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To Robert Dahdah, the Truest of Friends




All my life I’ve been dogged with guilt because I feel there is this difference between the way I look and the way I feel inside.


—Robert Redford
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INTRODUCTION



Movie stars are not normal people.


It’s not just that most people don’t spend their lives being endlessly scrutinized by the media; most people aren’t idolized beyond all reason or logic by people who not only don’t know them, but will probably never even meet them. When the celebrity is considered a sex symbol on top of that, the level of curiosity, indeed obsession, reaches a fanatical level. For at least half of his life, if not more, Robert Redford has been viewed with a microscope, although he hasn’t made it easy for observers to bring him into focus.


Redford is often fanatical himself—about his privacy. He has given many interviews over the years, but he is reticent to talk about his personal life. His family is off-limits, and he lets it be known that he doesn’t like people talking about him. Because of this, even some people who had only positive and admiring things to say about him, especially those who work for or with him, spoke to the authors of this book only on condition of anonymity. As a leading man Redford may have stepped aside for the likes of Brad Pitt, Tom Cruise, and George Clooney; but he is still perceived as a formidable figure in Hollywood, largely because of Sundance and his reinvention of himself as a director of undeniable ability.


Critics have always been divided over Redford’s acting skill, with some seeing him as a master of understatement and others thinking of him as wooden. He has been more warmly embraced as the director of such superior films as Ordinary People and Quiz Show. His interest in a variety of causes has earned him new fans and made him enemies, and even his fellow liberals think he sometimes goes too far. But Redford can never be dismissed as just a pretty-boy actor of limited ability who got his day in the sun due to a certain romantic magnetism. Redford was no comparative flash in the pan like, say, Troy Donahue or fill-in-the-blank. It takes a certain degree of smarts to have a career that lasts as long as Redford’s. His creation of the Sundance workshops for independent films and his essentially over-seeing the Sundance Festival, not to mention his work as executive producer on many different movies, have kept him a decided player for many more years than those of most actors his age.


Redford’s career is thus worthy of serious study. In this biography we look not only at his personal life but also at his films, his acting style, his directorial approach, and his political and environmental causes, not to mention various aspects of his work at Sundance.


This is the story of a major movie star, how he became that star, and how and why he has lasted.
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His father was a milkman named Charles and his mother was the former Martha Hart, a housewife. They lived in Santa Monica, California, where Charles Robert Redford Jr. came into the world on August 18, 1937. He was blond and blue-eyed, a perfect little boy, and the Redfords were happy, although a little uncertain how they would keep up with the bills. As a young boy Redford didn’t see too much of his father, who was up at dawn to deliver the milk and didn’t return from his rounds until after his son returned home from school. Redford always remembered his father as a hard worker and a good provider for his family. His mother was the very model of positive thinking, always happy and always looking out for ways to make life better for her son and husband. But Redford felt there was more to them than met the eye.


“My family had a dark, cold side,” he remembered many years later. “My father’s background was Celtic, Irish; he was a transplant from New England. Then there were the Scots on my mother’s side, from Texas. It was a great storytelling family—not at all affectionate—yet they didn’t talk much about themselves, so there was a lot about their lives that I didn’t know.” When Redford was a small boy his father took him for a visit to his old neighborhood, an “Italian ghetto,” as Redford described it, in New London, Connecticut. Redford was shocked when a friendly Italian woman actually picked him up and gave him a hug. “Nobody ever lifted me in the air in my family; I was lucky to get a handshake.” Years later Redford would have a problem being affectionate and physical with other people, and because of it would never quite get past what some critics saw as a certain stoicism in his acting.


In the post–World War Two period when Redford was around ten, his father got employment at Standard Oil as an accountant, which meant higher pay and shorter hours. The family was then able to afford a larger and nicer home in the tonier community of Van Nuys. Describing the difference between Los Angeles and Van Nuys, Redford recalled, “those mountains were much more of a demarcation point as a kid in the fifties. Once you came to the [San Fernando] Valley, it was just a wasteland, there was nothing there, and at night there were no lights out there. People spilled into the Valley, so it drew a polyglot, an eclectic mix of mostly immigrant families who could afford to live out there because it was now cheap . . . but the trade-off, for me, was horrendous: sterile, flat, boring, cookie-cutter homes in neighborhoods that had no character.”


One of his favorite activities during this period was going to the library on Wednesday night with his parents. “It was such a big deal, to go in and get my own book. I dove into mythology, and that was the most important thing I ever did, for it was full of all these largerthan-life things, windows into greater possibilities, other realms.” Unfortunately, as Redford got older his interest in reading would be supplanted by other, less beneficial activities. In any case, his childhood hero was no literary figure but rather baseball player Ted Williams.


Already Redford, despite his love for his parents and vice versa, was developing a horror of typical middle-class life and the workaday world where the Puritan work ethic ruled. Already fairly arrogant, as well as a budding nonconformist of sorts, he resented that he was automatically supposed to be eternally grateful because his parents worked and sacrificed to provide him a good life and should feel eternally guilty if he wasn’t. It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate what his parents did for him; he just didn’t want to have it held over his head all the time. It made him feel suffocated, trapped, as if in order to show his gratitude he would have to do whatever his parents wanted. Redford at that point had no idea what he wanted to do with his life, but it was going to be his life and no one else’s.


Redford had always had issues with his father. “Things were pretty rough because he was angry and upset with his life. He should have been a sportswriter but was too afraid to take a chance. My father was imprisoned by his work ethic which told him that work and earning was everything and that a man shouldn’t throw around compliments or emotions.” According to Redford, his father had actually had him thrown out of his Boy Scout troop when the elder Redford was scoutmaster. (One could say about Redford that he “wasn’t exactly a Boy Scout,” except that apparently he was—literally—although not for very long.) Despite his father’s having what Redford perceived as a hard and cold nature, the younger Redford deemed his father a liberal due to the influence of being raised by an aunt who was an ardent follower of Emma Goldman.


