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To

my mother,

Janet B. Kellock (1931–2020),

and

my mentor,

Jackson R. Bryer






There are certain times and certain places in which tragedy can be written. Times of great and apparently sudden change. Times when the ground is shifting so fast that there is not one world but two, a past that is melting into the future, leaving a present in which cause and effect break down, in which there is no consonance between intentions and consequences. Places in which this change is still so visible in its entirety that it can be dramatized. And there are writers—very rare ones—who have both the instinctive understanding of the change that is happening and the sense of form with which to embody it, allowing them both to plumb the depths of that tragedy and to transcend it. When these three things—time, place and writer—come together, something extraordinary can happen in the theatre.

—Fintan O’Toole








PROLOGUE EXILE



“Exile must be a terrible thing,” said Norton sympathetically.

“Actually,” said Amalfitano, “now I see it as a natural movement, something that, in its way, helps to abolish fate, or what is generally thought of as fate.”

—Roberto Bolaño, 2666



“Duarte,” Sam Shepard scoffed to a reporter. “The Orange orchards. Have you ever been there? It’s where I grew up on an avocado ranch. Tractors. Horseshit. Beep-beep.”1

Samuel Shepard Rogers, in fact, spent his teenage years in Bradbury, California, an extension of the larger San Gabriel Valley town of Duarte, then known for rock quarries, cement plants, and a cancer center. Its homes were swept by hot desert winds and adorned with timeworn trailers, aluminum awnings, and Astroturf. Those in the surrounding area called Duarte “Rock Town,” but Bradbury was a haven above that valley of ashes. Twenty miles northeast of Los Angeles, the township is nestled at the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains, a forlorn cascade of brown swellings and ridges that signal to eastward itinerants they have arrived in the Mojave Desert, the driest zone in North America and home to Death Valley, the hottest place on Earth.

Duarte and its clutch of nearby townships—Monrovia, Arcadia, and Pasadena to the west, and Azusa, Glendora, and Claremont to the east—form an apron along the San Gabriel foothills. For Shepard, this region “stuck with me not so much as a fond memory but as a jumping off place. They hold a kind of junk magic.” Azusa’s slogan is “Everything from A to Z in the USA.” “And it’s just like that,” Shepard said. “A collection of junk.”2

Formerly a vast expanse of avocado orchards, citrus groves, and vineyards, the exurban valley in which Shepard was raised had been settled by “people who couldn’t make it in the big city,” he wrote. “They got so far and just quit the road. Maybe some just ran out of gas…. It was a temporary society that became permanent…. It was a car culture for the young. For the old it was just a dead end.” Characters in Shepard’s plays arrive onstage the way the valley’s inhabitants arrived there—fearful and unsure of themselves, their ambitions thwarted by an unseen hand:


They crash around in this space for a while making a certain kind of rough music and then disappear again. Nothing’s figured out or decided for sure. Nothing’s final…. Everybody’s caught up in a fractured world that they can’t even see. What’s happening to them is unfathomable but they have a suspicion. Something unseen is working on them. Using them. They have no power and all the time they believe they’re controlling the situation.3



Shepard spent his weekends as a teenager cruising around the valley in his metallic blue ’32 Ford Deuce Coupe with black Naugahyde upholstery and a bucket rumble seat.4 To pay it off, he worked two summers at Cowley’s Horse Ranch in Chino for “a buck and a quarter an hour, all day long.”5 He’d often sit in his Deuce Coupe at A&W Root Beer stands, in the high school parking lot, at Bob’s Big Boy, or “racing some chump in a Hudson Hornet on a Friday night.”6

Shepard hung model airplanes from his bedroom ceiling as a boy, but those dangling toys, designed to ignite a child’s sense of adventure, seemed only to add to the feelings of claustrophobia and dread that enveloped his home.7 Far from objects of wonder and escape, the model planes appeared as spies planted by his dad, a former Army Air Force bomber, and thus reminders of his entrapment in what Shepard later claimed was a violent home life. He used to lie in bed obsessing over his terrors with his sisters asleep in their bunk bed in the next room. “Those nites locked up inside my blood, bones rigid, body of stone. Staring at the ceiling. Starving for a voice.”8

Shepard and his father churned with seething resentments throughout his adolescence; and once “Steve,” a byname to avoid confusion with his father, Sam Rogers Sr., shot up in height, they circled each other like a pair of six-foot-tall silverback gorillas. Shepard’s mother, Jane Rogers, recorded in her diary, “Sam called Steve his nemesis.”9 Jane spoiled her son, but also adored her husband and couldn’t bear the idea of separation. Yet her husband would disappear for days-long drinking binges, and Jane would find a load of laundry dumped in the kitchen from him, with a sharp reminder not to starch or bleach his shirts.10

Sam Sr. was convinced that his son, two daughters, and his wife were all conspiring against him: “It’s like living in a den of vipers!” says Weston Tate, Shepard’s portrait of his alcoholic father in the play Curse of the Starving Class. “Spies! Conspiracies behind my back! I’M BEING TAKEN FOR A RIDE BY EVERY ONE OF YOU!” Sam Sr. came to regard his only son as female. “Not exactly a woman but of the female persuasion,” Shepard confided to a friend. “Not fruity exactly but suspicious.”11 As Shepard grew into manhood, he cloaked himself in a mantle of machismo so impregnable, he made certain that no unlucky soul would make that mistake again.

Shepard routinely suggested that his father beat him; but in his plays and interviews, this violence appears less than certain. A private notebook of his from 1974 offers a clearer picture. In an entry titled “Snake Eyes,” Shepard contends that he’d surmounted his fear of his father the same way he overcame his fear of American violence, as he likened his father’s deficiencies to the sins of the nation: “It’s like when you finally see yer old man beating you up after years of beating you up & you see he’s just crazy & weak & drunk & he hates himself more than he hates you & when he’s beatin’ the shit outa’ you he’s doin’ it to himself. He’s goin’ backwards with poison & it’s just sad ’cause he ain’t got a chance. He’ll go down like a bug in a drain. America’s just like my Dad.” The Rogers clan “feels its catastrophe but can’t pin it down, can’t see it, can’t do nothing about it,” he wrote, as if his family existed, “just like America,” with a murdered child buried in its backyard. “There’s a secret in my family. In my family’s blood.”12

A school pal of Shepard’s remembered a black eye before high school, after which Shepard became an athlete, and he could bat away drunken assaults. “His father beat him up a lot” before high school, the friend said, describing Sam Sr. as “a drunk and a failed jazz musician.” “He was very strict, my father,” Shepard acknowledged, “very aware of the need for discipline.” But there was another side, one that Shepard’s sister Sandy, whom his father indulged as lavishly as Jane did their son, was able to enjoy when her brother was gone. “There was no physicalness going on; it was all mental,” Sandy said of her father and brother during his later school years. “My dad just wanted him to work…. On weekends, he would disappear, and my dad just wanted him to mow the fucking lawn. And he didn’t want to do it. He was like that…. He didn’t want to do this; he didn’t want to do that. He just wanted to get out of there.”13

“Like a lot of people who grow up in a little hick town, you just want out altogether,” Shepard agreed. The drive-ins, drive-throughs, drag races, Ripple wine, and Benzedrine of his teen years did offer petty distractions, and Shepard had started experimenting with the high life by age twelve, after he’d stolen his first Chesterfield butt from his father’s ashtray.14 By sixteen, he was “totally addicted [to cigarettes] and indoctrinated into the strong belief that American manhood and smoking were synonymous.” At that point, he drove down to Tijuana, Mexico, to smoke and drink and buy Benzedrine tablets and gawk at prostitutes and score a fake driver’s license. “I felt I wanted to escape,” he wrote in disgust at the memory, “but only into the mountains.”15

Sandy Rogers attributed her father’s relentless anger more to World War II than to his bloodline, as her brother did. Sam Sr. was, after all, a war hero, his Army Air Force uniform festooned with medals testifying to his valor across Europe, Africa, and the Middle East.16 He’d flown forty-six combat missions as a B-24 bomber pilot during the war, and watched some close friends get shot down in their “flying fortresses.” Once during the war while piloting a bombing mission, Sam Sr. watched the glass turret beneath the fuselage explode out from under him and take with it a close friend, his gunner, who fell to Earth with an unopened parachute. It was a story that haunted Shepard’s childhood dreams and contributed to his fear of flying as an adult. Often when a plane flew overhead, Sam Sr. reflexively picked at a scar on the back of his neck that Shepard presumed was a result of war trauma.17

When Sandy was twelve, she borrowed his pocket knife and later slipped it back into his pants pocket while he was napping. “He jumped about four feet high and was scared to death. I know that was the war.” On another occasion, a French teacher from the high school where Sam Sr. was teaching Spanish came over for dinner. The adults began talking about the Romanian village where the teacher, Frank Say, grew up, and “I remember my dad getting up and disappearing, and then finding out later that that was a village that they’d bombed, and he was shook.”18

Shepard privately wrote about this period, “I lived on the edge of terror all the time.” One fateful night when Shepard was eighteen, a demonic spirit, fueled by a drinking bender, took hold of Sam Sr. that his son later called his own personal “holocaust,” “original banishment,” or “Big Blow-Up.”19

Shepard had been out with Stark, his prize-winning German shepherd. They were rambling by horses in neighboring fields, rows of alfalfa, avocado trees, and orange blossoms. Approaching the house, he observed his father drunk as usual, but his hands were drenched with blood. Jane had locked him out, at which point he had smashed one of the windows with a claw hammer and tore the front door off its hinges. Shepard stepped in to defend his shocked younger sisters in the hallway, and Jane was trapped screaming in the kitchen. The exploding windows sounded like twelve-gauge shotgun blasts.20

“You were there watching the whole time,” Shepard later wrote in his father’s voice. “I remember your beady eyes peering out at me from the hallway. You saw the whole thing.”21

Being thrown out of his home would weigh heavily on Shepard, and the episode appeared in his writing well after his father’s ignoble death. As he would later depict his exile in an autobiographical story, “The son then snuck out one of the broken windows, under cover of dawn, with a few books in a paper sack…. Stepping over the unconscious, bleeding form of his father he then jumped into [his car] and never stopped driving for the rest of his life.”22

Shepard rented a second-floor room at the Motel 6 in nearby Arcadia with views across Huntington Drive of that shrine to old-time horse racing on the outskirts of Pasadena, the Santa Anita racetrack.23 To pay for the room, along with betting on ponies at the track, he used money he’d saved working for a veterinarian, and he shagged balls at the golf course down the street.24 “My greatest ambition,” he recalled, “was to be a veterinarian at the Santa Anita racetrack.”25 Santa Anita was a magical place for Shepard, and he used to lie in bed dreaming of its mystery and grandeur. “It’s the only place I ever longed to be a part of,” he later wrote.26

Shepard owned a car, so he was able to land a part-time job as a newspaper delivery driver. Each morning he scanned the papers, but one day he paused on an advertisement for the Bishop’s Company, a traveling theater troupe named in honor of the Methodist Bishop Gerald H. Kennedy that was scouting for actors. The audition terrified him, but the Bishop’s casting directors appraised his boyish good looks and rakish blue eyes and hired him on the spot. In mid-June 1963, Jane and his little sister Roxanne drove him to the “Silver Eagle” Continental Trailways bus that would take him to Philadelphia.27

Shepard toured with the Bishop’s as an actor and stagehand on the Northeast church circuit for over four months; but after a few performances in New York City, the company parked for a while at Times Square and he and a couple of others abandoned the company to try their luck on the Great White Way. After watching the tail of the red Ford bus rumble away down Broadway, trailing exhaust, Shepard scanned the shows advertised in bright colorful lights on the theater marquees. “Now I’m really in for it,” he thought, and he was.28






INTRODUCTION THE SIDEWINDER’S HEAD


Samuel Shepard Rogers, after over a half century of hard work and equally hard living, passed away at seventy-three years old on July 27, 2017. Over the course of his improbable career, Sam Shepard, as he renamed himself at age twenty, received a Pulitzer Prize in 1979, and a record ten Obie Awards, the most prestigious prize for Off- and Off-Off-Broadway theater. His screenplay for Wim Wenders’s Western cult classic Paris, Texas (1984) won the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival, and he won or was nominated for countless other honors. Shepard was also an actor onstage and on-screen, a screenwriter, a director, a musician, and a skilled equestrian and horse breeder. But it’s his role as the “poet laureate of America’s emotional badlands,” the most daring theatrical innovator of his generation, that will endure.1

The New York Times greeted Shepard in the 1960s as an “acknowledged ‘genius,’ ” though only one of his plays, Operation Sidewinder, premiered in a Broadway theater.2 He adored the women in his life but was a compulsive philanderer; he was a movie and TV star but was dismissive of acting and loathed Hollywood; he walked and talked with a cowboy’s swagger but was hounded by neurotic fears, of threats both real and perceived. (Ironically, in The Right Stuff, when he played the world’s greatest pilot, Chuck Yeager, he was paralyzed by a fear of flying, or “falling” as he put it.)3 He shied away from questions about his personal life, but writing, he acknowledged, was therapy for him: “Writing is a way of bringing things back together a bit,” he told Rolling Stone. “If I can at least write something, I start to feel that I’m gathering out of that lostness something that has some kind of structure and form, and something that, one hopes, can be translated to others.”4

Shepard’s tragic death by progressive muscular atrophy (PMA, an ALS-adjacent neurodegenerative disease) brought down the curtain on an electrifying career. His work chronicled the historical upheavals of American life in all of its outer splendor and inner chaos—from the 1960s countercultural revolution to 9/11 and the resistible rise of Donald Trump.

