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To the many fans of Marilyn





Introduction THE MARILYN TAPES

I am listening to the voices of the dead whisper their memories of Marilyn Monroe. From an old audio recording comes a hiss, a crackle, the sizzle of white noise, and then Jane Russell begins to reminisce about her Gentlemen Prefer Blondes co-star. She remembers being told by a colleague that when the cameras began to roll, Marilyn made a kind of magical transformation. ‘It was like a whole electric light went on,’ she says.1

On another tape I hear the voice of Marion Marshall, who knew Marilyn at the beginning of her career; both actresses had small parts in the 1950 film A Ticket to Tomahawk. In her words, Marilyn was ‘the most spectacular girl I’ve ever met as far as having a… what do you call it?… a dynamic quality. I remember sitting in the commissary [the Café de Paris at Twentieth Century-Fox] watching Marilyn walk through the room before she’d ever done anything, maybe a bit part in a picture, and everyone in the commissary would stop and watch her. She had that kind of quality.’2

William (or Billy) Travilla, who designed costumes for several of Marilyn’s films, also remembers the effect she had on other stars. ‘Marilyn would walk in, with greasy hair, greasy face, dark glasses, skinny slacks and a big, puffy sweater,’ he recalls. ‘She wasn’t dirty, but she wanted that look. And the whole place would stop. The whole place was silent. Not a movement.’3

These ghostly voices from the Golden Age of Hollywood have remained silent for more than forty years. I’m listening to their secrets in an unlikely location: a building on the banks of a river in the south of Ireland. The small cottage sits in the grounds of the home of investigative journalist and biographer Anthony Summers, which he shares with his wife, and frequent co-author of a number of non-fiction books, Robbyn Swan.

During the course of the research for his 1985 biography Goddess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe, Summers interviewed around 650 people, the majority of whom are now dead. He tracked down and spoke to almost everyone who knew Marilyn: friends, lovers, photographers, co-stars, directors, writers, choreographers, journalists, make-up artists, publicists, doctors, secretaries, therapists, maids, wiretappers, including those around her at the time of her death in August 1962. He was given access to unseen documents – letters, notebooks, psychiatric and medical records. He even published a shocking photograph of Marilyn on the mortuary slab, an image that he chose to remove from the most recent edition of the biography. Despite the book’s length (Goddess runs to over 600 pages), Summers used only a fraction of the contents of these tapes. Although a small selection of his interviews made an appearance in the 2022 Netflix documentary The Mystery of Marilyn Monroe: The Unheard Tapes, thousands of hours of interviews with men and women who knew Marilyn remained untapped. For the most part, the extracts from Summers’s recordings quoted in this book have never been published before.

After interviewing Anthony Summers for the Sunday Times to tie in with the release of the Netflix documentary, I realised that he was sitting on a gold mine of material. His archive comprises not only these unpublished tapes but thousands of documents relating to the life of Marilyn. Summers invited me over to his house in Ireland, where he quizzed me more about my track record (I told him about my biographies of Patricia Highsmith, Sylvia Plath and Alexander McQueen) and my vision for this book.

During the course of my visit, I was given unrestricted access to Summers’s vast archive, which covers every aspect of Marilyn’s life. The collection of material comprises not only these audio interviews (a set of which has been donated to the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in California), but also hundreds of tape logs (detailed breakdowns of every single interview), as well as books, newspaper and magazine cuttings, video recordings and hundreds of paper files. The subject headings are as diverse as astrology, figure, eyesight, poetry, psychiatrists, childhood sex/rape, MM/diary, nude calendar, Joe DiMaggio, Arthur Miller, JFK, RFK, last phone calls/phone records, and autopsy. Summers’s alphabetically arranged biographical files range from Rupert Allan (Look magazine editor turned publicist) through to Maurice Zolotow (the show business reporter who wrote one of the first biographies of Marilyn). I am the first author to have been granted access to this treasure trove of material and I am grateful for Anthony Summers’s and Robbyn Swan’s collegiality, kindness and generosity.

Over the years, Summers has attracted a fair share of detractors, particularly for the inclusion in Goddess of witnesses who would later be seen as unreliable, such as Robert Slatzer (who claimed to have been briefly married to Marilyn) and actress Jeanne Carmen (who said she was a close friend). One rival biographer, Donald Spoto, even went so far as to claim – falsely – that Summers ‘ignored and/or frequently misrepresented those he claims to have interviewed’;4 the allegation resulted in a legal spat between the two rival biographers that was settled in Summers’s favour. I can testify that Summers’s research was thorough, his reporting accurate. Having said that, the conclusions I reach, particularly regarding Marilyn’s death, differ significantly to those drawn by Summers.

Among the Summers archive are the case notes of Dr Ralph Greenson, Marilyn’s psychiatrist and psychoanalyst and one of the last people to see her alive. These transcripts – dictated by Summers in the presence of Dr Greenson’s widow Hildi – give an unprecedented insight into the star’s psychological state during the last two years of her life. I had access to these detailed notes, which include case files and letters to and from Marilyn’s other therapists.

The Summers archive – rich as it is – is only one of the sources for this book. I sought out and interviewed those few people still alive who knew or had met Marilyn. I also discovered a wealth of unpublished archival material in a number of special collections: notably in those of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (the Margaret Herrick Library); the Harry Ransom Center (University of Texas at Austin); the Library of Congress; the Newberry Library in Chicago; California State University, Northridge; Ohio State University Libraries; the William H. Hannon Library at Loyola Marymount University; the UCLA Oral History Project; Columbia University Oral History Project; the African American Museum and Library, Oakland; the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives; the British Library in London; and the Wellcome Collection in London. I consulted hundreds of old newspapers and magazines, watched dozens of documentaries, read many brilliant – and not so brilliant – books, and drew on the work of two wonderful podcasts, All About Marilyn and Marilyn: Behind the Icon.

I hope the resulting portrait – published to coincide with the centenary of her birth – captures the many complexities of Marilyn: her spark, her sizzle, her genius, her sense of fun, her insecurities, her pain, her beauty, her talents, her contradictions, her power. Journalist and biographer Maurice Zolotow said that there was something so unique about her, something that he had never experienced with any other movie star, apart from Garbo. ‘Monroe was an infinity of character and mystery that it was impossible for me, or anybody else, to explore because it was so vast,’ he said. ‘There is always more and more and more… You could never come to the end of her.’5

Manchester Guardian journalist W. J. Weatherby met the actress on location while she was filming The Misfits (1961) and later at a dingy bar on Eighth Avenue, New York; these conversations were reworked into a book, published in 1976. As Weatherby considered the many faces of Marilyn and tried to penetrate beneath the surface image – ‘she was so clever at makeup that one was never sure what she was masking,’ he said6 – he was reminded of Virginia Woolf’s observation on life writing. A ‘biography is considered complete if it merely accounts for six or seven selves, whereas a person may well have as many thousand,’ she said.7 This is perhaps more true of Marilyn than many of her contemporaries. ‘Whichever way she died,’ noted Weatherby, ‘there were always murderers in her life, trying to kill off 999 of her selves and leave her as a dumb blonde. They do the same today with her memory.’8

I hope to do the opposite.






