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For Max, who opened my eyes











The creative adult is the child who survived.


—provenance unknown


his mother called him “WILD THING!”


and Max said “I’LL EAT YOU UP!”


so he was sent to bed without eating anything.


That very night in Max’s room a forest grew


and grew—


and grew until his ceiling hung with vines


and the walls became the world all around.


—Maurice Sendak,


Where the Wild Things Are
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PROLOGUE


It is the late summer of 1977, and no one in the Great American Music Hall feels like laughing anymore. For hours now, this old, ornate San Francisco theater, which even its admirers have been known to compare to a Barbary Coast whorehouse, has been filling with cigarette smoke. The fetid air has been baking under the lights supplied by a camera crew. The crowd, some six hundred locals dressed in leisure suits and floral prints, are gathered around oak tables, at balconies, and beneath electric chandeliers. They have been sitting here all evening, lured by the promise of free entertainment and the spectacle of a television taping. These are culturally adventurous people in a freethinking city that has lately exploded with comic talent; they’ve seen and heard a lot of stand-up already, over the years and on this particular bill, packed with performers whom some of them recognize from the nearby clubs. But the electricity at the top of the show has dissipated as the sweltering night has dragged on. No one has been permitted to leave their seats, not even to go to the bathroom; the atmosphere has gone from stuffy to insufferable in this vast and windowless auditorium. It’s hard to imagine a room less receptive to another stand-up comedy act.


Onto the stage strides a handsome, compact man of twenty-six, unfazed by either the steamy temperature or the irritable audience. Dressed in a brown suit, he is a bizarre sight against the gold velvet curtain of the music hall; a battered white T-shirt is visible beneath his suit jacket, its collar barely holding back a generous tuft of chest hair similar to the shaggy patches spreading up his arms and over his hands. He wears an uncomfortable-looking Russian fur hat on his head, and he is dabbed with sweat as a wide, earnest smile unfurls across his face. To anyone watching, he might as well be Russian, a suspicion seemingly confirmed when he speaks for the first time, over the diminishing applause, and says to the audience in a heavy accent, “Thank you for the clap, thank you very much.” A roar of laughter erupts from the still-puzzled crowd. The comedian’s act has not even started, and he already has them in his hands.


Over the span of his set, this young man, Robin Williams, will transform himself into any number of characters: in one moment, he is a fidgety, eager-to-please Soviet stand-up comic; the next, a stoned-out Superman, flying backward and upside-down while under the influence of drugs; in still another, the contorted Quasimodo, as portrayed by Charles Laughton in The Hunchback of Notre Dame. He pauses briefly to talk in his natural speaking voice—its cadence so oddly formal that it sounds like he is playing another role—so he can introduce a mid-act commercial in which he is Jacques Cousteau. Peeling off his coat to expose a pair of well-worn rainbow suspenders, Robin is soaked in his own perspiration by the end of his four-minute presentation. Like the needy alter ego he adopted at the start of the routine, he just wants this audience to like him so badly, and he will assume as many identities as it takes until he has achieved this goal. It is a mission he has certainly accomplished by the end of his act, when every member of that exhausted audience is standing on his or her feet, clapping, whistling, and cheering for more. Many of them ask themselves the same question that millions of TV viewers will wonder when this strange, silly, sweaty man’s performance is broadcast a few weeks later: Who was he?


No one knows quite how to describe what they have just seen, and the precise words will elude them for months to come. Sure, it was a comedy routine, but the performer didn’t tell identifiable jokes with setups and punch lines. He wasn’t a monologist or a put-down man, an impressionist or a close observer of quotidian detail. He was more like an illusionist, and his magic trick was making you see what he wanted you to see—the act and not the artist delivering it. Behind all the artifice, all the accents and characters, all the blurs of motion and flashes of energy, there was just a lone man facing the crowd, who decided which levers to pull and which buttons to press, which voices and facades to put on, how much to reveal and how much to keep hidden.


But who was he? Except for that one stray moment when he had spoken a few tentative words in his surprisingly stately voice and then metamorphosed into a French undersea explorer, Robin had never let the audience see his true self. Some part of him would be present in every role and stand-up set he would play over the next thirty-five years, but in their totality these things did not add up to him. The real Robin was a modest, almost inconspicuous man, who never fully believed he was worthy of the monumental fame, adulation, and accomplishments he would achieve. He shared the authentic person at his core with considerable reluctance, but he also felt obliged to give a sliver of himself to anyone he encountered even fleetingly. It wounded him deeply to think that he had denied a memorable Robin Williams experience to anyone who wanted it, yet the people who spent years by his side were left to feel that he had kept some fundamental part of himself concealed, even from them.


Everyone felt as if they knew him, even if they did not always admire the work he did. Millions of people loved him for his generosity of spirit, his quickness of mind, and the hopefulness he inspired. Some lost their affection for him in later years, as the quality of his work declined, even as they held out hope that he’d find the thing—the project, the character, the spark—that had made him great before, as great as he was when he first burst into the cultural consciousness. And when he was gone, we all wished we’d had him just a little bit longer.







   

PART ONE


COMET









   

1


PUNKY AND LORD POSH


The house, on the northeast corner of Opdyke Road and Woodward Avenue, was unlike any other. The giant old mansion, nearly seventy years old, stood lovely and lopsided in its asymmetrical design, with its roofs and lofts of varying heights and chimneys that reached into the sky. Here in Bloomfield Hills, a wealthy northern suburb of Detroit where top executives of the automobile industry spent their evenings and weekends in rustic comfort with their wives, children, and servants, the unusual dwelling was more home than a family needed. It sat on a country estate that spanned some thirty acres of former farmland, with a gatehouse, gardens, barns, and a spacious garage that could hold more than two dozen cars. It even had its own name, Stonycroft, a harsh and daunting moniker for a tranquil, out-of-the-way setting. There were few neighbors for miles around and no distractions to disturb its residents from their serenity, aside from the occasional slicing at golf balls that could be heard from a nearby country club. More often, the chilly residence echoed with its own emptiness while its current tenants left many of its forty rooms mostly unoccupied, unheated, and unused. But on its highest floor, spanning the vast width of the house, was an attic. And in the attic there was a boy.


The sprawling manor was one of several places where Robin Williams had lived before he became a teenager, just the latest stop in an itinerant childhood spent shuttled between Michigan and Illinois as his father worked his way up the corporate ladder at the Ford Motor Company, and there would be more destinations on this lifelong tour, each of which would be his home for a time, but never for good. He and his parents would leave Stonycroft after a few years, but in a sense Robin would never leave its attic. It was his exclusive domain, where he was left by himself for hours at a time. Given this freedom, he shared the space with fictional friends he created in his mind; he made it the staging ground for the massive battles he would wage with his collection of toy soldiers, a battalion that ran thousands of men deep and for each of whom he had created a unique personality and voice. He used it as his private rehearsal space, where he taught himself to masterfully mimic the routines of favorite stand-up comedians he had preserved by holding a tape recorder up to his television set.


The attic was the playground of his mind, where he could stretch his imagination to its maximum dimensions. It was his sanctuary from the world and his vantage point above it—a place where he could observe and absorb it all, at a height where nobody could touch him. It was also a terribly lonely refuge, and its sense of solitude followed him beyond its walls. He emerged from the room with a sense of himself that, to outsiders, could seem inscrutable and upside down. In a room full of strangers, it compelled him to keep everyone entertained and happy, and it left him feeling utterly deserted in the company of the people who loved him most.


These fundamental attributes had been handed down to Robin by his parents long before the Williams family arrived at Stonycroft. His father, Rob, was a fastidious, plainspoken, and practical Midwesterner, a war hero who believed in the value of a hard day’s work. His approval, awarded fitfully and begrudgingly, would elude Robin well into his adulthood. His mother, Laurie, was in many ways her husband’s opposite: she was a lighthearted, fanciful, and free-spirited Southerner, adoring of Robin and attentive to him. But with her frivolity came unpredictability, and her affirmation, which was just as vital to Robin, could prove just as hard to come by.


On some level, Robin understood that he was the perfect blend of his parents, two drastically different people who, after earlier missteps, had found their lifelong matches in each another. As he later acknowledged, “The craziness comes from my mother. The discipline comes from my dad.”


But in the melding of their traits, behaviors, quirks, and shortcomings, they laid the foundation for a son whose life was filled with paradoxes and incongruities. As an adult, Robin would describe himself as having been an overweight child, only to have Laurie knock down this disparaging self-analysis, sometimes straight to his face and with photographic evidence to the contrary. He grew up aware of the luxury he was raised in, and even made humorous grist of it—“Daddy, Daddy, come upstairs,” he would later joke, “Biffy and Muffy aren’t happy. We have only seven servants. All the other families have ten”—yet when pressed on the subject, he could not always bring himself to admit his family was wealthy. He would describe himself as an only child, yet he had two half brothers, both of whom he loved and received as full siblings. He would call himself isolated, even though he had friends at every school he attended and in every city where he was raised.


For all the loneliness he experienced as a child, and the unsettled emotions that came from a youth spent in a state of perpetual transition—in an eight-year span, he attended six different schools—Robin concluded that his upbringing had been blithely uncomplicated. “It’s the contradiction of what people say about comedy and pain,” he would say many years later. “My childhood was really nice.” As he had spent his whole life learning, he could define himself however he wanted, picking and choosing the pieces of his history that he found useful while discarding the rest. Not all contradictions had to be detrimental. Some of them could even be productive.


In a portrait photograph of Rob and Laurie Williams taken early in their relationship, the two make for a deeply contrasting pair: “Picture George Burns and Gracie Allen looking like Alastair Cooke and Audrey Hepburn and that’s what my parents are like,” Robin later said. His father’s facial features are handsome but sharp, severe, and angular; he is clean-shaven and his dark hair is close-cropped and precisely set in place. His mother’s face is round, warm, and inviting, and even in this black-and-white image, the soft sparkle of her blue eyes is unmistakable. Her dimpled smile reveals a gleaming top row of teeth; his pleasant expression is thin and tight-lipped, giving away nothing. They are clasping each other, his arm wrapped around hers just below the lower border of the image, and for all that sets them apart, there is also plainly love between them.


Robert Fitz-Gerrell Williams, who was known as Rob, came from a background of privilege and had been taught the repeated lesson that adversity could be overcome through labor and perseverance. He was born in 1906 into a well-to-do family in Evansville, Indiana, where his father, Robert Ross Williams, owned strip mines and lumber companies. The younger Rob had a covert streak of playfulness, and he sometimes teasingly told people that his mother was an Indian princess. While he studied at prep school, his father would go on what Laurie would later describe as “periodic toots,” taking a suite at the Blackstone Hotel in Chicago where he’d grab a chorus girl or two and “just whoop it up.” Sometimes it fell to Rob, when he was as young as twelve, to travel the three hundred miles north to Chicago with the family’s black servant, get his father sober, and bring him home. Rob later enrolled at Kenyon College in Ohio, but when a stock market crash in 1926 nearly wiped out the Williams family business, he had to quit school, come back to Evansville, and take a job as a junior engineer in the mines. A few years later, when Robert Ross became gravely ill, Rob unquestioningly offered his blood for transfusions, until his father finally pulled the needle out of his own arm and told his son, “I don’t want you to do this anymore—you’ve done enough.” Robert Ross died a short time later.


Rob and his first wife, Susan Todd Laurent, had a son in 1938; they named him Robert Todd Williams, and he would be known as Todd. But by 1941, Rob and Susan had separated, and Susan took Todd to live with her in Kentucky. Rob was working for Ford as a plant manager when the United States entered into World War II, and he enlisted in the navy, eventually becoming a lieutenant commander on the USS Ticonderoga, an aircraft carrier in the Pacific. On January 21, 1945, while at sea near the Philippines, the Ticonderoga came under attack from Japanese kamikaze pilots, one of whom crashed through the carrier’s flight deck and managed to detonate a bomb in its hangar, destroying several stowed planes. More than one hundred sailors were killed or injured in the attack, and Rob was wounded when he leapt in front of his captain to protect him from an explosion, taking shrapnel in his back, legs, and arm.


Rob could not be redeployed in combat because of his injuries, so he reluctantly took a government desk job in Washington. But he soon returned to work at Ford, gaining a management position and eventually ascending to national sales for the company’s Lincoln Mercury division in Chicago. It was there in 1949 that Rob met an effervescent young divorcée named Laurie McLaurin Janin on a blind double date at an upscale restaurant. Laurie arrived with Rob’s receptionist while Rob showed up with the man who was supposed to be Laurie’s date, but it was very quickly clear that Rob and Laurie had eyes for each other. Rob told his receptionist to take some wild duck from the restaurant’s freezer and go home, while Laurie similarly dispatched her intended suitor. “I figured, hey, let the fun begin,” she said.


