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Introduction

Tallulah Bankhead was known just as much for her off-stage presence as she was for her on-stage performances. Fearless from birth, Tallulah charted her own course in life. She trudged off to New York to make it big in showbusiness when she was still a teen. She then saw opportunity calling on the other side of the Atlantic and didn’t hesitate to hop on a steamship and head to England, chasing her dreams until they became a certain reality.

Before her passing in 1968, Tallulah Bankhead made hundreds of appearances in theater, film, radio, and TV. Showered with praise from critics and fans alike, she won several awards, including Variety’s Best Actress of the Year award and the New York Film Critics Award for Best Actress. Tallulah was everywhere. According to Vanity Fair, she was “the only actress on both sides of the Atlantic to be recognized by her first name only.” She was also the only stage actress to be featured on the cover of both Time and Life magazines.

The quintessential flapper, Tallulah threw aside conventional norms and lived a liberated life, indulging herself in every way she saw fit. Her lifestyle of partying, drugs, and casual relationships with both men and women would take its toll, however, and by the time she was in her early thirties, Tallulah had already gone through a serious health crisis that almost claimed her life.

In this book, we will discover the highs and the lows, the great achievements and the great disappointments. This is the life of Tallulah Bankhead.


Chapter One

Early Life and Discovery

“The only thing I regret about my past is the length of it. If I had to live my life again, I'd make the same mistakes, only sooner.”

—Tallulah Bankhead

Tallulah Brockman Bankhead was born on January 31, 1902, to Adelaide Eugenia Bankhead and her husband, William Brockman Bankhead. The baby girl was given the name of her grandmother, who in turn had been named after the town of Tallulah Falls. As the story goes, grandma Tallulah was given the name because her mother believed that she had become pregnant with her during a trip to that particular town.

Tallulah’s early life would be plagued in large degree by tragedy, beginning with the unexpected death of her mother just a few weeks after her birth. Succumbing to a bout of septicemia, more commonly known as blood poisoning, Tallulah’s mother died on February 23, 1902. Her father William was absolutely beside himself with grief over the loss. Unsure of how to go on as a newly designated single parent, he often drowned his despair in a bottle of hard liquor.

With Tallulah’s father rendered incapacitated through a combination of grief and intoxication, the duty of raising her and her older sister Eugenia fell largely on Tallulah’s paternal grandmother—the very same grandmother after whom Tallulah was named. As a child, Tallulah would spar with her grandmother on a routine basis. Tallulah was constantly seeking attention—and if she couldn’t get it in a positive way, she would not hesitate to get attention in a much more negative fashion.

These outbursts were often so severe that family members would later recall Tallulah’s grandmother pouring cold water on the child just to get her to calm down and snap out of the fit that she was throwing. Tallulah had a spark deep down inside of her, waiting to burst into flame. Soon enough, even the cold waters of her grandmother wouldn’t be enough to quench it.

Despite his struggles with depression and alcoholism, Tallulah’s father was an up and coming southern statesman. By the time Tallulah was born, William Bankhead was a well-known attorney and served on the Alabama House of Representatives. The times that Tallulah spent with her father were always few and far between, but the memories that the two created during those rare occasions were worthwhile all the same.

Tallulah would later recall, for example, an episode that occurred when she was five years old during which her tonsils had been removed. It was a rough operation for Tallulah since the doctor that performed the procedure had accidentally scraped her uvula with his scalpel. This caused Tallulah pain following the procedure and was later cited as the reason behind her unusually low and husky voice, although her bouts of chronic bronchitis appear the more likely culprit.

At any rate, immediately after the operation, Tallulah’s father felt sorry for his daughter and wished to get her mind off the pain by taking her to a local vaudeville act. Vaudeville was an amalgam of entertainers, such as singers, dancers, comedians, and other exhibitionists, performing on one stage. This was Tallulah’s first glimpse of show business, and she is said to have been completely enthralled by it.

After they came back from the show, Tallulah impressed her father with her rendition of many of the skits that she had witnessed. She had an incredible knack for reciting the songs and dialogues that she had heard, indicating a keen sense of improvisation even as a child. She would often perform for family members, with dances, songs, and even full-blown plays all of her own creation. Although Tallulah would continue to entertain the family in this manner over the next few years, most people didn’t think too much of her. She was quite overweight as a child and in that regard often stood in the shadow of her pretty older sister, Eugenia.

