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Preface

I think I first really got into Peter Beard when I was in college, around the time I fell in thrall to the Beats and all the other mad-bad artists living out loud whom I hoped right then to emulate. I was a jock at the time, the quarterback of my college football team, and I was desperate for something else, for adventure, for real stakes, for modes of expression and just a comfortable grasp on selfhood and identity that PB—with his derring-do and real-life grand adventuring, his live-first-ask-questions-never attitude—seemed so perfectly to embody.

For a young guy (I was in my late teens, or maybe just twenty at the time), Beard was all of that adolescent lust, vigor, angst, and ambition I dreamed of, writ large. He was, for me, the perfect representation of the American id: if you had all the money in the world, what would you do, if not use it to traipse around the world collecting the wildest, most outrageous experiences, as he did? If you had movie-star good looks and charm to burn, how better to spend that than at the best parties with the greatest artists, supermodels, and rock stars of the jet set? And he also had passion—probably more like obsession—about the faults of the entire human experiment, the ways in which our consumption of the world’s resources would come to consume us all. And that appealed to me too—that purpose, a calling greater than oneself, to vibrate with creativity, with a message, at such high frequency that if you didn’t turn it into art, you would just explode.

Later, when I first met PB, in April 2016, in putting together the last big profile on him, for Interview magazine, we talked for a long time about the grand old gentlemen explorers, links in this long chain of adventurers from which he was sympathetically descended. And we talked about East Africa, where he had set his sights as an ambitious young artist, while still in college, when he first visited there with Darwin’s grandson, Quentin Keynes. But PB was shy to accept the symbolism I found in all of this—of his finding the starkest expression of our destruction in the very birthplace of man, in the cradle itself. He wasn’t trapped in his subconscious as I was, looking for symbols and symmetry. “Just keep moving forward,” he told me, more than once. In a way, he trusted his subconscious to sort it all out, to just keep living and producing the work, letting the chips fall where they may. “There are two sure things in life: birth and death,” he said. “And in between there, this basically meaningless time that is as good as what you make out of it.” Which might be something out of Sartre or Camus, my great heroes at the time I first fell in love with PB’s work. And if we are to think of existentialism as the idea that you are what you do, Peter was a great example of it: a man of action, maybe the last great romantic adventurer, and his work changed the world.

“He led the way,” said Paul Theroux. “He was really the first person to chronicle the decline of wildlife—the majestic megafauna of East Africa, elephants, lions, cheetahs—and he did it in a characteristic way, by depicting the deaths in iconic images, and writing about his own experiences, using texts from classic books related to Africa.”

But it wasn’t just the content of his work that was avant-garde; his perfectly recognizable style, too, anticipated so much of the way we see now. His collages of sex, gore, and the sublime, borrowing an image here, a found item there, and even his own blood, were “remixing” before that became the primary creative mode of the digital age. More than that: in a perfectly twentieth-century way, before personal branding and the cult of identity washed over us, PB was his art. Those experiences he’d gone so far and suffered so dearly for (getting trampled by an elephant in the process) were the material. PB’s whirring life and mind were the main event—his canvases, just artifacts of his process, of his being.

And who he was is incredibly significant. Via his friends, Keynes and Karen Blixen, whom he would eventually become a neighbor of in Kenya, he could touch that old Africa, the big-game trophy-hunting colonialist Africa. At home, he was descended from two industrial-age fortunes—tobacco and railroad: American icons and American sins, both. He overlapped or interacted with many of the great artistic traditions of the 1900s, from his collaborations with the painter Francis Bacon to his dialogues with Warhol, from Picasso to experimental film (with the Mekas brothers). He was high society within the last American generation to recognize the claim through family name. He was famous when fame was still something you went out and did in person, working a room, wowing a crowd, earning it over and over, at every appearance, every night. And still he kept just going forward.

By the time I met him, of course, that fame—as an artist, playboy, activist, and adventurer—had dimmed somewhat, even if his feverish energy certainly had not. Gone were the days of playing around with the Rolling Stones and Lee Radziwill out east, of blitzing Studio 54 with the Factory crowd and photographing supermodels in the bush (and in the buff); gone the days of his collaborations with Bacon, of traipsing hither and thither across Africa from his forty-five-acre bolt-hole in Nairobi. He was seventy-eight at the time and no longer really producing books or shows of his art, though he was still making it—he was incapable of not pressing the world through the thresher of his vision and process (and during my stay he was never not snapping pictures or scribbling or rubbing pastels over photographs). When there was news of him, Page 6–type stuff of his running off on a debauch, bringing hookers home, or saying something crude, it was not altogether flattering. But if his reputation was a bit messy (in large part because he was a mess), and his faculties downgraded by a series of strokes, he was, for me, still the author of the greatest images of my childhood, images that made me crave life and adventure and the scars that came along with them. So when I went out to his famous home in Montauk for a series of interviews, I went looking for a legend, and maybe even a childish idea of returning my hero to his former glory. But I needn’t have bothered. Peter Beard did not need my help or that of any other mortal to be something out of myth. He was, and would always be, “Half Tarzan, half Byron,” as Bob Colacello once described him.

