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    With love to my wife, Ani

  


  
    Author’s Note


    


    Richard Burton’s published diaries (Chris Williams, ed., New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012) include this entry dated Tuesday the 29th of August, 1975: “Sunned. Had tea with producer[…] at D’Alleves. Very German. Have a feeling this film won’t surface either. Has the same air as Jackpot. Takes place in Israel so I might see it at last.”


    Burton was wrong. August 29, 1975 was a Friday, not a Tuesday. Moreover, he had met the “very German” producer at least a month earlier. On August 29, Burton and Elizabeth Taylor were, in fact, in Israel making a whirlwind tour that set the whole country on its ear.


    This book tells that untold story.

  


  
    Introduction


    


    When I met Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton they were what are called “lobby attractions.” That is, when they walk through a hotel lobby, everyone notices them, cheers, and asks for autographs, but then never buys tickets for their films. Consequently, no studio or producer would hire them. Famously married in March of 1964, they noticed a subsequent drop-off in press attention when they were divorced in June of 1974. Desperate for publicity that would restore them to the front pages, and from there back to super-stardom, in 1975 they agreed to make a small film in Israel. Not only that, they announced that they were going to get remarried while in the Holy Land.


    Dieter Kraus (not his real name) and I did not know of this scheme when he asked me to produce the movie when we met in a Tel Aviv cafe in the spring of 1975. As things unfolded, we became giddy with the prospect of establishing our big-time movie careers on the coat-tails of world-class movie royalty like Taylor and Burton. How could we have known that Taylor and Burton planned on clinging to our coat-tails at the same time?


    More to the point, what was I doing in the middle of all this?


    To make some sense out of it, I need to talk about Otto Preminger. Not many people these days remember Otto Preminger, but I must. He jump-started my career in motion pictures. He was a director, producer, and sometimes-actor who had a keen eye for publicity and a temperament that could be measured on the Richter scale. Among his screen successes— many of them controversial if not downright inflammatory— were Laura (1944), The Moon is Blue (1953), Carmen Jones (1954), The Man With the Golden Arm (1955), Anatomy of a Murder (1959), Porgy and Bess (1959), Exodus (1960), and Advise and Consent (1962). His personal victories included helping to break the Hollywood Blacklist by hiring blacklisted screenwriter Dalton Trumbo to adapt Leon Uris’s novel, Exodus. He was an art collector, a wine connoisseur, a political activist, and an absolute tyrant on a movie set. And a movie set was where I worked for him.


    In 1974 I was an up-and-coming (or so I hoped) producer in the Israeli film and television industry. I had done my share of television shows and small Israeli features and was living in Tel Aviv with my wife, Ani, whom I had met on one of those productions. She and I wanted to start a family, but to do that I needed to either move up in the film business or find another profession. Never lacking for chutzpah, when I read that Otto Preminger was coming to Israel to shoot a thriller called Rosebud,[1] I decided to pitch myself to him to become the Israeli production manager.


    I happened to be in London staying at a friend’s flat while looking for work when I obtained the name and telephone number of Otto’s Associate Producer, Graham Cottle. He was in Cannes scouting locations with Preminger on before traveling to Israel to do the same. He was vague about giving me a job interview but promised to call me when the Rosebud company got to Israel in July. Naturally, come July, he didn’t call, so one morning at 7 A.M., I showed up at the Hotel Dan in Tel Aviv where Preminger was staying and phoned up to Cottle’s room asking to meet the Great Man.


    I did this with a certain level of apprehension. I had already been warned by one of his departing crew members that Preminger was known for firing people (indeed, twenty of them would be sacked before Rosebud wrapped), but I forged ahead with the confidence and arrogance of youth; I was thirty at the time. Cottle answered and immediately became defensive; I sensed that he was put off by my aggressiveness. He told me that the job of Israeli production manager had already been filled, so I shifted gears and asked him if I could meet Preminger anyway to thank him for making Exodus. Cottle relented and told me to meet him at the Presidential Suite.


    Preminger opened the door himself and stood clad in a dressing gown and slippers. The seventy-year-old filmmaker, with his gleaming bald head and blue eyes, looked at me like an elephant about to flick away a nagging mosquito with the end of his trunk.


    “What can I do for you, young man?” he thundered in his automatically threatening Austrian accent.


    “I wanted to work with you, sir, but I understand from Mr. Cottle that the job has already been filled, so I only want to shake the hand of the great director of Exodus on behalf of all the film industry workers in Israel who share my feelings.”


    I wasn’t sure how long I could stroke his ego before he realized I was brown-nosing him but apparently he had a high tolerance for bullshit.


    He interrupted me to say, “Your name?”


