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In Memory of Andrew Sarris, we miss the passing of our great teacher, friend, critic, and historian, and for the late Karen Black, whose input was enormous and whose cooperation was unending. And always for baby cocoa bear.
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“There is James Cagney, Spencer Tracy, Humphrey Bogart and Henry Fonda. After that, who is there but Jack Nicholson?”

—MIKE NICHOLS
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“Marlon Brando influenced me strongly. Today it’s hard for people who weren’t there to realize the impact that Brando had on an audience.… He’s always been the patron saint of actors.”

—JACK NICHOLSON
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“He’s our Bogart. He represents this whole period of history in a way Bogart represented the ’40s and ’50s on film.”

—HENRY JAGLOM
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“When I started off, there were 25 people walking around L.A. in red jackets who looked exactly like James Dean, because he was very extreme and quite easy to imitate—which missed the point entirely.”

—JACK NICHOLSON
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“He has a great deal of respect for women, and I would think was one of the pro–women’s lib type people.”

—BRUCE DERN
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“What would it be like to fuck Britney Spears? I can answer that question: Monumental. Life altering!”

—JACK NICHOLSON




INTRODUCTION


“One never really recovers from his own birth.”

—JACK NICHOLSON



JOHN JOSEPH “JACK” NICHOLSON JR. WAS BORN APRIL 22, 1937, AT home in New Jersey, according to his official record of birth, which lists his parents as John and Ethel May Nicholson. Growing up, Jack called Ethel May “Mud,” short for “Mudder,” Jackspeak for “Mother.”1

Ethel May was the stalwart family breadwinner. For many years she worked as a hairdresser out of a second-floor room of the small family house in Neptune City, until eventually she made enough money to expand her business, move the brood to a better neighborhood, and open a string of modestly profitable beauty parlors.

John J. Nicholson was nothing like Ethel May; he had no money and little ambition. He found jobs intermittently doing handiwork. While Jack was still a baby, John’s drinking became too difficult for Ethel May to put up with and she kicked him out of the house. After that, he lived hand to mouth, often sleeping on park benches and occasionally under the boardwalk. He showed up at Ethel May’s mostly on holidays, when she let him in to have dinner with the family. Although Jack rarely saw him, this was the man he believed was his real father.

Various other men drifted in and out of the family house during this time, including Don Furcillo-Rose, a dark-haired, dapper, sharp-dressed fellow with a great smile. He had been Jack’s older sister June’s boyfriend just before her abrupt departure from the family home to fulfill her dream of being in show business. The charming and good-looking Furcillo-Rose, ten years June’s senior, was a sometime musician who played with various pickup bands along the Jersey Shore, where they likely first met.2

Apparently, Ethel May did not like Furcillo-Rose sniffing around June, and whenever she caught them together she warned him to stay away from her underage daughter or she would have him thrown in jail. After June left home, Furcillo-Rose still occasionally came around, but he was never warmly welcomed by Ethel May, or Lorraine and Shorty, her other daughter and her husband, but Mud knew Furcillo-Rose and June had grown very close, so she occasionally let him sleep over in June’s empty room. He was, in his way, after all, part of the family.

Little Jack also never liked Furcillo-Rose, the way he reeked of whiskey and cigarettes, the way he was always whispering to Ethel May so no one else could hear him. Furcillo-Rose never said much to him. Jack did adore Lorraine and George W. “Shorty” Smith. “I had Shorty, as good a father [type] as anybody’s ever going to get or need.”

Lorraine was the opposite of June in every way. She was not outgoing and not a dreamer; she preferred being a stay-at-home wife. She had married Shorty as soon as it was legal for her to do so. They had gone together since she was seven and he was eleven. In his spare time, which was plentiful, since regular work was hard for him to find, he taught Jack everything a real father would normally teach a boy: how to lift the toilet seat when he peed, how to catch a grounder on the nearby sandlots. Keep your knees closed when the ball is hit. Let it come to you and wrap it in your glove with your other hand. In his earlier days Shorty had taken dancing lessons with June, at her insistence, so she could have a partner who wouldn’t be groping her all the time, and it had left him unusually limber. In high school he played a little football, although he was too small to make first string. He earned his pay as a brakeman for Conrail, but was laid off too many times to be able to call it a career. At the height of World War II he decided to join the merchant marines for the three squares, a place to sleep, and a regular paycheck that he always sent back to Lorraine.

Jack had no memory of June, but he always remembered all the stories told about her around the dinner table at the family house. “My sister June was another story,” he told Rolling Stone. “She left home at sixteen,” the same year Jack was born. “She was a show dancer for Earl Carroll and knew Lucky Luciano. She married one of the test pilots on the American team that broke the sound barrier.… Then June went to California, got some interesting jobs, met some interesting people. And died. Very young. Cancer.”

Jack told this to the magazine as if it were an outline for a screenplay, a fantasy with a storyline that ended in tragedy, June the beautiful but doomed princess. Jack was also still a teenager when he, too, decided to leave home and head west, in search of his own dreams of show business glory. He said he wanted to be an actor. Like June, he had a fanciful imagination hinged to a lack of real opportunity.

When he first arrived in L.A. he briefly stayed with her, until he got a regular job and moved out. After taking some acting classes, he found some work in independent films. His early “rebel” roles led him to bigger parts with better scripts, and although it took many hard years to happen, he eventually became a star. He was lauded by fans and critics alike for his attractive onscreen persona and how he always seemed to be playing himself, no matter what the role. People went to his movies to see him as much as to see the film. Audiences loved Jack—or the movie persona they believed was Jack.

Acting came naturally to him and with good reason. His Americana childhood was a diorama of deception. Nothing in the Neptune City house was exactly the way as it had seemed. Everyone in his childhood had played a role, and they did it well. Jack didn’t learn how to act from Marlon Brando or even Stanislavsky. He learned from June, Lorraine, John, Shorty, Don, and most of all, Ethel May.
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ALL THE GREAT movie stars, and Jack is unquestionably one of the greatest, are really two people: the private person offscreen and the famous actor on it who plays the characters that audiences love him for. This duality makes it difficult for audiences, and sometimes film critics and historians, to differentiate between the characters actors play and the character of the actor who plays him. The trick for screen actors is to convince us they are who they aren’t and they aren’t who they are; the contradiction for those performers looking to reveal the “truth” to their audiences is by playing people they are not. Acting is the art of the artificial.

