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Preface


It sounded fine when he was growing up in the valleys. Money. Big houses. Jewelry. Global recognition. A chance to be the new Gielgud, the new Olivier. To go from poverty to that, to have crowds chasing you, lining up to photograph you. Waiters getting you the best tables in restaurants when everyone else was informed the place was full.


But there was a price for it. There always is. When you get something you lose something. What Richard Burton lost was his heart, and maybe his soul. As the diamonds got bigger and the houses more luxurious, he had to look for the person he used to be among the ruins, to search for a boy who grew up in a stucco house in a village few people living outside it would ever have heard of were it not for him. 


Pontrhydyfen. The place that bred him, that gave him different priorities than the ones he found at the Old Vic or in Hollywood when life became a question of “Never mind the quality, feel the width.” A lust for the finer things of life meant the end of Richard Jenkins the miner’s son who spoke no English and wanted to play rugby for his country rather than win an Oscar or be knighted. 


The voice was never going to go so that was always money in the bank but booze took his looks and much of his mobility. It also robbed him of a memory that was once photographic, and denied him the right to fulfil his dream of playing King Lear, the best Welshman Shakespeare ever created, in his view (even though he wasn’t one). 


He was still able to get parts no matter how sozzled he was even if the insurance on him went through the roof but for the second half of his acting career he was largely only going through the motions. By now he’d become his own greatest creation, a character called Richard Burton who was married to another one called Elizabeth Taylor, two people who had once played themselves in a film and forgot to stop when the cameras did. They separated when they realized that was the case, when their fights had become as choreographed as their film scripts, and as contrived. 


Did Taylor make or break him? The jury is still out on that. Perhaps she did both, introducing him to the blandishments that eventually saw him down. Without her he wouldn’t have had even a fraction of the success he had but that was the problem. The higher you go, the bigger the drop. That was when hiraeth, that bleak depression peculiar to the Welsh, kicked in. It brought him back to the person he was, but only for brief periods, and when it was too late to do anything about it. 




Introduction


“Actors,” Burton famously remarked at the peak of his career, “are poor, abject, disagreeable perverse, ill-minded, slightly malicious creatures. And of that august company of idiots I’m afraid I’m a member.” He liked the image of himself as a “spoiled genius from the Welsh gutter” in the tradition of Dylan Thomas, another ferocious drinker. 


When Elizabeth Taylor called him “the Frank Sinatra of Shakespeare” she thought she was giving him a compliment but maybe this was his problem. He diminished his talent by commercializing it, confessing to his brother Graham, “I’ve never found a part as good as that of playing Elizabeth Taylor’s husband.” On another occasion he blasted, “I don’t like Richard Burton very much.”
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The Frank Sinatra of Shakespeare


Laurence Olivier said to him once, “Make up your mind, dear heart. Do you want to be a great actor or a household word?” Burton replied, “Both.”1 It was an understandable response. Many actors did get both. But in Burton’s case his increasing need for fame compromised his talent. How that came about is the main theme of this book.


Burton once berated Olivier for taking a small role in the film Spartacus. “Larry had a dressing room half the size of Tony Curtis’ on that film,” he blasted, “and got about half of Curtis’ money. That’s ridiculous. You’ve got to swank it in Hollywood. When I go there I demand two Cadillacs and the best dressing room. I’m not worth it but it impresses them.”


“Look at Larry,” he said to a friend. “All he has is a house and a Rolls. I’m not settling for that.” With a background like his, he enjoyed being given the best seats in planes and restaurants, having people writing about him in the papers and chasing him for autographs. Such blandishments always mean more to those who were born poor.


He became famous too early. It meant he didn’t have to challenge himself often enough to stay at the top of the tree. When he did, he proved he could but the examples were rare. Elizabeth Taylor thought she was paying Burton a compliment when she referred to him as “the Frank Sinatra of Shakespeare” on the set of Cleopatra but such a description proved in many ways to be his downfall.2 He popularized the stage in a manner that lowered its status and situated him between two stools. He gravitated between stage and screen for the seminal years of his career, acting in plays between films almost out of a sense of conscience. Like the proverbial murderer he kept returning the scene of the crime, embracing celluloid for the wherewithal it provided to fund his lavish lifestyle and massage that gargantuan ego.


Taylor was to blame for some of this. When he latched himself onto her wagon he became seduced by the hysteria that surrounded their life wherever they went. This meant that buying her a big diamond came to mean as much to him as extending his range on screen. There were oases in the celluloid desert but he seemed to have a dutiful attitude to these rather than a compulsive one. It seemed to be almost with a sense of relief that he finished a “good” movie so that he could get back to his indulgences in wine, women and song. And of course books.


Burton claimed to detest all the razzamatazz. “I need only my secretary and my driver,” he claimed. Taylor, on the contrary, “needs someone to blow her nose.” The latter part of his statement might be true but as the years went on, Burton grew more dependent on the trappings of success.


