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Praise for A. Scott Berg’s

Kate Remembered

“Hepburn’s observations about everyone from Louis B. Mayer to Howard Hughes and Sean Penn are sharp, funny, and poignant.”

—Maureen Dowd, The New York Times

 

“Readers of Kate Remembered . . . will learn about Katharine Hepburn’s meteoric rise, her slumps, her many affairs, her offbeat family, and what she thinks of everyone from Bob Hope to Meryl Streep. Mostly, they will get a chance to experience what the star was like, with an intimacy far greater than any dirt-digging tell-all.”

—Boston Herald

 

“Touching . . . [an] unusual and unusually fitting account . . . of a life lived outside the usual in virtually all things.”

—Entertainment Weekly

 

“Hepburn sounds off plenty in Berg’s fond recollection of their close twenty-year friendship. The actress comes across as smart, feisty, independent . . . A worthy look at a candid Kate.”

—People

 

“Kate Remembered is her last performance, and one of her most touching. That it comes to us from beyond the grave should not be a shock. That’s the sort of thing a goddess does.”

—The Washington Post Book World

 

“Magnificent . . . A peach of a memoir. Berg and Hepburn have a similar chemistry on the page to Tracy and Hepburn on screen.”

—The Sunday Times (London)

 

“Intimate, thoughtful, and considerate. Kate Remembered is an intensely personal book, and that’s a good thing: This is Katharine Hepburn filtered through Scott Berg, and . . . part of the fun of the book is seeing how these two bright, confident personalities interact: The wisecracks fly like spitballs, but beneath it all, Berg and Hepburn are obviously simpatico.”

—Salon.com

 

“Berg’s writing is so intimate that readers may feel they are hiding behind a curtain as they listen to the stories he elicits from his subject.”

—Booklist (starred review) 

 

“[Hepburn’s] legion of fans can spend some happy time with her in . . . Kate Remembered. It’s a work of love that . . . offers new insights into this kind, prickly, brilliant, brusque, beautiful, one-of-a-kind woman. [A] loving and generous memoir . . . The millions who loved Katharine Hepburn through her movies will love this book.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

 

“A haunting insight into the twilight of fame, with shades of Sunset Boulevard, shades of The Aspern Papers. Berg is . . . an astute and subtle observer, always willing to take a back seat while greater egos strut their stuff The result is a memoir with never a dull page.”

—The Daily Telegraph (London)

 

“By virtue of Berg’s access and his powers of observation, you are brought inside the home of Hepburn from the time she is in her mid-seventies. Through the strength of her personality, which shines even in print, you hear her speak her own lines in her own voice, not lines written for her. If you are a Hepburn fan you have to read this book.”

—The Courier-Journal (Louisville, KY)

 

“Fans will read Kate Remembered . . . and find within its pages a woman very much like the actress’s on-screen persona: cranky and charming, tough and thoughtful, independent and in love with those who can keep pace with stiff drinks and stronger conversations.”

—Dallas Observer

 

“The unorthodox friendship between actress and writer—one of a number of close friendships that sustained Hepburn through her last years—is wonderful to read about, simultaneously relaxing, entertaining, and touching. The book is irresistible, and I see no reason to try to resist it . . . uproarious . . . nostalgic . . . charming . . . gritty.”

—The Buffalo News

 

“Exhilarating . . . Kate Remembered reads like an extended conversation with this remarkable woman . . . An engrossing, three-dimensional account of a contradictory woman who was determined to be a star while keeping the world at bay. Because of Berg’s extraordinary access, a reader is bound to feel the thrill of being able to enter Hepburn’s private realm.”

—The New Orleans Times-Picayune 

 

“Katharine Hepburn had definite ideas about just about everything, including how to arrange logs in a fire. So reveals memoirist A. Scott Berg, who received these instructions from her: ‘Not too close to each other. Make them fight for the flame.’ Revealing words. For, as Berg shows . . . Hepburn had plenty of fire and plenty of fight in her, and she was notoriously careful in not allowing others to get close to the flame. [A] pleasant memoir . . . and it serves as a useful manual for any actor looking to increase his or her odds of survival in the business.”

—The Hollywood Reporter

 

“A witty, gracefully written book about her life that is part biography, part memoir, and wholly a work of love. [Berg’s] familiarity with Hollywood and skill as a writer is evident in Kate Remembered, which seamlessly combines his personal reminiscences with fascinating detail about Hepburn’s childhood, remarkable career, and final years.”

—The Hartford Courant

 

“A compulsively readable . . . look at an elusive legend.”

—Fort Worth Star Telegram

 

“An affectionate, often affecting memoir.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

 

“Rebel, feminist, free thinker, recluse, survivor, great actress. A. Scott Berg attempts to capture all these descriptions of Katharine Hepburn in his mesmerizing account of an extraordinary life. In the end, she comes across as a fascinating figure with standards that guided her all her life . . . As for Berg, he is always in control, resulting in an ultimately satisfying style imbued with sincerity and complete honesty.”

—Edmonton Journal

 

“A loving memoir of someone who became a friend, a rare thing between biography writers and stars in this age of kiss and tell. It is also remarkably candid.”

—Birmingham Post (UK)

 

“Even those who’ve read many Hepburn biographies will find Berg’s immersion in the actor’s world engrossing, full of crisply voiced takes on old Hollywood and intimate looks at her everyday life.”

—Publishers Weekly
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to

KEVIN McCORMICK




Author’s Note

Over the past thirty years, I have written three biographies. Each of these books is part of a larger plan I have long been devising, a collection of objectively told life stories of great American cultural figures of the twentieth century, each representing a different wedge of the Apple Pie. (Thus far, I have written about a book editor from New England, a motion-picture mogul from Poland, and an aviator from the Midwest.) This book falls outside that plan.