1 SWITCHING ON MARILYN

The woman in the raincoat, wearing sunglasses and no make-up, is blonde and nice-looking, but she doesn’t stand out from the crowd of people streaming down Park Avenue. Spotting a group of fans clustered around the entrance to her Manhattan apartment at the Waldorf-Astoria Towers, she turns to her friend and asks, ‘Do you want to see me be her?’

A moment later the transformation begins.

‘She seemed to make some inner adjustment,’ remembered Susan Strasberg, the daughter of Lee Strasberg, artistic director of the Actors Studio. Something ‘ “turned on” inside her, and suddenly – there she was – not the simple girl I’d been strolling with, but “Marilyn Monroe”, resplendent, ready for her public. Now heads turned. People crowded around her.’1



Sometimes it’s easier to go out in disguise. Today, for instance, Marilyn’s attending a lecture given by her psychiatrist and therapist Dr Ralph Greenson, at El Rodeo School in Beverly Hills, and doesn’t want to be recognised. Free of make-up, she slips on a brown Pucci dress over which she throws a baggy mink coat. She eases a black wig onto her head, manoeuvres it into position and gets into the car driven by Greenson’s daughter Joan, an art student, who has become a close friend.

After listening to Greenson talk for an hour, she begins to make her way out of the hall. All heads turn in her direction and although Joan is convinced that no one knows that her friend is famous – that she is Marilyn Monroe – everyone feels drawn to her. ‘They didn’t know who she was,’ said Joan. ‘They just watched her. She had that magical something.’

Joan recalls another occasion when Marilyn was off duty, and not wearing the mask of her on-screen persona. She had picked up Marilyn in her decidedly ordinary Hillman Minx and had stopped for gas by a roadside in Los Angeles when all of a sudden the car began to be surrounded by people. ‘Marilyn without make-up, wearing a big baggy mink and a scarf over her head, she was just sitting there, you wouldn’t think she would attract any attention… But I would suddenly have five people washing the windows. I don’t think for an instant they knew who it was, but there was something. It wasn’t that she had a provocative dress on or that she was doing anything provocative. There was something not discernible. Whatever it was, it was there.’2

Whatever that was, the camera loved it. And her. ‘When I met her, she did not impress me,’ recalled Billy Wilder. ‘When I saw what the camera saw, I knew she was special.’3 Although the director had problems with Marilyn, particularly on Some Like It Hot (1959) where she repeatedly turned up late, and reportedly needed as many as forty-seven takes to say a simple line such as ‘It’s me, Sugar’, Wilder regarded her as an ‘absolute genius’. There was, he said, ‘no way to fathom her – if there was she’d have found it. She tried harder than anybody. She was just as bewildered by herself as we are looking back at her.’ When her biographer Anthony Summers interviewed Wilder in 1984, the director told him that he’d been offered ten film projects over the last fifteen years where he thought, ‘ “No, it wouldn’t work – it needs Monroe.” All else is earthbound.’4





2 THE MANY SHADES OF MARILYN

She may have been shy, particularly early in her career, but Marilyn could also be determined, ambitious and, at times, ruthless. ‘There was another girl in the band [in Some Like It Hot], who had blonde hair,’ said Billy Wilder. ‘And she [Marilyn] said to me, “No other blonde. I’m the only blonde.” ’1

Marilyn was known as a ‘towhead’ as a child, having very light blonde hair, but by the time she was a teenager her hair had darkened.2 In 1945, soon after the nineteen-year-old was taken on the books of the LA-based Blue Book Modeling Agency, she was advised by the agency’s head, Emmeline Snively, to dye her brunette hair blonde. Marilyn was initially resistant – ‘I wouldn’t ever want to be a bleached blonde,’ she said.3 Miss Snively was having none of it. In addition to looking ‘a fright’ – Emmeline later said that the girl ‘knew nothing about carriage, posture, walking, sitting, or posing’ – she told her that she would photograph better and would get more modelling work if she became a blonde.4 The agency sent her off to see Sylvia Barnhart, a stylist at Frank and Joseph’s Beauty Salon. Over the course of the next eight months, Sylvia proceeded to straighten and bleach Marilyn’s hair until it was golden blonde. ‘It was bleached to take it out of the obscurity of dishwater blonde,’ noted Emmeline Snively. ‘From this treatment, Marilyn emerged a truly golden girl.’5

There’s a photograph, thought to be taken in 1946, that shows Sylvia at a professional hair show gazing proudly at her creation. Marilyn’s hair, noticeably lightened, is piled high on her head. There’s a look in the young model’s eyes, as if she knows she’s going places. Perhaps it’s the new shade that’s boosting her confidence, a hunch going blonde might turn some heads and get the attention of casting agents and film producers.

During the early days of her movie career, Marilyn sported many shades of blonde. She was ash blonde in The Asphalt Jungle (May 1950); golden blonde in All About Eve (October 1950); silver blonde in As Young as You Feel (August 1951); smoky blonde in Love Nest (October 1951); amber blonde in Let’s Make It Legal (November 1951); topaz blonde in We’re Not Married (July 1952); unbleached dark blonde in Don’t Bother to Knock (July 1952); and finally in Monkey Business (September 1952) the famous platinum blonde that came to define her image.

Over the years, Marilyn used a number of different hair stylists. One of them, Gladys Rasmussen, said that keeping the star’s hair in good condition was a challenge as it was incredibly fine. ‘It gets oily if it isn’t shampooed every day,’ she said. ‘And her hair is so curly naturally that to build a coiffure for her I have to first give her a straight permanent… The way we got her shade of platinum is with my own secret blend of sparkling silver bleach plus twenty volume peroxide and a secret formula of silver platinum to take the yellow out.’6

Hairdresser and make-up artist George Masters said that it took him hours to ‘get her all pulled together. But eventually, when she was set to go – pow! She exploded!’7 He created a shade of blonde for her which she described as ‘pillow case’ white.8 Towards the end of Marilyn’s life, when she was filming her last (and unfinished) movie, Something’s Got to Give, the star employed the services of 69-year-old Pearl Porterfield, something of a legend in hairdressing circles because she had been the colourist responsible for dyeing Jean Harlow’s hair.

