplined, middle class, successfully managed operation”—a farm whose chief crops were enslaved men and women.

In the midst of the civil rights movement and a contentious Civil War centennial, Mandingo was positioned as an excoriating indictment of the Old South and its “peculiar institution,” an answer to the Lost Cause romanticism of Gone with the Wind. Franchot Tone would lead the cast as Maxwell, the “gnarled and rheumatic” Falconhurst patriarch. The veteran actor had starred with Brooke’s mother in the 1938 film Three Comrades, from a screenplay cowritten by F. Scott Fitzgerald. A twenty-one-year-old Off-Broadway actor, James Caan, was cast as Maxwell’s sensitive son, Hammond, who marries Hayward’s Blanche, a sullen and calculating sixteen-year-old southern belle (and Maxwell’s distant cousin). Mandingo’s integrated cast featured several African American actors, including Maurishka Ferro as the slave girl Ellen and Rockne Tarkington as Mede, ostensibly the “mandingo” of the play’s title, which referred to enslaved men revered for their aptitude as warriors. The men were trained, Brooke recalled, “to fight neighboring slaves to the death, like pit bulls or fighting cocks.”

On April 17, as the Bay of Pigs invasion was underway in Cuba, the cast and crew of Mandingo assembled to begin work. “The first two weeks of rehearsal went swimmingly,” Brooke recalled. “Everybody got along with everybody else. We all memorized our parts and got the complicated physical moves down.” She thought that Caan was brilliant as Hammond, the Falconhurst scion with a Byronic limp. “He taught me one of the two most difficult things I ever had to do on stage—to crack a bull-whip,” she remembered. “The other, which luckily he had nothing to do with, required me to stand down stage alone in a chaste white ruffled gown and to have a vivid orgasm (without physically touching myself) as I imagined a rendezvous with the biggest and sexiest Mandingo.”

Unfortunately for Caan, Tone had it in for him. The man whose Broadway career stretched back to the 1920s preferred another actor to play his son: Dennis Hopper, who had appeared with James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause and Giant and, more to the point, had previously played Tone’s son in episodes of the television dramas Studio One in Hollywood and Pursuit. In 1960, Hopper had tried to book his first Broadway role, in Invitation to a March, coproduced by Leland Hayward. He hadn’t landed the part, and Brooke’s father had dropped out.

Tone managed to cut a deal with the director, Louis MacMillan, whereby Caan would be replaced after two weeks of rehearsal if Tone decided he wasn’t cutting it. When the two weeks had elapsed, the cast and crew were sitting around on their lunch break when Tone announced that Dennis Hopper was flying in from LA the next day to replace Caan, with only two more weeks to go before opening night. The cast was outraged and Caan burst into tears. Dennis never felt right about it. “It was really unfair to Jimmy Caan,” he said.

The new Hammond showed up for rehearsal the next morning. He was unshaven, unprepared, too cool for school. Brooke loathed him on sight. It was a warm spring day, with no air-conditioning, which amplified the feeling of sticky discomfort as the ensemble worked through the play with their new, not particularly welcome colleague. When they finally reached Mandingo’s last line, Dennis leaned in close to Brooke and told her, “I’m going to marry you.”

DENNIS WAS KNOWN AS a maverick and a troublemaker—eccentric, headstrong, combative. In a word, difficult. “He terrified me,” Brooke said. Mandingo’s stage manager, Pierre Epstein, a French-born Holocaust refugee who became a fine character actor, also had misgivings. “Dennis, he made me nervous,” he remembered. “He was a bit of a loudmouth.” Epstein made sure to give Dennis plenty of elbow room.

Brooke’s discomfort, even rage, was conspicuous enough that it prompted Tone to intercede. “Franchot, with whom Dennis was conveniently staying,” Brooke remembered, “immediately took matters into his own hands and insisted that for constructive purposes the three of us forthwith have breakfast, lunch, and dinner together.” As was surely the plan, Brooke’s initial revulsion gave way to fascination; Dennis radiated danger even as he mounted, with Tone’s help, a full-on charm offensive. Brooke remained convinced that Caan was the better Hammond, but she began to enjoy the adventure of working with Dennis as they engaged in the combative pas de deux of playing contentious newlyweds. “Improvisation being his favored modus operandi,” Brooke recalled, “it was impossible to predict where he might or might not be on the stage or even what he might say.”

Dennis would have mentioned to Brooke that he’d also studied with Strasberg at the Actors Studio. For Dennis, the Method, with its gospel of sense memory and being in the moment, was, in fact, a religion. It was also what connected him to his late mentor James Dean, whose legacy—Hollywood iconoclast, doomed romantic, dynamic creative force—Dennis felt compelled to honor and carry on. In emulating his sullen hero’s uncompromising approach to everything, Dennis had gotten himself virtually banished from the movie business. On the 1958 western From Hell to Texas, he’d run afoul of the director, Henry Hathaway, and hadn’t had a role in an important Hollywood film since. He had drifted into a career Sargasso. “I was influenced by Jimmy and I believe my friendship with him hurt my career,” he said. Yet he habitually turned down Dean-like roles. “The worst thing that can happen to a young actor,” he said, “is to remind his audience of someone else.”