In 1952, when he was fifteen, Redford attended Van Nuys High. “I was a total goof ball in school, just a worthless student, always looking for a way out of going to class or a way to have more fun than I was having, or to escape—to hooky out. That was my chief modus operandi.” He later described Van Nuys as “a cultural mud sea” and said he detested school. “You sat in your little rows with your little inkwells and pledged allegiance to the flag and bells rang to let you in and out. I hated it.” He also found that most of his schoolmates seemed like spoon-fed nonentities who just soaked up what they were told and taught and came up with nothing new or original on their own.


A serious problem for Redford—not to mention his perplexed and disappointed parents—and a motivating factor in his life—was his envy of the wealthier kids he knew and the lifestyle and homes they enjoyed. He couldn’t understand why he had to live in a comparatively modest home when people who were no better than he was were sitting in luxury. He wanted desperately to go inside one of these fancy houses and see what they were like, to see what he was missing, and spent much of his time in dreaming up ways of getting invitations from one of his richer acquaintances. Most of the guys Redford hung out with were no better off than he was.


Redford did not at that time think of himself as good-looking. “My hair was too wild, I could never comb it, it was all cowlicks. Hippies were always making fun of my hair. And I had freckles. So it was ‘Hey, Freckles! I didn’t hear a lot of ‘Gee, isn’t he cute.’ That came later and I got confused and flattered by it.” Redford would always say that he didn’t get into the movies because of his looks. “I had this early image of myself as not being acceptable in terms of looks and personality,” he recalled.


Typical of Hollywood types in their youth—despite the trips to the library when he was very young—as he became a teen, Redford was not academically inclined and was no longer much attracted to books. To him reading about something was dull compared to experiencing it in real life. But his distaste for reading made him, like Steven Spielberg and so many others in the film business, semiliterate throughout his life—or at least a far cry from an intellectual. Redford learned to read and eventually would read scripts and even the books they were based on, but to him reading was never fundamental. He found more enjoyment in playing tennis, which he did until he was sixteen when he “got tired of it.” He also began climbing in Yosemite and in the Sierras.


With a friend, Redford decided to try some things that were more stimulating than reading and writing. The two young men took up climbing buildings as a hobby, shinnying up the Bank of America or the Fox Village Theatre, whereupon they would unscrew the light-bulbs and smash them on the sidewalk below. In typical bored highschooler fashion, Redford thought this was really cool. The two also stole car hubcaps and sold them for twenty bucks apiece.


A potentially more productive activity was when the two friends went to either Warner Brothers or Universal studios—even Redford doesn’t remember for sure—and applied for jobs as stunt men. Actors were “sissy-boys,” but stunt men were real men, and Redford and his buddy were convinced that they had what it takes. The casting director, however, felt differently. He listened to them politely, took down their info and phone numbers, and essentially told them “don’t call us, we’ll call you.” They never heard back from the studio. Angered by this lack of a reaction, Redford and his buddy broke into the studio warehouse, where instead of exploring or even stealing, they simply threw things around and made a mess. On another occasion he “wasted a place” in Newport, California, and found himself in jail.


When Redford first told these stories of his “aimless youth”—often exaggerated to make it sound like his childhood was a lot rougher than it really was, thereby making his huge success seem more deserved, as if in compensation—he would say that the fellow bad boy he hung around with was a “friend” named Billy Coomber. Many years later, Redford would attribute these same adventures to himself and his “half brother.” It has been established that Redford’s mother had a son by another man, but everything else about this boy and his origin has been deliberately kept in the dark by Redford, who rarely mentions his half brother, William Coomber. Some accounts have this mysterious half brother dying in “the war”; but that was actually Redford’s paternal uncle, who, according to Redford, was a Rhodes scholar who died during the Battle of the Bulge. Whatever the case, Redford and his brother grew apart after their youthful misadventures. Redford stays mum about his brother’s fate. Redford did reveal, however, that his mother had twin daughters who died at birth.


Redford also hung out with girls; his good looks meant that he had little trouble attracting many. Like most young, good-looking guys, he was rather heartless with the women, admitting years later that he and his buddies never related to the girls they went with as people. Redford and his friends would cruise the boulevard and motion girls over to their car; quite a few of them would hop inside for a spin, a necking session, and occasionally more. On dates Redford preferred to take girls to the beach for a romantic walk rather than to the drive-in to make out. He wasn’t completely devoid of sensitivity when it came to the opposite sex.


A woman who was known as “Jessie” at this time knew Redford and remembered him well. “At first I thought he was as dumb as a post, and I thought it was a shame that his good looks had to be wasted on someone so stupid. I also thought that some of the other guys were much better looking. I never got to know Redford real well, but well enough to think that he sort of put on an act. He had to act like a meat head because all of his friends were meat heads and he wanted to fit in. I thought he was more intelligent than he let on. I never thought he would amount to anything.”


Like many boys who aren’t academically inclined, Redford was interested in sports. He found, as such men do, that it was easier to hit a ball or run across a field than to read a page full of unfamiliar words. He spent much of his time excelling at baseball and football, playing tennis and swimming, until he was known as one of the high school’s sports stars. His artistic leanings were not nurtured in the drama club, but rather in the art club, where he did many sketches of friends, teachers, and other people and things that he observed. Some of these sketches made their way into the high school yearbook. One of them shows three sexy, flirtatious women measuring a red-faced centurion for a new outfit. It is undeniably crude, but also shows a certain flair and talent. Redford’s first love would always be art.


