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  For Daniel K.,

  who gave me encouragement

  and showed me I could love again.
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  Foreword

  IF I KNEW THEN WHAT I KNOW NOW, NOT A THING WOULD I change. In spite of all the difficulties one encounters by living with a performer, that life is by far the greatest teacher. Peter was a great believer in learning from negative situations, a belief he permanently instilled in me. Throughout all the pain of drug and alcohol abuse, the man’s personality was so powerful that I found myself blinded to the horror I was experiencing. It wasn’t until I developed as a woman and as an adult that I realized he did not have all the answers. Then I sought help for this person who shaped my life and gave to me more love than I had ever known.

  After he died on Christmas Eve (he always did have great timing), the team of doctors attending him for the last year of his life took me into a conference room and said, “Mrs. Lawford, we want you to know that you prolonged Peter’s life by many years and you should have no guilt about his passing.” Guilt I don’t have, but one always feels “God, I wish I could have saved him.”

  Throughout our ten years together, Peter shared with me the intimate details of his life. He was planning an autobiography before he died and told me “If anything should ever happen to me, Patricia, for chrissakes, do the book. I’ve told you everything.” He had experienced great trepidation about many subjects to be covered in his book—for example, the Kennedys and Marilyn Monroe. To the end he remained loyal to one of Hollywood’s great mysteries. I feel there are stories that should be told about this man and his life among Hollywood’s elite and America’s royalty.

  It is with his blessing that I embark upon this project.

  Patricia Lawford Stewart

  Los Angeles, California


  Prologue

  I SUPPOSE IT WAS INEVITABLE THAT PETER LAWFORD AND I would eventually become both lovers and husband and wife during the last decade of his life. We both grew up misfits, abused at home, shunted from area to area, involved with show business from the time we were young.

  Peter stayed with show business, of course. MGM made him a star in the 1940s and he had great success in the early days of television. If anything, it might be said that he grew “too big,” eventually informing a producer that the character he wanted Peter to play in a new film was not one that could succeed. Peter realized that the character was based on his late brother-in-law’s favorite fictional hero. He understood that it might lead to a series of films. But Peter’s personal manager, Milt Ebbins, was certain that the part was a loser and that’s why he refused to let Peter become James Bond.

  I ended my career at a young age. A talent scout came to my elementary school when I was five years old and chose me to be the prize girl for the “Billy Barty Show.” Billy Barty was a skilled actor who also happened to be a dwarf. His first big success was as one of the Munchkins in the movie The Wizard of Oz, a film that made Judy Garland a major star. Eventually he had his own children’s show, and I was chosen to be the child who would stand around in a pretty dress and give prizes to other children. The trouble was that I was a bigot. There was no way I was going to appear on television with a grown-up who was shorter than me, especially since I was just a little kid. When the talent scout insisted I would have fun, I insisted on throwing a temper tantrum until they chose another little girl from my class.

  I got a little further with “Bob Baker’s Marionette Theater.” Once again I was chosen to give out prizes—this time having to endure putting on Mary Janes and some little lace socks—and I actually tolerated two appearances. Only then did I decide that the actor’s life was not for me. So I started to cry and carry on until they agreed to make someone else a “star.”

  My mother immediately took me out of public elementary school and enrolled me in a strict Catholic parochial school, Immaculate Heart of Mary. She thought it would tame my rebellious attitude, but instead it nurtured it. The nuns still used rulers to crack our knuckles, and mine were frequently reddened, though I usually received the ultimate punishment—being locked in the storage closet.

  It was not that the punishment was undeserved. I used to make up notes that read: “Drop your books on the floor when the clock reads 10:10. If you don’t, you’re dead!” I would either type them at home or disguise my handwriting, then pass them around when I thought the nuns weren’t looking.

  The books would be dropped by some of the kids (and I made sure I saw which ones didn’t, because they would not be my friends) and class would be disrupted. The nuns couldn’t prove anything against me, but when you’re known as a troublemaker and are practically rolling on the floor with laughter over a juvenile prank, it’s not too hard to place the blame. I would immediately be ordered into the closet by Sister Marie Claudette, banished to the darkness while class continued.

  I would like to tell you a dramatic story about the trauma I endured within those black walls while I listened to the teaching of spelling and arithmetic in the classroom. But the truth is that the closet was also where all our lunch bags were stored. I went from bag to bag, eating all the good cookies—the chocolate chips, the Oreos—and switching sandwiches at random. Then, when I was allowed out and we all went to the playground to eat, I would listen to such cries as “My mom gave me bologna for lunch and this is a cheese sandwich!” or “I know she put some cookies in here. They’re my favorites and I watched her do it!”

  It should have been obvious to everyone what had happened, especially since I was too stuffed to eat my own sandwich, but no one was that wise. I regularly made return trips to the closet.

  I think the only reason I survived those years was because I was “adopted” by Monsignor Charles O’Donnell, who was aware of the abuse I was experiencing at home. He knew I was being emotionally abused at home and tried to get me to talk about it. When my life became too rough, he would put on his formal robes, then walk into class. All of us children would stand and say “Good morning, Monsignor O’Donnell.” He would smile, greet us, then tell Sister Marie Claudette that he needed to see me.

  “Pat Seaton,” the nun would solemnly announce, “you are excused for the rest of the day.”

  Then the monsignor and I would solemnly walk down the hall. He had his formal robes and I wore the school uniform of navy-and-green beret, blazer, and jumper; a white blouse; a navy man’s tie in a Windsor knot; and black-and-white saddle shoes. No one questioned that I was probably going to be punished on a much greater scale than anyone else had ever endured with the rulers and the closet. What they did not see was our continuing around the corner, out the door, and into the church’s limousine. We would immediately drive to the El Padrino Room of the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, where he would order me Irish coffee. I drank cup after cup, thinking it was a drink made in Ireland. I talked more and more freely about my home life and my problems, never realizing that the monsignor had ordered me seemingly endless rounds of an alcoholic beverage until I was quite drunk.