Laurie was attracted to Rob physically, drawn in by his confidence and captivated by his intense, understated charisma. As she described him:




He could walk in a room, anywhere, and the minute he walked in, people were at attention. We could go to any restaurant, anywhere, the finest. The maître d’ would come and up and say, “Sir, do you have a reservation?”


He would say very politely, “No, I don’t.”


“Right this way.”




“He definitely had ‘IT,’” Laurie said of Rob. “With a capital I and a capital T.” He also had a darker side that was activated by alcohol. When the couple miscommunicated over a canceled date and Rob thought he had been stood up, he was devastated. He told Laurie, “I went out and got so drunk.” She responded, “What are you talking about? You had drinks every night.” Perhaps the biggest fight they had, Laurie said, occurred when they were drinking at a restaurant and Rob leaned across the table to tell her: “You know what? My imagination is better than yours.”


“Oh man,” Laurie recalled. “The stuff hit the fan.”


Laurie was born in 1922 in Jackson, Mississippi, and raised in New Orleans, where she was immersed in the city’s epicurean culture and the lively parties thrown by her parents. Her parents’ marriage was mildly scandalous in the largely Catholic Crescent City: her father, Robert Armistead Janin, was Catholic, but her mother, Laura McLaurin, was Protestant. The couple had separated by the time their daughter was five years old and divorced soon after, leaving Laurie to live with her even more ostracized mother.


The McLaurin family was descended from the MacLaren clan of Scotland, and Laurie’s great-grandfather Anselm Joseph McLaurin had served as a captain in the Confederate army during the Civil War and was later elected a US senator and governor of Mississippi. But Laurie was essentially cut off from this aristocratic heritage when her mother remarried in 1929; her new husband, Robert Forest Smith, adopted Laurie and nicknamed her “Punky,” to her dismay. “Doors that would have been open to Laurie McLaurin Janin were slammed shut to Punky Smith,” said Laurie, who would nevertheless take ownership of the nickname and ask friends to call her Punky in her adult years.


Looking back on her childhood, she would recognize a strain of alcoholism that ran through her family, which made her mother volatile and her own life unstable. “Growing up,” Laurie said, “I never knew when I woke up each day whether I was going to be Queen of the May or Little Orphan Annie.” Her natural father, too, had a drinking problem: “It made me realize that we cannot drink,” she said. “There were people in the family who rose to great heights and then BOOM! just like that, and it was from alcohol. If you can’t handle it, just stay away from it. . . . It’s poison for our family.”


When the Great Depression nearly wiped out Robert Smith, it led to more than a decade of wandering for Laurie’s family, a time they spent shifting back and forth between New Orleans and Crowley, Louisiana. At one point, her stepfather considered running an ice-cream business, and, “for the first time in my life,” she said, “we didn’t have a colored servant. I thought that was the end.” In her late teens, she moved to Pass Christian, Mississippi, then back again to New Orleans, and in 1941 Laurie took up residence in a boarding house there while her parents went on to Mobile, Alabama. For a time she performed as an actress in the French Quarter. At the start of World War II, she was working for the Weather Bureau in New Orleans when the Pentagon inquired if she spoke French. “Fluently,” she lied, and she was transferred to an office in Georgetown. There in Washington she met a young naval officer named William Musgrave, and the two were married shortly before he shipped out to the South Pacific.


Now known as Laurie McLaurin Musgrave, she spent part of the war living in San Francisco, taking lithography classes and crossing paths (by her account) with the likes of Frank Lloyd Wright and Henry Miller. When the war ended and William Musgrave returned home, the couple lived briefly in San Diego and then moved to Chicago, where he found work as an electrical engineer. In 1947, Laurie gave birth to their son, Laurin McLaurin Musgrave, who would later be known as McLaurin. In his infancy, he developed pneumonia, and Laurie was fearful of the effects that a worsening Chicago winter might have on the child. So she sent the baby McLaurin to live with her mother and stepfather in Mobile. Laurie and William separated and divorced soon after. She was on her own, but she was unbowed and excited for all that lay ahead of her. “I just married too young,” Laurie would later explain. “I just thought I wanted to go out and try my wings.”


Two years later, Laurie was working as a model for the Marshall Field’s department store when she met Rob Williams, who touched her nonconformist’s heart to such a degree that she bought him an engagement ring and proposed that they get married. On June 3, 1950, they were wed by a justice of the peace in Omaha, Nebraska, and they took their honeymoon at a fishing lodge in Hayward, Wisconsin. Afterward, Laurie told Rob, “That was the lousiest honeymoon I ever had.”


The newlyweds moved into an apartment on Chicago’s north side, and on July 21, 1951, Laurie delivered their son, Robin McLaurin Williams, at Wesley Memorial Hospital. Though Robin would later joke that his mother’s concept of natural childbirth was “giving birth without makeup,” Laurie recalled his arrival as an easy one, nearly occurring in the hospital’s lobby. While the medical staff there peppered her with questions and requests for personal information, Rob scolded them: “Get this woman to a room. She’s going to have the baby right here.” As Laurie told the story, “They finally got me up to the room, gave me a shot, and, when I woke up, they said, ‘You have a wonderful baby boy.’ That was it.”


Unlike the difficulty Laurie had experienced following the birth of her son McLaurin, she had no such trouble with Robin, who was joyous and healthy, and who was raised principally by a black nurse named Susie. (Decades later, Laurie would still unhesitatingly describe Susie as “colored.”) “She wouldn’t put up with anything—wouldn’t take it,” Robin later said of Susie. “If you try and go, ‘I won’t do that.’ ‘Mm-hmm, I think you will. I think you’ll get your sweet self UPSTAIRS!’ She was a very strong force.”


Shortly after Robin’s birth, the family moved from Chicago to a rented house in Lake Forest, a suburb about thirty miles north of the city, beginning a migratory pattern for the Williamses that would persist for many years. Rob, an astute negotiator, would usually find the family’s homes, while Laurie was responsible for decorating and entertaining; these were crucial skills while Rob worked for Ford, which still considered itself a family business whose executives expected to be invited to frequent dinner parties.


After spending her days shopping and attending society luncheons, Laurie approached these formal, sit-down dinners as exciting opportunities to exercise her creativity. They required the careful planning of menus and seating charts, and the hiring of large numbers of household staff, including a seamstress who would sew fresh napkins and tablecloths for each gathering. Laurie was immersed in these events while Rob was consumed by his work; the family almost never took vacations, and the only indulgences Rob permitted himself were an occasional round of golf or a fishing trip. It seemed not to leave them very much time for child rearing at all.


Still, Robin grew up enthralled with his parents, captivated by their moods and desirous of their attention. In many family photographs from this period, his gentleness and humility radiate right off the page; he was a small boy, often with a crew cut, a ruddy complexion, his father’s pointed facial features and his mother’s iridescent blue eyes. (Aptly, one of his childhood nicknames was “Leprechaun.”) If Laurie is in the picture with him, she is usually beaming at her baby boy, mirroring his ear-to-ear smile as they share an embrace or, in at least one such photo, she faces off against him in a mock-combative pose while Robin, in a martial arts outfit, appears ready to deliver a devastating finishing move.


Robin was deeply enamored of Laurie, with her picaresque tales from New Orleans and unsqueamish sense of humor, exemplified by a beloved sight gag for which she would cut apart a rubber band, wad it up inside her nose, pretend to sneeze, and let it dangle flagrantly from her nostril. She also delighted in telling her son of a book, supposedly written by an English princess of the nineteenth century, about the many parties she had organized, titled Balls I Have Held. And she shared with Robin her affinity for strange poems that did not quite rhyme and which were not quite jokes, but which dared him to figure out the mystery of why they were funny. As one ran:




Spider crawling on the wall,


Ain’t you got no sense at all?


Don’t you know that wall’s been plastered?


Get off the wall, you little spider.




Another one went:




I love you in blue,


I love you in red,


But most of all,


I love you in blue.




Wherever their power came from, Robin understood that these verses could make his mother laugh, and he became determined to do the same. “At that point, I went, okay,” he said. “And then I tried to find things to make her laugh, doing voices or anything that would get a response out of her.”


“What drives you to perform is the need for that primal connection,” he later explained. “My mother was funny with me, and I started to be charming and funny for her, and I learned that by being entertaining, you make a connection with another person.”


But where Robin saw Laurie as a convivial and essentially optimistic figure—“my mother has never met a stranger,” he would later say—Rob was enigmatic and impenetrable. He regarded his father as ethical but stern, and the nicknames he had for Rob, like “Lord Stokesbury, Viceroy to India,” “Lord Posh,” or simply “the Pasha,” reflected his respect for his father and the authority he wielded, his aura of infallibility and the distance between them. Needless to say, Robin did not call his father these names to his face.


In one emblematic story from his upbringing, Robin recalled returning home from school with an envelope that he presented to his father. “What’s that, my boy?” Rob asked.


“My report card, sir,” Robin answered.


Rob opened the envelope and ran his eyes down a list of As, smiling as he reviewed the grades. “Well done, son,” he said. “Now let’s get ready for dinner.” Robin was eight years old.


As Todd, Rob’s older son, later described his father, Rob’s reticence obscured an ability to quietly scan a room, observe the people around him, and retain everything he heard them say. “It all went in and stayed there,” Todd said. “He never forgot anything anybody told him, unless, selectively, he did so.” Todd knew of one other person who shared this apparent modesty and also possessed this faculty: his half brother Robin. He “can be in a room full of people where there are ten conversations going on,” Todd said. “He will be talking to you and focused on you, but everything around him goes into that file.” It was a trait that Todd said Robin took with him into adulthood: “He’s very shy, very quiet. A lot of folks can’t believe that, but you have to recharge those batteries or you’re going to wind up in the loony bin.”


At a very early age, Robin noticed that alcohol could get his father to lower his protective shell. After “a couple of cocktails,” he later said of Rob, “he got very happy. He would just get very much, ‘What do you want, a car?’ I’m five.”


There was at least one other activity that could pierce Rob’s defenses and reach him at his soul, and one that he allowed Robin to share in. On those late weekday nights when Rob was looking for a way to unwind, he turned on Jack Paar’s Tonight Show. And when the droll, sophisticated host was joined by Jonathan Winters, the chubby-cheeked, rubber-faced deadpan comedian, Robin was allowed to stay up past his bedtime, join his father in the consoling glow of their black-and-white TV set, and watch Winters’s latest unpredictable routine.


In the first such appearance that Robin could remember, Winters came strolling onto Paar’s stage dressed in a pith helmet and declared himself a great white hunter. “I hunt mostly squirrels,” he said.


“How do you do that?” Paar asked.


Winters replied, “I aim for their little nuts.”


In a rare moment of father-and-son synchronicity, Rob and Robin burst out laughing. The effect on the child was galvanic: “My dad was a sweet man, but not an easy laugh,” Robin explained. “Seeing my father laugh like that made me think, ‘Who is this guy and what’s he on?’”


Robin said he was also watching Paar some months later when Winters gave his legendary performance in which the host offered him a stick (after slapping him on his shin with it) and Winters proceeded to fill the next four minutes relying solely on his improvisational instincts, metamorphosing from a fly fisherman to a circus animal trainer to an Austrian violinist; the stick became an oar in the grip of a chanting native canoeist, a spear in the chest of an unfortunate United Nations parliamentarian, and a golf club in the hands of Bing Crosby, whose trademark croon the showboating Winters could reproduce flawlessly.


Other TV comedians thrilled Robin, like Danny Kaye, the maestro of seemingly a million nonsense songs and a million more invented foreign accents. But no one lit him up quite like Winters, who concealed an impish sensibility in a seemingly button-down package. Winters did not apologize for his squareness, and instead made it a part of his stage persona. (“I like to fish, that’s one of my hobbies,” he joked. “The rest of them I can’t discuss.”) Also, like Rob, he had served in the Pacific during World War II. When Winters, a US Marine, returned from combat, he discovered his mother had given away his prized collection of toy trucks. “I didn’t think you were coming back,” she told him.


Unlike most stand-up comics, who wanted to stand out for having a particular persona, routine, or shtick, Winters was the rare performer who didn’t play by those rules. In Robin’s eyes, he was a master comedian who could make any stage his canvas, needing nothing more than a microphone and his boundless ingenuity. “He was performing comedic alchemy,” Robin said later. “The world was his laboratory.”


Before Bloomfield Hills and Stonycroft, the Williams family lived on Washington Road in Lake Forest, not far from Lake Michigan, in “a big house, in a neighborhood of fairly big houses,” said Jeff Hodgen, one of Robin’s school friends. “The house was set back, off a shared driveway from another road, so it was almost mysterious. You would walk through the trees and get to his house and go, ‘Wow—you live here?’”


Robin had the usual penchants for mischief. He became known around the neighborhood for possessing an enviable collection of toy soldiers—not the cheap plastic type, but the costlier kind made from metal—and for delighting in their destruction. “We’d go up on the garage roof with a book of matches and hold these soldiers over a match, and the lead would melt and drop off,” said Jon Welsh, a classmate. “I am amazed that neither one of us fell off the garage roof and broke an arm or a leg, or set the garage on fire.”