But contrary to the well-worn legend of an all-American hick from the sticks who unwittingly happened upon his accomplishments, the scores of interviews I conducted with friends, colleagues, and members of his family reveal a man fiercely driven to success, even in film acting, a vocation he publicly decried. (“It’s like having a little oil well back there in the backyard,” he joked about being a movie star. “You go and dip into it.”)5 Shepard composed over sixty plays, more than twenty of which would be produced in New York by the time he was twenty-eight. By his death in 2017, he saw fifty-six of his plays staged professionally and directed ten of them; wrote six screenplays for produced films, two of which he directed; helped doctor dozens of other screenplays; published ten books of fiction, narrative nonfiction, memoir, and poetry; and acted in over sixty television and film roles. Looking backward from 2014, Shepard quipped, “Oddly, I wasn’t even fucking trying.”6

In fact, Shepard could be nothing short of ruthless in his quest for notoriety. After he left California for New York, his friend Charles Mingus III implored me to understand over the course of numerous interviews, Shepard “strategically plotted out a career by being everything—all things to all people.”7

Shepard was fascinated by Native American cultures, and he respectfully tapped their mythologies to inform his writing—the Chindi spirit of the Navajo; the sidewinder rattlesnake and Blue Star Kachina of the Hopi; and the broadly invoked coyote, hawk, crow, and horse. The mythical Coyote of folklore is usually a male half-human trickster and has multiple interpretations across tribal cultures, if primarily in the Great Plains and the Southwest. Depending on the tale, he might be loving or lecherous, tender or cruel, hilarious or cutting, a staunch individualist or a communal hero. Coyote is, like the subject of this book, “all things to all people.”

In the fall of 1975, Shepard enjoyed a torrid affair with the iconic folk singer Joni Mitchell while touring on Bob Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue. At the time, Mitchell gave him a pet name with her song about the dalliance, “Coyote,” which became an instant folk classic. Before that, Patti Smith, another musical legend who’d fallen under Shepard’s spell, listed “coyote” in her journal as one of her lover’s favorite words, along with “Topeka, red dog, pistol, appaloosa, [and] outlaw.” She loved his “coyote laugh,” and his autobiographical character in their cowritten play, Cowboy Mouth, is described in the script as “a cat who looks like a coyote.”8 In Shepard’s play Back Bog Beast Bait, a one-act written around the same time as Cowboy Mouth, his alter ego, Slim, actually transforms into a coyote. “Coyote” never stuck as a nickname, but as Mitchell and Smith intuited, the totem, notably in Native American cultures, bore the strongest likeness to the man. Much like Shepard, real coyotes can survive and even flourish in urban areas, however reluctantly, and in so doing, also like the playwright, their presence serves as a welcome reminder of the resilience of the wild. Coyotes expanded their range across North America, as Shepard did, but are associated, as he is, with the American West as much as Monument Valley, the saguaro cactus, or the Colt .45.

To the outside world, Shepard presented himself as a solitary artist in a perpetual state of exile. To those who knew him, one moment he could be gentle, funny, soft-spoken; the next, he could turn ornery and brutish, an “instant animal” as he put it.9 The effort of managing this duality is a steady refrain in Shepard’s work, as he drifted off into self-exile from friends and family. “Exile” is the word he settled on to prepare for one of his movie roles: “ ‘Exile.’ I knew it. There was no need for preparation. My whole life was a preamble…. I’ve exiled myself without wanting to.”10



Shepard conjured a steady stream of plays he regarded as “a series of impulsive chronicles representing a chaotic, subjective world,” and with them, he proved what an ambitious young American playwright might achieve without a Broadway imprimatur.11 John Lion, founder of the Magic Theatre in San Francisco, where Shepard’s stature as a leading playwright was fully realized, submitted that his impact on American culture was akin to the rock-and-roll idol Elvis Presley’s. “Elvis Presley and Sam Shepard signify a change in the structure of American society that cuts much deeper than critical catch phrases like ‘the birth of rock and roll’ or the ‘death of the American west,’ ” Lion observed. “They both apparently came from nowhere, reached the top of their profession with no formal training, rapidly became the stuff of popular myth. But beneath each persona lies an objective, calculating artist who has basically altered the way we look at things.”12

Indeed, if Eugene O’Neill was the novelist of American drama and Tennessee Williams its poet, Sam Shepard was surely its musician. “Everything converges in music,” insisted Shepard, himself a percussionist. “All of it: theater, directing, acting, and writing. All of the laws of music, you know, rhythm, dynamics, harmonies, discord, everything.” “I like to look at the language and the inner rhythms of the play,” he said of his 1980 tour de force True West, his personal favorite and most often revived play. “It’s very related to music, the whole rhythmic structure of it. Rhythm is the delineation of time in space, but it only makes sense with silences on either side of it. You can’t have a rhythm that doesn’t have silence in it.”13

Early in his career, Shepard was known for musically infusing his dramas with stream of consciousness monologues, or “arias,” as they became popularly known. But rather than modernist stream of consciousness writing, Shepard said, “they were chants; they were incantations; they were spells…. They were a pulse.” The New York Times drama critic Clive Barnes aptly dubbed these arias as “hand grenades thrown at an uneasy consciousness.” The actor Joyce Aaron, Shepard’s girlfriend in the mid-1960s, wrote an essay titled “Clues in Memory,” which was meant to serve as a brief insider’s guide for actors in Shepard’s plays. In it, Aaron wrote of these arias, “You could compare it to jamming, or improvising on a single note.”14

The impact of these arias on American theater history is incalculable. Eugene O’Neill, America’s first serious dramatist, voiced a central problem of modern playwrights: How can a writer replicate the soliloquy of Shakespeare and melodrama once realism and naturalism had emerged with the plays of Henrik Ibsen, Anton Chekhov, and August Strindberg? How was it possible, he asked himself, to make apparent his characters’ innermost feelings with realistic dialogue? Shepard’s evolution away from O’Neill was to think of the “problem” of replacing the soliloquy as no problem at all: “In the conventional play,” Shepard said, “the soliloquies always seemed to have this responsibility to realism or naturalism. But why? Why couldn’t a character carry on an external monologue that was in fact an internal monologue just coming out? And why couldn’t it be off the wall or exploratory, the way the inner monologue really is?”15

The musical attributes of Shepard’s plays also allowed for comedy and tragedy in equal parts. “Sam hears his plays musically,” the Irish actor Stephen Rea explained after Shepard added a laugh line during a rehearsal, “and the laughter is part of the music.”16 His writing was a psychological coping mechanism, and, on top of his musical ability, he had a wonderful gift for the most agreeable way to cope: a sense of humor. By all accounts, Shepard’s wit was irrepressible. “One of the wonderful things about Sam is that he’s funny,” wrote his mentor, the avant-garde actor-director Joseph Chaikin. “There has to be a certain proportion of humor in everything he does. It’s as clear as that there would have to be pepper on somebody’s food or vegetables as part of a casserole.”17 When Chaikin was trying to recall a title of one of Shepard’s plays, he asked the playwright for help. “A comedy?” Chaikin offered. “They’re all comedies,” Shepard said with a laugh.18

His offbeat sense of humor was a mixture of slapstick and existential dread that one critic described as “a funny thing happened to me on the way to Armageddon.”19 With humor, what pained Shepard most transferred into something outside of him, reified and distanced; then, through the writing process, the pain would drift away, however fleetingly. “I don’t think you can do anything if you’re right slap in the middle of it,” he said of his use of what the postmodernists, with whom he was roughly affiliated, called “ironic distance” in autofiction.


The only way I can do it is to step a little bit away, and the characters somehow become human. If you have enough distance that it becomes funny, if you can illuminate the humor, even though what they’re going through is very raw, then it’s possible…. If the humor drops away then it just becomes deadly—so deadly and remorseful that it’s hard to enjoy. What humor brings to it is the “humaneness” of it.20



Shepard was one of those writers whose work is so distinctive that their name can be employed as an adjective. This started when he was only twenty-six, after Newsweek’s drama critic Jack Kroll applied the term “Shepardian” in a 1970 review of his play Operation Sidewinder, which merged the Hopi Indian religion with the 1960s call for Black revolution and white countercultural rebellion: “Shepard is one of those writers so resonant with the times that life seems to imitate them—the Indians at Alcatraz are a very Shepardian phenomenon.”21

In 1979, the critic Jacques le Sourd incisively defined “Shepardesque” in a review of Shepard’s jazz play Suicide in B♭: “The play is, well, Shepardesque—obscure, beguiling, with the fascinating Shepard mix of mythic vision and funny stage business, opacity and crystal clarity.”22 In 1996, the New York Times drama critic Ben Brantley defined “Shepardesque” as conveying “the falseness of memory, the gulf between men and women and, above all, the uncertainty of identity.”23 The Shepard chronicler David J. DeRose applied the term to dramas that “both thematically and theatrically [present] the world and the self as unfixed.”24

One way to integrate these definitions is to say that a true Shepardian play is shot through with an overwhelming sense of fear. As Stephen Rea, who both acted in and directed Shepard’s plays, observed, “The people are all dislocated and strange and unconnected in Sam’s plays. It’s all about this kind of terror—you know: the horror. The horror that’s outside, that undefined outside world. Unseen, unknown terror suddenly striking. If you don’t understand that about Sam’s plays then you can’t do them.”25 Fear is the guiding principle of Shepard’s work—fear of authority, fear of flying, fear of war, fear of climate change, fear of failure, fear of abandonment, fear of loneliness, fear of heredity, fear of exposure, fear of death, and fear of our escalating estrangement from reality. “My terrors now have more to do with being alienated from life rather than dying or death,” he said in 1988, less than a decade before the internet was to consume the world’s populace, “but what’s most frightening to me now, not only personally, but in everything you see around me, is this estrangement from life, people, things, everything, becomes more and more removed from the actual, removed from the Earth, to the point where people just don’t know each other or themselves.”26

Shepard’s life, by his own numerous accountings, had been shrouded in an interminable fog of anxiety since his childhood in Southern California. “I was raised on a steady diet of fear & guilt,” he observed. “In some ways I think it was probably this very state of anxiety & fear that brought me initially to… my interest in writing & art. So it’s a double-edged sword maybe.”27 When I asked Joyce Aaron about the notion of fear as a controlling dynamic in his plays, she replied, “Terror’s underneath all of them.”28 Similarly, Nancy Meckler, Shepard’s longtime director, told me, “The way I rehearse Sam’s plays is by helping the actors work from a state of fear. So we would improvise, they would do improvisations, from that state of fear…. When people are in a state of extreme terror, they can do or say anything to get through it. And that’s the only reason they’re saying it. They’re just trying to get through it.”29

When Shepard found himself in a panicked state, his road to recovery, as he put it, was “through getting totally identified with some function or set ‘interest’ like cattle or horses or writing & slowly the anxiety fades into the background.”30 Writing centered him, and without it, he said, he was lost. “Not having a play to write,” one frustrated diary note reads, “is like being without a friend, homeless, in a state of wandering.”31 This dysphoric self-portrait flies in the face of Shepard’s self-invented image as a hard-as-nails cowboy. Again, to reconcile the contradiction in the man, we must go to the man himself: “There’s nothing wrong with real machismo,” he argued. “It’s just that nobody knows what it means anymore. The original idea must have had its roots in what at one time was a sense of real courage in the face of danger; but it’s been so distorted that it’s now mostly externalized behavior that actually has to do with pretending, with covering up, with fear. So the more macho a guy appears, the more scared to death he usually is—you can bet your boots on that!”32