“This is it. This is existentialism,” Beard said while we were sitting outside on his Montauk property—the easternmost residence on Long Island, looking out on infinity—talking about art and life and death. Spring was then rushing into full bloom, and with it, dozens of birds and the families of local deer were celebrating the warming sun with song and wobbly-limbed dance. Over the course of his career, whether he was photographing the wildest creatures of East Africa or the finer-boned figures of the East End, in his writing, his diaries, or the monumental collages that bring them all together, Beard had made a living, and his legend, wrapping his work around such elemental, earthen subjects (the mass die-off of the elephants; the erotic life force of a nude; the native beauty of the natural world), often blurring the distinctions between them in the process.

His totemic book The End of the Game, made when he was only twenty-five, some of which he’d written and photographed while working for a warden in Tsavo game reserve, is a grand meditation on the balance between life and death, set in Kenya, where Beard had spent as much of his time as possible. The book is still the most provocative and impressive statement on man’s relationship to the natural world I’ve ever read, and—spoiler—it does not have a happy ending (everyone dies). But even in his relative dotage, Beard was, by contrast, the most vividly alive person I’d ever met, buzzing with the ebullience and energy of a child and converting all of his wide-eyed wonder into his work and his adventures.

PB and I walked around the property at dusk on the night that I arrived. He loved taking pictures at sunset as much as I did, and with very little cajoling he convinced me to stay the night, the weekend, forever. The grounds around his little cabin were an endless maze of thicket-like trees, with little warrens for deer and whatever else sorts of creatures make their home out there. PB of course knew every inch of the terrain. He’d been coming out to fish in Montauk with his dad since he was a child. And he’d had this land for his entire adult life.

In the lulls of our conversation, I would just leap forward and start yammering on about something inane, some supermodel he’d photographed, a picture that had meant the world to me as a boy. The End of the Game is subtitled The Last Word from Paradise, and the painful irony is that conclusive statements seemed to be primarily what now eluded him. He would wade through memories and ideas dimmed by the strokes, looking for last words in vain. But somehow he was remarkably unflustered by it. Stammering after some reference, some word or thought or hoary old name, he would, at times in our days-long chat, give up, cross his arms, and smirk at me as if to say, “Well, what are ya gonna do?”

At my insistence—though he would’ve liked to continue—we took several breaks during our conversations, to get sushi, to watch TV, to gossip. In the purple Montauk evening, we clambered down the sea stairs to watch the sea turn golden green, then lilac. The wet stone beach where the cliffside had fallen in looked like a slippery stack of potatoes in coral, mustard, mauve. I felt terribly protective of him, a man a few years younger than my father. But, as if! As if I could lend any sort of support to a man who had stared down lions.

He’d written about the scrapes and the scares, about his ideas and experiences and adventures, of course, in bits and pieces. But throughout our time together, I sort of teasingly, but entirely earnestly, wondered if he might not write a proper full-length story of his life. He shrugged me off, of course, saying something along the lines of it being too late. Maybe he didn’t want to bother, didn’t have the patience, or simply no longer wanted to reckon with the past. Maybe he suspected that I secretly hoped to help him with that project or was merely asking permission.

Well, be very careful what you wish for. The following is not the story as Peter would have told it. Not that I wasn’t at times trying to sort of put him in the witness box. But this is very much my reading of the man, of his life, and his work. Granted, I felt privileged to have insight into the subject, having studied him quite closely and then been able to compare notes with him while he was alive. I felt fortunate that I remained in touch with him, and with Nejma and Zara throughout the rest of his life. From the time he passed, though, and since I agreed to do this book about a month later, both Nejma and Zara have been incommunicado. Similarly, some of his friends and intimates chose not to participate. At the risk of sounding insecure or jaded, I actually found this to be quite understandable, a sign of our times and the attention economy. Having a Peter story, a memory, or a souvenir of an experience with him is, in many cases, a treasured thing, and those in possession of one or several would like to share it themselves, on their own feed, to profit from it directly, whether in the form of likes or attention or otherwise.

Happily, I did have incredible conversations with many of Peter’s nearest and dearest, and this book is all the richer for it. And from his own writings, the contemporaneous record, and the recollections of those closest to him I think I came fairly close to getting a picture of one of the most complicated people I’ve ever known. Was he, for example, as profligately generous as he seemed, giving away pieces he had worked on tirelessly, or did he simply no longer care for the pieces when he was done with them? Was he bigoted, racist, cruel, stubborn, closed-minded, but also wildly intuitive, wise beyond measure, vain and yet unaffected, trapped and free, dying to live and vice versa? Well, yes. In my experience he was all of those things and more. He was not just the sum of his works but also, as a self-proclaimed existentialist, one who must be defined by them. He was, in one very specific personality, all of the best and worst of the twentieth century, of the American century. Privileged by empire and by the lottery of good looks, he was ambitious, adventurous, insolent, insecure, grandiloquent, debauched, petty, narcissistic, crass, cruel, and absolutely awful by turns. And then simply brilliant beyond description, charming, intelligent, urbane, witty, profound in his work, pathfinding in his use of media (indeed, by his use of “the media” as material to be woven into his work), and maybe something nigh on prophetic.

