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To Emery Wimbish and Grace Frankowsky


To Marie Dutton Brown


To the memory of Marie Kanalas Bogle


To the memory of my agent Bob Silverstein


And to my parents, Roslyn and John; my brother John; and Carol Bogle





February 16, 1997






IN SOME RESPECTS, it was just another Hollywood night, another of those big affairs with a gallery of glamorous stars, overeager publicists, agents, managers, and immaculately groomed industry executives—as well as a surge of pushy photographers and reporters who snapped pictures and shouted out questions. Barricaded on the sidelines were the fans, pumped up with excitement at seeing so many famous faces. On such occasions, everyone was accustomed to the star glow, the sparkling jewels, the designer gowns, the brilliant smiles, the air kisses, and the funny chatter that didn’t mean much of anything. On such nights, it was almost hard for anyone else to be really impressed. Glamour was, of course, valued, appreciated, held to high standards. Yet glamour in Hollywood was almost second nature.


But then in the midst of all the expected fanfare, all the lights and cameras and cries of joy, all the gilded chaos, there was a hush in the air. Something miraculous seemed to have happened. Suddenly, they were there. Exiting from a limousine was Elizabeth Taylor, perhaps the greatest movie star of the twentieth century, and there wasn’t one person who did not strain to see her. She still elicited the kind of awe that was seldom seen, the kind that had vanished long ago with the demise of the classic Old Hollywood and the old studio system. But no sooner had the great Liz come into view than another wave of excitement roared through the crowd as a second star, the elusive Michael Jackson, no doubt the greatest entertainer of the twentieth century, stepped out of the same limousine.


Elizabeth and Michael. A dazzling pair. Every eye was on them. “Michael and Elizabeth’s combined celebrity was just so incredibly intense,” Carrie Fisher once recalled. “And in a way it may have been comforting for each of them to have found someone with equivalent unimaginable celebrity. A rare species—endangered, protected, shiny.”


The event that night was ABC’s televised tribute to Elizabeth Taylor’s sixty-fifth birthday. In a short time, she was scheduled to enter the hospital for brain surgery. Doctors were optimistic, but no one could say for sure how the operation would go. Because the tribute had been scheduled long before she knew she’d have the surgery, Elizabeth Taylor decided to go ahead with it. And Michael Jackson knew he wanted no one else to escort her but himself. So there they were.


Elizabeth Taylor and Michael Jackson were hooked on each other. Not too long after their first meeting, a deep friendship had blossomed: a true kind of love affair, frankly unlike any relationship either had had before. They were eager to share secrets, to express their ways of looking at the world, to enter a private realm all their own. At his Neverland Valley Ranch in Los Olivos, California, Michael constructed a room in Elizabeth’s honor. Taylor, in turn, saw that he was one of those misunderstood, sensitive souls to which she had long been attracted.


But, frankly, what added to the crowd’s fervor at seeing the two together on this special night in February 1997 was the fact that no could quite figure them out. Both within and outside the entertainment industry, among the public at large and among other stars, some thought the relationship was flat-out weird. Incomprehensible. What went on with these two? What was this friendship all about? They were Hollywood’s Odd Couple. Old enough to be Michael Jackson’s mother, Elizabeth Taylor was a woman of the world who had been on the scene for decades, from the time she was a little girl, then through her youthful reign as the town’s dark-haired princess until her ascension as Hollywood’s Queen Elizabeth (and eventually, Dame Elizabeth). Why was a woman who looked as if she had been everywhere and done everything spending time with him? He was something of a strange bird, an asexual enigmatic Peter Pan, also on the scene since his childhood, now looking fearful of growing older, forever in search of finding the childhood he believed he had lost.


In essence, Elizabeth Taylor and Michael Jackson couldn’t be considered a couple at all. Each was too bright and bold to ever really complement the other. No one could ever imagine them as two halves that now completed a whole. Her husbands had often been consorts, all of them there at the service of the queen, bending to her will, absorbed into her world and reflecting her glow and glory as best or powerfully as they could. At times even Richard Burton, despite his power and charisma, knew deep down that partly what had made him Richard Burton, in the eyes of the public, was the fact that she had chosen him. But that never seemed the case with Michael, who was always the king of his own universe, never a consort to anyone, never standing in the afterglow of someone else. His brothers—and his onetime manager father, Joseph Jackson—had realized this early on, accepted it, and were as magnetized by his star power as anyone else.


So Taylor and Jackson were always separate entities that somehow clicked without one ever being at the service of the other, even though Michael appeared to love playing the part of the gentleman escort during their public outings. This separateness in a sense made them all the more a compelling pair, all the more a duo that puzzled, intrigued, and ignited the imagination. When they were together, it was admittedly something special, something wondrous to behold. Always he looked at her with adoring eyes and a smile that signaled some secret joy she brought him. Always she glanced at him in a protective, loving way.


How they really came together or why may always be baffling. But Michael Jackson’s devotion—and devotion is the only word to describe his feelings—to Elizabeth Taylor was different from those past relationships and friendships with Brooke Shields, Tatum O’Neal, and even the woman who had first fascinated him, Diana Ross. He had pursued and courted Elizabeth Taylor, and she had been resistant to his pursuit, perhaps asking herself what on earth this young man wanted. But, gradually, he won her over, and she succumbed to his attention and to his vulnerability. For her, nurturing doomed souls, like actors Montgomery Clift and James Dean, was a part of who she was, at the core of her DNA. Jackson’s onetime publicist Bob Jones—clearly surprised by the relationship as it built and took shape—felt that Michael usually didn’t want many women around. “There was at least one exception: Elizabeth Taylor,” recalled Jones, who was aware of the undeniable fact that “she captured Michael Jackson’s imagination.”


Something drew them together, bound them, may even have puzzled them as much as everyone else. Their backgrounds, seemingly so different, made theirs often a seemingly paradoxical union. But those separate backgrounds, those past histories, set the stage for their relationship, provided its exposition and backstory, and established the first and second acts of their individual lives. During what unexpectedly turned out to be act three of each of their lives, they met and began the friendship. But so much had come before—for each of them.





Chapter 1





ELIZABETH TAYLOR’S CHILDHOOD reads like something of a fairy tale, albeit with its requisite dark side. The second child of a dreamy-looking American couple living abroad, she was born on February 27, 1932, in London. Her mother, Sara Viola Warmbrodt, born in 1896 in Arkansas City, Kansas, was the daughter of an engineer. Ambitious, lively, and outgoing, with large eyes and a friendly smile, Sara met a handsome young dark-haired man with piercing blue eyes named Francis Lenn Taylor, who had been born in 1897 in Springfield, Illinois, and whose family lived in Arkansas City. From the very start, girls were all over Francis, falling into a swoon within minutes after seeing him. One classmate recalled that “he was the first boy I was ever aware of. I could have eaten him like ice cream on a stick.”


Not only were there those striking looks, but there was also his background and his breeding. This was no naïve, unpolished local lad unaware of the world. Though his father managed a general-goods store and had a modest income, Francis was the favorite of his wealthy uncle, Howard Young. Living in Saint Louis and married to Francis’s aunt Mabel, Howard was a prosperous art dealer with galleries in St. Louis and eventually New York and London, with beautiful homes in those cities as well as in Connecticut, Florida, and Wisconsin. Howard and his wife had no children, and though he was known as a man who did not show his feelings, he doted on Francis and was keenly aware of his nephew’s potential. When Francis turned nineteen, Uncle Howard brought him to St. Louis and later to New York and tutored him in the world of high art. Selling paintings was not just knowing the artistic merits of a piece of work. One also had to know the market for it—or how to create a market—and how to mix and mingle with the wealthy, the influential, the powerful. Also important was the image of the dealer. Young Francis—innately elegant and increasingly more and more sophisticated—soon dressed in splendidly tailored suits with the appropriate shirts and ties and shoes. He spoke in an eloquently thoughtful, knowledgeable manner. People took one look at him or heard him speak and instantly assumed he was somebody.


Certainly that was how Sara Warmbrodt felt upon meeting him. But it wasn’t love at first sight. Too many other things were then going on in her life. Mainly, Sara was hell-bent on building a career for herself. Her ambition? To be an actress; to conquer the world from the stage. Under the name Sara Sothern, she appeared in the stock company of actor Edward Everett Horton, then made her way to Los Angeles, where she debuted playing a lame girl in the drama The Fool. She reportedly made a screen test for MGM but nothing came of it. Then, at age twenty-six, Sara appeared in The Fool on Broadway. Two years later, she went to London with the drama. Afterward, Sara was back in the States in a small role in another Broadway show: The Little Spitfire. But that play closed quickly, no other roles came her way, and Sara, at loose ends, realized she might never have the stage career of her dreams. Then and there, she met up with Francis again. Now an ambitious young man of the world, he was like a knight in shining armor who made her envision another life for herself. About a year later—with permission from Howard Young—they married. Then came their world travels. Uncle Howard paid for their European honeymoon. Then Francis became his uncle’s purchasing agent in Europe and traveled the continent, meeting artists and assessing their work. He proved quite adept at his job and prospered. By 1929, Howard had installed thirty-one-year-old Francis as the head of his London gallery at 35 Old Bond Street.


