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  Often hailed as the best actor of his generation, Robert Downey Jr has wowed recent audiences as superhero Iron Man and literary icon Sherlock Holmes. But these box office successes might never have happened had Downey Jr succumbed to the addictions that have plagued the majority of his adult life.


  This detailed and authoritative account by journalist Ben Falk charts the ups and downs (and ups again) of one of modern-day Hollywood’s greatest performers; from his quirky upbringing as the son of an underground filmmaker, through his struggles with substance abuse to Oscar nominations, movie franchises and the future beyond.


  Starting his career with child performances in his father’s independent films, Downey Jr’s chaotic home life saw him travel coast to coast struggling to fit in until he found his calling in front of the camera, as well as happiness off-screen with future Sex And The City star Sarah Jessica Parker.


  His turbulent twenties saw him portray a young addict in Less Than Zero, become an Academy Award-nominated leading man in Chaplin and get married for the first time.


  And despite intermittent tussles with the law, he still managed to create indelible characters in movies as varied as Natural Born Killers, Zodiac and Wonder Boys.


  But his self-proclaimed ‘lizard brain’ also drove him to drink copiously, as well as use heroin and crack. These issues led to him becoming a regular on Court TV and an inmate at two of California’s toughest prisons, before finally turning his life around.


  This revealing biography is the definitive story of one of Hollywood’s most beloved and gifted icons and now, thankfully, a true comeback kid.
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  Author’s Note


  ‘Robert Downey Jr is a genius.’ It’s a phrase I came across a lot during my research for this book. Most people were referring to his acting across more than 50 films and television shows. Others were talking about his singing, or his piano playing, or his poetry. Some even mentioned it in conjunction with his intellect, though while the following story will prove him to be an immensely intelligent individual, I have found no official certification to that end.


  Having lived and worked in Hollywood myself, I can attest to the fact the word ‘genius’ is one that’s bandied around a great deal in showbiz circles. Not just about Kubrick or Brando, but about the guy who came up with the marketing campaign for Transformers, or the Beverly Hills orthopaedist who does all the A-list stars. In other words, its frequent usage often renders it meaningless. As a cynical entertainment hack with more than a decade in the (posh hotel) trenches, the mere mention of the term immediately sends my hackles rocketing skywards.


  But you know, having spent more time than one man is supposed to spend studying another man if he doesn’t plan to ask him out on a date, the whole genius thing doesn’t seem so farfetched when you’re talking about Robert Downey Jr. To watch his transformation into a vivacious yuppie-turned-pathetic addict in Less Than Zero, his Oscar-nominated performance as Charlie Chaplin or more recently his laconic, charismatic turn as an industrialist-cum-superhero in Iron Man, it’s no surprise that he’s frequently tapped to play the more highly evolved on-screen characters.


  Robert chose not to participate in this book. He was scheduled to write his own autobiography in 2006, even took the advance, but returned it two years later when his comic book caper became an international blockbuster and set his career onto an even more stratospheric path.


  It makes sense, considering a great many young viewers of Iron Man don’t know Robert’s history – his peculiar upbringing, his struggle with drink and drugs, his tabloid-friendly tussles with the law and his trail of great performances in not-so-great films.


  But for more long-held fans – and I count myself one wholeheartedly – it was precisely this history that endeared us to the actor. Not because we wished to revel in his misery, but because we were fascinated by his journey, how a man who could keep churning out brilliance on-camera could be imploding so spectacularly off it.


  Many showbiz journalists like to pretend to themselves they know their subjects. That when an actor says hi and smiles at them, it is because they’re mates, not simply because the film company has forced them to sit in a junket room and talk to a group of random people from all over the world in a bid to drum up publicity for their movie.


  I am not Robert’s friend or acquaintance. I have met him at various promotional functions, talked to him a couple of times during my job as a hack, but should I walk up to him on the street, he wouldn’t have the faintest clue who I am. I’m not going to pretend I know exactly who Robert Downey Jr is. What I have attempted to do within these pages however, is get as close as I possibly can to finding out. The writing of this book has been as much of an exploration for me as I hope the reading is for you.


  I’ve talked to former colleagues, old friends, even innocent bystanders who happened to come into his orbit. It’s testament to the charm of the man that they all have something to say about him, even if the meeting took place more than 30 years ago. I’ve also covered pretty much all the films he has been in, but I have missed out some. Put it down to authorial licence – some I simply consider too insignificant an entry on his CV often because it was a tiny cameo, others I have missed out because I don’t want the book to just be a long list of everything he’s been in. You’ve got the Internet. You can look it up if you want to (and there’s a complete filmography at the back of the book should you desire to delve deeper). What I have included are the films and shooting experiences I believe most important to his life and career, as well as when I have had access inside those experiences from a first-hand perspective.