As Porterfield painted her roots, Marilyn would quiz her about the original platinum blonde. And as Marilyn studied herself in the mirror – something she could do for hours at a time – she must have asked herself whether the trajectory of her life would have been any different if she had kept her original hair colour. Joshua Logan, who directed her in Bus Stop (1956), said that the ‘dumb blonde’ character that Marilyn created would be remembered – like Charlie Chaplin’s Tramp – as one of the great comic creations of the twentieth century.9

The blonde bombshell image marked Marilyn out, brought her enormous exposure and success, but would ultimately threaten to define and limit her. As actress and one-time housemate Shelley Winters said, ‘If she could have settled to just be sort of a blonde movie star – you know, if she was dumber – she might have been happier.’10 Marilyn always possessed much greater potential than her superficial image suggested, as her acting coach Natasha Lytess outlined in a profile of the actress that appeared in Collier’s magazine in 1951: ‘There’s more to Marilyn than meets the eye. The trouble is that when people look at her they immediately see her as a typical Hollywood Blonde. It’s not their fault, though. Marilyn’s soul just doesn’t fit her body.’11





3 ‘SHE WANTED TO BE WANTED’

She is standing on a stage, singing, wearing a low-cut ‘nude’ cocktail dress covered in sequins. The diamonds dangling from her ears illuminate an already luminous face framed by platinum blonde hair. Fragments of reflected light from a glitterball that spins below a cut-glass chandelier caress her voluptuous body. She scans the audience for the object of her affection, but it seems that he’s nowhere to be seen. Disappointed, she continues to sing about her desire to make this man her own. These lyrics, sung by Marilyn’s character of Sugar Kane in Billy Wilder’s movie Some Like It Hot, take on an extra resonance in the context of her own life. It’s tempting to think that they could almost serve as a potted biography. The words speak to her millions of fans: Look at me, she whispers. Look at me and love me, please!

‘There were times when Marilyn was like this vacuum – insatiable – because she couldn’t get enough love, she couldn’t get enough attention,’ said Susan Strasberg.1 Before Marilyn was Marilyn – pin-up, sex goddess, movie icon – in the days when she was plain old Norma Jeane living in a series of grim foster homes, she used to fantasise that one day she would grow up to be worshipped. ‘I dreamed chiefly of beauty,’ she said of her childhood. ‘I dreamed of myself becoming so beautiful that people would turn to look at me when I passed.’2 She told one of her early biographers, Maurice Zolotow, that she didn’t go into the movies to make money; rather she wanted to become famous so that ‘everyone would like me and I would be surrounded by love and affection’. She also told Zolotow, ‘I know that I feel stronger if the people around me on the set love me, care for me, and hold good thoughts for me. It creates an aura of love, and I believe I can give a better performance.’3 Of course, the obverse is also true: that if Marilyn sniffed a whiff of negativity on set – a sensitivity that intensified as her career progressed – then she feared this would be reflected in her acting.

Harry Lipton, Marilyn’s first film agent, said that ‘She wanted to be wanted – that was the main thing. And I guess she felt that if she were a movie star she’d be loved.’4 The poet and friend Norman Rosten believed that Marilyn ‘needed that proof of being adored; it denied the inner dread of being unwanted, the trauma of the illegitimate and motherless child’.5 The writer Christopher Isherwood, who only met her three or four times, recalled that ‘She was anxious to please people and to fulfil the image which they required of her.’ He was charmed by her, but ‘she was quite mysterious to me – she was very busy being Marilyn Monroe’.6

The lyrics of ‘I Wanna Be Loved By You’ also express something else: the strength of the public’s obsessive need for Marilyn. Each of us wants to be loved by her and her alone. Each of us thinks that, in her presence, she is talking only to us; as if each of us is sitting at a table in the Some Like It Hot hotel ballroom, drinking ice-cold champagne and watching Marilyn from afar. The woozy music – the seductive sound of Sweet Sue and her Society Syncopators – transports us back in time. And for a brief moment, we can believe that Marilyn didn’t die in 1962, at the age of thirty-six.

One hundred years after her birth in 1926, she is still with us – laughing, whispering, singing, acting, crying, thinking, confessing, haunting. She never goes away. It’s like she’s always on the end of a telephone, a device she loved so much she called it her ‘best friend’;7 she was clutching a telephone receiver when her body was discovered lying naked in bed that night in August 1962.

We each have our own Marilyn and she’s speaking directly to us.





4 DREAMING OF MARILYN

Marilyn’s third husband, the playwright Arthur Miller, once had a disturbing dream about his wife. The couple were at a fairground and he noticed the presence of a huge crowd of people waiting for hamburgers to be produced from a gigantic chrome machine. Marilyn got sucked into the engine, but as Miller ran around to the other side of the machine to try to rescue her, he was horrified to see that she had already been turned into a hamburger. The mob went crazy, each of the onlookers desperate to hold and taste the meat, and ‘one man pulled it free and ate, blood dripping from his lips’.

Miller was always trying to help Marilyn weave her way through large groups of people, but she was an expert at managing crowds. It was almost as if she came alive in their presence. ‘Sometimes it was as though the crowd had given her birth,’ he wrote in his autobiography, Timebends. ‘I never saw her unhappy in a crowd, even some that ripped pieces of her clothes off as souvenirs.’1





5 ‘BAD BLOOD’


	Q: What are your earliest childhood memories?

	A: [long silence] My earliest memories?… It’s the memory of a struggle for survival. I was still very small – a baby in a little bed, yes, and I was struggling for life. But I’d rather not talk about it, if it’s all the same to you. It’s a cruel story, and it’s no one’s business but my own, as I said.1



Norma Jeane was a baby, sleeping in a cot in Hawthorne, Los Angeles, at the home of her foster parents, the Bolenders, when she was awakened by the sound of breaking glass. Her 51-year-old maternal grandmother Della had smashed a panel in the front door and was frantically trying to enter the house.

Ida Bolender, Norma Jeane’s foster mother, maintained that Della’s behaviour was incomprehensible. ‘She did come over one day and for no reason that I know of, she just broke the glass in the front door,’ she told a documentary film crew in the wake of the star’s death. ‘And I believe we called the police.’ Ida could have said a great deal more to the film-makers, but as a deeply religious woman she kept her counsel.2

Marilyn would later tell Arthur Miller that, before this incident, Della had tried to smother her. ‘I remember waking up from my nap fighting for my life,’ she said. ‘Something was pressed against my face. It could have been a pillow. I fought with all my strength.’3 Although there were those who later questioned the veracity of the incident – Pauline Kael suggested in the New York Times that the actress had made up this statement after playing a disturbed babysitter in the 1952 film Don’t Bother to Knock – one of Marilyn’s early biographers, Fred Lawrence Guiles, claimed to have checked with witnesses and found it to be true. It’s likely that Marilyn was remembering what was later told to her by the Bolenders. Ida told her daughter Nancy that Della’s ‘mental stability’ was ‘bad’. ‘She could be in a rage or she could be very sweet and nice,’ she said. ‘She would come over sometimes and they would have to lock the door because they didn’t want any harm to come to Norma Jeane.’4

Della was diagnosed as having manic-depressive psychosis and admitted to Norwalk State Hospital, California, where she had a seizure and died of a heart attack on 23 August 1927, when Norma Jeane was just one. Della’s first husband Otis Monroe – Norma Jeane’s grandfather – also suffered from mental illness: he died in July 1909 in the California State Hospital. Della and Otis’s daughter Gladys – Norma Jeane’s mother – grew up in the shadow of her parents’ mental health problems; she was only seven years old when her father died.