The subject at hand has certainly led a fascinating life and impacted the times in which she lived. She more than merits a full-scale biography. Alas, I am not the one to write such a book because I am, quite frankly, incapable of writing about her objectively. For one thing, I believe—unabashedly and without qualification—that Katharine Hepburn established the greatest acting career of the twentieth century, perhaps ever. And for another, Katharine Hepburn was a close friend of mine for two decades.  Quite frankly, I walked into her life adoring her; and over the next twenty years, my admiration for her only swelled.

This book is, thus, not a critical study of either Katharine Hepburn’s life or her career. It is, rather, as true an account of her life as I can present, based on countless hours of private conversations during which she reminisced. Even more than recalling events, Miss Hepburn often used our time together to reflect, an exercise in which I don’t think she indulged with anybody else. And so, more than my remembrances, this book intends to convey hers.

As our conversations would invariably turn to her past, I soon felt that she was using me less as a sounding board than as an anvil against which she could hammer some of her emotions and beliefs. Consequently, this book reveals an unusual relationship in a unique life, one lived large—and largely according to her own rules. More important, it sets down many of the stories of that life as she saw them, full of sentiments she felt should not be made public until her death. Ultimately, then, it is not just a story of the poignant final years in which I knew her; it is a tale of a great theatrical personality and the better part of the century that was the stage for her distinguished life.
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I

A Private Function

I’ve never felt so intimidated ringing a doorbell.

Even though she and I had become friendly in the past few months over the telephone and I was standing at her front door in New York City at her invitation, I was genuinely nervous about our first meeting. And I’ve never been especially starstruck.

But this was different. Katharine Hepburn was the first movie star I had ever noticed, and she had been my favorite ever since—the only actor whose plays and movies I attended just because she was in them.

On that Tuesday—April 5, 1983—I arrived at Third Avenue and Forty-ninth Street with fifteen minutes to spare. So I walked around a few neighboring blocks until 5:55 p.m. Then I slowly walked east on Forty-ninth Street until I was a few doors from Second Avenue—number 244. I stood on the sidewalk for another minute and a half, until the second hand on my watch ticked  toward twelve. I opened the little black iron gate, stepped down into the well at the curtained front door, and pressed the button. The bell let out a ring so shrill, I could practically feel all four floors of the brownstone shake.

Nobody answered. After a long pause, a short woman with black hair poked her cherubic face out of an adjacent door, the service entrance, and said, “Yes?”

I said I had a six o’clock appointment with Miss Hepburn. Was I at the wrong door? “No, no,” she said. “I’ll let you in.” She came to the front door, and I heard two heavy locks tumble. This was Norah Considine, who cooked and cleaned. She said Miss Hepburn was expecting me.

I entered the vestibule and left my raincoat on a bench at the foot of the steep, narrow staircase, with its metal pole for a handrail. Another woman appeared from the kitchen—gray-haired, bony, with a neckbrace; and we introduced ourselves. She was, as I presumed, Phyllis Wilbourn, Hepburn’s companion and majordomo. “Oh, yes. Go right up,” she said in a sandy-throated English accent. “Miss Hepburn’s expecting you.” At the top of the landing, I could look into the rear living room, where the last of that day’s light was coming in from the garden.

Before I had even entered the room, I heard the unmistakable voice from inside. “Did you use the bathroom?”

“I’m sorry?” I said, now standing in the doorway and seeing Katharine Hepburn for the first time.

She sat to the right in a comfortable-looking chair, her feet in white athletic shoes propped up on a footrest. She appeared to be amazingly fit for a seventy-five-year-old then recovering from  a serious car accident. She looked restored and relaxed, her skin tight against the legendary cheekbones, her eyes clear, a soothing pale blue, her hair a ruddy gray, all pulled off her face and pinned up into her trademark knot. She wore no makeup and flashed a big movie-star grin, exuding charm and energy. She was wearing khaki pants, a white turtleneck under a blue chambray shirt, and she had a red sweater tied loosely around her neck. As I approached her, I tried to take in as much of the room as I could—the high ceiling, pictures on the walls, a fire blazing in the fireplace, nothing ostentatious except for huge bouquets of flowers everywhere.

“Did you use the bathroom?” she asked again, before I had reached her.

“No.”

“Well, don’t you think you should?”

“No, thank you. I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“Well, I think you should probably go back downstairs and use the bathroom first.” I repeated that I didn’t think it was necessary but that I would do my best.

Two minutes later I returned; and as I reached the top of the stairs, she asked, “Did you use the bathroom?”

“Well, actually,” I said, “I did, thank you.”

“Good. You know my father was a urologist, and he said you should always go to the bathroom whenever you have to . . . and you see, you had to. So how do you do? I’m Katharine Hepburn.”

“Yes, I know you are.” We shook hands, and from her chair she looked me up and down and smiled. “You’re tall.” A little over six  feet, I told her. “Tennis?” No, I said, but I swim regularly and work out with weights at a gym. “Boah.” A little boring, I concurred, adding that it was the most time-efficient form of exercise for me.

“Do you smoke?” she asked.

I started to laugh—reeling as though I had walked into a production of The Importance of Being Earnest—and said, “No, Lady Bracknell, I don’t.” She laughed and said, “I used to. Gave it up. Disgusting habit. Well, I hope you drink.”

“Fortunately,” I said, “I do.” With that, she sent me to the table behind her, on which sat a wooden African mask of a woman with unusually large, wild eyes and prominent cheekbones. “Somebody sent me that,” she said. “It looks just like me, don’t you think?” Except for the tribal paint, it did. Next to it sat a large wooden tray with several bottles of liquor and three thick glass goblets. “Do you see anything there you like?” I did—a bottle of King William IV Scotch. She asked me to make two of them, according to her specifications—which meant filling the glass beyond the brim with ice, pouring a shot of the whiskey slowly over the cubes, then topping it with soda. She directed me to sit on the couch to her right, white canvas covered with a red knit throw. She took a sip, then a gulp of her drink and said, “Too weak.” I doctored it. “Yours looks too weak,” she said. Fearing a replay of the bathroom episode, I stood my ground, saying, “I feel the need to stay one ounce more sober than you.”