  Similarly, addiction is a difficult disease to dissect, especially if you can’t tap directly into the mind of the person experiencing it. But Robert has never tried to hide his flaws and many other people were present during those troubling periods. As such, this book makes some attempt to uncover the truth behind the headlines.


  Perhaps most pleasingly, despite all the setbacks and what is probably the sign of a true star, Robert Downey Jr has never been swayed in the belief of his own talent. He’s often called the greatest actor of his generation. No-one believes that more than Robert himself.


  I hope you enjoy the life I have been privileged to spend many months glimpsing into. Whatever happens in the future, you can be damn sure Robert has . . .


  Ben Falk

  February 2010, London.


  Introduction


  He stood on the stage of the auditorium. He was happy, naturally, holding the 2010 Golden Globe statuette for Best Actor in a Comedy or Musical in his hand and looking down on the sea of stars and their plus ones. Let’s face it, there was a lot to be happy about. The gossip columns put his latest pay packet at a staggering, if unsurprising, $25 million per movie. Sherlock Holmes, in which he plays the title role, had broken 2009 Christmas holiday box office records and landed him this prestigious award. The sequel to his biggest hit Iron Man was due out in less than four months. Not bad for someone who before ten years ago was in prison, addicted to hard drugs – one bad choice away from death. The journey that Robert Downey Jr had taken, from a hospital in New York’s Greenwich Village to the podium at the Beverly Hilton Hotel in Los Angeles was worthy of a movie in itself.


  The bright lights of the Hilton seemed worlds away from a solitary, rat-infested cell in the city’s Twin Towers jail, where he had once languished after violating probation and was beaten by other inmates. And even further from the California Substance Abuse Treatment Facility and State Prison at Corcoran, where he served time in 1999 and 2000. Those orange jumpsuits wouldn’t have looked good on any red carpet.


  It had been a heady ride. Born to permissive filmmaker parents, he grew up amidst the underground movie scene of the late Sixties and Seventies. It gave him a taste of the high life, but affected him so deeply that he has never really got over it. It was bohemian enough that it was his own father who gave him his first joint at the age of just eight.


  Acting has always been in his blood. He made his screen debut aged five playing a puppy in his dad’s movie Pound. After dropping out of high school in Santa Monica before graduation, he returned to New York to try and make it on his own. He was hired and fired from seminal comedy show Saturday Night Live at 20 and met his first great love, future Sex And The City star Sarah Jessica Parker, whom he dated for seven years before they broke up over the spectre of his drug abuse. He paid his dues in teen pics like Weird Science and Back To School, before showing his ability as a cocaine user in the cinematic adaptation of author Bret Easton Ellis’s cult novel Less Than Zero. He called the role the ‘Ghost Of Christmas Future’.


  But while he wowed the critics and impressed his peers, he couldn’t find box office success and soon his rebellious teen partying transformed into full-blown addiction. ‘It’s like I’ve got a shotgun in my mouth and my finger’s on the trigger and I like the taste of gun metal,’ he said in court after several arrests, including being busted in his car in 1996 for possession of heroin, cocaine and a Magnum handgun. A month after that, he broke into his neighbour’s house and fell asleep in a child’s bed. This so-called ‘Goldilocks’ incident has become part of Hollywood folklore.


  He’s worked with director greats like Oliver Stone and Robert Altman, is best friends with Mel Gibson, but is still remembered for the letter Jodie Foster wrote begging him to seek help after he smoked heroin throughout the filming of her 1995 movie Home for the Holidays. A week after being released from Corcoran Prison, he was hired as the love interest on TV show Ally McBeal, only to get fired after two more drug/police episodes, the second of which found him wandering barefoot under the influence in a Los Angeles alley.


  His drug arrests have threatened to ruin his career, previously making it incredibly difficult to insure him on set. He only starred in 2003’s The Singing Detective after producer Mel Gibson paid his bond, with insurers also withholding 40 per cent of his salary for Gothika until the film’s completion in case he relapsed. But despite an ex wife (whom he married after just 42 days and with whom he has a now-16-year-old son) and the rest, he managed to get through it and turn his life around. Much of that was thanks to the new love of his life, second wife Susan Levin, who he met on the set of Gothika in 2003. He stuck with sobriety, practised martial arts, attended Anonymous meetings and continues to take a daily regimen of herbal supplements and vitamins. Though a struggle, it has worked. Films like well-received action-comedy Kiss Kiss Bang Bang and drama Zodiac continued to pour in and he finally committed his long-held musical aspirations to disc with a full-length album in 2004.


  Then in 2007, he was a left-field and controversial choice to play the lead in comic book movie Iron Man. The rest, as they say, is history. Or should that be the future. With Iron Man taking over half a billion dollars at the worldwide box office, it has become a bona fide superhero franchise. Sherlock Holmes, directed by Guy Ritchie and co-starring Jude Law, was another commercial smash in 2009 – and the reason he was invited onto the dais at the Golden Globes where his impromptu speech brought the house down. The same creative team will gear up for a sequel at the end of 2010.