Once the lights go down in a Shepard play, it’s understood that the auditorium will no longer be a safe space. His titles generally tip you off with words such as “unseen,” “ghostly,” “savage,” “crime,” “killer,” “dread,” and so on. (If they’re upbeat titles like Fool for Love or Simpatico, he’s messing with your mind.) After the curtain goes up, what follows aims straight for the amygdala. If this target is missed, it is not Shepardian. When the target is hit, Shepard’s paranoia drifts away to release a sensation of clarity and awe. This is the reasoning the playwright Jack Gelber, a pioneer in American avant-garde theater, had in mind in his 1976 styling of Shepard as a New World shaman:


Anthropologists define the shaman as an expert in a primitive society who, in a trance state induced by drugs or music or other techniques, directly confronts the supernatural for the purposes of cures, clairvoyance, the finding of lost objects, and the foretelling of the future. Sam Shepard… is a shaman—a New World shaman. There are no witches on broomsticks within [his plays]. That’s the Old World. Sam is as American as peyote, magic mushrooms, Rock and Roll, and medicine bundles…. The emphasis is on the trip, the personal visions, the shamanistic goals fulfilled along the way—in short, the metaphysical…. Shepard’s design is to promote a theatrical condition between the audience and actor similar to an ecstatic state which will allow him to fulfill his shaman’s role within the play and between audience and actor.33



Shepard’s motives for writing were rarely shamanistic, however. According to his sister Roxanne Rogers, “He doesn’t write for anybody; he writes for himself.”34 Writing was a proactive form of psychic healing for Shepard, and if his audiences felt healed along the way too, it was a happy byproduct of his dramas, not the end goal. But his plays struck a psychic chord among his contemporary audiences and fellow artists, as they do now in our current Age of Insecurity.

Shepard’s kinship with the horse becomes more understandable the further we recognize his dysphoric mind: horses were kindred spirits. Susanna Massie Thomas of the Secretariat Center in Kentucky describes the horse as always on alert—eyes wide apart, ears up, running in protective herds. “To the horse, a human, as with all predators, is initially terrifying,” Thomas informed me. “Humans smell like meat eaters, their eyes are close together (forward in scope), their ears barely visible. We have to work very hard to convince the horse that we are their friends and not their foes.”35 As a teenager, Shepard felt like his father’s prey, and later in life, the Oscar-winning actor Jessica Lange, his longtime romantic partner, and other friends used to tease him for his revealing “horse eyes,” or a frantic look of desperation to bolt his surroundings.36

The terrifying physical and emotional violence that convulses Shepard’s writing is in part what makes him so unambiguously American. “There’s no way to escape the fact that we’ve grown up in a violent culture, we just can’t get away from it, it’s part of our heritage,” he said. “I think part of it is that we’ve always felt somewhat helpless in the face of this vast continent. Helplessness is answered in many ways, but one of them is violence.”37 Shepard even believed that American-style violence was “touching” in a way because it was motivated by “humiliation”: “This sense of failure runs very deep—maybe it has to do with the frontier being systematically taken away, with the guilt of having gotten this country by wiping out a native race of people, with the whole Protestant work ethic.”38



Shepard’s psychic journey was like a funhouse hall of mirrors, each mirror displaying a more contorted self than the last. It is the same for those of us who, following his erratic and tumultuous artistic career for decades, hunt for that place in time that might offer a conclusive portrait of the artist and man. As one progresses, the mirrors’ warped forms consolidate and clarify, but by the end, we never arrive at a single definitive image. “When you talk about Sam,” his closest friend Johnny Dark said, “are you talking about the 23-year-old or the 30-year-old or the 60-year-old? The theater Sam or the movie Sam? The guy at home or the guy at the bar? The funny, generous Sam? Sometimes they were different people.”39 No one knew this better than Shepard, and he hated it about himself.

Shepard had an emotional rough patch while in London in his late twenties, and he returned stateside a card-carrying member of a group dedicated to healing self-doubt. They followed what’s called the “Fourth Way” (the other “ways” of holiness being embodied by Muslim fakirs, Christian monks, and Hindu yogis) but is better known by its followers as the “Work.” The Greco-Armenian mystic George Ivanovich Gurdjieff taught that people sleepwalk through their lives. Gurdjieff invited his followers to wake up to their authentic selves and, as Johnny Dark, who introduced Shepard to Gurdjieff’s Work, said, “destroy all false representations.”40

Shepard made a Work-related declaration to another friend, the independent filmmaker Michael Almereyda, while shooting pool in South Dakota. Almereyda was watching Shepard play with a stunt double when the playwright announced, seemingly out of nowhere, “Personality is not the man. Personality is the opposite of the man.”41 Almereyda, interviewing him later at the Sundance Film Festival, urged him to expand upon his idea of personality. “Don’t you have the feeling,” Shepard responded, “that we all develop masks, layers of masks, and these masks make up a personality, a persona, and if you stripped these away what you come down to would be something completely different? An essence. Something more pure—or nothing at all.”42

“ ‘Who am I?’ ” Shepard asked in his midfifties. “As hackneyed and simplistic as this question might sound to us, it is one of the most important ones we can ask.”43 Once Shepard reached his late sixties, however, he rejected the basic premise of existential questioning. “We all walk around with this notion of ‘I.’ And it’s not true: We’re not this one entity. We’re different aspects, different voices.”44

One of Shepard’s fragmentary identities was a man of unslakable appetites, mainly for alcohol and women. He’d struggled with alcohol for ages, he admitted in 2010 after getting a DUI in Illinois the previous year. “You sometimes use the excuse, ‘I’m a writer, dammit, I can do anything I want,’ but that doesn’t work. In my later plays, especially, alcohol is there—not as a moral issue, but as a disaster. And in my case, it’s a real disaster.”45 Sex for Shepard was a mysterious, thrill-seeking adventure, which at the same time fulfilled his need for connection (and literary inspiration). His womanizing was a great source of aggravation for the women in his life, whether they were his lovers or collaborators or some mix of both. “I felt totally at home on the road with Sam in the Southwest,” the director Treva Wurmfeld said of filming her 2012 documentary Shepard & Dark. “That part was easy…. It’s really the drinking and womanizing that makes him difficult. That part is pretty awful, but the rest of him is great.”46

When I asked Shepard’s friend and colleague Ethan Hawke what he thought about Shepard’s inveterate drinking and notorious promiscuity, he considered the question psychologically:


There’s a reason why people are alcoholics or addicts or sex addicts—it makes you feel good, and if you’re in pain, you want to feel good. And I always sensed from him that some part of him was in pain, and I think he was using alcohol and sex and different things to feel like he was alive, and to feel good and to feel better. It’s always a temporary fix, but it always works. (What’s the song, “Tonight the Bottle Never Let Me Down”?)… I can just picture him rolling his eyes at everybody trying to psychoanalyze him, because he was allergic to that line of thinking. In effect, what we all admire about him is he was willing to let the inner animal live—the id part of us. You never fucking knew what you were going to get with him, I swear.47



Shepard’s love life plays a central role in the dramatic tension of many of his plays as well, making sex an “imaginative quest,” in the novelist John Updike’s meaning.48 Jessica Lange, who was Shepard’s partner for almost thirty years, the mother of two of his children, and a regular character in his plays, poetry, and prose after 1981, the year she met him, called Shepard “a great man, a natural man, which is rare.” “I’ve been with a lot of men, and I’ve known a lot of men,” she said after their first decade together. “And you know I’ve had romances with what you’d call famous men, and none compare to Sam in terms of maleness.”49 (She later disavowed this, saying, “I hate talking superlatives. There’s obviously something. I’ve been with the man for 24 years. And I’m still crazy about him.”)50 On top of Shepard’s inarguable sex appeal, he was also a Hollywood star, and his successful acting career paralleled his successes with women, who provided him with an overabundance of literary material along with the ephemeral pleasure that came along with his romantic relationships. “If I wasn’t so fucked up,” he concluded to Johnny Dark about his lifelong struggles with alcohol and sex, “I probably couldn’t have written all those great plays.”51

Perhaps it’s no wonder, then, that Shepard was cryptic about his personal life, a guarded man who considered his privacy inviolable. “Somebody said a writer is someone who hides his secrets in print,” Michael Almereyda recalled. “And that’s true of Sam.”52 To Shepard, whose writing is infused with such deep personal stakes, the idea of a biography about him was a nightmare, even while he recognized its inevitability. “This is for you ‘archivists’ who snoop into other people’s lives,” he wrote in an archived journal, “hoping to solve some mystery or other about yourselves through others: YOU’LL NEVER FIND IT HERE!!”53

Still, Shepard hoarded material for future chroniclers. He judiciously saved his personal notebooks, letters, poetry, autobiographical sketches, travelogues, lists, timelines, reviews of his work, publicity notices, and media interviews. And Shepard’s body of writing itself cries out for a biographical approach. This might sound odd about a man notorious for self-mythologizing, but listen to his own words: “I consider theatre and writing to be a home where I bring the adventures of my life and sort them out, making sense or nonsense out of mysterious impressions.”54

Shepard was promoting his collection of stories Cruising Paradise when a journalist asked him point-blank, “To what extent are the stories fiction, and how much of them are real?” “It’s all fiction,” he replied uneasily. “I mean it’s based on real stuff, but I’ve got to call it fiction.”55 Autobiographical material was vital because of the “stakes” involved, he said. “It’s not just a good idea for a story. It’s a life-and-death situation—and that [rare] kind of material is very exciting.”56 Ben Brantley described Shepard’s gutbucket confessionals this way:


For anyone at all familiar with Mr. Shepard’s biography, it is clear that his most intimate experiences and feelings gleam piercingly throughout his work. In fact, his work may be the most intensely personal of that of any living playwright of his stature, which may account for the fact that his style (unlike, say, David Mamet’s) has never been successfully imitated.57



Brantley’s observation leads to a crucial point about autofiction: that a piece of writing is based on the writer’s own life has never deflated its value or disqualified anything from being a work of fine art. Rather, it’s the act of highly imaginative people processing their lives through writing without the burden of strict factual accuracy. This is often achieved, as with Shepard, by intensifying their singularity through surreal or abstract imagery, exaggerated characters, and verbal distinctiveness.

Shepard was endowed with an uncanny ability to conjure the fraught states of his particularly American psychosis out of otherwise ordinary conversations. A rumor had been floating around for decades, for instance, that Shepard’s ex-wife, O-Lan Jones (née Johnson), herself an actor and playwright, was the actual author of his only play with an all-female cast, Little Ocean (1974).58 When I asked her whether this was true, she responded unequivocally, “No, Sam wrote that.” When pressed that the dialogue sounded more like her voice than his, she responded with a smile: “Well, I said most of it.”59 Certainly it’s true that his writing is not inevitably factual. For that matter, anything that sounds suspect probably is. “He doesn’t tell the truth,” his sister Sandy slyly told me, then corrected herself by quoting O-Lan: “The facts aren’t the facts, but what he says is the truth.”60

O-Lan’s stepfather, Johnny Dark, an unsung writer and photographer whom Shepard considered “an underground genius,” was his best friend for fifty years. Dark told me about Shepard’s troubled mind, and the ways that he hid it in plain sight. His writing in general, Shepard told him, was about “personal problems.” Dark’s tales of their fraternal adventures demonstrate how volubly Shepard revealed his private life in his work, and Dark told me how astonished he was that there were never any real-world consequences because the works exposed his actual behavior under the auspices of fiction. Shepard once told Dark about an intimate moment he enjoyed with Jessica Lange in a Los Angeles motel, for instance. “And then what happened?” Dark needled him. “Or will we read about it in your next play?”61

Nearing the end of his life, when a reporter asked Shepard why he didn’t write a memoir, he responded, “If anybody wants to understand who I am, they just read my plays, or go see my plays, or read my books. I don’t have to go beyond that.”62 That’s fair, and has the advantage of being true, but it’s the biographer’s job to create the context around those works that give a reader a fuller understanding of where those ideas originated and how they correspond to his actual life. It’s also a matter of giving shape and form to an otherwise serpentine career path.