Other real-life implements of combat, like a silk parachute that his father had brought home as a war souvenir, became toys in Robin’s hands. “We’d take it out on the lawn and tunnel under it,” Welsh said. “And being silk, it would collapse around you. We would get in at opposite sides of the parachute and try to find each other, play games of tag or hide-and-seek. You couldn’t see underneath it, so you would be completely isolated. Anybody with claustrophobia would just freak out.”


In the presence of his parents, however, Robin suppressed his rebelliousness. “He always had an almost artificial, squared-up, shoulders-back thing” when Rob and Laurie were in the house, Welsh said. “It was ‘Yes, sir,’ and ‘Yes, ma’am.’ They weren’t martinets, as far as I saw. They were always very pleasant and social. But their rules in the house were, you call us sir and ma’am. And he was like, ‘Yes, sir,’ and ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Straight spine and shoulders back, son.”


Around the age of ten, Robin was introduced to his half brothers. Both had very different upbringings from his, and though their lives would intersect only intermittently, they would have a profound impact on Robin’s understanding of what constitutes a family. Todd, who was Rob’s older son, was now twenty-three years old and living in the Chicago area. He had grown up with his mother in Versailles, Kentucky, then ran away from home at the age of fifteen, making his way through Florida and working as a busboy in Naples. (“I was a dumb kid,” he later explained.) Todd’s rowdy streak did not dissipate after he returned to Versailles to finish high school, so he moved to Chicago to be nearer to his father and attend college at Lake Forest. It did not stick. “I played too much,” Todd said. “So much for higher education.”


Todd may have had a strained relationship with Rob, but he enjoyed an unexpected kinship with Laurie, his father’s new wife. “I was determined not to like her out of loyalty to my mom,” Todd said. “Laurie had married my dad and who did she think she was? But in a short period of time we became pretty good buddies.” When Todd misbehaved—which was often—Laurie looked after him. “I’d do something bad, Pop would be mad, and she would always manage to get in the middle and keep me out of too much trouble,” Todd said.


Todd believed he was held up to Robin as a living illustration of how he should not want to grow up. “He was reserved,” Todd said. “I was the other way and just full of hell. My father raised Robin saying, ‘Don’t do that. Your brother did that. See what happened to him?’”


But Todd became for Robin a model older sibling that he’d lacked until now, a rowdy harbinger of what adulthood might look like, as well as an occasional tormentor. As Robin recalled, “Todd always extorted all my money. He’d come into my room and say he needed some beer money, and I’d say, ‘Oh, gosh, yes, take it all.’ My mother would get furious, because Todd would get into my piggy bank and walk out with $40 worth of pennies.”


Meanwhile, McLaurin, who was Laurie’s older son, had been living in Alabama with Laurie’s mother and father, believing that they were his own parents. When Laurie would visit from time to time, they let him think that she was his cousin. However, when McLaurin was around thirteen or fourteen, they shared a startling truth with him: “They tell me that my very beautiful and drop-dead gorgeous cousin, Punky, is not my cousin,” he said. “She’s their daughter and my mother.” McLaurin could now decide whether he wished to live up north with Laurie, Rob, and Robin or to stay in Alabama and let his grandparents adopt him. Rob invited him to spend time with the Williams family while he weighed these options.


The discovery that he now had Robin in his life was one that McLaurin had longed for and welcomed wholeheartedly. Before this point, McLaurin said that he had been “growing up as a quote-unquote only child, and always hoping to have a brother. And then, all of a sudden—oh, boy, I do! I do have brothers, that’s wonderful. All our personalities seemed to blend very nicely together.”


McLaurin identified with Robin in a particular and meaningful way. “We were both very private, solitary-type individuals,” he said. “Both of us had this thing where we sometimes just liked to be in our own heads. And he was very much that way. He was a wonderfully kind, gentle, sweet soul.” He was also impressed with Robin’s vivid imagination, and how he expressed it through his collection of toy soldiers.


McLaurin admitted to some tensions with his mother, having been brought up by the same people who had raised her. But he was fascinated with Rob, who regaled him with stories about the reputed Chicago mobsters who would come to his old Lincoln dealership to buy their cars entirely in cash. “Two weeks later, they’d fish the car out of the river full of bullet holes,” Rob would claim. Where others regarded Rob as cold and uncommunicative, McLaurin was impressed with the tough but fair way he meted out his discipline. “He had a very strong personality and he would have his own way,” McLaurin said. “But if you messed up, the next day, you’d hear, ‘Well, bub.’ Uh-oh—okay, what did I do? And then he’d always explain the reason to you why this or that should have been done differently. He was a wonderful, wonderful gentleman.” In the end, McLaurin chose to remain in Alabama with his grandparents, who then legally adopted him. “It was kind of the devil you know versus the devil you don’t, as far as my decision to stay,” he explained. “But I deeply, deeply loved Rob.”


Todd and McLaurin met each other, too, and they and Robin all accepted one another as brothers. “It used to amaze Rob,” McLaurin recalled. “He said, ‘They all get along so well. I don’t understand it.’ I’d say, ‘Well, we didn’t grow up together—that’s why.’”


Yet it remained something of a bewilderment that, throughout his life, Robin seemed to acknowledge the existence of his siblings inconsistently. As Todd’s wife, Frankie Williams, said many years later, “Robin would say, occasionally, that he was brought up as an only child. And then, of course, we would have to deal with somebody saying, ‘Well, Todd, we heard that Robin’s an only child.’ And it’s like, no, he has two half brothers. And Todd would spend time with him and his dad and his stepmom, for holidays, summer vacations, that kind of thing.”


As an adolescent, Robin had little difficulty expressing his interest in girls—one that was happily matched by their interest in him—though his earliest relationships were largely chaste affairs. Christie Platt, a neighbor of his in Lake Forest, became one of his first girlfriends, when she was thirteen and he was twelve, and she remembered him as a conspicuously handsome boy. “I always thought he looked a little British,” she said. “He had that thatch of thick hair, and long legs and a husky little body.”


Their affection at this age was expressed by trading dog tags, “which was the thing to do,” Platt said with a laugh, “or you wrote the other person’s name all over your notebook. I’m pretty sure we never kissed each other or did anything like that. I think we just stood and talked shyly to each other and then went home.” On nights and weekends, they might ride their bikes together through the woods, or engage in Kick the Can or Capture the Flag with other friends. Occasionally she would see Robin playing with his toy soldiers with other boys, but she stayed out of such pastimes. “Those looked like very serious games,” she said. “They looked extremely boring to me.”


And then their brief entanglement unwound: Robin was a sixth grader at the Gorton School, but Christie, a year older, was a seventh grader at the Deer Path School, and knew she, a junior high student, risked social oblivion if she admitted to dating a younger, elementary school admirer. “I was kind of shy about it,” she said. “You’ve got people going, ‘I don’t know him. Does he go to Deer Path?’ And I’d go, ‘Welllll, he goes to Gorton.’ Try to make it sound cool. But it was completely uncool. There was nothing cool about that.”


While Robin was still in the fifth grade, his classmates started becoming targets for bullies, usually older children they encountered on the playground, although Robin himself proved more adept at escaping their attacks. His friend Jeff Hodgen recalled that “the bullies wanted to put me in my place, because I was as big as the sixth graders if not bigger, a lot of them. So they would actually hold me and hit me in the stomach, to knock the breath out of me. Robin was the one saying, ‘When the whistle blows, get back in the classroom.’ I think he was just being smart. ‘You want to avoid this pain? Get in quicker.’”


Between the fifth and sixth grades, friends saw a subtle difference in Robin. Hodgen said he noticed “just a year later, just the change in him, the maturity and the look on his face. He went from smiling and kind of shy in fifth grade, to almost—not a sneer, exactly. Almost like he’s ready to say something.”


As a seventh grader at Deer Path Middle School, Robin found it necessary to speak up, if only to save his own skin. “I started telling jokes in the seventh grade as a way to keep from getting the shit kicked out of me,” he said. By now, at school, many kids there “were bigger than me and wanted to prove they were bigger by throwing me into walls. There were a lot of burly farm kids and sons of auto-plant workers there, and I’d come to school looking for new entrances and thinking, if only I could come in through the roof. They’d nail me as soon as I got through the door.” Robin dismissed the notion that he might have been singled out because his family was wealthy. “How could they know I was rich?” he said. “Just because I’d say, ‘Hi, guys, any of you play lacrosse?’ They thought lacrosse was what you find in la church.”


But Robin did not have much time to hone his social skills. A few months into the school year, the Williams family was gone, having moved from Lake Forest to Bloomfield Hills. As best as Robin’s friends could tell, there was no forewarning that he was about to leave; one day, Jon Welsh said, “He just wasn’t in school. ‘Where’s Robin?’ ‘Oh, his family moved.’ He was just gone. You get used to it, because in that time, people did come and go, just like anyplace else.”


“He left without much of a ripple,” Christie Platt said.


Perhaps, wondered Welsh, the children of executives learn to be resigned about their transient way of life and avoid getting attached to their surroundings, just like army brats—“the kids who’ve been moved from one military post to another,” he said. “It’s sort of like an early intimation of death. Here today and gone tomorrow. We all internalize it, one way or another.”


In fact, Robin had been hurt by his family’s relocations, and had to train himself to be ready for whenever the next move might come. Each time he arrived in a new city or a new school, he felt awkwardly on display. “I was always the new boy,” he once said. “This makes you different.”


This latest move to Bloomfield Hills, and to the peculiar and secluded Stonycroft mansion, was particularly tough on Robin. It ushered in the beginning of a strange period spent partly in freedom and partly in banishment in the third-floor attic, searching for ways to stimulate his ravenous imagination. It wasn’t that he was unpopular with other kids in the neighborhood—“there were no other kids in the neighborhood,” he said. “I made up my own little friends. ‘Can I come out and play?’ ‘I don’t know; I’ll have to ask myself.’” He spent his time with Susie, the nurse and maid who had helped raise him as a baby back in Chicago and who continued to work for the Williams family at Stonycroft; with John and Johnnie Etchen, a black husband and wife who also worked as servants on the estate; and with their son Alfred, who was a few years older than Robin and would sometimes play with him there.


Robin endured long periods of heartache while Rob traveled for business or relaxation, and Laurie went with him, not appreciating how this detachment was affecting their son. “I didn’t realize how lonely Robin had been,” Laurie said many years later. “But I had to be with Rob. I didn’t trust him. Come on, don’t be stupid. But Robin suffered and I didn’t realize that. He had some very lonely years. You think you’re being a wonderful mother, but maybe you aren’t.”


Robin was not entirely alone in his upstairs exile. His inexhaustible collection of toy soldiers had made the move to Stonycroft with him, and now that he had vast new amounts of space in which to deploy them, and no one else to judge or dictate how they were to be used, his fantasy battles became more byzantine and ornate. In his third-floor hideaway, Confederate generals could take on GIs armed with automatic weapons, and knights on horseback could do battle with Nazis. “My world,” he said, “was bounded by thousands of toy soldiers with whom I would play out World War II battles. I had a whole panzer division, 150 tanks, and a board, 10 feet by 3 feet, that I covered with sand for Guadalcanal.”


He also found refuge in the routines of his favorite late-night comedians, which had become much more than a shared source of entertainment between his father and him. By holding a cassette recorder up to the television set, Robin had hit upon a rudimentary method to preserve these performances and make them portable. He diligently listened to these tapes, teaching himself to imitate the stand-up sets, paying close attention not only to their content but also to tone and tempo, to cadence and inflection. Comedy was a science to be studied, like chemistry; from some calculable combination of language and technique, an audience’s explosion into laughter could be guaranteed. If Robin had no one else to share these pleasures and insights with, he didn’t need them. “My imagination was my friend, my companion,” he said.


By day, Robin was enrolled in the Detroit Country Day School, an elite multicampus institution that had been founded in 1914. It was the most rigorous school he had attended to this point, with a dress code that required its students to wear sports coats, sweaters, ties, and slacks in the school’s navy and gold colors; it had an austere Latin motto, mens sana in corpore sano, meaning “a sound mind in a sound body.”


The school allowed only male pupils in its upper grades, which created some tensions for the postpubescent boys who roamed its halls. To placate the surging tides of testosterone, Robin said, “They’d bring in a busload from an all-girls’ school and dangle them in front of us at a dance. Then, just when you were asking, ‘Was that your tongue?,’ they’d pack the girls back up on the bus. I’d be chasing it, shouting, ‘Wait, come back—what are those things? What do you use them for?”


The school was engineered to groom its students for prestigious colleges and future leadership roles, and Robin thrived on the rigor. He even started carrying a briefcase to class. His grades were good and he blossomed as an athlete, trying his hand at football for about a week before turning to soccer and wrestling. With his dense, compact, and hairy body, Robin proved an especially proficient wrestler and went undefeated in his freshman year—until, by his own account, he reached Michigan’s state finals and was pitted against “some kid from upstate who looked like he was twenty-three and balding.”