Brooke found Dennis to be unlike anyone else she’d ever known. His profile—the long, straight nose, the sharp brow, the forceful chin—reminded her of a Greek statue. When he talked about plays, art, movies, and books or cracked goofy jokes, his voice rang with an adolescent fervor, at times a plaintive whine, and his electric blue eyes beamed with an ecstatic, otherworldly light, fierce and yearning at the same time. He ping-ponged between uproariousness and a childlike gentleness. He was, Brooke said, “a free spirit in every sense of the word.”

It became a classic case of opposites attract—“Oil and water,” Brooke said. She had been a debutante, a Vassar dropout, a Vogue cover girl, a wife, and a mother, all before she was twenty. He had been a wide-eyed boy in Kansas and suburban San Diego with a talent for dramatic monologues and trouble, arriving in Hollywood at eighteen to become a star. Their friendly flirtation stoked up into a full-blown romance in what seemed like a matter of days. Tone’s efforts to get the young Mandingo costars onto the same page had succeeded perhaps beyond his imagining. Cast member Vinie Burrows, playing the enslaved woman Tense, remembered it as a “lightning romance.”

Brooke and Dennis began exploring Manhattan together, discovering their shared ardor for visual culture—art and photography—as they roamed from gallery to gallery, museum to museum. Brooke was struck by a collection of Magrittes at the Alexander Iolas Gallery on East 55th Street. “There wasn’t a painting amongst them that I didn’t crave,” she recalled. “The most expensive was priced at $1,500, which, alas, neither of us could afford.” One afternoon, as they were walking along Madison Avenue, Dennis came to a sudden halt, formed his hands into a kind of picture frame, and invited Brooke to look through it at some graffiti on the sidewalk. Brooke liked what she saw in Dennis’s impromptu viewfinder. He shrugged and said, “I wish I could afford a camera. I know I could take good photographs.”

May 17 was Dennis’s twenty-fifth birthday. Now “madly in love,” Brooke was determined to get him a camera and called her father to get advice on buying one. Leland Hayward was an avowed camera nut who had dropped hundreds of dollars at Peerless Camera on Lexington Avenue near Grand Central Terminal, not far from his Madison Avenue office. He told Brooke to go there. She picked out a 35-millimeter Nikon F single-lens reflex camera, plunking down $351 and nearly depleting her checking account. It was a whopping gift, and it left Dennis astounded. “He never ever, ever, ever put it down,” Brooke remembered.

She was ecstatic about helping Dennis achieve his vision as a photographer. As she would later conclude, “Dennis had the greatest eye of anybody I’ve ever known.”

EVERY DAY AT REHEARSAL, Brooke and Dennis flung Mandingo’s overheated, sexualized dialogue at each other as their characters, Hammond and Blanche, clawed their way to an ugly standoff.


HE: God, I wish I never seen you.

SHE: Think I wish I ever seen you?—lovin’ up that slut every night, never pleasurin’ me?



The slut in question is the slave girl Ellen—Hammond’s secret love, who turns out to be carrying his child. Brooke’s Blanche is a hideous caricature of a southern belle wronged, firing insults at her limping husband and working a bullwhip on Ellen. Dennis’s Hammond is unrepentant in his love for Ellen and his friendship with Mede, the fighting slave. He is race blind and therefore, according to lurid antebellum logic, must be martyred. At the final curtain, Hammond is murdered by his own father, Tone’s Maxwell, in a last flourish of plantation brutality.

Mandingo’s exploration of race and civil rights had resonance for Brooke and Dennis. Her grandfather Colonel William Hayward had recruited and led the all-Black 369th Infantry Regiment—the famous Harlem Hellfighters—during the First World War. Brooke had barely known her father’s father, but she took pride in his legacy and kept a small bronze statue of him on horseback. Dennis’s family were progressive Democrats who found racism of any kind abhorrent. “The one thing about Kansas,” he said about his boyhood in Dodge City, “was that I was brought up to think that the only thing you should be prejudiced against are people who are prejudiced.” Dennis would talk all his life of meeting with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., at the Chateau Marmont in Hollywood shortly after Rosa Parks’s act of resistance against bus segregation in Montgomery in 1955.

Yet Mandingo turned out to be a drama whose depiction of race in American history was more about kitsch than conscience, and it made for a rough acting assignment. “I didn’t think Mandingo was that good,” Brooke said plainly. The premiere was pushed back five days to allow for more rehearsal time, but no amount of rehearsing could make a difference.

Mandingo opened at the Lyceum on May 22, joining a Broadway slate that included My Fair Lady, Camelot, An Evening with Mike Nichols and Elaine May, and The Sound of Music, produced by Brooke’s father. Opening night was reportedly attended by Langston Hughes and Malcolm X, with such luminaries as Adam Clayton Powell, Jackie Robinson, Leontyne Price, and Louis Armstrong on the guest list for subsequent performances. Brooke’s father missed the premiere; he was in London, opening The Sound of Music there. She was relieved. “My worst memory,” Brooke said of the show’s run, “was of a night the tip of my bullwhip fastened itself around the ankle—thereby flaying it—of one of the Mandingo slave girls.” For Brooke, that hideous moment symbolized the disaster that was Mandingo.

The New York Times called the play “a crude, sensationalized effort to capitalize on a newsworthy theme.” Walter Kerr, in the Herald Tribune, suggested that it be retitled “Ten Nights on a Stud Farm.” And so it went from critic to critic, with one exception, albeit unpublished, being Langston Hughes, who sent coproducer Billy “Silver Dollar” Baxter a letter of support: “Why most of the New York critics found it unbelievable, I do not know, unless the critics have never been to Alabama and do not read today’s front pages, either.”