•  •  •


In London, Francis and Sara were a magnetic, young American couple, looking like something out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel: boldly attractive and stylish as they shrewdly maneuvered their way through the city’s tony social set. Though Sara was considered a social climber and perhaps too brash, she was balanced by her sedate, rather serious, and cultivated husband. They may not have reached the very top of the British social ladder, but they certainly did all right for themselves. In their circle were Victor Cazalet and his sister, Thelma Cazalet-Keir. Victor was a conservative member of Parliament, lively, aggressive, never at a loss for words, and always impeccably dressed and something of a snob. Thelma Cazalet-Keir became one of the first female members of Parliament. With a sharp sense of the ins and outs of British social decorum, each Cazalet had an array of connections that helped Francis professionally. As for Sara, she loved the luncheons, dinners, receptions, parties, and gala openings that she was now attending.


Sara and Francis’s first child, a son named Howard, after Francis’s uncle, was born in late 1929. In early 1932, their daughter, Elizabeth Rosemond—named after Sara’s mother, Elizabeth, and Howard Young’s wife, Mabel, whose middle name was Rosemond—was born. Theirs was a picture-postcard family. Victor Cazalet and his sister, Thelma, became unofficial godparents to young Elizabeth. Francis and Sara moved into a comfortable home called Heathwood in the Hampstead section of London—it had “six bedrooms, three baths, a living room, a sitting room, a large kitchen, and living quarters for a family of servants.” Later they also had a small country home outside the city, thanks to Victor. “I remembered seeing the four-room cottage—simple to the point where water had to be heated on the kitchen stove,” recalled Hollywood’s gossip columnist Hedda Hopper. “ ‘Little Swallows’ was its name, and it sat in the woods of her godfather, Victor Cazelet [sic]; his English estate, Great Swifts, was in Kent.” Hopper first met Elizabeth during a trip to England, since she was friends with the Cazalets. The country home didn’t remain a simple four-room cottage for long. Francis and Sara completely redid Little Swallows, turning it into a charming showplace. Weekends with the children and friends were often spent there.


Howard and Elizabeth were showered with attention—night and day. A nanny, Gladys, cared for them. A cook prepared meals. A part-time chauffeur drove Sara and the children to their various appointments. Both children were enrolled in private schools.


Elizabeth quickly developed into an angelic-looking girl with dark, almost jet-black hair, flawless skin with a distinct beauty mark, a mole on her cheek—which Sara later emphasized with mascara—and dark blue or violet eyes, as many believed they were, with thick, luxurious brows and lashes. “The doctor told us that she had a mutation,” recalled Sara. “Well, that sounded just awful—a mutation. But, when he explained that her eyes had double rows of eyelashes, I thought, well, now, that doesn’t sound so terrible at all.”


Extremely shy, sometimes hiding behind her nanny, she was paradoxically also adventurous and independent. Yet from the day of her birth, she was also delicate. Her health was fragile, with a more serious problem that Sara preferred not to discuss. Elizabeth suffered from a glandular condition known as hypertrichosis, which caused a thin growth of hair all over her body. Doctors assured Sara that the condition was temporary. Indeed, the excess hair soon disappeared. But Elizabeth’s condition would reoccur at other times, then quickly vanish again. She was also born with scoliosis—a curvature of the spine—that contributed to endless back problems throughout her life. And she was very soon plagued by accidents. “My earliest memory is of pain,” Taylor once recalled. “In the house in London where I was born, there was one of those electric fires that coils and curls. I was still crawling and I remember looking at its marvelous orangey-red color and thinking, Should I or shouldn’t I? I did. Thank you very much! Half a finger almost burned off!” At age three, she was stricken with a painful infection of her ear canals; both ears had to be lanced. “For three weeks, she was running a high fever and couldn’t lie down,” Sara recalled. “She had to sit up in bed. And I was with her all the time, day and night. For about three weeks, I didn’t have a night’s sleep. She never whimpered and never cried. Her one concern was that I wasn’t getting to sleep. She was worried that Daddy and I were up all the time. She never cried. It’s just something . . . the only way that I know how to describe it is an inner strength.” Sara Taylor recalled that as she sat by her daughter’s bedside, the girl asked to see Victor. Sitting on the bed, he held Elizabeth and also read to her. Young Elizabeth soon recovered.


•  •  •


One bond between Victor and Sara was their faith. Each was a Christian Scientist. Sara’s mother claimed to hold a belief in Christian Science, but others believed that it was Victor who introduced Sara to the complex new religion, which was based on the teachings of the Bible and the writings of Mary Baker Eddy. One aspect of the religion held that health care and healing were possible not through medication or surgery but through a specific form of prayer. Christian Science would be more important to the Taylor household than most realized. On any given opportunity, Sara touted and praised the dogma of her faith. Meetings for Christian Scientists were held in her home. Both Howard and Elizabeth were given lessons in the religion. The Christian Science prayer book was consulted in the Taylor home—for years. If a difficult problem troubled Elizabeth, especially later during her career, Sara sat with her daughter, the prayer book in their hands. Since Sara believed in prayer over medicine, and though her daughter would be treated by an army of physicians throughout her life, Elizabeth learned to live with pain, to seek treatment but also both to fight and to stoically accept physical suffering, especially while going about her various professional and personal obligations, often until the pain became overpowering or unbearable. That ability to cope with pain would, in a sense, enable her to survive. Yet, publicly, she said almost nothing about Christian Science.


Of her early years in England, Taylor said, “I had the most idyllic childhood.” “She had a pony there and grew to love animals,” recalled Hedda Hopper. Elizabeth herself remembered: “My happiest moments as a child were riding my Newfoundland pony, Betty, in the woods on 3,000 acres of my godfather’s estate.” The pony—given to her when she was three—was a gift from Victor. “The very first time I got on her back, she threw me into a patch of stinging nettles. But I soon became an accomplished horsewoman. I’d ride bareback for hours all over the property.” She also recalled, “My brother and I made pets of all the animals—pet rabbits, pet turtles, pet goats, pet chickens. It was my ideal of bliss.” Decades later she would learn that Michael—and just about all of his family—also loved animals.


“You couldn’t have wished for a sweeter child,” said Hopper. “She would certainly have been happier leading that simple life close to woods and wild things to be tamed, maybe through all her years. But her mother had been bitten by the Broadway bug, and few women recover from that.”


From the start, Sara devoted much of her attention to Elizabeth, all the more so when she saw the reaction of others to her daughter. People encountering the impeccably dressed child with the woman’s face could not forget her. Not only were there the girl’s angelic looks but also her charm and charisma. Howard’s handsome looks were also commented on. But although both children were trained to be well mannered and well spoken with the tones and inflections of the English aristocracy, Elizabeth accepted the growing attention in a way that apparently Howard did not. Even as a boy, Howard was his own person. No one would ever tell him what to do or be. Elizabeth was then more malleable. As soon as she could walk, Sara enrolled her in classes at the prestigious Vacani School of Dance. Told that the daughters of the royal family, the princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, studied there, Sara wasted no time. Never did the princesses come to the school itself. Instead, instructors from the school gave them private lessons at their home. Regardless, Sara loved the connection that she boasted of then and in the years to come.


With the other young dancers, Elizabeth performed at a benefit for the school that was attended by the princesses and their mother, the Duchess of York (the future Queen Mother). “I peeked up through the curtain of my hair and began casing the joint,” recalled Taylor. “I loved it. I wouldn’t leave the stage,” she remembered. “It was a marvelous feeling on that stage—the isolation, the hugeness, the feeling of space and no end to space, the lights, the music—and then the applause bringing you back into focus . . .” Because she wouldn’t leave the stage, she recalled that the curtain was finally lowered on her. Elizabeth never forgot the experience. Nor did Sara. Much was later made of this benefit by MGM. It became a part of the studio’s official biography of her. Already both Elizabeth and her mother had stars in their eyes about the future.


But behind the idyllic facade of life in the Taylor household, a marriage was in trouble. With vastly different perspectives and interests, Sara and Francis often clashed and quarreled. Some believed the marriage became sexless. Francis drank heavily, a fact about which the two apparently argued. Mild-mannered and considered weak, Francis appeared overpowered by Sara’s demanding and domineering personality. For a man who, although social, preferred spending some quiet nights reading, he was learning to live with an unending round of social activities—the dinner parties and the nights on the town that Sara seemed to thrive on.


Francis also believed—even then—that he didn’t have enough private time with Elizabeth, time when the two of them could do things together and come to know each other better. He must have felt he was being kept away from his own child. With his son, Howard, he appeared to have a good relationship, but Sara seemed unwilling to share Elizabeth.


At the same time, Francis could have a short temper. When the children misbehaved, he struck both Howard and Elizabeth, to the point where, years later, Elizabeth referred to her father as having been abusive.


The arguments and the recriminations between Sara and Francis continued. “Sara and Francis’s marriage didn’t strike me as a particularly happy one,” recalled an art dealer who knew the Taylors in the 1930s. “The couple argued a great deal. Francis had a drinking problem. He drank too much, and his alcoholism became a major source of contention between husband and wife.” Their fractious relationship may even have been similar to that of Martha and George in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, the film that would come to mean so much to Elizabeth. The domestic discord was not lost on Elizabeth. She would always be attracted to strong, independent, tough-minded men who represented what she may have always wanted her father to be. Still, she loved Francis deeply, and in the years to come she understood him better and sympathized with him. She would also always have an affinity for seemingly softer, more sensitive, talented men in need of a special kind of nurturing.