Sooner or later, he once observed, a public figure became either a bore or a joke.3 Often he felt like both.


His films with Taylor generally drew bad reviews and big crowds. The latter made them tenable, silencing the critics and leading to bigger and bigger salaries. The poor material and mediocre performances didn’t seem to matter to their pulling power. A Burton/Taylor film, like an Elvis Presley film in the same decade, was like a license to print money regardless of whether it was any good or not.


Taylor made some interesting movies with Burton during their marriage but also many substandard ones. She admitted rejecting superior scripts so that she could act either alongside or near him.4 “For some reason,” Burton droned once, “the world has always been amused by us two maniacs.”5


Arguments will continue to rage about whether the couple were better on screen together than they were apart, or worse. Peter Ustinov once said that love scenes between people “who presumably have them anyway in the privacy of their homes are inevitably somewhat flat on the screen. If they happen to be passing through a momentary crisis [in their lives], such scenes are worse than flat.”6


Burton felt a compulsion to follow one movie with another. Michael Caine had a similar compulsion.7 Perhaps it resulted from a fear of returning to the poverty from which they’d sprung.


The reason he made so many films back to back, he said, was because he couldn’t bear not to have somewhere to go in the mornings.8 It was as if acting was like an office job. Often his performances betrayed that workmanlike approach.


He had huge belief in his talent. During a joint interview with Taylor once, she commended him for being “one of the world’s greatest actors.” “One of them?” he queried testily.


We can divide Burton’s career into two phases, BC (Before Cleopatra) and AD (After Divorce His, Divorce Hers). In other words, the Taylor years. Did their marriage(s) help or hinder his career? They certainly helped it in terms of fame and fortune but in many ways their pairing, a few notable ones apart, allowed them to slip into habits on screen that mirrored their private lives so much they eventually seemed to morph into them. That was especially in the case with Divorce His, Divorce Hers, a TV movie that, once again utilized their headline grabbing power to publicize a third rate work. 


He never knew how to find the balance between the closely-knit world he came from and the dollar-based one he was going to. Eventually he traded one for the other. Once he stepped into the river of fame there was no going back. He made tentative steps towards doing so but like many poor people achieving sudden wealth, he became ostentatious with it.


Elizabeth Taylor dominated him in a similar manner to the way he dominated his first wife, Sybil. He seemed to be turned on by that. As he gravitated between them he became confused about where his place lay in the world of films and the world in general. Swapping one for the other left him prey to the compromises Taylor herself had made when her career started to falter and she became a victim of her “southern belle” mannerisms and stereotyped roles. Together they reached unprecedented heights and then unprecedented lows.


Eventually they blew one another out, marrying, divorcing and then re-marrying and re-divorcing. Burton appeared to be the stronger one when they divorced for the second time. He had a happy third marriage but then the drink caught up with him. Taylor married other men after Burton in the same way she’d married other men before him and also became involved in causes like AIDS.


Taylor showed her interest in “Welshifying” herself not only in becoming close to members of Burton’s family but also by immersing herself in his theatrical life, as when she took a non-speaking part as Helen of Troy in the Oxford University production of Dr Faustus in 1966. She accompanied him on many other stage ventures over the years, realizing how important a part of his career this was. As a corollary to this, she “educated” him on the language of cinema, where minimalism was often called for over and above his mellifluous diction.


Burton’s comment to Laurence Olivier that he wanted to be both a household name and a great actor captured the contradiction at his core. An intellectual snob who often appeared in drivel, a bibliophile who was also a vulgarian, a thespian who spent as much time crunching figures with accountants as learning soliloquies for Elizabethan dramas, he was, as one writer surmised, “the grit in his own oyster”.9 When he answered Olivier’s question as he did he was at least being honest. Honesty was always one of his best qualities. Whatever he did, he owned up to it. Which is probably the main reason so many people liked, and loved, the velvet-voiced hedonist.


At the end of the day, as one writer put it, Burton’s best movies were outnumbered by those that financed his jet-setting lifestyle.10 To that extent he squandered his talent; first by deserting the stage and then by compromising it with a series of potboiler movies that garnered as many column inches for the circumstances surrounding them as anything that appeared on the screen. He seemed content to go along with this, either because he couldn’t stay off the drink for enough periods or because he enjoyed being famous for being famous more than the challenge of pushing the envelope.


Mike Nichols put it succinctly: “Once he took the leap into movie magazine immortality, with Elizabeth, he left behind any core of being.”11 The Daily Telegraph wrote, “He threw away greatness like an old sock.”




Beginnings


Burton was born Richard Jenkins in the village of Pontrhydyfen, South Wales. Nicknamed Rich in youth, he was the son of a miner and the twelfth of thirteen children. His mother, Edith, was born in Swansea. She moved to Wales when she was a teenager, working as a barmaid in a pub in Cwmavan, near Pontrhydyfen, where the Jenkins family lived. Rich’s father Dic, also known as Daddy Ni, met her there. He fell for her beauty and she for his personality. There wasn’t much else to fall for. He was hardly handsome, and only 5 foot 3 inches in height. 