As such, another Shepardian totem, like the coyote and the horse, is the venomous sidewinder rattlesnake, also native to the playwright’s arid Southwest American territory. The trajectory of Shepard’s career curiously resembles the trick-of-the-eye quality of the sidewinder: as you watch the reptile ascend the dunes, it appears to be wriggling backward. “What [Shepard] does from play to play is lunge forward,” wrote the critic Richard Gilman, “move sideways, double back, circle around, throw in this or that, adopt a voice then drop it, pick it up again.”63

No other reptile depends as much as the Mojave sidewinder on its family to survive. In their first few days, newly hatched sidewinders coil up together at the opening of a burrow to keep their bodies at a survivable temperature, much as Shepard used to feel the warmth and comfort of his two sisters at the Rogers homestead in Bradbury. Sidewinders without the support of their kin would not survive; but once they depart the burrow, they do so for good. Shepard did too, but came around to the life-giving yet equally venomous subject of dysfunctional family life. “Father, mother, brothers, sisters—you can’t really cut yourself off from that. Why would you want to? Because family is the real heart and soul of what you’re about as a writer. What it becomes, how it unravels, is part of your craftsmanship, but if you cut yourself off from it, all that’s dead.”64

There’s an old gold prospector in one of Shepard’s plays who speaks of the Hopi belief that a sidewinder’s head, like this playwright’s own astonishing mind, “has a door and if you keep that door open all kind a’ wonders come to ya’.”65






PART I 1943–1971



We have all these galaxies inside of us. Huge, unknown territories. And if we don’t enter those in art of one kind or another, whether it’s playwriting, or painting, or music, or whatever, then I don’t understand the point in doing anything. If you don’t enter into these areas that are deeply mysterious and dangerous, then you’re not doing anything as far as I can tell…. It’s the reason I write. I try to go into parts of myself that are unknown.

—Sam Shepard

In the beginning was the Groove.

—Suzan-Lori Parks








CHAPTER 1SON OF SAM


Sam Shepard conjured a birth story of himself bursting forth from his mother’s womb with a fully formed consciousness. “I plunged into the world head first,” he wrote, “and, although covered with blood, my attitude was very friendly. I was not a mean person then.” Outside his mother’s hospital window, he saw “mammoth green icebergs” forming on Lake Michigan, and the nursing staff watched him climb out of his mother’s belly and slide down to the cold, white-tiled floor. Upon reaching the windowpanes, he got his “first taste of what it’s like to suffer.”1

Jane Rogers’s recollection of her only son’s birth was more faithful to reality, if still through a starry-eyed lens. Samuel Shepard Rogers was born on November 5, 1943, in the hospital of an army basic training camp in the Fort Sheridan neighborhood of Highland Park, Illinois. Jane remembered the exact time, 3:20 p.m., because the army brats had just been let out of school, and she’d heard them below her window screaming and laughing and frolicking in the autumn leaves. She rejoiced in how “wonderful it was to have you laying close to me all pink and perfect.” Shepard remembered her saying that he “never even cried when he came out…. He just slid into the world as quiet as a ghost.”2

The Rogers family called him “Steve,” or “Stevie,” to avoid confusion with his father’s name, and it stuck long past childhood; he’s even listed more formally as “Steven Rogers” in his high school yearbook.3 His father, Samuel “Sam” Shepard Rogers, was born in Crystal Lake, Illinois, on February 20, 1917. Jane was born the same year a few months later on July 16. Sam Sr. and Jane had known each other since second grade, when he first walked her to school in their hometown of Lombard, Illinois, and they began dating at fifteen.4

In 1939, Sam Rogers dropped out of Ripon College in Wisconsin after his freshman year to sign up for the military. He first served as a private in the Thirteenth School Squadron, then enlisted in the army on August 30, 1943, and trained as a pilot in the US Army Air Corps. He and Jane were married at Holy Trinity Church in West Palm Beach, Florida, on April 3, 1942, while he was stationed at Morrison Army Airfield. Shepard was conceived during Sam’s flight training in Douglas, Georgia, where he’d arranged for Jane to hide in a field on base for several nights. As Shepard later described it, after learning “to fly B-24s and B-17s and drop bombs and what all,” his father went off to “Italy, Holland, Germany, England, the whole shebang.”5

On the day his son was born, Sam Sr. was stationed in California at Muroc Air Force Base, later Edwards Air Force Base, in the Mojave Desert.6 Eventually it would be the home of the most elite test pilots in the world, a center of innovation for the aerospace industry, and host to the sound-barrier-breaking test pilot and war hero Chuck Yeager, “the fastest man in the world.”

The Rogers family’s roots in the United States ran very deep. Sam Sr.’s side descended from the Mayflower passenger Susanna White, one of four women who survived to attend the first Thanksgiving in Plymouth.7 “It was anything but the ridiculous myth of Thanksgiving we’ve been handed down,” Shepard wrote of his ancestor’s experience, “where the Indians & Pilgrims all sat happily down at a long plank table eating turkey & sharing brightly colored corn. A terrible war broke out that almost devastated the entire population of native people—setting the stage for everything to come 200 years later with the greedy sweep Westward.”8 Susanna gave birth to Peregrin (pilgrim), or Peregrine, in 1620, making him the first English newborn to arrive in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.9 Shepard routinely claimed that he was the seventh in a line of Episcopalian, hard-and-fast alcoholics named Samuel Shepard Rogers. He was, though nominal discrepancies meant that technically—and for Shepard it mattered a great deal—he was Samuel Shepard Rogers IV. Nevertheless, as a young man of twenty, he would infuriate his father by rechristening himself “Sam Shepard.”10

A self-described “spawn of the air force,” Shepard described his upbringing this way: “Semi-rural. Crazy, insane family.” And he received the fearsome notion about seven generations of troubled men from his father, Sam Sr.11 On the Fourth of July 1977, Shepard completed a draft of a screenplay about his senior year in high school titled “The Seventh Son.” The film was never produced, yet much of the plot, themes, dialogue, and character names were drawn from his 1976 tour de force Curse of the Starving Class, his first full-length autobiographical family drama. In “The Seventh Son,” a heated discussion between the son and his father, whose eyes are “bloodshot and full of the despair of a resigned alcoholic,” directly confronts Shepard’s ill-fated bloodline:


	
Father: Me? (he laughs) You scared of me? You shoulda’ seen my old man. He was somethin’ to be scared of. You shouda’ seen his old man before him. All the way back down the line. Seven generations. What’d you think, you’d be able to escape somehow?

	
Wes: Escape what?

	
Father: The blood. Escape the blood.12




This stranglehold of heredity would become a refrain in Shepard’s relationships and writing. A later avatar of Sam Sr., the drunkard father Weston Tate in Curse of the Starving Class, also believes he’s been “infected” by his family’s bloodline: “From being born, to growing up, to droppin’ bombs, to having kids, to hittin’ bars…. It all turned on me somehow. It all turned around on me.”13

A year later, Shepard made it clear that his mother’s heredity was his only hope. In a brief sketch titled “I Wonder What I’m Doing Here,” he lists a “Statement of Character” that includes, among other personal traits, his age (33), vocation (writer), race (white), height (6' 11/2"), weight (160), eyes (blue), and ambition (Salvation). At the end, he scrawls, “FACE: Gaunt. Right eye more open than left. More susceptible to the world. Right eye is my mother’s. Left eye is my father’s. Right eye represents female principle. Left eye is male. Right eye represents good. Left bad. La Sinistra!” He wrote in hindsight that he’d desperately tried to resist the urge to adopt his father’s despotic identity:


I thought I had done my level best, everything I possibly could, not to become my father. Gone out of my way in every department: changed my name, first and last, falsified my birth certificate, deliberately walked and swung my arms in exact counterpoint to the way he had; picked out clothing the opposite of what he would have worn, right down to the underwear; spoke without any trace of a Midwestern twang, never kicked a dog in the ribs, never lost my temper over inanimate objects, never again listened to Bing Crosby after Christmas of 1959, and never ever hit a woman in the face. I thought I had come a long way in reshaping my total persona. I had absolutely no idea who I was but I knew for sure I wasn’t him.14



From January to August 1944, his father flew B-24 Liberator bombers in forty-six combat missions across the European Theater in the Fifteenth Air Force out of Foggia, Italy. Their main objective was to bomb the oil and petroleum fields in Romania, the Nazis’ primary fuel source. Sam Sr. came back from the war “greatly disturbed,” according to his son. After returning stateside, he was transferred to army bases in Florida, Illinois, Idaho, Washington, Nebraska, Hawaii, and finally Guam.15

In Guam, where the Rogers family lived for twenty months, Japanese diehards hid out in the jungle and made desperate raids on the American military installations. His mother carried a holstered sidearm at all times, a loaded .45 automatic Colt with another clip in her handbag. “Me on one hip,” Shepard remembered, “the pistol on the other.” “All the women were issued with army Lugers,” he said, and he remembered her taking aim and firing at furtive Japanese soldiers hidden among the mangroves.16

A photograph taken of Jane in Guam by Sam Sr. shows her in a beat-up Army jeep and pregnant with their first daughter, Sandra “Sandy” Amy Rogers, who was born there on September 9, 1947. A holstered pistol lies on her lap, while a beagle stands alert at her feet. “Stevie,” a grinning, happy, towheaded toddler, is leaning over his mother’s right shoulder from the back seat, clutching his knee as he grins and hams it up for the camera.

Sam retired as a first lieutenant of the Army Air Corps, what became known after World War II as the United States Air Force, and served as a captain in the Officers’ Reserve Corps until 1955, his sleeves and lapels resplendent with campaign medals, service stars, and marksmanship badges. Next to him, Jane Rogers was an unimposing figure at about five feet three inches tall, but she had radiant, “glowing blue eyes,” said a friend of Roxanne’s. “They were intense. You looked at them and said, ‘Oh, I’m not going to bullshit this person.’ ”17

After his retirement in 1949, the Rogers family lived for seven years at the home of Jane’s maternal aunt, Grace Upton. Auntie Grace, as the family called her, lived in an adobe house in the affluent suburb of South Pasadena. While there, Sam Rogers studied Spanish at Occidental College on the GI Bill, and in 1952, he landed a position as a Spanish and Latin teacher at San Marino High School. The local paper reported that he was “older than most beginning teachers [because he is a veteran, but] demonstrates determination and enthusiasm which radiates to those with whom he associates.” After eight years, Sam Sr. would become head of the foreign language department, along with supervising the foreign language and camera clubs.18

Jane Rogers had attended Pasadena City College before Sam Sr. went to war, then transferred to Occidental College as an English major. She was hired in 1958 to teach second grade in Pasadena at Polytechnic School, an elite feeder school for the nearby California Institute of Technology, and she would hold the post there until her retirement in 1985. Jane was a beloved teacher for students such as the future television writer and actor Mike White (Freaks and Geeks, The White Lotus). “Get rid of this,” she’d scold him while miming an X across a page. Jane encouraged White to write an adaptation of “The Emperor’s New Clothes” in his second year. “She was my first development executive,” he joked to the Washington Post.19



“Once he learned to run,” Jane Rogers said of her son, “he never walked again.” The first time Shepard ran away from home was at the age of six. He and two older boys, juvenile hall alumni according to Shepard, stole three bikes in South Pasadena and made their way down the cavernous, concrete strip of the Arroyo Seco (Dry Brook) to the Los Angeles River with the intention of riding to the city, which he’d only visited once or twice with Auntie Grace. “Los Angeles at that time in the fifties was a very exotic, distant place,” Shepard wrote of this bike ride. “We rode past red shotgun shells faded by the sun, dead opossums, beer cans, Walnut shells, Carob pods, a Raccoon with two babies, pages of porno magazines, hunks of rope.”20

After peddling through a pitch-black tunnel for what felt like hours, the boys were famished. They’d arrived at the city limits of Sierra Madre, which located them ten miles in the wrong direction. One of the boys had an uncle, though, who lived there and had a television. This was the first time Shepard ever watched TV, according to him, because his parents considered it bubble gum for the mind. Once the family did get a television set, Sandy Rogers recalled, “we only watched Dodger [baseball] games on TV. We couldn’t watch anything else, only the games. Mom and Dad both thought TV was evil, that it was really bad for your brain.”21 “The thing is, Mom didn’t like comedy,” Roxanne specified on the subject of Jane Rogers and TV restrictions.