The continuum of Jack’s character, smiling, cool, hip, intense, and articulate, showed up in virtually every one of his movies, until one day in 1974 he learned his family’s terrible secret, the reality behind all that “acting,” something so deep, so dark, and so deceptive, it changed everything about his life, and therefore everything about his acting. The final film he made before he found out this secret was The Last Detail, in which the character he plays, Billy “Bad Ass” Buddusky, believes he is invulnerable. He is tough, funny, cocky, and inherently instinctive. He is innocent when the film begins and he remains so, even as he comes to recognize the contradiction of his responsibilities. In the first film he made after that, Chinatown, the character he plays, J. J. Gittes, is a detective, a symbol of authority. Gittes, too, is tough, funny, cocky but vulnerable and inherently cerebral. To audiences, this was the better, meaning more ingratiating, performance. Audiences adore attractive vulnerability in their heroes.

But to Jack, the differences were more than surface sensitivities. His acting style hadn’t grown; Jack the personality had changed because Jack the man had changed.

In between, he made The Passenger for Antonio Antonioni, before Chinatown but released after. It is a film whose main character has no clear identity and spends the entire film in search of himself. This journey serves as the transition between the characters “Bad Ass” Buddusky and J. J. Gittes. The liberation of the aptly named David Locke is the link between the two. Set in the background of the Chad civil war, a perfect metaphorical backdrop for this film, Locke comes across a dead body at his hotel and assumes the person’s identity, literally and figuratively becoming him. In Chinatown, Gittes starts off as an innocent, but when the film ends he is, in Blakean terms, experienced. In real life, Jack had taken a bite of the forbidden fruit when he learned the family secret and paid the price.3 For the rest of his life, no character he ever played would again be so easy, simple, or innocent. This is what people really mean when they talk about the difference between Jack’s early performances in his “personal” films and his later ones in more commercial, mainstream movies.

After 1974, with one or two exceptions, he never again played a purely romantic lead. And in real life, while women continued to be a source of both pleasure and pain for him, true love was something he could never fully accept, believe, or trust from them. His seventeen-year relationship with Anjelica Huston, the woman able to get closest to him, was a series of hellos and good-byes, angers, frustrations, and, on both their parts, infidelities strewn throughout their time together. It is significant that in the end they both wound up alone.

What follows, then, is the story of Jack Nicholson the movie star and Jack Nicholson the man. Jack the personality made sixty-two films, during which Jack the man kept playing the one role he had tried to reconcile with and perfect his whole life. Who he really was.

Himself.




1 Early on, Jack liked to make up his own language by shortening words to make them sound funny and keep, or sometimes heighten, their meaning. Later, when he moved to L.A. and hung out with the postbeat/Kerouac crowd, he began to incorporate more “beat speak” into his already colorful “Jackspeak.” “Beat speak” is essentially musical in origin, coming out of the sound of jazz and early a cappella rock and roll.

2 Don Furcillo’s stage name was Don Rose. He is often referred to in books and articles as Don Furcillo-Rose.

3 The remarkable similarities between what Jack discovered in real life and the plot of Chinatown, written by his friend at the time Robert Towne, was something Jack called a coincidence, as the film was written before he found out. However, a close check of the chronology of events shows that Jack did know it before Chinatown was written and very likely helped Towne shape his screenplay into something more autobiographical (for Jack) than originally intended.
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Dennis Hopper, Peter Fonda, and Jack Nicholson in Hopper’s 1969 Easy Rider. Courtesy of Getty Images
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“I have the blood of kings in my veins …”

—JACK NICHOLSON



JACK NICHOLSON GREW UP IN NEPTUNE CITY, A SMALL BOROUGH in Monmouth County, New Jersey; it is situated approximately fifty miles south of Manhattan near the Jersey Shore and Asbury Park, the colorful mecca of carnival dreams and penny arcades that so captured the imagination of the local children of South Jersey’s working class. Asbury Park needs no further mythic atmospherics than have already been provided by its fertile crop of countless local dreamers-made-good, most notable among them—besides Jack—Bruce Springsteen, Danny DeVito, and, a step or two back in time, the most commercially successful film comedy duo of its day, the burlesque-trained team of classic skinny straight man and lovable tubby stupido, Bud Abbott and Lou Costello.1

Because Ethel May’s house was constantly filled with women coming and going to have their hair done, and the children they brought along to save babysitting money, amid all the hustle and bustle and female gossip, young Jack had trouble finding his own little corner in this noisy, chemical-smelling house. As Jack later said, being surrounded by all that estrogen, “It’s a miracle I didn’t turn out to be a fag.” Sometimes if he could, he would sneak off and lose himself in the sands of the shore, walking aimlessly through its many cheap and tawdry sideshows.

Two other things he could do by himself were read comic books and collect baseball cards. Jack was a boy who lived inside his superhero dreams. Escapism helped alleviate the loneliness borne of being surrounded by so many people at the house and yet being alone so much of the time. As a result, he had frequent temper tantrums that were partly a cry for some attention of his own. According to his sister Lorraine, when Jack couldn’t get his way about something, his tantrums “rocked the house like an earthquake.” One Christmas, he took a crosscut saw and sliced off a leg of the kitchen table. In return, Ethel May gave him a lump of coal for his present. Jack screamed and hollered until she gave him his real present, and then he calmed down. Another time, when she was on the phone, he lay down on the floor and began kicking and screaming until she hung up. “Later on,” Jack recalled, “I became conscious of very early emotions about not being wanted—feeling that I was a problem to my family as an infant. You see, my mother and father separated just prior to my birth … it must have been very hard on my mother …” It would take decades for Jack to understand why he had those feelings.