  As a man, he is by turns brazenly honest and shrewdly enigmatic. Musing on his chaotic, jail-tinged 45 years, he recently said: ‘I have a sense of destiny that you are led to the things you are supposed to do,’ he says. In other words, Robert Downey Jr has been through hell – but now he’s back.


  Growing Up


  ‘When my dad and I would do drugs together, it was like him trying to express his love for me in the only way he knew how.’ (1988)


  Sadly, perhaps the most infamous fact about Robert Downey Sr is not related to his celebrated, cult filmography. Rather, it is that barely a year after Jr’s wrathful deity experience, at the age of eight, Downey Sr gave Junior his first marijuana joint. It was 1973, hippies were all around and he believed he was a hypocrite for not sharing something he did readily. Little did he know how important that spliff would turn out to be. It – and the addictions that followed – almost destroyed his son.


  There were always drugs in the Downey household. Robert Jr even called it a ‘staple in life’. Though he essentially loved his family, his father comes across as a patriarch, a travelling showman, a man who stirred his tea with the handle of a hammer and dominated the room, but at the same time was an addict, a self-absorbed agitprop stoner more concerned with creative endeavours than being a proper, responsible parent.


  Nevertheless, while life in the Downey household was peculiar, it was entertaining. Writers, poets and painters, as well as people like counter-culture activist Abbie Hoffman, floated through on a regular basis. Films were projected on a white sheet in the sitting room. Downey Sr would pretend to be Sturges the family dog and go into long monologues about what was inside his head. Junior remembers wandering around Greenwich Village on his father’s shoulders, taking in the life around them. They would go to the movies and often leave after the opening credits, because Downey Sr didn’t think much of what he was seeing. The arts were encouraged and by the age of seven Junior was already playing jazz tunes on the piano at home.


  One thing the Downeys did do was travel. Robert Jr said that every time he came home and told his father he had made a new friend, Dad would tell the family to pack their bags. They flitted between New York, Woodstock, Connecticut and California. It played havoc with Downey Jr’s schooling, moving between educational establishments and missing chunks of term time. It led to feelings of inadequacy on Junior’s part and a desire to cover up his perceived scholastic shortcomings by being the centre of attention. There was even a brief sojourn in London just after Putney Swope came out, picked apparently because Downey Sr thought they needed to go somewhere more boring than New York. Robert Jr did find it dull, telling interviewers he attended Perry House School in – as far as he remembers – Chelsea, where he was encouraged to learn ballet. Further research does not unearth any school remotely resembling Perry House in the West London area, but wherever it was, he does recall standing in the corner of the room for most of his lessons. He told the Biography Channel, the teachers were to blame, criticising his American accent and grammar and punishing him unnecessarily. ‘[They] would say, ‘Robert?’ and I’d say, “What?”. Then they’d say, “Don’t say what, say excuse me.” And I’d say, “Huh?” However brief, I didn’t enjoy England’s education system. The teachers seemed awfully uptight.’


  The family returned to America and older sister Allyson was sent to boarding school while Robert remained at home. While in Connecticut in 1973, Robert made friends with a young man called Richard Hall, who later became the musician Moby. Hall described them as best friends, adding, ‘Parents used to smoke pot together. Haven’t seen him since.’ Downey Sr directed a live television production of playwright David Rabe’s Sticks And Bones for CBS, for which the channel was unable to sell any advertising due to its anti-war leanings. Then in 1975 Moment to Moment was released – a scattergun effort, almost a series of sketches, written by Elsie (credited as L. C. Downey) and her husband and starring Leonard Buschel. Despite fitting into the general framework of Downey Sr’s previous work, the film didn’t reach a wide audience. The heat generated from his earlier work was fading and financing was difficult to come by. The director was doing more and more cocaine, using it as an excuse to stay up all night writing, and was also smoking grass. He’d sit at his typewriter at night and his son would join him in his pyjamas and ask his father why he wasn’t allowed to join in. Struggling with the feelings of hypocrisy and somehow unable to simply tell him he was only a kid and therefore unable to deal with the consequences, he gave in and they would do some together. Years later, he beat himself up over how he handled the situation, calling himself a ‘jerk’ and a ‘schmuck’. But if Junior’s hours beside his old man’s scripts led to anything positive, it was his increased desire to actively follow in his parents’ professional footsteps. Having watched them make a few films, and in spite of his original reluctance, the acting bug was starting to make Robert itch. As he recalled in a interview with the Chicago Sun-Times: ‘With Dad, I didn’t have a choice about acting. My sister would look at me funny, I’d turn around and smack her and there’d be a 16mm camera filming it all. To me, it just kind of seemed like a day-to-day thing.’ His sister believed there was a sense of Robert achieving the things his father always really wanted to achieve – proper success and fame. It was obvious to his parents from when they were young that Robert was special and they were hard on him, pushing him to do better.