I keep sort of jokingly referring to him in my notes as the Tinker Bell of Tsavo—tragic, brilliant, necessary, and enduring, who depended so dearly on the attention and affections of others—or else as a kind of Cocaine Cassandra. Partying with the jet-set crowd and celebrating his fortieth birthday at Studio 54 made him a man of his times, for sure. But I wonder if his particular message about life on this planet, his visionary journals, which he maintained for decades, and indeed his lifelong project to uncivilize himself, to re-wild himself, as we might say today, will continue to inform our lives for years to come.

I have attempted to put all of that on the pages before you, to consider Peter Beard’s life and times, his work and his philosophy, if we can call it that, in my own way. Though there are, inevitably, failings in the following, they are surely not because of a want of information. They are just my failings as a writer to adequately contend with, express, analyze, and contextualize a life—a fascinating and maybe important life but without doubt a singular life with all of its specificity and contradiction, its mysteries and eccentricities.





Chapter 1

Longing for Darkness

The need to escape, to run and hide, to be on his own, alone, on his own terms—he’d felt this call to flight all of his life, in varying degrees, and he felt it now.

No longer wanting to be a burden to his loved ones who had been tending to him, perhaps, or finally fed up with being fussed over, sick of his confinement to the downstairs couch, or just sick and tired of being sick and tired, subject to that characteristic restlessness, Peter Beard had to get up, had to move, had to get gone.

In the late winter afternoon gloaming out east, at his home in Montauk, the easternmost residence on all of Long Island, Peter turned his body to set his feet on the worn oak-board floors. The brass student lamp, roughly bandaged with blue gaffer’s tape, by which he read and worked here at his command center on the couch, shone on his pile of pastels and charcoal on the coffee table, casting shadows on the scattered assemblage of remotes, jars of paints, corks, shells, a lighter or two, pencils, glue sticks, rolls of masking tape, and stacks of reading materials. No warmth came from the freestanding cast-iron fireplace in the corner as it sat and glared at him, dark and cold. The thin, naked board-and-beam walls here, as in the rest of his house—like every surface in the rest of his world—were covered in layers of posted and pinned pictures, ephemera, doodles, news clippings, magazine tear sheets, and posters for his previous exhibitions.

As he had done countless times over the years, Peter rocked himself to stand, his bodyweight pulling taut the Kenyan kikoi that lay across the couch. Navigating on instinct as much as anything, he passed the densely collaged wall to his left, covered in a faded yellow botanical print, past the old workhorse TV to his right, a ghostly black now. Peter paused to hold himself up by the teal-painted doorjamb, catching his breath and pricking up his ears. The front door, a pace to his right now, would be too loud, would let in too great a draft, which would go right up the stairs, immediately at his left, and, God, there is nothing he wanted less than a disturbance, a confrontation. The mere thought of having to answer for himself, having to atone for breaking the protocol for an obedient patient, re-rankled him, and so he went on, through a sitting room and into the kitchen to the back door with his determined little hobble.

He didn’t look back; he never would, never did. He was always moving, forward, a million miles an hour in whatever direction he happened to be facing, and that was that.

With the door closed behind him, he turned to his left, past the little thatched studio hung with skulls and boat buoys, past the little picnic table where he would have lunches on warmer days, and even on some colder ones. Peter entered the clearing just east of the main house, shuffling into the slight divot in the grass there. The wind from the sea now came to him through an open alley between the thorny trees where the deer loved to linger, whipping through his flannel pajama pants and fleece sweatshirt.

Then, at the eastern edge of his property, where it gives onto the former military base–turned–state park, Peter entered the beginnings of the dense forest, and disappeared.

IN OLD-TIMEY FICTION, PETER MIGHT’VE BEEN CALLED A “MAN of action,” a doer, an act-first-and-ask-questions . . . well, never, sort of person. When I met him at his house in Montauk, while profiling him for Interview magazine in spring of 2016, he described himself, over and over, as an existentialist, like Sartre or Camus. All he believed in was the act, the deed, as he said (and did). He was not a fan of thoughts. Thoughts had gotten him into deep trouble when he had indulged them, in 1969, shortly after his first divorce and a stint in a Nairobi prison for assaulting a game-trapper he’d found on his property. Those thoughts then (whether self-recrimination, self-pity, or what, he did not speak of them specifically) had led him to a kinda-sorta suicide attempt. Oddly, for an existentialist, he was a little fuzzy on the ownership of the action here, suggesting in an interview a few years after the fact that his overdose of sleeping pills in his Manhattan apartment was maybe accidental. During his subsequent stay as a guest of the psych ward at Payne Whitney hospital in New York, he swore never again to spend a single solitary second in his subconscious—an oath he had to reaffirm several times, including when, in 1977, the mill on his property in Montauk, along with all of the artworks by Francis Bacon, Andrew Wyeth, and Andy Warhol, as well as the thirty years of his own personal diaries that were inside it were destroyed in a fire. Both of these events, his first divorce in 1969, and the great fire in ’77, seem to have really wobbled him. But in their aftermath and throughout his life, Peter decided that he would never regret, never ever look backward. All there was, he had decided, was what was—and what he was doing. That was to be his mantra, his guiding philosophy, and perhaps his legacy.

