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AUTHOR’S NOTES

 THIRD IS THE NEW FIRST

 


Okay here’s the quick and dirty of it. Norman Reedus
was a last minute addition to the cast of the always daring AMC’s
latest television series The Walking Dead in 2010 just as
the gut-munching show was about to launch its inaugural season. He
had been auditioning for an existing character but, when that did
not pan out, the producers of the show had been so hypnotized by
his sullen, introverted and powerful anti-hero ways that they
created the role of crossbow master/uber zombie fighter Daryl Dixon
literally out of whole cloth and a group of screenwriters fell all
over themselves to write for him.

The gods and/or the Hollywood tastemakers (aren’t
they one and the same?) take a shine to his ability to kick zombie
ass, wax loner in the classic Garbo/Easy Rider sense and project a
sexual question mark leaning precariously close to gay while
basically seeing the world through a jaundiced, albeit ruggedly
individual squint that even the most supportive observers of Reedus
have often described as the look of a junkie long past his last
fix.

But enough of the preliminaries. The bottom line was
that Norman Reedus had, on the strength of playing a hard-bitten
survivor in a zombie-infested land, risen from the ashes of a
resume that was never less than interesting nor more than obscure
to become the next hot commodity in aisle seven of the Hollywood
Meat Market. And it was not only the horror and geek mags who took
notice. The slick monthlies and all branches of mainstream media
had also bought in to this sullen but magnetic actor. All the pop
culture dots were being connected.

It was time to unleash the literary hounds.

The first of the paperback originals out of the box
were slim affairs, ravaging Wikipedia and the first wave of
magazine articles for cut and paste quickies that barely squeaked
into double page count length. At this point let me make it plain
that I am not above cut and paste (or as we refer to it in the
business ‘research and good journalism’) but only as a last resort
when nobody is talking on the record or is asking for money to jog
their memory. And I have no problem with somebody getting it out
there first, even if it’s not me.

The reality is that the first book out on a
currently hot celebrity does, with rare exception, end up selling
the most copies. Second or even third out of the gate? I’ve been an
also ran in a couple of those races and I can honestly say that it
was not pretty.

And so my publisher at Riverdale Avenue Books and I
were cautiously optimistic one day when we were tossing around
ideas and Norman Reedus came up. I had read up on the actor to the
point where I could spot nuggets of life experience that had just
plain down and out either been ignored completely or glossed over
in a sentence. And it went without saying that I was a fan of the
show. I sensed that if people could be found who were willing to
talk about Reedus, being third out of the box, figuratively
speaking, might be the new first. My publisher agreed to the point
where she said she would greenlight the book if I could guarantee
enough original voices to fill out what had, to that point, become
a fairly familiar tale.

Thus was born Norman Reedus: True Tales of The
Walking Dead’s Zombie Hunter, a very unauthorized but very
“real” look at the cool cat with the crossbow who dispatches the
undead so we can get our television kicks. This is not a spoiler
alert but I can tell you this: I did find people. They did talk.
And, considering that, in a couple of cases, I literally surprised
them with unexpected phone calls from the other side of the
country, they were quite cooperative and candid in clueing me to
Norman Reedus’ life. There was also a lot of ‘research and good
journalism’ thrown in for good measure. Norman Reedus had taken to
sudden stardom like a pro and had made himself available to the
press seemingly at every turn. Some interviewers went for the lazy
and obvious softballs which Norman deftly handled. Those who dug a
bit deeper were also rewarded in kind.

But Norman Reedus was nothing if not a difficult
fish to land. Especially when it came to pivotal moments in his
life. You see Norman has this habit of changing up history to serve
his memory of what happened or to just change things up for the
sake of drama. Consequently, there are often maddening moments when
Norman, or perhaps the journalist chronicling his life, just can’t
seem to come to a consensus of opinion. This necessitated endless
days of cross matching stories, with Norman’s quotes usually
carrying the day. But there were those moments where consensus went
out the window. One pivotal moment ended up having three different
versions, two of which were from Norman’s lips while the third came
from a reliable source who was on the scene when it all came down.
The result was that I ran all three versions in an attempt to get
the whole, if convoluted, picture.