A dislocated shoulder eventually required Robin to withdraw from the squad, but he came away transformed by the overall experience, having finally been allowed, as he put it, “the chance to take out your aggressions on somebody your own size.” He was also grateful for his interactions with the team’s coach, John Campbell, an outspoken iconoclast at Detroit Country Day who was also the chairman of its history department and adviser to its Model United Nations and Political Simulation teams. As his daughter Sue described him, John Campbell was an unapologetic liberal—“really idealistic, really left-leaning, really believed in democracy”—who loved to tangle with his students and force them to scrutinize their unexamined beliefs.


“Republicans especially,” Sue Campbell said. “A lot of his students were coming from families that were super-conservative and he just loved to needle them and challenge them. ‘Are those your views or your parents’ views?’” Though they might not manifest themselves in Robin right away, the values that Campbell espoused—and the confrontational manner in which he taught them—would reveal their impact in time.


At Detroit Country Day, Robin continued to slip one-liners into the otherwise sober speeches that students were required to give at lunchtime, a strategy that worked until he added a Polish joke into one such oration, to the displeasure of the school’s Polish American assistant headmaster. And it was where he—a not-especially-observant member of an Episcopalian family—attended as many as fourteen bar mitzvahs a year and made some of his first Jewish friends, whose funny customs and fatalistic attitudes would imprint themselves on his mind, and whose crackling, phlegm-filled Yiddish words, instantly hilarious in their enunciation, would live forever on his tongue. “My friends made me an honorary Jew,” he said later, “and used to tell people I went to services at Temple Beth Dublin.”


As he approached the end of his junior year at Detroit Country Day in the spring of 1968, Robin was flourishing. He was a member of the school’s honor roll; he had served on its Prefect Board, an elected student council; and he had been voted class president for the following senior year. “I was looking forward to a very straight existence and was planning to attend either a small college in the Midwest or, if I was lucky, an Ivy League school,” he recalled. But none of this would come to pass.


For many years, Rob Williams had prospered at Ford. He was a military veteran with a high school diploma who relished the chance to go toe-to-toe with a management staff that was increasingly younger, more educated, and less experienced than he was. As he once told his son Todd, “When I pull up to that building in the eastern suburbs and drive into the parking lot, I look up and I know there are fifteen young hotshot kids in there, all with MBAs, and they want my job. I’m the big boss. They know I don’t have a college degree and they really want to show me up. When I walk in the door, I take a big, deep breath of fresh air and it’s just like stepping into the Coliseum.”


But by the late 1960s, Rob could no longer fight this generational change in the company’s operations. As he saw it, Ford was ignoring his recommendations on its most prominent product lines, and it was time for him to leave. He parted ways with the company in 1967 at the age of sixty-one and took a pension; though Robin would later characterize his father’s departure from Ford as an early retirement, the arrangement, according to Laurie, did not allow her husband to collect the full benefits he would have received if he’d stayed on a few years longer. Rob wanted to move to Florida, but Laurie said she had no wish to live in “an elephants’ graveyard” with “a lot of old rich people.” Instead, she steered the family to California, and the town of Tiburon, on the San Francisco Bay. Rob accepted a job at First National Bank, a Detroit bank for which he was named western region representative.


Once more, Rob’s career choice was going to uproot the Williams family, and his decision would require that Robin leave behind the home and the school he had gotten to know, the friends he had made and the identity he had created for himself, to live in another part of the country that was thousands of miles away and utterly unknown to him. The relationships that Robin had started to develop here, the achievements he had earned, the coping mechanisms he had pieced together, and the sense of self-worth that had taken years to accumulate—all of that was gone, and he would have to rebuild them from scratch, as he’d done before, when they arrived on the West Coast. It was time to start all over again.
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THE ESCAPE ARTIST


In the summer of 1968, as Rob and Laurie Williams were nearing the end of their cross-country car ride to California—they were still, after all, an automobile family—their seventeen-year-old son looked out the window to behold something he had never seen before, and it terrified him. A gray mist was tumbling down the hills and across the San Francisco Bay, and it was coming directly for his parents and him. It was only fog, but to his inexperienced eyes, Robin was certain it was poison gas. “It scared the piss out of me,” he said later.


When the fog cleared, Robin got his first glimpse of the bay and of Marin County, its mighty redwood forests and its mellow network of interconnected suburbs. Tiburon, the prosperous peninsula town where the Williamses had relocated, sat safely on the northern side of the Golden Gate Bridge, far enough from San Francisco, where the bohemian circus that was the Summer of Love had pulled up its stakes and left town. Rob and Laurie acclimated easily, taking a home on Paradise Drive, a looping stretch of road that snakes along the town’s rangy coastline. Outside his duties for First National Bank, Rob started a management consulting business and amused himself with fishing trips. He even bought a couple of Monterey Clipper fishing boats, one with a noisy Hicks engine whose rumbling report delighted him so much that he made recordings of it so he could listen to it on land. Laurie began to attend services at a Christian Science church in the nearby island city of Belvedere. “I’d go to church on Wednesday night,” she said, “and when I’d get home, my husband would say, ‘How were the “smilies” tonight?’” The church’s most famous tenet, which teaches reliance on prayer rather than modern medicine, did not dissuade Laurie from using doctors from time to time, nor from getting a facelift at a later age. As an adult, Robin would affectionately describe her as a “Christian Dior Scientist.”


The teenage Robin, however, was utterly baffled by the transition from a regimented and comfortably conservative Midwest upbringing to this calm, coastal haven where everything seemed permissible. “It probably would have been easier for me to move to Mexico,” he later said. “I had total cultural shock.” Nowhere were these differences more striking for him than at Redwood High School, where he enrolled as a senior that fall. Redwood may not have appeared much different from Detroit Country Day at first: it was a public school, but its students were mostly affluent and mostly white, its athletics department was well funded, and its aptitude for placing its seniors at top-tier colleges was estimable. (One significant difference, however: Redwood was coed.) Beneath the surface was a student body that, like much of the country, was in conflict with itself, a generation fighting for the right to decide its destiny while struggling to figure out what it wanted to be.


When Robin began attending classes at Redwood, he arrived each day dressed in a blazer and tie and carrying a briefcase, just as he used to at Detroit Country Day. Only now his formal manner and attire drew stares and teasing from his classmates, who called him a geek and told him he was “creating negative energy.” Several weeks went by before he let go of his old school’s dress code and allowed himself to wear blue jeans. Soon after, someone gave him a life-altering article of clothing: his first Hawaiian shirt. At that point, he said, “I was gone; I got into a whole wild phase and I learned to totally let go.”


Unlike the straitlaced school he came from, Redwood offered courses in psychology, 16-millimeter filmmaking, and black studies, despite having no black students in its senior class. Encounter groups, a form of sensitivity training that flourished in the 1960s, still held sway here, and, as Robin recounted, it was not uncommon for his seminars to end in a group hug or with other unconventional rituals. “One teacher would sometimes just stop what he was doing and then a few kids would start pounding out a beat and everybody would get up and dance around the room,” he said.


Robin was not quite the class cut-up, as he had been at Detroit Country Day, but he was not a total outcast either. Despite his fellow students’ lack of familiarity with him, he boldly ran for senior president at Redwood and drew a respectable second-place showing, with sixty-one votes. He continued to immerse himself in athletics, playing for Redwood’s varsity soccer team and running cross-country. Sports were, perhaps, “his only thing that brought him into the groups,” said Douglas Basham, who was one of Robin’s track coaches and a math teacher at Redwood.


Like his classmates, Robin began to experiment with drugs. Although he was at first too timid to try smoking pot, fearing that it would affect his performance as a runner, he said that he did eventually try it on “an astrological scavenger hunt,” where “people who had the same astrological sign would pile into a bus and they’d drive all over the country searching for things like lost mandalas.” He would later say he felt that marijuana made him feel too sleepy and he “didn’t get into it,” but he continued to use it recreationally, even on a training run with other members of his cross-country team. While under the influence on that run, Robin said he saw a turkey vulture and tried to shoo it out of his path. “When I got close, it went hsssssss and spread its wings, and I turned to the rest of the guys and said, ‘Oh, Jesus, I knew this would happen if I got stoned. I can’t deal with it!’”


The cross-country team was an important social hub for Robin and a place where he felt he genuinely fit in. He and a friend and teammate, Phil Russell, would sometimes pretend that they were the Olympic long-distance runners Frank Shorter and Jack Bacheler. The squad’s outdoor exercises strengthened his sense of inclusion, and the exposure to San Francisco’s natural beauty offered him an atmosphere of peacefulness and well-being. On another training run, Robin remembered ascending the heights of Mount Tamalpais and looking down onto Stinson Beach, where he once again saw the fog. Only this time, the now-familiar sight did not fill him with dread but rather with “a beautiful Zen-like feeling of satori” that compelled him to run down the hillside and into the waters of the Pacific Ocean.


The athletes at Redwood were not spared from the social turmoil sweeping through the school. That year, Redwood’s head track coach, Gary Shaw, instituted a rule requiring that male runners keep their hair at a “reasonable length” or else be dropped from the team. “Everybody that was rather conservative thought, ‘These are communists that are doing this, just to screw us up,’” said Basham, who did not agree with Shaw’s decision. “How that got related to the length of hair, I’ll never know.” Many students objected to this arbitrary exercise of authority, including Robin—who nonetheless kept his hair short—and nearly all members of the Redwood track team signed a petition objecting to the rule. The dispute roiled the school for months. “We went through a period of time where people were throwing things at the kids running at the track and shouting, ‘Get those hippies out of there!’” Basham recalled. “Some of the guys on the football team beat up a couple of the track guys, caught ’em after a dance and beat them up pretty badly. A lot of stuff like that went on and it was pretty hard to do anything about.”


Robin was no stereotypical jock: he was a diligent student and a member of the school’s honor society, a performer in its satirical senior farewell play, an individualist who kept an eclectic coterie of friends, and a sensitive person for whom this sort of unrest weighed on his conscience. As his classmate Phillip Culver saw him, Robin “was not really extroverted—he was quite shy, and he felt very uncomfortable around large numbers of people.”


When Culver hung out with Robin in his basement-level dwelling in the Williams family home on Paradise Drive, Robin’s formidable collection of toy soldiers was there, too. “He would tell me the conversations that were going on in each little section of the battlefield, like he could hear it,” Culver recalled. “For me, I’m just seeing these toy soldiers on a huge board. But for Robin, he was hearing the voices in his head and putting them into the minds of these soldiers on this really large battlefield board. I thought, ‘This guy is really interesting.’”


Robin’s half brother Todd was back in his life again. Todd had recently been discharged from the air force, where he had spent four years bouncing around posts in Greenland, Panama, Oklahoma, and Mississippi; he then worked as a soil engineer in Ohio and had now come to California to become a proprietor of bars and restaurants. “I drank,” Todd explained, “and having a saloon was the easy way to handle that.”


When Todd revived a San Francisco nightspot called Mother Fletcher’s, he had assistance from seventeen-year-old Robin, who, for minimum wage, helped him tear down the old club and set up its new incarnation. Robin also spent part of the summer after his high school graduation working at the Trident, a restaurant and music club in Sausalito that was owned by the members of the Kingston Trio, decorated in kaleidoscopic murals and staffed by servers who were as esoteric as its menu of organic cuisine. The waitresses there, Robin said, “wore spray-on two-piece macramé outfits that looked like a pair of socks. It was like, ‘Sonja, your nipple’s hanging out.’ And she’d say, ‘I know; I’m trying to get tips.’”


That fall, Robin began his freshman year at Claremont Men’s College, on the eastern edge of Los Angeles County, where he planned to study to become a foreign-service officer. The occupation neatly split the difference between Robin’s desire to do something exotic and his father’s insistence that he choose a respectable profession. Claremont was a school whose students were expected to follow traditional white-collar career paths.


“Anybody that went to Claremont was expected to go into business or law or politics,” said Dick Gale, a friend who was two years ahead of Robin. “That was the raison d’être of the Claremont Men’s College. You were expected to take that shit seriously, and do something with it. If you weren’t a political-science or econ major, somehow you were missing the boat.” Few students saw Robin as a quintessential candidate for Claremont; no one believed that his path would bring him to a law firm, a chief executive officer’s office, or the governor’s mansion. The wider assumption was that he did not quite have the courage to tell his father that his true ambitions lay elsewhere. “It was a time when everyone was being told: question authority,” said Mary Alette Davis, who knew Robin at Claremont while she studied at Scripps College, an affiliated school. “Everyone was on that wave. And Robin wasn’t in rebellion.”


But an invisible revolution was taking place in Robin’s mind, allowing him to see, for perhaps the first time in his life, that he had the ability to choose his own path. “It was this weird catharsis,” he later said of Claremont. “Total freedom. Like going from Sing Sing to a Gestalt nudist camp. Everything opened up. The whole world just changed in that one year.”


