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PROLOGUE



“If God didn’t want them sheared, He would not have made them sheep.”


The Magnificent Seven


WALTER YETNIKOFF, freshly out of drug rehab, found himself at the epicenter of a multi-billion-dollar deal.


It was September 1989, and the head of the Sony Corporation’s successful music division was playing a pivotal role in the Japanese electronics giant’s acquisition of a major Hollywood studio. For Yetnikoff, who expected to run the combined entertainment empire, the purchase would represent the realization of a long-cherished dream. But there was a hang-up. If the deal were to “make,” in the industry parlance, Sony needed managers to put in charge of the new studio. Under pressure to fill the vacancy, Yetnikoff had an idea: He would call his old friends, film producers Peter Guber and Jon Peters.


A few days after Yetnikoff contacted Guber and Peters, Sony confirmed a swirl of rumors that it was buying Columbia Pictures Entertainment. The cost, $3.4 billion plus $1.6 billion in debt, was considered high for an entertainment company that had been faltering.


The news of the acquisition was not welcomed in the United States. There was an outcry over the sale of a venerated and uniquely American institution to a foreign acquirer. Sony, seen as something of a brash upstart at home, was viewed by many in the United States as part of a rich and invincible army of invaders snapping up American properties, from Rockefeller Center in the East to the rolling resorts of Hawaii. The fact that Sony was willing to meet a rich price only inflamed American anxiety.


Sony expressed its regret over American reaction to the deal. But it wasn’t concerned about the criticism that it had paid too much. The company had been mocked for overspending when it bought CBS Records in 1987, and the music division had flourished under Yetnikoff’s leadership despite his substance-abuse problems. Having made one successful foray into the entertainment world, Sony had every reason to think it could win again in the movie business.


Sony was hardly the first to fall into the Hollywood trap. The movie business has long attracted an array of hopeful outsiders, from insurance companies to purveyors of soft drinks. Many have learned the hard way that Hollywood is a world apart—a risky business where the uninitated are routinely shorn. It is a fantasy factory where the insiders are often more skilled at creating illusions about themselves than they are at spinning magic for the big screen.


On paper, Guber and Peters looked like genuine movie moguls. They were high-profile producers who had just made Batman, the largest-grossing film of all time, for Warner Bros. Their names were on such hits as Rain Man and The Color Purple. But the real players knew that Guber and Peters were hardly hands-on filmmakers. When Steven Spielberg made The Color Purple, he had a provision in his contract explicitly barring them from the set. Guber and Peters had visited the set of Rain Man only once, while the production chores were handled by director Barry Levinson’s associate, Mark Johnson. When the picture won the Academy Award, Guber and Peters got to neither collect nor keep the Oscar. They happily took credit for the film and had themselves photographed jubilantly brandishing a statuette. But they had to borrow it from writer Barry Morrow, who had won for best screenplay.


Guber and Peters may have seemed an impressive pair, but their greatest gift was for promotion—especially self-promotion. What was lacking was any credential or experience that would qualify them to run a major studio. Peters, perennially known as Barbra Streisand’s former hairdresser, had never worked as a studio executive. He was a seventh-grade dropout and a reform-school ruffian. Many said he could barely read, and he certainly had never quite learned to control his violent temper. The ponytailed Guber at least had a law degree and he had done a stint as an executive at Columbia in the seventies—until he was fired. He subsequently ran a fledgling production company financed by PolyGram. In short order, PolyGram lost $100 million and pulled out of the movie business.


The two men were hardly untalented; they had an eye for material and a genius for packaging and selling their projects. But in an industry where avarice is not uncommon, Guber and Peters distinguished themselves for greed. They were grabbers who snatched up material, credit, and money, leaving a swath of dazed victims in their wake. Their first loyalty was always to themselves. It was an ethic that Japanese executives—coming from a tradition of teamwork and long-term commitments to their firms—could hardly be expected to grasp.