Like most boys his age, Jack idolized Joe DiMaggio and had all his cards. One time Jack was sent to the grocery store for bread and milk and instead spent the money on the newest issues of Sub-Mariner, Human Torch, Captain Marvel, and Batman comics. He loved Batman the most because of his extended human skills rather than superhuman skills or supernatural powers. And the character of the Joker. When he came home, Ethel May spanked him and took all the comic books away.

And the seeds of sex were clearly planted in Jack from a very early age. “I was very driven. I remember being at least mentally sexually excited about things from childhood, even sooner than eight, in the bathtub. I mean, I had a large appetite.”

AND THERE WAS also the movies. Young Jack spent nearly every Saturday afternoon at the local movie house, the Palace, devouring the cartoons and the episodic serials with endings that seemed impossible for the hero to survive—cliff-hangers constructed to guarantee the return of every kid in the audience the following Saturday for another marathon of celluloid, soda, popcorn, and miracles.

Even though there were some hard financial times, “I never felt poor,” Jack recalled. “In Neptune there was a slightly rougher, lower-middle-class region and a more upper-middle-class one. Ethel May Nicholson was smart enough to move [us] to the better area …” With her business thriving, in 1950, when Jack was thirteen, she moved the entire brood a crucial two miles south to Spring Lake, a better neighborhood on the other side of the tracks, sometimes called the Irish Riviera of the Jersey Shore. She set up home and shop at 505 Mercer Avenue just in time for Jack to enter Manasquan High School, one of the stronger academic public schools in southern New Jersey.

It was a big deal to everyone except Jack when Ethel May bought one of the first TVs on the block, a black-and-white box with legs. Jack preferred the Saturday morning big-screen movies over the blurry, talky content of the small flickering screen. He wasn’t impressed with the likes of The Adventures of Superman or The Lone Ranger. To him, they were better in comic books, or in his animated imagination, than on TV. Even when some of the other kids from the neighborhood crowded in to watch the new picture-and-sound marvel in the living room, Jack could not have cared less.

He hadn’t yet had his adolescent spurt (such as it would be); he was still shorter than most of the other boys and carried a thick layer of baby belly fat. He would eventually lose most of it but would never grow as muscular as he wanted to be, or tall enough to play basketball, his favorite sport. With the extra pounds and the diminutive height he earned the taunting nickname “Chubs” from the other students. And he suffered from an unusually extreme case of acne. His skin was covered with blemishes that would permanently scar and pit his face, shoulders, chest, and back, causing him throughout most of his film career to never allow himself to be filmed without wearing a shirt unless the lighting was favorable and his body and face makeup was expertly applied.

At Manasquan he proved a good student—smart, cerebral, and analytical—but what meant most to him was what he lacked: the size and physical strength to play ball. He also tried out for football but proved too small and too soft for that game as well and had to settle instead for the job of the baseball team’s equipment manager, reduced to carrying bats, balls, and gloves for the team’s players. “He wanted to be an athlete, and was probably frustrated about not having been a little bigger, a little taller, maybe even a little older at the time. He was always the youngest in the group …,” recalled one classmate. Instead, he wrote about the teams’ games. What did come easily to him, he discovered, was writing. He liked descriptive prose, capturing the action as if he were playing right alongside the team. Writing a great sentence was almost as good as making a slam-dunk. Almost.

By 1953, his junior year, sixteen-year-old Jack, with his dark Irish good looks—despite his acne—his new, leaner, and more muscular body, and his sharp, witty tongue, went from being the runt to one of the most popular boys in his class. For the first time the girls at school began noticing him—“Chubs” became “Nick” (short for Nicholson)—and his broad smile, which seemed always now to be plastered across his face as if cut open by a can opener. And while his teachers were always suspicious of what they perceived as some mischievous prank behind it, along with his general air of newfound arrogance, the worst thing they could find to accuse him of was smoking. He had developed a two-pack-a-day habit he would never be able to break. They warned him that smoking would stunt his growth. He laughed but would never grow taller than 5′9½″—smaller than Steve McQueen, smaller than Paul Newman, smaller than Robert Redford, the same size as Robert De Niro, taller than Al Pacino and Bob Dylan.

After failing to make any of the teams, he eventually turned to acting in school plays, something that didn’t require the size and strength of athletics. He tried out for one in the spring of his junior year and discovered he not only liked performing but was pretty good at it. His first show, Out of the Frying Pan by Francis Swann, was a broad comedy about young kids trying to make it as actors on Broadway. It had had a successful Great White Way run in 1941, after which Swann’s youthful characters became a staple of high school productions for much of the 1940s and 1950s, before giving way to more contemporary fare. Jack had a small role in Frying Pan, but it was satisfying enough to persuade him to sign up in his senior year as a regular for the school’s drama club.

After hours, between rehearsal schedules, to earn cigarette money Jack worked as an usher at a local movie theater, the Rivoli in Belmar. There the brightness of the day and the attention he got in school by acting turned into the darkness of the movie theater, where he was able to pay attention to real actors over and over again, studying their every move, trying to figure out how they did what they did, and how he could do it too. He also worked as a part-time lifeguard in the warmer weather, at nearby Bradley Beach (always wearing a swim shirt to keep his acne-filled chest skin covered), a job that gave him the pleasurable task of watching pretty young girls sunbathe in bathing suits.

In his senior-year production, Jack landed the role of one of the crazies in John Patrick’s The Curious Savage, originally written as a screenplay for the silent screen legend Lillian Gish about an old woman committed to an insane asylum where she is surrounded by lunatics, one of whom, Hannibal, was played by Jack. He was so good in it that at graduation he was voted “Best Actor” by his classmates.