When he was a senior, Redford was one of a bunch of ballplayers who were told they could get out of registration day, having to listen to dull indoctrination speeches, if they served as ushers and made sure students were seated in the right section according to their last names. He admits he was “a complete jerk” when one “little girl, a tiny thing” came running down the hall outside the auditorium. Redford gave the girl a hard time, asking her what her name was and refusing to let her pass by. Finally she said her name was Wood, and Redford told her she had to sit with the W’s all the way around on the other side. Another usher kept making signals to Redford, trying to catch his eye, but Redford was having too much fun and ignored him. Redford told the girl that if her name was Wood, she had to go around to the other entrance, and that was that. “Nobody gave you permission to change your name,” he told the girl. Finally Miss Wood lost her temper and called him a son of a bitch before she dashed around to the hallway on the other side. Redford’s buddy said, “Don’t you know who that was? That was Natalie Wood. She’s in the movies.” Redford recalled, “And then I was glad I had pushed her around . . . because I had a dim view of movie people.” Redford had probably enjoyed teasing her because she was so pretty, although he hadn’t recognized her. Little did he dream that years later he would appear in two Hollywood movies with not-so-little Miss Wood, who would fall passionately in love with him.


A pivotal moment in Redford’s life took place when he was eighteen; his mother passed away at age forty from a “rare blood disease.” Her death devastated him, especially because he finally realized that his attitudes and some of his behavior must have been deeply disappointing to her. His relationship with his father was not as close, and Redford thought nothing of leaving home despite the loneliness and desperate grief his father must have been feeling. His father’s very neediness made Redford nervous, impinged upon his free spirit, made him fear that his life would not be his own but someone else’s. Redford was not one to be beholden to anyone; he would do as he wanted, justifying all actions regardless of consequences as part of his credo that it was his life. He chose to get far away from California and his father by accepting a baseball scholarship to the University of Colorado. He thought it was time to get away from the beaches and breathe the clean mountain air of Colorado, where he could climb mountains instead of banks and movie theaters. His move to Colorado also marked the start of his lifelong love of skiing.


Although Redford should have been happy that his college career would emphasize sports, he still had to take some courses. He discovered that he was just as ill-prepared as ever for anything that might stretch his intellect. The only class that interested him was art, but he was more interested in doing sketches than he was in learning about the great painters of the past. Smug and arrogant, convinced that no one had anything important to teach him, he soon gave up trying to achieve good grades and stopped reading and studying. What’s worse, he became disillusioned with the mindlessness, what he called the “one-dimensional life,” of the athlete. He loved playing sports and could be as competitive as the next fellow, but he discovered that virtually nothing mattered but winning. “If you didn’t win you were made to feel like shit, like you were worthless,” he once said. Sports were supposed to be fun, but they weren’t fun for him anymore. It all seemed like much ado about nothing. He had no desire to be what he called a “test tube jock.”


Redford found one occupation he enjoyed, and that was getting plastered, although he would later claim that his drinking problem was exaggerated and “distorted over the years” (mostly by Redford himself, in another attempt to romanticize and “macho up” his early life). He thought about going to baseball practice, or having a few drinks, and the drinking began to win out. It took away a need to make heavy decisions, as well as the nagging fear that he was fucking up his life, disappointing his dead mother, letting his father down. When he was drunk the world seemed infinitely promising, and it didn’t really matter which path he chose. Nothing mattered but having a good time, feeling good, occasionally getting laid, beating back the demons of doubt and insecurity with a few beers and a couple of shots.


Of course, he lost his scholarship. He had missed practice way too often and had been spotted drunk, staggering, more than once. Even if they could raise the money for tuition, neither he nor his father saw any reason for him to continue at the university. Redford packed up, said good-bye to some mates—drinking buddies and a few weepy girls—and then headed home to his father.


He would not stay home for long.
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For Redford, staying home in Van Nuys with his father was not an option. He neither wanted nor required anyone’s approval, but he knew that the way he’d flunked out of college did not sit well with his father. Redford still wanted to live his own life, although he wasn’t certain what that life should be. Sports had not turned out the way he’d expected, so he couldn’t see a career as an athlete. He loved doodling, sketching, and cartooning, but he couldn’t see making a living at it. Nearby Los Angeles held no appeal for him. “I grew up in a film industry community,” he remembered, “and it didn’t have that Holy Grail appeal that it has for some people. I was there and I was not impressed.” His chief memory of this period was of being full of anger and impatience for something to happen. “There was something seething in me to get out.”


Redford decided to take off, hitchhiking across the country, taking the odd job here and there. Nothing serious, nothing permanent: a carpenter’s apprentice; a cashier at a supermarket. He got fired from one position for falling asleep on the job, and from the supermarket because he couldn’t figure out—or more likely didn’t care to learn—how to pack groceries into a paper bag. He managed to save some money he earned from working at the Standard Oil Refinery, where his father got him a job as roustabout. He saw the country and hoped things would just fall in line. He spoke fondly of these days, how he would always run into interesting people and have new experiences. Eventually he made his way to New York City, which he found overwhelming. Unequipped to deal with the hectic pace of Manhattan, so different from lazy California, he decided to leave not only New York, but the country as well. With a certain amount of dumb courage, he decided it was time to see the world. He left New York and headed for Europe on a freighter.


In Europe he carried on in much the same fashion as he had back home, hitchhiking, getting odd jobs, sleeping in youth hostels. He traveled to Greece, spent some time in Germany, and wound up in Paris, where he decided to settle for awhile. He managed to grab fruit and vegetables from the markets so he wouldn’t starve. In a much more sophisticated move, he turned to hanging around Harry’s bar, where Americans who were charmed by the young California boy with the striking good looks bought him drinks and dinner and sometimes made proposals. When he wasn’t trying to cadge a meal from some rich tourist, Redford put on a beret, hung out in Montmartre, made dozens of sketches, and tried to look like a French artist. Occasionally—or so he claimed—some tourist would think he was an honest-to-goodness Parisian until he spoke. He was so anxious to soak up life and experience that he got involved in student demonstrations, even though he had no idea what the shouting was about and got clubbed by cops for his trouble. Although eventually he would get behind many causes, for most of his life Redford has remained staunchly apolitical.