Ida and her husband Wayne, who lived across the street from Gladys, believed that Norma Jeane came from ‘bad blood’. ‘We have to watch her very carefully,’ the Bolenders would say about Norma Jeane. ‘It’s in the family, you know.’5 The Bolenders were strict evangelical Christians and as such they were more likely to believe that behaviour such as Della’s was a sign of ‘evil’ rather than a manifestation of a physical or mental illness.

Gladys recognised that she too was vulnerable, which is one of the reasons she gave over her daughter to the Bolenders when she was only twelve days old.

There was another reason too, of course: Norma Jeane was illegitimate and Gladys had no one to provide for her or her newborn child. Her mother was absent during the spring and summer of 1926 when Della travelled to Borneo to seek out her lover Charles Grainger, and on her return in September it was clear to Gladys that her mother was ill. She had no choice but to go back to work as a film cutter. Yet Gladys did not completely abandon her child, as some have reported – she was a regular visitor at the Bolender home and paid the couple $25 a month to look after Norma Jeane. ‘Sometimes I would get to see her only early in the morning or at night,’ said Marilyn about her mother.6

Gladys had found life a struggle even before Norma Jeane’s birth. Her childhood was peripatetic: born in 1902 in Mexico, where her father Otis worked as a painter and for the railways, she moved with her parents to Los Angeles when she was one year old. Over the course of the next five years the family lived in at least eleven different apartments or houses. When Gladys was fourteen, she started sleeping with an older man – 30-year-old Jasper Newton Baker, the owner of the boarding house where she lived. Her mother encouraged the relationship because, after Della’s short and unhappy second marriage to Lyle Arthur Graves, she had become fixated on Charles Grainger and wanted Gladys off her hands so she could pursue him. When it was discovered that Gladys was pregnant, Della organised a quick marriage for her daughter – on 17 May 1917 – and even went so far as to tell the authorities that her 14-year-old daughter was eighteen. Gladys was fifteen when she became a mother for the first time: she gave birth to Robert (nicknamed Jackie) in January 1918. She gave birth to another child, Berniece, in July 1919.

The household was a chaotic and dangerous environment for young children: Jasper soon turned violent, and it seemed that Gladys was neglectful. ‘Jackie seemed destined for disaster,’ remembered Berniece later. ‘When he was just tiny, he almost lost an eye. Daddy said that my mother had thrown glass from a broken bottle into the bathroom trash can. He said Jackie reached into the can and was playing with the glass and cut himself up.’7 Then, in 1921, Gladys and Jasper were driving from California to Baker’s home state of Kentucky in an open car when, during a heated argument, Jackie fell out of the back seat and into the road. The accident resulted in a serious hip injury.

The end of the marriage was fractious and would have a significant impact on Gladys’s future mental health. This is Marilyn’s retelling of the story: ‘One day she [Gladys] came home earlier than usual and found her young husband making love to another woman. There was a big row and her husband banged out of the flat.’ Gladys divorced Jasper in May 1922, and she was awarded custody of the children. ‘While my mother was crying over the collapse of her marriage he sneaked back one day and kidnapped her two babies,’ said Marilyn. ‘My mother spent all her savings trying to get her children back.’ After tracing them to Kentucky, she discovered the children were living with their father, who had remarried, and ‘like the mother in the story “Stella Dallas” she went away and left them to enjoy a happier life than she could give them’.8

Gladys’s hopes were in vain. Jackie lost an eye in a fireworks accident, and then he was diagnosed with tuberculosis of the bone. Against the doctor’s order, Jasper took the boy out of hospital and tried to catheterise him at home, which led to kidney failure and his death in 1933.

Berniece – who had only been three years old when Gladys left Kentucky and returned to Los Angeles – grew up not knowing whether her mother was alive or dead. She could remember her father Jasper telling her, ‘Your mother was a beautiful woman, but she was also very young, too young to know how to take care of children.’

At church on Mother’s Day it was the custom that each child would be asked to wear a rose: red if their mother was alive, white if she was dead. ‘I never knew which to wear,’ said Berniece. ‘On one Mother’s Day, when I was about seventeen, I decided she must be dead, so I wore a white rose.’9





6 ‘MY HEART BELONGS TO DADDY’

Marilyn believed that her mother’s problems were caused by men – or the lack of them. After the breakdown of her first marriage, Gladys took a job as a film cutter, first at Consolidated Film Industries and then at RKO. It was the very opposite of Hollywood glamour: the job entailed sitting on a high stool, cutting and pasting strips of film in hot humid conditions, the air thick with the smell of glue. But it was here that Gladys met Charles Stanley Gifford, a foreman at Consolidated.

Good-looking – a double for Clark Gable, complete with suave moustache – Gifford had been born in Newport, Rhode Island in 1898. He had been married for four years, with two children, but that relationship broke down in 1923 due to his infidelity and violent behaviour. In the divorce papers of 1925 it was stated that Gifford ‘inflicted bodily and physical injury’ upon his wife Lillian, ‘applied to her and used in her presence vile and opprobrious epithets, profanity, disgusting and vulgar names and references’, ‘associated with other women of low and dissolute character, has been guilty of habitual intemperance… has boasted of his conquests of other women’, and also exhibited ‘marks on his body and declaring that same were caused by a hypodermic injection of narcotic drugs, and boasted that he was addicted’. At 11 p.m. on 20 June 1923, Gifford hit his wife with such force across the left side of her face that she ‘was knocked against the bed post’. Her injuries included ‘bruises, discolouration… a blood clot formed in the cheek under the skin’.1

Of course, Gladys had no idea of Gifford’s true character. To her, he was the consummate handsome charmer. Around the same time Gladys also started to date another man, Martin Edward Mortensen, who read meters for the Southern California Gas Company. On 11 October 1924, Gladys married 27-year-old Mortensen, a devout Christian, whom she regarded as nice but dull. The marriage was short lived, and by May 1925 she had left him.

In the autumn of that year, Gladys discovered she was pregnant.