Another challenge facing this chronicler of all
things Reedus is his filmography. Norman has easily done more films
than any three flavors of the moment put together. Most of them are
obscure in the extreme, went straight to video or some left field
European theatrical/festival runs and, if you’re counting all the
shorts, there is a core list of approximately 50 films, which does
not include television and theater appearances. The chances are
good that by the time it’s time to turn in this manuscript, he will
have added another half dozen credits to his list. To say the
least, Norman is prolific, or a workaholic or, most likely,
both.

And in line with that, compiling Norman’s work
habits has often resulted in the scratching of head or, quite
simply, a ‘what the fuck?’ moment. A lot of what Norman has done is
not all that surprising. When you’re first starting out…well you do
what is offered. But if you pick any five Norman Reedus obscurities
at random, the chances are real good that his on-screen appearance
time in all those films will clock in at less than five minutes.
Figuring out why he did The Boondock Saints and
Pandorum are no brainers. But, to be perfectly honest, why
he chose to play Sex Toy Delivery Boy for less than two
minutes and ends up getting a blowjob in the largely gay opus
Luster is beyond me. But I’m sure Norman had a reason. The
location made for a good vacation? He was indebted to a loyal
friend? He saw the artifice in every part he did? Only Norman knows
for sure, so I’ll just keep scratching my head.

The occasional vagary of Norman even extended to, at
one point, just how old Norman actually was. When chronicling
Norman’s first acting role in the play Maps for Drowners,
two people connected to the scene were pretty sure that Norman was
no more than 17 or 18. Norman did not help matters when, in a
website interview, he said he was in his early 20’s at the time but
that even he could not be certain. I finally ended the logjam by
taking his birthdate and subtracting it from the year Maps for
Drowners opened. Game, set and age match to Norman.

And then there was the challenge of chronicling
Norman’s prodigious work habits. The cat really liked to work, so
much so that even the most diligent filmographers to this point
were having a tough time catching all the bit parts, often very odd
cameos and the solid work in things seemingly nobody ever heard of
and that few, if any, would ever see. As stated a couple of
paragraphs ago, he is a conundrum with a mystery within a mental
Rubik’s Cube.

But even as I set out to write the book, I knew I
could well be on a deadline of sorts and that would ultimately
influence how I told the tale. The Walking Dead has made its
bones largely on the wings of unpredictability. Yes there’s the
expected zombie gore. There’s also a boatload of character. But
built into the show is the notion that nice guys don’t always make
it to FADE OUT and that long-running characters have suddenly and
unexpectedly perished. Bottom line, nobody is assured of making it
to the grand finale. Not even Daryl.

Consequently a manuscript largely loaded with
Walking Dead anecdotes and a cursory look at Norman Reedus’
backstory would run the risk of being nothing more than a quaint
history if it were to come out after Daryl’s demise. Which meant
heavy on everything leading up to The Walking Dead and then
sprinkle in as needed. After all, this is a book about Norman
Reedus and not a lot of ‘minute’ on just one role, albeit the role
that got him here.

Norman has obviously had a long and diverse career
before The Walking Dead and will, no doubt, in years to
come, ride off into the sunset to bigger and better things. So why
not get pop culture, whose members are notorious for being of the
moment, caught up?

Finally I can guarantee even those who think they
know Norman Reedus like a book will come away from Norman
Reedus: True Tales of The Walking Dead’s Zombie Hunter with
stuff that will make you shudder at what some people go through to
make it to the top. You’ve been warned. The truth can be a bitter
pill. You won’t find a lot of warm and fuzzy here. Shameless star
fucking is not where this book is at. Norman Reedus may well be the
last of the angry young men.

Because Norman Reedus is definitely his own man.

 


Marc Shapiro 2015


INTRODUCTION

 IS THE HEAD DEAD YET?

 


In 2005 Norman Reedus was leaving an REM concert in
Berlin, Germany. It had been one of those mellow and triumphant
nights. Norman had served in the acting shadows for seemingly
decades and now, close to entering middle age, had done little that
had actually been seen, let alone appreciated. His talents had
finally caught up with the filmmakers and tastemakers, beginning
with an intellectually stimulating and esoteric stay at The Berlin
Film Festival, in which Norman, long known for his awkwardness in
big crowds and social situations, mixed easily with filmmakers,
artsy intellectuals and musicians. As well as a few friends.