Despite his increased, thespian-generated popularity with girls and his lifeguard gig, he still couldn’t actually get one to go with him. Always quick with a joke or a smirky comment, he became something of the class clown throughout high school, and his quick wit eased a lot of his frustration. If he couldn’t attract girls with his physical prowess, he could get them at least to come closer by making them laugh, and as a result he was surrounded his senior year by what were for him all the prettiest look-but-don’t-touch cuties. Sandra Hawes, the senior class’s “Best Actress,” the princess to Jack’s prince, remembers, “He would hang around with the most popular girls in high school … because he was fun to be with … even though he never really had any love life … he was probably the only one who didn’t have to have a girlfriend … he was a kidder, a joker, always cutting up.” His verbal athletics earned him the new nickname “The Weaver” for his ability to move in and out of stories and always manage to find a way to tie them all together at the end. Even then he had the habit of licking his lips between groups of words.

His good-guy popularity also got him elected vice president of the senior graduating class, despite the fact that by now his everyday costume of choice was more fit for a budding rebel—a pair of dirty jeans and a motorcycle jacket became his uniform after he saw Lászlo Benedek’s The Wild One when it opened in December 1953, starring Marlon Brando as a motorcycle-riding bad boy who possesses a killer smile he fully flashes only once, at the so-called happy ending of the film. The school’s authorities frowned on Jack’s outfit, but they chose to look the other way. He was about to finish school that June; it made no sense stirring any pots at the last minute.

HE GRADUATED FROM Manasquan in June 1954. By then he had saved enough money from working at the movie theater and as a lifeguard to buy himself a used 1947 Studebaker (Jack liked to brag that he was such a good handicapper that his regular visits to the Monmouth racetrack all through high school had won him the money to buy it). It was only when he applied for his driver’s license that he discovered for the first time there was no record anywhere of his birth, which he had always assumed had happened at home, like his sisters. As far as the state was concerned, Jack Nicholson did not exist. To solve the problem, Ethel May filed a Delayed Report of Birth with the New Jersey State Health Department. In it she listed Jack’s birth date as April 22, 1937, at 1410 Sixth Avenue in Neptune City, New Jersey. According to it, Jack was indeed born at home. She listed herself, Ethel Rhoads, as the mother and John Joseph Nicholson as her husband and Jack’s father.

It gave Jack the official documentation he needed to get his license, but, as he was later to discover, like so much of the rest of the family’s history he believed and believed in, none of it was true.




1 Lou Costello was born farther north, in Paterson, New Jersey.
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“I got into acting by being a fan …”

—JACK NICHOLSON



“[WHEN I WAS OLD ENOUGH] I HEADED WEST TO SEE SOME MOVIE stars and got work around the studios … when I say ‘fan’ I don’t mean I was an autograph hound or anything like that … Everybody in my age bracket [were] Marlon Brando fans.”

Jack’s decision to spend some time in Los Angeles came because of an invitation from the unlikeliest of sources, his sister June. She was living now in Inglewood, a low-rent section of L.A. County on the outskirts of Hollywood. Her journey west had not been a smooth one. Over Furcillo-Rose’s objections, two months after Jack was born, she determined to leave New Jersey to pursue a career of her own in show business. She joined one of the remaining vaudeville circuits that traveled from Philadelphia, down to Miami and back north and west to Chicago. In 1944, at the age of twenty-five she gave up on making it as a dancer and wound up working in a defense plant in Ohio. There she met and married Murray “Bob” Hawley, a divorced test pilot (who may or may not have broken the sound barrier) but who definitely came from money. Over the next few years they had two children, a son and a daughter, and relocated to Southampton, New York, the playland of the Northeast rich. All was well until one day, without warning, Hawley left June and the children and took up with another woman. Dejected, June returned briefly to New Jersey before setting out to Los Angeles with her two children in tow, hoping to start another new life.

When Jack graduated from high school in the spring of 1954, as a present June sent him an invitation to spend the summer with her in Hollywood and a plane ticket to get there. Jack jumped at the chance not only to be with his sister but to walk the same streets and breathe the same air as his screen idol Marlon Brando.

Curiously, and despite his popularity, he told none of his neighborhood friends from school about his journey west. It was as if, after all, they meant nothing to him, that they had made his life more difficult than it had to be, especially the girls. He was still a virgin when he left for California. Jack promised Ethel May he would return in two months and enroll at the University of Delaware, where his high gradepoint average had earned him an offer of an engineering scholarship.

IT DIDN’T TAKE long for June to regret having invited Jack, and for him to regret accepting. Her apartment was already small with her and the two children, and smaller with Jack in it, especially since he hung around all day, sullen, slouchy, sleeping late, and eating whatever was in the small refrigerator. The only time she had a break from him was when he walked over to the nearby Hollywood Park to indulge in his favorite pastime, playing the ponies. On days he didn’t have enough money for the track, he ventured out by bus to Hollywood to explore its fabled streets. He couldn’t get over all the little aqua-and-green houses.

The dream-factory town was built by the first-generation movie moguls who took over the orange groves that covered acres of cheap land and turned them into studios and built these little houses for the employees, from the makeup staff to the actors and actresses. Small businesses sprang up to service the two necessities of most studio actors and technicians—coffeehouses where they could smoke and drink cupfuls of hot, steaming caffeine on their way to work, and bars where they could retreat in the evenings and juice it up until closing time. At eleven every night the town shut tight. Filmmaking began at dawn.

By 1935 the party had moved west to a strip of undistracted, unregulated land between Hollywood and Beverly Hills on Sunset Boulevard known as the Sunset Strip. It had no police department and no local government, and sex and alcohol were plentiful. Many of the cafés and clubs on the Strip were owned by the actors themselves, and for those who couldn’t couple up for free, there were brothels all over the place, their main attraction the unusually beautiful girls who worked there, many of them bit players at the studios during the day, “starlets,” as they preferred to be called, waiting for their big break and in the meantime needing a way to pay their bills.

The major Hollywood studios had a decades-long lock on what could be made and what could be seen; they produced the films, distributed them, and owned the theaters that showed them. That iron grip began to loosen in 1948, when the Supreme Court declared Hollywood an oligopoly, and because of it the look of films soon began to change. The arrival of independent films signaled the beginning of the end of the censorial Production Code, and Hollywood, but not necessarily the majors, began to make more interesting movies, exploring subjects beyond the boy-meets-girl fare that had dominated the studios’ Golden Age. At the center of these new films were new stars, and no one was more explosive than Marlon Brando.