  


  Though Robert says he has had no official training as an actor, he and his sister did attend what is now considered to be one of the most prestigious theatre camps in the country. In 2010, Stagedoor Manor is a recognised breeding ground for future Disney and musical theatre stars – a super-professional entertainment complex housed in the grounds of an old resort hotel by the picturesque Loch Sheldrake in the Catskill Mountains of New York State. Set up by Carl and Elsie Samuelson in 1975, its alumni include Natalie Portman, Zach Braff of TV’s Scrubs fame and actress/singer Mandy Moore. In the seventies it was a little more rough around the edges, though no worse for it. The ’76 campwas actually called Berkshire Showcase and was temporarily in residence on a camp site in Windham, New York. Richard Allen also attended that summer and noticed a very different Robert from the timid kid who had muttered his Pound line almost under his breath.


  ‘He was a real character,’ remembers Allen, ‘walking around in sunglasses with a cockiness most kids his age – or any age – rarely possess. He and Allyson were very mature, much cooler than most of the mainly suburban kids who populated the camp.’ Allen was sixteen at the time and, as such, more interested in the thirteen-year-old Allyson, who was beautiful and developed and, as fellow alumnus Jeff Blumenkrantz says, had ‘a great personality, laugh and smile’. She was also fiercely intelligent in a much more linear way than Robert ever has been. ‘We were talking about Shakespeare and she said Shakespeare was retarded,’ laughs Allen. Initially, he thought it was just the rantings of a typical kid, but Allyson proved to be anything but. ‘It turned out she had some intellectual argument about why she didn’t like Shakespeare and I remember being very impressed. They were both more cynical and worldly than the average kid their age.’


  Some of that may have been due to the fact that this was one of the first times the pair of them had been away from home without either the left-field guidance of their father or the arty love of their mother. The other kids at camp knew Downey Sr made weird, out-there films, but not many teenagers had had the opportunity or the desire to watch Putney Swope. ‘I do remember [Downey Sr and Elsie] coming up to camp and it seeming like two hippies [being there],’ says Allen. ‘By 1976, there weren’t supposed to be hippies any more! It seemed like they were having this hippy upbringing ten years too late.’ As to whether the children showed any signs of discontent with their family situation, he continues, ‘I did get the feeling he wasn’t so serious. She seemed affected by how unusual her upbringing was, whereas he was a little boy. He acted more like a little boy would. She was going through growing pains, having a more complex reaction. Certainly there was a sense of a complex life. She was in the hands of some very erratic [people]. I don’t think they were great parent material.’


  Robert and Allyson were close that summer, not simply in the sense they hung out together, but rather because they were kindred spirits. At home, they had something of an adversarial relationship, though not much worse than most siblings. The furthest she went was trying to cut off his finger with a pair of scissors. Richard Allen spent a lot of time clumsily flirting with Allyson, but didn’t know how she felt. One day, Robert turned to him and said, ‘Do you like my sister?’


  ‘He was trying to help her,’ says Allen. ‘It was like, “I know my sister likes you, do you like her back?” I didn’t think it was sarcastic.’ When the session came to an end, Allyson asked her would-be suitor if they could be pen pals, a suggestion he warmly accepted. ‘She would write from Arizona somewhere, because they were on location there,’ he says. ‘I didn’t write back, because I didn’t really have a place to write back to. I remember hearing down the road that she was very angry and hurt I didn’t write back to her.’


  He continues, ‘I remember [her letters] were clever, thoughtful, sensitive and opinionated. She was having a response to her crazy family. It wasn’t like, “I’m so famous, you should be here with me,” it was more, “Oh my God, stuff is going on here.” Teen angst.’


  Despite their personal issues, Robert and Allyson indulged fully in and relished the camp’s jam-packed theatrical programme. The students were encouraged to write and perform their own material and, incredibly, although he was barely in double figures, Robert directed a play during the last week. ‘I think because his father was a director, I assumed he’d be following in those footsteps,’ says Allen. ‘When his name came out later that he was acting, it wasn’t shocking. It was like, well he was charismatic and obviously he went beyond the connection.’


  The two of them returned the following year for the first official unveiling of the camp in its new Loch Sheldrake site. The Downeys were mainly living in Woodstock and Robert’s confidence was higher than ever. ‘Robert used to rub it in everybody’s faces his dad was a producer and director,’ remembers fellow camper Dina McLelland. ‘He wasn’t a nice kid. He had an attitude of being better than everybody else because of who his dad was.’ According to McLelland, like the year before, the other kids may have understood Robert’s creative background, but Robert Downey Sr meant nothing to them and thus neither did the attitude. They were far more impressed with Jenny Goldman, whose father was screenwriter William Goldman, or the daughter of Martin Charnin, co-creator and lyricist of the musical Annie. ‘I didn’t know who his dad was,’ says McLelland. ‘I do now. But someone kept saying, “Oh, he thinks he’s all hot shit because his dad’s a producer/director type.” And I was like, “Have I seen any?”’