Being the daughter of Leland Hayward and Margaret Sullavan might have given Brooke a boost with the critics—or it might have placed a target on her back. To her relief, the only silver linings among the brutal reviews were the mentions of her performance. Newsday praised Brooke for valiantly making something compelling from material so “repellent and ridiculous” that it could hardly be overcome. John Chapman, the Daily News critic known as “Old Frost Face,” said Brooke had given an “exciting performance.” Dennis received polite, if scant, attention. Despite the balance of praise going to Brooke, one young man who caught a performance of Mandingo found the experience of watching Dennis Hopper onstage galvanic: the sixteen-year-old Robert De Niro, who was then enrolled in the Stella Adler Conservatory. Hopper’s performance ratified his dedication to the craft of acting.

Michael Lindsay-Hogg, the twenty-one-year-old son of the actress Geraldine Fitzgerald and an aspiring theater director, attended a matinee of Mandingo. Afterward, Dennis, whom he’d previously met in Los Angeles, pulled him backstage. “You have to meet Brooke!” he said. It was clear that Dennis wanted to show off the woman he was now officially crazy about.

At the Actors Studio, Strasberg spent a session praising the performances of his former students. It was perhaps the most encouraging review that Brooke and Dennis could have imagined. Yet Brooke could not banish her ambivalence about Mandingo whenever she walked onto the Lyceum’s stage. Watching from the wings, Pierre Epstein found Brooke absolutely lovely, but he could see that she had no confidence in the hopeless role. Among Brooke’s supporters in the audience, Peter Davis, the husband of Brooke’s girlhood friend Johanna Mankiewicz, recognized that Brooke was out of sorts in Mandingo. “She didn’t look at home on the stage,” he said.

There was plenty of discomfort all around. Mandingo, which Brooke deemed “misbegotten and ill-conceived,” closed five days after it opened.

DENNIS DECAMPED FROM FRANCHOT TONE’S place on East 62nd Street and moved into Brooke’s ninth-floor apartment at 15 West 81st Street, where she lived with her sons, Jeffrey and Willie, ages four and three, and their Scottish nanny, Marion McIntyre, a trim, middle-aged woman with a pile of red hair who was known to all as “Miss Mac.” Brooke had moved into the apartment—9D—about a year before, after living for four years in Connecticut with her first husband, Michael M. Thomas.

She loved being in the stately 1930 building designed by Emery Roth, who had also created its sibling, the Beresford, around the corner on Central Park West. The apartment’s southward windows looked across West 81st Street at the American Museum of Natural History, whose wildlife dioramas contained specimens that, according to Brooke, had been “shot and donated by Grandfather Hayward.” The building’s lobby was a tiled oasis, complete with a fountain, that welcomed Brooke home after long hours of rehearsing or running around to auditions. The only downside was that her ninth-floor neighbor always had a pot of cabbage boiling, leaving Brooke and the boys to occasionally feel that they might choke on the cruciferous fumes.

In 1959, Dennis had lived three blocks away, at 14 West 84th, so he knew the neighborhood. With his arrival, Brooke’s kitchen underwent a transformation as Dennis turned it into a painting studio, filled, as Brooke recalled, “with huge canvases covered in thick gobs of black paint.” On their gallery crawls, in diners, and at home, they poured out to each other their thoughts on the nature of art and what was required to pursue a daring, creative life. They debated what made a great artist. “By my family’s modus operandi,” Brooke remembered, “success was based on a whole lot of grinding hard work. For Dennis, at that time, at least, artistry was far more about a special, mysterious gift.” Dennis thought the gift was innate, not acquired. And it might not even be inherited in the strict sense. In his case, how could it be? There wasn’t a whit of artistry in his family, as far as he could tell.

“Dennis and I were an extremely unlikely couple,” Brooke later reflected. As she and Dennis delved into their personal histories, as lovers do, they discovered huge divergences. They also discovered unexpected commonalities, all the more unexpected considering their differences in geography, class, and circumstances. More than anything, the fascination they had for each other, for where they had come from and where they might be heading, was total.




2

“This Is the Reason We’re All Crazy”

I followed the light changing on the horizon,” Dennis recalled of his boyhood in Kansas during the Depression and war years. “I watched the hard rain in puddles. I collected bugs in the mornings by picking up leaves and putting them in a fruit jar with nail holes in the top. I lay in the ditch and watched the combines come along the dirt road.” He was proud of his heartland roots, which came in handy when he cast himself as a salt-of-the-earth, iconoclastic outsider from the great American steppe. He did genuinely seem to consider himself a Kansas farm boy, something his mother found amusing. “Dennis, of course, thinks he was a farmer,” Marjorie Hopper said, “because my folks had three acres and Mom always had a cow and chickens.”

Marjorie had, in fact, been raised on a farm, south of Dodge City. By the time Dennis was a boy, her parents, Lonnie Davis and the former Nellie Bly McInteer, lived on the western outskirts of Dodge City with those cows and chickens and no neighbors for about a half a mile in any direction. Sixty miles away, near Garden City, they farmed 1,400 acres of wheat. Marjorie also had two uncles farming out there, with fourteen sections between them: 8,960 acres, all wheat. Dennis might not have been raised on a farm, but the Davis clan was proud of the dirt under its nails, and the ruler-straight horizon of Kansas, with those oceans of wheat that in the autumn shimmered gold like a lion’s mane, embedded itself in Dennis’s consciousness.