It was fun that my mom was allergic to. We weren’t allowed to go to movies…. My dad was very musical, but we didn’t sing and stuff. I think if my mom had been a little bit more open, we would have had more music in the house. We had a lot of music with my dad, but my mom didn’t like fun. It was this weird, Victorian, strange thing. She was funny. My dad was funny. All of us were funny, but we couldn’t have fun.22



The Lone Ranger was on at the uncle’s house in Sierra Madre, auspiciously enough. It was the popular cowboy show’s first season, 1949, and Shepard, revived after a spaghetti dinner served up by his partner in crime’s aunt, was rapt. By the time the boys returned to South Pasadena, it was late enough for the local police to question them and radio for their parents. Shepard’s mother picked him up, telling him his father said he might kill him if he returned. On the ride back to Auntie Grace’s, Jane repeated over and over, “Now you’ve got a Police Record. You’ll have that for the rest of your life.” Once home, his enraged father whipped him three times with “the buckle-end of [his] belt,” then stormed out without uttering a word.23

But seeing The Lone Ranger was worth every swat. Like so many Southern Californian kids, he wrote, “I wanted to be ‘famous’ for something. I wanted everything turned around where I was the one revered and instilling a sense of awe in other people, where other people wanted to know me and I held a certain sway over them, a certain power, a deep mystery.”24

At seven, he drove with his father to stake out an investment property Sam Sr. bought in the Mojave in the resort town of Desert Hot Springs. Gene Autry, Al Capone, Frank Sinatra, and Cary Grant had all traveled there to enjoy the mineral baths and evade the paparazzi in a desert oasis, though Sam Sr.’s land was, Roxanne said, “literally a patch of dirt with a gas pipe shunted into it.”25 Shepard was seated next to his father at a local mahogany bar when they spied the character actor Gabby Hayes. The Hollywood celebrity was sporting a tuxedo and cavorting with two young women, “decked out in slinky cocktail outfits, dripping with jewelry and sex.” This was the first time he’d seen a recognizable actor just living the dream, and he wanted what Gabby Hayes had. His mother was allergic to fun, and his father was scornful of it: “That’s what fame and fortune’ll get you,” he’d sneered when they saw Hayes. “Couple a blond chippies and a shrimp cocktail.”26 What better way, then, for Shepard to rebel in his youth than to dream of becoming an entertainer himself?



One of the high points of Shepard’s childhood was visiting his grandparents Helen and “Grandpa Sam” Rogers, who lived in a two-story home in Lombard, Illinois, just east of Chicago. The house abutted a large cornfield, which gave credence to Grandpa Sam’s signing the occasional letter to the local paper “Plain Dirt Farmer,” and it would become the setting of Shepard’s masterwork Buried Child. “Grandma Helen” Dodge Rogers was a strict disciplinarian when it came to raising her children and grandchildren. “She was really tall and really scary,” Sandy said. “Six kids and five of them were boys, and she ran that house.”27

Jane’s father, Fred “Pop” De Forrest Schook, who died in 1942, lived near the Rogerses in Chicago. Schook was a leading impressionist who studied under H. O. Tanner in Paris and taught at the Art Institute of Chicago for more than twenty-five years. Her mother, Amy Louisa (Bynon) Schook, Grace’s sister, was his model before they married. As a result of Pop’s profession, Shepard’s home was always chockablock with his impressionistic paintings and Asian art designs that inspired his work. Despite Pop’s dying before Shepard’s birth, “he was an influence on Sam… in the genes,” according to his sister Sandy. “Of course, my mother was very artistic. She didn’t paint or draw anything but… she had an artist’s eye.”28

Shepard’s maternal side, in short, endowed him with an appreciation for art and culture, while the paternal side provided him with the raw material—war trauma, alcoholism, the curse of heredity—to dramatize.

Roxanne De Forrest Rogers, the youngest of the three Rogers siblings, was born at Grace Upton’s house on July 12, 1955. The following summer, the family settled at 1459 East Lemon Avenue in nearby Bradbury. (Grace Upton passed away a few months after their move, on November 13, 1956.) Shepard attended Lincoln Elementary School and South Pasadena Middle School, then matriculated into the class of ’61 at the newly established Duarte High School in the fall of 1957.29

The Rogers’ property was situated at the foot of the San Gabriels, with a three-acre, sixty-five-tree avocado farm and a converted greenhouse overlooking the San Gabriel Valley. “My parents set it up so it would be their little dream house,” Roxanne said, “and their little dream family.”30 They owned horses, chickens, and sheep, enough livestock to qualify as a ranch. The land was so open, the Rogers kids could ride a horse to the store for candy, then ride on for hours.31 “We were living in this very upper-middle-class neighborhood,” Roxanne said, “but we weren’t really upper middle class. We didn’t roll that way.” Still, having the master impressionist Fred De Forrest Schook as a father, Jane was reared among a rarefied cultural elite. As a result, she looked down her nose at the San Gabriel Valley from her lofty perch in Bradbury.32

Once an idyllic expanse of farmland, by the 1950s, the San Gabriel Valley was littered with gravel pits, tract housing, dive bars, and drive-in movie theaters. Looking back on this period, Shepard told a friend, the actor Clark Middleton, that the truest depiction of the valley was the LA-based crime writer James Ellroy’s My Dark Places (1996), a memoir about Ellroy’s mother’s unsolved murder there:


The San Gabriel Valley was the rat’s ass of Los Angeles County—a 30-mile stretch of contiguous hick towns due east of L.A. proper…. Valley land was cheap. The flat topography was ideal for grid housing and potential freeway construction. The more remote the area, the more land your money got you. You could hunt coons a few blocks off the local main drag and nobody would give you any grief. You could fence in your yard and raise chickens and goats for slaughter. You could let your toddlers run down the block in their shit-stained diapers…. The San Gabriel Valley was White Trash Heaven.



“Fucked up” veterans seeking sanctuary arrived in the valley en masse, and the population exploded. With the people came smog and housing developments and an economic boom that changed the area’s look, Ellroy wrote, “but did not in any way alter its Wild West character.”33



Shepard’s parents were minimally paid schoolteachers, and it showed. When they first moved to Bradbury, for instance, Sam Sr. became a DIY fanatic. “If my dad could make it, he’d make it,” Roxanne recalled. “He didn’t buy anything. He wanted to do it all himself, and he never got it done.”34 And he bellowed at Shepard that he’d help him come hell or high water.35 “For eighteen years I was your slave,” the response came later from his beleaguered son. “I worked for you hand and foot. Shearing the sheep, irrigating the trees, listening to your bullshit about ‘improve your mind, you’ll never get ahead, learn how to lose, hard work and guts and never say die.’ ”36

During brushfire season, Shepard would clamber up on the roof and help his father spray down the shingles to prevent their house from burning down. Sam Sr. refused to pay for proper irrigation for the avocado trees, so he’d make the children help him hand-water them with hoses. As Shepard grew older, he was tasked with plowing the avocado orchard, while using a bandanna to keep the dust from his throat.

Each boyhood memory forms a singular sense of an isolated and unseen self. Like all teenagers, he felt misunderstood and underappreciated, but what singled him out over the years was his astonishing recall of details and emotions that most think of hazily, if at all, once they’ve reached adulthood. It was an early education for a writer who wished to accurately express what it feels like to be in a state, as he always described it, of eternal anxiety and exile.37



Sam Sr. taught his son to play drums on a Ludwig kit they bought at a pawnshop, and Shepard set down his father’s drill-sergeant style of instruction in his play The Holy Ghostly:


It takes more than gulldanged imagination to be a great drummer. It takes guts…. You gotta’ build up yer strength. You gotta’ work on that left hand so hard you can do a triple paradiddle with yer right hand tied behind yer back. Ya’ gotta’ get yer right foot so strong it’s like steel. Work with that ankle so hard that it feels like it’s gonna’ break off. Then when ya’ reach that point where ya’ can hardly stand the pain of it—that’s when you start yer real practicin’. That’s when yer work begins.38



Over time, Shepard started to pick up rhythms everywhere around him: “Oilcan rhythms, ratchet wrench rhythms. Playing cards in bicycle spokes. A string of rapid-fire, firecracker rhythms.” Once he’d learned the basics, he dolled himself up in a pink checkered shirt with rolled-up sleeves, black pegged pants, a pink suede belt, and white buck shoes and joined a doo-wop band called Nat’s Cats (named for their front man and clarinet player, Nat Henkins). They played school assemblies and penny-hops and in time added rock and roll to their repertoire, including covers of Jerry Lee Lewis, Chuck Berry, and the Coasters.39 The local paper billed the band as “straight dance music, with variations, even including some rock and roll.”40

In the fall of 1960, Shepard shared another mutual passion with his father over a full-bred German shepherd puppy. The dog was registered with the American Kennel Club as Amazon’s Ark, but the family called him “Stark,” or “Starkie” for short. That dog was what Roxanne called “the first revelation of Sam’s eye for breeding.”41 Shepard carefully researched, at fourteen, Stark’s family history before they bought him and concluded that the dog was an exquisite specimen from an impeccable bloodline. Shepard was an altar boy at the St. James Church, and a member of its choir, and although he later renounced religion, he prayed to God until his hands turned white before every dog show with Stark. If he won, he’d perform the same prayer in the exact same way for the next dog show. (“I was very superstitious about God,” he joked.)42

Stark was awarded first place in several dog shows, and as a result, Shepard won real admiration from his father at last. In fact, Sam Sr. took on the burden of showing the dog after Shepard had long left the family. Before Stark, Shepard and his father had mutually branded each other as “losers,” Roxanne said, until they got the dog. “My brother had set up this situation where they could be winners together.”43

This kind of tender experience is conspicuously scarce in Shepard’s writing about his father. “I kept remembering small occasions when we seemed to have something in common,” he wrote to Sam Sr. when he was twenty-one. “Then somehow through some kind of subtle psychological reasons that common ground disappeared and we found ourselves competing for one reason or the other.”44

Instead of reconciliation, Shepard carried around with him ghastly boyhood memories of his father’s abuse to the end of his life. “My father had a real short fuse,” Sandy admitted. “He had a really rough life; he had to support his mother and brothers at a very young age when his dad’s farm collapsed. You could see his terrible suffering, living a life that was disappointing and looking for another. My father was full of terrifying anger.”45

In July and August 1961, Sam Rogers participated in a six-week student Fulbright program called the Summer Seminar for Teachers of Spanish.46 The Fulbright grant was for studying Spanish language and literature at the University of Bogotá in Colombia, where he traveled alone. While there, he cultivated an abiding love for the poets Pablo Neruda, César Vallejo, and Federico García Lorca. “One thing that I’ll always be eternally grateful to him for,” Shepard said, “is he introduced me to García Lorca when I was a kid, which is kind of unusual, in Spanish no less…. And that got me fascinated about poetry at an early age.”47 Sam Sr. also loved New Orleans jazz, and he passed his zeal for music on to his son as well. “I remember watching my Dad while he listened to his music,” Shepard recalled. “I remember it was the only times I ever saw him happy. All the rest of the time he seemed angry or in a faraway dream about something like war.”48

And to top it off, he was “gorgeous,” Roxanne said. “He was like Chuck Yeager. He had that romantic image, like a big gorgeous Bobby Duvall.”49 Yet despite playing drums for a local Dixieland band and being a passionate and amiable teacher, at home Sam Sr. was poles apart from the charming war hero his students would have known. “My dad was frustrated with life because he had done everything right,” Sandy explained:


He came back from that war…. We had everything, we had a nice house, I had a little horse, we had good cars, a camping trailer. We had everything, and yet life was fucked. My dad was not happy with life. I don’t know what he would have wanted to be or to do, but he was frustrated, and I think a lot of those guys were after the war. The American Dream was not good enough, even though you got it. Once you get it, then what?50



“The alcohol,” Shepard said, “just completely deranged him.”51 The process was initially slow, and he hid his dependence for a few years, but his drinking worsened badly after Colombia. Then he started skipping classes, crashed his car multiple times, and became a tyrant to his son. After seventeen years at San Marino High School, he was fired without pension for drinking on the job.52 By the time Jane divorced him in January 1968, Sam Sr. had already been living elsewhere for five years. His unquenchable thirst ultimately overwhelmed anything else meaningful in his life, especially his relationship with his son.