While we discussed the interview I had come to conduct with her, Phyllis Wilbourn climbed the stairs. I started to get up, as the neck-braced septugenarian appeared a little wobbly; but my hostess  assured me she was just fine. “You’ve met Phyllis Wilbourn?” Miss Hepburn inquired, as the older woman passed a tray of hot cheese puffs. “My Alice B. Toklas.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say that,” Phyllis insisted. “It makes me sound like an old lesbian, and I’m not.”

“You’re not what, dearie, old or a lesbian?” she said, laughing.

“Neither.” With that, Phyllis fixed her own drink, a ginger ale, and sat in a chair opposite us; and I continued to soak up the room. Hepburn watched me as I gazed at a carved wooden goose hanging on a chain from the ceiling. “Spencer’s,” she said. Then I noticed a painting of two seagulls on some rocks.

“Do you think that’s an exceptional picture or not?” she asked.

“It’s amusing,” I said. “Fun.”

“Me,” she said, referring to the artist.

The fire was dying, and Hepburn asked if I knew anything about fireplaces. I told her I was no Boy Scout but that I could probably kick a little life into it. “Let’s see,” she said, preparing to grade me in what was clearly an important test. I used the pair of wrought-iron tongs to turn a few logs over, and they went up in a blaze. She was visibly pleased. “How about those on the mantel?” she asked, referring me to a pair of small figurines, nude studies of a young woman. “Me,” she said.

“You sculpted these?” I asked.

“No, I posed for them.” Upon closer scrutiny, I could see that was the case and that she was pleased again.

Over the next few minutes, we made small talk—about my hometown, Los Angeles, our mutual friend director George Cukor, who had died there just a few months prior, and our impending  interview. She asked how much time I thought I would need, and I asked, “How much have you got?”

“Oh, I’m endlessly fascinating,” she said, smiling again. “I’d say you’ll need at least two full days with me.”

As my fire-tending had made the room warmer, I stood and removed my blue blazer, which I set on the couch. “I don’t think so,” said Hepburn gently but firmly. “Now look, I want you to be as comfortable as you like. But look where you’ve put that jacket. It’s right in my sight line, and it’s, well, somewhat offensive.”

“Yes,” I said, “I can see that.” As I started to put it back on, she said that wasn’t necessary, that there was a chair on the landing and I should just “throw it there”—which I did. Upon re-entering the room, I instinctively adjusted a picture on the wall, a floral painting which was slightly askew.

“Oh, I see,” said Miss Hepburn with great emphasis; “you’re one of those.” She smiled approvingly and added, “Me too. But nobody was as bad as Cole Porter. He used to come to this house, and he’d straighten pictures for five minutes before he’d even sit down. Listen, while you’re still up, I’m ready for another drink. How about you?”

Again I made mine the weaker. It was not that I was afraid of falling on my face. It was more that I felt as though I were now walking through an RKO movie starring Katharine Hepburn, and I didn’t want to miss a single frame of it.

As the clock on the mantelpiece bonged seven, Miss Hepburn said, “Look, I only invited you for drinks tonight because I wasn’t sure how we’d get on, but you’re more than welcome to stay for dinner; there’s plenty of food. But I can tell by the way you’re dressed, and I must say I like that tie, you’ve got another date. It’s  probably better if you go anyway because we’re starting to talk too much already, and then we won’t be fresh for the performance tomorrow. Shall we say eleven?” I explained that I did, in fact, have a dinner date; but for her I would happily break it. “No,” she said, “we don’t want to run out of things to say to each other.” We shook hands goodbye, and I exited the room, grabbing my jacket from the chair.

When I was halfway down the stairs, I heard her shout, “Use the bathroom before you leave!”
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II

Making a Difference

The first time I didn’t meet Katharine Hepburn was in April 1972.

I had graduated from Princeton University the preceding year, having written my senior thesis on Maxwell Perkins, the legendary editor at Charles Scribner’s Sons who had “discovered” and developed F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Thomas Wolfe, and at least another score of the most significant writers in the United States between the World Wars. Even after submitting the thesis, I considered it a work in progress, a first draft of a full-scale biography of the man I considered the most important but least-known figure in American literature—a Harvard man whose ancestors went back to seventeenth-century New England, and a New York book editor whose vision ushered American literature farther into the future than any of his contemporaries. He was a Manhattan Yankee. While he chose to live most of his adult life as a Connecticut commuter, in the mid-1930s his highly  theatrical wife, Louise, insisted they and their five daughters move to the city, into the house she had inherited from her father, a brownstone in the area called Turtle Bay, at 246 East Forty-ninth Street—next door to Katharine Hepburn.

For several years the Perkinses called New York their home. Except for its allowing him to work extra hours with his most challenging author, Thomas Wolfe—who was then constructing Of Time and the River according to Perkins’s blueprint—Max Perkins dreaded urban dwelling. Louise, on the other hand, thrived. A talented actress and writer who lacked the drive and discipline to pursue an artistic career, she happily filled her days with city life. She found excitement in just living next door to her favorite star of the stage and screen. She was so stimulated, she even wrote a play about Napoleon’s sister Pauline as a vehicle for Miss Hepburn—a work she did not hesitate to bring to her neighbor’s attention. The two women became good acquaintances, though it privately ate at Louise being so close to the very model of everything to which she aspired and yet was so far from attaining.