  It is one of those ironies of my life with Peter that there is a good chance he might have seen me with the monsignor on one of these excursions. Peter regularly had lunch in the El Padrino Room, and the monsignor was the man who baptized each of Peter’s four children. However, if he did see the odd couple with the robes and the uniform, the memory of the experience did not linger in his mind.

  Part of my family was in show business when I was growing up, though I was never encouraged one way or another toward such a career. Instead, one relative, a writer and producer, delighted in having me around. He gave me seemingly endless gifts—dresses, a Lionel train set, toy trucks that could dump real dirt—and encouraged my creativity, yet he never tried to bring me on the sets and I was still a child when he died.

  I did go to parties at one wealthy relative’s mansion. I remember seeing Jimmy Stewart there, and Cary Grant was introduced to me. But I was not impressed. All that concerned me was how quickly I could get out of my stupid dress, let down my hair, and dive into his swimming pool.

  Oddly, though I never was an actress, I had a strong interest in stage lighting and constantly asked questions about it until I was fairly knowledgeable about the techniques. It was a skill that surprised Peter, though it was the only one I had.

  Like Peter, I lived in a variety of cities, seldom having friends, and constantly exposed to a variety of cultures and social strata. In fact, it was while I was in England with my father when I was around twelve years old that I first saw Peter. He was making a film there, and we spotted him on the street. I had no idea that he was an actor, had never seen his work, yet there was something striking about him. He caught my attention, my eyes riveted on his handsome, sophisticated style. He had the presence in real life that a man such as Cary Grant was only able to develop for the screen, and I asked my father who he was. “That’s Peter Lawford, the actor,” he said.

  I thought nothing further of the incident. Then, five years later, I actually met the man who had been a curiosity on the London streets that day. We moved in together almost immediately, and we were together until his death more than a decade later. During those years he shared stories of growing up throughout the world, the horrors of his early abuse at the hands of his mother, his delight in working for MGM, his friends such as Nancy Davis Reagan, the Kennedys, Marilyn Monroe, Elizabeth Taylor, and others, many of whom became my friends as well. And then, two years before his death, he decided to write the story of his life.

  Eventually Peter began working on his book with Sterling Lord, the well-known New York literary agent, and Wayne Warga, a writer for “Entertainment Tonight,” and was on the verge of signing a contract with a major New York publisher. However, his health gave out and he could not work. Just before he entered the hospital for the last time he asked me to complete the book, using the outline he had developed, the extensive notes he had made, our many hours of intimate conversations, and interviews he wanted me to conduct with his friends. However, when he died I was too overwrought to think about such things, despite the urgings of both Sterling Lord and the publishing company, which offered Peter’s contract to me. I put everything off for many months until I thought I could do what Peter wanted.

  Eventually I was ready to go to work. I contacted author Ted Schwarz and, together, we began the project Peter asked me to complete. We followed his outline. We worked with the extensive notes he left. Separately and together we conducted dozens of interviews with major stars, studio officials, behind-the-scenes personnel, and numerous others. This, then, to the best of our ability, is Peter’s story.


  1

  The Early Years

  “The first time I met Peter Lawford it was the mid-1940s and he was already the hot new actor in town. My father was doing a radio show called “Sealtest Village Store” with Joan Davis at NBC and it was live on the air. Peter was the guest star that week and had been fine at rehearsal. However, the show was about to air and he was late.

  “I was a twelve- or thirteen-year-old kid, and I remember being bored and wanting to get out of everyone’s way because they were freaking out that Mr. Peter Lawford was not arriving. I stood at the back of the building, looking out at the parking lot, thinking that maybe I’d see him first or something.

  “All of a sudden there was a honking and Peter pulled into the parking lot. He was driving an open-topped convertible filled with four girls, all of them in bathing suits. He had gotten caught in traffic coming from Malibu and didn’t realize how late it was.

  “It was like watching Errol Flynn. Peter stopped the car in the middle of the lot, leaped over the side without opening the door, and started running toward the studio. He was very fit, well-muscled and tanned, and was wearing a bathing suit, sweater and sandals. He ran down the hall, sending the pages flying, and went inside the studio, which had a live audience, and did the show that way.”

  
    —Jack Haley, Jr.
  

  
    Actor, Producer, Studio Executive
  

  MY LATE HUSBAND, PETER LAWFORD WAS BORN INTO CONTROVERSY, a fact that would foreshadow a life in which his name would be linked with the alleged murder of Marilyn Monroe; the Kennedy White House; the era of burned-out, drug-abusing movie stars; and even the beginning of the sun-and-surfing California beach bum era. Luck and natural good looks brought him a successful career in movies. The influence of his father-in-law, Joseph Kennedy, at one time reputed to be one of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the world, allegedly brought him a career in television. And his insecurity, self-doubt, and dependence on drugs and alcohol resulted in four wives, great debts, and deep emotional pain.

  May Aylen was living in India with her husband, Colonel Ernest Aylen, a member of the British forces commanded by General Sir Sydney Lawford, a handsome, regal leader known behind his back as “Swanky Syd.” The general was all military, one of the most highly decorated British soldiers in World War I, eventually knighted in the field. His world was one of power, influence, and high position. When he dressed in formal uniform, his chest was covered with medals and battle ribbons, a swagger stick at his side. He had great bearing and delighted in being in the company of beautiful women. This included his colonel’s wife, with whom he had an affair that would have remained discreet had May Aylen not become pregnant.

  May explained to the colonel that she was going to divorce him. Her reasons were quite obvious: she was pregnant with another man’s child. The colonel was a proud man who could not handle the emotional reality that came from learning that the wife he loved was pregnant by the leader he most admired.

  What happened next may have profoundly affected May Aylen’s sanity. The colonel summoned her to his office, meeting her at the door when she arrived. The first thing she noticed was his regal bearing, his full dress uniform, and the military posture he adopted when he faced her. Then she saw that his feet were bare and that a shotgun was at his side.