On Norma Jeane’s birth certificate it states that her father was ‘Edward Mortenson’ – a misspelling of Gladys’s second husband’s name – and for years there was an air of mystery surrounding her paternity.

‘It’s true that I was illegitimate,’ Marilyn told the French writer Georges Belmont in 1960. ‘But everything that’s been said about my father – or my fathers – is wrong. My mother’s first husband was named Baker. Her second was Mortensen. But she’d been divorced from both of them by the time I was born. Some people say my father was Norwegian, probably because of the name Mortensen, and that he was killed in a motorcycle accident right after my birth. I don’t know if that’s true, because he wasn’t related to me. As far as my real father is concerned, I wish you wouldn’t ask… but there are a couple of things that could clear up the confusion. When I was very young, I was always told that my father was killed in a car crash in New York before I was born. Strangely enough, on my birth certificate under my father’s professions there’s the word, “baker”, which was the name of my mother’s first husband. When I was born – illegitimate – my mother had to give me a name. She was just trying to think quickly, I guess, and said, “Baker.” Pure coincidence, and then the official’s confusion… At least, I think that’s the way it was.’2

In 2022, it was proved beyond doubt that Marilyn’s biological father was Stanley Gifford. The evidence came from two objects, one of which was a greetings card.

The card was found by Monroe collector Scott Fortner, while working with the Hollywood auction house Julien’s on an inventory of Marilyn’s filing cabinets. (After the star’s death these cabinets passed into the hands of Lee Strasberg and then to his third wife Anna.) The small card – bearing the figure of a little girl in a red dress atop a large musical note on its cover – contained the printed message, ‘This cheery little get-well note/Comes specially to say/That lots of thought and wishes, too,/Are with you every day,’ along with the handwritten addition, ‘Dear Marylyn’ [sic] at the top and ‘a little prayer too’, and signed ‘Stanley Gifford, Red Rock Dairy Farm, Hemet, Calif’. When the card later came up for auction, at Julien’s in Beverly Hills, in December 2022, it sold for $31,250. ‘Oh my God… this is big, this is going to change history,’ said Fortner about his initial reaction when he discovered the card. This was, after all, the first definitive proof linking Marilyn with Gifford.3

The card is undated, but it was sent during or after one of Marilyn’s hospital admissions. Scott Fortner dates it to November 1954 when Marilyn, aged twenty-eight, was in the Cedars of Lebanon Hospital, Los Angeles, being treated for endometriosis. Marilyn told her half-sister Berniece how one day her father turned up to visit her in person. ‘The first time I saw my father I was lying flat on my back in the hospital,’ Marilyn said. ‘I looked at him and I studied his face and features, and I saw that Mother had told me the truth, that he was my father. I said, “My ears are just like yours.” You know how the tops of my ears are thin. They don’t curl over; they just sort of stand up. I keep them covered most of the time.’ Apparently, father and daughter talked for some time and, according to Berniece, ‘he was friendly but not particularly loving or affectionate toward her’.4

Marilyn had often day-dreamed about meeting Gifford, whose photograph of him wearing a fedora hat and sporting a slim moustache Gladys displayed on the living room wall. When Norma Jeane had her tonsils removed as a girl she had a vision of her father visiting her in hospital. The little girl was so desperate for his presence that she imagined him fully, manipulating his actions almost as though he were a living doll or a character. ‘I kept bending him over my bed and having him kiss my forehead and I gave him dialogue, too,’ said Marilyn later. ‘ “You’ll be well in a few days, Norma Jean,” ’ she visualised him saying to her. ‘ “I’m very proud of the way you’re behaving, not crying all the time like other girls.” ’5

As Marilyn grew up, tracking down her biological father became something of an obsession. In 1942, the 16-year-old, newly married Norma Jeane wrote to Grace Goddard, asking, ‘How can I get in touch with Stanley Gifford? Through Consoladated [sic] films? Or something like that. Which dept?’6 Her first husband Jim Dougherty remembered how one day Norma Jeane got hold of Gifford’s number and called him. As soon as she told him that she was Gladys’s daughter he hung up on her.

Marilyn next tried to contact her father in the summer of 1950 when she drove out to Hemet, near Palm Springs, where Gifford had bought a dairy farm. Accompanying her was gossip columnist and friend Sidney Skolsky, who recalled her reaction to yet another rejection. Gifford dismissed her with the words, ‘Listen, Marilyn, I’m married, I have children. I don’t want you to start trouble for me now, like your mother did years ago.’7

A few weeks later, she made the pilgrimage again, this time with drama coach Natasha Lytess. The star took hours to get ready, making an effort to look as beautiful as possible, ‘as though she wanted him to love her immediately’.8 They stopped at a gas station near the farm and Natasha telephoned Gifford, but he refused to see Marilyn. ‘He was incredibly rude and horrible,’ said Lytess. ‘His voice was common, pinched, with a mid-western nasal quality. He said he was married and had a family and didn’t want to know anything about this girl Marilyn Monroe. And when I turned the receiver over to Marilyn he was filthy in his conversation with her.’ Marilyn insisted on giving him her contact details in Los Angeles, but during the years that Lytess worked with Marilyn – from 1948 to 1955 – she said he never contacted her. ‘She talked about him often afterward and I tried to comfort her, make her feel it was good riddance.’9

One afternoon in the autumn of 1961, Ralph Roberts – Marilyn’s masseur and close friend – was sitting with her at her apartment on North Doheny Drive when Gifford’s daughter called. Marilyn picked up the receiver and a moment later she said in a ‘cold, hard’ voice, ‘Tell him he can contact me through my lawyer, Mickey Rudin,’ before hanging up. Marilyn then turned to Roberts and related to him the nature of the call. ‘He [Gifford] was in the hospital and wanted to see her, or at least, talk with her,’ he recalled. Marilyn was still hurt by one of Gifford’s earlier rejections of her and the cruel words he had relayed via his secretary, ‘Tell her to contact me through my lawyer.’10

Just before Gifford’s death on 27 June 1965, the 66-year-old spoke with his local minister, Dr Donald Linden, about his secret connection to the movie star. ‘The night he told me, I detected it was a sorrowful thing for him,’ said Dr Linden. ‘I’m sure, with me being his minister, it could be construed as a confession. We don’t reveal confessions, and that’s why I didn’t tell anyone… My jaw dropped a little when he talked of his daughter as being Marilyn Monroe, but a minister is never wholly surprised at what he hears. I didn’t doubt the truth of it.’11

The second piece of evidence linking Marilyn to Gifford is a lock of hair retrieved from the actress’s autopsy. After the post-mortem, her body was returned to the care of funeral director Allan Abbott. It was her misfortune to fall into his hands, as he did her a disservice on two counts.