They were married on Christmas Eve, 1900. Dic was 24 and Edith only 17. Thomas, their first child, was born within a year. Cecilia, nicknamed Cis, followed in 1905. After that there was Ifor, William, David, Verdun, Hilda, Catherine and Edith. Rich was born in 1925. They had their last child, Graham, in 1927. 


Edith died shortly after the delivery. She was just 44. By now she’d also given birth to two children who died in infancy so within 27 years she’d been pregnant 15 times. She died of septicemia, an infection many women contracted after giving birth. It’s treatable by antibiotics now but it wasn’t then. 


It was always going to be difficult to make ends meet in a family this large. Circumstances were made even more difficult by the fact that Dic was such a heavy drinker. Burton once said the family lived for eight months on the equivalent of a dollar.1 Dic’s wage packets, he claimed, were endlessly poured down his throat or peed up against the back walls of breweries. He was said to have never made it to a rugby match because there were too many public houses on the way. 


This was a time of hardship all over Wales. The houses were small and cramped. Ruins dotted the streets. People were content with little. Few complained about deprivation. Most people were poor so the Jenkins family didn’t stand out. Unemployment was rife.


There was a General Strike in the mining industry the year before Edith died. Dic had to go on the dole. At one stage he was reduced to selling dung to make some money. Edith took in washing to help out She also made sweets and even beer. One imagines that wouldn’t have lasted long with Dic around. 


“He had no regard for us,” Burton complained, “He was a 17 pints a day man, lost in his booze, his whippets, and the betting shop.”


Dic was a fantasist, like many alcoholics - including his son. For a time he believed that he could become rich by training a greyhound. He bought one but it died.


Drink was romanticized in the Jenkins household even when it resulted in tragedy. Rich’s wheelchair-bound grandfather had died after a drunken spree following a win on a horse in the Grand National. It ended when he rammed the wheelchair into a brick wall after careering down a hill. Burton trotted out the anecdote to all in sundry in future years, more in amusement than gloom.


Ifor was engaged to be married when Edith died. He postponed it to take command of the house. Graham went to live with him. He became a father figure to Rich. He looked up to him as a role model. Rich looked up to Cis too but she was married now and not living at home. It was thought that he needed a female influence but one wasn’t readily available. Hilda, the next girl in the family, was only nine.


He was dispatched to live with Cis in the nearby village of Taibach, near Port Talbot. She was twenty years older than him and married to a miner, Elfed James. They had two children, Marian and Rhiannon. 


Cis and Elfed spoke English. Up to now, Rich had only been speaking Welsh. He found English “insipid, flat and a bit sissy.” 


Cis became more of a mother to him than his actual one in time. “I never thought of her after she died,” he confessed. He went from “following her around like a puppy” as a toddler to “never mentioning her name again” after he went to Cis. It was how he would be with all the women in his life after he grew up. When they were there they were there and when they were gone they were gone. Sentiment rarely rated highly in his emotions.


The experience of being “boarded out” left him with a sense of orphanhood. Cis did her best to take away this feeling, bringing him to Pontrhydyfen at the weekends to re-connect with his siblings, but departing from them on the Sunday nights only intensified his loneliness.


He was a bright young lad. According to Hilda he recited verses from the Bible from the age of two. He grew into a handsome boy who was well-built and full of confidence. The only blemish on his appearance was his pock-marked face but even this gave him a curious form of attractiveness.


Films weren’t especially important in Wales. Rugby was. He was a decent player and would love to have been a better one. He also attended any matches he could, if they were within reach of “foot or bike or pocket money.” Ifor played for the neighboring town of Neath, which he saw as a form of treachery, but he admired his talent greatly. Rich once said his childhood was dominated by two things – getting to Oxford and playing rugby for Aberavon, his local club. On Saturdays if he hadn’t a game to attend or play in he went to “the pictures” in his local theatre for twopence, enjoying watching stars like Errol Flynn swashbuckling their way through actioners – at least if the projector didn’t break down.


Rich loved poetry from a young age, enjoying reciting it publicly in his distinctive voice. It was rough in these years. He shouted out lines at the mountains. 2 English was a second language to him at this time. If people made fun of his accent he hit them.


Shakespeare was his favorite writer. Reading The Bard took him away from the poverty-stricken world in which he lived, introducing him to the headier realms of life outside the valleys. His father and most of his brothers had known little but the pits. Rich soon became enamoured of kings and princes speaking eloquently of battles with grand emotions. 


He made his first stage appearance in a school production of George Bernard Shaw’s The Apple Cart. The director was his English teacher Philip Burton. Burton was someone who would figure hugely in his future. “Richard was in love with words,” he extolled, “even before he understood them.”