It wasn’t until Tallulah blossomed into a teenager that people outside the family began to take notice of her star quality. When she was just 15 years old, the illustrated magazine periodical named Picture Play came calling. Tallulah had entered into Picture Play’s competition, and the prize for the winner was the honor of being used as an extra in an upcoming film. The contest had the participants send their name and photo to the magazine in the hopes that they would be selected. Excited with girlish delight at the prospect of being discovered, Tallulah quickly put herself together, wrapped a scarf around her neck, donned a stylish hat, and had her picture taken. The folks at Picture Play apparently thought that Tallulah was screen material as soon as they saw her, but there was only one problem—she had forgotten to include her name and address with the photo.

Tallulah only realized this mishap when she read a later copy of the magazine that featured the very photo that she had turned in, except instead of her name it had the caption, “Who is she?” Reading further, she saw that the magazine was desperately seeking to find out who she was. Tallulah would later claim that she had left out her name on purpose in order to create more allure and mystery, but whether this is true or not is not entirely clear. What is clear is that as soon as she revealed herself to be the mystery girl, Tallulah won her screen test and was booked for an appointment in New York City.

As excited as Tallulah was, however, the news of her new opportunity created much worry and concern among her family members. The idea of 15-year-old Tallulah galivanting off to the big city by herself was, of course, out of the question. It was immediately understood that if she did go to claim her prize, she would need to have someone go with her. After much debate, her chaperone was finally established; Tallulah’s aunt would be escorting Tallulah to claim her fame in New York City.

Here, Tallulah was given a walk-on role for the film Who Loved Him Best? in which she would be paid $75 for three weeks of work. For a 15-year-old girl in the late 1910s, this was a decent amount of extra spending money to have on hand. What’s more, besides the minor role and the cash, Tallulah made connections that would last her a lifetime. At a young age, Tallulah realized something that many stars and starlets take a lifetime to understand: the true secret of success among celebrities is networking. She knew that someone could have all the talent in the world, but if they were not able to keep company with the right people, they would remain in obscurity.

And network Tallulah did. Getting a place to stay at the famed Algonquin Hotel in 1918, she began to mingle with the best of them—wining and dining her way into the good graces of several key players of her day. Among these were three young actresses named Estelle Winwood, Eva Le Gallienne, and Blyth Daly, with whom Tallulah formed the “Four Riders of the Algonquin.” This was the wild pack that Tallulah had begun to run with, and soon alcohol, drugs, and flirtatious flings would be free-flowing all around.


Conclusion

When Tallulah Bankhead finally succumbed to her long deteriorating health on December 12, 1968, she was 66 years old. It seemed that many years of drinking, smoking, and hard living had taken their toll. The official reason behind her demise was listed as a combination of pneumonia and emphysema, greatly exacerbated by Tallulah’s ongoing habit of chain smoking. Tallulah was given a private funeral at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Maryland on December 14, and she was finally laid to rest at a cemetery in Chestertown, Maryland shortly thereafter.

Despite her extravagant lifestyle, Tallulah proved to have been a shrewd saver in the last chapter of her life. Many believed that she would be in debt upon her passing, but to their surprise she managed to leave behind an estate worth two million dollars.

In her passing, Tallulah Bankhead is known for a great many things. She is known as a legendary stage performer, a strong voice in both radio and television, and an occasional blockbuster at the movie house. But more than any accolades from theater or film critics, Tallulah is celebrated for her personality and no-holds-barred approach to life. She was someone who refused to conform to anyone’s standards, determined to live life to its fullest and on her own terms. She was just as original off stage as she was in the limelight.

Tallulah Bankhead was something akin to lightning trapped in a bottle—she was always in rare form. She was born under the shadow of her mother’s death, but despite—and perhaps even in spite—of this tragedy, she had a fire inside her soul that refused to burn out. Tallulah Bankhead was a free spirit, and the freedom that she engendered is something that speaks volumes to us to this very day.