Hollywood’s surprise at Sony’s hiring of Guber and Peters turned to stunned disbelief when the industry learned how much Sony had agreed to pay for their services. Warner boss Terry Semel said Guber confided that he wanted to “make more money than anyone in the history of the motion picture industry” and now he had come close. Aside from buying Guber and Peters’s money-losing production company for $200 million—about 40 percent more than its market value—Sony gave the two a rich compensation package that included $2.75 million each in annual salary (excluding hefty annual bonuses), a $50 million bonus pool, and a stake in any increase in the studio’s value over the ensuing five years.


As soon as the ink on the deal was dry, Warner slapped Sony with a billion-dollar lawsuit. Guber and Peters had just signed a generous contract with that studio, but Sony had failed to review the agreement when it negotiated with them. Forced into a settlement worth as much as $800 million, Sony found that the expense of hiring Guber and Peters had gone up dramatically. And many in the movie business suspected that Sony’s nightmare was only beginning.


If Guber and Peters regretted that Sony had to cough up so much to hire them, they didn’t show it by exercising restraint. They spent big from the start, setting off a round of inflation that is still taking a toll on the movie business today. Guber and Peters were about to take Sony on the wildest and most profligate ride that Hollywood had ever seen. For five years, Sony executives in Tokyo and New York would stand by while the 9 studio lost billions and became a symbol for the worst kind of excess in an industry that is hardly known for moderation. There were box-office bombs, lavish renovations, and extravagant parties against a backdrop of corporate intrigue, expensive firings, and even a call-girl scandal. The ill-advised pairing of a Japanese corporation with a couple of Hollywood’s cleverest rogues would culminate, as one insider delicately put it, in “the most public screwing in the history of the business.”
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SON OF COCHISE


“Jon Peters was raised by wolves. That’s why, when people complain about him—it’s like having a wolf in your house. It’s not his fault. He’s a wild thing.”


ANDREW SMITH screenwriter


ON THE SUNNY AFTERNOON of September 16, 1955, ten-year-old John Peters was playing in the street near his family’s ranch house at 13215 Bloomfield Street in Sherman Oaks, a San Fernando Valley suburb of Los Angeles. As a Studebaker pulled into the driveway, the boy waved to his father, who was returning home from his job as the owner of the S&J Cafe, a blue-collar joint in Hollywood.


A few minutes later John was alarmed when neighbors came running into his house. He rushed inside to see his father slumped in an armchair, sweating and breathing heavily. John would always remember the look on Jack Peters’s face, the way his father had smiled at him before he died of heart failure.


That night, John’s mother didn’t want to remain in the house, so she and her son went to stay with a relative who lived nearby. After he was supposed to be asleep, John climbed out the window and went home. “I sat alone there, hoping my father would come back,” he says. When he realized that would never happen, he adds, “I was devastated. It was like my world kind of ended.”


Struggling to cope with his loss, John became so angry and rebellious that neither his mother nor his teachers could control him. He grew still more unmanageable when his mother married a man he hated a couple of years after his father’s death. At the age of thirteen, John appeared to be headed for a life of crime when his mother pushed him out of the house to fend for himself.


The hallmarks of Peters’s turbulent career were forged in this early family wreckage: a need to succeed and acquire great wealth; an unpredictable temperament, veering wildly between violent rages and boyish vulnerability; the compulsion to win, and then reject, the love of women. Peters would create a mythology that revolved around his early loss and his endless quest to replace his father.


He dropped the “h” from his first name and reinvented himself as Jon Peters, the wild-man producer destined to make mega-hit movies and millions of dollars, but also doomed to be known perennially as Barbra Streisand’s ex-hairdresser and lover. He located a surrogate father in his partner of eleven years, Peter Guber, who possessed the education, sophistication, and self-control that he lacked—and who ultimately would abandon him, as his own father had done.


Jack Peters was an uneducated man who did his own cooking at his truck-stop restaurant on Santa Monica Boulevard and Highland Avenue in Hollywood. Strong and darkly handsome, he was 75 percent Cherokee Indian by birth, a pleasant man whose temper occasionally ran hot. When Jack married Helen Pagano, he joined a clan of hairdressers of Neapolitan descent; his bride’s three brothers, Alfred, Eugene, and Adolph, owned Pagano’s, a thriving salon on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills. Helen had a daughter Patricia by a previous marriage that had ended in divorce.