  Without saying a word, the colonel angled the shotgun so the barrel was pointing toward his face. He slipped a toe onto the trigger, carefully balanced the weapon, then saluted May, almost simultaneously using his toe to fire the gun. His head exploded right in front of her—blood, brains, and bits of skull splattering against the wall. The trauma of seeing this was so great that when Peter was born at home, according to the nurse in attendance, it was a breach birth, his body weight was low, and the umbilical cord was wrapped around his neck. He was named Peter Sydney Vaughn Aylen, the last link with the colonel whom he would never know. He became Peter Sydney Lawford, the only name he would use throughout his life, after his mother married the general.

  The shock may have started May’s deterioration into mental illness. Certainly it accounted for the love/hate relationship she developed with her son, a relationship that caused her to constantly try to find ways to humiliate the boy.

  May never would admit to the truth of Peter’s conception, despite the evidence from Peter’s birth certificate, friends’ statements, and other documentation over the years. When she wrote her autobiography (Bitch!—The Autobiography of Lady Lawford as Told to Buddy Galon), she told a story of having her first husband die without leaving her any money. She claimed that he left it all to his girlfriend, a woman who was probably a figment of May’s imagination. She created the fiction that she went to live with her father and thought nothing of dating. The general was a friend of her father’s who she claimed approached her only when she was in young widowhood. The marriage was allegedly as passionless as if it had been arranged.

  She commented: “Peter was an awful accident! I did everything to prevent such an accident . . . including the cause of such accidents. After I married, I used to lie awake and make up excuses to my husband to keep from having to endure that horrible, messy, unsanitary thing that all husbands expect from their wives. If only the Bible had not said, ‘Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands.’

  “I can still remember slipping to the kitchen and getting uncooked meat which I rubbed against my nightdress. I was always having my period! But, oh, that horrible time when I really did not have my period. I rushed to Lord Evans to hear my fears confirmed—I was two-and-a-half months pregnant. Oh, God! Even too late for an abortion—of course, I don’t believe in that anyway—it’s murder. I’ve never approved of abortion. Yet I never wanted Peter.

  “I can’t stand babies! They run at both ends; they smell of sour milk and urine. I never saw Peter until he was washed and perfumed. Ugh! Peter was such a mistake! No, I don’t think Peter knows he was an accident. It might hurt him if he knew. But I made the general promise that there would be no more babies—ever!”

  The pregnancy may have been upsetting, and May probably did not wish to have children. However, there was intense passion at the start of the relationship with the general. Peter was the result of an extramarital affair with a man who delighted in having sex with beautiful women. If she ever did come to despise sex, something quite doubtful while Sir Sydney was alive, then it was as the result of guilt and was a radical change from her earlier feelings.

  It was September 7, 1923, when Peter was born (May Lawford admitted to being married in 1924, not realizing that Peter’s birth certificate was a public record that would reveal the truth), a time of relative peace for the British Empire and the world. World War I was over. The Russian revolution had taken place. Nations such as India were solidly ruled by the English, and the general lived peacefully with his family in various countries of the world. Much of the time they would be on ships or staying in luxury hotels and apartments, citizens of the world with a son whose citizenship was British yet whose first language, because of the travels, became French.

  Peter enjoyed all the trips, experiencing many of the world’s cultures and meeting people from all walks of life. I think this was why he had no pretensions about others, accepting everyone for what they were. This was also why he had such an easy time adjusting to Hollywood, an area filled with pretensions, dishonesty, deceit, and superficial relationships. Hollywood was just another culture to Peter, just another place where he arrived with no friends and little knowledge of the area, then had to adapt so he appeared as though born to that world. His high intelligence and his experiences as a lonely child gave him that ability.

  Peter Lawford, aged 6 years, son of Lady Lawford, demonstrates in mind and body the benefits of a New Health upbringing. Educated as yet entirely by his mother, he is quick at learning, speaks French and Spanish well, and shows ability as an actor and impersonator. —Caption under a small photograph run in the November 1930 issue of New Health.

  My future in-laws, the Lawfords were wealthy, well able to afford both necessities and luxuries for Peter. Yet May was uncomfortable with the son who was the focal point for so much conflict and pain. She humiliated him in any way she could, dressing him as a girl in all the latest styles for that opposite sex for the first nine years of his life. His family album contains photographs of one of the most adorable “flappers” ever to be raised in what Americans called the Jazz Age of the Roaring Twenties. The horror of the photograph is the knowledge that the “flapper” is actually a boy, Peter, who was kept relatively isolated from other children during those early years.

  There were other indignities as well. Peter was not educated, though he did have nannies who cared for him, teaching him the basics of reading, writing, and language. May, knowing that her preventing Peter from learning would be considered abusive by her friends, created the myth that there were tutors traveling with them to educate their son. But the existence of the tutors was a lie meant to avoid personal embarrassment. Peter later commented: “The biggest mistake which I was to find out was that, because of not going to school, I would feel inferior for a long time.” He felt himself to be a fraud despite his sophistication, a brilliant mind, and a fluency in several languages, an attitude that led, in part, to his self-destructiveness in later years.

  The importance of learning was not lost to Peter, though. He became a slow but avid reader, keeping a dictionary always close at hand. As an adult, he bragged that there was a period in his life when he took a dictionary to bed, teaching himself the meaning and proper use of two new words each night. In that way he was able to increase both his vocabulary and his understanding of the world around him.

  The paper seems unusually full of instructions for children’s discipline. So pathetic! When all that is required is strict adherence to the instructions of the Almighty, which can be found in the Bible, the use of example and instinct.

  Since women took over the world most children have become impudent, mannerless, noisy little horrors; shunned by landlords, the terror of shopkeepers!