There is that wonderful quote by Borges about writers—which easily could be applied to all artists, all people—that we judge others on what they’ve done but would like to be judged ourselves on what we could do, what we might’ve done. But there was no might’ve or would’ve or could’ve in Peter’s reality. He didn’t have that register. There was present tense only. Not that he seemed to care one way or another how he was judged for what he did.

He was himself not one to entertain hypotheticals, what-ifs. The closest he came to having an idea about what might’ve been was such a grand idea, and even then so skeptically suggested, that it hardly even counts as a what-if. It was more on the order of a Utopian ideal, closer to the realm of religion than something like a plan or regret. Peter’s one great what-if—wielded mostly in support of his all-encompassing fatalism, because it could never be so—was to wonder aloud at a few points what life might have been like if we’d frozen time in Kenya during the colonial days, when the railroad was bringing goods in and out, land was still plentiful (to some), game was still thriving (in some places), and there was a harmony between (one sort of) man and (a particular kind of) nature. But he knew how many asterisks came with this postulation and acknowledged that it was the kind of Utopianism that has its own cancellation built within it. As he said, once white men had arrived in East Africa, bringing . . . whatever, dental care, I guess, and shotguns, which were to the good in his estimation, they also brought the virus of capitalism, which by definition will always eat up everything for profit, destroying resources and expanding consumption to the point of the extinction of everything.

This notion would lead Peter to the central theme of his life and work, the tentpole on which all the circus of fashion shoots and safaris and debauchery and decadence would hang. His thesis, when he first articulated it, in a beautiful and powerful book on the history of (mostly white) men’s metaphorical link and coexistence with the wildlife of Kenya, The End of the Game, was incredibly profound, poetic even, and totally devastating. The idea is this: as populations, whether of humans, elephants, or ocelots, rise, consuming all the available resources in their allotted area, be that a mere farm or, in our case, the entirety of Earth, they will reach a point of such “stress and density,” that the herd must either be pruned or left to consume everything into arid sterility and witness the die-off of all that is left, all other species, all food, and then die off itself, by starvation, and go extinct. Simply put, thin the herd or it will kill off all life as we know it.

A ghoulish thought—like the plans of a blockbuster villain—but in his close consideration of elephants, Peter believed he saw a foretelling of our own doom in microcosm. In the Tsavo National Park in Kenya in the 1970s, as the elephants, who’d been under protection from poachers, ate and reproduced themselves out of sustainable habitat until they died en masse, by the tens of thousands, Peter felt a foreshock of what he believed was coming our way. From this experience, as well as the teachings of hunters he had known, Peter recognized that, within any finite amount of space, like the one we inhabit, elephants would, like us, necessarily expand their numbers until they exhausted the resources available to them, until their garden became a desert, and they died off in enormous, catastrophic numbers along with all the other creatures who depended on the ecosystem they had ravaged.

Peter believed that we humans had also reached this tipping point and would in very short order consume our own way to starvation and extinction. And to the extent that there is a message within his artwork, it is this—this horrific, fatalist howl from the very near future where our doom is imminent. It was also certainly the subject of most of Peter’s great, maniacal monologues, over a campfire in Kenya or carpaccio at Cipriani Downtown, whether trying to seduce potential lovers, charm friends, terrify companions, or just to hear the sound of his own voice. I say “message” and not “warning” because Peter didn’t campaign on an answer to the problem. He said this is what is happening, showed us his work in evidence, ranted, raved, shrugged his shoulders, and then went and had a few vodkas, joints, and an eight ball in SoHo. He didn’t do politics, didn’t profess to know the solution—in part because he was so skeptical of the necessary ingredient in any action for the good: humanity. He had no faith in our ability to turn things around, to delay the gratification of immediate consumption for eventual balance and sustainability. So he did as white male aristocrats were expected to do—he just got on with it, in his own signature style of flamboyance and detachment.

Like generations of remittance chums and eccentric second sons of fortune before him, Peter charted his course outside the establishment, outside the expected confines of, in his case, finance, into the realm of art. Animated by his great man-of-action adventurousness, Peter created a life and a lifestyle that became both the subject matter and canvas for his work—a Gesamtkunstwerk from which all the other works descended; he was, quite literally, his greatest work of art. I don’t mean this in the way we now understand a kind of Warholian performance, a creation of a self as entertainment (for oneself or others), though he was very much that as well, and it is no accident that Warhol was a little bit obsessed with Peter. But Peter’s creation was at once far bigger and much simpler than all that. He didn’t put on a wig and an accent or play to his own predilections and fetishes to make himself up as a character in a costume. He just imagined himself to be the central character of an adventure novel (or, in his case, a memoir of colonial East Africa), as many adolescent boys do—and then led the protagonist’s life as he’d imagined it.