  Robert and his sister were still close – obviously the ructions at home had made for a tighter sibling bond. But McLelland says Allyson never seemed aloof. ‘She’d also go walking round and hang out with him a lot. [But] Allyson didn’t have that same feeling. Being a little bit older, I think she was a little bit wiser. He was just trying to impress people. I think he probably had friends, but he wasn’t the most popular person. If I remember right, he kind of isolated himself in some ways.’


  Deren Getz thinks differently. He was sixteen that summer, an aspiring magician who came to the camp because it had some well-known teachers on the circuit. He found Robert, despite being a theatre kid, was drawn to him and his small gang. ‘We had rooms of three people,’ recalls Getz, ‘basically a room full of beds. We used to hang out in the room and we liked to take flash paper and make smoke. We even made little movies of this effect. Just five kids and a counsellor.’


  Life at Stagedoor was pretty full-on. There were about 200 kids there and they were woken up early with an announcement or a recording of Reveille. There were classes in the morning, a break for lunch, then more classes. After that, you had some time off during which you could play tennis, swim in the pool or hang out with your friends. After dinner, you worked on the shows you were involved in. There were public shows every fortnight that you auditioned for in the first couple of days after you arrived, showing off your ability to tap-dance, sing or do a monologue. ‘The magicians had more freedom,’ says Getz. ‘It’s possible he enjoyed that.’


  But, like when he had directed a play in 1976, Robert revelled in the performance aspect of the camp, appearing in musical The Red Shoes as Nels, the cobbler’s assistant. That show turned out to be perfect practice (and a good indicator of his skill) for his later efforts playing Charlie Chaplin. ‘Oleg the ballet instructor was really intense about getting the dancing right,’ says Deren Getz, who also appeared as the evil magician. ‘We realised, the day before the show, that we had never rehearsed Act Two! And then that no one other than me knew their lines for the second act either. So we decided we were going to choreograph the second act in the manner of clown boxing, which my friend Jon Koons had taught me. We did the whole second half in slapstick, a Chaplin-type thing.’


  He continues, ‘Robert also did a play with us that Jon and I wrote called A Shakespearean Tragedy. It was a comedy revue, like early Saturday Night Live, Monty Python, that type of thing. Theatre of the absurd – he was into it.’


  ‘I remember him being a decent actor, even as a kid,’ admits Dina McLelland. ‘[But] there wasn’t anything that stood out that said this is someone who’s going to go places. There were plenty of others who outshone him in a heartbeat.’


  However, in the summer of 1977, Robert Downey Jr was embracing his performing instincts and showing off the brazen confidence in himself and his talents that permeated his later life. And, not for the last time, he didn’t always get away with it. ‘It’s not like he wasn’t put in his place a couple of times,’ laughs McLelland. ‘I remember him mouthing off to some kid and the kid put him right back down in his place.’ As an actor, Junior was becoming a man.


  Dysfunction and High School


  ‘Mediocrity is my biggest fear’ (1989)


  Perhaps Robert’s attitude was a reaction to his home life, perhaps it was merely a confidence instilled through artistic encouragement, though most amateur psychologists would say acting up outside the home is a sure sign something’s going wrong within it. His parents had been together for fifteen years when things fell apart. They were fighting a lot. Robert remembers an incident in a hotel room when his father threw a milkshake and it stuck to the ceiling. As the young man recalled it, the globules of ice cream slowly dried to form what looked like a brown nipple above his head. The fury with which the milkshake had been hurled, almost as if it was some kind of weapon, stuck with him. He later admitted he used the image to tap into feelings of anger and sadness when acting.


  By his own admission, Downey Sr was struggling with drugs. ‘In the 1970s, I was a mess . . . it was a disaster,’ he told Postscript. ‘Coke is such a waste of time. A total waste of time.’ He was barely working. There were little bits here and there, writing for The Gong Show Movie (1980) and developing an uncompleted film called Jive. But something had given. ‘The first thing you gotta have if you are going to make movies this way is a good old lady, or it’s impossible,’ he explained to writer Joseph Gelmis. Elsie had got a lot out of the relationship, but put up with a lot. They had often borrowed money, banking on the fact Downey Sr would get another job and his salary would be able to pay off the debt. The electricity and telephone were cut off a number of times. Both parents were increasingly hands-off. Downey Jr remembers visting his sister in Vermont by himself at the age of just thirteen.