Aside from Sara, Francis had to contend with another demanding personality, his uncle, Howard. Because he and his family had become financially dependent on Howard, Francis had to live by Howard’s rules. Rumors also circulated about conflict in the Taylor household because of the close friendships of both Sara and Francis with Victor Cazalet. Not only did Victor influence Sara’s dedication to Christian Science, but he was an important engineer of her social world. This shrewd politician brought the likes of Winston Churchill and Sir Anthony Eden into the Taylors’ lives, as well as some of England’s aristocracy and power brokers. Other than the fact that it was good for the art business, Francis may not have cared that much about the high and mighty. But Sara certainly did. With the witty, clever, and stylish Victor, Sara could laugh, relax, and kick up her heels. Some gossiped that she and Victor had an affair, so much did she appear to relish her time with him.


Yet Victor also relished his time with the sensitive Francis. Over the years, there were whispers and rumblings that Francis Taylor had homosexual leanings, and that Victor, a lifelong bachelor, was one of his lovers. Victor once presented Francis with a sparkling red Buick. The two men were reported to have traveled together and were seen laughing, talking, exchanging private glances, and also drinking together. It was the alcohol that seemed to open Francis up. Sara herself may have wondered about the relationship, but apparently she did not dwell on such thoughts. Nor did she care. Victor was too important to her. Yet Francis also grew close to a young man, Marshall Baldrige, who worked at the gallery. In later years, Marshall would say that he and Francis were merely close friends, like a father and son. But that never stopped the gossip about Francis and Marshall. Or about Francis’s friendship with another young man, the Viennese artist Stefan Verkaufen. Another friendship was with the German author Kurt Stempler, who said that he and Francis had a short-lived affair.


The Taylors’ lives and their complicated domestic situation changed dramatically as war swept through Europe. In 1936, Italy invaded Ethiopia, Japan threatened China, and a Civil War began in Spain. In 1938, Hitler’s troops occupied and annexed Austria into Nazi Germany. That same year, Germany also annexed Czechoslovakia’s northern and western border regions, known as the Sudetenland. In March 1939, Germany occupied the rest of a weakened Czechoslovakia, then Hitler invaded Poland. At any time, England feared an invasion by Germany. Francis and Sara remained at Heathwood as long as they could. Then, according to Sara, a call came from the office of the American ambassador to the Court of Saint James, Joseph Kennedy. Like other Americans in England, Francis was urged to get his family out of the country and back to the States as soon as possible. When asked about the ambassador himself calling the Taylor home, Francis told a friend he never received such a call, that it was simply Sara embellishing on the details of their ultimate departure from England. Regardless, he knew the time had come to return to the States. Plans were immediately made for the departure of Sara and the children. Francis would have to remain behind to close the gallery and tie up other loose ends, then join them later. Francis also urged his young friend Marshall to come to America with him. But Marshall remained in England.


•  •  •


On April 3, 1939, Sara and the children and their nanny boarded the ocean liner SS Manhattan and sailed home to the States. For seven-year-old Elizabeth, the trip across the Atlantic seemed a glorious adventure. Part of the Taylor legend has it that while on the SS Manhattan, the girl saw Shirley Temple as a Victorian lass in the movie The Little Princess. Mesmerized by the action on-screen and by the power of the film’s leading lady, pint-size Shirley, Elizabeth was reported to have said: “Mummy! I think I want to be an actress.”


Prophetic as the story sounds, Sara later said—once Elizabeth was living in California—that up to that time her seven-year-old daughter “had seen only Snow White and one or two Disney films . . . and wasn’t the least scrap interested [in making movies]. Neither was I.” It’s doubtful, however, that Sara herself was not interested.


Elizabeth would later believe she had left her childhood the moment she departed from Heathwood. Though she would be thought of as a quintessentially American star, she never left Great Britain behind. Her very manner of speaking—the sound of a young British aristocrat—would lead to her first important movie role. In the future, whether for films or vacations, she would return frequently to England. Two of her future husbands would hail from the United Kingdom. After her marriage to Richard Burton, she lived there again. In 1963, she would star in the hour-long CBS documentary Elizabeth Taylor in London, one of her rare television appearances at the time, in which she provided viewers with a personal tour of the sights and sounds of the London she held so dear. In her later years, she sometimes even had the style of a British matron, which may have led fashion writer Cathy Horyn to observe “that despite the jet-set life, the jewels and the husbands, she retained an Englishness, a hominess, a love of children and animals that was recognizably real.” Perhaps most surprisingly, when Taylor turned fifty, she suddenly showed up at her family’s old home Heathwood—where she startled the current residents, especially when she asked if their house might be for sale. Obviously, she had thoughts of buying the house back. In Los Angeles during her later years, she told her landscape designer Nicholas Walker: “I’ve been looking all my life to duplicate an authentic English border.” Walker said: “Well, Southern California doesn’t have 360 days of rain a year, as England does, but I could create the feeling that she wanted using plants from all over the world.” He told her: “If you want delphiniums year-round, I can’t do that. But you can have them in short, truncated moments.” He recalled: “Dame Elizabeth arched an eyebrow and said, ‘That sounds interesting.’ ” Photographer Bruce Weber remembered: “She took pride in her garden, like most English people.” And one of the proudest days in her life would occur in 2000—when she was named a Dame Commander of the British Empire. Somewhere, deep inside, Elizabeth Taylor was profoundly affected by those formative years and the country of her birth. “The happiest days of my childhood were in England,” she said years later. But onward Elizabeth went in 1939.





Chapter 2





MICHAEL JACKSON’S LIFE—LIKE Elizabeth’s—also had a fairy-tale quality. His was the tale of the rise of a boy prince who overcame adversities to assume his throne but who would forever be haunted by the early years—a childhood he felt he had missed—and who would always be tied to a complicated family he loved greatly yet which he sometimes found himself in conflict with. The complicated feelings would be a part of his identity—and all went back to the time that Joseph Jackson met pert and pretty Katherine Scruse.


•  •  •


Brash, tough-minded, and confident, Joseph Walter Jackson, born in 1928 in Fountain Hill, Arkansas, was the oldest of six children—four boys, two girls—of a strict, emotionally remote, religious schoolteacher named Samuel and his young wife, Crystal, who had once been his student. The marriage of Samuel and Crystal was a troubled one, and by the time Joe was a teenager, his parents had split up. “Joseph’s mother, Crystal, had had an affair with a soldier,” said Joe’s son Jermaine Jackson. Afterward, Samuel moved to Oakland and was later joined by thirteen-year-old Joe. Crystal stayed behind with the other children. There was a brief reconciliation, but the marriage collapsed again and was over for good. As affected as he was by his parents’ divorce, Joe had suffered another emotional blow that earlier had left him devastated when his favorite sister Verna Mae took ill. “Joseph watched his sister’s deterioration from the bedroom door as the adults surrounded her bed,” Jermaine recalled his father saying. Following Verna Mae’s death, “Joseph sobbed for days.” Jermaine believed “that was the last time he shed a tear.” Joseph might have been around nine. Hers was the last funeral he attended until Michael’s in 2009, recalled Jermaine. “One loss in life sealed our father’s emotions.”


Perhaps always brooding, and, like his father, Samuel, not someone who could easily show his feelings, Joseph dropped out of high school, became a Golden Gloves boxer, and had big dreams for himself, the kind his other family members didn’t. He first met pretty, young Katherine Scruse at a dance in East Chicago, a city in northern Indiana. But intrigued as he may have been, nothing happened between the two. Then, after Joe had a short-lived marriage—one rarely discussed in later years—Joe saw Katherine Scruse again. This time around, his world changed.


A southerner and also a child of a broken home, Katherine had been born in Alabama in 1930, the daughter of Prince Albert Scruse and Martha Upshaw. Her younger sister, Hattie, was born a year later, and in 1934, Prince moved his family to East Chicago. But theirs was another troubled marriage that ended in divorce. Becoming a Pullman porter, Prince often traveled on the road. As a Pullman porter, he was one of a corps of mostly black railroad porters who, from the late 1860s into the twentieth century, were immaculately groomed and uniformed as they tended to passengers in sleeping cars. Such a position attained a certain status because such jobs were not easy to come by. In turn, the Pullman porters, which under the leadership of African American A. Philip Randolph formed the first all-black union in 1925—known as the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters—helped lead to the emergence of a black middle class and was an early sign of a civil rights movement in the black community. Katherine’s family was clearly upwardly mobile. Katherine and her sister, Hattie, lived with their mother. Quiet and shy with a sweet temperament, Katherine suffered from polio before she turned two years old. Wearing braces or using crutches until she was sixteen, often teased at school, and walking with a limp for the rest of her life, Katherine’s refuge from the taunts of other kids was her love of music, especially the country music that she and Hattie heard over the radio. Katherine also played the piano and the clarinet. When she met Joe, she discovered that he played the guitar and his dream was to be an entertainer.


In 1949, the two married and wasted no time in starting a family that grew almost year by year. In 1950, they had a daughter named Maureen, called Rebbie. The next year Katherine gave birth to a son named Sigmund Esco, called Jackie. Tariano Adaryll, called Tito, arrived in 1953. Then came Jermaine LaJuane, in 1954; La Toya Yvonne, in 1956; twin sons Marlon and Brandon (the latter died in childbirth), in 1957; Michael Joseph, in 1958; Steven Randall, called Randy, in 1961; and a baby girl, Janet Damita Jo, in 1966.