His parents were essentially Dodge City townies. Marjorie Mae Davis was a teenage swimming phenom; she was known in the family lore as being a state backstroke champion who had aspirations to compete in the 1936 Summer Olympic Games in Berlin. In photographs, Marjorie is lithe and athletic, with apple cheeks, vivid eyes, and a broad smile. Dennis’s father, Jay Millard Hopper, worked at a grocery store, Busley Brothers IGA, and eventually rose to manager. A picture of the young Jay shows him with upswept hair and a full beard, standing beside a Coca-Cola delivery truck and wearing a clerk’s apron. He made this workaday outfit dashing with an Art Deco–patterned shirt, a neckerchief, and a proud grin. (Jay’s father had been a grocery store clerk as well, eventually making a living as a meter reader for the Kansas Power Company.) Marjorie and Jay were good-looking kids, and they got married in a hurry, on August 21, 1935.

Their son, Dennis Lee, was born almost exactly nine months later at St. Anthony’s Hospital in Dodge City on May 17, 1936. Marjorie and Jay named him after Dr. Foster Leonard Dennis, the hospital’s chief of staff. His middle name came down from Marjorie’s maternal grandmother, Lee Masters McInteer, known as “Mammy Mack”—intense, eccentric, funny, given to strange habits. She practically lived off Sucrets throat lozenges and liked to carry a shillelagh, whacking people if they crossed her. Jay liked to tease Marjorie that she took after Mammy Mack. He was nineteen years old and Marjorie eighteen. Marjorie would say of their young family, “We all grew up together.”

The baby had black hair covering a head that Marjorie noted was “round as a ball.” Dennis was talking at eight and a half months, amusing his parents and grandparents with the phrase “It been I.” At ten months, he was walking—busy acquiring the signature Dennis Hopper gait, jaunty and slightly bandy-legged—and he liked greeting passersby with a disarming “How do!” Marjorie and Jay both had dazzling blue eyes, and Dennis had inherited a pair that lit up like an electrical device. The trait went back generations, as evidenced by a photograph taken during the Civil War era of Marjorie’s paternal grandmother, Sophronia Edwards, who fixed upon the camera lens an incandescent gaze remarkably like Dennis’s. By three years of age, as Marjorie noted in his baby book, Dennis had developed a taste for two things that would become trademarks of his adult life: guns and cowboy outfits. Around that time, in May 1939, Olivia de Havilland and Errol Flynn swung through town to promote their movie Dodge City. Jay’s grocery produced floats for the big parade. It was the closest glimpse of Hollywood the family had ever had.

They lived in a tiny house at 505 1/2 10th Avenue, not far from Wright Park with its zoo and enormous municipal swimming pool, where the aquatically inclined Marjorie went to work, eventually managing the facility. On September 9, 1941, Dennis began kindergarten at Lincoln Elementary School, the school Marjorie and Jay had attended. Their five-year-old son had already acquired an outsize vocabulary that Marjorie believed was the result of her and her mother reading to Dennis “every child’s book” they could find. The Dick and Jane–style books that Dennis encountered at Lincoln left him cold; he’d already surpassed them. In later years, he would say, “I don’t care about reading. . . . It means nothing,” positioning book learning as lesser than, or even in opposition to, the creative drive. It was an anti-intellectual artist pose that he could lapse into at will (and he would occasionally confess that it was indeed a pose). Nevertheless, he staked his creativity on direct experience and emotion.

In Mrs. Anders’s kindergarten class, Dennis’s creativity made itself manifest. His first artwork for the class was a crayon drawing of that perennial kindergarten subject, a tree, pulled off with a brio that borders on violence; the boughs are a spiraling, saturated mass of green. At the age of three, he had performed as an angel in a church pageant, with halo and wings. “He liked the applause,” Marjorie remembered. Now he found himself happily front and center when his class dressed up like an orchestra, with Dennis as the leader, complete with top hat, cane, and a swallowtail coat that Marjorie had sewed for him. To see a photograph of Dennis in this costume—John Philip Sousa by way of George M. Cohan—is to see a canned ham in the making.

On July 5, 1943, the day his future wife Brooke Hayward turned six, Dennis’s brother David was born. The Hopper brothers looked almost eerily alike, but in time it would become apparent that David’s nature was of a quieter cast. He took more after the reticent Jay, whereas Dennis was in the mold of Marjorie, whose outsize, chatty personality filled any airtime left empty by her retiring husband.

Marjorie would say that she hadn’t been brought up with much religion, at least of the old-time sort. Yet that didn’t prevent her and Jay from establishing a Methodist household that was rigid with the expectation that their two imaginative, intelligent boys would grow up to be upstanding citizens, models of convention, stability, and success, as gauged by a pair of youthfully assertive, naive parents from western Kansas. The result was that the Hopper household would increasingly oscillate between contentious and stultifying as the boys grew older. “My parents were very strict and very fundamental,” David Hopper recalled. “And no fun at all.”