First, he pocketed a lock of Marilyn’s hair and a pair of ‘falsies’, which she used to slip between her sweater and bra to give her an extra lift; mortuary staff had also used them in a vain attempt at supporting her breasts after the coroner had cut open her chest.

Abbott’s second, and later, offence was to write a tasteless tell-all book about his experience as funeral director to the stars. His wife Kathy kept the items in a gift box inside a safe at the couple’s house, and would bring them out occasionally to show guests: the breast padding was secured inside a plastic bag, which when opened emitted a ghostly hint of Marilyn’s perfume. In 2015, Abbott advertised the padding and the lock of hair for sale via his website for $50,000. ‘I waited till now due to the sign from her crypt selling for 224k or so in June,’ said Abbott, who died later that year. ‘Not in the least creepy – a part of history.’12

In the course of making Marilyn: Her Final Secret, documentary film-maker François Pomès tested a number of locks of Marilyn’s hair, including those snatched out of the mortuary trash can by Allan Abbott. DNA was extracted and this was then compared to DNA samples provided by Stanley Gifford’s granddaughter Francine Gifford Deir. The samples were a match, proving once and for all that Stanley was the father of the movie star.

Could Marilyn’s life have been any different if Stanley had acknowledged her existence? ‘Reflecting on it, I think her life would have been better if my grandfather had done the right thing,’ Francine Gifford Deir told a reporter from the Daily Mirror in August 2022. ‘Her life might have turned out very differently if he had welcomed her in. And who knows, she might still be with us today.’13

The absence of a father figure preyed on Marilyn’s mind throughout her adult life. She called her first two husbands ‘Daddy’ or ‘Dad’, and Joe DiMaggio even signed his letters to her ‘Pa’. Henry Rosenfeld, the wealthy dress manufacturer who became close to Marilyn, remembers a party when the guests started to play a game. ‘Everybody said what they’d want most in the world and she said… what she wanted was to put on a black wig, pick up her father in a bar, have him make love to her and then she’d say, “But how does it feel now to have your daughter make love to you?” ’14 She may have told the story as a joke, but the anecdote contains rich pickings for anyone schooled in even the basics of Freudian theory.

Indeed, Marilyn’s last and most important psychoanalyst, Dr Ralph Greenson, cast himself in the role of a surrogate parent. A few weeks after her death, Greenson wrote to a therapist who had also treated Marilyn, outlining his unconventional treatment: instead of the traditional method of analysis, involving fifty minutes on the couch, he had invited the actress into his house and often spent between three and five hours with her at any one time, especially if she had been suffering an acute mental health episode. ‘I realized after the fact that I was trying to create a foster family for her, but a good foster family that would not throw her out like all the others had,’ he said. ‘In addition, I was her therapist, a good father, who would not disappoint her, and who would bring her insights.’15





7 MOTHER LOVE

When Gladys first told Gifford that she was pregnant, it seemed as though he wanted nothing more to do with her. ‘When you love a man and tell him you’re going to have his child and he runs out on you, it’s something a woman never gets over,’ said Marilyn later. ‘I don’t think my mother did.’

Gifford’s abandonment shattered the fragile Gladys. She’d already endured the betrayal of her first husband and the loss of her two children. ‘I guess that’s what broke her heart,’ said Marilyn.1

Gladys became moody, depressed and paranoid; occasionally she could be heard muttering to herself; she would forget to change or feed her baby. ‘She was a beautiful woman, one of the most beautiful women it was ever my privilege to know,’ recalled Leila Fields, one of Gladys’s co-workers at RKO. ‘She had a good heart and was a good friend and was always happy until she got this sickness. Before that, she was lively and always had a joke to make you laugh.’2

Gifford’s rejection of Gladys was compounded by the fact that she was also showing symptoms of serious mental illness. There was one incident when, in an attack of paranoia, she accused her best friend Grace McKee of trying to poison her. Gladys picked up a knife and brandished it at Grace, and threatened to stab her. She spent long spells in hospital, but when she was feeling well enough she would sometimes stay over at the Bolender house and take Norma Jeane out on excursions. But because she was an infrequent visitor, the girl regarded Gladys as just a pretty woman with red hair, the one who never smiled. Norma Jeane thought Ida and Wayne were her real parents, until one day, when she was seven years old, she called the spry, wiry woman ‘Mama’, believing that the word meant ‘woman’. ‘Don’t call me Mama,’ snapped Ida. ‘You’re old enough to know better. I’m not related to you in any way. You just board here. Your Mama’s coming to see you tomorrow. You can call her Mama, if you want to.’

When Gladys turned up at the house in Hawthorne the next day, Norma Jeane tentatively said, ‘Hello, Mama’. The child interpreted the woman’s blank response as bored indifference. ‘She stared at me,’ she remembered. ‘She had never kissed me or held me in her arms or hardly spoken to me.’3

It’s obvious, however, that Gladys cared deeply for Norma Jeane. As she began to recover from her illness, Gladys started to sketch out plans for her daughter. Each time she visited the Bolenders she would have observed little Norma Jeane at play with Lester Bolender, a boy who looked so similar to her daughter that the children were called ‘the twins’. The sight of them giggling, holding hands, playing in the garden with family dog Tippy and walking to the nearby Washington Street School stung her deeply, and no doubt reminded her of the two children – a boy and a girl – she had lost, both now living over 2,000 miles away in Kentucky.

By 1933, Gladys was back at work, dreaming of a future with her daughter. She felt closer to her than ever; in the spring of that year, she’d nursed the little girl through an attack of whooping cough. Soon after, the sight of her daughter weeping over the death of Tippy – who had been killed by a neighbour for the crime of repeatedly rolling in his garden – upset her so much that she made a decision: she was going to take care of Norma Jeane herself.





8 ‘THE ONLY BLACK MARK ON A WHITE CROSS’

Religion played a central role in Norma Jeane’s early life. She was baptised by Aimee Semple McPherson, the founder of the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel, on 6 December 1926. Her strict evangelical foster parents Ida and Wayne encouraged Norma Jeane, along with their other charges, to attend Sunday school and to memorise the solemn oath: ‘I promise, God helping me, not to buy, drink or sell, or give alcoholic liquor while I live; from all tobaccos I’ll abstain and never take God’s name in vain.’1 The little girl’s favourite hymn was ‘Jesus Loves Me’. Each night Norma Jeane would kneel by her bed and recite her prayers. She adored going to the Foursquare Gospel Church in Hawthorne – ‘the singing and services always excited me,’ she said. ‘I was sort of in a trance.’2

Six-year-old Norma Jeane was thrilled to take part in the Easter celebrations of 1932 as part of an extravagant mass performance at the Hollywood Bowl. The fifty children took the form of a living cross. But all did not go to plan. ‘We all had on white tunics under the black robes, and at a given signal we were supposed to throw off the robes, changing the cross from black to white,’ she remembered. ‘But I got so interested in the people, the orchestra and the hills that I forgot the conductor for the signal. And there I was – the only black mark on a white cross. The family I was living with never forgave me.’3