  Still, when the proper split finally came his mother was, according to her son, stunned. Downey Sr moved to Los Angeles and Allyson moved with him, against the better judgement of her brother. Sensing Elsie needed someone to lean on, Robert Jr stayed in New York. They moved into a small apartment, on East 48th Street between 5th and Madison. It was in a depressing five floor walk up – after all, the movie business had never been particularly lucrative – and there were bars across the windows. They didn’t have an oven and, while he was keen to comfort his mother, Robert started avoiding the place. Instead, he spent most of his time going to the cinema to watch The Rocky Horror Picture Show, hanging out with his friends in Washington Square Park and occasionally stealing his mum’s money. He started experimenting with more drugs, changing from a self-confessed ‘pot-head kid’ into someone who enjoyed the harder stuff. He spent much of his teenage years going back and forth between Los Angeles and New York.


  ‘For a teenager, it was rather confusing,’ said Robert. ‘Always on


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Junior


  ‘Was acting a burning desire of mine? People tell me it was.’ (1995)


  When Robert Downey Jr was seven, he watched God beat up his mother. This was, mind you, after the Almighty had slit his throat. Unsurprisingly, it was upsetting. ‘It could have been too much to expose him too,’ said his father, experimental filmmaker and director Robert Downey Sr, whose movie Greaser’s Palace (1972) they were making. ‘It was traumatic for him to see that kind of violence.’ Junior, who was basically cheap labour since Dad’s films were always low budget, didn’t seem to his father to enjoy the process at that stage. After shooting one scene he refused to do another take, telling his father he had done it right the first time and there was no need to do it again. After the laughter from the crew subsided, Junior agreed to do it one more time, but a bird flew into shot. This time he refused point-blank, saying he wanted to go back to the house the family was staying in. Like in hundreds of films before and since, a little actor ego-massaging was required. The only difference this time was Downey Sr took his son behind a wagon and gave him a quick smack. Junior did the scene again. The pair subsequently joked about it, Dad realising that even then his son had a sense of thespian spontaneity, of keeping it fresh. Not for the last time, Robert Downey Jr was unable to hide the fact he was easily bored.


  Downey Sr had taken his family with him to Santa Fe, New Mexico, where he was shooting the avant-garde, spoof spaghetti western. His wife Elsie, Junior’s mother, was also in the film, while older sister Allyson hung out around the set. It was a wild ride, an improvised Biblical parable starring amongst others little person Hervé Villechaize (Man with the Golden Gun) and ‘Hey, Mickey!’ singer Toni Basil as a Native American who rides a horse topless.


  ‘There was no set,’ she remembers. ‘We were out in the desert.’ She had been recommended for the role by Downey Sr’s friend Jack Nicholson. ‘Downey had been talking to Jack about people who could physically move and let me tell you, I was happy to do any recommendation from Jack Nicholson.’


  Santa Fe in 1972 was an interesting place, ‘far out’ as the hippies used to say. In fact, Downey Sr – a self-confessed drug user and committed kook – was, to many observers, one of the more normal people around.


  ‘There were a lot stranger people around than him,’ remembers Texan oilman George Dreher, who along with some friends picked up some part-time work on the film. ‘He was really kind of laid-back, even though he was doing all these crazy things. He was driving a real old car, a 1930s Sedan. One guy on the set was always working on it. During the breaks, he had a guy who was giving him a massage, keeping him relaxed. I think he kind of looked at it as his chance to be as avant-garde as he was ever going to get, but due to the times and the area he shot it, he seemed pretty normal on a relative scale.’


  Basil explains, ‘I think if you understand that style of working, his style of film-making that’s not so scripted, it’s not kooky. If you’re not familiar with it, I think it can be difficult.’


  Having shot his death scene in the mountains, Downey Jr certainly didn’t seem very interested in watching his dad at work. ‘He wasn’t out and about,’ says Basil. ‘Once I was over at the house where they were editing and I saw him. Years later, I was in an elevator and he was in there and said, ‘Hey, Toni, I want to introduce myself, I do know you.’ I said, “You do?” and he was like, “Yeah, I was there with my father when you were shooting the film.” I didn’t put it together!’


  As with any life story, it’s crucial to examine the environment from which they sprang. Rarely is that more true than with Robert Downey Jr. ‘You should do a lot of research on what it was like to grow up with his father during that period in history,’ says Stuart Kleinman, a producer who worked with Junior on 1995’s Home for the Holidays. ‘I would say growing up in the experimental film world of the sixties and seventies can’t have been easy.’