Katharine Hepburn and Max Perkins never met. Never comfortable in any kind of theater, he had no interest whatsoever in show people. Perkins’s stars performed on paper. But he enjoyed having a figure so glamorous living so close and privately delighted in the constant bustle at 244. His wife’s excitation over their famous neighbor amused him; and stories of the fabled actress brought out a touch of the voyeur in him. While he occasionally strained to get a peek at her, the closest he ever got to laying eyes on Katharine Hepburn was in espying a bust of her that sat by one of her drawing room windows.

So in the spring of 1972, when I was diligently approaching  everyone I could find who ever knew Max Perkins, I decided I had to interview Katharine Hepburn. To be honest, whatever testimony she might offer would be far from crucial. The fact is, I simply wanted to meet Katharine Hepburn, and I felt I had a good excuse.

Growing up, I was always crazy about television and the movies, but I never had any great interest in meeting movie stars. Disappointment seemed inevitable. But as has long been the case with many—from truck drivers to presidents—Katharine Hepburn was always the exception. From the first time I had watched her old movies on television and in revival houses and her new ones as they appeared in theaters, I wanted to meet her. By the time I had graduated from college, I had seen all of her signature films—not such an easy task in those pre-video days.

Most fans suffer the problem of visiting their own best hopes upon their idols; but to her legions of fans around the world and across the century, Katharine Hepburn somehow seemed different from other movie stars, one whose natural beauty was probably just as striking even without Hollywood lights and makeup, one whose dialogue probably crackled with humor and intelligence even without others writing for her, one whose presence doubtless outshone any postures and gestures a director might have taught her. The greatest movie stars, the few genuine icons of the cinema, become so because we believe they are sharing actual pieces of themselves on the screen, a delusion fans nurse to heighten the fantasy. With Hepburn, however, such qualities were always assumed more than imagined.

Working on my Perkins book at home in Los Angeles, I had heard that Katharine Hepburn lived perpetually in transit but that  the best way to reach her was through her California address, where her life was at its most calm. I presumed Katharine Hepburn still received hundreds of letters a week with dozens of requests for interviews; but somehow I figured mine would appeal to her because the subject would be so unexpected. My father, a television and motion-picture writer and producer, obtained the Los Angeles address for me, and I sent a brief but earnest typed letter to 9191 St. Ives Drive, on the Beverly Hills border, just a few blocks above the Sunset Strip. Months passed, during which time I interviewed dozens of witnesses far more appropriate to my work—such writers as James Jones, Alan Paton, Taylor Caldwell, Marcia Davenport, Erskine Caldwell, and Martha Gellhorn. I mentally wrote off the letter I had written Hepburn.

Then one day an envelope arrived, addressed in strong, jagged handwriting. Inside I found my letter to Katharine Hepburn, now filled on both sides of the page with the flamboyant script that had adorned the envelope. This handwritten response apologized for taking so long to get back to me but explained that her mail was in a constant state of flux; furthermore, she added, she really did not see any reason for us to meet as she had never met Max Perkins. She went on to write that she used to look out her windows and see the beautiful Perkins daughters, and that Louise Perkins was “a lovely-looking creature—reaching for something on her own which she never could attain, I felt—living in the shadow of a remarkable man.” As for Perkins himself, she added, she used to spy on him walking “up and down Forty-ninth Street either conversing or in happy silence with my driver . . . who was known as the ‘Mayor of Forty-ninth Street.’ I always hoped that someday he  would speak to me,” she noted, in conclusion. But he never did. The letter ended abruptly with neither complimentary close nor signature—merely “K.H.”

I wrote back to thank her and to suggest that just those few outpourings indicated that a good interview might unlock more memories. She never responded. Frankly, she had already delivered more than I expected; and so I felt I had no business imposing any further. I finished my biography six years later and mailed a copy to her, again hearing nothing in reply.

The next year, in the spring of 1979, I embarked on my second book, a biography of Samuel Goldwyn. He was the “Great Independent” of the Hollywood producers, a man who helped establish four motion-picture companies that had withstood fifty years of economic earthquakes—Paramount, MGM, United Artists, and the Samuel Goldwyn Company. His second wife, a former starlet named Frances Howard, had broken into show business in summer stock in Rochester, New York. There she fell in with (and in love with) a pudgy up-and-coming director of enormous talent, George Cukor. Strangely, his homosexuality only intensified their friendship, allowing them to become intimate in all ways but one. When the divorced Sam Goldwyn—with his fabled temper, twenty-one years her senior, and no matinee idol—proposed marriage, Frances ran straight to George, who quickly assessed her career opportunities. “Marry him, Frances,” he said. “You’ll never get a better part!”

George Cukor and Frances Goldwyn remained close all their lives—and beyond, as you will see; and the Goldwyns’ son—Sam, Jr. (“Sammy” to those who knew him as a boy)—immediately  arranged for me to meet with this crucial primary source. Beyond his remarkable career, Cukor was also famous for having one other “best friend”—Katharine Hepburn, whom he had directed ten times, including several pictures that were among the very best work either of them ever did. The talents and temperaments of actors and directors—be it D. W. Griffith with Lillian Gish, John Ford with John Wayne, William Wyler with Bette Davis—often click that way, providing outstanding results. For my money, no actor-director team in motion-picture history ever topped Hepburn and Cukor—especially when it came to romantic comedy. In fact, Hepburn’s small house on St. Ives was actually the guest cottage on the Cukor estate that Spencer Tracy had rented as the home away from his legal residence with his wife, the home Hepburn had shared with Tracy.

I went to 9166 Cordell Drive (around the corner from St. Ives) for the first time at eleven in the morning on September 11, 1979, a blazingly hot day, into the 100s. The Cukor house was walled off from the road. At a door in the middle of the wall was a small wooden box, containing a telephone. I picked up the receiver, announced myself, and was admitted into the yard. A lawn swept down to the right toward a Romanesque pool area, where Cukor was standing with what appeared to be a team of houseboys, gardeners, and pool attendants. He suggested that one of the downstairs guestrooms in his big white house would be the coolest place for us to sit and talk. En route we toured much of the house, passing portrait-filled walls, with Hepburn represented everywhere—in paintings, photographs, even a pair of puppets of her and Spencer Tracy.