At Claremont, Robin played soccer and lived in Berger Hall, whose residents proudly identified themselves as Sons of Berger—abbreviated, by design, as SOBs—and where he found himself among lusty, like-minded young men who were not too sophisticated to appreciate a good dick joke. Across the hall lived his friend Bob Davis, a sophomore who was one of several members of an intramural squad that called themselves the Nads so that during various sports competitions, Davis explained, “We could yell ‘Go Nads!’”


Here Robin also reencountered Christie Platt, his former middle school girlfriend, who was now a sophomore at Pitzer College, another affiliated school. “I saw this really cute boy in the stairwell,” she recalled, “and he had these sun-bleached blond eyebrows, and he was really tan because he had been running a lot in high school. He goes, ‘Christie!’ And I go, ‘Yes?’ He goes, ‘Do you know who I am?’ And I go, ‘Oh my God—Robin.’”


The two resumed dating, but Robin never made any promises of exclusivity. He was discovering just how much he liked women and how much they liked him, and he was enjoying every moment of it. “I had one or two steady girlfriends in high school, but then in college, it was three, four,” he later explained. “I went crazy. At one point I had three separate girlfriends, running around mad. ‘Let’s make love in a car! I’ve got to have a bed with a stick shift right here!’” Women, he said, were “amazing creatures”: “You can never learn enough! They’re addicting in the most amazing sense.”


Perhaps the most significant decision that Robin would make at Claremont was undertaken without much forethought, almost impulsively. As one of the eight freshman classes he was required to take, Robin chose a theater elective offered at Scripps, “and after my first day,” he said, “I was hooked.” This was no traditional stage-acting seminar that he had signed up for: the course was for improvisational theater, and it was taught by Dale Morse, who had previously trained at some of the leading improvisation groups that had come to prominence during the 1960s, including The Committee, a San Francisco spin-off of Chicago’s Second City.


Morse’s students felt she provided them with more than just a new way of looking at the stage—she was teaching them how to engage with their lives. Her lessons, Bob Davis said, were “not only a way to do theater, but a way to channel your energy, a way to think about the universe.”


Among the basic principles of Morse’s instruction, which were used to construct comedic as well as dramatic scenes, was the improv imperative of the “yes and”: the directive to always affirm the choices made by your onstage partners and build upon them rather than negate them. As Paul Tepper, another friend who studied with Robin in Morse’s class, explained, “It’s actually quite a good life theory. When someone says something to you—‘When did you get here from Mars?’—you don’t say, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never been to Mars.’ You say, ‘Yes, and.’ You say, ‘Wow, I just got here three days ago, and I’ve been drunk ever since I arrived.’”


Eventually, Morse told her students that it was not enough to take her class as an academic exercise; they had to form a company of their own and start performing for audiences. Thus, Robin and eighteen of his classmates came together to create Claremont’s earliest improv group, known as Karma Pie. Twice a week, the group would gather at the Strut and Fret Theater on the Scripps campus and put on free shows whose unscripted contents were built from simple improvisational games.


“We’d stand in a line in the back, and if you had an idea you would step out and start, or maybe you’d try to save the other actor,” Bob Davis said. “It made for such a camaraderie, because you were out onstage with absolutely nothing to help you except the other person. It’s high-risk theater. We weren’t necessarily like other companies, where it’s all about finding a funny bit and then repeating that funny bit. We might go for twenty minutes, all unified around a question from the audience or some kind of theme. We disdained being funny, in a high-tone way. ‘We’re doing art here.’”


A local newspaper critic who attended one of their performances in January 1970 was not entirely amused. He described the troupe as “a gaggle of talented and imaginative youngsters zealously tackling the problem of ‘What will we do when the curtain goes up and we’ve forgotten our lines?’” The review glumly observed that, for the performers, “It generally seems that they are having more fun than the audience,” comparing the experience to “watching football practice.”


Yet to several members of the company, it was soon clear that Robin was funnier—and just plain better at this—than the rest of Karma Pie. “He was doing it the same way all of us were doing it,” Bob Davis said. “He wasn’t looking for a place to try out comedic material. I don’t think he looked at it as developing into a career.” But the experience seemed to unlock something in him that had previously gone untapped. “He discovered that you could make something of this energy he had,” said Davis. “And he had a lot of energy. I used to say I knew him for six months before I found out what his real voice was.”


Robin’s talent did not always mesh well with the communal spirit of improvisational theater. As Mary Alette Davis recalled, “I remember Dale saying once, ‘You guys think Robin is amazing, but I’ve got to say that he doesn’t really follow the rules of improv. He’s not always going out there and supporting people.’” The advantage of having Robin in your scene, Davis said, was that “he could take it to so many places that you weren’t imagining. But if you weren’t on that particular journey, you just sat in the back and you figured out how to fit in.”


Around the Claremont campuses, Robin started to become a kind of minor celebrity, renowned for his sense of humor and quick onstage wit. Some friends began calling him Ralph Williams, after a shifty, almost incoherently fast-talking used-car pitchman whose TV advertisements were ubiquitous in Southern California at the time. (Naturally, Ralph Williams ran a Ford dealership.) When he and Christie Platt would go to parties, she said, “People would just start clapping when we came in. It definitely wasn’t because of me—he just had charisma and an original sense of humor.” Occasionally, his motor-mouth charm could be too much: “When he came to my dorm, people went a little nuts,” Platt said. “They’d go, ‘Can’t we get him to be quiet?’ I used to have a blanket that I’d put over his head to tell him to be quiet. And of course he was completely irrepressible and it didn’t work at all.”


Outside of Karma Pie, Robin honed his stage skills by performing in campus productions of Under Milk Wood, playing the blind sailor Captain Cat in Dylan Thomas’s drama about a fictional Welsh fishing town, and Alice in Wonderland, playing a hookah-smoking Caterpillar. He also came to the attention of some upperclassmen, including Al Dauber, a senior who was organizing a college comedy show. Though Dauber and Dick Gale had spent several weeks preparing jokes and sketches for the event, Gale felt the show might benefit from the addition of a particularly funny freshman he knew from his improv theater class. “We were trying to build the audience,” said Gale, who had previously performed with Dauber at some campus antiwar rallies. “Robin brought a bunch of the people that he knew. But more importantly, he brought the kind of certifiable talent that Al and I probably lacked.”


When Dauber and Gale sat down with Robin in their dorm room one night, over a lengthy period of what Gale later described as “much libation, inhalation and conversation,” they found someone with a unique creative spark. He had in his possession a whole arsenal of comic accents and voices that included the squeaking title character from The Fly—“help meeeeee, help meeeeee”—and although their act already included a send-up of The Ed Sullivan Show, Gale said, “when Robin came in, all of a sudden, we had Topo Gigio.”


They began to wonder if there was any character Robin could not play on the spur of the moment. “We started challenging him,” said Dauber. “‘Do a bohemian priest. Do an orthodox rabbi. Do a peasant out on the farm with his crops.’” Robin came through every time, he said: “You couldn’t keep up with his mind, it was going so fast. He was going off on all these tangents.”


On the evening of February 21, 1970, the trio put on what was officially billed as “An Evening with Al Dauber, co-starring Dick Gale & Rob Williams,” as a free show at the McKenna Auditorium. The ninety-minute program opened with a parody of To Tell the Truth and featured a sketch called “How to Remove a Rhinoceros from Your Bed” as well as the parody of Ed Sullivan and Topo Gigio. “When Robin came,” Gale said, “it brought about a holistic change—this became actual entertainment.”


But all the hours that Robin devoted to this newfound interest were adding up. For perhaps the first time in his educational career, he was flunking, and in spectacular fashion. Classes (other than his improv theater elective) went unattended, coursework was neglected—he would later claim that his final paper in a macroeconomics course contained the single sentence “I really don’t know, sir”—and his own teachers did not recognize him. According to Robin, when one professor asked at the end of the term, “Who is this man?” a second professor replied, “If I knew who he was, I could give him a failing grade.”


Robin could not hide his academic failure from his father, and Rob made little effort to conceal his disappointment. “I’m not paying all that tuition for this,” he told his son bluntly. Once more, Robin was forced to withdraw from a school he was just getting accustomed to, and so abruptly that few of his friends knew what had happened—so rapidly that the legend still endures at Claremont that Robin was kicked out of the school for driving a golf cart through a dining hall.


What would he do now? Robin was nearing eligibility for the military draft, but he had little reason to worry that he would be conscripted into the Vietnam War. The draft number for his birthdate was a comfortable 356, meaning, as Robin later put it, “the Viet Cong had to be coming from Kansas for me to be drafted.” Nor did Rob, a World War II veteran, suggest that he seek a career in the armed services. “At some point,” Robin said, “my father sat me down and said, ‘Listen, war is not dolce et decorum est, it’s really quite brutal. War isn’t like the movies portray it. People die alone and miserable.’ He was honest with me, because he wanted me to be safe.”


In fact, Robin told his father, he’d already discovered his calling. “I’ve found what I really love to do,” he said to Rob. “I’ve decided I want to be an actor.”


The response from his father was hardly inspiring. “It’s fine to have a dream,” Rob told his son, “but you’d better learn a skill, like welding, just in case.”


It is a tale that Robin would go on to tell about himself many times after—so frequently that one might wonder if his telling it was an act of self-mythologizing. But the story appears to be truthful. According to his half brother McLaurin, Rob did more than give this piece of advice to Robin. “He made Robin go down and sign up for a course at the local trade school to learn how to weld,” McLaurin said. Robin attended a first class, where a trained technician demonstrated how the process worked, and he found it more interesting than he expected. Then, at his second class, the instructor discussed safety guidelines and warned that, without proper precautions, you could accidentally blind yourself. As McLaurin recalled, “He said he heard the word ‘blind’ and he was out of there. He never came back.”


Laurie was more enthusiastic about Robin’s desire to become an actor. “Mom said, ‘Your grandmother would be very proud,’ and wished me good luck,” Robin said. But Rob, who had just paid amply for Robin to indulge in what he felt was a fruitless year at a private university, did not want to repeat this mistake; as a compromise, Robin lived at home while he studied at the College of Marin, a public community college not far from Tiburon.


Though the school did not possess brand-name status, its drama program, which it had only just established in 1964, had nimbleness and innovation on its side, and it was already drawing favorable comparisons to the American Conservatory Theater in San Francisco. It also had an unlikely program director in James Dunn, a San Rafael native and Marine Corps veteran who had served as a drill instructor during the Korean War. Despite those daunting credentials, Dunn took a playful and broad-minded approach to the stage, casting students in offbeat productions of classic texts, like Twelfth Night set in a California hacienda, and The Comedy of Errors recasting Shakespeare’s mismatched twins as the Marx Brothers.


Dunn was well aware of the other forms of exploration going on around him; though the school had a no-tolerance policy for drug or alcohol use during its productions, he said, “You couldn’t walk across our campus in the daytime without getting a contact high.” He also believed in orderliness and applied boot-camp tactics when needed. The actor Dakin Matthews, who worked professionally as a guest artist at the College of Marin during the 1960s and ’70s, recalled Dunn directing him in a production of Othello that emphasized soldierly obedience. “We had to march,” Matthews said. “We had to learn how to salute. And he would get in our faces and scream at us, just like a good D.I. would.”


Dunn’s military training and desire for discipline made him a powerful influence on Robin. “Knowing that his own talents tended to the nondisciplined, that was exactly what Robin loved about him,” Matthews said. “And after a couple of years there, he was clearly the star of the program. He was something special, absolutely.”


When Robin arrived in the fall of 1970, he discovered that a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream had already been cast. But he was determined to participate and talked his way into a minor part as a spear-carrier. “He said, ‘I would really like to get into the play—is there anything I could do?’” Dunn recalled. “I said, ‘Well, I’ve already cast it. But I need some walk-ons.’ He said, ‘I’ll do that.’”


As his roles and stage time grew, Robin stretched the boundaries of his characters without violating the sanctity of his texts. When he played the Reverend Canon Chasuble in The Importance of Being Earnest, “every night it was a different Chasuble,” said Ronald Krempetz, a theater instructor and set designer at the college. “He didn’t change the words, but sometimes it was accents, or how he emphasized a line or two, the looks, the facial expressions.” And as Malvolio in Twelfth Night, imprisoned alone in a cell with only a wooden staff, he only had to remember the TV teachings of Jonathan Winters. “He just had his hands and his staff, and the staff became a second character,” Krempetz said.


Robin received many of his earliest professional reviews in the Daily Independent Journal, a local newspaper in San Rafael, and over a three-year span they grew increasingly appreciative. His first notice came in December 1970 with a college production of Ionesco’s absurdist play The Bald Soprano, for which the paper observed, “Most enjoyable of the hard-working cast was Robin Williams as Mr. Martin, whose timing was almost perfect.” The paper also gave him strong marks for his work as Banquo in Macbeth, and in You in Your Small Corner and I in Mine, a melodrama by Carol Roper, for which he was described as “really one of the fine young talents in the college’s theatrical stable.” Even in a mixed review of Fiddler on the Roof, Robin was described as being among the cast members who “add strength to the musical, playing the progressive intellectual Perchik.”