Elfed got into poor health when Rich was in his fifth year at school so he had to leave it. His first impulse was to go down the mines. It was the obvious choice for most young men at this time. He also considered a career in boxing. Elfed wasn’t in favor of either option. He got him a job selling men’s clothes in the Taibach Central Stores. Rich found it terminally boring but it was good to have some money in his pocket. He was getting thirty shillings a week. Elfed wasn’t able to give him anything because of his illness. He also had to think about his responsibilities to Marian and Rhianon. 


In the evenings Rich appeared in plays with a drama group at the Taibach Youth Center. One of them was called The Bishop’s Candlesticks. He won a prize for it at the local eisteddfod. It was directed by a man called Meredith Jones. Jones saw Rich’s potential just as Philip Burton did. He told him he should leave the Co-op and try and get back into school, pulling some strings for this to happen. 


Rich appeared in a number of other plays during his school years, including playing Henry Higgins in another Shaw play, Pygmalion. His stage presence and enunciation enthralled Burton. He molded him in the same way Higgins molded Eliza Doolittle in the play.


Rich overacted demonstrably in a school production of a play called Gallows Glorious one night. Burton was in the wings watching him. He reprimanded him for it. The next night he did the same again. “Once I’m on stage,” he reasoned, “there’s nothing anyone can do.” It was one of the few times the two of them argued. Rich admitted, “I’m the kind of man who wants to rush into every scene and chew the scenery.”


When Burton spotted a newspaper request one day from the actor-cum-producer Emlyn Williams seeking somebody to appear in a play called Druid’s Rest he recommended Rich, telling Williams he thought he had a lot of talent.


The auditions were held in a hotel in Cardiff. Rich did well at his one. Williams was impressed by him. He thought his pock-marked skin might come against him but he liked other things about him - his sculpted features, his cheekbones, his “wide blue eyes which sparkled with charm.” He was amused at the idea of him playing the part of the mellifluous Higgins in the play considering the fact that his accent at the time was “as thick as mist over Snowdon” but he still gave him the part.3 Williams described him as “a leaf waiting for life to write on it.” Rich became friends with him, spending weekends with him and his wife Milly at their London apartment. In time he would become like a second Philip Burton for him. His son Brook admired him too. In the years ahead he would become a close friend. 


Cis and Elfed were having trouble feeding and clothing him at this time. World War II was raging and rations were tight. It was difficult on them. Elfed resented the presence of Rich in his house, draining their limited financial resources. He was once so strapped for cash he found himself collecting newspapers, selling them for a few pence to chip shops so they could be used to wrap the food in.4


Elfed gave Rich a weekly allowance when he was well enough to go back to work. This he mostly spent on “wine, women and song.” It galled Elfed to see his hard-earned money being frittered away like this. Cis was also giving him some more money on the side. 


Rich appeared in a BBC play called The Corn is Green in 1946. Philip Burton was a producer there now. When he turned eighteen, an offer was made to Cis by Burton that looked interesting: an officer post for Rich in the RAF. 


Burton explained to her that he would have to “adopt” Richard to secure this. She had no problem with that. It also involved studying at Exeter University and then hopefully Oxford. The best part was that the government was paying for it. Cis was delighted. Elfed was also relieved that Burton was about to take Rich off his hands. It meant he could go back to caring for his own children.


Burton didn’t want to be accused of “kidnapping” the young Richard but Elfed kept saying, “You take ‘im, Mr Burton, you take ‘im.” Cis told him that it would be the answer to her prayers if he did.


Rich was enthralled with the idea. He saw it as a gateway to a new life. To usher this in, he told Burton he wanted to take on his surname. He thought Richard Burton sounded much better than Richard Jenkins.


Adoption was common at this time in Wales for poor families. It was often performed by a headmaster to enable a pupil to get further academically.5


“He didn’t adopt me,” Rich said once. “I adopted him.” 6 In a way it was true. The world would have heard of Richard Burton no matter what name he had, even Richard Jenkins. Would it have heard of Philip Burton? Hardly.


Rich had Burton on a pedestal at this time. Apart from being a kindly avuncular figure, he admired his theatrical nous. “Before I play Shakespeare,” he said once, “I go through the text with him. I’m just a marionette.”7


Burton projected his thwarted ambitions to be an actor onto Rich. As he put it, “He worshipped Hamlet and glorious Henry and Prince Hal. If I couldn’t be any of them, he would.”


Burton was a bookworm, in contrast to the more earthy Dic. Dic could “pick you up with one hand by the seat of your pants.” Burton, on the contrary, was, as Rich put it, “a pedant, a scholar, meticulous in his speech, not given readily to passion. I’m frightened of him. He corrects my grammar.”


The situation with Burton meant Rich would be going to live with him. Some family members initially suspected he had ulterior motives in this arrangement beyond Rich’s academic betterment. Was it possible he was a pedophile? Such suspicions were allayed when they met him and found him to be the essence of propriety, but Burton was gay. He never “came out” in Wales. At the time it would have created a scandal. In later years, rumors persisted of him making sexual advances on Rich. None of these were ever corroborated. 