    “Yoram Ben-Ami!” I emphasized the syllables like the Voice of Israel announcer in English.


    He smiled at me. “Oh, your name is exactly like the name of the hero of Exodus.” (He misremembered his own film; Paul Newman played Ari Ben-Canaan. Ben-Ami? Ben-Canaan? Close enough, I guess.)


    “Yes sir!” I agreed, nursing his confusion.


    “Do you know the work of a production manager?” he asked.


    “Yes sir.”


    “And how much do you want?”


    “Money is not important, Mr. Preminger,” I lied. “The same amount you wanted to pay the production manager you were going to hire.” I played it with the presumption that he was interested in having me replace the other man.


    “Your words indicate courage, young man. It is now seven-thirty. At eleven I want to go with my crew to scout locations where I will shoot my movie. It is enough time for you to find me the biggest and most beautiful cave that you have in your country.” He rolled up his robe and turned around without saying goodbye. That’s it. I was thrown into the deep end. Cottle, standing next to me, tried to save face by advising me, as we walked down the hall to the elevator, “Don’t be so happy. He fires at least one person a day. Any day that person might be you— or me.”


    I managed to find the location Preminger wanted, and a lot of others, and survived Rosebud, even becoming something of a protégé to “Otto the Terrible.” He flew Ani and me to the film’s world premiere, introduced me around, and put his imprimatur on me.


    Unfortunately, Rosebud tanked and did no one’s resume any good. By the spring of 1975, with the film barely a memory, I was getting desperate for work. Plus Ani was pregnant. It all made me ask myself what I was even doing in the film business in the first place.


    I suppose every child yearns to fulfill his parents dreams, but my mother and father had my to-do list already written when I was born in Ness Ziona in 1943. My birth came five years before that of the State of Israel and the land, then known as Palestine, was still governed by the British Mandate. Despite our having little or nothing to eat, my mother, Clara, sent me to study the violin. Every Jewish mother in Israel wants her son to be the next Jascha Heifetz. It was not strictly her idea; she noticed that the neighbor’s boy, Mordechai Aloni, was studying it, and she encouraged me to do the same. It didn’t work.


    As for my father, a simple construction worker, he was a hard man to please and he took his frustrations out on me with a strap. My sister Netta, five years my junior, avoided his wrath, but I did not. With every blow he gave me with his belt, any admiration a son could have for his father slipped away. Instead, I found my heroes in the movies: Errol Flynn, John Wayne, Burt Lancaster, and Gregory Peck. The movies also helped me learn English by comparing the subtitles with the spoken dialogue. By the time I was thirteen I had a passable knowledge of English. I also knew that I wanted to make movies.


    My father disagreed. “A man needs a real profession,” he said, “ not Luftgeschäft,” (German for, literally, “the business of air”). “He should be a teacher or a truck driver, something with permanence, something with a frame.” He didn’t begin to change over to my point of view— though I’m not really sure if he ever really did— until I started working in Israeli television in the late 1960s and some friends from Ness Ziona told him that they saw my name on the credit list. He sniffed. When he saw my name himself, however, he started to come around— but still not all the way. Even later when I was producing pictures all around the world and sent him photographs of me with famous actors, he wasn’t impressed. I even sent him a picture of me with Bill Clinton when Clinton was Governor of Arkansas— I was filming a movie there— and that didn’t move him, either. Why do children always want to impress their parents even when we know it will do no good?


    Unimaginative people always try to dissuade you from your fantasies. I was brainwashed with the usual refrain: What are you doing? You’re from Israel, not Hollywood. You do not know English. Everyone in the industry is a graduate of universities. You have no chance. I laughed. I am reminded of the speech that Jack Nicholson gave in 1976 when he won his first Oscar® for One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: “Last but not least [I want to thank] my agent who advised me about ten years ago that I had no business being an actor.”


    I am also reminded of the story of the bumblebee. According to the laws of aerodynamics, the bumblebee shouldn’t be able to fly. But the bumblebee doesn’t know this, so he flies. For the last forty-five years, I have been this bumblebee. It has given me a career, a filmography, and dozens of stories. Yet the one that always comes to mind first is my baptism afire with the two greatest stars in the world. The press and public called them “Liz and Dick” but when we worked together I respected them as Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton.


    In the adventure that follows, I have had to change a few names, combine some characters, and tweak some incidents, not only to make them play better but also to protect the privacy of some of the people who were involved in this unusual— and, at times, scandalous— adventure. If I went wrong on some of the things that took place in private, I hope I wasn’t far from the truth, based on my observation, later conversations, and a genuine feel I developed for the people involved. It was also many years ago. As my writer/friend Nat Segaloff says, this is a memoir, not a deposition.