Robin’s breakout role came at the end of 1972, when he was cast as the master pickpocket Fagin in the college’s Christmastime production of Oliver! The days leading up to its opening had been a slog, Dunn said, “because we had a new lighting board and it was doing all kinds of strange things, and it had held up the rehearsals.” One particular run-through had stretched all the way to midnight, and “everybody was very uptight, especially me,” he said. Then Dunn noticed Robin offstage: “He was standing by the piano, and he had a baton in his hand, like a drum major’s baton, and he began talking to it. And it began talking back.” For what felt like twenty minutes, Dunn said, Robin and the baton conversed, kidded, and argued with each other—with Robin providing both of the voices of course, and a crowd of actors and crew members supplying a grateful audience. When Dunn at last got home at two a.m., he woke up his wife to tell her, “I saw a young man do something tonight that I have never seen before. And this kid is going to go somewhere.”


In its own assessment of Oliver!, the Daily Independent Journal wrote, “The big star of the evening is Robin Williams as an unforgettable Fagin. It’s a real tour de force performance. . . . It’s been a great pleasure over the past year to watch this young collegian develop his talents into such a professional status.”


While he lived with his parents, Robin always seemed to be broke and asking to borrow money from colleagues. “It was a running joke, whenever you’d see him,” Krempetz said. “‘Hi, Robin. How are you? Where’s my five dollars?’”


Not everyone was entirely won over by his unruly magnetism. As Joel Blum, an actor and classmate of Robin’s, described him, “He was such a nice guy, such a sweetheart. At the same time, he was a total show-off, but in a very endearing way.” Overall, he said, “It was hard to tell who he really was.”


To Blum, Robin appeared to lack some basic social skills, whether making simple chitchat or engaging in “the bullshit that everybody would talk about when they were stoned.” “When I would talk to him,” Blum said, “I’d try to have a conversation with him and it would go okay for about ten seconds. And then he would go into a character voice, he would do a bit. He would almost literally bounce off the walls with craziness. And then he would be gone.”


In 1971, he and Robin were among the College of Marin students invited to perform Dunn’s Western-style production of The Taming of the Shrew at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, where it won a first prize and played a command performance for Princess Margaret, the sister of Queen Elizabeth II. On the flight from San Francisco to Scotland, Blum said he and Robin were seated next to each other, “and we didn’t say a word to each other the whole time. Like twelve hours of it. It’s not that he didn’t like me or I didn’t like him. He was just a quiet guy, personally. There wasn’t much to talk about.”


In his summers off, Robin returned to Southern California, where he performed at the Pacific Conservatory of the Performing Arts in Orange County. He appeared in a production of Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle and in The Music Man, playing the reformed con man Marcellus Washburn as he sang and danced his way through the nonsensical crowd-pleaser “Shipoopi.”


Shelly Lipkin, an actor who also performed in these shows, said that Robin’s audition for The Music Man was a notable near disaster that nonetheless showcased his talent for ad-libbing his way out of dire situations. Prior to the tryouts, Lipkin said, a prideful James Dunn had told the other directors at the program to pay particular attention to Robin, “that this is a guy to watch out for—this guy is talented.” Each prospective player had been told to prepare a monologue and a song, and Robin began with some of his Malvolio material that he’d previously recited in Twelfth Night. But when it came time to sing his song, Robin was stumped; he had nothing he felt confident in, so he began to sing a portion of Danny Kaye’s “The Lobby Number,” from Up in Arms:




When it’s cherry-blossom time in Orange, New Jersey


We’ll make a peach of a pear




“Sitting way in the back of the audience,” Lipkin said, “you saw a little figure, which was Jim Dunn, starting to shake. And then he stood up and was shaking a little bit more.” Afterward, Dunn angrily confronted Robin, believing that his star pupil had made a mockery of his endorsement. “How could you do that to me?” he demanded to know. “You did this silly, stupid number.” Robin was chastened and believed he had thrown away his audition. But instead he got the role and, Lipkin said, “He walked away with the show. He was the best thing on that stage.”


Yet for all of Robin’s growth as an artist, it was not clear that his accomplishments had earned him any further esteem at home, particularly with his father. When Bob Davis, one of Robin’s former classmates at Claremont, came with some friends to stay with him in Tiburon, he said that they had to keep their visit a secret, so that Rob would not know his son was hanging out with other actors. “We had to sneak into the house,” Davis said. “We slept in his bedroom but we came in through a back window or something, because we were theater people and that was forbidden.”


After nearly three years at the College of Marin, a school from which most students moved on after two years, Robin was craving further instruction. Dunn had a next step in mind. Some summers earlier, Dunn had befriended John Houseman, the distinguished British-American actor and collaborator of Orson Welles, who was now in charge of the newly established Drama Division of the Juilliard School in New York. At Dunn’s recommendation, Robin performed an audition for Houseman and two colleagues from the Juilliard faculty, Michael Kahn and Elizabeth Smith, as they evaluated candidates in San Francisco in 1973. His father reluctantly gave him $50 so that he could take part in the tryout.


Robin’s audition consisted of two monologues. One was Malvolio’s famous soliloquy from Twelfth Night: “Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon ’em.” The other, adapted from John Knowles’s A Separate Peace, was spoken by Elwin “Leper” Lepellier, an emotionally fragile prep-school student who enlists in the army during World War II. In the forceful and unsettling scene that Robin chose, Leper recounts how he lost his mind during basic training and, in doing so, he starts to go mad all over again.


Smith, a voice and speech teacher, recalled Robin’s tryout as somewhat clumsy but also irresistible. “I remember thinking he didn’t speak very well,” she said. “By that, I mean sort of carelessly. But he certainly had a personality. He seemed funny and very bright.” Most important, his audition was successful, and Robin was offered a place at Juilliard that fall. He was also provided a full scholarship, which meant that, for once, he would not have to rely on handouts from his father to advance his education. But Rob would not bankroll Robin, either, while his son continued to pursue a passion Rob didn’t support.


Living in New York required a whole new series of readjustments. Robin had spent the past five years attuning himself to California’s alternating currents of tranquillity and intensity, and now he had landed in a city that moved only at maximum velocity. New York’s grit, its indifference, and its ruthless fervor for self-preservation were yet more unfamiliar conditions to which he had to adapt, but there was also an allure he could not deny. “I’d been in danger of becoming terminally mellow,” Robin said, “and it peeled away that layer very quickly.” When he arrived in the city in September 1973, he still dressed in Hawaiian shirts and yoga pants and walked around in thong sandals that proved a sartorial mistake for sidewalks spattered in dog shit.


During his first week in Manhattan, he was riding a public bus, when, a few rows ahead of him, he saw a man slump over onto the woman he was sitting next to. “Get off me!” she shouted as she changed seats. But the man was dead. The driver stopped the bus and told everyone to exit the vehicle. Robin, still an altruistic transplant from the West Coast, said he wanted to stay and help out, but the driver replied: “He’s dead, motherfucker, now get off! You can’t do shit for him, so take your raggedy California ass and get outta my bus!”


Like the city that provided its home, Juilliard had its own complicated profile. It was revered, it was feared, and it was fearsomely competitive; on some days it took what was good about you and made it better, and on others it did not care whether you flourished or floundered. Its Drama Division had been established in 1968, and in its first five years the program had helped launch rising stars like Kevin Kline, Patti LuPone, and David Ogden Stiers. The students who followed them at Juilliard could not help but get swept up in the romance of the institution and the possibilities that awaited them. “It had a very monastic, religious feeling about it,” said Richard Levine, who was a student there with Robin. “That had partly to do with the structure itself, which was white stone, very precious and secluded. It had a certain forbidding toughness about it, but you were very protected from the temptations of commercialism and it really did encourage you to just delve into the training.”


The heady atmosphere could also give students an inflated sense of their self-worth. “Juilliard actors were considered first-rate,” said Paul Perri, another of Robin’s classmates. “They were also considered pains in the ass, and snooty—which was a wonderful edge if you were a young actor. The business is the business, and the business is horrible. Being thrown to the wolves is how you get out of drama school.”


Days generally started at eight or nine a.m. and could go until as late as ten or eleven p.m., and the long working hours, spent almost exclusively in the company of classmates, gave rise to many passionately forged, rapidly depleted relationships over the span of a semester. “We were completely under each other’s butts and we were completely involved with each other, and everybody slept with everybody else, which happens in college anyway,” Perri said. “It’s very incestuous.”


Like Juilliard’s music and dance programs, its Drama Division operated as a conservatory. The four-year curriculum emphasized long days of studio training in its first two years (the “discovery” and “transformation” years), with upper-class students (in their “interpretation” and “performing” years) going on to audition for and act in stage productions that they performed throughout New York. It was understood that of the twenty-five or thirty pupils who entered as freshmen, only half would still be enrolled by the time they were juniors, having dropped out or been cut systematically by the school’s staff. This Darwinian system operated under the auspices of Houseman, who emphasized the classics—ancient Greek drama and Shakespeare plays—while he basked in the glow of late-career celebrity. In 1973, when Robin arrived at Juilliard, Houseman, at the age of seventy-one, was starring in The Paper Chase as the imperious law professor Charles W. Kingsfield Jr., a role for which he would win an Academy Award.


To his students, Houseman could be a pleasing, perplexingly contradictory figure, at once avuncular and austere. As Robin recalled, “He gave a speech one day in which he said, ‘The theater needs you. Don’t be tempted by television or the movies. The theater needs new plasma, new blood.’ And then, a week later, we saw him in a Volvo commercial.”


Robin, who came to Juilliard with undergraduate training and stage experience, was admitted as an advanced student. The expectation was that he would graduate in two years, and he was considered a member of Group IV, rather than Group VI, as other incoming students were ranked. (As the New York Times has said of Juilliard, “Classes are designated not by year but by Roman numerals, like royalty and the Super Bowl.”)


Other students training at Juilliard at this time included Mandy Patinkin, the future Broadway and television star, who was a member of Group IV; the film actor William Hurt, who was in Group V; and Kelsey Grammer, who would have a decades-long sitcom career, in Group VI. One peer in particular would become an important confidant and source of moral support for Robin: a staggeringly tall, boyishly handsome young man who had recently come from Cornell to enter Juilliard as a member of its advanced training program. His name was Christopher Reeve.


Reeve, who was raised in Princeton, New Jersey, had, like Robin, spent some formative years in the cloistered world of suburban prep schools, then continued to try his hand at regional theater companies and had traveled to Europe to sample its stage productions before he arrived at Juilliard. When the two met—Reeve said Robin was the first student he encountered there—all Reeve saw was “a short, stocky long-haired fellow from Marin County, California, who wore tie-dyed shirts with track suit bottoms and talked a mile a minute.” But like others before him, he found himself swept up in the force of his new friend’s vitality. “I’d never seen so much energy contained in one person,” Reeve said. “He was like an untied balloon that had been inflated and immediately released. I watched in awe as he virtually caromed off the walls of classrooms and hallways. To say that he was ‘on’ would be a major understatement.”


In classes, Reeve occasionally saw Robin baffle and bemuse his orthodox instructors. When they studied with Edith Skinner, the venerated speech and voice teacher, Reeve said, “She had no idea what to make of him.” While Skinner worked methodically to teach them about the phonetic alphabet and vowel changes that occur from one dialect to another, and Reeve diligently annotated his texts to teach himself each new accent, “Robin didn’t need any of this,” he said. “He could instantly perform in any dialect—Scottish, Irish, English, Russian, Italian and many of his own invention.”


Some courses seemed to connect with Robin at a visceral level, like a class led by the French English acting teacher Pierre Lefèvre on the use of masks, requiring students to focus on body language and sometimes work without speech entirely. As Margot Harley, the Drama Division administrator, explained the training, “There were neutral masks, which covered the face—they were young, middle-aged, and old; male and female—and you couldn’t speak. Then you graduated into comedy masks—character masks—and you could speak.”


The purpose of the masks, Harley said, was that “they changed your body, and actors should have bodies that transform and change, and tell you something about the person that you’re playing. Those masks helped you to transform your physical self, which is something so many actors can’t do. I would imagine that was the most valuable class that Robin took.”


But other instructors felt that Robin was bumping up against his limitations as an actor and trying to use his sense of humor to skirt around them. In her speech class, Elizabeth Smith said, “I used to give him big, heroic poems to make him breathe and open up. I remember thinking how absurd it was that I was asking this young man to do this. Because it was obviously so far removed from anything he would end up doing. There was no question that he had a future. But it certainly wasn’t in speaking heroic verse.” With a laugh, she added, “He used to try very, very hard not to send it up, not to make fun of it. But he couldn’t do it straight. He just couldn’t.”