  A little less career and a little more home, a good flexible slipper and permitting the father to have some say in their upbringing is the answer to the rot that is eating up the modern children of all nations. —Letter to the editor by Lady May Lawford, Los Angeles Examiner, July 31, 1949

  May Aylen became Lady May Lawford, wife of a man who walked with royalty. She had a great desire for public attention and first achieved it by joining what was called the British Empire party during the time the family lived in the Mayfair district of London. The political movement was a conservative one gaining great exposure in the press. May became an active campaigner on behalf of their candidates, speaking frequently, though as much to get her name into the papers as to support a cause in which she believed. She carefully clipped all articles in which her name appeared, tacking them to the wall for a while, then filing them in a scrapbook.

  May’s flamboyance led her to become interested in the movies, still a young entertainment industry in England and the United States. The family was once on a tour of a studio in Shepherd’s Bush, then the heart of the British film industry. A movie called Poor Old Bill was being made by director Monty Banks, the husband of Gracie Fields, one of the first of the great European movie stars. The film was not going well.

  This was a time when child stars, such as America’s Jackie Coogan, were quite popular, so a child was being used in the Banks picture as well. The scene being shot was supposed to be a simple one. The little boy who had been hired was cutting a pair of pants to fit his pet dog. Then he was to put the clothing over the dog’s paws, add his father’s glasses, and get “caught” by his irate parent. It was an action everyone thought could be achieved in one or two takes. The dog seemed to be cooperative but the boy was unable to play his part correctly. Scene after scene was being ruined, hundreds of feet of film wasted. Banks was frustrated, yelling at the child, shouting “It’s no good! Do it again!”

  Finally the director called for a break in the shooting while he tried to compose himself. He walked over to where the Lawfords had been watching and was introduced to the family. Banks looked at Peter and said, “That’s the kind of boy I need.”

  Peter was not impressed with the director’s comment concerning his potential as an actor. In later years he remembered Banks’s frustration and felt that had his parents been accompanied by a dog instead of a child, the director would have declared “That’s the kind of dog I need,” replacing the animal instead of the actor. He simply wanted to do something different and Peter became the focus of that desire.

  Banks hired him on the spot, and suddenly, at age seven, Peter was in his first movie. He was given a contract, a week’s work, and seven British pounds for his efforts. Although not even Peter realized it then, he was also given a career.

  The first surprise for Peter was how much he enjoyed the smell of the production studio. Actors frequently speak of the “smell of the greasepaint” when they are involved with stage plays. They talk of the dressing room odor that is a mix of sweat, makeup, and cold cream. A different, yet distinct odor was found on the old movie lots, reinforcing the fantasy world of the filmmaker. It was one that remained in the boy’s consciousness, something he wanted to experience again.

  Peter also enjoyed the separation from his mother. He had become extremely introverted, playing by himself or dominated by Lady May. On the set, though she was present, the director was king. For one week and a total of five scenes, he was not a withdrawn little boy. Even when the director yelled at him the first day on the set, he felt as though he had broken through his mother’s control.

  Oddly, when Peter finally saw himself on the screen for the first time, he was embarrassed. “I thought that I really looked like a bloody fool. I thought, ‘What am I doing up there?’ ” Yet despite all this, he had to admit it was fun.

  “It was fun because it was different,” he said later. Then he asked his parents, “Am I going to do another one?”

  May Lawford was delighted with her son’s interest. Jackie Coogan was a big child star whose proud mother was regularly interviewed by the press. If Peter became England’s new child star, Lady May would be a great celebrity. As a result, she readily agreed to let Peter work later that year when Monty Banks called once again.

  Although Peter made the second movie, the London County Council decided that acting was not a healthy profession for a child, who should be in school during those formative years. Child stars in the United States were being given sleeping pills at night and stimulants in the morning in order to keep them working. They had tutors on the movie lots, yet it was obvious that the children were being exploited. The London County Council did not want to repeat such horrors and thus wrote what came to be known in both the United States and England as the “Coogan Law.” This ensured that children doing any work on films would have their schooling and their health placed ahead of the work.

  Peter was not being given an education, despite the Coogan Law, so his involvement would theoretically not have mattered. However, Lady May never fought the issue, becoming bored with the industry when it was obvious that no one was going to fulfill her wishes for her child.

  The change in the law was not a serious disappointment for Peter. Instead of escaping his mother by making movies, he began fleeing from her by attending them. There were always Saturday shows for children, but Peter also attended every day of the week that he was allowed to go. He was still young enough that there was a mixture of fantasy and reality on the screen. As he later explained the situation: “I think in a funny way I was probably hoping to see myself up there.

  “The make-believe [of movies] was like a game. It is hide-and-seek on a higher level. I mean I didn’t sit down at age seven or eight and lay out my future, but it obviously had an effect. And when I was older, I started to get idols.”

  There was one adult pastime to which the young Peter Lawford was introduced that did stay with him over the years. This was sex, and his teacher was the German nanny who lived with the family when they moved to Monte Carlo. (Many of these moves made little sense to him either as a child or, upon reflection, as an adult. He went along with whatever was happening, never able to form close associations with any area or children his age.)

  “In this arena I consider myself most fortunate,” Peter later wrote. “I did not learn about it on the streets, or from grubby little boys with hair in their palms, or from playing the popular game of ‘Doctor!’ I was, as I recall, about ten years old. We were in the south of France. My parents were away and, as I mentioned before, I always had a nanny. This particular one was teaching me German among other things. She was German herself, about thirty-five, and even I, at an early age, could tell that she was a sure nine on a scale of one to ten.

  “One lovely day she suggested we take a picnic basket and go off into the country, which was quite close by. ‘What fun,’ I said to myself, and off we went.

  “Let me make it quite clear that up to now there been no mention, even in jest, of anything pertaining to sex. We found this lovely spot in a meadow under a tree, there were some beautiful flowers growing wild all around us. We had our sandwiches and some fruit.