In July 1954, shortly after Jack arrived in Hollywood, Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront, starring Brando, opened in theaters and replaced Johnny Strabler with Terry Malloy as the newest rebel of American movies, a virile but vulnerable tough guy in search of his own tortured soul.

Brando changed forever the image of what an American male movie star was, by lowering the age and raising the temperature of the definition of onscreen masculinity. As Terry Malloy in Waterfront, Brando’s performance turned on Jack and a whole generation of young starstruck boys just like him who wanted to be the next Marlon Brando.

DESPITE THE FACT that he felt crowded in June’s tiny apartment and didn’t especially like her constant fixing of his hair, and asking him if he’d had enough to eat even when he emptied the fridge, and if he had changed his underwear, more like a mother than a sister, he didn’t mind it all that much. “There were certain things about my relationship with her,” Jack recalled years later. “Body English. And I remember thinking, when my sister doted on me, what was she worried about?”

Despite Mud’s insistence that fall that he return east to start college, Jack knew there was no turning back. When the summer ended he decided to trade in his chance to get a higher education in favor of learning a few life lessons. He found himself a small inexpensive apartment in Culver City, a few miles south of Hollywood, where he would sleep until late afternoon if he felt like it, without June’s constant nagging, then get up and go to the part-time job he’d found to pay for it, restocking inventory in a toy store on Hollywood Boulevard.

After work he might grab a bite at Romero’s Coffee Shop on Wilshire, a hangout for a lot of the new self-styled rebel wannabe actors. Jack’s outgoing personality allowed him to easily ingratiate himself into their circle, where he loved to sit around and talk with them about movies in his flat monotone New Jersey voice. They all enjoyed hearing him analyze that scene in Waterfront where Brando as Terry picks up the glove that Eva Marie Saint as Edie accidentally drops while they’re walking and talking. Terry picks it up and tries to put it on his own hand, in effect to get under her skin. What made the scene even more special for Jack was that it was improvised. Saint really had accidentally dropped the glove during filming and Brando just went with it. Method-acting, of which this was a perfect example of “being in the moment,” was nirvana to him and the rest of these caffeine critics.

And if Jack got lucky, he might even try to pick up one of the little beauties in tight sweaters and black jeans sitting at a nearby table, their chins in their palms, listening to his every word in rapt attention. He may have thought about it, but he never had the courage to try.

Or he might head over to one of the other Googie-style coffeehouses and bars where other nests of wannabes frequented, or the Unicorn, the Renaissance, Chez Paulette’s, Barney’s Beanery, the Rain Check—a good place to play a game of unhurried darts—Mac’s, Luans. He loved hanging with the “puries,” as he called them in Jackspeak, the L.A. young actors whose own hip culture was emerging around them. “I was part of a generation that was raised on cool jazz and Jack Kerouac, and we walked around in corduroys and turtlenecks talking about Camus and Sartre and existentialism … we stayed up all night and slept till three in the afternoon … We were among the few people around seeing European pictures … L.A. ‘puries’ were people very expressive of the L.A. culture—the overstuffed hamburger, the 18,000 ice-cream flavors, the Hollywood electric whiz-bang kids …”

Or, if he was really broke, he might walk east on Sunset, past La Brea, to one of the many storefront pool halls tucked between the tattoo parlor and the whorehouses, and hustle up enough money to make that month’s rent.

But by 1955, after Jack had spent a year scrounging and being alone among the coffeehouse cliques, L.A. was beginning to lose some of its allure. Hanging out with the boys was fun, but it wasn’t enough for him. He had not been able to get close to anyone, boy or girl. He didn’t want to spend the next twenty years drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, and getting off on the sound of his own voice. He wanted to be where the real action was, to somehow break into the business, no matter how menial a position he might be able to get. Anything had to be better than sleeping all day and bullshitting all night. He would rather return east and go to college, like Ethel May was still pushing him to do. “I had no [real or meaningful] friends. I was living on my own … I had this job I kind of liked as a messenger. I was living in this apartment in Culver City. I’d already seen the two movies in town and I had no car … I felt as grim as Vincent van Gogh …”

Everything changed one day when a tip from a fellow he’d met at one of the pool halls he frequented led him to MGM’s mandatory Labor Relations Deck in Culver City, where, his friend told him, he could apply for a job, and probably get it if he didn’t care what it was. He didn’t, as long as he could smell the same air the studio’s movie stars did. As he later recalled, “I had [already] bought a [plane] ticket on my birthday to go back … I thought, ‘Well, nothing’s happening much [in L.A.]. I better go back [east] and get serious. And while I was down buying the ticket I got the job at MGM.” At the last minute, as he was already packing, he got a call that he was hired full-time as an office worker for MGM’s animation department.

He started May 5, 1955; his salary was thirty dollars a week, his job to do things like sorting the fan mail for Tom and Jerry, MGM’s cartoon cat-and-mouse answer to Disney’s Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck. He soon realized that the work (and the money) wasn’t much different than at the toy store. There he worked with stuffed animals, here animated ones, but at least now he could legitimately say he was in show business. He quickly got used to seeing all the real-life MGM stars roaming about the storied Culver City studios, where there were, supposedly, more than in heaven.

“I saw everybody. I was on those sound stages a lot … Monroe, Bogie, Hepburn, Brando, Spencer Tracy, everybody worked there in the time I was there. It was hog heaven for me. I laid out on the lawn one day to try and get a look at Lana Turner’s underpants …” Jack made it a point to address everyone by his or her first name, from the lowliest sweepers (even lower than him) to the top executives, his words always accompanied by a smile.

He was now able to afford a better place to live, a small above-a-garage apartment in Culver City he shared with another wannabe actor by the name of Roger “Storeroom” Anderson, who also worked at MGM, as a gofer. Like Jack, Anderson was yet another wannabe Brando from back east who after finishing high school decided to move to L.A. to strike it rich in Hollywood. The place was awful; the sound of the garage doors opening and closing at all hours nearly drove the two of them crazy, and the smell of gasoline seeping up through the floor made them sick to their stomachs, forcing them to keep the windows open during the often chilly L.A. nights.