Cukor was a most animated talker—at a fast clip, with a lot of  hand gestures; and we talked for several hours. I scribbled notes in a pad as “television tables” were set before us with large chef’s salads and tall glasses of iced tea. A little before three, a handsome young assistant checked in on Cukor, whose energy was flagging, and I stood to introduce myself. “Oh, I know who you are,” he said. “Miss Hepburn talks about nothing but your book whenever she’s here.”

Suddenly reminded, Cukor said that Kate was eager to meet me, that he would arrange it when she was next in California. Before I left, Cukor insisted on showing me the rest of his house—a beautiful living room with a large-paned picture window and Chippendale and Regency furniture that was fancy without being fussy; an oval room with a copper fireplace and a parquet floor and Georges Braque and Juan Gris represented on the walls; and, finally, his secretary’s office, every square inch of which seemed to be covered with signed photographs of the greatest actors of the century. “Funny how they always call me a ‘woman’s director,’” he said with some irritation, pointing out pictures of many of his leading men—John Barrymore, W C. Fields, Leslie Howard, Jack Lemmon in his first film, Ronald Colman in his Oscar-winning performance in A Double Life, and Rex Harrison in his, My Fair Lady. We met many more times over the next few years and became friends.

The second time I didn’t meet Katharine Hepburn was in 1981, when she came to Los Angeles while appearing in Ernest Thompson’s The West Side Waltz. I saw the play, and Cukor arranged for us to meet at dinner after the run; but the invitation arrived at a time when I had to be in New York. So there I was getting to know many of Hepburn’s coevals—most of the remaining  stars from the “golden age of Hollywood”—actresses whose careers had wound down while hers was humming. And I was still missing the one I was longing to meet.

 

 

At the end of 1982 I received a telephone call from Rust Hills, the fiction editor of Esquire. He explained that the magazine wanted to mark its impending fiftieth anniversary by producing its “greatest issue ever.” Toward that end, Esquire was asking fifty authors to write about one of the fifty people in the last half-century who had “made a difference” in the way we had lived. Knowing I was deep into my Goldwyn research, Hills figured that I would think of motion pictures as the most popular art form of the 1900s and that I might select a mogul—probably Goldwyn—whose career might illustrate the “difference” he had made. I hesitated, largely because I was still in the midst of my research and was not ready to write up my findings, not even in a magazine piece. “But this would be a great opportunity for you,” Rust Hills kept insisting, reminding me that I would be in the company of Mailer and Cheever and Updike.

“I definitely want to contribute a piece,” I assured him, “but I’m not prepared to write about one of the moguls.” After a moment’s thought, I said I had a better idea. “What about Katharine Hepburn?”

“Oh no,” he said. “We’ve already decided that we don’t want any movie stars. And we only want to write about men.”

“Now look,” I said, “I’d like to give this some serious thought . . . but I could make a very good argument right now that Katharine Hepburn is a lot more than a movie star. And one other  thing . . .” (I was suddenly recalling Cary Grant’s response to Jack Warner’s offer to play Henry Higgins in My Fair Lady—that not only did he not want the part but that if Rex Harrison didn’t play it, he didn’t even want to see the movie.) “If there are not going to be any women represented in the issue,” I said, “not only do I not want to write for it, I don’t even want to read it. I think you guys are going to be in big trouble if Eleanor Roosevelt isn’t one of the fifty people who have ‘made a difference.’ ” I suggested we both think about it.

By the time Rust Hills called back a week later, I was perfectly clear about my choice of subject and why. I explained the singularity of Katharine Hepburn’s career, the “greatest in Hollywood history,” I said. I dramatized my point with the fact that she won her first Academy Award for Best Performance by an Actress in a Leading Role the very year Esquire was founded and her unprecedented fourth Best Actress Oscar just that March. Thus, I explained, her career spanned Esquire’s years precisely. She was the only leading lady in the history of the medium to sustain a major career over five decades, I said, and she was still in demand. As if that was not enough, I added, she was one of the few movie stars who had performed regularly on the stage. Even more important, I argued, was the role Hepburn had played off the screen, as a model, even a hero, for at least three generations of women.

Hills reiterated that his editor in chief, Lee Eisenberg, simply did not want to include any women in the issue, and certainly not an actress. “Then how about this,” I argued, “—why not do forty-nine men and one woman, Hepburn, as the person who made the biggest difference in the way men have changed their act over the last fifty years, that Hepburn best illustrates how the role of  women had metamorphosed since the 1930s and how men had been forced to play at the top of their games just to keep up? The modern woman that Hepburn symbolizes,” I said, “has kept men on their toes for years.”

Thinking of a handful of actors I thought the men at Esquire would consider their gods, I built my case: I suggested that Cary Grant was never so jaunty and appealing as when he was playing off Katharine Hepburn in Holiday, Bringing Up Baby, and The Philadelphia Story; Spencer Tracy, I said, was never so spunky and attractive as he was when keeping up with Hepburn in Woman of the Year and Adam’s Rib and Pat and Mike; Jimmy Stewart was never so lusty and swaggering as he was in The Philadelphia Story, the only role for which he won an Oscar; Henry Fonda was never so prickly as he was on Golden Pond, in the role for which he won his only Oscar. And Humphrey Bogart never proved himself so doughty as when his Charlie Allnut shaped up for Hepburn’s Rosie Sayer in the role for which he won his only Oscar.