A different kind of problem emerged when Dic said he wanted £50 from Burton for his son. It was a small amount but he couldn’t give it to him for fear of being seen as engaging in human trafficking. Rich felt his father’s demand meant he’d betrayed him twice: “He let me go to Cis without a bloody murmur when I was two, and again when I was seventeen.”


A bigger problem for Burton was that he was a few months too young to adopt Rich. He was 20 days short of being 21 years older than him, the legal requirement. In the end the problem was solved by terminology. Burton became Rich’s legal guardian instead of his adoptive parent. 


Rich moved in with him to his digs at Connaught Street on March 1, 1943. Their landlady was Ma Smith, a widow with two daughters. Rich formed a bond with her that lasted right through his life. 


Philip now started to formalize his training of his protégé. The first thing he decided to do was anglicize his voice, taking the rough edges off it to make it sound more posh. He brought him outdoors to help his enunciation, teaching him how to project it by standing further and further away from him. 8


In no time at all, Rich was calling himself Richard Burton. A formal agreement was signed on December 17, 1943. At this time he was in Liverpool rehearsing The Druid’s Rest. Stanley Baker as his understudy. The two of them celebrated his new status with glasses of champagne.


Afterwards they departed for London. The play was to have its main run there. Rich was earning £10 a week. It was like a fortune to him - three times what his brothers earned for going down the mines.


He only had a minor role in The Druid’s Rest but he made the most of it over the play’s lengthy run of 182 stagings. Asked by his brother in one scene what interests he had, he replies, “Girls and the taste of a pint.” The line was appropriate for the man he would become - indeed was becoming already. Baker and he became friends during the run of the play and also developed an eye for pretty co-stars.


They went on tour together. Between acts in one production they leered out their dressing-room window at a group of chorus girls who were bathing topless on the roof adjoining the theatre, every now and then trying to hit their breasts with ammunition from peashooters.


He also appeared in Measure for Measure. During one of his speeches in this, his enthusiasm got the better of him. He was standing beside a wall at the time. “I decided to make the speech emotionally stronger,” he recalled, “by pushing the wall. But I didn’t know my own strength. As I stared up at the heavens, a deluge of masonry came down, hitting my eyes. I played the rest of the scene blinded.” The audience chortled, making him feel humiliated. “There was pain in my eyes for a week afterwards,” he said. The damage to his pride took longer to subside.


It was at this time that Rich had his first serious brush with alcohol. He claimed to have begun drinking heavily to take away “the empty dull deadness” he felt when he went offstage. This may have been part of it but he really started drinking long before he became an actor. His father was undoubtedly an influence. He could also have drunk to give him the courage to seduce women, his second main preoccupation at this time.


After his first sexual encounter, he told Baker, he fell asleep in front of a fire, becoming awakened sometime later by a smell of burning. “I thought I was in hell,” he chirped, “but it was just my socks smoking.”10 He later admitted he made the story up. Fabrication was something he was prone to right through his life.


He was now about to go to Oxford. Burton had booked him into an RAF program where volunteers could spend a term there before joining the military. After serving their time in the military they could then return to the campus if they wished.


He had to pinch himself to believe it was really about to happen. The idea of a miner’s son entering such a prestigious university was unprecedented. It had only been made possible by the intervention of his former headmaster.


Rich treated Oxford as an acting academy rather than a place of learning. It was also somewhere he could continue lowering beers with equanimity. On a visit home to Pontrhydyfen once, his aunt asked him what he was learning there. He replied, “Who can drink the most beer.”11


It wasn’t the full truth because acting also consumed him. Shakespeare was still his favorite author. His delivery of “the Bard’s” lines called up echoes of Olivier to many people. He wasn’t awed by the comparison. “One of these days I’ll take on Larry,” he promised.


He started work in the RAF in 1945. He didn’t see any action, being assigned to a hospital in Wiltshire. The work was mainly clerical. He found it unbearably tedious. He started making some radio broadcasts at this time as well. A colleague at the hospital remembered him as being something of an exhibitionist: “He walked with a springy step that was self-conscious,” he asserted, “as if he were appearing before an imaginary audience.”12 Maybe he was already carving out his theatrical career in his head.


Rich became independent of Burton when he reached 21 in 1946. At this time he was considering becoming a writer instead of an actor. It was an ambition he nurtured on and off right through his life. He wrote a few plays which he sent to the BBC but they were turned down. 


He moved into digs with Baker at this time, spending whatever money he had chasing girls with him. In 1947 he did a radio play, In Parenthesis, with Dylan Thomas and Philip Burton. A woman called Daphne Rye later secured him parts in two plays, Castle Anna and Dark Summer. He didn’t have his heart in either of them. Quite simply, they didn’t pay enough. Even this early, money was more a concern for him than artistic fulfilment.


In 1949 he did a radio version of Henry V. Meredith Jones wasn’t very impressed with him in it, telling him he sounded like “a weak, pale, piping, pusillanimous imitation of Olivier.”13 Rich wasn’t fazed; his breezy self-confidence over-rode such jibes.