But Marjorie instilled in her boys a profound sense of family history and pride, even a certain kind of destiny. “You guys are real special hillbillies,” she’d say, spinning tales of the Davises and McInteers of yore who had lived in a hog-waller area of Kentucky known as Davis Bend on the banks of the Green River near Canmer, seventy-five miles south of Louisville. If you’re looking at a map of Kentucky, it’s somewhere between Black Gnat and Horse Cave. Marjorie told Dennis and David about her father’s father, John Crittenden Davis, who had allegedly been the first “white man” to see Yellowstone Falls, and of their tangled lineal connections to pioneers and poets—the trailblazer Daniel Boone and the writer Edgar Lee Masters, of the famous Spoon River Anthology. There were stories of Jamestown plantation, the Stuarts in Scotland, and, as Marjorie got deeper into armchair genealogy, the Knights Templar in the south of France, a hereditary saga that, for all its grandeur, suggested to the brothers that, as David put it, “We’d been farmers—wheat farmers, with chickens. Forever.” There was also a deep strain of feistiness, of raw individualism and even blood feuds—the old Scots-Irish ways that shaped the contours of American culture from the Alleghenies down to Alabama and out to the West. Those tendencies traced back to ancient Scots kings—tribal, power mad, often decadent. Dennis absorbed the stories from his mother and told his brother, “This is the reason we’re all crazy.”

The Hopper clan, by contrast, was distant and taciturn. “They were town guys,” David said. “Small, wiry, dark guys. A lot of Cherokee Indian blood. I didn’t really know them.”

To escape Marjorie and Jay’s strictures, Dennis gravitated toward Marjorie’s parents, Lonnie and Nellie Davis, and David followed suit. Lonnie and Nellie had grown up in Kentucky, come to Kansas a year apart, and married in the town of Larned in the summer of 1906. According to David Hopper, the Davises leased their wheat farm from the Clutter family, from whom the boys got their first English sheepdog. Four of the Clutters would be murdered years later—the 1959 quadruple homicide chronicled in Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. In that book, Capote described the landscape of that part of Kansas: “The land is flat, and the views are awesomely extensive; horses, herds of cattle, a white cluster of grain elevators rising as gracefully as Greek temples are visible long before a traveler reaches them.”

Dennis and David found in Lonnie Davis a kindly man with a depth of wisdom and patience that could make the most complex problems appear simple. He was an unabashed progressive in conservative Kansas, when that part of the country seemed constantly ready to blow away in a cloud of dust. He registered for Republican primaries in order to cast votes for the least electable candidates, thereby boosting the chances of the Democrats he preferred. He was opposed to oil speculation and the concept of private land. If Marjorie was overbearing and Jay inscrutable, Lonnie Davis, as David put it, had “an infinite capacity for love.” He never seemed to get angry.

“My grandfather and grandmother Davis were my best friends,” Dennis later wrote. He loved his time with them, whether at their house on West Park Street on the edge of Dodge City, wedged between the Santa Fe Railway tracks and the Arkansas River, or off at the farm, where he and David might help with the autumn harvest. “Most of the time I spent alone, daydreaming,” Dennis said. “I didn’t do much; occasionally I cleaned out the chicken house. I watched more than anything else. Wheat fields all around, as far as you could see. No neighbors, no other kids.” Boyhood took on a dreamy cast as Dennis wandered alone, shooting BB guns at crows, playing on rope swings, and acquiring the nickname “Clodhopper.” There was the occasional youthful miscreancy, as when Dennis killed a pet owl belonging to his Uncle Cal, Lonnie’s brother, with a .22, which must have incited no small amount of wrath. Dennis would look back in adulthood and see his young self as lonely, shy, and not well understood. But with the Davises there were always comfort, security, and love.

If it was a Saturday, Dennis remembered, his grandmother Davis would gather up into her apron some of the eggs their chickens had laid, sell them, and use the money to buy tickets to the matinee at one of Dodge City’s movie theaters, such as the Crown or the Dodge. In that way, Nellie Davis might have had the most fateful influence on young Dennis of anyone in the family. The boy gorged himself on the westerns of Gene Autry, Smiley Burnette, Roy Rogers, Gabby Hayes. “We did that over and over,” Dennis said of those excursions with his grandmother. “It was sort of a ritual thing in the summer.”

“In Kansas, I just had a horizon line to deal with,” he remembered. “So I didn’t have any sort of outside information at all. Your whole fantasy world and your whole sort of morals and whatever, strange as it seems, came from those westerns.” The movies Dennis saw would play on a loop in his mind throughout the week, until the next matinee. The bright light flickering on the screen felt like the sun finally breaking through the clouds of the Dust Bowl. He would find himself acting out what he’d seen sitting in the balcony: “I saw a war movie, I dig fox holes. If I saw a sword-fighting picture, I’d fight with the cow.” Or, channeling the swashbuckling Errol Flynn, he might terrorize the very chickens that laid the eggs to pay for his matinee tickets. “Furry little balls, die! That was a lot of my life as a kid,” he said.

The immersion in Hollywood fantasy had a curious effect on the boy, who decided that the artifice he saw onscreen had more palpable actuality than his Dodge City life of school, church, parents, and lonely meanderings. “The world on the screen was the real world,” he decided, “and I felt as if my heart would explode, I wanted so much to be a part of it. Being an actor was a way to be part of it. Being a director is a way to own it.” Kansas was a dream. Hollywood was real.