  Robert Downey Sr was born in Tennessee in 1936, the son of a four-times-married Irish model-cum-magazine editor called Betty McLoughlin and Jewish-American Robert Elias. They split when he was young and Betty took up with Jimmy Downey, a close friend of ‘Moon River’ composer Johnny Mercer, with the family moving to Long Island, New York. Tall, slim and good-looking, young Robert Elias Jr was kicked out of three prep schools before deciding he didn’t much fancy the quiet life. At the age of sixteen, he faked a birth certificate using his stepfather’s name and enlisted in the army for three years. He soon began to show his free spirit, getting drunk and fighting with his lieutenant. He and a couple of friends also mocked-up a Soviet attack on Alaska and he abandoned his post to attend a local dance. All of which meant he spent eighteen months of his three-year tour in the stockade. He later admitted he didn’t mind prison so much, as it helped with his creative juices. While inside he wrote a novel that would never be published, but gave him a taste for fiction. While he was not a particularly good soldier, he was an excellent sportsman, boxing to a high standard and playing baseball for the army, once pitching against New York Yankee Hall-of-Famer Yogi Berra. Folklore has turned that encounter into Downey striking out the great man. In fact, as Downey remembered ruefully, Berra smashed him for a triple and he was sent swiftly back to the stockade.


  After being dishonourably discharged at the age of nineteen, he briefly played semi-professional baseball in Pittsburgh and Georgia, before heading back to New York, intending to make a career in the arts. His future took off when he started working with avant-garde editor Fred Von Bernewitz in 1960 – he began to write off-Broadway plays, got a few small acting jobs (including being an extra in The Andersonville Trial, starring George C. Scott) and supported himself by waiting on tables. It was during the run of his theatrical effort The Comeuppance that he met short brunette beauty Elsie, a bohemian and aspiring actress, who was the daughter of Pennsylvanian Fay Ford. He proposed to her on their third date at a baseball game. The two of them worked part-time shifts as cleaners at the Charles Theatre on New York’s Avenue B, where they let anyone show their movie as long as it made it to the projection booth. While doing The Andersonville Trial he had had to wear a Civil War uniform and when his friend, a cameraman called William Waering, suggested they make a film, Downey dreamed up a comedy about a Civil War soldier wandering around modern-day New York. That became the silent half-hour short Balls Bluff, which he showed at the Charles, the first time a reel of his film had been given a public airing. The scenes also eventually made their way into 1968’s anthological No More Excuses.


  In the early sixties, the alternative film movement was in full swing and it suited Downey Sr’s tastes to a T. Directing was never his favourite discipline – he preferred the writing and the editing, the latter of which he called another form of rewriting. The critics often dubbed his work ‘plotless’, but the film-maker preferred to say he was creating ‘non-plot’, a particular challenge in itself. As Toni Basil witnessed on Greaser’s Palace, the emphasis was on the visual imagery rather than simply the words, and later Downey actively railed against the more traditional film-makers who were regarded – initially at least – as being progressive, like George Lucas or Peter Bogdanovich. The former he accused of pointless nostalgia, the latter of openly stealing from John Ford. Meanwhile Downey himself told Postscript: ‘I wouldn’t know a narrative if I saw one. And that’s a good thing.’


  Comedic writer/director Tom Schiller, who was a big fan, worked with him in the eighties on an abandoned TV project and summed up his qualities. ‘He was honest, funny, surprising and collaborative,’ says Schiller. ‘He was totally open to trying anything and making stuff up as we went along. He didn’t take anything too seriously and the results were hilarious. It was easy to improvise and have fun. He had a funny take on the world.’ That was certainly true, with most of Downey’s ideas stemming from what he called ‘my own fantasy notions of whatever Elsie and I talk about’. He was heavily influenced by Preston Sturges and Fellini, while revelling in The Battle of Algiers and, later, The Harder They Come.


  He first made a splash with Babo 73 (1964), a shortish comedy that targets American politics and follows the perils facing a newly elected president. It was, said the Village Voice, ‘the freshest (which is to say, the most blatantly infantile) of Downey’s early films . . . The mode is a shambling, lackadaisical slapstick in which the Free World’s leaders wander aimlessly, constructing toy missiles and waving toy flags.’


  Meanwhile, away from the cutting room, the Downey family was finally expanding. Daughter Allyson arrived in 1963, born at Bellevue Hospital in New York, and Downey Jr arrived two years later (after Babo 73) in Greenwich Village on 4 April 1965. His birth in a nicer hospital to Bellevue was paid for by The Sweet Smell of Sex (1965), a would-be porno Downey Sr had to write, direct and deliver in a week. The producer baulked at the lack of sex and concentration on comedy, but the film ran in the 42nd Street cinemas.