Later that year he was fired from Adventure Story, a play that concerned the exploits of Alexander the Great. It was directed by Peter Glenville. He claimed Rich was too small for the part. Some people suspected the real reason he got the chop was because he was upstaging Paul Scofield, its main star.14 Scofield was well-established as a stage actor at this point and Rich relished the challenge of going toe-to-toe with him, his enthusiasm occasionally getting the better of him which led to a charge of him overacting. Scofield would become a rival throughout Rich’s career, the power shift between them swaying first one way and then the other.


He was cast as Scofield’s older brother even though Scofield was three years older than him in real life. “Who on earth could do that?” he groused. “With a face like his, he looks 108 to start with.’’15 The joke was a poor attempt to hide his disappointment. Scofield-bashing became a familiar hobby in subsequent years, hinting at an insecurity he felt towards him.


The Last Days of Dolwyn, Emlyn Williams’ story of the flooding of a Welsh village to supply water to Liverpudlians, was Rich’s first movie. Williams also wrote it. He enjoyed directing him and predicted he would be a future star, crediting him with having “the face of a boxing poet.”16 


Rich tried everything in the part, even managing to sing a song – another passion of his – in one scene. During the shooting of it, Williams introduced him to a 19-year-old girl who had a small part in it. Her name was Sybil Williams (no relation to Emlyn). Rich soon started dating her. They had a lot in common. Like him, she was from South Wales and had been brought up by an older sister after her parents died. Before they knew where they were, they started talking about going up the aisle.


He didn’t really want to marry Sybil. Baker asked him why he was about to do so if that was the case. “Because she expects it,” he told him, adding, “Maybe it’ll save me.”   When Baker inquired, “From who?” he replied, “Myself.” 17 This was a very unusual comment to come out with at his age. It suggests he was already aware of a problem with his new life.
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With Sybil in the early days of their marriage


They were married in Kensington registry office on February 5, 1949. Sybil afterwards went back to her job as stage manager of the Prince of Wales Theatre. Rich’s afternoon was somewhat more raffish. He listened to a rugby match commentary on the radio and then went to bed with the maid of a casting director he knew. Having sex with a woman who wasn’t his wife on his wedding day was something only Richard Burton could have done.


They settled into a stable married life, or what passed for one, moving into a flat on the Fulham Road near where Emlyn lived with his wife Molly. Emlyn introduced him to many people at this time whom he thought could help him with his career. His landlady, the aforementioned Daphne Rye, was a big wheel in theatrical circles as well. Afterwards they bought a house in a fashionable part of Hampstead. It was bomb-damaged from the war. Sybil managed to procure a grant to have it repaired. Within a year they moved to another part of Hampstead. 


Rich was often on the road during that first year of their marriage. Sybil stayed put on the home turf. Their frequent separations suited him more than her.


This was a major year in his life and career. As well as the aforementioned productions, he played second lead to John Gielgud in The Lady’s Not for Burning in London.


Rich did an impersonation of Gielgud for the rest of the cast after auditioning for the role. They were amused by it. Then Gielgud appeared. He’d been a witness to it. “My dear boy,” he snapped, “generally speaking, good impersonators don’t make good actors.” Nevertheless he got the part.


He outshone Gielgud in many people’s view. Gielgud gave him a left-handed compliment when he told him he was “so talented, and so like dear Larry.” One admirer was the writer/producer/director Philip Dunne. On holiday in the city during the play’s run, he attended one of the showings. He credited Rich with having a “smouldering intensity” and recommended him to mogul Darryl F. Zanuck when he returned to Hollywood.18


Another person in the audience was Kenneth Tynan. He said Rich made “silence garrulous.” When he came on stage, Tynan rhapsodized, he brought “his own cathedral” with him.19 Richard Harris said of him, “If there were twelve elephants on stage and Richard was there too, you’d look at Rich.” 


Claire Bloom starred opposite him. She would become a frequent co-star in future years, and eventually a lover.


Rich arrived on the set one day and announced, “I was married yesterday.” Bloom felt “dreadful” without knowing why. She realized afterwards that it was because she was falling in love with him. They didn’t become intimate during the run of the play but they had a stage kiss which she looked forward to every night.


Though Rich was drinking heavily at this stage, he wasn’t yet showing its effects. His fine frame soaked it up, enabling him to drink most of his friends under the table with what he called “boilermakers,” i.e. glasses of beer interspersed with whisky. He entertained everyone with his stories and recitations as he imbibed, including Bloom. She marveled at his memory during the longer ones.
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Portrait from early on in his career


In the mid-1950s Sybil went on tour with a play. Baker moved into the Hampstead house with Rich to keep him company. By now he’d met a girl called Ellen. He started going steady with her. She was warned off him by a friend of hers who told her Baker was a ladies’ man. He had a “Baker’s Dozen” of girlfriends, the friend alleged, with herself being the thirteenth. She refused to believe this and continued to see him. After a while she joined both he and Rich in the house.