Within his first few weeks, Robin clashed with Michael Kahn, another of his acting instructors. Asked to perform a monologue for the class, Robin presented a rambling, satirical sermon delivered by Alan Bennett in the British comedy revue Beyond the Fringe. Reeve would say later that Robin’s delivery “was even funnier than the original” and that his “characterization, timing and delivery were impeccable,” earning applause from the other students. But Kahn was unimpressed. In front of the class, he told Robin, “It looks like you were enjoying yourself.” He waited for a moment, then said, “It’s like someone who peed into their corduroy pants.” And just to twist the knife further, he added, “You feel fabulous. We see nothing.” (As Kahn later explained, “You can’t see pee in corduroy pants. He didn’t like me very much.”)


The Juilliard faculty began to question whether Robin was equipped for its advanced program. “He didn’t have a basic foundation of how to approach acting,” Kahn said in reflection. “It was coming from a kind of manic intuition, and it was, finally, an act of imitation rather than an act of creation.” Before his first year was out, Robin was asked to give up his place in Group IV and pursue a customary four-year track as a member of Group VI, and he agreed to the arrangement.


Through good news and bad, Robin came to depend on his friend Reeve. They affectionately called each other “brother,” and they would sit together on the roof of Reeve’s building to indulge in cheap wine and war stories about the women they had pined for. “Many of our classmates related to Robin by doing bits with him, attempting to keep pace with his antics,” Reeve later said. “I didn’t even try. Occasionally Robin would need to switch off and have a serious conversation with someone, and I was always ready to listen.”


But at the end of his first Juilliard term, Robin found himself at an emotional ebb, feeling alone and abandoned, and he experienced what he would later characterize as a mental breakdown. Robin was unable to afford a trip home to Tiburon for Christmas, and as the school emptied out, he stayed in New York for the holiday, in a cold and unfamiliar city that felt more deserted than usual. “New York seemed unbearably bleak and lonely,” he said.




One day, I just started sobbing and I couldn’t stop, and when I ran out of tears my body kept going; it was like having emotional dry heaves. I went through two days like that and finally hit rock bottom and realized I had a choice: I could either tube out or level off and relax. At that point, I became like a submarine on the bottom that blows out some ballast and gets back up again.




“Once all my anxieties were behind me,” he said, “the rest of that year was easy.”


Robin made other friends among the classmates he lived with in a low-rent floor-through apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Its open space was partitioned with curtains that did not quite reach from the ceiling to the floor, creating more bedroom areas but not much privacy. “Whatever you were doing in your room, you could easily share it with the world if you weren’t careful,” said Frances Conroy, who inhabited one of these subdivisions. The building was walking distance from the Lincoln Center campus, though not always an easy stroll. “You would have to walk with someone else to get home safely,” said Kevin Conroy, another student who lived there.


When Richard Levine and Paul Perri, the apartment’s original tenants, first met Robin, he was still a California bohemian striving to fit in with the crowd. “One time, Paul and I had to sit Robin down and tell him that he couldn’t use the word funky anymore, that it was driving us crazy,” Levine recalled with a laugh. “We said every third word out of your mouth is ‘funky’ and you have to stop.”


His penchant for letting his girlfriends stay with him in the tiny, exposed compartment he rented did not endear Robin to other residents. “He did have some long-term girls in his life,” said one person who lived with him. “He had one girl come and I think she stayed for six months. In a room without walls going to the ceiling. So as his roommates, we were not pleased.”


At other times, Robin was absent from the apartment for long stretches and it wasn’t clear where he was staying. As far as Frances Conroy could tell, she said, “He may have even slept in the school some nights when he didn’t have a place to live. You could easily do that, because you could find a couch onstage, and have a place to sleep for the night. And there were showers, and then if you wanted to, you could go down to the cafeteria and get some food once the school opened.”


“Everybody got by however they could,” she said. “Everybody’s private life was whatever it was.”


“I didn’t know there were times that Robin was desperate to eat,” she added.


Just as at the College of Marin, Robin quickly ran through what little cash he possessed and was in debt to nearly everyone. He could always depend on the kindness of administrators: Margot Harley said that she would often find Robin at the building with empty pockets and an empty belly, and she would take mercy on him. “I used to bring him breakfast,” she said. “He came from a family that certainly wasn’t poor. But he was always short of money.” By night, Harley said, Robin was helped by a similarly charitable cleaning woman who brought him dinner.


The thought that Robin could be having trouble with food, money, or basic personal maintenance was totally alien to his Drama Division peers. “We were all baby boomers, raised in one of the fattest times in American history,” said Paul Perri. “And Robin’s parents probably had more money than some, but there were some people with a ton of money that went to Juilliard. The rarity was on the other side, of people who were lower middle class or working class, or outright poor. You didn’t see that much in a conservatory.”


None of these problems diminished Robin as a performer. In his first student production, while still a member of Group IV and the advanced training program, Robin was cast in The Night of the Iguana, the gothic Tennessee Williams drama about a disgraced priest reduced to working as a tour guide and the unusual cohort of characters he encounters in a Mexican hotel. Robin played Nonno, a wheelchair-bound ninety-seven-year-old man who spends the play trying to compose a poem from memory.


Despite the drubbing Robin had taken in class from Michael Kahn, Reeve said that this performance “immediately silenced the critics.” “His portrayal of an old man confined to a wheelchair was thoroughly convincing,” Reeve said. “He simply was the old man. I was astonished by his work and very grateful that fate had thrown us together.”


In a later production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Robin brought a delightful physicality to the role of the fairy Mustardseed, and even helped to fine-tune the character’s costume for a few extra laughs. As Harley recalled Robin’s performance, “He was on the floor, projecting himself along with his bottom, and he had rigged up a hat, so that when he spoke, the hat popped up. It was so funny. It was perfectly clear that he was incredibly creative and that he was a very special talent, from the very beginning, even though he didn’t have any acting technique. He was clearly, wildly talented, but he just didn’t have a technique yet. It’s something you have to learn—you don’t just get up there and act.”


Not that Robin needed anything as elaborate as a stage or a script or even a hat to enthrall onlookers. Paul Perri said they once found themselves passing time together in a hallway, when Robin was invigorated by the sight of a soda vending machine. “And out of the blue, he decided to just fuck around,” Perri said. “He did five minutes of just imitating a Coke machine. It was funny, but of course everything’s funny when you’re young. The thing that stayed with me about it was the five-minute part. It had a beginning, a middle, and an end. It wasn’t just a concept. It was fully realized. It was beautiful and it was physically adept. And it was hilarious. Robin could think faster than anybody I ever saw.”


However, Perri could not say with certainty that Robin had made up the routine on the spot. “Things that would be extemporaneous in anybody else, he might have been thinking about for a long time,” Perri said.


Kevin Conroy also suspected that the voices and characters that appeared to spring spontaneously from Robin had been previously workshopped in other settings. “Everything you saw, the facile ability to jump from character to character, it looked like he was creating in that moment—he wasn’t,” Conroy said. “He had honed those characters for years and years. He studied people.”


“The emotional turmoil in him was about a quarter-inch beneath the surface,” said Conroy, who was nonetheless envious of Robin’s ability to make it look easy and extemporaneous. “He was head and shoulders above any of the rest of us in that group—and it was a good group,” he said.


Other classmates regarded Robin as a hardworking, quietly bookish artist in training. The author Kevin Sessums, who started at Juilliard two years after Robin as a member of Group VIII, remembers seeing him in a student workshop of Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author, playing the Boy, a mute and mournful character who ends his life by suicide. At a rehearsal break, Sessums noticed that “many of the students broke off into little groups to gossip or giggle and go over their lines,” but Robin “sat in a chair all by himself and retrieved a book from his backpack.” When he saw that it was Ragtime, E. L. Doctorow’s sweeping historical novel about New York at the turn of the twentieth century, Sessums, who had also been reading the book, approached Robin and asked who his favorite character was. Robin replied that it was Harry Houdini, the master stage illusionist and escape artist, who appears throughout the novel as a recurring motif of fame and celebrity. Saying so, Robin pointed to an early page and began to read from a pored-over passage:




His life was absurd. He went all over the world accepting all kinds of bondage and escaping. He was roped to a chair. He escaped. He was chained to a ladder. He escaped. He was handcuffed, his legs were put in irons, he was tied up in a strait jacket and put in a locked cabinet. He escaped. He escaped from bank vaults, nailed-up barrels, sewn mailbags; he escaped from a zinc-lined Knabe piano case, a giant football, a galvanized iron boiler, a rolltop desk, a sausage skin. His escapes were mystifying because he never damaged or appeared to unlock what he escaped from. The screen was pulled away and there he stood disheveled but triumphant beside the inviolate container that was supposed to have contained him. He waved to the crowd.




Transported by Doctorow’s evocations of that bygone era, Robin offered a brief comment. “It doesn’t get much better than this,” he said.


Still, there were lessons that Juilliard could not teach Robin, desires it could not fulfill, and itches it could not scratch. For those, he would turn to mime. The strange, silent theatrical technique—one that needed no equipment or props, other than black-and-white face paint, and required no formal stage or scenery—was one he indulged in from time to time with Todd Oppenheimer, an acting student at the Neighborhood Playhouse and a fellow émigré from the Bay Area. Oppenheimer had struggled as a solo mime performer in Central Park and other public spaces around New York, but his prospects improved when a mutual friend introduced him to Robin.


As he was speaking to his friend on a Manhattan sidewalk, Oppenheimer recalled, “Bouncing down the street comes this guy in painter’s overalls and a Dutch boy cap, bounces right up and says hello in this beautiful, stentorian voice. Then he turns in my direction and says, ‘It’s great seeing somebody doing mime again in the park.’ Something that suggested he knew it or had done it himself.” When Oppenheimer asked him if he performed it himself, Robin demurred: “Oh, not really,” he answered. “I’ve played with things.” But, Oppenheimer continued, “Having nothing better to think of, I said, ‘Well, you want to do it with me? I’m looking for a partner.’ What I realized is that I had to have somebody for support, so we could at least commiserate with each other when people walked away.”


They practiced their ad hoc mime partnership on days off from their formal education, when Oppenheimer would head over to Robin’s apartment around eleven a.m. to wake him up and get their makeup on. “He was just so undisciplined, and there was always a different girl over there,” Oppenheimer said. Then, in striped shirts and painter pants—which Robin would wear held up by a pair of rainbow suspenders—they would walk to Central Park or the plaza in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, using those several blocks to warm up and get into character.


Robin was “not the kind of guy who had much patience for rehearsal,” Oppenheimer said, “but we planned a few things,” many of which were routines they copied from established mime artists.


Among them, Oppenheimer said, was the character of a mask maker, a piece that he had previously seen performed by Marcel Marceau. “It’s a guy sitting on a bench making masks,” he explained, “and he keeps trying them on. There’s an angry face, and a sad face and a laughing face. He eventually gets one stuck on, and it’s the smiling face. And as he realizes it’s stuck, he goes through a whole sequence of emotions—but his face has to remain smiling.”


In another routine, either he or Robin would play the role of a small child being led around a store as his mother holds his hand. “He’s getting in trouble and he’s reaching for candy and his mom’s reaching down and slapping him,” Oppenheimer said. “You get this whole visual sense of this tiny person, because he’s always looking up and his hand’s up in the air. And eventually he has to pee, and he tries to get his mom’s attention but she’s busy shopping. It gets worse and worse, and she will not listen to him, and the more he bothers her the more she thinks he’s bothering her. The kids just love it, because they’ve all been there.”


Sometimes a bit would consist of nothing more than a wicked imitation of a bystander he or Robin might spot in their audience. “If you did your job,” Oppenheimer said, “the person you were imitating wouldn’t even know you were there. They would look at the crowd, and they would see the crowd looking at them. And they wouldn’t know why everyone was staring at them. They’d look down at their shoes, they’d check their zipper, they’d do whatever. Then they’d think, is there something behind me? Then they’d look, and if you were agile enough, you’d move with them so they couldn’t see you. It would just get funnier and funnier, and worse and worse.”


These free-form forays in front of unsuspecting and occasionally hostile audiences were also formative experiences in rejection. Once while he was doing a mime routine in front of an apartment building, Robin was doused from above with a sudden splash of water—he looked up in time to see someone pouring it on him from an upper floor. As he later described the experience, “It was like getting slapped in the face.” It became a war story he later shared with friends, not to boast about how far he’d come but to illustrate how vulnerable and exposed performers are. The sudden, painful shock of getting doused like that was one that Robin would reenact for years to come, often recoiling as he acted out the moment—one of many small battle scars he’d bear forever.


Robin’s Juilliard classmates felt he was straining at the margins of a system designed to break students down and put them back together like new. “The school did have a tendency to want to strip you of your own personal idiosyncrasies,” Richard Levine said. “In time, you gain a little bit more choice and have more options available to you, as you reinstate your idiosyncrasies, but you’re not glued to them if a part required something else. I understand the philosophy and it had a real intelligence to it. But I think for Robin, it was very stultifying. He really did need to spread his wings and do his thing.”