By the early 1950s, Joseph took a job as a crane operator at Inland Steel in East Chicago, earning about sixty-five dollars a week. Joe also worked as a welder to make extra money. No matter what the criticism of Joseph Jackson in later years, the care and welfare of his family came first. “I think it takes a certain type of man to do that kind of job—someone hardened and emotionally strong—and he worked his fingers to the bone to ‘earn a life,’ as he put it. I think this is where his insistence on ‘respect’ comes from,” Jermaine recalled. Also a hard worker, Katherine, to make ends meet, took a part-time job at Sears, and she learned to stretch a dollar. Family meals could consist of chitterlings and lots of potatoes. Without much money for games and toys, the kids learned how to keep themselves entertained with such television shows as Maverick, reruns of The Three Stooges, and old movies with stars like Randolph Scott, and, for Michael, Fred Astaire. In time, Michael developed an intense interest in past child stars, whether it be the kids from the Our Gang series or Shirley Temple. During these years, he was aware of Elizabeth as a child star. But his fascination with her had not yet occurred. Early on, Michael also loved animated programs.


The family moved into a small house in Gary, Indiana, their address later becoming almost iconic: 2300 Jackson Street. It was a historical irony—perhaps a fortuitous one—that the family would settle in a home on an otherwise “unknown” block with the same name as its own. In time, they would make Jackson Street famous. The street reportedly had been named after the nation’s seventh president, Andrew Jackson. Known for decades as a factory town, Gary, Indiana, had been founded in 1906 by the United States Steel Corporation and named after a founding chairman of the company, Elbert Henry Gary. Its new plant, Gary Works, had opened that year. In 1919, labor unrest resulted in a massive strike that turned violent when striking steel workers had bloody clashes with outsider strikebreakers. At one point, Indiana’s governor James P. Goodrich declared martial law. Some four thousand federal troops were called in. Otherwise, life in Gary was fairly uneventful. Continuing to grow, the city reached a population of one hundred thousand in the 1930s, attracting foreign-born immigrants eager for employment in the steel mills and a chance at a better life. People of color also flocked to the city, African Americans composing 17 percent of its population and Mexicans composing more than 3 percent. For decades, as the steel mills prospered, so did the city’s fortunes. But after the Second World War, with competition from abroad, Gary’s economic growth slowed, then declined in the 1960s. Unemployment rose. So did the crime rate. So did racial divisions. Later Gary would have one of the nation’s earliest black mayors, Richard G. Hatcher. But even before that occurred, Joe must have seen the writing on the wall. For a better life, he’d have to do more than labor in the steel mills. In the meantime, he struggled to stay afloat.


Every single foot of the house in Gary was taken up. “Nine children, two parents, two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen, and a living room were packed tight into a space about thirty feet wide and no more than forty feet deep,” Jermaine recalled. “Our home was built in the 1940s, wood-framed, with a tiled pyramid lid that seemed so thin for a roof that we swore it would blow off during the first tornado.” Katherine and Joe had one bedroom. The four eldest sons shared the other bedroom with a triple bunk bed: Tito and Jermaine on the top; Marlon and Michael in the middle; Jackie on the bottom. On a pullout sofa bed in the living room, the three girls slept. Randy slept on another sofa. There wasn’t much breathing room, and certainly there wasn’t much privacy.


The home was “simple and nondescript, but we were comfortable there and never felt that we were poor or in any way deprived,” La Toya Jackson remembered. And contrary to the stories later fabricated by Motown, La Toya recalled, the family didn’t live in harsh ghetto conditions. Gary itself “boasted clean, comfortable residential neighborhoods like the one we lived in. Our schoolmates’ parents were lawyers, teachers, and blue-collar workers.” She added: “Even so, Joseph decreed that we were not to socialize with other kids. He and my mother believed that our futures depended on education, hard work, and strict discipline.”


The discipline was maintained primarily by Joseph, stern and unyielding. In later years, he said he was hard on the family because of his fears that his children might be exposed to drugs and violence, and both he and Katherine kept a vigilant eye on every move the children made. “He banished the outside world from our home until our home became our world. It’s easy to understand a parent’s desire to protect his youngsters, but Joseph took this to an extreme,” La Toya would recall. If any one of the children broke the rules of the house or if they talked back to Joe, he didn’t hesitate to forcefully whip them. Just one glance from Joseph was enough to send shivers through the children. Sometimes the kids had no idea what might set him off, when his voice, his eyes, his whole demeanor would turn mean, when his hand or fist would be raised and come down fast and hard on them.


Katherine also disciplined the children—and also had a temper. But unlike Joseph, she showed her emotions and love. Her family was the center of her universe. Her religion served as a guiding force in the children’s lives. Raised as a Baptist, and for a long time a Lutheran, she had converted to the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Stretching back to the 1870s and founded by Charles Taze Russell, the sect was an outgrowth of the nineteenth-century Bible Student Movement, which taught that the Bible was scientifically and historically accurate. The organization also prided itself on being true to the doctrines of first-century Christianity. Not known formally as Jehovah’s Witnesses until 1931, its name was based on Isaiah 43:10: “Ye are my witnesses, saith the Lord, and my servants whom I have chosen.” The dictates and doctrines of the Jehovah’s Witnesses were strict: birthdays were not celebrated nor were religious holidays such as Christmas and Easter, both considered an outgrowth of pagan rituals. Followers were not to accept military service. Nor were they to salute the flag. Nor could they have blood transfusions. Their tenets were known as “the truth.” With the belief that society is corrupt, Jehovah’s Witnesses, in many respects, separated themselves from society, its members keeping to themselves. Members also had to abide by all official doctrines. Criticism was neither condoned nor permitted. Those members who broke the rules of the organization or those who left the organization could find themselves “shunned” by other members, even their onetime close friends or family. In time, the Jehovah’s Witnesses would grow to have well over seven million followers, with its international headquarters located in Brooklyn.


To spread the word and recruit new members, the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ publications The Watchtower and Awake! were sold by members who went from door to door in towns and cities. It was through just such publications that Katherine Jackson first learned of the organization and was converted and baptized in 1963. Raising her family in the religion, Katherine herself and the children at various times would go door-to-door to sell The Watchtower and Awake! That would include Michael even after he had become famous. On the Sabbath, Katherine and her children also attended Kingdom Hall together. Michael enjoyed the communal atmosphere, the friendship of church members, the guidance of the church elders. His religious beliefs provided him with a foundation of security, and those beliefs were important to the family. That, however, did not include Joseph. He didn’t appear to put up a fuss about the religious conversion of his wife, but he never joined the group. The strict rules of the Witnesses apparently appealed to him as a way to help keep the children in line—and also separated them from the urban community around them.


In some respects, Katherine Jackson’s belief in her nonmainstream religion was not that different from Sara Taylor’s belief in the teachings of Christian Science. But with the publication of the newspaper The Christian Science Monitor, Christian Science acquired an intellectual cachet that gave it a credibility that possibly lifted it eventually out of the realm of a cult. On the other hand, many frowned upon the Jehovah’s Witnesses, mistakenly viewing it as a religion for lower-class, unschooled African Americans. But African Americans would compose about 20 to 30 percent of the group’s membership; most Jehovah’s Witnesses were white. Still, while others might label the religious organization a cult, Katherine and her children never viewed their faith in this way. Instead, Katherine drew strength from her religion just as Sara drew strength from Christian Science. Though neither would have said it, both had such strong convictions that they no doubt felt the world could be damned for not understanding the power of their respective faiths.


Unlike Sara Taylor, who gave up her own theatrical aspirations rather early and focused on her daughter, Elizabeth, Joe Jackson wasn’t as quick to give up his dreams of being a music star. Forming a blues group with his brother Luther and some friends that they called the Falcons, Joe and the others regularly practiced at the Jackson home. According to Jermaine, the group performed “at local parties and venues to put some extra dollars in their pockets.” The Falcons eventually disbanded. But unable to leave his music behind, Joe practiced on his guitar, his most prized possession, which he kept locked away in the bedroom closet. “And don’t even think about getting out my guitar,” he warned the kids.


But it didn’t stay locked away for long. Fascinated by the idea of playing the guitar, Tito started to wait for those occasions when Joseph was out of the house and the coast was clear, then took the coveted guitar from the closet and played it while performing with his brothers. At the sound of Joseph returning home in his Buick, Tito would quickly replace the guitar in the closet. One day, however, he broke a string on the instrument. When Joe saw what had happened, he hit the ceiling and demanded to know who had been messing with his guitar. Tito admitted he was the culprit but he also professed that he knew how to play. Joe was still angry but he calmed down. “Let me see what you can do,” he told him. When he heard his son perform, a lightbulb immediately went off in Joe’s head. Shortly afterward, he arrived home with a package that was handed over to Tito. Inside was a new guitar for his son. But Joe admonished him that it meant he had to rehearse with his brothers.


Shrewd, ambitious Joseph saw possibilities with his sons. They were not simply playing around. They had the potential, in his view, to be a group, to make it to the top. Any number of kids fantasized about music careers or pop stardom. Any number of kids put those dreams aside once they were no longer teenagers. But Joseph Jackson never saw stardom for his boys as a long shot, never as a pipe dream. Stardom was an inevitability. But it would take hard work, discipline, and focus.