Rich had a steady stream of girls coming and going in Sybil’s absence. He often asked Ellen to stay out with Baker until he’d completed his “business” with them. She was shocked at this but could hardly complain as she was living rent-free there at the time. 


She once colluded in the deception when a lover of his leaked dye from her hair onto one of his sheets and he couldn’t get it out. Sybil was due back so he panicked. Ellen arranged to meet the girl to ask her what kind of dye it was so she could find the best way to get it off the sheets. Rich was too embarrassed to meet her to make the inquiry as she hadn’t known he was married. Few of his lovers did. Others didn’t seem to care one way or the other. He was “hot.”


Despite the number of women he bedded, he denied being the type of man who used them solely for this purpose. He insisted he always liked to get to know the women he had sex with as people. Whenever he was with one, he claimed, he had to adore her. That was what a true Lothario was, an adorer. He saw Casanova in the same light. Lovers loved, he believed. That was what made them different from bed-hoppers in his view.


His tally of mistresses was legendary. Ellen was at a party once where no less than three women burst into tears when they saw him. He’d had affairs with all three. One didn’t need too much of an imagination to deduce that such trysts ended suddenly, or at least one-sidedly. 


His relationship with Sybil was very much a secondary concern for him almost as soon as he took her to the altar. His obsessions now were sex, drink and his muse. Domesticity came in a very poor fourth.


He drank himself senseless after some of his performances. One night he was so drunk he got into bed with Sybil with a lighted cigarette in his hand and fell asleep. The bedclothes started to smolder a few minutes later. She jumped out of the bed and with difficulty managed to wake him. It was the shape of things to come. She was already becoming his nursemaid.


Rich preferred her in this guise than as a fellow performer on stage. She was an adept actress but not one he took especially seriously. The idea of her outdoing him in a role would have been anathema to him. When she got a better review than him for a performance once he said to her, “Dear, the time has come for you to pack it in.” 20 


That more or less came to pass. She gave up her career to be his secretary. This wasn’t so much a sacrifice for her as a labor of love. She’d always been traditional. In a pre-feminist age it wasn’t even regarded as unusual. But it set the tone for their marriage.


He acted as the hunter, with all the extra-curricular advantages that entailed, while she became a nester, facilitating his demands like a subservient wife from a previous era. She saw her place as being in the home - and the office - rather than vying with him on stage. If he came home from the pub at the dead of night with five friends who were as drunk as himself, she often found herself cooking five sets of scrambled eggs for them.21


His career took off in earnest in 1950. The new decade ushered in one of his most prolific periods. There were films - Waterfront, The Woman with No Name - as well as plays - A Phoenix Too Frequent, The Boy with a Cart. 


The following year he headed for Stratford-on-Avon to do a series of Shakespeare. Anthony Quayle directed him as Prince Hal in Henry IV Part 1. It was the beginning of another obsession.


Humphrey Bogart and his wife Lauren Bacall turned up to see this. Both of them were enthralled by his performance, by his ability to command the stage even when he wasn’t speaking, but Bacall wasn’t too impressed at his unapologetic flirting with her afterwards. The fact that Bogart and Sybil were nearby didn’t bother him in the least.


Kenneth Tynan was again in the audience that night. He commended Rich for the great concentration he showed playing the role, the range of expressions that ran across his face as he spoke his lines. Quayle was amused at the latter observation. “Actually what he was thinking about was how soon he could get another pint of beer,” he chuckled, “or who he was going to sleep with next.” He knew him too well for his own good.


Rich’s dalliances eventually started to reach the media. They were so frequent, how could they not? One article accused him of breaking up “nine happy homes.” He claimed he hadn’t even met many of the women in question. Sybil wallpapered the toilet with the piece. It was like: He’s a genius. Why worry about anything else?


It wasn’t roses all the way. He received a few negative reviews for his performance as Prince Hal. He complained to Laurence Olivier, “They said I couldn’t walk, couldn’t talk, couldn’t do anything.” Olivier advised, “Don’t worry about it. The main thing is that they took a long time saying it.” This was music to Rich’s ears. Olivier was in effect telling him there was no such thing as bad publicity - as long as they spelled your name right.


His feelings of disappointment at receiving poor notices for his performance were mitigated by, of all people, John Gielgud’s mother. She met him for tea one day and presented him with a plethora of disparaging reviews that had been written about her son at the beginning of his career. “You’re in good company,” she consoled.


A then unknown Vanessa Redgrave was another person who was fascinated by him at this time. In her autobiography she wrote, “He was the only actor I have ever seen whose voice and eyes literally compelled you to listen and observe his every move. His eyes were fascinating. When he turned his deep, steady gaze upon the audience, they seemed to search you out. Even in the furthest row of the stalls or the back row of the circle you felt close to him.”22
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With Sybil


His consumption of alcohol continued unabated. It gave him courage to do things he mightn’t otherwise have. At this time, as one writer pointed out, excessive drinking wasn’t thought of as a disease, “just an expedient way to get through a difficult day.” Rich indulged as his father did, without a thought to the morrow. Crippling hangovers were a long way away yet.