Redford left Paris and headed for Florence, where he decided to study art at the Montparnasse Academy and try to turn his preoccupation into a serious career. Years later he would remember that he was always hungry, lonely, and broke; living in a rat’s nest of a room; wearing the same clothing until it was practically in rags; drinking and smoking incessantly, hallucinating, and indulging in fantasies of suicide; unable to talk to anyone he knew about his problems. His life fit the stereotypical, romantic notion of the “starving artist” and then some—everything but the proverbial bloodhounds sniffing at his rear end, to paraphrase All About Eve. Some of his acquaintances during this period had no idea how he survived. They wondered if he were either a gigolo or a male prostitute servicing the wealthy older men or women of Florence. He claimed to be depressed, nearly desolate, because a teacher he admired wasn’t quite as admiring of his painting as Redford expected him to be. When this teacher told him bluntly that he was merely imitating other artists and making no progress of his own, Redford decided that the world of art would not be the salvation that he’d hoped for. Although he may have had some talent and could have developed a career as a commercial artist, he was in no way a budding Rembrandt. When he left the world of art, that world did not lose a prospective genius.


It is also true that this “dark” period of Redford’s life did not last very long. His privation seemed more acute to him because he had grown up in a loving home where—even if his parents weren’t rich—he never wanted for anything. Hardly an actor or artist alive doesn’t recall some early days when money was tight and meals were scarce compared to when they were living at home. But it is all part of the Romantic Redford Legend. Of his days in Europe, Redford would later say: “I came and got my teeth kicked in. I was too young and inexperienced, and a lot of rough stuff happened.” Redford refuses to elaborate on this “rough stuff”—perhaps indicating that it is another attempt to romanticize his younger days, or that he indulged in behavior which nowadays he would find unseemly.


Redford remembered that a “nice guy” put on an exhibition of his work and paid him [image: image]75 for it. He left Italy and returned to hitchhiking across the Continent. Eventually he made his way back to Los Angeles, where his friends seemed dull compared to his acquaintances in Europe. He felt as if he had traveled a vast distance just to wind up back where he started, with nothing to show for it. He drank heavily, seeking release and oblivion in alcohol. “I was dying a little bit each day,” he remembered. He was living—with his father’s help—in an apartment complex, where one of his neighbors was a pretty young Mormon woman named Lola von Wagenen. Lola was instantly impressed by Redford, and he felt the same. Even better, Lola really listened to him and seemed to understand what he was going through. This was probably no more than a smitten girl hanging onto every word of the boy she had a crush on, but to Redford it seemed as if Lola could see inside his soul. While in Europe he had felt insignificant, like a nobody; he needed someone to listen to him, to make him feel important and worthwhile. The adoring young Lola served that function, as she would for many years. The two spent long hours walking and talking their way through the streets, sometimes until the sun came up, and they were astonished at how quickly the time had flown. Lola recalled that the two didn’t actually date for quite some time, so they never went through that awful awkwardness of the first date, the need to impress that often makes people act differently from the way they are. Redford and Lola really knew each other from the first; there were no airs, no pretensions.


Lola encouraged Redford to pursue his art studies, and he decided to enroll in the Pratt Institute of Art and Design in New York. Marriage did not seem to be in the cards right away, and Lola was unable to go with Redford to Manhattan because her parents insisted she go to college out west. Instructors at the institute were less than bowled over by Redford’s work, and he drifted into a course on theatrical scenic design. “I kept being questioned about what I wanted to do,” he recalled. “I hated to be asked about things I didn’t think I had to have answers to at such a young age, so I made up an answer. ‘I’m going to be an art director.’ ”


It was also true that Redford had an artistic itch that just had to be scratched, and something about the theater appealed to him. He claimed not to like actors, to have no interest in acting, but a friend suggested that he audition at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts to see if he had any aptitude for acting. He had often been told that he looked like an actor and had “movie-star good looks,” so he figured it was worth a try. He wasn’t especially nervous before his audition, because he really didn’t care if he made a good impression. The fever to be a thespian was not burning in him.


He described his audition in this way: “I had to deliver two monologues; one for comedy and one for tragedy. I really made a mess of the comic scene and one of the teachers at the audition made some remarks that I felt were uncalled for. I never liked being made fun of and this guy really made me mad. Luckily, I was supposed to be angry for the second scene so I managed to do a pretty good job of that one. At least the teacher seemed to like it.”


The review board at the academy saw enough in Redford, roughhewn though he was, to offer him membership. It may not have been his acting ability so much as his charm and looks and his potential for achieving stardom that impressed the teachers. “The teachers at the academy were just as susceptible to a good-looking face or an ingratiating manner as anyone else,” remembers Estelle Pierce, who attended the academy at the same time as Redford. “If he had been as stiff as a board, if he’d exhibited not a trace of ability, then of course it wouldn’t have helped him. But despite their vaunted reputation, the academy took on quite a few students because they had ‘star appeal’ or sex appeal, not because they were great actors. The ability to be at ease in front of the group, any group, was important. And ‘presence’ was extremely important.” To be fair, the teachers may have thought Redford could be developed into a major talent despite his inadequacies, which included a lack of projection, an underlying shyness (which he covered up with cockiness), and a tendency to slouch in a “California” fashion.


Another problem was Redford’s admitted arrogance. “[I] behaved as most young actors did,” he said, “meaning that there was no such thing as a good actor, ’cause you yourself hadn’t shown up yet. I’d go see John Gielgud appearing in Ages of Man and I’d say ‘Yeah, well, it was okay, but . . .’ I enjoyed nothing.”