  “I was comfortably full and felt relaxed and happy. She was sitting against the tree with her eyes closed, when she gently put her arm around my shoulder and pulled me toward her, saying, ‘Rest your head in my lap.’ There seemed to be nothing wrong with that so I complied.

  “In a few minutes I was half asleep, when I felt her hand gently rubbing my stomach. The next thing I knew she had slipped inside my little short pants and was caressing my penis. My God, it felt good and, for some reason, most natural.

  “Meanwhile, with her other hand she had unbuttoned her blouse and was pulling my head toward her breasts. She told me I was such a good boy that she wanted me to kiss them. ‘Will you?’ she said, as she put her nipple in my mouth. In French she said, ‘Doucement,’ gently. She was becoming aroused and made me suck them both while holding the back of my head. She wouldn’t let me up.

  “Unbeknownst to me, because my eyes were closed, she had been playing with herself during all this and must have had her own climax, because she suddenly rose up, flipped me on my back, my pants suddenly vanished, and she was eating me alive! Needless to say, with the erection I was sporting, my arrival couldn’t have taken more than a minute and a half.

  “Well! In my life I never experienced such a feeling! To try and describe where my head went would be futile. I was to learn later on that that was the beginning of my sexual addiction. The opposite sex would be, was, and is still being chased. The season is always open.”

  Other picnics in the park followed this early initiation into sex. Peter, his nanny, and a woman friend of the nanny would sit in the shade of a tree, eating lunch and mutually fondling one another. There were no threats, no violence, yet Peter sensed that if his mother found out, she would be irate.

  The sexual relationship was an extremely complex one because of the way in which Peter was raised. The nanny had a unique role in the British household of that day. A nanny took over all the functions of an American mother, cleaning the child, taking care of it, and not letting the child into the presence of his parents until he was suitably presentable, usually at mealtimes. Then, when the dinner was over, the child would be taken away by the nanny so as not to disturb the adults’ activities.

  This close relationship with the nanny was so similar to that of mother and child that the sex acts caused sexual problems similar to those that can be caused by incest. Peter came to fear intimacy yet desire frequent sexual relations, preferring the impersonal approaches of ménage à trois and oral sex with as many different partners as possible.

  (The following poem, written by the adult Peter Lawford, is an ode to the memory of the early sexual experiences.)

  Connaught Square

  Connaught Square—a lazy square

  Where gardens intertwine.

  With privilege to play in

  if born of social kind.

  It’s reaching chestnuts,

  tailored lawns.

  The bramble bushes,

  so full of thorns.

  Running through

  with mirthful glee.

  Herbaceous borders

  tall as me.

  The rush of traffic

  on the fringe.

  The whirling sprinklers

  on a binge.

  The famous tree

  from whence I fell.

  Which I avoid

  like holy hell.

  The grocer boy would

  like to play.

  Not aloud [sic] he’s black

  they say.

  Then my nanny

  I loved her skirt.

  An early start

  for such a squirt.

  Diaper changes

  on the hour.

  With penises about

  to flower.

  A crack of thunder

  makes us flee.

  My mother screaming

  time for tea.

  Nanny takes me

  by the hand.

  I visualize

  a wedding band.

  My fondest memories

  my exclusive lair.

  I shall always

  remember Connaught Square.

  Peter never told anyone what was happening with the nanny over the months he enjoyed her pleasure. However, he did tell his parents about an uncle who tried to sexually molest him. He was staying with the uncle one night when he awakened to find a pillow being pushed over his head. The uncle was trying to suffocate the boy just enough to stop resistance while he sexually fondled him. Peter would never say whether or not he escaped unmolested, but he told his parents immediately and they banished the uncle from their home from that day forward. The incident also turned Peter against the idea of homosexual relationships for himself, though he, like most of the other members of the movie colony, was not biased against men and women who enjoyed same-sex pleasure with consenting partners.

  Peter frequently told me that when the nanny stopped working for the Lawfords he was crushed. This was the first love of his life and he never wanted it to stop. He later claimed that every little boy should be introduced to sexual experience in this manner, so pleasurable had it been for him. Yet the truth was that he was corrupted in subtle ways that affected both my relationship with him and his relationships with numerous previous lovers.

  Because of his experiences with the nanny and her friend, oral sex and multiple partners became Peter’s focus of attention in later years. When he reached Hollywood, his name would be linked with the wilder actresses of the 1940s—Lana Turner, Judy Garland, Nancy Davis, and numerous others.

  Even as Peter aged, oral sex and multiple partners were his pleasures of choice. I was the fourth woman to be married to him, and I came into his life when heavy drug use had made him almost impotent. He was incapable of having intercourse, and his rare orgasms came through prolonged oral sex, usually with two partners.

  I can remember a time in Los Angeles when Peter sent me out shopping for some things he said he needed while he stayed at home, relaxing alone, or so I thought. I had just purchased a couple of beautiful negligees that were in my drawer, with the tags still on them. In my bathroom was an array of expensive cosmetics as well as a new bottle of Joy perfume, the only perfume I liked in those days. But none of this was a concern as I naively left the house.

  When I returned home, I discovered two girls in the bathroom, each wearing one of those new negligees, smelling of my perfume, and applying my makeup. As I watched, they leaped onto the bed and began fooling with Peter’s cock.

  I was irate, but if Peter was shocked or embarrassed by my return, he never showed it. Instead he expressed annoyance with what he called my “common Catholic upbringing.”

  Looking back on Peter’s past and our relationship I can say that I understand how his childhood sexual experiences influenced him, especially when he lost his sex drive through heavy drug use. Yet I am equally surprised that I loved him so much and myself so little that I accepted his desires in our relationship. For six and a half years, I had only oral sex with Peter, sometimes alone with him and sometimes with another woman he wanted to watch having sex with me before bringing us both to orgasm. Finally I sought regular intercourse outside of our relationship, having a series of affairs with various celebrities we knew.