The concept of a musical group was a natural because 2300 Jackson Street was a musical home. Not only had Joe performed with his Falcons, but Katherine sang around the house. Among Michael’s earliest memories were those of Katherine “holding me and singing songs like ‘You Are My Sunshine’ and ‘Cotton Fields.’ She sang to me and to my brothers and sisters often.” Growing up hearing the names of famous black performers—Jackie Wilson, James Brown, David Ruffin, and other Motown stars—as a part of everyday life in the home, all the children became steeped in show biz history with a knowledge and respect for black musical giants. They also all liked performing. Though the eldest son, Jackie, was an outstanding athlete with dreams of a career as a baseball star—and was even scouted by the Chicago White Sox—after an injury, or perhaps mainly due to Joseph’s insistence, all his energies went into music with his brothers. Jackie was also a terrific dancer and won dance contests with his sister Rebbie in the area. Marlon was a good dancer, too. Tito loved the guitar. And Jermaine not only played bass guitar but also sang lead for a time.


Even before he could talk, Michael’s love of music, rhythm, movement, and dramatic pauses and soaring tempos was apparent. “Ever since Michael was very young,” Katherine later told Time, “he seemed different to me from the rest of the children. I don’t believe in reincarnation, but you know how babies move uncoordinated? He never moved that way. When he danced, it was like he was an old person.” La Toya also commented that her mother realized Michael was “different” from the time he was born—“quick to walk and talk. . . . She made a point never to boast about any of us, but of Michael, my mother would allow, ‘I don’t want to say he’s gifted but I know there’s something special about him.’ ” He was also a student of music: he carefully watched an entertainer, like James Brown, picked up on his routines, both as an impassioned vocalist and a dancer, and could soon imitate him, adding his own flair and dash. The same was true for Michael of Jackie Wilson, who was his number one idol. In 1963, five-year-old Michael—then a student at Garnett Elementary School—gave his first performance for an audience. He sang “Climb Ev’ry Mountain” in a school pageant. Sitting in the audience were Katherine and her father, Prince Scruse.


That same year, his father at first didn’t consider putting Michael in the group. He was too young. But when Michael started singing along, Joe and his sons all saw the boy’s talent. Jermaine, who had sung lead, was replaced by Michael. That would be a long-standing point of tension for Jermaine, no matter what he would say in later years.


•  •  •


Daily, the boys were not permitted to stick around school once classes ended to participate in extracurricular activities. Instead, each rushed back home, grabbed his instrument, and practiced. “When the other kids would be out on the street playing games, my boys were in the house working—trying to learn how to be something in life,” Joe said. “They got a little upset about the whole thing in the beginning because other kids were out there having a good time.” Once Joe returned from work, he watched the boys to see their progress. Rehearsals went from 4:30 to 9:00 p.m. without any letup. A fierce taskmaster, Joe didn’t hold back on criticism. Nor did he hold back on raising his hand to keep his sons in line. The boys felt their father could be brutal and that also there was another way to keep them disciplined. But no one could tell the old man that.


La Toya remembered that Jackie received “the most punishment.” When she asked her mother why Joseph treated the eldest son so badly, Katherine replied: “I don’t know . . . he just never liked him.” La Toya always believed that Jackie—basically serious and quiet and a handsome heartthrob for young women—had the potential for major stardom. “But endless psychological and physical battering wore him down.” Joseph’s favorite? Jermaine, who was, according to La Toya, opinionated, outspoken, stubborn, was also a playful teaser and a family leader. Yet as La Toya perceptively noted, in response to Joe’s “volatile nature, all the Jackson kids grew up basically soft-spoken and extremely gentle. We worried about hurting one another’s feelings.”


Of all the children, Michael was the most sensitive and the most affected by Joseph’s corporal punishment—and also the most rebellious, the child who stood up to his father. “Not surprisingly, none of us ever mustered the courage (the foolhardiness?) to defend ourselves against him. Except Michael,” recalled La Toya. When still very young, he once ran from his angry father, not ready to be hit. Another time he grabbed a shoe and threw it at his father. Still, he often suffered at the hands of an irate Joseph.


Rehearsals could prove especially difficult. Once Michael was in the group, it was often a battle with Joseph. “If you messed up during rehearsal, you got hit. Sometimes with a belt. Sometimes with a switch,” Michael recalled. “But I’d get beaten for things that happened mostly outside of rehearsal,” Michael recalled. At home, Michael would talk back when Joe had a tirade, which just incensed Joe all the more.


But early on, Michael, child prodigy that he was—though no one quite thought of him that way at the time—was also the subject of Joe’s wrath because musically he insisted on doing things his way. “Now, you do it the way I told you to!” Joe would yell. But Michael would refuse. Sometimes he cried. Joe would continue to demand that Michael do as he was told, to which Michael would say he wouldn’t, and in time, he told his father, “Don’t you hit me. ’Cause if you ever hit me again, it’ll be the last time I ever sing. And I mean it.”


The beatings weren’t the only thing to alienate Michael and his brothers from their father. It was also Joseph’s inability to be a part of the emotional life of the family, to express his feelings about anything other than the boys’ music. He didn’t even want the children to call him Dad or Father. Instead, he was to be called Joseph. They couldn’t have a private conversation without fears that Joseph might overhear them. It went on for years, even later when they moved into a larger home in California. Appearing to take joy in frightening his children, he might pound on La Toya’s door at night. “Open this door or I’ll break it down,” he might scream. Later keeping guns in their home, he took a “perverse pleasure in aiming at one of us and squeezing the trigger,” recalled La Toya, who said her mother objected to the guns because once on a hunting trip he’d shot out her brother-in-law’s eye—by accident. Baffled and bewildered by this man who headed the household, Jermaine believed Joseph was impossible to understand.


Michael, who felt the same way, found his father to be a mystery. “He built a shell around himself over the years, and once he stopped talking about our family business, he found it hard to relate to us. We’d all be together and he’d just leave the room.”


The only thing that didn’t mystify the children was their father’s determination that his sons succeed. Not only were there the endless rehearsals and the isolation from the rest of their Gary community but also there soon were the very early performances. “I rehearsed them about three years before I turned them loose. That’s practically every day, for at least two or three hours,” said Joe. “I noticed, though, that they were getting better and better. Then I saw that after they became better they enjoyed it more. Then it was time to go out and do talent shows. We won the highest talent show in Indiana and then we went over to Illinois and won there. It got so we could play nightclubs in Chicago like the High Chaparral and the Guys and Gals Club. This was on the weekends. I had a Volkswagen bus and I bought a big luggage rack and put it on top and had everybody on the inside of the bus. One day I noticed when I was coming out of the yard that the instruments on top of the bus were taller than the bus.”


Joe wouldn’t relinquish his dream for his sons. In this respect, his fierce determination to make the world see his children’s talents was not much different from that of Sara Taylor. Both Sara and Joe were fighters to the end, albeit Sara used her charm during such battles. Joe, however, could be openly relentless and ruthless in his drive for his children. Both were propelled by a belief in their children’s talents as well as a complicated love for those children.


“Between 1966 and 1968 most weekends were spent on the road building our reputation,” Jermaine recalled. Weeknights meant performing locally, mainly at Mister Lucky’s in Gary, where they earned their first paycheck. Jermaine recalled, “$11, split between us. Michael spent his on candy, which he shared with other kids in the neighborhood.” A cynical Joseph said, “He earns his first wage and spends it on candy to give to other kids.”


Otherwise their gigs were at all sorts of places: small clubs, juke joints, dives where the boys were exposed to some of everything, both the upside and dark underside of show business. They met strippers and female impersonators and the sometimes rowdy but always appreciative audiences. Michael remembered the times when he crawled around, looking up the skirts of women in the audience. None of this mattered much to Joe because he kept a very protective eye on the boys. He also understood that boys will be boys. It also didn’t matter to Joseph that when his sons performed in the middle of the week, they had school the next day. A performance might not start until eleven thirty, Jermaine recalled. They could sleep on the drive home—where they would arrive in the early hours of the morning. Michael also recalled: “Sometimes really late at night we’d have to go out. It might be three in the morning—to do a show. My father forced us. He would get us up. I was seven or eight. Some of these were clubs or private parties at people’s houses. We’d have to perform.” It might be in Chicago or later New York or Philadelphia. “I’d be sleeping and I’d hear my father say, ‘Get up! There’s a show!’ ” The feeling was that they could catch up on their studies as best they could. School was secondary for Joseph, not of much consequence. The main thing he wanted—as the time on the road expanded—was a record deal for his sons. But the boys tried to study, especially Michael, who liked to read, to discover new things, places, people through the magic of books and later his travels.


•  •  •


In the midst of what otherwise might have been a storm, with their father always breathing down their necks, with the demands of establishing a professional act, of creating a career, with the need of isolation to build that act and career, Michael and his brothers all found comfort and a haven in their mother. Michael said, “If she found out that one of us had an interest in something, she would encourage it if there was any possible way. If I developed an interest in movie stars, for instance, she’d come home with an armful of books about famous stars. Even with nine children she treated each of us like an only child. There isn’t one of us who’s ever forgotten what a hard worker and a great provider she was.” He remembered always his mother’s “gentleness, warmth, and attention.”