    If what follows happens to read like a movie, that’s the idea; I am working on bringing this funny, intimate, and strange story to the screen because I am, after all, in the business of air.


    


    Yoram Ben-Ami


    Los Angeles, California


    


    


    
      1. Based on Joan Hemingway’s and Paul Bonnecarrère’s 1974 novel, terrorists kidnap a private yacht and the five young daughters of its owner. A counter-terrorist is dispatched to lead a rescue team. The film starred Peter O’Toole (replacing Robert Mitchum), Richard Attenborough, Kim Cattrall, Cliff Gorman, and Isabelle Huppert.
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    I am sure Elizabeth Taylor did not recognize me when our eyes met on the red carpet at the 1992 Academy Awards. I had aged; she had not. She looked as beautiful as she had seventeen years earlier when we worked together. I was there as a guest; she was there as a legend, the most glamorous surviving member of a vanishing era. The era may have been gone, but Elizabeth Taylor was not. Only 59, she was there to present the Oscar® for Best Picture. She was also there to remind us that they don’t make stars like her any more.


    Today the Internet and social media invent their own stars, and they come and go. But at the tail-end of Hollywood’s heyday there was one genuine star who embodied the aura and history of the studio system that created and nurtured her. The screen could not contain Taylor’s stardom; as she grew there would be the tabloids, the supermarket scandal sheets, the newsreels, and the paparazzi. Because of them, she became the most public of public figures and, while she claimed to be annoyed at the attention, she also played to the crowd— especially when she was married (twice) to Richard Burton, one of his generation’s greatest actors.


    Burton is less well known today than Taylor, and that’s a shame. A robust and talented performer, he was nominated for the coveted Oscar seven times and never won. (After losing in 1970 for Anne of the Thousand Days, a ceremony which he and Taylor attended together, he never went to another). Over time, he forsook the stage for the screen and lost his way among the headlines, the romances, the drink, and the dreck.


    Yet he did manage to turn his life around and, when he did, his career rebounded. It isn’t widely known how he accomplished this, but I happen to have some insight. This is the story of how he found his self respect and how both he and Taylor set the young nation of Israel on its ear. I can tell it because I was there and a lot of it was all my doing.


    If I had known that Burton and Taylor were “box office poison,” none of what follows would have happened. But I didn’t, and so (with a few burnished details to make sure that the truth emerges from the facts) here is the story of how I became an international producer.


    I suppose every story of redemption has to begin at rock bottom. This one, however, starts at the top, and we need to go back a little. From 1962 until I met them in 1975, Burton and Taylor were not only the most famous actors in the world, but the most famous couple, period. They were royalty. They had begun their romance during the production of Cleopatra in 1962 while he was married to Sybil Williams and she was married to Eddie Fisher, but by 1964 they had divorced their partners and married each other.


    Christened “Liz and Dick” by the tabloid press, Taylor and Burton flaunted their fame while insisting that their privacy was being compromised. Fur coats (for both), a yacht, a home in Switzerland (to avoid UK taxes), chartered jets, and sightings at glamorous parties added to their international prestige. When Burton paid $1.05 million in 1969 for the Cartier diamond as a gift for Taylor, their celebrity was sealed. So, everyone figured, was their box office clout.


    Nobody told this to the ticket-buying public, however. Although Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? was a hit for them in 1966, their other co-starring roles were commercial flops and near-flops: The V.I.P.s (1963), The Sandpiper (1965), The Taming of the Shrew (1967), The Comedians (1967), Boom! (1968), and more. Although they could draw audiences as individual stars, their team efforts made it clear to producers that the $1 million price tag to hire Taylor, and a somewhat smaller fee for Burton, equated to throwing away money.


    This did not tarnish their fame and they continued to dominate gossip columns and supermarket check-out line literature. If Taylor caught a cold, it was front page news. If Burton eyed another woman, the tabloids said he was cheating. Perhaps for these, or any other number of reasons, Liz and Dick divorced in June of 1974.


    With fame comes pressure. Taylor handled hers with humor, grace, and the training she had acquired as an MGM contract star. Burton— equally bright, gifted, and charismatic— handled his with a bottle. By October of 1974, four months after his publicized divorce from Taylor, he was starring as Winston Churchill in a BBC television movie called The Gathering Storm. Neither of us could know it yet, but this was his first step on a journey that would very soon bring him across my path thousands of miles away.


    


    I was living in Tel-Aviv with my Israeli-born wife, Ani. We had been married in July of 1973 when I was producing Hebrew-language movies made in Israel and she was a script supervisor on one of my shoots. Now we were trying to start a family. I was also trying to advance my career.