Sometimes, though, his drinking spilled over onto his acting – even literally so. One night during a production of Henry IV he became short-taken. A break was imminent but he preferred the option of relieving himself inside his armor. Removing his chain mail, he claimed, would have taken him the best part of an hour.
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Before fame hit


After his run ended at Stratford-on-Avon, the film world came calling. He appeared in Waterfront in 1950, starring as Robert Newton’s son-in-law. Newton was an even bigger drinker than he was, which was saying something. At one stage Burton found himself advising him to drink less, something he’d never done to anyone before. Afterwards he made two more films in quick succession, playing a Norwegian pilot in The Woman with No Name and a smuggler in Green Grow the Rushes.


He was now signed by the magnate Alexander Korda to a five-year contract starting at £100 a week. It was a curious arrangement as Korda never employed him directly, preferring to act as an agent for loan-outs for him to other studios. It was hardly an unprecedented practice in Hollywood. David O. Selznick was particularly noted for making buckets of money this way. Korda often made as much as Rich from such transactions. 


He loaned him out to Twentieth Century-Fox for his next movie, My Cousin Rachel. When he arrived in Hollywood, the first question he asked Darryl F. Zanuck was, “How do you get a dame in New York?” The question wasn’t surprising considering his track record. (Referring to women as “dames” was. They were hardly called that in Wales.) Zanuck found him “amiable but rather scruffy.”23


Burton wasn’t long in Hollywood when Errol Flynn brought him to a brothel. He went reluctantly, informing Flynn it wasn’t his style to pay for sex. When Flynn insisted, telling him the women there would do things for him he could never have dreamed about in Wales he went along with him. Once inside the brothel with a prostitute, however, he found himself reciting poetry to her instead of trying to take her clothes off. No doubt this was a first for her. She thought he was some kind of pervert.


Burton was later arrested by an Irish policeman for being in the brothel. He thought he was English and relished the opportunity to inflict punishment on “the old enemy” as Britain was often referred to by Irish people who’d been colonized by it for 700 years. Rich told the policeman that, like the Irish, he was a Celt and that the two countries had a common enemy in the British. The policeman didn’t know what a Celt was. He gave Burton a hard time, threatening to lock him up. Burton worried that the incident could affect his career. In the end it took Darryl F. Zanuck to spring him - after offering “freebies” to the other policeman at the brothel. That, apparently, was the way things were hushed up in Hollywood at the time.24


He attended his first celebrity party shortly before he began shooting My Cousin Rachel. Judy Garland was there. So was James Mason and many others, including someone he didn’t recognize, an older woman who was sitting apart from the other guests. He began talking to her and exchanging stories with her. He was surprised to hear that she enjoyed off-color ones. At a certain point of their conversation he realized she was none other than Greta Garbo.


He asked her if she’d mind if he kissed her knee. Considering his reputation with women, it was a rather chaste request. She said, “Certainly.” He was delighted. “It was an experience I’ll never forget,” he trilled.


He couldn’t believe the money he was being offered for My Cousin Rachel. It was a film based on a Daphne du Maurier novel. So awestruck was he by the contract that had been drawn up for him after all the years playing in little-known venues, he carried it around in his pocket to show everyone he knew.25


Hollywood was a haven to him, an unbelievable contrast from the conditions of home. He was relieved, he said, to be escaping the smell of poverty that was in his nostrils from childhood.


The film was originally intended to be directed by George Cukor. Cukor was unhappy with Nunnally Johnson’s script and walked off the set, being replaced by the much lower-rated Henry Koster. Fox had paid $80,000 for the rights to the novel a few years before. 
Du Maurier was in high demand after the success of Rebecca.


My Cousin Rachel, unfortunately, was no Rebecca, and neither was the genre to many people’s taste. In the few short years since Rebecca was made, the public’s appetite for period pieces had abated. A mystery lay at the core of the plot, as in Rebecca, but here the intrigue was somewhat less electric. Burton’s co-star was Olivia De Havilland. They made a good fist of it but it was always going to be a minor movie.


They didn’t get on. Imagining her to be smug in her ways, he tried his best to shock her whenever he could. De Havilland, for her part, was aware of his infidelities to Sybil. She enjoyed the way her character got to trouble Burton’s one in the film. 


She was by far a bigger star than him at this stage. If he thought he could pull any kind of rank on her by his cockiness he was much mistaken. Her name was much bigger on the posters, and in people’s minds.


He didn’t try to seduce her. At 36 she was much older than his usual conquests and also too snobbish for his liking. She wasn’t impressed with some of his laddish ways. Neither was the atmosphere between them helped by the fact that, not too long before, she’d refused to play Juliet to his Romeo. She’d wanted Gregory Peck to play opposite her in the film. Knowing that gave Burton “a little murder’’ in his heart for her.
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