  But that life was years away from young Peter. All he knew at the time was the pleasure of his “loving” nanny and her friend. As Peter moved into adolescence he firmly believed that his early sexual experiences had been among the happiest times of his life.

  There was also tragedy during those early years, accidents that would physically scar Peter for life. The first, and the least visible, came when he was three years old. His parents were spending the winter in Monte Carlo; Peter was being cared for by a rather incompetent nanny. The woman liked to use the kitchen for bathing Peter, taking advantage of a large sink next to a double-burner device for making coffee.

  The routine the nanny used was always the same. She would wash Peter in the sink, rub him down, then hold him over the hot burner to dry his back. Usually the rubdown made Peter easy to handle. However, one day he was still slippery from the soapy water, a fact she did not realize until she was trying to hold him over the hot burner. The child slipped from her grasp, his body falling onto the burner and suffering severe skin damage. Lady May, hearing the screams, rushed in, fired the woman on the spot, then looked to see what could be done to help Peter. These scars, though greatly faded, were always with him.

  The second injury occurred a few years later in a small town in France. Peter was playing with some children in the bungalow his parents had rented. He was near a French window containing numerous small panes of glass. “I tripped,” he later recalled. “And to save myself, I stuck my hand out and went through it. The mistake I made was in pulling back. That’s when the damage was done.”

  Peter’s artery began gushing blood. “I looked down and the flap was laid back, and I could see bone, muscle, everything. I cut muscles, tendons. . . . But my first reaction was, ‘Give me a Band-Aid.’ ”

  The other children had run away, terrified that they might have pushed him, something Peter did not think had occurred. He went over to the bathroom sink, applied a Band-Aid, put on his shirt, and decided that nobody would ever know what happened. “But then self-preservation and instinct told me, ‘That ain’t going to handle it,’ so I started to run because I started to feel a little queasy.”

  Peter was in danger of dying, though he did not realize it. Modern open-heart surgery is routinely accomplished with blood loss that is less than a pint. By the time he reached professional help, he had lost over two pints of blood.

  The child raced to the concierge desk, then sat on the floor, too weak to move. The concierge said, “What are you doing bleeding on my carpet?”

  It was tea time and a bloody carpet would be unappetizing to the guests of the posh hotel where the family had their bungalow. A few people were disgusted, others realized that something was not normal.

  Embarrassed, Peter mumbled an apology. Only then did the concierge realize that the child was in serious trouble.

  The concierge shouted for a doctor. The hotel had a large atrium rising several floors, the concierge desk at the bottom. A man on the fifth floor leaned over the railing and explained that he was a doctor. Then, seeing what was happening, he raced downstairs, removed his necktie, and made a tourniquet to stop the bleeding.

  Moments later General Lawford appeared, kneeled down, and said, “Good God, what did you do?”

  Peter explained what had happened, then said that it was lucky it wasn’t his left arm since he was left-handed. Meanwhile he was carried to the hotel bus to be transported to the clinic that was located back by the golf course.

  If the general was calm, his mother was even more so at first. She looked at her son and said, “Peter, couldn’t you have done it in the springtime?” Her reasoning was unclear, though the question seemed to make sense to her, Peter choosing to not respond. Lady May showed no fear, no emotion, as they drove to get help.

  The damage was so severe that the doctor wanted to amputate. Lady Lawford very quietly explained, “You don’t have my permission to cut his arm off. You will do the best you can and try to save the arm, and we will see what happens.” However, the doctor kept insisting that cutting off the arm was the only thing to do. Finally, exasperated, Lady Lawford looked at the man indignantly and, in perfect French, said, “Fuck off.” A second doctor came in, took Peter to the hospital, and stitched him together.

  The repair was relatively successful despite the warnings of the first doctor. All the nerves had been severed on the arm, an injury that was not treatable until new surgical techniques were discovered during World War II. Yet despite that fact, gangrene did not set in and he eventually had approximately 75% use of the arm. Only his hand was twisted and withered, and he kept it hidden in a pocket most of the time. When he did use it, it was much like a hook into which he inserted a cigarette, a liquor glass, or anything else. Should he forget a cigarette was in the hand, he would not feel the pain when the lighted end burned his flesh. Instead, he would suddenly grasp his shoulder in agony, the shoulder being the first location where nerves were sensitive to the burn.

  Peter often told me that his most vivid memory of his mother’s toughness came when the family was staying in a hotel in France. May was alone in their upper-story suite when she heard a burglar at the balcony window. He had apparently either climbed down from above or made his way across the balconies from another suite on the same floor. Whatever the case, May calmly went to where the general kept his service revolver, made certain it was loaded, then returned to the window the burglar was forcing open. She aimed the weapon, fired, the bullet killing him instantly and the impact sending him back off the balcony, careening to the ground. She eventually went downstairs, explaining to the French police what had happened. There was no emotion—neither fear, nor anger, nor remorse. A man was trying to break into her room and the only proper response was to kill him. It was all so very simple that she could not understand why there was any fuss. She was not charged with any crime.

  The biggest problem for young Peter came during the recovery period. Standard nursing treatment then included using stone water bottles packed around the ankles to keep the body warm. The containers, looking a little like pottery, were actually stone. Boiling water was placed inside, heating the container to a temperature approximately equal to that of the water. Then the bottle had to be wrapped in towels until the insulation of the towels was sufficient to lower the level of heat to a manageable temperature. The nurse once did the wrapping improperly and the full heat of the bottle was placed against Peter’s feet, causing third-degree burns and blisters.

  Peter’s right hand started to atrophy, something the doctor counteracted by physically forcing it open during the postsurgical checkups. The pain of the forced separation of his fingers from his palm was intense, Peter becoming nauseated and nearly passing out. Yet the action saved him for acting. The hand would never again be quite so disfigured, his grip wide enough open so that when he had to use the hand, such as for saluting, it could be propped into position. He was also taught how to grasp a tennis ball to keep the hand as supple as possible, though it never had any strength.