Because he was earning a regular salary, Jack felt comfortable enough to ask Mud for a loan, which he promised he would pay back, so he could buy a car. Public transportation in Southern California then (as now) was woeful, and when Mud realized he wasn’t coming home, she sent him $400. As soon as he got the money he went out and bought a used Studebaker.

Jack loved his car and drove it everywhere, even to the track, where, one day, after playing his hunches, he came back to the parking lot to find that it was gone. It was a bitter reminder that Hollywood wasn’t only the land of dreams; it also had its fair share of reality.

AT MGM, JACK fit in easily with the other workers, but he wanted to get himself out of the cartoon division as soon as possible and into the acting one.

One of the more apocryphal-sounding stories Jack himself promulgated for years was how he got his first break. He claimed he was riding in an elevator at MGM and the veteran producer Joe Pasternak (Destry Rides Again, Summer Stock, The Great Caruso, and others) happened to be on it, began staring at Jack’s pleasant face, asked him point-blank if he wanted to be an actor, and Jack said no.1 Later on he would explain that he had been so flustered that he meant to say yes, but before he could correct himself Pasternak got off the elevator. Later on, Bill Hanna, one of the important animators in the cartoon department, who had taken a liking to Jack, listened to his relating of the incident and laughed when Jack said he’d said no. Hanna then told him about the one essential fact of Hollywood life: that you never say no to anyone, no matter what the proposition. Fortunately, Pasternak had ignored his response (or hadn’t heard it) and in May 1956 he arranged for Jack to take a screen test at MGM.

Which he failed miserably.

The report that came back on him was strong; it acknowledged his good looks, the terrific smile, his slight, athletic build, and his beautiful, magnetic hazel eyes. But the negatives were stronger: a notable lack of experience—MGM did not consider high school plays legitimate credentials, unless they were talking about a beautiful young blonde who wanted to be an actress—and a flat-toned voice driven by a pronounced New Jersey accent. He was instructed to take speech and acting lessons and told they would reconsider him in six months.

It was a setback, and Jack was depressed about it. Hanna felt sorry for him and hooked Jack up with a friend, Joe Flynn, another then-struggling character actor who had opened up a little acting school to support himself and that competed with the dozens of other workshop storefronts on Hollywood Boulevard. During this time Hollywood had almost as many acting schools as coffee shops. Most were attended by actors on the G.I. Bill, which paid for the classes. Flynn, whose portly physique and sharp tongue would eventually land him jobs as a regular and familiar face-without-a-name in dozens of TV sitcoms until he hit it big with 1962’s TV goofball sitcom McHale’s Navy, had developed a strong student following. Hanna arranged an audition for Jack.

The first thing Flynn told him was not to do anything about his accent, that it was what made him stand out from all the other perfect-diction hopefuls. Each sentence Jack spoke faded at the end, as if his vocal engine had run out of gas, but that was okay. And there was something else Flynn noticed about Jack. His eyes seemed to match his words. As he spoke, his eyebrows arched up and down. Flynn did not often see a face as uniquely expressive as Jack’s. It had a charismatic attraction, something that can’t be taught in acting classes. “I think I knew the power of my smile by the time I was five or six,” Jack remembered. “Once I started looking at myself, though, I thought, ‘I’ve got to keep my lips closed. Otherwise I look like an inebriated chipmunk.’ ”

Flynn suggested that Jack skip the lessons and instead find a place he could do some real acting and get some solid experience under his belt. At the time MGM underwrote a place called the Players’ Ring, a small, 150-seat repertory company on Santa Monica Boulevard, as a way to discover and develop new talent. With a good word put in from Flynn, Jack was hired for their production of Tea and Sympathy, a play that had had a successful run on Broadway in 1953 and would be made into a movie in 1956. To get the two-line part they wanted him for, Jack had to agree to also sweep the floors of the tiny stage every night after the show and perform other menial tasks, all for the royal sum of fourteen dollars a week.

The rest of the cast was made up of young, good-looking hopefuls, all unknowns on the brink: Michael Landon, who would go on to play Little Joe in the long-running Bonanza and two other long-running series for NBC; Robert Vaughn, who would go on to be TV’s The Man from U.N.C.L.E.; Robert Fuller, who would land several series roles playing cowboys (Laramie, Wagon Train); and Edd Byrnes, Edd “Kookie” Byrnes when he landed a regular role on 77 Sunset Strip and became a fifteen-minute teen sensation because of the way he was always combing his hair on the show.

A fifth player, a real actor, dropped out early in the production. He had already appeared in George Stevens’s Giant, co-starring the very hot and very dead James Dean, Jack’s newest favorite actor after seeing him in Nicholas Ray’s Rebel without a Cause. The fifth player had also appeared in Rebel, landing the part on Dean’s recommendation. His name was Dennis Hopper.

EVEN JACK, BY far the least experienced of all the company’s players, managed to get work off his brief appearance in Tea and Sympathy. He was called in again by MGM’s casting department; after seeing him in it, they gave him a small part in Matinee Theatre, an afternoon live sixty-minute drama the studio produced out of L.A. It wasn’t that Jack had been so great in Tea and Sympathy. TV ate actors, and every young out-of-work wannabe in Hollywood sooner or later landed on Matinee Theatre. Jack’s episode was broadcast September 3, 1956. He was ecstatic.

Two weeks later Jack was fired by MGM, along with everyone else on his floor, when the studio decided to shut down its animation division.

Once again Jack was on his own, broke and alone, just another out-of-work Hollywood actor scrounging for parts. His appearance on Matinee Theatre earned him membership in AFTRA (the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists) and because of it his name was listed in the Academy Players Directory, a kind of Sears catalog of actors and actresses. Out of that he scored a few more live local TV spots and shows like Divorce Court, sometimes playing the defendant, sometimes the claimant. It didn’t really matter; everyone on these shows was utterly faceless, forgotten the minute their “case” was resolved.