Having suffered a gunshot wound in the groin as a World War I marine, Jack was told he would not father children; he and Helen were startled when she became pregnant. John Pagano Peters was born on June 2, 1945, in St. Joseph’s Hospital in Burbank, near the Disney Studios.


“My father gave me an enormous amount of love,” says Jon, “and he made me a warrior. I learned to fight, to defend myself. I was Cochise’s son.” Although he suffered from rheumatic heart disease, Jack Peters took his son on camping trips and taught him how to shoot and use knives in the wilderness. On weekends they went horseback riding in Griffith Park. Jon loved to gaze at the wild animals that were kept in the park and used in Hollywood films—giraffes, elephants, lions.


One day in Griffith Park, a casting director for The Ten Commandments approached Jack Peters and his son to ask if Jon wanted to appear in a film. Multitudes of people with dark hair and complexions were needed to cross the Red Sea. Jon was chosen to ride a donkey and lead a goat by a rope. The scene took many days to film on a Paramount soundstage, with director Cecil B. DeMille hovering on a crane and bellowing to the crowds below. Jon was so excited that he refused to wash off his makeup when he went home at night.


(When he got into show business himself, Peters embellished a good story. “I rode a donkey into the Red Sea,” he said in a press release. “I saw DeMille with a whip and boots and a hat. There must have been 5,000 extras, and there was this incredible man directing traffic. The image stayed with me.”)


Small, dark, and wiry, Jon was naturally athletic and excelled at gymnastics at the Dixie Canyon Elementary School. He dominated the neighborhood boys, even the bigger ones. “Jon was always the leader,” says Silvio Pensanti, Jon’s admiring younger cousin. Silvio attended Catholic school and remembers that while he was always worrying about going to Hell, Jon never seemed scared of anything. The local bullies left Silvio alone because they knew that Jon would come after them. “Nobody messed with Jon Peters, ever,” he recalls. “Because the harder you hit him, the madder he got. That’s part of his success today. You want to take Jon on? You and what army? I’m dead serious—this man has no fear.”


After Jack Peters died, Helen learned to drive and commuted to Beverly Hills every day to work as the cashier at Pagano’s. When she married Aldo Bairo, Jon resented his new stepfather from the start, and the Bloomfield Street house was filled with the sound of their screaming battles. Jon told friends that his stepfather beat him. He ran away from home several times.


After grammar school Jon enrolled in Van Nuys Junior High School, where he was such a disciplinary problem that he was placed in a special class. “Obviously I’m an intelligent person,” he later told an interviewer, “but I found myself in the retarded class in school because I’m an emotional guy.” He hung around with a motorcycle gang and was picked up by the police and put on probation after stealing a car. He was eventually expelled and his family enrolled him in the Sherwood Oaks private school. Meanwhile, Jon’s clashes with his stepfather got worse and Helen came reluctantly to the conclusion that her husband and her son could not live under the same roof. Something would have to give.


While his school and home life were a shambles, Jon’s cockiness served him well in extracurricular matters. Obsessed with Elvis—he once entered an Elvis look-alike contest—he wore tight pants and a jelly roll hairdo. “This guy, at ten and eleven, was dating,” Silvio says. “Heavy duty, I mean going out on dates. Jon was a good-looking, fast-talking kid. Women loved him. He was doing good with seventeen-, maybe eighteen-year-old girls.”


One of Silvio’s great pleasures was to hang out at Jon’s house when he was getting ready for a date. “It was my favorite thing to do, sit in the bathroom, sit on the tub, and he’d be just like the Fonz. ‘How do I look, Sil?’ He’d get in his mother’s car and go.” Obviously he was years away even from possession of a learner’s permit. “Did Jon need a driver’s license?” Silvio asks. “Think about it.”


Jon never suspected a ruse the day his mother said she was going to meet him at school for lunch. She showed up with police officers who handcuffed him and took him downtown to Juvenile Hall; Helen had told the police that she could no longer control her son. Jon was stripped and sprayed for lice, then sent to the David Gonzales juvenile detention camp in Malibu. For a year he labored on a Youth Authority roadwork gang in the Santa Monica Mountains by day, and was chained to his bed at night. His one pleasure was the boxing program; he sparred with his fellow delinquents on Sundays. And he considered his mother’s ambush a betrayal for which he did not forgive her until she was stricken with stomach cancer years later. They made peace before she died in 1988.