  Peter was always quite close to his father. He trusted the older man completely, a fact that saved Peter’s life when they were traveling in Ceylon (now called Sri Lanka). The incident occurred one evening after Peter had prepared for bed.

  The general, wearing a side arm as was his habit, walked into Peter’s bedroom to say good-night. The mattress for the bed was made from feathers tightly stuffed into the material. Peter had taken off his clothing, pulled back the covers, and was sitting on the bed when his father said, “Peter, don’t move.” Then he drew his service revolver and fired into the mattress until the gun was empty. When Peter could look to see what happened, there was a dead snake, a Russel’s viper, next to him. The snake his father had killed was one of the deadliest in the world, a snake whose bite brings excruciating pain and death within a few hours.

  There were fairly frequent trips to the United States during the next few years, especially to Hawaii, California, and, later, Florida. May Lawford suffered from arthritis, and the doctor had said that the warmer climates would help Peter’s healing.

  Prior to the accident, a military career was a foregone conclusion for Peter. He would have an appointment to the Queen’s Guards, then go on to a life that would take him to whatever heights his skills might allow. The only person who objected to these career plans was Peter, who was relieved when he realized that the accident would give him the freedom to pursue acting without family hostility.

  May Lawford made the adjustment quite easily, then was surprised by the way she was treated as she tried to enter the world of film production to help her son. When Peter was around eleven years old, the family was on the cruise ship Mariposa, just off Hawaii. The cruise ships were popular at the time, actors and actresses frequently using them to relax between film projects. One such actor spotted the Lawfords and became seemingly impressed with May and the general. He told them that they had to come to his home for lunch when they reached Hawaii, an invitation May thought was serious. As Peter explained: “We were staying at the Ambassador Hotel and she called his house a couple of times, but he never called back, so that was my first smell of ‘Let’s have lunch next week.’ He really meant, ‘Don’t call me; I’ll call you.’

  “She said, ‘Those movie people are uncouth, don’t answer telephone calls,’ and it got her so pissed off that we got on the next boat and went to the Panama Canal.”

  From the Panama Canal, the Lawfords went to New York, where another culture shock was waiting. Peter, though no longer dressed as a girl, was still being dressed as a little boy. He frequently wore short pants and white socks, both considered grave social errors by the prepuberty set. As they walked down a Manhattan street, “. . . suddenly a rock lands at my feet from across the street. ‘Hey, white socks!’ And there was a near riot. I react right away. . . . Instinct. . . . Somebody threw a rock at me and I threw it back.

  “My parents were trying to get me out of there. I was into it. Ten to one with these kids against me. They would have eaten me alive.”

  The Lawfords managed to get Peter back to the hotel room, where May’s attitude was “They don’t know how to dress children over here.” The general, on the other hand, was pleased with his son for fighting back. “Good work,” he whispered. Then he convinced May that perhaps it was time for Peter to be dressed like older American boys.

  The one area where Peter was able to be active without ridicule from other kids or problems with his mother was athletics. Henry Lawford, Sir Sydney’s brother, had been a champion tennis player and had won the first Wimbledon Tournament. Peter became so skilled that when the family moved permanently to the United States, Peter, despite the handicap of his deformed hand and arm, gained a position on the Junior Davis Cup Team. However, he was not allowed to compete in the finals because the matches required that a participant be a citizen of the country he represented. Since Peter remained a British subject at that time, he had to be replaced by a man of lesser ability.

  I can remember one time when Peter and I were in London and he decided to show me the clubhouse at Wimbledon. As much as Peter was hurt by being dressed differently from the other children when he was growing up, as an adult he came to believe that a man had “style” by the way he held himself, not what he wore. He knew that you could look elegant in faded jeans and a T-shirt just as much as you could in a tuxedo if you had the style to carry it off. Peter did, dressing to please himself. However, when we arrived at Wimbledon, it was made very clear that Peter’s extremely casual clothing was not appropriate.

  Peter would not tolerate being kept from the club. He explained who he was as an actor and in relation to the Kennedy family. He stood up to the pompous attitude he was facing and we got inside, much to the disgust of the employee who agreed to show us the portraits of past champions.

  As we climbed the winding stairway to the top, we passed such recent stars as Connors, Borg, and all the others. The employee, a horrible snob, became haughtier in his attitude as he read us each passing name. Then, at the top, he looked down at Peter and commented, “And that, sir, is the gentleman who won the very first Wimbledon championship, H. F. Lawford. . . .” Suddenly he looked at Peter, realizing for the first time that the man in front of him was the nephew of a player he revered. Peter just smiled and said, “Yes, I know.”

  Peter’s first film after his hand became deformed was a movie called Lord Jeff. He was one of several boys who supposedly attended a naval academy. The boys wore sailor suits, and Peter got to say such inspiring dialogue as “Yes, sir.” He received less camera attention than in his first movie. However, it did rekindle his interest in being an actor.

  Sons of Bus Driver and General Are

  Hollywood “Finds”

  by Our London Correspondent

  Sons of a London bus driver and a British general are chief supporting players to Freddie Bartholomew in the film Lord Jeff, which has just gone into production in Hollywood and will be seen in England in about four months.

  The film is about the work of Dr. Barnardos Homes, and eleven-year-old Terry Kilbourne, whose father, Thomas Kilbourne, won a newspaper competition some months ago and gave up bus-driving to go to Hollywood, plays the part of a Lancashire boy.

  Terry’s story was told me at the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer office today.

  “It was a busman’s holiday that put him on the road to film fame.

  “When he was appearing at a busmen’s concern in London it happened that a Los Angeles lawyer, in England for a holiday heard him. The lawyer was impressed and offered Terry an introduction for film directors if he ever visited Hollywood.

  “There did not seem much chance of that until his father won the competition and decided to take a chance. He and Terry went to America and the lawyer introduced them to Hollywood.

  “Terry’s first job was to give dialect studies in a broadcast with Eddie Cantor.