Barely scratching out a living, Jack continued to hang at all the regular actor haunts. He had breakfast every morning sharing a booth at Schwab’s Pharmacy, the legendary drugstore/soda fountain, with whatever actor or musician happened to be there. He spent afternoons at Romero’s, and most evenings hustling pool. One day he happened to run into fellow MGM-exer Luanda Andrews and another friend, Jud Taylor, and they told him a spot was opening up in Jeff Corey’s acting class. Corey had been a fairly successful New York method-trained Shakespearean stage actor in the 1930s, came to L.A. and had a solid film career until 1951, when he was brought up before the House Un-American Activities Committee, after which he found himself on the dreaded blacklist and did not appear in another movie for twelve years. To support himself during that time he taught acting out of his garage. His list of students included Robert Blake; Carole Eastman, a young, good-looking woman interested in learning about acting to better write for the screen; Robert Towne, who had ambitions to both write and direct; Sally Kellerman; James Dean (whose mere attendance before his untimely death instantly elevated Corey’s reputation to near-mythic proportion after it); and a host of other actors and writers who would go on to successful careers. Many of them later attributed their success to having studied with Corey.

Jack wanted in, but soon enough was hearing the same old thing from Corey that he had everywhere else, except from Flynn—about his funny voice and accent. Corey insisted he had to get rid of it, that it made him sound callow. He practiced day and night until Corey was satisfied enough to admit him to the one available seat left in the current enrollment.

Jack always considered Corey one of the best teachers he’d ever had, acting or otherwise. He remembered Corey saying, “When an actor takes on a part, he or she should feel free to assume they have 85% in common with them … if you can’t drop the character within 10 minutes after the performance, then you’re in trouble, you’ve invested psychically in it in a way that’s not good for you as a person.” Jack could dig it. This was acting talk he understood. Especially the 85 percent. Only what do you use, he wondered; how do you measure that?

What became immediately apparent to Jack was how the other actors seemed to all want to emulate James Dean, who himself had seemed, before his death, to be emulating the Great God Brando. They all dressed in jeans, T-shirts, sneakers, and zippered or leather jackets, and spoke with their heads down while their eyes stared straight ahead. During breaks or after classes, having coffee somewhere, the boys in the class chatted about their other cultural touchstones, the 1950s beat writers and poets: Kerouac, Kesey, Ginsberg. Jack immediately made it his business to read their work, to find out what it was that these boys liked so much about them.

The girls in Corey’s class were another story: soft and creamy and career-minded, hoping to break into the movies. And they were not the least bit interested in getting laid, at least not by any of these horny wannabes.

Except for one, Georgianna Carter, a blond southern girl with a great smile. The first time Jack laid eyes on her, he decided she was for him, and he pursued her like crazy. She knew it and didn’t mind at all. “I liked him a lot,” she later remembered, “and pretty soon I couldn’t do without him. He was a year younger than I. He was very boyish and had a very soft look about him.” Georgianna happily took Jack’s virginity.

They quickly became a couple, always arriving at and leaving Corey’s class holding hands, and when Corey moved his classroom to a storefront in Hollywood at Western and Fernwood, Jack and Georgianna and some of the others volunteered to help move furniture, paint walls, do whatever was necessary to help, having fun doing it.

Then one day a new member joined the class. His presence would prove auspicious; it would change both his and Jack’s lives forever, in ways neither one could ever have foreseen.




1 Stories like this abound in Hollywood. The most famous is that Lana Turner was sitting at the soda counter of the legendary Schwab’s drugstore and was discovered by the publisher of the Hollywood Reporter, impressed by her “abilities,” meaning the tight sweater she was wearing at the time. Jack has always insisted his elevator story actually happened.
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“Early on, I would say that Brando was a big hero of mine. Castro was a hero. I like Galbraith. Dylan. Joe DiMaggio was one when I was a kid.”

—JACK NICHOLSON



BY THE MIDFIFTIES, THE STUDIO SYSTEM WAS SLOWLY DYING BUT not yet dead. As original-looking, different-feeling, and popular as the new postwar films were, they still conformed to traditional studio standards to maintain their box office appeal to mainstream audiences. Fred Zinnemann’s 1952 High Noon resolves all its complex and psychological issues by that most fundamental of old-school methods, the classic cowboy movie shoot-out. On the Waterfront, too, is, above and beyond all its other socially relevant issues, a conventionally redemptive love story.

In the 1950s, coinciding with Jack’s arrival in Hollywood, a handful of film producers were looking to break studio precedent. With the help of a Supreme Court–ordered weakening of the lock the studios had on production, distribution, and exhibition and an influx of young people willing to work for little money and take the big risks the majors wouldn’t, or couldn’t, this new generation of filmmakers became the pioneers of the burgeoning independent movement in film. They were the real rebels of Hollywood.

One of these was a young, good-looking fellow by the name of Roger Corman. Like so many of his generation, he was film-literate, having grown up on the movies before the onset of television, and a total cinematic nonconformist. His importance to the independent film movement in the 1950s cannot be overemphasized. “Corman was one of those guys in the early years of the New Hollywood who grew up loving the John Fords, the Howard Hawkses, the Alfred Hitchcocks, and, later, the French New Wave, the Swedes, all the film avant-garde who had something new to say and a different way of saying it,” recalled Michael Medavoy, a major Hollywood player who has worked within the studio and also as an independent.

According to film critic and historian David Thomson, “One of the things that had been happening in the fifties was that Roger Corman had been doing a lot of exploitation films, biker films, drug films, and he had a coterie around him. Those films were extraordinarily cheap because Corman was cheap, but they made a lot of money. Say what you want, Corman proved one thing, that there was a teenage audience out there and they were ready to deal with films that had sex, rock and roll and drugs, that were becoming increasingly common in ordinary American experience.”