“DENNIS IS PARTLY TRUTH and partly fiction,” David Hopper said decades later, alluding to a Kris Kristofferson song, “The Pilgrim, Chapter 33,” which had been inspired in part by his older brother. “He’s got a tremendous imagination. I think he always thinks he’s telling the truth. But sometimes the fantasy becomes more interesting.”

At the age of seven, Dennis thought it would be a good idea to sniff gasoline vapors from his grandfather’s truck. He gazed up at the sky and saw clowns and goblins in the clouds. “I ODed on the fumes,” he recalled, “and smashed up his truck with a baseball bat, thinking it was a monster.” That incident—with its combination of self-exploration, intoxication, impulsiveness, and violence—was an early augury of so many notorious scenes in Dennis’s life and an anecdote that became a staple of his biography, with variations. When asked about the episode in the 1980s, Marjorie Hopper readily acknowledged it—but outlined a very different, and considerably less dramatic, story, in which her three-year-old son had gotten his hands onto a knife and made a hole in the upholstered ceiling of Lonnie Davis’s truck.

Throughout his life, Dennis would speak of the trauma he had experienced when his father went off to war. Jay Hopper enlisted in the army on January 20, 1944. By then David was six months old, and the family had relocated to Newton, outside Wichita. (They would move back to Dodge City in short order.) Jay didn’t ship out until December, an occasion the Hoppers marked with a family portrait. Marjorie dressed the boys in crisp uniforms, with Dennis looking like a cadet and David like a miniature navy seaman. Jay wore his own uniform, and everyone was smiling but Dennis, who stared into the camera glassy eyed, as if he were on the verge of a meltdown. Marjorie marked the back of the picture in ballpoint pen: “Dennis was very sad!” She underlined the word “sad” three times.

Jay was tapped for the Office of Strategic Services, the forerunner of the CIA. For his sons, Jay’s being part of that select branch of the military underscored another dimension of his personality, one that wasn’t all that mellow or retiring. “He was a master sergeant in the OSS,” David Hopper said. “He was, you know, a killer. He was a tough guy. And he was extremely competitive.”

Not long after Jay shipped out, horrific news arrived. As Dennis told it, Marjorie said there had been an accident and he would never see his father again. “We should just presume that he was gone,” Dennis recalled. “She never really said he was dead—there had been an accident—but that was what we inferred. I would hear her say to other people, ‘Oh, he was killed in basic training.’”

Dennis always insisted that he’d been led to believe that his father had been killed in the Second World War. When he was eventually told that Jay would in fact be returning home to Kansas alive, it turned him upside down. “Now wouldn’t that make you a paranoiac?” he asked. It left him with deep feelings of betrayal and distrust, along with a seething hostility toward authority, from parental to governmental. Jay’s “death” had to have been a grisly fib invented as a cover for his secret OSS activities.

Again, Marjorie remembered it differently. “He knew all the time that his dad was alive,” she insisted. She recalled her hyperimaginative son becoming upset over the arrival of a yellow government envelope, believing it to be a death notification. “Daddy’s dead, Daddy’s dead!” Dennis wailed as Marjorie tried to calm him, showing him that the envelope merely contained a financial statement.

“As far as him not hearing from his dad,” Marjorie said, “that’s just a figment of his imagination.” On March 24, 1945, Jay did write to his son from his post in India. “Mother said that you wanted a letter to take to school to read to the other boys and girls,” he began. “This is very beautiful country. There is jungle all around us.” Dennis’s father went on to describe, in Kiplingesque fashion, the “tigers, leopards, elephants, deer, porcupines,” and other animals populating the area and the wonderful costumes the local villagers wore. He signed the three-page letter “Love, Daddy.”

With his flair for hyperbole, Dennis would extol his father’s wartime activities and top secret intrigues, placing him in proximity with Mao Zedong, Chiang Kai-shek, and the heroes who had liberated the highest-ranking American POW, General Jonathan Wainwright, in Manchuria. In fact, Jay’s unit had been tapped to free Wainwright, but they hadn’t done so due to a bridge washout. According to Marjorie, her husband had served as a surgical technician; he might have seen Mao once but hadn’t had anything to do with him or Chiang Kai-shek. Jay, for his part, would remain mum about his experiences in the OSS for the remainder of his days, leaving his sons to conjecture whether or not their father, while unassumingly going about a postwar career in the postal service, was in fact a CIA spook. (For David Hopper, the ruse of his father’s wartime death, supposedly enacted in the interest of secrecy, still sounds plausible. “I think that was a real deal,” he said.)

The memories of gas-huffing hallucinations and being told that his father had been killed in the war suggest a boy as much at home in the airy realms of the imagination as in earthbound reality. Dennis’s recollections of his mother during the war occupied similar terrain, somewhere between truth and fantasy. He was certain that Marjorie, working every day at the giant municipal Dodge City pool in Wright Park, with its vast white clubhouse and big slide, was playing around while Jay was overseas. According to Dennis, Marjorie, riding out the war in a swimsuit, was living a “Dear John” scenario, one that might not have been far-fetched considering that she was still an alluring, athletic woman in her twenties. After moving into a residence at the pool and handing over her sons to the Davises, Marjorie played the single girl, introducing Dennis as her kid brother and making time with the Free French Air Force pilot trainees stationed at the Dodge City Army Airfield. “She was quite wild then,” Dennis insisted—drinking and smoking, raising the hackles of her parents, and having “a great love affair with a concert pianist from Marseille who was killed actually in training.” Later in life, Dennis told his children that their respectable midwestern grandmother had been a floozy during the war.