But in the realization of his fantasy, Peter was in every way a proper visionary—insinuating himself into whichever aspects of that imagined (or extinct) world he could find, and constructing from scratch everything else he needed—successfully building himself an actual fantasia. Inspired as he was by the lifestyle he’d inferred from Karen Blixen’s book Out of Africa, he set about adapting it not for the screen or stage but in real life, directed and set-designed by him, to his own exacting standards and particular aesthetic tastes. The photos he took, documenting wildlife as he was taking on the experiences needed to flesh out the main character—himself—as well as the fashion and art photos of models in the bush, as it were, were mere ephemera, a by-product of the work. They were press releases from the edge, dispatches from and publicity for the ongoing work of art that was his life.

And within this greater architecture of his action, Peter, on a personal level, was completely manic, frenetic. Had he been born a generation or two later, Peter might have been diagnosed with an attention deficit disorder and plied with Ritalin, and it is convenient in retrospect to imagine his liberal use of cocaine as a kind of self-medication to keep himself cool and focused, which it seems to have done. But the irony of Peter’s disordered focus was his enormous, almost superhuman capacity for long-term binges of busywork on absolute minutiae—focusing on the needle-tiny detailing of his diaries for hours and even days at a time. When he wasn’t talking, or moving, or running around, Peter was busy, always busy, on the gluing, inking, and assembling of his diaries. It was certainly compulsive, obsessive by any definition, and as he was always ready to admit, the resulting work was utterly meaningless. By which he meant there was no there there in the content of the journals. It is sort of astonishing that in the daily diaries of a human male adult, there is, in a recounting of more than seventy years of life, absolutely nothing revelatory of the maker’s mindset, nothing exposing an emotional mood, no confessional discursions, no rants, no . . . nothing. Reading them or, more accurately, scrolling through them the way we now do images and ephemera in our various feeds, we may begin to wonder whether if memory and imagination are the impotence of real-life desire and appetite—you know, the overexamined life, spent in a library or in our head with the neurotic voices, rather than out there, living—that the reverse could also be true, whether, in order to repress the life of the mind and create a life free of introspection and examination, desire and appetite would grow enormous. But the doing, the making of them was, for Peter, like the construction of geometric shapes that kept Agnes Martin grounded, like a kind of crafty meditation, a really really messy rosary that bound him to the world of things and ink and blood and paper and leather—a tether to reality without which he might have spiraled off into the sky like a loosed helium balloon.

Peter liked to joke, at his own expense, that everything he did, from the densely pasted and lettered diaries, to his photography, and the large-scale collages for which he is perhaps best known, were just the work of an escapist, and his effort, his doodling, pasting, printing, snapping, staging, arranging, drawing, inking, writing, scribbling, and the rest, were just a way to get out of doing something more difficult. Art, as Peter loved to say, citing Oscar Wilde, is all that is unnecessary, superfluous. If you had to call what he did art, it was merely that: something that didn’t really matter. He himself hardly ever made claims to be an artist or even a photographer. Peter regularly described himself as a dilettante, a term that is itself action-based, to describe someone who does a little of this, and a little of that.

After chewing on it for several years, testing these claims for irony or as fishing expeditions for flattery, I tend to take Peter at his word. Or at his deed, which is more to the point, as Sartre and Camus surely would agree. Everything Peter did, as he said, was purely and entirely for his enjoyment (adding hedonist to the list along with escapist and existentialist), no matter the implications, the stakes, or indeed the feelings of others. Peter called this pursuit freedom. To a lot of people, this was the very embodiment of rebellion. And, perhaps psychologically, it was a counter-steer away from his doggedly strict mother, and the society that expected him, as a blue-blooded heir to fortune, to grow up in a gray suit, to wear shoes, and sit behind a desk playing with his and other people’s money for the rest of his time. Many, many of those who knew, or knew of him found his rejection of that life and his pursuit of pleasure instead to be heroic. In his id-unleashed quest for sex, fun, and consumption of all the drink and drugs in creation, a life unencumbered by guilt or regret, by work, real-world demands, or even, in his safari-tented compound in Africa, by walls, he became a kind of symbol of the male ideal—a James Bond of the jungle in a leopard-skin coat with an Alaïa model on his arm.

His rejection of one life for another, his intense commitment to doing just what he wanted to do just the way he wanted to do it certainly is exceptional. I cannot for the life of me think of a contemporary who so thoroughly indulged his own impulses for purely personal gratification, on such a scale—with such resources, connections, opportunity, unbelievably good luck, and jaw-dropping good looks as Peter Beard. I’d suggest, too, that a good portion of the vitriolic antipathy directed at Peter’s third wife and now widow, Nejma, had to do with her attempts to put the brakes on his will to pleasure, to tame the self-fulfillment-at-all-costs mania within him. After a period of estrangement in the mid-1990s, during which Peter had his life-altering run-in with an elephant in the Maasai Mara, followed by a reconciliation of sorts between husband and wife, Nejma took over the management of Peter’s business affairs, which, in large part, she did by preventing Peter from fucking everything up, as she saw it. As best she could, she brought a stop to his wanton, random, and frivolous gifting of every single piece and print he’d made, and she even tried to repossess some of the pieces he’d given away. According to friends, she kept him out of town, running up bar tabs in the south of France near where his cousin had established his artist retreat and where Peter felt comfortable, having visited there since his adolescence, rather than in downtown Manhattan where he’d be in the glare of New York media with its appetite for society scandal. And what brought the greatest outcry from his friends was her attempts at barricading Peter from his longtime and even occasional chums, from his ongoing and even prospective lovers, admirers, playmates, and party companions. More than trying to stage-manage his reputation or recoup a collage with which Peter had paid off a debt to a Manhattan restaurant, it was this seeming prohibition of Peter’s profligate and exuberant spirit (or reckless and philandering self-destruction, depending on your point of view) that so upset those who knew or even knew of Peter. In blocking him off from his impetuousness, his freewheeling spontaneity, and yes, his drinking and drugging and seducing, Nejma was (at least symbolically) limiting what had made Peter a hero in their minds, what had made him singular, and singularly loved and loathed around the world—his total and absolute commitment to doing whatever he wanted whenever he wanted to do it, and just the way he saw fit. (Several of Peter’s collectors, bosom pals, and even family members wouldn’t talk to me for fear of Nejma’s wrath if they said one word outside of her comfort zone.)