To make the Hepburn piece even more special, I suggested that instead of writing about her, I would interview her, allowing her to talk about the preceding five decades and Esquire to publish the most piquant bits of the transcript. After making my hard sell, I backpedaled, explaining that I felt funny making so strong an argument when I did not know Miss Hepburn and had no idea whether she would be remotely interested in cooperating. “But,” I said, “I think I can at least arrange a meeting.” Early that spring, Rust Hills asked if I would come to New York and present my case to Lee Eisenberg.

I did. During the meeting, he said they were already making room for a few women on their list . . . but that he was adamant  about not including any other Hollywood personalities. I said that was important to me as well, because that would be part of my pitch to Hepburn, that she would be the sole representative of motion pictures in this gala issue.

I wrote to Hepburn, addressing my letter this time to her New York address, though I believed she was somewhere in Connecticut, where she had made headlines after becoming involved in a potentially fatal car crash near her weekend house in Old Saybrook the preceding December.

Less than a week later my phone rang, and the unmistakable voice said, “Mr. Scott Berg, this is Katharine Hepburn. Is this really a good idea?”

I was completely taken aback, not only to have Katharine Hepburn on my phone but to be plunging right into the discussion without any preamble. “Miss Hepburn, you’re great to—”

“I mean, all these magazines are so slick,” she said, “and Esquire is the slickest of the slick. Is this really a good idea?”

I explained that I thought it was, that I shared many of her reservations, but this promised to be something out of the ordinary. I underscored the seriousness of Esquire’s intentions by pointing out that she would be one of very few women presented at all, that ours would be the only piece in a question-and-answer format, and—my ultimate selling point—that she would be the only representative of Hollywood. That appealed to her the most. But she said she could not set a date right away, as she was still recuperating from her car accident and staying with her sister Marion and brother-in-law in Hartford. I asked what had happened—“Was it a snowy day? Were the streets icy?”—and inquired about her medical status, asking, “Are you on any dope?”

“Dope?” she asked. “I’m the dope. It was the most beautiful day I had ever seen, and I was driving my friend Phyllis from Fenwick back into the city; and there was a magnificent blue sky and I was so busy going on and on about how beautiful it was that I just drove right off the road and into a telegraph pole! No, it was the middle of the morning and no, I was cold sober, thank you very much.”

Both women, then in their seventies, got banged up badly. Phyllis Wilbourn, who had by then been in Hepburn’s employ for more than twenty years, suffered a fractured wrist and elbow, two broken ribs, and neck injuries; Hepburn’s right ankle fractured in so many places, she said, it had been “hanging on by a thread.” The ambulance driver was prepared to take her to the hospital in New Haven, the nearest major medical center; and there was already talk of amputating her foot. But Hepburn insisted on going to Hartford Hospital, where her father had been a surgeon and where her brother Bob practiced. “A brilliant orthopod,” she said, “glued my foot back on.” For the next few weeks, she said, she would be stuck where she was—playing a lot of Parcheesi with her family. “Look,” she said, “take this number down, and we’ll talk again.”

“With pleasure,” I said.

“Call me tomorrow. Same time.” I looked at the clock and realized we had been on the phone for more than an hour.

Over the next few weeks we chatted almost every day—discovering we shared mutual friends, political persuasions, and a passion for chocolate. I sent her boxes of dark chocolate turtles and almond bark from Edelweiss, her favorite confectionary in Beverly Hills, and a copy of The Man Who Came to Dinner, the Kaufman  and Hart classic about a curmudgeon who breaks his leg and moves into an unsuspecting household, wreaking havoc on everybody’s lives.

By March 1983, Hepburn was ambulatory again—still in a cast and on sticks—charging back into her former routine. We arranged our interview session for the first Wednesday and Thursday in April, and she suggested I stop by for an introductory drink the preceding Tuesday at six sharp. “But only,” she said, “if you think this is really a good idea.” And so, there I was on Wednesday, April sixth—my second time at 244 East Forty-ninth Street—on what many consider one of the most desirable blocks in Manhattan.

Once an actual bay, roughly shaped like a turtle, the area had been filled in after the area’s settlement in the seventeenth century; and except for a few stray businesses that use the name in this midtown East Side neighborhood, Turtle Bay has come to refer to the block of houses on Forty-eighth and Forty-ninth streets between Second and Third avenues, which back onto a private communal garden. These narrow four- and five-story houses have long been magnets for artists, home to a lot of literary and theatrical greats—including E. B. White and Robert Gottlieb (my editor at Alfred A. Knopf, the publishing company he headed), Harold Prince, Ruth Gordon and Garson Kanin at 242 East Forty-ninth, and, of course, Max Perkins at 246, a house then owned by Stephen Sondheim. Hepburn’s house at 244 distinguished itself from the rest of the row with its decorative wrought-iron balustrade on the second floor, outside the three front windows, the center of which was crowned with a triangular arch.

I rang the terrifying bell for the second time in my life that morning at eleven on the dot. On this occasion, however, Hepburn herself opened the door. “Scott Berg,” she said, “you’re late.”

“I’m not,” I protested. “I’m right on time, to the second.”

“You’re ten years late.”

As if I hadn’t been hers before I ever arrived, I was now utterly captivated, all but having become a Shaw character, the romantic poet hopelessly in love with the older Candida. “I feel like March-banks,” I said to her as I followed her up the stairs. After a few steps, however, I stopped. “If you will excuse me,” I said, “I would like to use the bathroom first.”

Upon joining my hostess in the living room, I placed a small tape recorder on the table between us and made a few sound checks. I explained that I had never taped an interview before but that it was necessary in this instance because of the question-and-answer format. Then I removed my jacket and left the room to set it on the chair. “You’re learning,” she said, as I returned to the couch and pulled out my pages of questions.

In the second before I pushed the “record” button, she anxiously blurted, “What’s the first question?”

“Don’t worry,” I assured her. “You know all the answers.”

“No,” she insisted, “I have to know the first question.”

“You want the first question?” I asked. “Okay. What’s the capital of Kansas?”