David believed that Marjorie’s French lover was no more than a friend. But Dennis’s conviction that his Methodist mother “entertained rather well at the swimming pool” transformed his view of the opposite sex. “Booze, drinks: A sort of point of view about women,” he said. “Not to be trusted necessarily.”

A COUPLE OF YEARS AFTER the war ended, the family moved to a Craftsman-style house in Kansas City, Missouri. Jay had taken a job with the Railway Mail Service, sorting letters and guarding mail aboard trains on the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway. An Orthodox rabbi and his wife lived next door, and their two sons became Dennis and David’s closest friends. The four boys would ally themselves in battle against the German American kids in the neighborhood, which had hills big enough for sledding on—a novelty for the brothers from Dodge City.

Marjorie signed Dennis up for weekend art classes at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, where he studied watercolor. “I learned to do this little mountain and the tree with the roots and the water coming by,” he remembered. One day, Thomas Hart Benton sauntered through the museum and ducked into the children’s class. The famous painter, with his piled-up hair and craggy face, made his way around the room and eventually stood over the eleven-year-old Dennis, studying his work. “You’re not gonna understand what I’m saying right now,” he told the boy, “but some day you’re gonna have to git tight and paint loose.” The recommendation to combine creativity and intoxication was one that Benton may have passed along to his star pupil, Jackson Pollock. And it was one that Dennis would, in fact, understand in time.

David remembered his older brother, now approaching teenhood, boxing for money and hanging out, as boys do, with delinquents. There was “a whole gangster scene,” he said. “Dennis was already doing all kinds of crazy things.” There’s no record of Marjorie or Jay being alarmed, but plans were made to move the family again—to California. The move would ease David’s asthma and bring them close to Marjorie’s older sister, Doris, and her husband, Jim Hanratty, who lived in La Mesa, a scrubby suburb east of San Diego. Doris had been something of a flapper in her younger days, and Jim had been a sonar man on the USS Missouri, upon whose deck the Japanese had surrendered. Unlike Jay and Marjorie, they liked to drink and have a good time. Dennis and David naturally loved them.

In the spring of 1949, the Hoppers packed up their new Ford and hit the road for San Diego via US Route 80. Dennis bade farewell to his Kansas friends. He told them he was going to be in the movies.

THE HOPPERS SETTLED INTO A little house at 3224 Massachusetts Avenue in suburban Lemon Grove, adjacent to La Mesa. Marjorie volunteered with the Red Cross and found work at the Camp Gillespie swimming pool on a former military base in El Cajon, while Jay continued his postal service career in downtown San Diego, working as a clerk in the main post office. The move wasn’t quite as radical as Dennis had envisioned. “I didn’t know what I thought I would see when I looked out at the ocean, but I thought I’d see something different,” he said. “But then, looking out at the ocean, it was the same perspective I had looking out at a wheat field. I remember thinking that the ocean looked very similar to our wheat fields. The Pacific was the horizon line in my wheat field.”

The eastern suburbs of San Diego, self-advertised as “the best climate on Earth,” reminded Dennis of Kansas in other ways. They were dusty and drab with modest, squat houses that tended to be populated with transplanted heartlanders, who, like the Hoppers, had brought their midwestern values and agrarian ways with them. The family’s property was barely a quarter of an acre, but it was packed with lemon and avocado trees, not to mention a robust population of great horned lizards. Young David became infatuated with the creepy-crawlies of Southern California—lizards, insects, snakes—occasionally putting them into his brother’s bed for a laugh, which Dennis did not find amusing.

As Dennis’s thirteenth birthday approached, Marjorie had the idea that her son, a dedicated Boy Scout who eventually earned his Eagle badge, might like a sleeping bag for camping trips. “I don’t want a sleeping bag,” Dennis told her. “I want to take dramatic lessons.” Through a friend, Marjorie found a vocal and drama coach, Lee Whitney, who performed at the San Diego Civic Light Opera Association, known as the Starlight, and took Dennis on as an acting student at five dollars an hour. Again Nellie Davis’s eggs came in handy; she dutifully sent her egg money out from Dodge City to help cover the cost of Dennis’s dramatic lessons.

At that point, Dennis, aside from church and school pageants, had practically zero acting experience. But Marjorie, who had taken dramatic declamation lessons as a child, had always given her son verses to memorize and recite. Dennis had shown an aptitude to absorb and entertainingly declaim such hokum as Edgar A. Guest’s “Castor Oil,” a bit of homespun doggerel written in tribute to that gag-inducing panacea:


An’ I ain’t kickin’ much—but, say,

The worst of parents is that they

Don’t realize just how they spoil

A feller’s life with castor oil.



Whitney found the Boy Scout from Kansas to be a remarkably quick study. After working with Dennis for six months, she felt that the traditional student-teacher dynamic was being overturned. “The rest of the time,” Whitney said, “I was learning from him.”

The following year, the fourteen-year-old Dennis won a dramatic declaration contest at San Diego State University, the first of a raft of titles he would win, proudly bringing home trophies, ribbons, and plaques from that and other theatrical contests. He pushed himself obsessively, sometimes not sleeping the night before such performances. Marjorie noted her son’s determination and felt that there was no way to stop him once he had his mind set on something.