Truly, every single person I talk to about Peter starts by saying something to the effect of Wow, what a life!—looking off in awe with a slight shake of the head, marveling at the scrapes, the scandals, the maulings, the lawsuits, the lavish lifestyle, the house, the pictures, the legend. His is an avatar for a kind of teenage boy’s fantasy. He was absolutely and utterly fearless, for better or worse. Free from self-doubt, from regret, from guilt, from self-pity (at least enough to make jokes after his pelvis had been shattered by that elephant, while his lungs collapsed, his pulse slowed to a stop, and he nearly bled out while being carted to a faraway hospital), and even free of most insecurity (though I have to speculate that vanity and narcissism come from covering up something).

And when seen from our neurotic age, maybe Peter’s commitment to living his life on a moment-to-moment basis—completely free of neurosis, of any interiority whatsoever—is in some way heroic. Isn’t that, in fact, the register of consciousness we think of as enlightenment? Isn’t that present-tenseness the mode for meditators and yogis?

Still, it is worrisome (for us, who are not free of neurosis), because, if Peter was being all present tense, like some sort of Buddha, he wasn’t doing so while in renunciation of appetite, but rather the reverse. And that sort of animalistic existence, moving only on instinct and impulse, without consideration of context, consequence, and repercussions, does sound a lot like sociopathy. Peter’s utter devotion to this topsoil consciousness, to existing on the same plane as, say, dogs—his complete commitment to impulses, whether heedless of the consequences or simply inconsiderate of their impact—was, at the very least, startling.

Camus said we’re only really free to love people after they’re dead. With all the tricky inconsistencies of their actual presence removed, we can re-create the dead into who we wished them to be. That calculus doesn’t work as well for Peter, whose greatest gift was his presence and the outrageous charm that caused many of those most adversely affected by his actions to forgive him—even to adore him in spite of his rough patches. His life, and even his work, is much different without him around, without his presence and his enthusiasm breathing life into everything around him. Even at his shows, with grand or intimate displays of his collections and creations arranged around some gallery, what people really came to see was Peter. He was the main attraction, the work of art that made sense of all the rest of the materials.

Was he the truly liberated man, free from superego, self-actualized, a kind of Iron John figure at play in the wilderness of life? Or was he the paragon of entitlement, privileged in every way, living his life in a selfish pursuit of onanistic ego fulfilment? Did he revel just a bit too much in upsetting norms, upsetting other people, like an attention-seeking adolescent who needs you to know his pain? Maybe, yes.

And these were not the extent of his contradictions. He was an outright homophobe who adored Truman Capote. He was a racist whose closest companions were Black and who regularly dated women of color. He was a man who professed to live only in the present but could hold a grudge—mostly against his ex-wives, it seems—for decades.

There were deeper, more subtle contrasts within Peter’s character, too, that created funny little rhymes in his life. For example, he made light of his connection to James J. Hill, his paternal great-grandfather, the railroad tycoon who created the trade route by which settlers and capital could flow west to the Pacific. “A robber baron, I hear,” Peter said, “on par with J. P. Morgan, E. H. Harriman and Henry Clay Frick. His big thing was hammering out a transcontinental railroad that opened the American Northwest. . . . Ayn Rand held him up as this great paragon of noble capitalism.” This from a man who was somewhat obsessed by the stories of the Mombasa–Nairobi Railway cutting through Kenya from the coast to Lake Victoria—a descendant of Manifest Destiny expansionism running off to construct his life and legend along a railroad track where his colonialist heroes had built themselves an oasis, or maybe just a mirage.