    In England, the people working with Richard Burton must have been wondering what happened to his career. At 49 years of age, Burton seemed older, even under the make-up that made him look like Winston Churchill, whom he was playing. The film was about Churchill, who, at 66, had been asked to assume the position of First Lord of the Admiralty by King George VI in May of 1940 when civilization— or at least the United Kingdom— stood perilously at the brink of what would be called World War II.


    Churchill was up to the task. From what I heard and later pieced together, Burton wasn’t. Summoned from his dressing room by a cautious Assistant Director, he stumbled across the soundstage, steadied himself on a wooden strut, and gathered his gumption before stepping onto a replica of Churchill’s office.


    Both Burton and the set were brightly lit. Director Herbert Wise, noticing this, signaled the Assistant Director for a clue. The A.D. tipped his cupped thumb and hand to his mouth to mime “he’s been drinking.” As the crew poised to roll tape, Wise approached his star.


    “How are we feeling, Richard?”


    Burton looked at him through watery blue eyes. “Churchillian.”


    Wise pretended to ignore the smell of vodka. Burton was renowned to be able to go through a large bottle in the course of a day. It was ten in the morning.


    “We’ll take it from you standing at the table,” Wise said as if nothing was wrong.


    “Would you mind if I sat down for this?” Burton said. “I think Churchill would be sitting down.”


    Wise knew that he had to keep control of the set. “He’s just been made First Lord of the Admiralty after Hitler invades Poland,” the director explained as evenly as he could. “His staff is waiting for him to say something. Don’t you think he’d be standing?”


    Burton answered the question by sitting heavily in his chair. “Carry on, then,” Wise sighed. “Roll tape.”


    The crew tightened into a production unit and set everything in motion. “Action,” Wise said crisply. An officer entered and saluted Burton/Churchill.


    “Mr. Churchill, German radio is accusing you of planting a bomb and blaming it on them to inflame the British public.” The actor paused for Churchill’s scripted response.


    Burton was silent. The camera remained on him.


    “How many lost?” The response came not from Burton but from the Script Supervisor offscreen helping him to remember his line.


    “How the hell should I know how many lost?” Burton said, addressing the Script Supervisor, not his fellow actor.


    “That’s your line, dear boy,” Wise said. Burton said nothing. Wise continued, “Have we been misbehaving, Richard?”


    “Just one or two little ones to loosen me up,” he said, his voice starting to slur. “God knows I’ve done worse. God knows so did Churchill.”


    “Not before a take, he didn’t.”


    Burton brightened with some far-off remembrance. “Did I ever tell you my Churchill story?”


    Wise frowned. “For God’s sake, Richard, not now.”


    Burton ignored him. “I was doing Hamlet at the Old Vic in ’53,” he began as Wise seethed, “and the director came backstage and said, ‘do be good tonight because the Old Man’s in the front row.’ Of course, to anyone in England at the time, he meant Churchill. I went on and was into my first speech: ‘Oh that this too, too solid flesh would melt, thaw, and resolve itself into a dew, or that the everlasting had not fix’d His cannon against self slaughter…’ Immediately there was a dull rumble from the front row. It was Churchill, and he was speaking the lines with me. And I could not shake him off. I tried going fast. I tried going slow. I did cuts. Every time, he’d grumble and then catch up with me.”


    Ignoring Wise’s growing pique, the crew was mesmerized with Burton’s name-dropping recollection.


    “Finally,” the star continued, “during the interval, I was in my dressing room and suddenly the Old Man appears in my doorway. He says, ‘My Lord Hamlet, may I use your lavatory?’”


    The set was silent. The crew didn’t know whether to laugh at the story or admonish the man who told it. As if to rescue everyone, the Assistant Director said, “We’re still rolling tape, sir.”


    “No we’re not,” Wise shot back. “Cut. That’s a wrap.”


    “That’s a wrap, everybody,” the A.D. repeated, and crew members began dousing lights and stowing equipment for the day. Wise approached Burton like a teacher about to berate a naughty student.


    “They said you could hold it together long enough for us to finish.”


    Burton raised his glance. “How far did I get?”


    Wise shook his head. “You’re finished.”


    Burton started to rise. “I’ll be in my dressing room,” he said, but he couldn’t stand up. He sank back into his seat. Wise left him there.


    His drinking was not helped by his next filmic adventure. In early 1975 he joined the troubled production of Jackpot after its original star, Robert Mitchum, pulled out over concerns about financing. Burton didn’t need the money; he needed a movie, and agreed to join co-stars Charlotte Rampling and James Coburn under Terence Young’s direction. The picture was never
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