The repressive atmosphere of the Bolender home was something that she could never quite shake off, even as an adult. In a short piece of writing that she scribbled in pencil into a black notebook and dated to around 1955, Marilyn spoke of Ida’s continuing negative influence on her life.4 (She could also be referring to another foster mother, Ida Martin, who was equally as strict.) In another two-page fragment, a stream of consciousness quest for self-identity, she articulated the shame she felt as a child discovering the pleasures of her own sexuality: ‘because A.I. [Aunt Ida] punished me/with fear and whipped me –/“the bad part of my body” she said –/must never touch myself/there or let anyone… and the immediate fear/of any part of my/body there – fear to/touch my own body.’5





9 GLADYS’S BID FOR FREEDOM

‘One day my mother came to call,’ remembered Marilyn. ‘I was in the kitchen washing dishes. I saw there were tears in her eyes. “I’m going to build a house for you and me to live in,” she said. “It’s going to be painted white and have a backyard.” ’1

The Bolenders were shocked by the news. They tried to persuade Gladys that it would be in the child’s best interests for her to stay with them. But Gladys had made up her mind. Norma Jeane was her daughter and she was going to take her away. She was determined that she was better and she should be given a chance to raise her daughter as her own. The Bolenders were bemused and saddened – ‘they truly loved her,’ said Nancy Bolender, who was also fostered by the couple. ‘They had raised her from infancy… when so much of yourself is put into training, nurturing and loving a child, it is like losing your own flesh and blood.’2

Little Norma Jeane was nervous, frightened. When she heard that the woman with the red hair wanted to take her away from her ‘aunt’ and ‘uncle’ – terms she had grown to use instead of ‘mama’ and ‘papa’ – she ran and hid in the closet before being coaxed out and led downstairs.

Gladys first brought her to a rented house in Hollywood on Afton Place, the home of some English friends, actors Maude and George Atkinson, and their adult daughter Nellie. Then in 1933, she took advantage of the low interest rates under Roosevelt’s New Deal and, with a $5,000 mortgage, bought a house in Arbol Street, near the Hollywood Bowl. Marilyn later described the home as ‘a pretty little house with quite a few rooms. But there was no furniture in it, except for two cots that we slept on, a small kitchen table, and two kitchen chairs.’3 The atmosphere of the house could not have been more different from that of the Bolenders. Rules and routine went out the window and were replaced by hedonism: the Atkinsons, who continued to live with Gladys and Norma Jeane, were movie extras. ‘They drank, they smoked, they swore,’ said Marilyn later. ‘It used to keep me busy praying for them all.’4

On her first day in the house, the hard-drinking adults gave Norma Jeane a whiskey bottle as a toy and soon she was playing card games and hula dancing, ‘things that I had been taught were sinful’.5 When she’d built up a substantial collection of empty whiskey bottles, Norma Jeane would take them outside and line them up on a plank beside the road. As people would drive by she would ask, ‘ “Wouldn’t you like some whisky?” I remember some of the people in the cars driving past my “whisky” store saying, “Imagine! Why, it’s terrible!’ ”6

The British-born Atkinsons also gave Norma Jeane informal lessons in diction. Later, Marilyn would say that she picked up traces of their English accents, and in the summer of 1962 she told the photographer George Barris, ‘To this day, listen carefully when I speak in my films – you can detect these overtones in my speech.’7

Gladys faced renewed pressures at work, according to friend and workmate Grace McKee. ‘We were both at Columbia then, but we knew there were going to be strikes and depressions right around the corner. I told her not to buy it. I begged her not to buy [the house]. Gladys said she wanted to have a place so she could have all her children together.’ She was referring to Norma Jeane, Berniece and Jackie.

When Gladys heard the news of Jackie’s death – on 16 August 1933, at the age of fifteen – she was so sickened and angry, she lost control of herself and screamed at Norma Jeane, ‘Why couldn’t it have been you?’8 The news of her son’s death came to her soon after she learned of her grandfather’s suicide: 82-year-old Tilford Marion Hogan (Marilyn’s great-grandfather) hanged himself in his barn in Laclede, Missouri, while his wife went out shopping. Gladys felt the family ‘curse’ weighing heavily on her.

Grace McKee was a witness to what happened to Gladys next. ‘The first I saw of it, one day she was lying on the couch and she – there were steps in the living room leading upstairs – she started kicking and yelling, staring up at the staircase,’ recalled Grace. ‘She would lie there on her back and yell, “Somebody’s coming down those steps to kill me!” She was having delusions.’

Marilyn remembered that one morning she was having breakfast with the Atkinsons when she heard a commotion coming from the stairway; it was the most frightening noise she’d ever heard. ‘Bangs and thuds kept on as if they would never stop,’ she said. ‘The Englishwoman had me from going to see. Her husband went out and after a time came back into the kitchen. “I’ve sent for the police and the ambulance,” he said. I asked if it was my mother. “Yes,” he said. “But you can’t see her.” I stayed in the kitchen and heard people come and try to take my mother away. Nobody wanted me to see her. But I went out and looked in the hall. My mother was on her feet. She was screaming and laughing.’9 Gladys was taken to a rest home in Santa Monica, before being transferred to the LA County General Hospital and then Norwalk State Hospital, California.

Another testimony comes from Harry Charles Wilson, a boat builder and Gladys’s suitor from this time who was so serious about the relationship that he wanted to marry her.

At Christmas 1934, before Gladys’s final breakdown, Wilson took mother and daughter to watch the festive parade on Hollywood Boulevard, lifting the little girl onto his shoulders so she could see better. That evening they returned to the house on Arbol Street, where Gladys had decorated a Christmas tree. ‘Norma Jean [sic] stood between the tree and us and sang a pretty song,’ he remembered. ‘I was entranced by it and about everything else that seemed to have come into my life at the time. After Norma Jean left to go to bed I talked about it to Gladys. I told her I was very much in love with her and her little girl. It was less than a month later when tragedy struck. I almost lost my mind over it.’10





10 THE GREAT IMITATOR

What was wrong with Gladys? When she was admitted to hospital, psychiatrists diagnosed her symptoms – hallucinations, delusions of persecution – as classic signs of paranoid schizophrenia. Her belief in Christian Science – that the mind could cure all ills – meant that she was reluctant to take medication. Although there were times when she lived outside the confines of an institution, and between 1953 and 1957 when she lived at Rockhaven Sanitarium and maintained there was nothing wrong with her, it was clear to doctors that she had a very serious mental disorder.