“Wichita!” she said. “No, no. Topeka!”

“Right. Let’s go. . . .”

For the next two days, from eleven until five, we sat in the living room discussing not only Katharine Hepburn’s career but also the development of Hollywood as seen through her eyes—those of  an insider who chose never to own a house there, so that she might always remain an outsider. I kept my questions on a fairly professional path, seldom trespassing into the personal. Her memories were vivid, and she was charming and funny; but I was constantly struck by how little thought she had given to her own actions and to those of people around her. Hepburn, I learned, always lived in the moment; and once an event had been completed, she was on to the next. There was no looking back.

Lunches quietly appeared and disappeared during our taping sessions; and my subject asked each afternoon if I wanted to stay for dinner. I suggested that it might be best if I did not, to keep us fresh. “We don’t want to run out of things to say to each other,” I reminded her. After a day of calling her “Miss Hepburn,” she said, “Look, I think you should call me Kate.”

“Okay, Kate,” I said. “And I think you should call me . . . Mr. Berg.”

By the end of the second day we had covered her entire career, from the movies she saw as a child (with her father every Saturday night, at the Empire, Strand, or Majestic theater in Hartford, where she became infatuated with William S. Hart, the great stone-faced cowboy) to the script she was then trying to get produced, the story of an old woman who hires a hit man to put old people out of their misery. We had talked about fifty feature films in which she had starred, a dozen television movies, and twice as many stage productions. She answered everything with candor, I felt, trying to bring originality even to the basic questions she had heard hundreds of times. The only question she refused to answer concerned the years between 1962 and 1967, the one hiatus in her career, during which time I knew she had cared for the ailing Spencer Tracy.  “I never talk about that,” she said when I reached that period. We quickly proceeded to discuss Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, their last picture together.

Once we finished, Kate asked if I would like her to show me the rest of her house. For the first time, I entered the front living room, larger than where we had been sitting, and full of interesting artifacts and mementos, including the white bust of her that Maxwell Perkins used to see. There was also a television set, situated in such a way as to suggest nobody ever watched it. In fact, I noticed, it was not even plugged in.

One flight up was Hepburn’s bedroom, a big bright room with a high ceiling and fireplace, overlooking the garden. The bed had a dozen pillows on it, of all shapes and sizes. A small painting of a man reading a newspaper, his back to the artist, sat on the nightstand; the close-cropped white hair was enough to reveal that this was Spencer Tracy. “I never could get his face just right,” she explained, “. . . except when I sculpted him.” She produced a small, accurate bust she had made.

She led me into the bathroom, one unimaginably crude for a movie star. An old freestanding sink with two taps; a small tub with a big, plain showerhead hanging directly overhead, not protruding on an angle from the wall; some drawers and shelves with pictures of family and Spencer Tracy; threadbare towels; Colgate Tooth Powder; Albolene face cream. A second bedroom, at the front of the house, had become an extension of her closets, with athletic shoes, shirts, and a lot of red sweaters everywhere. She said there was a comfortable guest room upstairs.

As we headed down, Kate asked if I had plans for the weekend. She was going “up country,” she said, to Fenwick, her country  house in Connecticut; and she felt our interview was just getting started. “Look,” I said, “we’ve got much more material than Esquire could ever possibly use. But I would love to see Fenwick.” She suggested I appear at Forty-ninth Street the next day at noon, at which time her driver planned to collect her and Phyllis. In fact, I had an appointment the next day—an interview for my Goldwyn book, which I could not break; and so I suggested that I would get up there on my own steam, by dinnertime. She said the trains to Old Saybrook were few and asked if I really wanted to bother renting a car.

We went down to the kitchen together, where we found Phyllis lying on a small daybed in the corner, reminding me that she had been the more seriously injured in the December car accident. “Do you have a good sense of direction?” Hepburn asked me, in the same tone that she had used two days earlier when asking about fireplaces. I told her I did, and she began to reel off the route to Fenwick, a sock-shaped peninsula off the Connecticut coast at Old Saybrook, where the Connecticut River empties into the Long Island Sound. She ran through the directions again, making them more complicated the second time. I assured her I could find the way. Not convinced, she threw a pop quiz at me. “Okay,” she said, while we stood in the kitchen, “which way is south?” As I looked around to get my bearings, she muttered to Phyllis, “It’s hopeless. We’ll never see him again.”

“I’ll be there, Kate,” I said, as I leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. She gave me a hug and a big pat on the back and said, “I used to be taller. I’ve already shrunk an inch or two.” With that, she slammed the heavy door behind me, sending me out onto Forty-ninth Street, yelling, “Don’t be late.”
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III

Curtain Up

I saw a play that night called K2. On a spectacular set that recreated the second-highest peak in the world, an interesting drama unraveled: In quest of the summit, one of a pair of climbers becomes injured, forcing the other to choose between returning to base camp or remaining with his teammate; this incited a dialogue about survival. In the end, he chooses to remain with his climbing partner, leaving the two to perish together.

At least, I think that’s what the drama was about, for my mind wandered throughout the performance. I kept reliving the comedy I had stepped into during the preceding three days, one that volleyed between “drawing-room” and absurdist. I kept wondering why this virtual stranger, whose reclusiveness among movie stars was second only to Garbo’s, had made herself so available to me. Katharine Hepburn and I had certainly gotten along and shared a few laughs, but that did not explain why somebody almost as famous  for shutting people out as she was for her acting was suddenly opening her doors to me.