Chapter 3





AFTER THEIR OCEAN liner docked in New York, Sara, the children, and the nanny traveled by train to the West Coast, arriving not in Los Angeles but in Pasadena, where Sara’s father now lived. He had established a chicken farm in the area. Pasadena was also a stop favored by many Hollywood people. There was less hustle and bustle than at the Los Angeles station, and Hollywood personalities could avoid the presence of fans and onlookers. On the West Coast, a whole new world opened up for the Taylor family. Having appeared in Los Angeles in The Fool, Sara knew California. But its beauty was all the more striking as she saw it through the eyes of Elizabeth and Howard. The skies were blue and vast. There were the majestic foothills and mountains, the lush flora and fauna, the swaying palm trees, the bougainvillea, the fragrant eucalyptus. Days were warm, sometimes hot but dry. Nights were cool and inviting. Mostly, California offered Sara, as it did for just about everyone else who journeyed there, the idea of limitless promise. Here was a magical place where anything could happen. Of course, Hollywood was there, too.


•  •  •


Upon his arrival in California some months later, Francis had taken over his uncle’s gallery, then situated at the Château Élysée hotel in Hollywood. But aware that the gallery should be located in a place where things happened, where moneyed people in Los Angeles would take note, he decided to open shop in the Beverly Hills Hotel, the premier hotel in the City of Angels, which had first opened its majestic portals in 1912. Eventually dubbed the Pink Palace because of its pink-painted stucco facade, the Beverly Hills Hotel became famous for its dazzling swimming pool, where everyone scrambled to see and be seen, and its Polo Lounge, where the Hollywood elite—Marlene Dietrich, Loretta Young, John Wayne, or Howard Hughes—as well as ambitious social climbers would pose and posture, dine and make deals. Most sought-after were the hotel’s exclusive bungalows, where guests could have great privacy, coming and going as they wanted without being seen but having all the posh amenities that hotel life offered. The bungalows would be the place where Clark Gable and Carole Lombard secretly rendezvoused while Gable was still trying to get out of his marriage; where Marilyn Monroe and Yves Montand would have their sexy, secluded love trysts; where an adult Elizabeth—with her various husbands—would stay on so many occasions; and where later Whitney Houston would meet with music producer Clive Davis to review material for her albums.


Francis’s gallery, or rather still Uncle Howard’s, would become successful, even more so once his daughter became famous and people sometimes popped in hoping for a sight of the ravishing teenager who might be paying a visit to her father. His serious, knowledgeable style served him well as he dealt—in time—with such clients as Vincent Price, Alan Ladd, Edward G. Robinson, directors Billy Wilder and George Cukor, and one of Hollywood’s greatest stars, Greta Garbo, and as he introduced Southern California to such artists as British portraitist Augustus John, known and celebrated for his paintings of Tallulah Bankhead, T. E. Lawrence, George Bernard Shaw, and the future Queen Mother.


In time, the family moved from Pasadena to Pacific Palisades and later to 307 North Elm Drive in exclusive Beverly Hills; they had an additional home in Malibu. As she had done with Little Swallows, Sara transformed her homes into well-decorated, beautifully appointed showcases. In the Pacific Palisades, the family’s neighbors included such prominent movie people as actress Norma Shearer, widow of the legendary MGM production chief Irving Thalberg, and Twentieth Century Fox’s Darryl F. Zanuck. Elizabeth’s playmates were the children of such famous neighbors. “We all grew up together,” recalled producer Richard Zanuck. “She was my sister’s closest friend at Pacific Palisades Grammar School. She and my sister were the same age, and I was three years younger. She’d come to our house, and Irving Thalberg Jr. would join us, and we’d have dance classes and things like that. My sister was begging my father, ‘Please sign her up!’ And he’d say, ‘Oh, she’s just your friend.’ ” Darryl F. Zanuck never forgot that he had passed on her and had also previously passed on putting Clark Gable under contract because he thought his ears were too large.


At different times, the Taylor children were also enrolled in the exclusive Willard and Hawthorne schools. As Sara struck up new friendships among the Angelenos, she didn’t hesitate to use her London connections. Soon her mind was on the movies. During the filming of Gone With the Wind, when there was a search for a child to play Bonnie Blue Butler—the daughter of Clark Gable’s Rhett and Vivien Leigh’s Scarlett—Sara must have snapped to attention. She had already been told that Elizabeth resembled Vivien Leigh. Her daughter might be perfect for the role. But Francis would not hear of it. He was adamant about the matter. Later Elizabeth herself would say that both parents didn’t want her to work at that time.


But Sara’s attitude changed. Because Elizabeth was already a dreamy child—a true romantic—who loved the world of make-believe and who dramatized her experiences, Sara felt the studios had to open their doors to the child and soon went into action. Elizabeth herself now thought of acting in the movies. “When I was a child I was fascinated at the thought of being an actress,” Elizabeth recalled. “At first I had wanted to be an aviatrix, a cowgirl, and a doctor. Then I saw a couple of movies, and suddenly I wanted to be an actress. And just as suddenly, I became one.” Never lost on Sara were the exquisite looks and the impeccable manner of this darling girl—still always beautifully dressed—with a charming British accent, although Elizabeth also picked up American sounds and could go back and forth between accents.


Ironically, here Francis proved helpful. Stopping by his gallery one day, upon the recommendation of Thelma Cazalet, was Hollywood columnist Hedda Hopper. Hopper relished her visits to England, during which she could socialize with the British upper crust. During those trips, she remained friendly with Thelma and her brother Victor, who had first introduced her to the Taylor family. Chatting with Francis at the gallery, Hopper purchased a sketch by Augustus John.


When Francis told Sara of the columnist’s appearance at the gallery, she lost no time in paying a visit to Hopper, who, along with her rival fellow gossip columnist Louella Parsons, was a power broker in town who knew everybody worth knowing and whose columns could help a star on the way up (and damage a star who might soon be on the way down). Gregarious and in love with show business, she had been an actress herself, and not a bad one at all. Born Elda Furry in 1885 in Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania, and the daughter of a butcher, she ran away from home to New York with hopes of making it in show business. For a spell, she was a chorus girl but got nowhere, then married actor DeWolf Hopper. Because her husband’s former wives were named Ella, Ida, Edna, and Nella, she bristled whenever he called her by one of their names. That led her to see a numerologist, which in turn led her to change her name to Hedda. She and DeWolf divorced but had a son named William, who later became known for his role as Paul Drake on the television series Perry Mason.


For years, Hopper struggled to stay afloat as an actress, working first in silent features, then in the talkies into the 1930s. On movie sets and at parties, she picked up gossip and was shrewd enough to know when to tell a good story and when to keep something secret, which could give her power as well. Eventually, she left acting and started writing. Because the studios wanted someone to rival Louella Parsons of the Hearst syndicate (who might spill the beans on something that could hurt their stars), they fed stories to Hedda. Then she became so big that the studios saw her potentially as being just as dangerous a power broker as Parsons. No doubt, they felt they had created something of a monster. In 1938, Hopper’s career took off with her column “Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood,” which appeared in the Los Angeles Times. She also had her own radio show. In the 1940s, she was so powerful that she made the cover of Time. Known for her flamboyant trademark hats, Hopper in time did cameos in such movies as The Women and Sunset Boulevard and such television shows as I Love Lucy and The Beverly Hillbillies. A very conservative Republican, later she was a fervent anti-Communist during the rise of McCarthyism. Regardless of the later years, Hedda for decades could be a powerful ally. Or a venomous enemy. Spencer Tracy and Joseph Cotten were among the stars who publicly expressed their disdain for her. Opposed to “race mixing” or interracial relationships, Hopper once became infuriated when African American actress Dorothy Dandridge and actor Anthony Quinn danced together publicly at a benefit, and Dandridge always felt Hopper set out to hurt her career, although later Hedda seemed to accept Dandridge’s stardom. Hopper also kept mum about Orson Welles’s romance with Lena Horne. (But she let him know she didn’t like it.) So angry with Hopper was actress Joan Bennett that she once sent Hopper a skunk for Valentine’s Day with a note that read: “I stink and so do you!” Hopper reportedly named the skunk Joan. Most stars, however, simply grinned and bore her jabs and juggled things like crazy to give both Hopper and Parsons scoops to stay on their good sides.


On the day Sara visited Hopper’s home, she had decided Elizabeth would “audition” for the columnist. “Now sing for Miss Hopper,” she told her daughter. Clearly, the child was not a budding Deanna Durbin or Judy Garland. “It struck me as a terrifying thing to ask a little child to do for a stranger,” Hopper remembered. “But in a quivering voice, half swooning with fright, this lovely, shy creature with enormous violet eyes piped her way through her song. It was one of the most painful ordeals I’ve ever witnessed.” It was one of the few times that young Elizabeth lost her composure. But Hopper was enchanted by Elizabeth and wrote about her in her column. “Deanna Durbin’s teacher, De Segurola, has a new find—eight-year-old Elizabeth Taylor, whose mother was Sara Sothern, the lame girl in the play ‘The Fool,’ and whose father, Francis Taylor, has just opened an exhibit of paintings and drawings by Augustus John in the Beverly Hills Hotel.” Hedda also joined forces with Sara to help Elizabeth find movie work. But Hopper’s enthusiasm did not lead anywhere.


“Nothing her mother and I could do, and we did plenty—introduced her to studio heads, arranged to have producers listen to her sing—did any good,” recalled Hopper.


Eventually, the first real break came through Sara’s friendship with the couple J. Cheever Cowdin and his then fiancée Andrea Berens. Upon meeting Elizabeth, Andrea found her captivating. Later Cheever himself felt the same way. “They were not without influence,” said Hopper. “Cheever had got some banker friends to put money into Universal Studio. The Cowdins were much attracted to Elizabeth, and because of their influence she was put under contract at Universal.” Hopper didn’t say it, but Cowdin owned 17 percent of Universal’s stock. But before the Universal contract came through, Sara also drummed up interest from MGM executive Benny Thau, and more important, from MGM’s chieftain Louis B. Mayer, who apparently wanted to sign Elizabeth. Elizabeth herself preferred MGM. But Sara went with Universal.