Redford did not learn much at the academy, mostly because of his still extant chip-on-the-shoulder attitude, the feeling that no one could teach him anything. He went through the motions during classes, coming to feel, as he has all his life, that acting can’t really be taught. “The best thing an actor has is his instincts,” he said once, “and I don’t think you can learn them.” He did feel that lessons at the academy taught him not to be afraid to let go in front of people. This breakthrough occurred when he and the other students in class were assigned to choreograph a poem, to move around the room in a creative and freeing way while reciting it. Redford wondered what the hell this nonsense had to do with acting; he had no interest in making a damned fool of himself. But when his turn came, he jumped out of his seat and began reciting Poe’s The Raven, matching the lines to vivid motions as he swept through the room, grabbed people up out of their seats, and dashed in and out of the corridor outside, jumping and shouting with glee and energy. It was a surprisingly exhilarating experience. He felt suddenly freed of self-consciousness and inhibition, as if there were nothing he couldn’t do in front of an audience if he had to. Whether Redford really appreciated Poe’s ode to unending grief is debatable.


Another experience that stuck in his mind occurred when he performed a scene from Arthur Miller’s All My Sons. He noticed that the other actor in the scene, rather than listening to Redford in character, was mouthing Redford’s lines as he, Redford, spoke them; it annoyed Redford no end. From the very beginning, Redford always carefully listened to and watched his fellow actors in a scene—a positive aspect of his technique that lasts to this day. As director Sydney Pollack put it years later: “It’s money in the bank to cut to Bob listening ’cause he’s really listening. Very few actors do. They’ll act that they’re listening; they’ll decoratively listen. But he’s quite content to just hang on whatever [they’re] saying. And there’s a reality created by that that’s wonderful.”


In retrospect, his instructors were right when they saw leading-man potential in Redford, although at first they may have overpraised his abilities because he seemed to have more talent—of a sort—than you would expect in a young man with no acting experience who’d never been in a drama class. Yet, there are indications that Redford did have great potential, that he continually impressed his instructors with his expressiveness, his use of feelings, his interpretation of character, and his creative approach to acting. His teachers felt that he hid his love of acting behind a blasé demeanor, when the truth may have been that he barely disguised his benign contempt for the “teaching” of something that he felt was inbred.


Redford had a horror of doing the classics. His appeal has always been contemporary, and in his work he has generally avoided period films. The classics tend to be the province of highly talented character actors who can really lose themselves in characters that come from an entirely different time and place, not of leading men with lesser abilities who feel more comfortable in a place not too far away from themselves. Cast in Chekhov’s The Seagull, Redford confessed he had never heard of Chekhov, let alone The Seagull.


One of his instructors noted a “deep anger” in Redford that the young man was able to use in constructive ways. Many of the instructors’ notes on Redford, however, read like a lot of pretentious gobbledygook; one senses they simply liked Redford—in whatever way—and wanted to help him achieve whatever he could; some, perhaps, wanted to get to know the handsome young man socially, or to make him somehow beholden to them. Many of the notes read as if the instructors were trying to cobble up something positive to say to justify Redford’s continued enrollment in an academy whose lessons he neither enjoyed nor respected, although in later years he would say nice things about the AADA when he visited and spoke to students.


“They liked him, all right,” remembers Estelle Pierce. “He had a lot of contempt and anger in him but his basic good nature came through.” Another classmate recalls that “Bob was cocky and knew he was attractive. He used to joke that maybe one or two of the teachers were attracted to him. Whether they were or not I don’t know. Although it was widely thought that one of the women faculty members was completely smitten with him. There was a married male teacher who seemed very warm and friendly toward Bob, he seemed to want to know him better, mentor him, and it may have been just a father and son thing, but frankly I always wondered. Redford was very good-looking and was well aware of it.”


Many straight actors are perfectly willing to foster platonic (as far as they’re concerned) friendships with older women or gay men who may or may not have romantic feelings toward them in order to use them as contacts. It is not known if Redford ever did that to the extent of, say, Warren Beatty, who had such early mentors as gay playwrights Tennessee Williams and William Inge. “I never heard any gay rumors about Redford,” says this former AADA classmate, “though he undoubtedly had acquaintances who were gay, whether he was aware of it or not.”


In spite of—or because of—his resistance to classic drama, the AADA often cast him in such works, such as Antigone, in which he got high marks for his performance as Creon, especially from one supportive instructor, Francis Lettin. Lettin felt that Redford was a great actor but would never be acknowledged as such, because great actors were seen as being larger than life and flamboyant; Redford’s work was seen as too subtle to be recognized as great except by those who worked in the business. (This theme would be taken up by Redford proponents in later years, when he was sharply criticized for being careful, dull and wooden.) Throughout his career the critics would be divided between those who felt Redford was a brilliant master of subtle underplaying to those who simply thought he was overly cold, stiff, and not all that talented. In truth, Redford and his proponents would never quite understand that it was possible to be convincingly emotional in a scene without having to chew the scenery.


Redford was always to have contempt for “the method” and those who studied with Strasberg, feeling that the principles they espoused created “mechanical people” instead of real actors. However, he swore by the AADA’s own method of “stepping outside of yourself,” which had helped him feel comfortable emoting, acting out, acting crazy, doing whatever he had to do, in front of large groups of people. But fundamentally Redford never really believed in acting schools and was unhappy at the AADA.


Another problem with studying at the academy was that Redford, although he made some friends, was lonely for his soul mate. He had made a mental and physical commitment to Lola, and having her on the other side of the country was much too difficult to bear; later, many would insist that Lola missed him more, and it was her often verbalized need for him that finally got him to propose. They spoke on the telephone as often as they could and exchanged many letters, but that was not enough for Lola, who was deeply in love. Redford also had strong feelings for Lola—although like most handsome, self-absorbed young actors, it was true that he let himself be loved. One of the main reasons he got married was to make a point to his father and friends. “They feared that I was going to go off the deep end, or that I would never amount to anything, or die at an early age. I wanted to prove them wrong.”