Jon was released from detention camp after his mother told authorities that she would keep him off the streets by sending him to the Comer and Duran Beauty School in Hollywood. “The first time I walked in, there was nothin’ but beautiful girls there,” he said later. “I thought, ‘What a great way to make a living.’ ” Jon had found his niche. He was fourteen.


But there was still so much strife at home that within a year Helen felt she again had to separate her husband and her son. She made arrangements for Jon to fly to Manhattan to stay with two male family friends.


“I’m going to the Big Apple,” Jon informed Silvio. Helen and the two boys drove to the airport in her ’53 Pontiac, and she put her son on a plane with $120 in his pocket. Silvio cried and clung to the chain-link fence at the airfield as he watched Jon walk away.


When Jon arrived at the home of Helen’s friends, he discovered that they were gay; fearful that they might molest him, he slipped out a window one night. That was the beginning of his life on the streets. He took a room in a YMCA on 57th Street and briefly held a job at an all-night Manhattan salon in the Great Northern Hotel, where he dyed prostitutes’ pubic hair to match their poodles. Then he took off again, seeking his fortune in the City of Brotherly Love.


A CURVY, PETITE seventeen-year-old with short blond hair and dark eyes, Marie Zampitella was roaming the floor of the Manhattan auditorium, checking out the hairdressers. A student at Little Flower Catholic High School in Philadelphia, Marie had ridden the bus to New York City that morning with her nineteen-year-old girlfriend, Madge. On this Saturday in September 1961, hundreds of beauticians had turned out for an annual trade show where stylists from around the country demonstrated the latest haircuts and beauty companies hawked their products.


Half Italian and half Polish, Marie lived with her grandmother in Port Richmond, a working-class suburb of Philadelphia. She wanted to be a beautician. For her first trip to the big city she had borrowed an outfit from her sister-in-law: a navy blue miniskirt with a belt that cinched her tiny waist, black high heels and black stockings.


As the two girls wandered, they noticed a dark young man staring at them. He approached and introduced himself as Jon Peters. He claimed to be eighteen, said he cut hair at the Gary Elliot salon on Walnut Street in Philadelphia, and drove a white convertible Corvette. In fact, Jon was sixteen and he was not allowed to cut hair at Gary Elliot’s, but merely to assist the stylists. But Marie was impressed. “He knew what to say, how to carry himself,” she recalls. When two of his acquaintances came by, Jon introduced Marie as his girlfriend. “Why did you say that? It’s a lie,” Marie scolded after they left.


“It’s not a lie,” said Jon, “because you’re going to be my girlfriend.”


As Jon walked the two girls around the floor, he told them about his dream of becoming a famous hairdresser. “See this guy?” he said, gesturing toward a well-known stylist named Monti Rock, who was demonstrating a new cut on a model. “I definitely am better than he is. Someday I’m going to be on this stage, and it’s going to be a bigger stage.”


As the time drew near for the girls to catch their bus home, Jon said he would be happy to drive them if his Corvette weren’t in the repair shop. He ducked into a phone booth, saying he would check whether the car could be picked up. “Would you believe it’s not ready?” he said, emerging. Marie recalls, “Then he looks at me with puppy eyes and says, ‘Let me ask you something. Do you think you could lend me $2.50?’ ” He didn’t have the bus fare back to Philadelphia.


When they arrived in Philly, Jon wanted to show Marie where he lived, in an attic room above Elliot’s salon. “There was this old mattress on the floor—no sheets or anything,” she remembers. “I was shocked. No refrigerator. There were playmate calendars on the walls.” As Marie stared at the calendars, Jon explained, “I have to surround myself with something. It gets lonely.”


The courtship lasted seven months. His behavior was exemplary. He rode the trolley cars to her grandmother’s house, ate the gnocchi Marie cooked for him, and spoke respectfully to her relatives. Occasionally he spent his meager paycheck to take her for a steak dinner. He told her what to wear and styled her hair. “I was this little doll he could dress up,” she recalls.