From the beginning it was a rocky situation at Universal. A casting director at the studio, Dan Kelly, wasn’t impressed, perhaps believing that Cowdin was forcing the girl on them. “This kid has nothing,” Kelly wrote in a stinging memo. “Her eyes are too old; she doesn’t have the face of a child.” He would live to regret those words. Regardless, Elizabeth was signed to a seven-year contract with six-month options. She would be paid $100 a week, with Sara receiving $10 a day for each day she accompanied Elizabeth to the studio. For later generations that might not sound like much, but at the time, it was a good contract for a newcomer. By now, through Sara’s push, Elizabeth was represented by one of Hollywood’s most powerful agents, Myron Selznick, the brother of film producer David O. Selznick. Like the others, Myron saw something in the girl. Elizabeth appeared in Universal’s There’s One Born Every Minute, opposite Carl “Alfalfa” Switzer of the Our Gang movie series. (Not much of a film, There’s One Born Every Minute would be remembered years later precisely because it marked Elizabeth Taylor’s movie debut.) “Elizabeth was there for one year, but studio chieftains always resent anybody who’s brought in over their heads through front-office influence. They made sure the girl got nowhere fast,” said Hopper. “Her contract was dropped.”


Shortly afterward, Benny Thau saw a friend of Sara’s at a dinner party. He remembered Elizabeth. When he learned she was no longer at Universal, he soon signed her to a seven-year contract at MGM. But the studio didn’t appear to have major plans for her.


Through all of Sara’s maneuvers and machinations, Francis professed to wanting little to do with a career for his daughter. Elizabeth was to have a normal childhood.


But now fate intervened in Elizabeth’s future through Francis. “Her mother tried everything to find her another job, but it was her father who happened to land her at MGM through a chance remark he made to producer Sam Marx,” said Hedda Hopper. Actually, it wasn’t so much a chance remark as it was part of a concerted effort or strategy on the part of Francis Taylor.


With America’s entry in the Second World War following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, on December 7, 1941, Los Angeles was always on alert, fearing a possible attack from Japan. Families stocked up on canned goods in case there was a bombing. Blackouts and air-raid drills were commonplace. During such drills, Francis Taylor, who had become an air-raid warden, found himself lulling away his time in conversation with another air-raid warden, Sam Marx, a producer at MGM.


Francis often spoke to Marx about Elizabeth. Regardless of Universal’s decision, he took pride in Elizabeth’s accomplishments. After all, she had successfully landed a role and had proven herself capable of appearing before the cameras. That was no easy feat: fear might have overcome other children; an inability to “communicate” with the camera might have occurred with others. But Elizabeth had already shown she had the goods. No doubt he was aware how much his daughter loved make-believe. And he must have also spoken of the family’s years in England. (Remember: Elizabeth could still conjure up her British accent.) Marx remembered that he wasn’t particularly interested in Francis’s talk “about his beautiful daughter, which is not the sort of thing producers fail to hear very often. . . . In fact, you generally hear it quite a lot. So I wasn’t paying a lot of attention. . . . I wasn’t being very nice to Francis Taylor. Just putting him off.” Though Francis’s conversation with Marx may have seemed like idle chatter, it proved important.


One afternoon, Francis received an unexpected, urgent call from an exasperated Marx, who talked about his hassles with the casting of MGM’s Lassie Come Home, which he was producing. Crucial to the film was the role of a little British girl. The young actress Maria Flynn originally hired was not working out. For one thing, according to Marx, she had grown too tall to appear in scenes opposite child star Roddy McDowall. MGM simply had to find a child with the right demeanor, the right look, and also a cultivated British accent that sounded as if she came from Britain’s upper class. “MGM had just made a film called Mrs. Miniver, and there were six or seven very charming little English girls in that film. And the casting office agreed to get them over to my office around 5 o’clock. And then I remembered Francis Taylor,” said Marx. “Francis Taylor was at his gallery, and he reported that his daughter was over in Pasadena with her mother and possibly would get there but he wasn’t sure.”


Another version of the story was that Louis B. Mayer, who had not forgotten his meeting with Taylor at MGM previously, had a telegram sent to the Taylor home in Pasadena, requesting that Elizabeth be brought immediately to MGM in Culver City for a test for Lassie Come Home. Perhaps Marx had spoken about the child to Mayer, who set the test in motion. But Marx was always adamant about his version of the story.


Hearing the news, an excited Sara knew Elizabeth would have to be prepared and coached—mainly during their drive to MGM in Culver City—for the interview and test. She would have to sit in the right way, speak in the right way, and answer questions about herself in the right way. Essentially, the studio would first like to look her over to see what kind of personality she had. Then they’d have to see if she could do the part. Sara would also devise cues to indicate to Elizabeth when to smile, when to look sad, when to tone down the dramatics, when to pump things up. During the drive, Elizabeth remained cool and calm, listening intently to everything her mother told her. Whatever was going on inside the girl would be hard to say. She knew that the interview was important to her mother, the person to whom she was closest. But she would never succeed if it did not, indeed, also mean something to her.


As Sara drove through the gates of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Elizabeth was entering a special world. Established in 1924, now run by the autocratic yet supremely proficient Louis B. Mayer, MGM was the most powerful of Hollywood studios. A city unto itself, MGM sat on 167 acres in Culver City with thirty sound stages, seven warehouses, thirty-seven acres of outdoor sets as well as acres of outdoor settings with jungles and rivers, plus a police force of fifty officers and four captains, a first-aid department with doctors and nurses, a dentist, a chiropractor, a commissary considered the best in Hollywood, a barbershop and newsstand, a water tower, a power plant, a you-name-it. Some six thousand people were employed by the studio, which could boast of excellent directors, writers, cinematographers, choreographers, set designers, costume designers, hairstylists, publicists, and an astounding music department. Then there were the stars—more than there were in heaven was how the studio described the astounding lineup. At one time or another, MGM would have under contract Greta Garbo, John Gilbert, Jean Harlow, Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, Greer Garson, Hedy Lamarr, Lena Horne, Ava Gardner, Deborah Kerr, Lana Turner, Robert Taylor, Angela Lansbury, Dorothy Dandridge, and the king himself—Clark Gable—as well as the great child stars Mickey Rooney, Judy Garland, Jackie Cooper, and Margaret O’Brien. Not only were there stars under contract but also featured players and supporting players, giving employment to a range of excellent character actors and actresses. This sprawling behemoth that could easily intimidate, frighten, even terrify, the strongest of personalities represented the big time, the top of the heap. But the little girl sitting by her mother’s side calmly surveyed the place. Young Elizabeth took Metro—as it was often referred to in show business circles—in stride. She understood there was work to be done, that she had to let them know she was right for their movie. As she made her way through MGM, people took notice of her extraordinary looks. Yet no one could really have predicted that she would become the queen of the lot, Metro’s most heralded beauty, the greatest movie star certainly of the second half of the twentieth century and, as Katharine Hepburn would say, the last of the great movie stars.


When Sara and Elizabeth arrived at MGM, those other little girls sat outside the producer’s office. “At 5 o’clock the casting director and his assistant at MGM ushered in six little girls, all English, with their mothers, with schoolteachers to watch them. And the whole crowd,” Sam Marx recalled. “And I started looking them over to see who we would get that would fit this part—when my secretary called in from outside and said there’s another little girl just arrived. I said, ‘Send her in.’ That was Elizabeth with her mother.” Sam Marx, Lassie Come Home’s director Fred Wilcox, and others were immediately stunned by her appearance. “I still recall she was wearing a kind of blue velvet cape, and to me she seemed in a glow of purple. I don’t know whether her eyes, her hair, [were] enhanced by this cape she was wearing but it was truly like an eclipse of the sun. It blotted out everybody that was in the office. You just saw this gorgeous, beautiful darling little girl, which was really what Elizabeth was in those days.”


Still, she was a child, and would she be able to perform in front of the camera? “Don’t be scared,” Sam Marx said. Here Elizabeth’s composure came into play. “Oh, thank you, I’m not scared.” The other little girls were sent home. She was given her lines and told the basic situation of the scene. After a few minutes, Elizabeth said: “I’m ready now, thank you.” Director Wilcox then led her through the audition. “Finishing her lines,” said writer Ruth Waterbury, “Elizabeth lifted her head, just as Mr. Wilcox had told her to.” “We knew we had a find,” said Marx. Marx also said: “We never even tested her in the part. Nothing. She went into the film.” That, of course, seems unlikely. MGM would have had to have seen what she looked like on camera. But Marx and no doubt Wilcox knew she really needed no test.


Once MGM signed her for the film, the studio wanted to remake her image. “The studio wanted to pluck my eyebrows and dye my black hair brown,” Taylor remembered, “and change my name to Virginia. Certainly not, my father said. Take her as she is, or don’t take her.”