Redford went back to California in September of 1958, and on the twelfth of the month he and Lola were married. Lola’s parents were not thrilled; they worried whether an “actor” could possibly be capable of taking good care of their daughter and any children they might have. They were even less thrilled when they learned that the newlyweds were going to hitchhike their way back to Manhattan. The couple found a small apartment on Columbus Avenue on the Upper West Side of the city, and Lola went to work at a bank for [image: image]55 a week while Redford continued his classes at the academy. They were so strapped for cash that they had to sell most of their wedding gifts and live on homemade bread while Redford cobbled together some furniture. It wasn’t long before Lola was pregnant, adding to their feelings of financial insecurity.


Redford made his Broadway debut because of a connection at the AADA, an instructor named Mike Thoma, who was also the stage manager for the hit comedy Tall Story. They needed a group of actors to play high school basketball players for a crowd scene. Redford threw on a sweater of the type favored by high schoolers of the period, went down to the theater, and dribbled a ball across the stage with some other fellows. Because that was all that was required of him except for one quickly shouted line, he was cast. The director of Tall Story, Herman Shumlin, recalled years later that Redford had stood out because of his looks and his stage presence. “You either have it or you don’t and Redford had it,” he remembered. “There was something in the way he walked, some confidence or charismatic air that made you think he was one of the ones who was going to make it. I was never surprised when good things began to happen to him.”


And good things would begin to happen to Redford in spades.


But there would be tragedy as well.





[image: image] 3 [image: image]



Instrumental in helping Redford move out of a crowd of extras and into the professional rank of actors was an agent at MCA (originally Music Corporation of America) with the unlikely moniker of Stark Hesseltine. American Academy of Dramatic Arts (AADA) instructor Mike Thoma had wanted to see what Hesseltine thought of Redford’s chances, and sneaked him into a couple of performances at the academy, including Antigone. After watching Redford perform, Hesseltine turned to Thoma and told him: “I have to have him!” Thoma reminded Hesseltine that agents weren’t actually allowed to see AADA students until after graduation, as the academy was afraid overeager theatrical representatives might spirit their students away before they’d completed the necessary training. After all, it wasn’t about creating stars but rather great actors.


“That was the theory, yes,” recalls Estelle Pierce, “but don’t let anybody kid you. If they spotted somebody with star quality they’d give them the full treatment. It was good for business. If an AADA graduate went on to become famous, the academy could take credit for it. And many of the teachers had—let us say, their favorites—and would use all their industry contacts to help them to the exclusion of others.”


Another classmate recalls that “Hollywood types, movie star types, didn’t necessarily receive preferential treatment at the academy. My experience was that the faculty fussed more over those who were seen as having an extra-special talent. But I’m sure there were cases where a faculty member might particularly like a student—and I’m making no insinuations, mind you—and give them some extra help in getting along in the outside world if they could.”


Thoma told Hesseltine that he could get into trouble if it got out that he’d let an agent attend an academy performance, so he would have to wait until after Redford graduated to offer the student representation. Which is what Hesseltine did when he invited Redford up to his office. He was then astonished that instead of eagerly accepting his offer, Redford sat in his chair and asked him, “What do I need an agent for?” Hesseltine later recalled that “it was possibly the only time that a struggling actor had to be convinced by me that he needed representation. I think he was just very wary. The academy was great for teaching acting but it fell short, perhaps, in explaining the business of the business to its students.”


One of the first things Hesseltine did for his new client was set up an audition for him for a new play by Dore Schary called The Highest Tree. Schary was originally a screenwriter and producer who had taken over MGM after Louis B. Mayer was ousted in the early fifties, but was himself fired in 1956. He then returned to his first love, play-writing, and came up with the Tony-winning Sunrise at Campobello. Schary had often been fond of messages in the films he made, and this characteristic transferred itself to his plays, especially The Highest Tree. In this play, a nuclear physicist who has helped create atomic bombs tries to rectify what he has come to feel is a mistake when he learns he has a terminal illness.


Redford was told to go to the theater and do a scene from the play for the casting director, who was, incredibly, named Ruth Frankenstein. Frankenstein watched and listened as he emoted, and then had him wait outside in Schubert Alley while she spoke to Hesseltine. Finally the agent emerged to tell his client that Frankenstein had been impressed with his work—or more likely, had felt he couldn’t do much harm to the all of six lines he would be required to speak in the very small role of Frederick “Buzz” Ashe Jr.


The Highest Tree was directed by its author, Dore Schary. Natalie Schafer—“Lovey,” or Mrs. Howell, of Gilligan’s Island fame—played Redford’s mother in the play, and she remembered that Schary was barely able to direct the veteran cast members, let alone a relative newcomer like Redford. “I don’t think he thought much of poor Bob,” Schafer told Lawrence Quirk in an interview many years later. “He kept telling him ‘project, project, we can’t hear you.’ And criticizing how he stood, what he did with his hands, and he only had a few lines. Most of it was just standing there and listening, which I recall he did perfectly well. That’s part of an actor’s job, too, listening.” An actress named Elizabeth Cole was cast as Redford’s sister. She would work with Redford again after changing her name to Elizabeth Ashley.


The Highest Tree went out of town for tryouts in different cities. The pregnant Lola was almost due, and an anxious Redford was on the phone with her getting daily reports. Natalie Schafer recalled: “He was like all expectant fathers, happy, proud, kind of nervous. I think the whole company was sharing his joy. And then of course . . . it was just awful.” The child—a boy they named Scott Redford—was born while Redford was still out of town. Redford and his wife were overjoyed and life seemed good, with Redford in a Broadway show, however small his part, a new baby at home, and Lola busy playing mother and loving it; she had no acting ambitions of her own. Money was tight, but they had every reason to expect that things would improve. But then one morning two months after Scott’s birth, Lola discovered that their baby son wasn’t moving. Hurried phone calls were made, but it was too late. For reasons unknown, the boy had succumbed to crib death. The cast of The Highest Tree took up a collection for the young, emotionally devastated parents, and Redford left the show for a week to be with his heartbroken wife. They took off for a weekend drive through Pennsylvania just to get out of town and to get away from the apartment where their beloved son had died.