  After Robert’s arrival there wasn’t much time for respite, with the release of his parents’ first official collaboration, Chafed Elbows (1966), a typically offbeat satire of everything from social mores to the welfare state in which a boy marries his mother. Elsie played all the female roles – while pregnant with Robert. It cost $25,000, $5,000 of which was raised via an advert in the Village Voice proclaiming, ‘Walk soft and carry a blank check.’ The New York Times recognised the potential in Downey Sr’s work, even if he hadn’t quite found his voice. ‘One of these days,’ it wrote, ‘Robert Downey . . . is going to clean himself up a good bit, wash the dirty words out of his mouth and do something worth mature attention in the way of kooky, satiric comedy. He has the audacity for it. He also has the wit.’ Elsie also attracted praise for her inventiveness and comic timing.


  The Times’ prescience was revealed in 1969 when Downey released Putney Swope. This cult classic, which lampoons everything from the advertising world to racial politics, has found a niche in the independent film world and has since been lauded by modern-day auteurs like Paul Thomas Anderson and mainstream helmers like Brett Ratner. Starring Arnold Johnson, it tells the story of a token black executive at an ad firm who is accidentally put in charge, replacing his Waspy colleagues with his militant ‘brothers’. It wasn’t beloved by everyone. Variety said: ‘[it’s] only intermittently funny and the satire is mostly shallow and obvious. Director Robert Downey’s sense of the ridiculous is employed in a spotty, punchline kind of comic usage. The sharp individual parts do not build to anything and the film, as a piece, is more often dull than exciting, less revealingly witty then merely clever.’


  Still, with a low budget, Putney Swope was a success. Clever stunts helped its box office, like hiring the actor who played an on-screen flasher to stand in the lobby at the end of screenings at the Cinema II Theater wearing only an overcoat, pretending to flash the audience. It made the list of New York magazine’s ten best films of the year, helped to usher in the blaxploitation genre and, most importantly, is credited with breaking Robert Downey Sr into the ranks of recognised American auteurs. In retrospect, the film was lucky to get made at all. Costing $200,000, it had been funded by an industrialist who wanted to invest in movies but remain anonymous. Arnold Johnson wasn’t the first choice as the lead. But Downey’s pick, L. Errol Jaye, had pulled out when the Screen Actors Guild intimidated him over the picture’s nonunion production. Johnson was hired a week before shooting started and couldn’t remember many of his lines, meaning his director ended up over-dubbing him himself. Locations were hard to come by, so people slept on the set, including the boardroom of Chase Manhattan Bank, and Downey hired anyone and everyone, including a tramp he paid ten dollars and a bottle of wine.


  He was famous. It’s frequently reductive to boil a group of different film-makers’ work down to a ‘movement’, but Downey Sr’s style was steadily adopted and adapted by other young film-makers eager to try different things. People like Jim McBride made 1967’s David Holzman’s Diary and Glen and Randa in 1971. Meanwhile, Brian De Palma (soon to take off along with the rest of the so-called American new wave auteurs of the seventies) was making Greetings (1968) and 1969’s The Wedding Party.


  Tours of the lecture circuit followed, as well as TV directing gigs, anything he could do to support his family and subvert the mainstream a little at the same time. Robert Jr remembers his father being away a lot. By 1970, he decided the time was right for his son to grace the screen – not, he later admitted, that Junior was especially itching to get in front of the cameras. Pound (1970), an adaptation of his own stage play The Comeuppance, featured eighteen actors and was set in a New York City dog kennel. Allegorical in nature, each performer played a different breed of canine, hanging out as they wait to be adopted and/or put down. The cast featured many of Downey Sr’s regular repertory company, including Antonio Fargas (better known as Huggy Bear in TV’s Starsky and Hutch), Stan Gottlieb and Lawrence Wolf. This method he learned from his hero Preston Sturges, who frequently used the same actors from production to production. When Downey showed it to the studio who financed it, they were nonplussed, thinking they were going to watch an animated movie. They stuck it on a double bill with a Fellini film, gave it an X certificate (just before it was cool to do so) and basically forgot all about it. The writer/director wasn’t entirely convinced by his achievement, arguing that turning a play into cinema is an almost impossible job. The lack of backing didn’t help its chances. Still, like all Downey’s work, it had its moments. The Village Voice wrote: ‘Social commentary served with inspired lunacy may be found . . . Part wacky comedy (with plenty of jailhouse humping), part existential allegory, Pound betrays its stage-play roots with too much actorly grandstanding but is peppered with ecstatic funk-powered freak-outs.’


  Little did anyone seeing the film realise they were watching a future Oscar nominee’s debut performance. Aged only five, Robert Jr played a puppy who confronted Lawrence Wolf’s Mexican Hairless, his immortal first cinematic line being: ‘Got any hair on your balls?’ Looking cute in a T-shirt, with wide brown eyes and sandy-brown hair, Robert looks slightly embarrassed and entirely guileless when he speaks, staring at Wolf’s shiny, bald pate. He later joked he deliberately spoke the words with a slight lisp, ‘a little accent I was doing’. It may not have been one of the great child performances, but Robert’s film career was off and running.
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