At some point, likely during his declamation days, Dennis added to his repertoire a thirty-two-line poem that would remain a showpiece for the rest of his life, the Rudyard Kipling chestnut “If,” written around 1895. In a cascade of stiff-backed Victorian stanzas, the boy who had recited “Castor Oil” now dilated grandly on the dreams and responsibilities of adulthood:


If you can fill the unforgiving minute

With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!



“I WAS A VERY SENSITIVE young boy,” Dennis said of his adolescence. “When you don’t receive the type of love you want from the world you look someplace else for it. For me, acting was the way to get the other things. I guess that sounds pretty sick, but it’s true, in a way.”

As Dennis gravitated toward acting, along with painting and poetry, he understood that he wanted to pursue a creative life. Marjorie and Jay might have been proud of the steady accumulation of Dennis’s drama trophies, but they were alarmed to behold their son transforming into a bohemian under their suburban roof. “My parents were against me being an actor as a profession, thinking it meant I’d end up a bum,” Dennis said. “They saw it as akin to being a poet or painter—these were not jobs, but hobbies. They wanted to know why I didn’t aspire to be a doctor, lawyer, or a teacher. They wanted to know when I was going to get serious and start an engineering degree. Finally, they wanted to know why I couldn’t get a job in a grocery store, or do just anything other than acting. It was so alien to them: I might just as well have said I want to explore the jungle or mine diamonds.”

Jay Hopper warned his son, “Creative people end up in bars—and behind bars.” At the San Diego post office, one of Jay’s coworkers razzed him about Dennis’s thespian exploits: “What kind of kid you got, anyway?”

“We neither one knew where we ever got Dennis,” Marjorie later said. As Marin Hopper, Dennis and Brooke’s daughter, put it, “Marjorie loved her children but couldn’t understand them at all.” Marjorie may have meant well, but she was intense, overbearing, controlling. Dennis, her adored older son, was caught between an ardent desire to please and impress her while loathing the hold she had on him. Resentments festered. Dennis even suspected that Marjorie had never forgiven him for having been born in the first place—for derailing her Olympic hopes. “That was one that I was never really allowed to forget,” he said. He remembered Marjorie as wild, emotional, a yeller.

“My mother was a monster,” David concurred. “If you took a shower very long, she’d start screaming, ‘Turn off that water! Turn off that water!’ One time she opened the shower curtain and pelted Dennis with raw eggs.” In the family lore, there are hairier scenes of Marjorie blowing her top and chasing Dennis around the house with a butcher knife. Both of the Hopper boys found their father, a Thurberian husband jawboned into silence by his loquacious wife, infinitely easier to deal with than Marjorie. “He was really a decent guy,” Dennis said of Jay. “I just didn’t know him.” Yet every so often Jay subjected Dennis and David to lashings from a belt. “He was a bad son of a bitch,” David said, adding that Dennis’s ways—expressive, bold, unpredictable, charismatic, intelligent, unconventional—scared their straitlaced father to death. In order to get relief from Marjorie and Jay, the boys often escaped to Aunt Doris and Uncle Jim’s house. Or, after their Davis grandparents moved to the San Diego area in the mid-1950s, to their house—or, as they got older, to Tijuana, where they could leave all of the uptightness behind and cut loose. The brothers developed an adoration of Mexican culture that remained with them the rest of their lives.

Dennis would come to feel that the tension in the Hopper household had powered his determination to make something of himself. “They were always screaming,” he said of Marjorie and Jay. “I swore to myself I’d show them.” In later life he would wax lyrical about that period of alienated adolescence, “when you couldn’t identify with your parents and you couldn’t identify with anyone, any of your surroundings, so you wanted new surroundings and new dreams and new ideas and new people, new things.”

There was another worrisome dimension in Dennis’s home life, of shadowy Oedipal undertones amid the sunny groves of 1950s California suburbia. As Dennis came into puberty, he began to find Marjorie, with the proud athletic figure she showed off at the pool, physically alluring. “My mother had an incredible body, and I had a sexual fascination for her,” he admitted. The adult Dennis would expand upon that forbidden theme from time to time, describing his adolescent yearning, which seemed hopelessly twisted up with the lack of understanding, even love, that his mother had come to represent. Those dark erotic drives left him wracked with guilt. Whether it was hyperbole intended to shock interviewers or an attention-grabbing way of self-dramatizing his complex emotional makeup, Dennis expressed those feelings with self-lacerating frankness. “I really wanted to have sex with my mother, no question about it,” he told his friend Jean Stein in 1987, describing a mother-son relationship gone extremely awry. “She was another woman I wanted to fuck. A great piece of ass.”

DENNIS WAS GRAVITATING TOWARD TABOO, outlandishness, excess. He claimed to have read a biography of John Barrymore while he was growing up, which had set the tone for his eventual career as an actor. In the 1940s and ’50s, the standard book on Barrymore was Gene Fowler’s purplish Good Night, Sweet Prince: The Life and Times of John Barrymore. Barrymore’s aristocratic artistry and decadence, as Fowler described them, were fascinating for a boy growing up under Jay and Marjorie Hopper’s roof. Dennis would have imbibed the words Fowler ascribed to the English actress Constance Collier that celebrated Barrymore as the greatest of actors: “He had a wild soul, and no one
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