  “Sam Wood, who is directing Lord Jeff, heard him and signed him to play the Lancashire boy in the film.

  Wood has just sabled [sic] to London that in his opinion Terry has the most radiant smile of any boy actor he has seen.

  “The other boy is Peter Lawford, fifteen-year-old son of Lieutenant-General Sir Sydney Lawford, who went to live in Hollywood five months ago,” said the MGM representative.

  “Young Peter has travelled all over the world with his father, to France, Brazil, Australia, Tahiti, Colombia, Panama. He speaks five languages.

  “Peter started his film career when he was eight and living at Shepperton-on-Thames. He saw a camera unit taking shots and he pestered his father until he was allowed to ask for a part.

  “He got a part in the film, and he was in Gentleman of Paris and Poor Old Bill. When General Lawford’s work took him to Paris Peter played French boys in films there without a trace of accent.

  “When they arrived in Hollywood five months ago, Peter wrote to Sam Wood, without his father knowing, and suggested himself for the main part in Lord Jeff, but Mr. Wood explained that it was already booked for Freddie Bartholomew.

  “He offered the part of the Cockney boy instead and Peter accepted.

  “These two are looked upon in Hollywood as great finds.” —The Manchester Evening News, May 11, 1938.

  (Not everything in this article was entirely accurate, especially the story of how Peter gained his first role. It is the first known example of a film company’s publicity mill creating the myth of Peter Lawford, the actor.)

  The movies and the constant travel ended in 1939. War was raging in Europe and, on September 3, England was officially fighting with Germany. The Lawfords were in New York when the Irving Trust Company, the bank where his father kept a portion of his wealth, informed him that all accounts were frozen in England. The cash he had in the United States, plus what possessions he retained, would be all he could have if he stayed in America.

  General Lawford had come to the United States with sizable wealth, enough to have allowed the family to weather the war years despite most of their holdings being in England. However, he had made some bad investments, including becoming involved with an outlandish scheme to use sugar beet plants in the construction of model homes. The general had no business sense, though he thought he had enough money to be able to absorb the losses. The war proved him wrong.

  The family decided against going back to England. The general was quite elderly and in retirement. May was much younger but had no fondness for Britain and had a need for a warmer climate. And Peter, because of the way in which he had been raised, was a citizen of the world. He had no particular ties with any country, had neither the interest nor the physical ability to go to war.

  What Peter did not know until later was that the general had lost everything he had in England. It is uncertain whether assets were destroyed during the blitz or if the holdings he had were used as collateral for his many bad investments. Whatever the situation, it was only the money the family had in hand in the 1940s that remained the Lawford estate. Without Peter’s financial support, the Lawfords would have been impoverished.

  There were several options, including taking the train to California. But the cheapest approach seemed to be selling what they could, buying a secondhand Lincoln, and driving to Florida, where they had friends. The climate would be warm and they could financially survive.

  Florida was yet to be developed; even the major cities were relatively small and housing was inexpensive. The general borrowed money from friends and rented a small house at the end of West Palm Beach. It was an unsavory area, but the cost of living was low.

  Peter cared little about the loss of the family fortune. He grabbed his tennis racket when they moved into their house and went immediately to the courts. He became part of a local tennis team, proving his skill enough to be accepted for a seat on the Junior Davis Cup Team. He also obtained a job parking cars for twenty-five dollars a week at a lot in Miami.

  The lot was in an area that had clubs, stores, and businesses. Many of the customers paid by the month, and Peter was assigned to act as manager, collecting the rents and overseeing what took place.

  Two other young men, whose names were Frank and Ham, also worked at the lot. They were both black, one an extrovert, the other rather quiet, and both quite friendly with Peter.

  This was a period when Florida was typical of the southern states. Racial separation was normal and it was not unusual to see drinking fountains with signs marked WHITE and COLORED. Many restaurants were required by law to use separate dishes for blacks and whites—in those circumstances where blacks were served at all. Violence against blacks was not uncommon, yet Peter knew none of this. Having been raised throughout the world, he had become friendly with people of all races and never gave anyone’s color a second thought. The two young black men were friendly, so the three of them ate lunch together, played “pigeon” poker (in which the dealer would cheat if not watched closely), and generally had a good time.

  The main area where Peter was naive while working at the parking lot was in not recognizing the racism of some of the long-term, regular customers. They found the sight of a white boy being friendly with “niggers” offensive. Eventually they complained to the man who had gotten Peter the job, a man who ironically was Jewish and had been subjected to bigotry himself.

  The man was gentle with Peter. He tried to explain to him the social climate in the United States. Then he said that when the three of them were together, it didn’t look as though anyone was working, even though Peter explained that one of them jumped up to help whenever a car came into the lot. Finally the man simply had to tell Peter to stop being so friendly with the blacks because there were complaints from people who might take their business elsewhere.

  There was no threat to fire Peter. There was also no threat against the other employees. However, the man did get the courage to explain to all three that their actions did not look good to the customers, something Peter was forced to accept.

  Peter stayed at the lot for two years, enjoying the money he was making, which he later estimated was probably nine dollars a week more than the job should have paid. The man who hired him was apparently trying to help the Lawfords any way he could.

  The only problem with the man’s intentions was Peter’s love for poker and his two new friends. He knew they cheated. He knew that he was a poor player even in an honest game. Yet he liked his new friends and delighted in the games, during which he lost most of his earnings.

  The idea that Peter knew his family was in serious financial trouble yet enjoyed gambling with friends who regularly took him for at least a portion of his pay seems odd, yet I learned that this was typical of Peter. He had no sense of saving money. If he had money, he was both a generous and a self-indulgent man. I can remember many times when he would give financial assistance to both friends and strangers. We also rode regularly in limousines, chartered jets, and helicopters. I never knew the source of what seemed to be vast wealth and I never cared. I assumed that he knew what he was doing, could afford our life-style, and that he planned for the future.
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