Years later Lola Redford would recall that both parents felt terribly guilty after their little boy’s death. “I had this notion that when you come from strong Mormon stock, you just don’t have children who die,” Lola said. After her other children were born, Lola was never able to hire a babysitter to look after them; she spent all of her energy “guarding” them from harm. “For almost nine years, I gave those children my undivided 100% neurotic attention,” she said. “I was so afraid they would die.”


As many people do to work through their grief, Redford threw himself back into his acting, determined to finally earn Schary’s approval and prove that he could do the job. The Highest Tree opened in November of 1959, and Redford and his fellow cast members were hopeful, although privately Redford had never thought much of the play or of Schary, its writer/director. Redford was depressed that in the cheery opening-night notes he received from fellow cast members, no one ever described him as being a good actor. However, at Sardi’s restaurant afterward, where casts traditionally waited for the reviews, Redford nearly convinced himself that he was in a hit due to all the happy, smiling people who came up and congratulated him and the others. His good mood abruptly dissolved when someone walked in with the reviews, which were mostly negative. Redford recalled that he had barely taken a bite of the sandwich he’d ordered when he saw that just about everyone in the party—now a wake—had fled into the night. The Highest Tree closed after only twenty-one performances.


Hesseltine was unable to get Redford new theater work immediately, and the Redfords were strapped for cash. Redford tried to add to his income by doing TV advertisements and having commercial agent Jean Thomas send him out to audition after audition. The response was underwhelming, with the consensus being that Redford was good-looking and competent but nothing special, just another handsome blond actor in a city full of the same. Redford never did a single commercial until many, many years later. It may be that as a “theater actor” he was too intense, or at least the advertisers saw him that way. In any case, his financial situation only became more desperate. Ironically, when Redford became famous, the advertising agencies asked Jean Thomas and every other TV commercial agent to send over a “Robert Redford” type.


This was the time of the popular television quiz shows, most of which were telecast from New York. Desperate for income of some kind, Redford decided to become a contestant on a show called Play Your Hunch. Merv Griffin, later to become a talk-show host and creator of Jeopardy, hosted the show. “The largest prize was about [image: image]25,” recalled Griffin, so Play Your Hunch was a far cry from such big-money shows as Twenty-One, which later become the subject of one of Redford’s finest movies. Redford remembered that his stint on Play Your Hunch—his first television appearance—was more like an acting job than anything else.


“Two other guys and myself stood silhouetted behind three screens while in front of them stood one of these other guys’ twin brother,” recalled Redford. “The contestants had to guess which one of us was the twin. I only did it because they promised me [image: image]75.” There was no cheating or coaching of contestants, but Redford had to pretend he was something other than an actor from LA. The director had him say that he was an artist, so that Merv Griffin could tell some hastily scripted jokes about painters and the like. Redford got caught up in the hype, with everyone raising their voices excitedly as the show began in a highly exaggerated fashion, but he also found the experience hokey and pretty awful. At the end of the show, when the prizes were announced for the “subjects”—as opposed to the contestants—Redford learned that he had become the proud possessor of a fishing rod from Abercrombie and Fitch. Afterward, when he reminded everyone that he’d been promised [image: image]75, he was told that was the value of the fishing rod. He was furious.


Stark Hesseltine suggested that Redford temporarily go back to California, where he would have better chances of getting television work via another MCA agent named Monique James. First he appeared on an NBC western called The Deputy with Henry Fonda—it was the first time he worked with a major movie star. Next he was cast in “Captain Brassbound’s Conversion” on NBC’s Hallmark Hall of Fame. This adaptation of a comedy by George Bernard Shaw starred Greer Garson as a woman determined to explore Morocco despite the dangers. She is accompanied by Captain Brassbound (Christopher Plummer) and his sailors. George Rose played a sheik, and Redford was cast in the small role of a sailor. Rose recalled that “Bob was a handsome young man, likable, but he didn’t stand out in any particular way, though he seemed eager to learn and in awe of Garson.”


Monique James then wanted to get Redford a more substantial part—playing a Nazi soldier on CBS network’s Playhouse 90, the main dramatic competition for Hallmark’s show. Unfortunately, the casting agent for the episode, which was entitled “In the Presence of Mine Enemies,” insisted on another James client: the better-known George Peppard, whose debut film, Home from the Hill, had just been released that year. James knew that Redford needed the break more than Peppard did, and she felt that Redford would be more appropriate for the part. She told Playhouse 90 that Peppard wasn’t interested, but she had another actor who’d be perfect—Redford.


CBS countered that Redford might be fine, but they needed a star. James pestered them until they agreed to let Redford read for the part; but when he was through he was told that, yes, he was fine, but they still needed a star—too bad. CBS finally relented after realizing that Redford would work for next to nothing. James didn’t care, because she knew this part could really get her client major attention.


“In the Presence of Mine Enemies” was written by Rod Serling of Twilight Zone fame. It takes place in the Warsaw Ghetto, where the Rabbi Adam Heller does his best to give his people hope and spiritual leadership during a living nightmare in which many members of his congregation are regularly taken away to be murdered. Sgt. Lott, the part played by Redford, was a German officer who must see that order is upheld in brutal fashion but whose own instincts tend more to the compassionate. The star of “In the Presence of Mine Enemies” was the formidable Charles Laughton as Rabbi Heller. Nearing the end of his life and career, Laughton did not have the luxury of long rehearsals nor the time to prepare for a live performance of a difficult role. Although he was a brilliant actor, Laughton was not always at his best. It was noted at the time that for much of the teleplay he underplayed “to the point of catatonia,” giving his less experienced costars, including Redford, a chance to shine. Laughton’s accent came and went with the tides.