Among the latter, he reconnected with the members of
REM with whom he had developed close ties during an appearance in
the band’s 1995 music video for the single Strange
Currencies and had ended the night with lead singer Michael
Stipe giving Norman a shout out from the stage. It was the perfect
ending to a night of good music, good companionship and all the
vibes and recognition that went along with being a modern day
bohemian, living for the moment and the possibilities that moment
might bring.

At the conclusion of the concert, Norman was about
to go outside and hail a cab back to his hotel for a meeting with a
director. Ever the generous host, Stipe stepped forward and offered
Norman the use of his personal driver. Norman got in and the car
drove away from the concert hall…

…And pulled out right in front of an oncoming 18
wheel truck.

The impact was immediate, the sound of metal
crushing metal and the shattering of glass a noisy, sonic prelude
to destruction. In seconds the car was reduced to rubble. A crowd
of horrified onlookers gathered, looking at the mangled and bloody
Norman splayed out in the roadway. To this day Norman still gets
the emotional shakes when he talks about that night, as could be
witnessed in a recent conversation with Q Magazine. “I
remember looking down at my Blackberry just as I went through the
car window and out into the street.” He would further reconstruct
the moment when he recalled in an Entertainment Weekly story
that he came to on the street to discover a woman picking glass
shards off his face.

Norman was transported to nearby Berlin Hospital,
his face literally a mass of blood and broken bones. He recalled
feeling like Quasimodo from The Hunchback of Notre Dame. “I
was hideous,” he related in a Q interview. “I didn’t want anybody
to see me like this, not even my mother and my girlfriend.”

Surgeons set to work putting his face back together,
inserting a Titanium eye socket to replace the one destroyed in the
crash and inserting four screws into his nose to help bring his
destroyed cartilage around to something resembling its normal
shape. Norman would spend four months in the Berlin Hospital, a
German speaking friend, budding filmmaker Christian Alvart was
around for translation purposes but, for the most part, Norman was
alone in isolation.

Isolation being a state of mind and being a trait he
had grown to love.

Norman had always referred to himself as an artist
and had played the part with believability and determination. The
notion that he might actually be considered an actor had remained
repugnant to him for a long time, even when, by the time he
stumbled into The Walking Dead, he had long been plying that
very craft to a modicum of success. But even to this day, his
talents as a sculptor, artist and photographer of some underground
note have been worn as badges of honor. It would take him some
years to relent to the idea that acting could also be a truly
creative outlet.

But through it all, Norman had always done a
delicate dance with the dark and desolate even as his celebrity
star was ascending. He was not somebody who was dour or remorseful,
although many in his small inner circle of friends and significant
others might let you know that he did have those bleak moments.
Although with his breakthrough in The Walking Dead he had
become fairly at ease with notoriety and sudden celebrity. But in
his demeanor he still seemed to be holding out for the pure
artistic life.

Even though celebrity was not beating him down, he
had grown to become occasionally bemused and sometimes annoyed at
the overzealous fan response to his character. He has had to deal
with female zombie extras on The Walking Dead set making
veiled and not-s-veiled sexual overtures while in full horror
makeup. And it hasn’t stopped there.

“I’ve had fans of the show follow me home,” Reedus
reflected in a Rolling Stone interview, “And I had one
person try to break into my backyard.”

But the mania did not seem to have impacted Norman’s
day to day walk through the life of being Norman. While on set, his
security backup appears to run from little to non-existent, with
Reedus seemingly at ease or, at best, tolerant of the media and the
mania for Daryl. It is an attitude that is equally in evidence when
Norman is in New York, his home away from home when not on The
Walking Dead set. He walks the street like everyman, now
recognized but never in his face recognized. He’s the doting parent
who immediately elevated his son’s street cred when he picked him
up from school. And in a Hollywood/celebrity world where loyalty is
often nothing more than a seven letter world, Norman has quickly
proven a mensch among men.

Not long after all things Walking Dead and
Daryl Dixon became the hot new pop culture talking points, Norman,
not unexpectedly, was inundated with big time movie offers, one of
the biggest being a part in the next George Clooney movie,
Tomorrowland. There was only one problem, and for Norman,
and it proved to be the deal breaker.

“It came down to the fact that I would have to cut
my hair really short for the role,” he reflected in Rolling
Stone. “I’m on a show full time and I can’t just cut my hair
real short out of nowhere. This is my full time job and I’m not
going to do anything to jeopardize that.”