And from film historian and biographer Peter Biskind: “Corman provided everyone of that generation their first opportunities to write, act, and direct. Roger Corman was the closest thing to an institution. There were no film schools in those days. He just threw you into the deepest end of the pool. He pushed you out there and you had to perform.”

One thing everyone agrees on, no matter what they may think of his films, is that Corman was a young visionary in an industry run by old and ossifying functionaries. Here is Roger Corman in his own words: “It was difficult being an independent producer/director during my early days, which were at the height of the studio system’s last years of dominating American film. It was very difficult at first for me to get financing and second to get any sort of decent distribution, but I managed.”

Roger Corman was born in Detroit, Michigan, in 1926, and by his account was interested in movies as far back as he could remember. His parents moved to L.A., and he and his younger brother attended Beverly Hills High School. Roger then went on to Stanford, intending to major in industrial engineering, with time out for a stint in the Navy. After the war, he completed his degree and landed a job at U.S. Electrical Motors in Los Angeles, but lasted there only four days, realizing this was not the direction in which he wanted his life to go. “I began work on Monday and quit on Thursday, telling my boss ‘I’ve made a terrible mistake.’ ”

Corman had studied engineering to learn about the mechanics of filmmaking, not engines. After quitting his job, he tried to break into producing, but the opportunities were few and far between. “The only job I could get after that in films was at Twentieth Century-Fox as a messenger. I worked my way up to story analyst. I read scripts and commented on them … as the youngest reader I was given the most hopeless scripts to cover.”

A frustrated Corman quit Fox; scraped together enough money from friends, family, and anywhere else he could; and in May 1954 produced his first solo independent film, Monster from the Ocean Floor, for a pittance, directed by an unknown, Wyatt Ordung.1

Roger listed himself as the producer, but in fact he was much more than that; he was the hands-on one-man crew, arriving before every day’s shoot to help set up, staying behind after to help break down. He was willing to get on his knees and scrub the floor, if that was what it took to get his film made. Medavoy recalls, “The idea was to save money, and Roger figured the more he did himself, the less he would have to pay someone else.”

Monster didn’t break any box office records, but made enough money to allow Roger to produce another film. He then tried the sports car racing genre with 1955’s The Fast and the Furious co-directed with Eduard Sampson and starring John Ireland, a fairly well-known journeyman actor.

Roger was now beginning to understand how Hollywood really worked. He realized his biggest hurdle was the lag time between putting up the money to make a film and having to wait for it to open to (hopefully) recoup the investment. “I could see the problem … you raised the money, you made the picture, then you had to wait for the picture to earn its money back before you could make another picture.” Just as it appeared his producing career was about to come to a fast and furious end, two other independent producers, Sam Arkoff and Jim Nicholson, at the time starting a new independent film company together, American International Pictures, originally called American-Releasing Corporation, offered to lease the completed negative for The Fast and the Furious and use it for their startup production. To make the deal, Corman asked for and got guaranteed up-front production money for his next three pictures that AIP could distribute. That solved both AIP’s and Corman’s problems: AIP now had a guaranteed flow of product, and Corman had a way to fund his films.

Roger still felt there was one element to the filmmaking process he didn’t know enough about. “I had learned the use of the camera and other useful technical qualifications of directing a movie but did not know enough about acting. So I enrolled in Jeff Corey’s acting class. Not to become an actor, but to learn about acting …” Corey admitted him as a professional observer. Corman’s focus soon fell on one actor.

Jack remembers, “[Corman] came into the class, serious as a heart attack … He was a one-man band.” As is often the case, the special students take the most abuse from their teachers. With Jack and Corey, it was no different. When Corey admonished Jack one time to “show me some poetry” with his acting, Jack snapped back, “Maybe, Jeff, you just don’t see the poetry I’m showing you.”

It was that confrontation that first brought Jack to Corman’s attention. He loved his attitude. Being an antiauthoritarian himself, he applauded this actor’s willingness and ability to stand up to Corey. Not long after, Corman offered Jack the starring role in his next scheduled film, The Cry Baby Killer. He gave the part to him on his twentieth birthday. Corman had no doubt that he had chosen the right actor. As Corman put it, “I was absolutely certain Jack was going to be a star.” Besides Jack’s demonstrated intensity, Corman also liked his offbeat good looks, different from the homogenized studio-manufactured male heartthrobs of the day, the Robert Wagners and the Rock Hudsons. He knew before a foot of film had been shot that he had found someone special.

The Cry Baby Killer was a misunderstood-youth story that runs at top speed, Rebel without a Cause on amphetamines. “Times were changing,” Corman said. “The major studios really didn’t understand. The audience was looking for a different type of film. One that spoke their language. If we were going to make pictures about young people, we needed a young person to star—and Jack Nicholson was the one.” The Jersey jerk in Jack’s voice sounded genuine to Corman—a youthful toughness cut with a thin slice of panic. The Cry Baby Killer, Corman’s twenty-fifty film, was shot in ten days, on a total budget of $7,000, out of which Jack was paid $1,400, more money than he had ever made from acting in his life.

Despite the fact that AIP couldn’t find an exhibitor for the film for the next eighteen months, Jack was ecstatic about being in a real Hollywood movie playing a James Dean–like character. “I hadn’t really worked before, I figured this is it!” But despite the film’s eye-grabbing tag—“YESTERDAY A TEEN-AGE REBEL TODAY A MAD-DOG KILLER!”—when it finally was released it wound up on the bottom half of double bills, made no money, and quickly faded away.2

Jack didn’t make another movie for nearly two years. With nothing else on his plate, he joined the Air National Guard, knowing that in peacetime there was little likelihood of his ever being called up for combat duty. While he was doing his basic training in Texas, he received mail almost every day from Georgianna, saying how she missed him and couldn’t wait for him to come back to L.A., but he was far more interested in the letters that Mud sent: clips from the local Asbury Park Press. It was the only real coverage The Cry Baby Killer got: “Small-town boy makes good”–type stories all about him.

[image: ]

JACK SPENT EIGHT weeks in basic that felt to him like eight years, and he couldn’t wait to get back to California. This taste of military discipline was enough
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