I’ve always been fascinated by the way that Peter’s story, both the one he was born into and the one he wrote with his own life, reached back into the previous century. In his genes, he carried a bit of the legacy of the American Empire. And in his behavior he summoned comparison with some of his predecessors in safari and photography, from Teddy Roosevelt to George Eastman, along with the sort of wistful Utopian colonials like his beloved Karen Blixen. From their example, their dreams and values, Peter improvised his own slightly more modern version, then went about reaching into the future, setting the tone for so much of the popular culture and visual media of today. With his high/low heterogeneous sampling of the time and his creation of a vivid self-mythology, or “brand,” that was central to his work, Peter anticipated much of the digital mash-up aesthetics and cult-of-personality content of the social-media era. Even at the time, Peter the proto-influencer launched a thousand fashion collections in his image, inspiring the likes of Tommy Hilfiger and Ralph Lauren, Kim Jones, and Emily Bode—all of whom tried to re-create a little something of his ineffable, effortless prep-kid-gone-bamboo style. In his images of the great supermodels of his lifetime—from Veruschka to Donyale Luna, from Iman to Lara Stone—and especially in his self-portraits, he managed, maybe better than anyone, to evoke an entire existence, something so singular, deep, transporting, and, for all we could touch it in our humdrum rat-race lives, almost mythological. I still remember the first time I encountered I’ll Write Whenever I Can, the picture of a shirtless Peter, hip deep in the belly of a crocodile but still immaculately coiffed, jotting in his journal, the image itself smeared all over with blood and inscribed with his vinous lettering. I was in college at the time, filled to the brim with all of that adolescent brio to do and be on a grand scale, to travel and experience and create and to matter and be hip deep in life, and this picture said all of that to me in a flash. Even now I’m not totally certain that that picture isn’t the reason I picked up a pen and pad rather than . . . anything else, thinking that I too could write wherever and whenever, hoping to look half as dashing as he did while doing so.

But even as he was calling up the ghosts and associations of the past (and living off some of the proceeds they had left him) and forging an image and a mixed-media body of work with a cause behind it, all of which is de rigueur today, Peter was also an extraordinary exemplar of his own times—right there in the thick of the sex, drugs, and rock and roll of the twentieth century, an elite member of the jet set and court jester to Camelot: collaborating with Warhol, touring with the Rolling Stones, celebrating his fortieth birthday at Studio 54, photographing and being painted by Francis Bacon, going to bullfights with Picasso, acting for Jonas Mekas, making a film with the Maysles brothers, modeling for Helmut Newton, and doing a whole lot of waterskiing with Jacqueline Onassis. And he seemed to love an awful lot of it.

Maybe that was Peter’s greatest gift, the most valuable asset he had been born with—his capacity for enjoyment. His enthusiasm. That motor that fires up somewhere inside of us when turned on by an idea, an image, a connection, a musical note that chimes with something in our bones. He did everything in his power (and within the reach of those funds and connections, and the deference extended to him for those good looks) to nurture and expand on that enthusiasm. “Do you know what it means?” he asked me, when I spent a weekend with him at his home in Montauk. Enthusiasm, he said, means to have a god within. Or a devil. Both, maybe. Probably.

It was this current running through him, almost like a religious possession, that he dedicated his life to, holding it above all other forces—above society’s laws and expectations, surely, and above any sort of morality and any of the bonds that existed at the time in which he lived.

NEARLY EVERYTHING PETER DID, OF COURSE, COURTED CONTROVERSY, or at the very least made for zesty copy. Though he regularly protested to the contrary, he was not a lifelong magnet for publicity accidentally—and his twilight vanishing, the day before April Fool’s Day in 2020, did not go unnoticed for long.

By April 2, newspapers, art blogs, and magazine websites were reporting on the police search for Peter. “He was last seen on Tuesday at 4:30 p.m. wearing a blue pullover fleece and black jogging pants, according to a missing persons alert issued by authorities,” they wrote. “Nejma Beard, his wife and studio manager, reported him missing two hours later.”

A week later, Peter’s second wife, Cheryl Tiegs, gave a particularly potent quote to the New York Post, when she said she wasn’t surprised that Peter had gone missing, characterizing her days and nights with him in the early 1980s as a vacillation between mania and despair. “Maybe someone picked Peter up and he is on a joyride across America,” she said. “He does pretty wacky things. The night after we got married, he did not come home until dawn.” She even recalled that Peter had been diagnosed as bipolar, and seemed to suggest that his running off, running away, was a regular part of their lives together and might be due in part to illness.

At the time of Tiegs’s quotes, the local papers reported that Peter’s “whereabouts remain a mystery despite an extensive search by 100 police officers, a helicopter, drones and K-9 units,” but it was a different illness that seemed to merit further investigation: Peter’s dementia. Perhaps it was a factor in his disappearance, they suggested.

On 3/31/20 around 4pm my dad went missing, Peter’s daughter Zara posted on her Instagram. If you see him anywhere please contact the East Hampton Town Police . . . or me directly . . . He’s so missed and we just want him home safely. He has dementia and a heart condition that he desperately needs medication for so time is of the essence. Prayers welcome. Only a few slides down her profile grid, a matter of weeks prior, Zara had posted pictures of the moment when she had introduced her new daughter, Daisy, to Peter.

Friends of mine—like, I’m sure, friends of Peter’s, and people everywhere—speculated about his whereabouts, his reasoning, his state of mind. A good many of them, who seemed to be overnight armchair experts on dementia, assured me that, incapacitated thusly, Peter might have lost his bearings, lost track of who or where he was. Or might have done that which was most primal, most instinctive to him, and gone to hide in the bushes, like a wild animal.