Sam Sr.’s anger was passed down to all of the Rogers children, but was especially acute with Shepard. “He worked very hard with his temper,” Roxanne said of her brother. “It took a lot to set him off, but when he went off, he was lethal. But he wasn’t a bully like my dad. He really tried to be conscious of his temper. Sammie knew it was our Achilles’ heel. We all have it. It’s a constant challenge…. I’ve never seen that rage in his acting. But it’s there on the page, isn’t it.”53

Soon enough, Shepard inherited his father’s lust for alcohol too, and after vomiting the first time he got drunk with Nat’s Cats at fifteen, he drank steadily through his school years and beyond. Both men belonged to a long line of churlish drinkers, “liquid nitrogen in the bloodstream,” Shepard called it. “He was a nasty drunk,” Roxanne said of her father. “Wicked nasty. And of course Sammie also got worse when he got older.” Later, when asked whether his father was violent with him, Shepard said, “Mostly when he was drunk. Yeah.” Did Jane know? “Yeah.” “Was she violent with you?” “No,” he said, then changed the subject.54

In contrast to his father, Shepard adored his mother, whom he described as a “strong, solid woman, like a rock.” When asked how she handled his father’s outbursts, he called her “a very brave soul.” Jane, unlike her husband, appears only sporadically in Shepard’s work, at least in recognizable form. “She [had] a little bun. Very straight, but bright,” a close friend described her. “She was tightly wound,” the friend said. “She looked like a teacher, you’d know that just by looking at her, she was a schoolmarm.” She was also a diligent parent. In his story “Majesty (Highway 101 South),” Shepard recounts a period when he briefly lost the ability to correctly identify object’s names (e.g., he’d say “margarine” for “majesty”). “I remember the panic on her face,” he wrote, “as though she suddenly thought she had a cabbage-head for a son on top of everything else she was worried about like the old man and taxes and the price of milk.”55 His father, he said, “went further and further off in the direction of being an outsider, mainly, in simple terms, of alcoholism. My mother was the opposite. Very together, figuring out how to get along.”56

Although many of Shepard’s father characters are true to the actual Sam Rogers, the mothers in his plays represent an incongruous assortment. The actual Jane was written out of Shepard’s dramas almost as aggressively as the actual Sam was written into them. Still, he said later, “I couldn’t have survived without her protecting me and reassuring me.”57 Roxanne had a theory about the comparatively absent mother in her brother’s plays: “Sam was very, very close to my mom. They were psychically connected. I think because he knew of this connection with my mom, and she protected him so much, and had formed him so much, he didn’t want to be thought of as so attached. Also, he wanted to protect my mom from the cloying eye of the public.”58



Duarte High School’s mascot was the falcon, and its student-run yearbook, Halconado, shows that Shepard lettered in basketball and track and was a cheerleader. On the track team, he excelled at the 880-meter relay and high-jump events, and he claimed to have broken the league record in the 220, albeit cranked up on Benzedrine. In November 1958, at age fifteen, he joined the 4-H club as a “Future Farmer of America” and entered sheep as a junior exhibitor in the Great Western Livestock Show in Los Angeles, the largest of its kind on the Pacific Coast. “I slept with my sheep,” Shepard wrote. “I lambed them, sheared them, docked their tails, clipped their hooves, castrated ram lambs, fed them, wormed them, showed them & sold them.” He was a natural farmer, to his father’s amazement, and continued to win championships at nearby fairs and festivals. He also engaged in county fair pig scrambles, in which a pig is greased, a starting gun is fired, and the children race around to catch the terrified animal, “with the parents cheering & boozing & kids knocking themselves out on the field.”59

Shepard had a snaggletoothed grin and tried to copy Burt Lancaster’s toothy performance in 1954’s Vera Cruz at school, though “one of the front ones was dead and brown and overlapped the broken one right next to it.”60 Other boys would gawk at his teeth, but the girls of the San Gabriel Valley didn’t seem to mind, and late into adulthood his crooked teeth only enhanced his rugged mystique. “He’s always been an attractive kind of guy,” Sandy said. “I had friends who had things for him when we were young. I’d bring them home from school, and he’d take them up to the treehouse.”61

As an aspiring veterinarian with a strong dose of horse sense, Shepard was hired at an Arabian horse ranch, owned by the Conleys of Bradbury and located in nearby Chino; he also worked, or at least volunteered, at another Chino ranch run by the notorious racehorse owner Rex C. Ellsworth. Shepard was sixteen, and these were his first real jobs, secured through the 4-H Club. The ranch was vaunted as a breeding ground for winners and home to a herd of two thousand cattle and over three hundred broodmares, stallions, and racehorses. The New York Times dubbed Rex Ellsworth “the nation’s leading owner and breeder of Thoroughbred horses.”62

Ellsworth and his trainer, Mesh Tenney, were true-to-life horsemen. They won the Kentucky Derby in 1955 and the Preakness Stakes in 1963, along with eleven other major wins; but Tenney was “the boss,” and for Shepard, the incarnation of Western cool. Shepard only made $1.25 a day for his work “cleaning horse piss,” he griped, but left with an adoration of American horse culture that lasted a lifetime. In his darkly ironic short story “A Man’s Man,” the titular character isn’t based on Tenney, but at least in part on Shepard’s supervisor, called Duane in the story, whom he also considered “a man’s man.” The two of them raced against the Kentucky Derby winner Swaps in Duane’s Chevy, and Swaps won handily, to their delight. “I never heard of a horse beating a Chevy before, have you?” shouts Duane. “That’s gotta be a first!”63

Once home in Bradbury, according to the story, Shepard awoke in Duane’s truck from a deep sleep after one of the most memorable days of his life, only to look down and find Duane’s hand resting on his privates. The appendage, Shepard wrote, “was just laying there limp, like a piece of raw hamburger. ‘You’re home,’ Duane said, and returned his hand to the steering wheel with a meek smile that made me suddenly sorry for him.” Shepard later confirmed that this was based on events he had experienced more than once. As late as 2010, while he was being interviewed for a documentary about him, these carnal abuses were still very much on his mind. “All these guys,” men he looked up to, blue-collar carpenters and painters and horsemen, would wind up with their hands on his crotch as a teenager. The way he saw it, they were treating him like his father had, “like a chick.”64

Shepard’s character in “A Man’s Man” steps down from the truck and sneaks through the darkness to spy his father through the kitchen window pouring himself a drink. “I kept waiting for him to turn the light out and leave the kitchen, but he just kept standing there and staring. What was going through his head? Was he waiting for me? I felt this panic start to boom up through my chest and ears. This old familiar fear. What was it about certain men?”65

On the surface, the boy Steve Rogers enjoyed about as all-American a childhood as they come. But the playwright Sam Shepard found little in his archetypal 1950s upbringing to inspire him as an artist; growing up in the ’50s, he later grumbled, “sucked dogs man.”66 It was the unspoken truths happening behind the dreamscape, the forces of land development and Hollywood greed, of alcoholism and sexual abuse, of family secrets and private despair, that drove him to lift the veil on paradise and write about this New West. And once he’d reached adulthood, he incorporated both sides of his parents in near equal parts, specifically his mother’s cold civility and his father’s hot misanthropy. Under their influence, Shepard came to embody the insider and the outsider in American life, a split that would haunt him and his plays to the end.






CHAPTER 2FISHING IN THE DARK


By Shepard’s senior year, the arthouse cinema movement had spread from New York to the West Coast; and in 1961, his friend Ed Cartwright took him to see his first foreign film, Luchino Visconti’s Rocco and His Brothers. The language, culture, and landscapes were utterly alien to Shepard, but in these European films, he said as an adult, “there was never any story…. They always gave me the impression that they were trying to ‘mean’ something.”1 They also saw the French New Wave masterpiece The 400 Blows, François Truffaut’s tale of teenage rebellion, which made a profound impact on Shepard. The 400 Blows “really stunned me,” he said. He felt a kinship between himself and its main character, a misunderstood boy alienated by his parents.2

He later named the five movies that “meant” something to him during his teenage years, in this order: Stanley Kubrick’s The Killing (1956), John Sturges’s Bad Day at Black Rock (1955), David Miller’s Lonely Are the Brave (1962), François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows (1959), and Alfred Hitchcock’s North by Northwest (1959).3 Together, these films nicely encapsulate Shepard’s adult obsessions: horse racing (The Killing), American masculinity (Bad Day at Black Rock), the passing of the Old West (Lonely Are the Brave), his own upbringing and family (The 400 Blows), and the slippery nature of identity (North by Northwest). Shepard was also aware that he was watching acting at its emotional heights, with the stars Sterling Hayden, Spencer Tracy, Kirk Douglas, Jean-Pierre Léaud, and Cary Grant, respectively. He’d wanted to be Gabby Hayes as a kid; now he wanted to be a full-fledged movie star.4

Hence, along with drumming at school dances for Nat’s Cats, he joined legions of Southern California’s aspiring young actors and performed in high school plays, including in the Irish-themed musical Finian’s Rainbow in 1961.5 Shepard played the leading role of Og, the leprechaun, and, notably, at seventeen years old received his very first taste of theatrical glory in the press. The article was accompanied by a photo of Shepard as Og with the other lead actors that was captioned, prophetically, “TO STARDOM AND FAME”: “Steve Rogers captivated the audience with his Irish brogue.”6 (Also prophetically, Shepard would have sung the showstopper “When I Am Not Near the Girl I Love.”)

After graduating from Duarte High in 1961, Shepard entered the agricultural sciences program at Mt. San Antonio College, or “Mt. SAC.” His long-term plan was to transfer after two years to the University of California, Davis, to study veterinary medicine.7 Despite it being his first semester, Shepard was accepted into a competitive literature class with a cohort of intellectual misfits whom Shepard described, using the lexicon of the day, as “Beatniks.”8

The local Beats lived in a big house where they played jazz records, talked literature and art, and smoked weed. Importantly, they introduced Shepard to Jackson Pollock’s action paintings and the Irish playwright Samuel Beckett.9 “Beckett turned my head around about thinking about theater,” he said many decades later. “It doesn’t have to be realistic, it doesn’t have to be buried in this cause and effect, it doesn’t have to be… dull.”10 He devoured Waiting for Godot, then Endgame, then Happy Days.11 He was “knocked out of the saddle” by Beckett’s spare dialogue mixed with scenic incongruity and absurdist plotlines.12 “I didn’t know what it was,” he said about Waiting for Godot. “I couldn’t place it as a play, a poem, a novel, or anything else…. It just struck me suddenly that with words you could do anything.”13

Beckett inspired Shepard to seek out similar contemporary American playwrights at local bookstores, but he found none. “I couldn’t understand why,” he recalled. “They have a section called Modern Drama, you’d find Chekhov, Ibsen, Tennessee Williams and Eugene O’Neill, but that was it. Okay—they’re great, but there wasn’t anything that seemed to relate to now. There’s a huge hole there. I was interested in this hole. Why don’t I write something in that hole?”14

Armed with Beckett’s plays as his touchstones, he managed that fall semester, 1961, to compose his first known play, The Mildew: A One-Act Comedy, under the byline Steve Rogers, for the student-run campus literary journal, MoSAiC.15 The main character, Percival “Percy” Chambers Jr., is a self-described “respectable citizen” with a wife. As the play begins, Percy is seen “dressed in suit and tie and appears quite proper,” pacing and smoking a cigarette on a street corner steeped in “a thick wet fog,” lending notes of O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey Into Night. He then breaks the fourth wall and addresses the audience, as Tom Wingfield does in The Glass Menagerie and the Stage Manager in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town. He’s waiting for a group of well-to-do friends, but they don’t appear until his exit, bringing to mind Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. Yet despite what it borrows from these benchmark modern plays, The Mildew reads like a classic early Shepard one-act, with its central theme of American male vulnerability, its evocation of tragic purposelessness with a down-to-earth sense of humor, its disdain for bourgeois pretension, and its resistance to any clear-cut interpretation. But he denounced it immediately, joking to his sister Sandy, “I hope they don’t dig up my first play!”16

Shepard, for the time being, thus abandoned playwriting for acting and joined the theater troupe the Mt. SAC Players. The group was directed by the theater arts instructor Beulah Yeager, who became a strong advocate for him. He played a secondary role in Maxwell Anderson’s High Tor; was cast in the lead as the lovable dreamer Elwood P. Dowd in Mary Chase’s Harvey; and in his third and final semester, he played a lawyer in Eudora Welty’s courtroom comedy The Ponder Heart. The game was on.