Nor was he going to suddenly go all Hollywood with
his success and become somebody he was not.

In interviews, he has been forthright in saying that
he has always been socially awkward and, to this day, is not fond
of being in big crowds. “I’m shy,” he told GQ. “I’m socially
awkward. I’m a loner. I’m more of a listener than a talker.”

And despite his seemingly engrained beyond
redemption image as the ultimate badass, Norman, in conversation
with The New York Post, was quick to point out that, in real
life, nothing could be further from the truth. “I’m this angry,
surly, ready to start a fight guy. But the reality is that I’m kind
of a pussycat. I’m kind of a wimp. I don’t like confrontation at
all.”

His home away from home when The Walking Dead
is on location, has been, by choice, an isolated house deep in the
woods. When Norman wants to get away from it all, which is again
quite often, he will jump on his Triumph, his motorcycle of choice,
and ride with rarely a preordained goal in mind. Whether in his
studio working on a piece of sculpture, out in the great wide open
with camera in hand or taking a break from his full schedule of
film and television work, he can be cordial to co-workers and
amazingly forthcoming to his growing legion of fans. He’s done the
television talk show circuit and by all reports, has proven himself
quite adept with happy talk and softball questions. On the personal
front, Norman is reportedly the ideal father when he’s with his son
Mingus Lucien, the by-product of a long term relationship with
model Helen Christensen.

Reedus’ forthrightness to the press has been
essential to filling out his character. He is literally fearless in
letting the public know just what makes him tick and that, deep
down inside, he can’t, psychologically, stay in one place too long,
as he confessed during an interview with Elle. “I’m
constantly running away from everything. I’m running away from
things on a daily basis.

But ultimately, when the psychological dust settles,
Norman Reedus is a creature of his own thoughts, dreams, and
ambitions. He’s always seemingly looking around the corner for the
next opportunity to creatively express himself and has been more
than willing to say yes to just about any opportunity, and under
any circumstance that crosses his path. And it is this notorious
streak of spontaneity which, during his four month hospital stay in
Berlin following the accident in 2005, resulted in some very
unexpected yet typically Norman-like behavior.

Well into his four month hospital stay in Berlin,
Norman was suffering a bad case of cabin fever. He could only go
over so many imaginative storylines in his head and carry on so
many conversations with his German friend. It was then that he
received a ray of mental hope in the form of an opportunity to
appear in a short film being prepped in Los Angeles called Meet
Me in Berlin.

Under the auspices of Beo Laver Films in
Copenhagen Denmark, Meet Me in Berlin was essentially
Norman’s story. His character has been severely injured in an auto
accident and is ravaged by guilt over the fact that he stood up a
meeting with a girl. The irony of it all being that, as Norman’s
character tries in vain to contact her, she, likewise, has been in
an accident and is feeling guilt over having stood up Norman’s
character. Norman readily agreed to do the film and, as he recalled
in an interview with Dixon’s Vixens.com, took the bull by
the horns.

“I ended up sneaking out of the hospital and flying
to Los Angeles in the middle of the night. I ended up filming with
a black and blue face and a patch over one eye.”

Even the most jaded pundits have had to admit that a
force of attitude and will like Norman has does not come along
every day. And for better or worse, he has left a deep
impression.

The Walking Dead Executive Producer Gayle Ann
Hurd recalled in a Nylon interview that “Norman isn’t easy
to get to know. He doesn’t trust easily. He is so damaged deep
down. He has a brusque or silent interior.”

Playwright Neil Landau, who scripted Norman’s first
acting role in the play Maps for Drowners, told the author
in a 2015 interview that “I know this is going to sound bad and I
want to emphasize that I didn’t really know him at the time. He
didn’t seem to bathe a lot. He was kind of grungy. He almost looked
like he could have been homeless. Who knows, he might have
been.”

Well known motorcycle designer Carl Lagaspi told the
author in 2015 that he had hired Norman after making his
acquaintance at an AA meeting. He recalled that personally and
professionally the year he spent working for Carl was a combustible
one. “He was a little bit mechanical. He could definitely find you
a 9/16’s wrench if you needed one. He had issues and, at the time,
he wasn’t getting it. He wasn’t dealing with his program real well.
Today he’s got his shit going on.”
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