Lassie Come Home featured child star Roddy McDowall as a Yorkshire lad whose beloved dog, Lassie, has become too expensive for his poor family to maintain. Playing McDowall’s parents were veterans Donald Crisp and Elsa Lanchester. The dog is sold to a wealthy squire, played by Nigel Bruce, whose little granddaughter, Priscilla, played by Taylor, loves the dog as much as McDowall’s character, Joe. The film follows Lassie’s travails as she goes from one master to another, only to be reunited with McDowall’s Joe—with Taylor’s Priscilla nearby—at the film’s conclusion. Having given a lauded performance in John Ford’s Academy Award–winning drama about Welsh coal miners, How Green Was My Valley, McDowall had already established himself as an important child star. A friendship developed almost immediately between Taylor and McDowall, which endured over the next decades.


Finally, here was a film that let Elizabeth’s natural warmth, her love of animals, and her ability to convincingly play a character shine. Dressed in smartly designed girlhood suits, she looked like the perfect little Englishwoman. Exuding confidence, she proved not only to be a natural in front of the camera but also capable—as had been the case at Universal—of navigating her way through the demands of filming itself. When a cameraman said that she was wearing too much mascara and that it should be removed, Taylor spoke up, saying it wasn’t mascara. “That’s me.” No one who saw the film could fail to notice her. “Elizabeth Taylor, a pretty moppet,” wrote Variety, “shows up to good advantage as Bruce’s granddaughter.” Even at the studio, she drew stares. “Elizabeth Taylor was nine years old when I first met her on the MGM lot,” recalled the studio’s master hairstylist Sydney Guilaroff. “I thought at once she was the most enchanting girl anybody at the studio had ever seen.” She was on her way.


•  •  •


During the 1930s and 1940s, an array of talented children were the darlings of the studios, each with his or her own unique immediately identifiable screen persona that lured audiences young and old into movie theaters. In many respects, these were the eras of the great child stars: Mickey Rooney, Freddie Bartholomew, Jackie Cooper, Judy Garland, Roddy McDowall, Margaret O’Brien, Jane Withers, Peggy Ann Garner, Dickie Moore, Dean Stockwell, and those kids from Hal Roach’s Our Gang series—George “Spanky” McFarland, Matthew “Stymie” Beard, and Billie “Buckwheat” Thomas—and, of course, the star who was in a league of her own: Shirley Temple. Child stardom didn’t come easily. And always it was fraught with hazards. Countless children might do a film or two, then vanish. For children in Hollywood, the situation was as hotly competitive as it was for their adult counterparts. Always there was an awareness among the children, and especially their parents—more often than not their ambitious mothers—that the kids could be dropped by the studios at any time. Looming over them was the prospect that their charms might dim as they grew older, that adolescence could mark the end of all the attention and success. By the time Elizabeth worked at MGM, it was basically already over for Freddie Bartholomew. The supremely talented Peggy Ann Garner would peak in 1945 with her sterling performance in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, which earned her a special Oscar, and though she would appear in television in the 1950s and 1960s, the mighty days of stardom had passed her. Such children as Carl “Alfalfa” Switzer, Allen “Farina” Hoskins, and Billie “Buckwheat” Thomas of the Our Gang series had troubled adult lives when the business had lost interest in them and when audiences had forgotten them. Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney would keep working and maintain their iconic positions, but neither had those huge careers as adult movie stars. Elizabeth Taylor would prove herself a one-of-a-kind child star who reached the pinnacle of her success as an adult.


Although MGM had signed her to a contract, the studio lent her to Twentieth Century Fox for the role of another British child, this time the doomed Helen in Jane Eyre, which starred Joan Fontaine, Orson Welles, and Peggy Ann Garner as the young Jane. Afterward, MGM cast Elizabeth, again opposite Roddy McDowall, again as a ladylike child with a lovely British accent, in 1944’s The White Cliffs of Dover under the direction of Clarence Brown. Because she worked so well with McDowall, there was talk about teaming them in other films. But the real teaming here was between Taylor and Brown. Like Sam Marx and Fred Wilcox, Brown saw something in those violet eyes and that demure British demeanor of Elizabeth. Within her, there was warmth and perhaps some fire. Clearly, there was drive as well, with both the daughter and, of course, her mother. Brown would not walk away from the film and forget her. Instead, they would soon work together on her most important film of the era.





Chapter 4





IN RETROSPECT, IT was perhaps fitting that the first actual Jackson 5 performance came on Michael’s seventh birthday: August 29, 1965. It was the professional birth of an extraordinary career on the day of the birth of the great artist himself. The performance was at a children’s fashion show at a local shopping center. By then, the group’s name had undergone a change. Some mistakenly believe the group had originally been called Ripples and the Waves Plus Michael. But Jermaine Jackson has said that that was the name of a different group. Instead, they were often known as the Jackson Brothers Musical Group—until, according to Joe Jackson, a family friend, Evelyn Leahy (sometimes spelled Lahaie or LaHaie), suggested something else. Leahy was a model who traveled around the state, and after seeing the boys perform at a shopping mall in Gary, she said that the name the Jackson Brothers sounded too much like something of the past, like the Mills Brothers, who had been successful in the 1940s. When she suggested the name the Jackson 5, Joe snapped it up. There was another version to this story, as well. Katherine said that Evelyn told her about the name change. Perhaps Evelyn had told both parents. Nonetheless, with the new name and Michael in the lead, the group was on its way. Eventually, Johnny Jackson (no relation) became their drummer; Ronny (sometimes spelled Ronnie) Rancifer, their keyboardist. Things moved quickly. Joseph landed the group a contract with the local Steeltown Records, where they recorded the songs “Big Boy” and “We Don’t Have to Be Over 21 (to Fall in Love).”


A big break came at Chicago’s renowned Regal Theater, where a roster of such legendary African American as Ethel Waters, Duke Ellington, Lena Horne, Nat “King” Cole, and Dinah Washington had once performed. On the bill that night with the Jackson brothers was Gladys Knight, who was sitting in her dressing room when she heard them performing onstage. She stepped into the hallway to see who these kids were. “Impressed” was not a strong enough word to describe how Knight felt. She suggested to Joe that he should speak to someone at her record label, Motown. Joe made overtures to the company. But nothing came of that. Knight even did her best to make Motown look at the group. But still nothing.


Then came August 1967, when the boys appeared in the ferociously competitive amateur night contest at New York’s famed Apollo Theater—where the audiences were known for being notoriously demanding. Only the best came out on top. Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, and Sarah Vaughan had all seen their careers get a much-needed jump start when they had won amateur night. But losers might find themselves booed or booted off the stage. “That was the toughest place of all to play,” Michael remembered. “If they liked you there, they really liked you. And if they hated you, they’d throw things at you, food and stuff. But we weren’t scared. We knew we were good.” That night, the Jackson 5 took first place. Joseph and his sons were thrilled, even more so when they returned to the Apollo in May 1968 as paid performers. Something big had to happen now. And it did. Two months earlier—in July 1968—the brothers had been playing at Chicago’s High Chaparral when singer Bobby Taylor saw them and, like Gladys Knight, contacted Motown. Finally, Motown paid attention. The company wanted the boys to come to Detroit to audition.


Founded by Berry Gordy Jr., Motown had become a major force in popular music. Contrary to what some have thought, Gordy was hardly some ghetto kid who happened to make good. Gordy had grown up in a staunchly middle-class family. His parents, Berry Gordy Sr. and Bertha Gordy, had migrated from Sandersville, Georgia, to Detroit in search of a better life and more economic opportunities. Gordy Sr. ran several businesses, including a printing shop, to secure a comfortable lifestyle for his family. He instilled in his children a hard-work ethic and a belief in social progress. The seventh of eight children, Berry Jr. was encouraged always to make something of himself. But he seemed at first the least likely of the family to do anything extraordinary. Quitting high school, he became a Golden Glove boxer, then served in the military in Korea. Afterward, he returned to Detroit, where he ran a music store for a time and worked on the assembly line of an auto plant. Through it all, he had a love of music, and he had a great ear for songs that would prove popular.


Just as important, Gordy had drive and a vision. He decided to write music. With his outgoing personality, his gift for gab, his awareness of the importance of visibility (people had to know who you were), he made contacts at Detroit’s well-known Flame Show Bar, a top-of-the-line club that headlined famous black entertainers that included Della Reese, B. B. King, and Sarah Vaughan. There he met singer Jackie Wilson, a dynamo of a performer and a sex symbol within the African American community. Michael would always be in awe of Wilson’s fancy footwork, his passion and energy, his mesmerizing ability to put a song across.


Working with his sister Gwen Gordy and writer Roquel Billy Davis (known sometimes as Tyran Carlo), Gordy cowrote the hits “Lonely Teardrops” and “To Be Loved” for Wilson, which turned Gordy’s fledgling music career around. Now he had a place in the business. Later, using royalties from various songs he had written, along with an $800 loan from his family, he formed the Motown Record Corporation.


Seeking to change the face of popular music in America (and eventually around the world), Gordy envisioned the day when rhythm and blues–style music would go thoroughly mainstream in a way that even the music of those early and successful masters of rhythm and blues and rock and roll—like Louis Jordan, Chuck Berry, and that whirling dervish Little Richard—had not been able to do. Gordy’s idea was to further extend and broaden the appeal of black music (and black musical artists)—and to make black music something else. Decades earlier a great singer like Ethel Waters had helped popularize the blues, making it cross over into the cultural mainstream. Eventually, Waters mastered a style and sound that might be called black pop. Though steeped in rhythm and blues, Gordy’s vision was music that also acted as a kind of black pop. Michael would be greatly admiring of and influenced by Gordy’s concept.
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