On Christmas Day 1962, once Shepard had dropped out of Mt. SAC after three semesters, Jane and Sam Sr. gave their son a newly published biography, O’Neill, a voluminous account of the life by Arthur and Barbara Gelb. (“You never gave a shit about school but there was nothing dumb about you,” Sam Sr. told him later.)17 The portrait of the dramatist as a man and artist, especially how a man turns into an artist, riveted Shepard. His margin notes testify that he was already well-read, with an immense store of intellectual curiosity. The notes include a striking range of cultural knowledge for a nineteen-year-old: his adoration of the Beats; his familiarity with the “meaningless meaning” of existentialism; the “self-actualization” of the psychologist Abraham Maslow; “the self-made man” of F. Scott Fitzgerald; the theatrical influences of Konstantin Stanislavsky, the Actors Studio, and Lee Strasberg (“the Method Man”), and much more.

The great playwright’s journey offered Shepard a kind of roadmap for his own path. At the end of the chapter where O’Neill is wandering the high seas as a merchant mariner and living hand-to-mouth on waterfronts around the globe, Shepard gushed, “Experience is the greatest teacher!” At the point when O’Neill decides once and for all to become a playwright and famously declares that he was determined to be “an artist or nothing,” he scrawled, “Olé!”18

On January 28, 1963, Shepard next saw Sidney Lumet’s film adaptation of O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey Into Night and later called it “the greatest play ever written in America.”19 O’Neill’s masterwork, which he’d notably read prior to reading his other great influence, Samuel Beckett, convinced him he might be able to write about the American family in the same tragic vein. He told a close friend years later, “There was something wrong with the family [in O’Neill’s play]. There was a demonic thing going on that nobody could put their finger on, but everybody knew the ship was sinking. Everybody was going down, and nobody knew how or why, and they were all taking desperate measures to stay afloat. So I thought there was something about that that felt similar to my own background, and I felt I could maybe write some version of that.”20



In the spring of 1963, after having moved into a Motel 6 in Arcadia to escape his father, Shepard had two choices: accept a position to oversee a herd of three hundred Southdown sheep at one of the ranches in Chino, then return to school and study to be a veterinarian; or, after his success with the Mt. SAC Players, try his luck at acting.21 He chose the latter, and the San Gabriel Valley Civic Players offered him a small role in Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth at the San Gabriel Mission Playhouse.22

But he barely made it through opening night after getting involved in the casting for another supporting part. The Civic Players wanted to find a Black actor for the opening to play Wilder’s Chair Pusher in a region that continued to be steadfastly segregated, and, at the last minute, Shepard thought he could find a solution for the casting.

Rumbles between white and Black students plagued the San Gabriel Valley’s schools every spring. After segregation ended there in 1947, racially organized gangs would clash after a year’s worth of racial animus at school, all tacitly encouraged by many white parents and teachers.23 According to Roxanne Rogers, her father didn’t play along. While Sam Rogers saddled his family with a number of burdens, racism wasn’t among them. Roxanne remembered a time when she had a crush on a Black classmate when she was a teen, and her father blessed the pairing. “You just love who you wanna love,” he told her. He nearly injured her when as a little girl, she unknowingly used the N-word in a children’s rhyming song. Sam Sr. snatched her by the arm, lifted her high in the air, legs kicking off the ground, and yelled, “Don’t you ever say that word again, or I will swat you! Ever!” It was the only time she could recall him disciplining her.24

Shepard’s search for the Civic Players led him to one of the only Black men he was acquainted with, a tenuous affiliation at best, his schoolmate Charles Mingus III. Mingus was the legendary jazz bassist’s son and a year behind him at Duarte High. Shepard found Mingus at a truck stop diner on Route 66 where, Mingus said, “everyone was Black,” and offered him a paying role in the Civic Players’ The Skin of Our Teeth.25

Shepard watched Mingus enjoy an ersatz tomato soup (a packet of ketchup mixed in hot water) and swore to him that if he took the part, he’d be the next Steve McQueen. Mingus agreed to do it, but soon discovered that as the only Black actor in the production, he’d been cast as the Chair Pusher, who is not designated as Black. So, on opening night, in the scene where the script (which Mingus hadn’t had time to read) calls for his character to slide a wicker chair around the stage like a lowly servant, Mingus lost his cool. “No way, folks!” he shouted, hurling the prop into the audience. “Fuck you, Nazis!… If you want to see a chair pusher and get a coon show, come up here yourself.” With that, the play stopped, and the other actors came after him. Mingus scrambled up a telephone pole to escape and looked down to see Shepard laughing his head off. “It’s a good idea to be up there,” he said. Mingus was relieved that Shepard didn’t call him out, but was surprised at his attitude. “Well, I could have killed somebody,” Mingus said. “Sam thought that was funny. That’s what makes him scary. He thought it was hilarious.” Shepard was nearly fired for suggesting Mingus for the part, but was allowed to remain for the three-evening run. The bigotry of the theater company had auspiciously brought Mingus and Shepard together, and their friendship over the following years powerfully helped to shape Shepard’s artistic career.26

Soon after this debacle, Shepard was delivering newspapers for extra cash when he stumbled across a write-up about a traveling ensemble from nearby Burbank called the Bishop’s Company. The Bishop’s was “interracial and interfaith,” and its members advertised the group as “America’s first repertory company of professional stature to reunite the forces of religion and the theater.”27 (“The religious cover was a phony,” Shepard scoffed. “We were really a bunch of frustrated actors who couldn’t find a niche.”)28 Since their founding in 1953, the Bishop’s mounted over five thousand performances across the country, and the pay was ten dollars per week, plus food, lodging, and transportation.29

Shepard auditioned for one of their traveling companies and was quickly accepted, though the casting call petrified him. By his account, he was so scared that he read the stage directions aloud and later suspected they hired everyone who auditioned.30 In June, he boarded an eastbound Continental Trailways bus to Philadelphia and hit the boards on June 23 for their first performance, a production of Stephen Vincent Benét’s The Devil and Daniel Webster at St. Peter’s Church in Tunkhannock, Pennsylvania. Over the next four and a half months, Shepard toured around the Northeast in repertory as a cast and crew member for seven plays.31

The Bishop’s Company tour gave him a taste of the itinerant life and deepened his rudimentary training in theater, greatly informing his vision as a developing playwright. The Bishop’s theatrical dogma, one that was practical for a touring company but that Shepard would come to adopt as his own avant-garde staging technique before long, was to use no sets and minimal props. As the Bishop’s folks told their young charges, “the setting is better found in the mind’s eye.”32 He also appreciated their down-to-earth performance style: “I felt I had a handle on theatre in a non-scholastic, non-academic, non-literary way,” Shepard remarked decades on. “I really understood what it was like to be an actor onstage facing an audience.”33



On July 12, 1963, Shepard walked the streets of New York City for the first time. “What a fantastic place,” he wrote with the breathlessness of a California teen. “I couldn’t get over the millions of people just walking.” It was then that he took in his first Broadway play, Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, then he saw the Paul Newman movie Hud, and Diana Sands (A Raisin in the Sun) in her avant-garde integrated revue The Living Premise. But it was his sojourn downtown that captured the romance of the city for him: “Greenwich Village was too much. There are book stores with everything under the sun—paintings, jazz—you name it!”34

The Bishop’s toured through New England in August, and he found the “Yankee conservatives,” as he called them, hopelessly parochial and racist. Larry Richardson, an actor in the troupe, was Black, and in a Vermont town, “one of these idiots asked me… if Larry was an Indian. I guess he couldn’t believe that his little cozy New England village could be shared with a Negro. Some of these people are so fanatical in their Yankee heritage that in some ways it’s really worse than the South.”35

That fall, they toured the mid-Atlantic states, and a rave review appeared in the local paper the Daily Intelligencer of Doylestown, Pennsylvania. It singled out Shepard, who played the Devil in The Devil and Daniel Webster, for delivering “the most subtle and suave performance of the evening.” Shepard’s Devil declares that he “stood on the first ship that carried the first slave from the Congo to America,” and then foretells Daniel Webster’s fate: “The future,” he tells Webster, in an ironic line, given his own trajectory, “is not what you think. It is very dull.”36

Shepard’s taste of acclaim gave him the confidence to pursue a larger theatrical challenge. In October, he announced that rather than return home in December as planned, he’d stay behind in New York, where his final performance for the Bishop’s was in the poet Marianne Moore’s living room in Brooklyn.37 “It’s not quite as far-fetched as it sounds,” he wrote to Jane. He reassured her that he’d found a place to stay “with two former Bishop’s Company actors and one playwrite [sic].” He had saved eighty dollars and bought winter clothing at church rummage sales. He continued the letter, “I simply think I should take a chance here rather than go back to what I was doing, which was precisely nothing.” Shepard had been offered a place with the Peterborough Players in New Hampshire the following summer, 1964, so he expected to get an Equity card. But if not, he heard there was plenty of acting work in downtown theaters located in a nebulous, quasiprofessional land called “Off-Broadway.” 38



Shortly after Shepard’s twentieth birthday, he waved the Bishop’s goodbye at Times Square. He was pining for a White Castle cheeseburger but wanted to save, so when he saw a blood bank with a sign in the window offering five dollars for a pint of blood, he went in. He and his Bishop’s friends then found an apartment on West Forty-Fourth Street in Hell’s Kitchen. “It’s not a palace by any stretch of the imagination,” Shepard said at the time, “but it’s more than adequate.”39

New York was both terrifying and exhilarating to Shepard. His new neighborhood, Hell’s Kitchen, was riddled with ramshackle tenements, smoke-filled Irish pubs, tumbledown warehouses, sailors trawling for hookups along the docks, junkies pleading with dealers, and streetwalkers consulting their pimps. (Martin Scorsese would capture this mise-en-scène a decade later in his film Taxi Driver.) His first job was working as a security guard for the Burns Detective Agency, for whom he was stationed at the towering Con Edison plant on the East River. The pay was meager but it was enough to pay for his rent and cigarette habit. The job also freed up his daytime hours for auditions, but the competition was formidable: “It seems that everybody has decided that New York is the place to make it or something.”40

Shepard’s first potential break was an unnamed show in a theater, “really what one might call off-off-Broadway (Greenwich Village),” which opened on January 2, 1964, but led no further.41 (The term “Off-Off-Broadway,” or OOB, indicating the cramped spaces and artistic freedom of downtown theater venues in Greenwich Village, had just been coined a few years earlier by the Village Voice’s then drama critic Jerry Tallmer.) Shepard’s dream to perform enough paid gigs to get his Equity card, which would guarantee a paycheck, health insurance, casting opportunities, worker’s compensation, and a pension, didn’t materialize. The once novel process of selling himself with headshots, the anxiety-producing auditions, the low pay, and the frantic scramble for his Equity card was all wearing thin. He was on the cusp of giving up when an alternative path in the entertainment industry presented itself through an old friend.



On January 27, 1964, Shepard read a gossip column in the Daily News about Charles Mingus III that pinpointed his old schoolmate’s workplace: “Charles Mingus 3rd, son of the jazzman currently at the Five Spot, is himself a budding musician, but he earns his bread as a busboy at the Village Gate.”42 Right after reading the Daily News column, Shepard tracked him down at the Greenwich Village jazz club.43

Mingus also worked at a metal shop before heading off to bodyguard for his illustrious father, who was then receiving threats from the Italian mafioso Joseph “Crazy Joe” Gallo.44 Mingus invited Shepard to share his cold-water walkup on Avenue C, with a sign on the door that read THIS DOOR’S A BAND-AID, where he gratefully moved into the railroad apartment’s front room and kitchen, where the gas stove was located (Shepard was always cold). He arrived carting a new mattress and an old Chevy bumper for a footboard.45 Along with a place to live, Mingus also arranged for him to work two nights at twenty-five dollars a week as a busboy at the Village Gate, a storied jazz and comedy club. About a fifteen-minute walk from their apartment, the Village Gate was the pulsing soul of Greenwich Village nightlife.46

Shepard quickly adopted the nostalgie de la boue of Greenwich Village, and to its east, the East Village (as it would soon be called) and, farther east, Alphabet City, where numbered avenues give way to lettered ones. In Tompkins Square Park, a dividing line between the two neighborhoods, Shepard observed junkie musicians busking for coins alongside elderly Polish couples feeding pigeons or reading a foreign newspaper. He was especially enthralled by the powerful influence of the Poles and Ukrainians around the neighborhood. Signs in foreign lettering, sausages and sauerkraut and blinis, giant mugs of beer being served by babushkas speaking indistinctly to one another in a foreign tongue. He felt as if he’d been transported to East Berlin.47