Oppenheimer, his mime partner, thought he saw Robin growing disenchanted with Juilliard, too. But then again, he said, “You never had a serious conversation with Robin.”


In the summer of 1974, his friend Christopher Reeve was cast in the popular CBS soap opera Love of Life and was given permission to take a leave from the school. The role led to other roles and set him on a path to stardom, and he would never complete his Juilliard training. Meanwhile, Robin fell in love with a woman he’d met who, like him, had recently moved to New York from California. Though he never gave her name publicly, he described her as “a free spirit who thought nothing about walking through tough neighborhoods wearing white lace gowns. I told her that if she kept it up, she’d get killed, and she said, ‘No, my aura will defend me.’ ”


In the summer of 1975, between Robin’s second and third years at Juilliard, he and his girlfriend returned to California, where the love affair became even more passionate. But when Robin returned to New York in the fall, she did not come with him, and their separation badly brought him down. “I really missed my lady friend and I began running up $400-a-month telephone bills—and at the time I was having trouble just making the rent,” he said. “The tension of a long-distance romance was such a drain.”


Shelly Lipkin, Robin’s friend from the Pacific Conservatory of the Performing Arts, said his angst about the relationship was sincere and overwhelming. “He would call me, sometimes at one or two o’clock in the morning, really heartbroken, because he wasn’t sure if she was seeing someone else,” Lipkin said. “What was going on? She didn’t call back right away. He was really upset about it.”


On February 10, 1976, Robin and the Juilliard faculty came to the mutual agreement that he should withdraw from the school. Though a persistent urban legend has endured that John Houseman dismissed him with his congratulations for having outstripped the school’s ability to educate him—he is supposed to have said in one telling of this tale, “There’s just nothing more we can teach you”—this is almost certainly untrue. Such departures from the Drama Division were routine occurrences, and the wayward students would find their way in the wider world or they would not. “John was very good about letting people go and not saying, ‘Oh, you have to finish the whole thing,’ ” said Margot Harley. “He was right to let Robin go at that point.”


Other Juilliard instructors who worked with Robin were even less sentimental about his exit from the school. “I think we all felt it was fine that he left,” said Michael Kahn. “It was clear that this particular kind of training wasn’t necessarily what he needed or wanted. He got out of it what he wanted to get out of it, and he didn’t get all of it. There are people who really don’t need the four years, or it’s not the right thing for them. And I always understand that. It’s never upset me, ever, when people say I don’t think this right for me, or I don’t want any more of it.”


For Robin, though, it was yet another plan that didn’t come to fruition, and another three years of education that did not result in a degree. It was time to come home, but at least this time he knew where home was, back in San Francisco, where his parents and his girlfriend would be waiting for him.
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LEGALIZED INSANITY


Not long after Robin’s return to the Bay Area in the winter of 1976, he and his girlfriend broke up. “She fell into this Marin County thing and just went crazy, got really drugged and crazed out,” he later explained, adding the sound of a crashing rocket. “Things went whoooosh.” Robin was stuck living with his parents in Tiburon, a young man sleeping in a teenager’s bedroom, and he fell into what he considered a massive depression. The only place he could find salvation was on the stage, and so he began to explore the local theater scene.


San Francisco, which seemed so strange and foreboding in his senior year of high school, was a diverse, liberal metropolis with a complex ecosystem of theaters, clubs, and nightlife. Performances were happening not only at dedicated playhouses but also at storefronts, restaurants, basements, and almost anywhere you could string up a set of curtains and point a spotlight. Robin’s half brother Todd had set up shop in the Marina District at a bar he called Toad Manner, where the regulars nicknamed the proprietor “Toad,” like the giant top-hatted amphibian whose extended tongue spelled out the bar’s name, and he in turn called them his “Marina maggots.” The clientele ran the gamut from doctors and lawyers to firemen and policemen, to bikers and cross-dressers, to the editorial staff of Rolling Stone magazine. “There was one guy named Beefy, who wore a pillbox hat and a black housedress and had a big black beard,” Robin later recalled. “In San Francisco, that’s kind of like day-wear.”


Robin dabbled in an improvisational comedy group run by The Committee, the institution where Dale Morse, his drama teacher at Claremont, had trained. On Monday nights, when regular sketch shows and classes were not being offered at The Committee’s performance space in the North Beach neighborhood, Del Close, the renegade improv virtuoso from Chicago’s Second City, taught a more serious-minded approach to the art. “We were working on improvisation as—how can I express this?—as a serious investigative form,” said Joe Spano, an actor who studied there. Close eventually left The Committee, but the splinter group lived on as The Committee Workshop, then the Experimental Wing of The Committee, and then simply the Wing.


This was when Robin showed up, but he did not stick around for long. “It was immediately apparent that the form we were using was too restrictive for Robin’s imagination,” Spano said. “He couldn’t work in our format, which was much slower. None of us had wits as quick. We weren’t really doing that kind of comedy. We were trying to work as a team, but I don’t mean he wasn’t a team player. His speed, his wit, and his acuity were cramped.”


It wasn’t ambition, either, that got in the way of Robin’s work with the Wing, Spano said: “I don’t think it was a matter of his aspirations. It was a matter of his nature. His talent was to be Robin.”


In March 1976, Robin made his professional San Francisco theater debut in Harold Pinter’s The Lover, about a husband and wife in a role-playing relationship, at the Gumption, a fringe theater in the city’s Haight-Ashbury district. When its director, Cynthia “Kiki” Wallis, first encountered Robin, she found him so destitute she gave him $100 for his wardrobe. As an actor, he seemed to care more about making the role interesting for himself each night than delivering a consistent performance from show to show. “Serious was very difficult for Robin; to remember what it was he had just done and repeat it, wrenching,” Wallis said. “He did it every performance beautifully, differently—close enough, but fresh.” And sometimes he took it too far: “He had gotten used to getting a laugh and one night he didn’t,” she said. “So then he did a Tarzan thing with his voice, and he got the laugh. I told him after, ‘You got the laugh, but you broke the show rule.’ ”


Still looking for direction and mentorship, Robin began training with Frank Kidder, who ran a workshop for would-be stand-up comedians in North Beach. Kidder was another former military man, an air force enlistee who ran his program in the basement of the Intersection, a café and arts space established by a three-church coalition. The Intersection took an open-minded approach to programming and offered cabaret, vaudeville, vintage movies, and spoken-word acts, sometimes all on the same bill. The space had started to develop a small following of comedy fans who came to see performers like “Freaky Ralph” Eno, a local fixture who specialized in stream-of-consciousness prose pieces and slightly off-key punk-and-surf-rock pastiches. Don Novello, a recent transplant from Chicago who had grown tired of his advertising copywriting job, came here to try his hand at stand-up, drawn in by the receptive crowds and the promise of even modest compensation.


“Admission cost a dollar and we would split the door,” said Novello, who would later become known as the comedic clergyman Father Guido Sarducci. “You usually got, like, two dollars. The bridge at that time was seventy-five cents. So you could end up making fifty cents. It was no money, but it was all hippies and it was very easy. I was doing a lot of stuff about Watergate and Nixon, and they were on your side. It was talking to the choir.”


Robin’s formative efforts here were character pieces, quaint and juvenile. They included a tongue-in-cheek takeoff on Lawrence Welk, full of the bandleader’s familiar German-accented malapropisms: “Tank you, tank you. Now let’s all get down and get fonky. The boys in the band will now play for you a luffly melody, Chumping Chack Flash. Play that fonky Muzak, white boys. Folks, I want you to know that efery one of the boys in the band is a real motherfocker in his own right.”


Another early bit was a quarterback tripping on LSD, who, instead of calling traditional plays, tells his teammates in a loopy California accent, “Well, hike when the energy’s right.”


It was too early for Robin to be thinking about developing a voice; he was simply trying on the role of the stand-up comedian and finding that he enjoyed it. “It was such a rush the first time I did it,” he later said. “The fun thing was being out there on stage in the total silence. The performance was yours. If you died, it was yours too.”


With his San Francisco peers, Robin was helping to develop a mode of comedy called the “riffing style”: as opposed to organized stand-up routines that proceeded in a logical sequence, this anarchic approach meant that any impulse could be explored at the moment that it occurred, without the need for setup or context, and it could be tossed aside as soon as the next good idea popped up. He took inspiration from more experienced local comics like Jeremy S. Kramer who, he said, “would just go on and do loud, wonderful characters. People would love him or it would drive people out of the room. There was no middle ground.”


Robin’s theatrical training had given him a voice loud enough that he did not need a microphone to project himself, and he used this to his advantage. “If people started heckling you, you just wade over into the audience and go near their table,” he said. “Or move away from them, and use the other side of the room, and fuck the loud people over here, the drunks at the bar.” Sometimes he would wander into his audience, establishing a trademark move that helped distinguish him from his competitors. “If you were on mike, you did the standard thing where people could kind of lose track,” he said. “So if I didn’t go on mike, they were immediately listening.”


Comedy offered Robin a personal outlet, a release valve that could help him get past his demoralizing breakup. And it paid just enough that Robin felt he could support himself; if he pushed himself and hustled hard, he could scrape together as much as $25 a night. “I was self-sustaining,” he explained, “and I could say, ‘No, Pop, I don’t need that check, but thanks.’ ” Yet he couldn’t seem to gauge for himself how naturally he took to this strange new discipline. Lorenzo Matawaran, another aspiring comedian who also studied with Kidder and became a friend of Robin’s, recalled, “Robin got up and blew everyone away, but he was meek. . . . He’d do a monster set and then come sit down and ask us in that little voice, ‘Did I go over?’ ”


Robin had come into comedy at an auspicious moment. Stand-up was entering its awkward adolescence; it was growing like crazy and definitely not concerned with being polite. Record albums like George Carlin’s vulgar confessional Class Clown, Robert Klein’s erudite and nostalgic Child of the Fifties, and Richard Pryor’s raucous and unsparing breakthrough That Nigger’s Crazy had all been best sellers in recent years. Each of these artists had gained a following with a sensibility that was intensely personal and unconcerned with traditional notions of propriety.


San Francisco had been a comedy town before, and it was becoming one again. In the 1950s and 1960s, it was famous for nightclubs like the hungry i, where Mort Sahl and Bill Cosby held court; Ann’s 440 Club, where the volatile Lenny Bruce grew into a force of nature during his lengthy residencies; and the Jazz Workshop, where Bruce was arrested for obscenity after using what the abashed local newspapers could only refer to as a ten-letter word. (It was cocksucker.) Now as the city rode a larger wave of artistic renewal, it was ready to supply fresh faces and new venues. And in the span of about six months, one performer seemed to find his way into all of them.


Robin turned up at the Savoy Tivoli and the Old Spaghetti Factory, a pair of interconnected North Beach cabarets that had been beatnik magnets in the 1950s and now offered their space to acts like the improv troupe Spaghetti Jam. Debi Durst, a young comedian who was training with the group, saw Robin perform with them, and she came away impressed, envious, and motivated. “He would take your breath away,” she said. “I realized, this guy’s got more than improv—he’s had real training. Because he had a voice. With enunciation. He could do all these characters and pull all this stuff out of nowhere. From everything else I had seen, it was like, ‘Ah, this looks too easy. I could get onstage and destroy these people.’ But playing with him would be a challenge.”


During one Spaghetti Jam show at the Savoy Tivoli, the group’s director, John Elk, put Durst together with Robin, because they each had high-pitched little-kid voices in their comic repertoires. “He took both of us by the hand and led us out onstage,” she recalled. “He goes, ‘All right, your mother and I are going out to dinner, and we want you kids to behave. We’ll be back in a little bit.’ That’s all he had to say. He just left the stage, and I looked at Robin. It was like, here we go. It’s a free-for-all.”


Other comedy novices found Robin’s prowess intimidating. “The first time I did improv with him, I couldn’t keep up,” said Mark Pitta, who first encountered Robin in Spaghetti Jam. “I turned out to be his audience, onstage. It was very embarrassing. He used to sweat, and he reeked. So I wanted to get offstage for two reasons. One is, he stinks, and the other is, I’m not doing well.”


When Durst found out that Robin had recently studied at Juilliard, she said it “just totally boosted his esteem in my eyes. I thought, whoa, that’s like saying you studied with God or something.” But his elite education and his family’s wealth did not alienate him from the other members of the group. “It was all about who was going to buy a pitcher of beer at the Savoy after the show,” Durst said, adding that Robin would never be that person. “He had like one pair of pants, two pairs of pants. And he was constantly borrowing money because he didn’t like to carry money with him. We were always like, ‘Okay, I got the buck-fifty, I’ll pop for the pitcher. If you don’t have any money, that’s fine.’ We had the rest of our lives to be crazy.”
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