Could the source of her illness lie with the shadowy figure of her father Otis? According to Gladys’s mother Della, Otis was as ‘neat as a pin, always turned out like a gentleman – or at least a gentleman’s gentleman’ and something of a romantic figure, dreaming that one day he would travel to Paris to study art, peppering ‘his conversation with talk of French painters’. But by 1907, Otis started to exhibit strange behaviour. ‘He went nuts and then went to God,’ was how Della described his mental decline.1 After finishing work he would often not return home, forgetting where he’d spent the night; his high standards in his dress and appearance began to slip; he suffered from terrible headaches and terrifying ‘fits of rage… alternated with fits of weeping’, seizures and attacks of paralysis. After being admitted to the Southern California State Hospital in San Bernardino in November 1908, he never left the institution and died there ‘completely demented’ at the age of forty-three, in July 1909.2

There was a certain level of shame attached to his condition – Gladys later told her daughter Berniece that Otis had died from paint poisoning, a reasonable-sounding explanation considering the man’s profession. But the family was hiding a secret: Otis was suffering from general paresis, a condition brought about by neurosyphilis or syphilis of the brain.

Syphilis was common at the beginning of the twentieth century. By the early 1930s, it was reported that as many as one in ten Americans suffered from it and around half a million people in the US contracted it each year. The infection was known as ‘the great imitator’, as it often mimics the symptoms of other diseases and at this time it often went misdiagnosed. It was also one of the main sources of mental illness; many doctors reported that asylums and hospitals were full of patients whose neurological problems could be traced back to syphilis. ‘The elimination of these diseases,’ stated one contemporary doctor, ‘would render one-third, possibly one-half, of our institutions for defectives unnecessary.’3

It’s possible that Otis passed on the syphilis to Della, who herself started to suffer from delusions and irregular behaviour. Her death certificate states that she died due to myocarditis – inflammation of the heart – with manic-depressive psychosis listed as a contributory factor. And although many have linked Della’s heart condition and mental illness to a bout of malaria she contracted in Borneo, it’s possible that she died from syphilitic-induced myocarditis. Many doctors – to spare the feelings of the relatives – felt moved not to note the sexually transmitted disease on their patients’ death certificates. According to one study at the time, 18 per cent of all deaths from organic heart disease could be attributed to syphilis.

It’s also worth remembering that at this time around 60,000 children were born with congenital syphilis in the United States. It’s entirely possible that Gladys inherited syphilis from her mother – the infection can be transferred through the placenta or during birth. Sometimes symptoms would not present themselves until years later, and Paul Ehrlich’s Salvarsan cure was not discovered until 1909, seven years after Gladys’s birth.

It’s possible that Della and Otis’s son Marion – Gladys’s younger brother and Marilyn’s uncle – died from the effects of neurosyphilis too. The circumstances surrounding his death are unclear: on 20 November 1929, the 25-year-old mechanic left the family home in Salinas, California – which he shared with his wife Olive and their three children – and was never seen again. According to Marilyn, Marion had committed suicide. After years of legal wrangling, he was declared dead in 1955.

And what about the mental illness Marilyn developed later in life? Her own physician, Dr Hyman Engelberg, believed that she suffered from bipolar disorder, while others have claimed that she had borderline personality disorder. However, inherited syphilis cannot be entirely discounted. ‘The symptoms that both Gladys and Marilyn suffered from are consistent with tertiary neurosyphilis, but they are also consistent with inherited mental health diagnoses too,’ says Professor Khalil Ghanem, Deputy Director of Education, Department of Medicine, Johns Hopkins Bayview Medical Center and a world expert on syphilis. ‘So it is possible that Gladys could have passed on the infection, but there is one important issue to keep in mind: penicillin was introduced in the 1940s and treatment was curative. So one would like to hope that Marilyn, if infected by her mother, would have been tested and treated for syphilis at some point in her life.’4

Gladys may never have known the true cause of the mental illness that plagued her and her family, but to her – and to Marilyn – it seemed as though her whole bloodline was cursed. ‘For a long time I was scared I’d find out that I was like my mother and end up in the crazy house,’ said Marilyn. ‘I wonder when I break down if I’m not tough enough – like her.’5





11 THE ORIGINAL PLATINUM BLONDE

Before Gladys was institutionalised, she would often take her daughter to one of the nearby picture houses in Hollywood. If she had to go to work, she would leave Norma Jeane alone in the cinema; her babysitters became the giant, projected images of Clark Gable, Greta Garbo, Ginger Rogers and Bette Davis. Later, when her mother was confined to hospital, the darkened movie theatre served as a kind of comfort blanket: here was a special kind of enchantment, a beautiful make-believe world in which little girls lived with and were loved by their parents, a straightforward environment where the good prospered and the wicked were punished. Hollywood produced a seemingly never-ending stream of fantasies for the masses and Norma Jeane took refuge in the excesses of this celluloid heaven.

As a child, Marilyn collected cigarette cards with images of famous actors – Joan Crawford, Clark Gable, Robert Montgomery, Gary Cooper, Charles Laughton – which she pasted into ‘An Album of Film Stars’, issued by British tobacco company John Player & Sons, next to their potted biographies. She was particularly fascinated to read the entry on Jean Harlow: ‘the original “platinum blonde,” who was born on March 3rd, 1911 in Kansas City, and educated in Hollywood and Chicago. She gave up the screen when her grandfather threatened to disinherit her, but returned later. Although Hell’s Angels first made her name, she had already appeared for six months in Hal Roach comedies under her real name of Harlean Carpenter. She has been married three times – to Charles McGrew when she was sixteen, then to Paul Bern, and to Harold Rosson in 1933. Her latest films include Dinner at Eight and Blonde Bombshell.’1

Harlow became a figure of fascination for the young Norma Jeane, partly because she was the idol of both her mother and Gladys’s best friend Grace McKee. Grace – who dyed her hair the same shade as Harlow’s – told the girl that she looked like Harlow and that one day she could be a famous film star just like her near-namesake if she had ‘the right hair colour and a better nose’.2 Gladys’s co-worker Leila Fields observed, ‘If it weren’t for Grace, there wouldn’t be a Marilyn Monroe today. Grace raved about Norma Jean [sic] like she was her own. Grace said Norma Jean was going to be a movie star. She had this feeling about her.’3

Was Jean Harlow an appropriate role model? The star hated being what she called a ‘sex vulture’ but was well aware of the deal she was making with the film studios; once when her agent phoned her with news of a new offer she asked, ‘What kind of whore am I now?’4

Scandal seemed to follow Jean Harlow around as closely as her infamously bad breath (she suffered from a disorder with which she couldn’t process or eliminate waste and she died from kidney failure). In 1932, her second husband Paul Bern, director and MGM producer, was found shot in the head two
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