That was the fun part. But these poverty-stricken neighborhoods were in serious physical and moral disrepair. Landlords rebelled against zoning laws by burning their buildings to the ground for insurance money, so intermittent empty lots revealing only sky and rubble interrupted dilapidated rows of tenements. Their fellow Village Gate employees told stories of walking home late at night after work and being shot at, stabbed, mugged, and accosted, some more than once—especially in Alphabet City, where it wasn’t uncommon before sunrise to have a bullet zing by your nose while you were walking home drunk or stoned from the club.48

One night after Shepard moved to Avenue C, he was startled awake by the sound of a woman shrieking on the street below. His mind raced as he stared into the blue flame of the stove and marshaled what courage he had. Shepard, now half-naked out on the street, saw a man pummeling the screaming woman. The storybook version ensured him that he would liberate a grateful damsel, trounce a villainous brute, and only then call for the police to clean up the mess. This wasn’t happening in a storybook. When he approached, the couple turned, fell silent, and glared at him. “Fuck off!” the woman roared. Shepard spun around and hightailed it upstairs, while the couple carried on below. The incident taught him an important lesson about urban living: “I knew now to watch myself.”49

Mingus had another roommate, his father’s drummer, Dannie Richmond, who was much older than he or Shepard and lived in the back room of the railroad flat while recovering from a heroin addiction.50 (Richmond later played for Joe Cocker and Elton John, and Shepard called him “the greatest drummer on two feet.”)51 Though there was little privacy, Mingus had French doors separating his art studio from the rest of the apartment, on which he’d mounted a montage of strip photographs of himself, taken at Woolworth’s photo booths in California, zonked on Seconal (reds) in 1959 and tripping on LSD in 1961. Their nihilistic attitude toward convention was on full display, and a friend of Shepard’s described the Avenue C apartment as “one of the worst you’ve ever seen…. If these guys ever heard of a laundry or ever heard of washing dishes it was not apparent any time I was there…. Everything was a mess. Dirty clothes and dirty dishes and dirty sink and dirty… If they had a toilet I can’t even remember.” They even had a boa constrictor for a time. When it died, they left it on the floor to rot.52

Mingus was a visual artist, and that summer he was constructing an elaborate assembly of ten boxes with light, sound, visual sensors, and mechanized movement that would tempt people to observe objects they otherwise ignore. The idea, according to Shepard, was that “you don’t have to go into an art gallery in order to see art because the real things are right on the street.”53 Shepard was awestruck by what emerged from Mingus’s paintbrush too: “Charles is probably (without trying to be overdramatic) the only real artist I’ve ever known. That is to say he paints what he thinks and what he feels without worrying about whether it sells or not.”54 Though they were broke, Mingus received multiple offers for his artwork and rejected them all. His father even negotiated an art show alongside the work of the jazz maestro Duke Ellington, but he turned it down because, he believed, gallery goers were more interested in painter’s names than in their art.55

That March, Shepard adopted a stage name, which debuted in print on March 12, 1964, in a small-town newspaper, the Madison Eagle of Madison, New Jersey. The Eagle announced “Sam Shepard” would appear in town with the seasoned actors Peter De Maio and Bill Martin in a revival of Christopher Fry’s A Sleep of Prisoners.56 Shepard altered his name, he said, because it was too corny after the “King of the Cowboys” Roy Rogers and his trusty steed Trigger, and he was relieved when he found out later that Steve Rogers was also the alter ego of Captain America.57

But Americans who followed the news through the 1950s and ’60s equated “Sam Shepard” with only one thing: murder. Dr. Sam Sheppard was a neurosurgeon from Cleveland, Ohio, who, in 1954, was charged with bludgeoning his pregnant wife to death. The story made national headlines, and the US Supreme Court concluded in an appeal that the “carnival atmosphere” surrounding the trial had denied Sheppard due process. He was first sentenced to life but was released after serving ten years. An actor and coworker of Shepard’s named Lee Kissman felt there was “a seditious allusion to the Ohio doctor Sam Sheppard” in Shepard’s choice of stage names, since “outlaws hold an engaging spot in the American psyche, and it seems likely that Sam was not unaware this might turn a few heads.”58 Mingus also saw it as a marketing ploy. “The guy I knew would exploit that.” People would buy tickets thinking, “I wonder what this guy who killed his wife and got away with it wrote?”59

“I almost forgot,” Shepard wrote to his mother, “I’ve written three one act plays in my spare time and I’m going to see if I can find someone who’s interested as soon as I get the courage.”60



Shepard swore off stage acting by the spring of 1964, after he’d performed a coffeehouse show, a production with other former members of the Bishop’s, and a rehearsal with the Harlem Writers Guild in a play produced by Juanita Poitier (wife of Sidney Poitier).61 This all took passion, discipline, and hustle—the very traits his father had railed against him for lacking. Nevertheless, Shepard said after months of tryouts in New York, “the audition process was horrible. I didn’t want to act anymore. I didn’t want to be part of that machine, showing my picture and resume.”62 He wrote to his mother right before going onstage for another thankless show, “I was ready to go back to California and start school again and maybe teach or something.”63

Any plans for Shepard to return were now cast off, however. He told Jane he planned to stay “because I’ve seen some other things that tell me life isn’t as simple as that. I just couldn’t get up every morning and do the same thing over and over no matter how much money I got or how good a ‘position’ it was. I also realize now that acting isn’t everything either.” Shepard ended by telling her about his newfound love of writing: “It seems to give me as much satisfaction if not more. I seem to be able to be more honest with my writing mainly because I do it when I’m alone. When you’re in front of a lot of people there’s always an awareness of them looking at you. Nobody looks at you when you write so there’s no need to please anyone but yourself.”64

In the meantime, Dannie Richmond regularly let Shepard into the back door of the Five Spot, where he could take in the world’s greatest jazz musicians for free. “In the mid-’60s there were musicians who carried a certain kind of wisdom and power with them—like a shaman,” Shepard said looking back on the experience.65 One memorable night, he saw Sonny Rollins, Eric Dolphy, and Charles Mingus Sr. play at the Five Spot, where Rollins, sporting his Mohawk and shades, “blew the walls off the place.”66 But it was Mingus’s stand-up bass performance that particularly ignited his imagination. “He was one of the first real artists I ever saw. When you saw him you knew you were in the company of something from another world.”67

This wasn’t Shepard’s first foray into modern jazz, as he’d seen Miles Davis perform in Los Angeles when he was seventeen, but it was a revelation.68 “That music calls you toward a certain approach,” Shepard said, linking modern jazz with theater. “You don’t feel obliged any longer to uphold the standards of Eugene O’Neill and Tennessee Williams.”69

The emotional bond between jazz musicians and their audiences was a defining influence for Shepard’s vision of how theater might work, but most important, it taught him how he might go about writing dialogue freed from realistic constraints, much like the Beats had been doing with jazz in their poetry and prose. Shepard played the drums, so he recognized the language of rhythm in Charles Mingus’s artistry on the stand-up bass. What he heard was a “collage of rhythms and sounds,” a polyrhythm, “rhythm on top of rhythm on top of rhythm,” that could be just as powerfully applied to the theater.70 “I was fascinated by the idea of merging that with writing, seeing if there was a way of evoking the same kind of collage in the writing of plays.”71

That year, 1964, Shepard took in the live jazz shows of Ella Fitzgerald, Dizzy Gillespie, Nina Simone, Thelonious Monk, and of course Charles Mingus while bussing tables at the Village Gate, some of which opened with comedy routines by Woody Allen and Flip Wilson. The Gate’s musical performers provided Shepard with a rich supply of rhythms to incorporate into his plays, and each song they performed was unique. Self-expression, not the unholy constraints of sheet music, mattered most to the jazz musician, and the same point could be made for Shepard’s dramas: the audience’s needs at any given moment change the nature of each singular performance. “Once the play opens it’s both a death and a birth,” Shepard said. “It’s both things. It’s no longer in a room with just ‘us’… now suddenly it’s being witnessed by all these strangers and it kills something right off. It also makes something else happen.”72

Shepard returned home to listen to Charles Mingus’s son, who spoke like his father played. Shepard’s speech was slow and hesitant, but Mingus was a gifted monologist. His mind was a whirl of wild imagery, historical facts, cosmic truths, and mesmerizing anecdotes and aphorisms that spewed out in a hundred different directions. (“I have a superior education,” Mingus boasted, “that does me no good because nobody else around me knows what the fuck I’m talking about.”)73 Mingus lived and worked, Shepard said, only with materials that evolved from his own “sphere of reference,” a fancy way of saying that Mingus was no sellout.74

Shepard’s reunion with Mingus, in sum, was fundamental to his metamorphosis from a California drifter looking for decent-paying theater work into an avant-garde artist of real stature. “There’s a kind of otherness to the characters,” Mingus said of his and his father’s impact on Shepard’s work. “He took our dialogue and turned them into plays.” When asked for an origin theory of Shepard’s apocalyptic monologues, or “arias,” Mingus didn’t hesitate: “He listened to me.”75

One night at work, Shepard was stoned and plummeted into a trance as Nina Simone warbled Cole Porter’s “You’d Be So Nice to Come Home To,” during which he swooned and spilled candlewax onto a customer’s crotch. “It looked like he’d come all over himself,” he quipped. Mingus recalled the incident less amusingly: Shepard dumped a tray of plates and glasses on the man’s lap; Mingus apologized, Shepard wouldn’t. Either way, the maître d’ hauled him into the kitchen and fired him on the spot. Outside on Bleecker, Shepard wistfully remembered, “I could still hear her voice coming right through the concrete walls: ‘You’d be Paradise to come home to.’ ”76

Dosing his mind with psychedelics, amphetamines, and other drugs in Greenwich Village played a significant role in Shepard’s artistic evolution as well. “I began experiments with various plants and growths,” he wrote, resulting in “rhythm discoveries in space and time through packing up words and stretching them out along with their size and shape and sound. Once this got started lo and behold there came phantoms and ghosts speaking these words. At this point my acting stopped…. And things began to crackle.” Subsisting mainly on a diet of “crystal Methedrine, crème soda, and liverwurst sandwiches,” he wrote his second fully realized play, The Rock Garden, which he showed to another Village Gate waiter, Ralph Homer Cook.77

At thirty-six, Ralph Cook was much older than Shepard and the other waiters. An imposing man with bushy black hair, a black goatee, and penetratingly dark eyes, Cook had studied theater in San Francisco and was just then starting a ragtag theater company called Theater Genesis, named such, Cook decreed, because “here, now, in lower Manhattan the phenomenon is taking place: the beginning, the Genesis, of a cultural revolution.” Plays produced under the helm of such directors cavalierly dispensed with traditional boundaries of dramatic form, and their stable of playwrights were encouraged to submit works with radical subjects that rebelled against the stranglehold of postwar conformity—all of which led to a revolution in American theater. Theater Genesis was designed, Cook wrote, “to serve the playwright at that point in his career when he needs to be produced with maximum freedom and with continuity.” The foremost piece of advice Cook gave to each of his playwrights was the simple yet impactful maxim “Write what you know.”78

Cook asked Shepard for another script to fill the evening, so he wrote his third known play, Cowboys, in two days, at which point, Shepard said, “things kind of took off from there.”79

Theater Genesis was using St. Mark’s Church in-the-Bowery, an Episcopal church at the epicenter of the East Village, Tenth Street and Second Avenue, as its main performance space. St. Mark’s would, only a couple of years after Shepard’s arrival, gain notoriety for hosting the storied Poetry Project, which showcased the work of the Beats and other off-center poets such as Anne Waldman, Joel Oppenheimer, Gerard Malanga, Jim Carroll, and Patti Smith. A reformed atheist now appointed “lay minister of the arts” at St. Mark’s, Cook had independently put on Hemingway’s one-act play Today Is Friday and a staged adaptation of Dostoyevsky’s The Grand Inquisitor in lieu of Sunday sermons.80 Theater Genesis, whose first and only production so far was the Reverend Malcolm Boyd’s race trilogy Study in Color, used a crude stage in a second-floor storage room behind the choir loft as a seventy-seat black box theater. It was a humble beginning indeed for what would soon become one of New York’s most influential downtown theaters, in large part thanks to Shepard. “He was in this vortex, and he had all the right stuff,” Sandy Rogers reflected on her brother’s good fortune in finding Ralph Cook and Theater Genesis. “He was there at the right time, with the goods, and he had something new.”81

“I was breaking the ice with myself,” Shepard remarked of these early days of emergence as an underground playwright in the East Village. “I can remember being dazed with writing, with the discovery of finding I actually had these worlds inside of me, these voices, shapes, currents of language, light—all the mysterious elements that cause anyone to make a journey.”82
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