As a sixteen-year-old pretending to be an eighteen-year-old licensed hairdresser, Jon auditioned for his first job cutting hair at the salon in the venerable Nan Duskins department store. Marie’s friend Madge posed as his model. He cut her platinum blond hair into a simple, elegant bob, then “caramelized” the color to add depth and texture. Hired by Nan Duskins on the spot, Jon was soon cutting the hair of Philadelphia heiresses. Marie came in and was treated to her first professional pedicure. “Get used to it,” he told her.


Teenagers in love, Jon and Marie’s romance mingled innocence and ambition. Marie loved Jon’s sweet, needy side, but was distressed by his black moods and violent outbursts. “Anyone who knows him knows that he’s a good-hearted person,” she says. “And he’s tougher than nails. . . . I was infatuated with the guy who wanted to be tough, but I didn’t want him to be too tough.” When her brother Salvatore got a job as a stevedore on the Philadelphia docks, she remembers, Jon liked to hang around, observing the ways of organized crime and its brutal characters.


One day when they went to the movies, a guy in the audience said something that ticked Jon off. Jon pulled off his shoes and put all of his change into one of his socks as a makeshift weapon. He backed down after Marie pleaded with him.


Then there were the fibs. While Jon was still insisting that he was eighteen, Marie suspected otherwise. “I wasn’t trusting his little stories, and I said, ‘I don’t care how old you are, just tell me the truth.’ ” At first he protested, “I’m eighteen!” But as she kept pressing him, he admitted, “Well, I’m seventeen. . . .” Then finally, sheepishly: “Sixteen.” His deceptions, Jon explained, were a matter of survival. “Sometimes in life you have to tell a fib,” Marie remembers him saying. “I could never have gotten you to like me, and I would never have gotten my job if I told the truth.”


“I don’t know if you should marry him,” Marie’s mother told her doubtfully. “He tells a lot of lies.” But Marie begged: “Oh please, Mom, he’s going to make me happy and show me a completely new lifestyle.” Finally, Marie and Jon convinced her family to allow her to move with him to California and get married.


With both the bride and groom underage, parental consent papers were required when John Pagano Peters wed Henrietta Regina Cecelia Zampitella—also called “Marie”—at the Los Angeles County Courthouse in downtown L.A. on an April day in 1962. Jon was not yet seventeen.


The newlyweds moved in briefly with Helen and Aldo, until one night Aldo, after a few drinks, suggested that Jon take his “whore bride” and leave the house. Jon pounced on him and gave him a black eye. When Helen tried to separate them, she broke her leg. Jon and Marie moved into their first apartment, though they couldn’t afford any furniture.


While he worked on completing requirements for a beautician’s license back at the Comer and Duran School, Jon worked nights as a bouncer and valet at the Peppermint Stick Lounge, where Chubby Checker and the Rivingtons played. Before long he was doing Chubby’s mother’s hair, and singer Dee Dee Sharp’s. He peppered the entertainers with questions about how their business worked, taking it all in.


Although small for a bouncer, Jon made up for his size when he detonated. Marie began working as a waitress at the Peppermint Stick but had to quit after Jon punched out a customer who addressed her, “Hi, cutie.” From then on she’d just hang out when he worked and watch him park cars—hoping no one would cross him.


The first time he took it, Jon flunked his test for his beautician’s license. He had brought Marie as a model and was demonstrating a manicure when she shrieked at him for cutting a cuticle too close. “We had a big fight and the guy failed me,” Jon says. He returned with a different model and passed.


After acquiring his license, Jon worked at a little salon near a main drag in the San Fernando Valley. He and Marie started a business dyeing and styling wigs. Jon made a blond, blunt-cut wig for Jayne Mansfield, who posed with him for a promotional photograph, her famous chest overflowing her tight dress.