The next morning I interviewed Blanche Sweet, one of the earliest stars of the silent screen (her career began in 1909) in her small apartment downtown. Just shy of eighty-eight, she was still a beauty with sharp insights and a sharp tongue. She was full of happy recollections of her days as one of Samuel Goldwyn’s leading ladies. But she was equally saddened by the way in which her career plummeted when pictures began to talk. Upon further reflection, she proudly asserted that her run of nearly twenty years was, in fact, as long as any actress could ask for in the medium, no matter what the era. “Even the great ones,” she said, “can’t stay a star longer than that. Some of the men get to go longer; but for women, it’s always about youth. Pickford and Garbo knew when to quit. Gish became a character actress; Crawford became a cartoon, playing axe-murderers. And Bette Davis was doing orange juice commercials. Orange juice for God’s sake!” she shrieked. “Bette Davis!”

“Only one that I can think of,” said Miss Sweet, “got through the minefield, and that was—”

“I know who you mean,” I said, not revealing my recent connection, “and she’s still going strong.”

It was early afternoon when I left Blanche Sweet, picked up my rental car, and crossed the Triboro Bridge. One hundred miles out of the city, I exited the Connecticut Turnpike and drove through Old Saybrook—a charming small town, with one shop-lined main street. As instructed, I carried on until the road ended. (“Be sure to stop there, or you’ll end up in the Connecticut River,” Hepburn  had warned.) I took a right onto a narrow causeway, over an inlet dotted with swans, and made the first left on the other side. “First right, past the flagpole, left at the tennis courts—just keep heading south and east; you can find east, can’t you? It’ll be afternoon, so the sun will be setting in the west, so you go where the sun isn’t setting. You can do that, can’t you? And it’s the house farthest south and east.”

It was, in fact, hard to miss—a long, white brick house, three stories in the middle dropping to high-gabled two-story wings, rising from a long spit of land. A rush-filled pond ran the length of one side of the house, the Long Island Sound the other, so that it practically sat as an island on an island. At the approach of a dirt driveway was a hand-painted sign: PLEASE GO AWAY. As I drove under some trees, game birds flew out, into a cold, gray sky. It was a little after four when I rounded a bend and pulled into a large parking area.

The front door was ajar, so I rapped on it as I entered a big foyer. Phyllis came to greet me and announced that Miss Hepburn was swimming. She directed me outside, where, between some stone jetties, I saw Katharine Hepburn’s head bobbing in the Sound. I walked across a patch of lawn, then a strip of sandy beach, buttoning my coat. “Now listen,” she shouted, “you are absolutely crazy if you don’t come in for a swim.” I put my hand in the water, which seemed to be in the fifties. “I’d be crazy if I did,” I said. “It’s a little cold, isn’t it?”

“Only for the first few seconds,” she explained. “And then you’re numb.”

She breaststroked in and grabbed her towel from the rocks.  “And it feels so good when you get out.” She was wearing a one-piece black bathing suit, which she still filled nicely. Despite her lagging injured foot, she exuded enormous power—strong shoulders and arms and legs. “South,” I said, pointing across the water to Long Island. “East,” I said, pointing to one of two lighthouses along the river. “Good boy,” she said with a smile. “Ask Phyllis to show you to Mother’s room, and I’ll meet you in the living room in a few minutes.”

While I re-entered the house through its center porch, Hepburn went up some stairs at its west end, where there was an outdoor shower, which she used. By the time Phyllis and I had climbed the wide wooden stairs to the second floor, Kate had come down the long corridor of the bedroom floor and poked her head into the choicest guest suite—“Mother’s Room”—an ample sitting room (with windows on two sides) and bedroom, overlooking the water, with its own bath. There was nothing fancy anywhere, unfinished wood paneling, comfortable furniture, books on the desk and the nightstand, a fresh bar of Ivory soap on the sink. “Is this okay?” she asked.

Smelling a fire burning downstairs in the living room, I was suddenly seized by the notion that if a seventy-five-year-old woman with a bad foot could find it within her to hobble out to the water and swim, surely an able-bodied thirty-three-year-old should be able to do the same. I quickly changed into a bathing suit and went down the corridor, which was lined with several other similar bedroom suites, though none seemed as large or well-situated as mine. I ran down the stairs toward the beach, and just kept running, headfirst into the water. Having got that far, I figured I owed  it to myself to stay in as long as I could. After no more than forty-five seconds, I retreated, my body having turned blue. I took a hot shower outside on the upstairs deck, steam billowing into the cold air, before dressing. Then I meditated for twenty minutes, as I had for close to ten years, and joined my hostess in the living room.

She was already seated on the couch at the end closest to the large fireplace, her foot up on a stool, in the big, wonderful room. Windows on the south looked onto the water, as did the bay window to the east, before which sat a wide bench filled with pots of plants and flowers. Big vases of cut flowers bloomed everywhere, amid several odd objects Hepburn had collected over the years—a small antique sled, two massive slabs of wood chained to the ceiling, and on the mantelpiece, spools of yarn in different colors, a cut-out wooden marksman taking aim, and two odd-shaped hunks of what looked like white stone, which—after making me guess—she revealed were elephant teeth. Decoys, stuffed birds, and other replicas of waterfowl were tucked here and there. “Now don’t you feel better?” she asked, referring to my swim.

“I felt better the second I got out.”

“Well, that’s really the point, isn’t it? And now you’ve earned your drink.” On a table at the entrance to the room sat a big tray with all the fixings for cocktails. Kate was already drinking what I learned was her usual starter, a goblet full of grapefruit juice on the rocks, which she had just finished. Then she liked that same glass refilled with ice, her shot of Scotch, topped with soda. I made the same for myself in a clean goblet and sat in one of the white wicker chairs opposite her on the other side of the fireplace. Several small, dim lamps were lighted all around the room. She clutched a pillow,  on which was needlepointed a motto that had been carved into the fireplace of her first childhood home, the words of Charles Dudley Warner, a former editor of The Hartford Courant: LISTEN TO THE SONG OF LIFE.

She asked what had taken me so long after my swim, and I said that I had been “listening to the song of life”—that I had been meditating. “Is that like contemplating your navel?” she
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