Laughton’s biographer, Simon Callow, wrote of Laughton and Redford that “the comparison in the two actors’ styles is instructive. Redford is impeccably ‘truthful’: he follows all the Method prescriptions [this is ironic, considering what Redford thought of the method], his action is clear, his inner life ticking nicely over. Laughton, meanwhile, appears to be asleep for most of their scenes together. Then he talks of the dignity of his people, and of the superiority of love to hate, and a huge ocean of feeling is released, and the whole absurd farrago suddenly matters, because he becomes the voice of his tribe, and love’s advocate. Redford (who is by no means unskilful in the role) seems, at these moments, to be made of cardboard.” But no one has ever seriously suggested that Redford was ever in the great Laughton’s class as an actor.


There was a problem with a scene in which Redford as the Nazi was to give an outraged and resistant Rabbi Laughton a hard slap across the face. During rehearsals Redford only pretended to slap Laughton, and the night of the live on-air performance Laughton asked Redford how he was going to handle the slap. Laughton was a bit taken aback when he realized that Redford the neophyte had no idea how to give another actor a “stage slap” without actually hitting him, and Laughton had no time to teach him. Redford told Laughton he’d just slap him very lightly and quickly on the cheek but Laughton vetoed this action with vehemence. “You can’t actually slap me, my boy!” Laughton told him. “I hate to be touched. You’ll have to work it out somehow; I can’t help you.” Redford asked the director, Fielder Cook, what he could do; but it was almost air time. If Laughton didn’t want to be slapped . . . When the sequence came and the cameras were rolling, transmitting the teleplay to millions of homes in glorious black and white, Redford just went with his instincts and hauled off in his best Nazi sociopathic manner and whacked Laughton in the face, inadvertently giving Laughton, with his priceless reaction, one of his best moments. After the broadcast, Redford was horrified and rushed to Laughton to apologize to him. Laughton held up a hand and told him an apology was not necessary, that he had done what he had to do to make the scene true and believable and dramatically effective. Laughton, in fact, was so nice about it that Redford would tell writer James Spada that this was the end of his being in awe of his better-known costars and letting it get the better of him.


Redford got such good notices for his appearance on Playhouse 90 that Monique James no longer found him a hard sell. In 1960 he quickly had appearances on an NBC show called Tate, in an episode called “The Bounty Hunter” that starred Robert Culp and a pre—One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest Louise Fletcher. On another episode of Tate, “Comanche Scalps,” Redford played a young man whose brother tries to murder him after he has married his brother’s exfiancé. Also in that episode, Leonard Nimoy of Star Trek fame played a Comanche Indian. On an episode of the suspense series Moment of Fear entitled “The Golden Deed,” Redford looked positively smashing as a charming wolf in sheep’s clothing who saves a child from drowning but turns out to be a smooth and dangerous criminal type.


In “The Case of the Treacherous Toupee” on Perry Mason, he had a supporting role as a handsome roué involved in a murder plot. The star of the show, Raymond Burr, recalled years later that a lot of good-looking young actors had guest-starred on the show, which ran for years, but few had the memorable presence of Robert Redford. Redford also played an army captain in a fictionalization of the life of Andrew Jackson in “Born a Giant” on Our American Heritage. Bill Travers played Jackson, and others in the cast were Barbara Rush, Walter Matthau, and Farley Granger. This assignment gave Redford a break from the “bad boys” he’d been playing on most of these other shows. While he didn’t want to be seen as just the “all-American blond and blue-eyed boy” stereotype, neither was he anxious to be typecast as the dark and sinister neurotic or psychotic.


[image: image]


Redford got an important if smaller role in November 1960 for a TV adaptation of one of Eugene O Neill’s most famous works on Play of the Week (in two parts). The Iceman Cometh deals with the defeated, alcoholic inhabitants of a boarding house who hang out in the back room of the downstairs bar and tell themselves that one day they’ll sober up and fulfill their true destinies. Hickey (Jason Robards Jr.) is a traveling salesman who drops in to expose their deceptions, supposedly “freeing” them of foolish false hopes; but he turns out to be the most delusional of all. Not on the level of O’Neill’s masterpiece, Long Day’s Journey into Night, the often compelling parts of The Iceman Cometh never quite add up to a cohesive whole, although it offers insights into the human condition. There are powerful moments in the long and talky play, however, and O’Neill gave his actors some terrific chances to show their mettle. The Iceman Cometh set the standard for plays in which desperate, drunken characters pour out their pathetic hopes and fears while sinking into alcoholic oblivion. The play, which takes place in 1912, was ahead of its time in presenting a proud black character who refuses to be patronized by the whites. The title refers to a story a character tells about a wife running off with the iceman—those men who brought ice to homes and bars in the days before refrigeration.


Redford was thrown into a cast of some powerhouse older actors when Sidney Lumet directed him in the television adaptation of the drama. First there was Jason Robards Jr. in the part of Hickey. Although Robards isn’t necessarily brilliant in the part, he does have some very fine moments. Farrell Pelly gives perhaps the finest performance of the evening as Harry Hope, the old Irish widower who owns the establishment and hasn’t gone outside since his wife died. James Broderick (father of Matthew) is excellent as Willie Dean, the former law student; so is Myron McCormick as Larry Slade.


Redford plays Don Parritt, a young man who comes to the boarding house to see Larry, whom he sees as a father figure. Larry was once involved with Parritt’s mother, a radical who has been arrested for a bombing incident. As the play progresses, we eventually learn that Parritt turned his own mother in for money and seeks absolution from Larry. Although at this point in his game, if ever, Redford certainly did not have the consummate skill of the veterans in the cast, he manages to hold his own in scenes with McCormick and even Robards. Redford does a fine job of getting across Parritt’s loneliness, confusion, and vulnerability. It’s not necessarily great acting, but it is effective and sufficient. He is particularly good in the scene when he tells Larry how much his mother once loved him.
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