I, for one, could not help but read some symbolism into Peter’s disappearance, couldn’t resist finding some symmetry in his life mission to re-wild himself culminating in his rejoining himself with nature—as I imagined had happened. I found the mystery of it all sort of fitting, poetic. This larger-than-life guy, dedicated to playing in the mud with the animals he loved, returning to nature to be welcomed back into the wilderness. It was pure Peter.

As much as he talked, Peter didn’t accomplish any of what he did in life by talking about it. He didn’t get to where he’d been by thinking about it. He was, as he always had been, a doer. And men of action don’t end their stories on the cozy couch very often. At least some part of Peter didn’t think he should end his that way either.

In his insistence on following his own paths, or at least resolutely refusing to wear the stiff collars of the life that had been expected of him, in the dazzling adventures he’d taken, the better to tell great stories about them around the campfire, and in the images he created, on paper and of himself, Peter lived a life that was entirely his. Why should his death be any different?





Chapter 2

Lexington Avenue

From a window in his family’s ninth-floor apartment at 133 East Eightieth Street, ten-year-old Peter Beard had a great vantage point from which to watch the mayhem he caused as he dropped spitballs down on unsuspecting passersby on Lexington Avenue—a safe remove from which to delight in the splatter patterns of his little projectiles, which would send the pedestrians scattering. Here at this window, little Peter could survey the rooftops of the Upper East Side as if they were part of a great board game laid out for him, counting the pointy-topped water towers and monitoring the local bird life that could at times include the odd owl, hawks, and even an eagle. He could, like a little lord of Manhattan, watch the comings and goings of the silk-stocking corridor, as it was then known, and look down the length of Lex, still a two-way street in 1948, to where it threaded the bigger buildings of midtown, built on better bedrock, and finally gave way in the Village.

This window was the best and most immediate portal Peter had to the outside world. When he was stuck at home nights, forced to do homework, get dressed in perpetually itchy clothes, do chores, clean up, or just keep to himself as the endless hours of adolescence stretched out to infinity and beyond, this window gave him a view of what he was missing, got him closer to the creatures and the natural world where he knew he really belonged.

It was here in this window that Peter had used the Voigtländer camera given to him by Granny Virginia to stage a photo of the family lab, Charcoal, frozen mid-leap in what appeared to be an attack on a stuffed ruffed grouse—a picture for which he won an art prize that year at the Buckley School. Peter shared the prize that year with his classmate and one of his best friends, Michael Rockefeller. Michael’s father, Nelson, was at the time about to become the governor of New York (and would later become the vice president), and Peter sometimes went up to stay at the family’s home upstate, Kykuit, in Mount Pleasant. Of course, any excuse for an adventure was welcome to a ten-year-old, maybe more so if that young boy happened to be Peter Beard. On the occasion of his first visit to Kykuit, Peter’s brothers let their minds go wild as they speculated on the grand opulence he would encounter at the home of a family so famous for its wealth. “We said, ‘You’re going to have some fun out there,’” Peter’s brother Anson wrote. “‘They probably have diamonds hanging from the candlesticks; you won’t have to make your bed’—we always had to make our beds on the weekends—‘and surely you won’t have applesauce for dessert,’ which we hated. ‘You’ll probably have lemon meringue pie or something like that.’ Peter came back and reported, ‘They live the same way we do. There were no fancy candlesticks. We did have applesauce. But the best thing was they have their own bowling alley in the basement.’”

Like Peter, Michael grew up with an adventurous streak. After Exeter and Harvard, in 1961, Michael took an expedition to Papua New Guinea, where his dugout canoe capsized within sight of land. After drifting for two days, he swam toward shore looking for help and was never seen again. Later, when looking back at his time with his childhood friend, Peter said, “My favorite subject to paint [in those days] was pirates and cannibals. Poor Michael had the misfortune to meet some of the latter while he was off collecting art and researching the Stone Age Asmat tribe in the jungles of New Guinea in 1961. He was due to join me in East Africa right around the time he was eaten.”

By the time Peter and Michael were winning their prizes, Peter had already begun his habit of collecting his own sort of art: ephemera, mostly, especially anything having to do with the exotic, the adventurous, or the animal kingdom—and he was already collaging it all together to display it just so. “In his room,” Jon Bowermaster wrote, in The Adventures and Misadventures of Peter Beard in Africa, “a hand-painted plaster-cast rattlesnake curled up in leaves in a wastepaper basket. An aquarium held at various times salamanders, newts, garter snakes, turtles, tortoises, snails, squirrels, chipmunks, raccoons, and possums, all to the chagrin of his mother





























	“My father was intelligent and well read, but he had no motivation.”

	“He did an adequate job taking care of his mother’s money, although he didn’t work at it very hard. I once asked why he didn’t do more, and he said, ‘Because it’s not worth working.’”

	“He had enough money that he didn’t need to work, and I think in part, he went downtown to have something to do and get out of the house.”

	“My father complained that he had spent most of his life doing things he didn’t want to do, because he had taken responsibility for managing the family money, while his real dream was to live the life of a gentleman farmer.”

	“My father’s passive, self-indulgent life motivated me to look back three generations to my great-grandfather,” Anson wrote, “and consider what he had achieved.”
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