Jon was itching to snare a rich clientele, as he had done in Philadelphia. He talked his way into the hottest salon in the Valley, Bill White’s on Ventura Boulevard. Jon’s goal was to be a millionaire by the time he was twenty-one. With talent and sheer chutzpah, he swiftly became the busiest stylist at Bill White’s shop, “doing” as many as thirty-five heads a day. He wore tight black pants and a white shirt and danced around the chairs, checking himself out in the mirror. He got extra work styling hair for B-movies and fan-magazine spreads on starlets. “He knew he had hands of gold,” says Marie.


One night Jon treated Marie to a special evening at the Cocoanut Grove, where the couple heard Barbra Streisand sing. As he watched the star on stage, Marie remembers, he whispered, “I will do her hair. She will be the next person in my life.”


As a street kid who always learned by watching and imitating, Peters found a new role model. Gene Shacove owned and operated his own salon on Wilshire Boulevard and Beverly Drive in Beverly Hills. Shacove was hip and handsome, a stud with a blow dryer, the real-life model for Warren Beatty’s character in Shampoo. (Later, in embellishing his own legend, Peters would lead interviewers to believe that he, not Shacove, had been the inspiration for Shampoo. “That was me,” he told Women’s Wear Daily in 1978, “making love to a lot of women, but too afraid to communicate with any of them.”)


Being “the fun guy in hair,” as Shacove called himself, meant driving Corvettes and throwing parties attended by fabulous young women. When Jon and Marie were invited to Shacove’s soirées, Jon saw exactly what he wanted. “There were models, actresses—Jon was infatuated,” Marie says. “He was a young boy and he thought I was beautiful, but he was changing.” One day when a Playboy bunny came to Bill White’s to have Jon do her hair, Marie realized that life as she knew it was over. “I thought, ‘Oh my God, he’s doing these kinds of girls? How long can this last?’ I could see the look in his eye.”


Jon began acquiring the hobbies and toys he coveted as his income allowed. He bought himself a black Corvette and a 35-foot two-deck cabin cruiser, which he barely knew how to operate. He spent a lot of time hanging out at the car races. “Everything always had to be dangerous and exciting,” says Marie. “He would drive too fast. I’d ask him to slow down and he’d drive faster.”


Before long, Marie’s fears that Jon would grow restless in the marriage were borne out. He started to court other women—first a model, and eventually an actress who would open up new worlds to him. Early in 1967, after five years of marriage, Jon and Marie divorced. “I’ll always love you and I’ll always care for you,” Jon told Marie, “but I need to go on and do the big things that I can’t do if I’m married.”


Although hurt and angry over their split, Marie eventually forgave Jon, as have many other women who have loved him since. Before they split, Jon gave her a powder blue Corvette, which she found waiting in the garage one afternoon covered with blankets. She figured it was his way of apologizing.


“I’ll tell you one thing,” she says today of her marriage to Jon. “My hair always looked great.”





2



THE CINDERELLA STORY


“WHEN I MET JON, I was appearing in The Happiest Millionaire—a perfect Jon Peters story,” says Lesley Ann Warren. “It was Walt Disney’s last movie before he died. I was eighteen, just.”


A lovely ingenue with large expressive eyes, a singer and a dancer, Warren was the ideal leading actress for a Disney family musical. She was a nice Jewish girl from New York who had appeared in several New York theater productions and shone in a 1965 CBS production of Cinderella. This was her feature film debut.


With the success of the musical riding on her shoulders, the pressure on Lesley Ann during filming of The Happiest Millionaire on Disney’s Burbank soundstages was intense, especially for a naive eighteen-year-old far from home and family. One day on the set her nerves got the better of her and she fainted. The movie’s musical director, Jack Elliott, called his wife Bobbi and asked if he could bring Lesley Ann to their home for the weekend where they could care for her.


That Sunday night in September 1966, the Elliotts planned to attend the Emmy Awards. Bobbi asked Jon Peters, her friend and hairdresser since he was eighteen, to come to the house and style her hair for the black-tie event.


Lesley Ann was sitting in the Elliotts’ living room that afternoon when “this guy whirled into the room, overwhelming in his energy, and charming and funny and playful and seductive,” she says. Bobbi recalls: “Jon was very taken with the Hollywood business, and he met Miss Lesley and—I mean, she was really quite something, quite a beautiful young girl, and terribly vulnerable. And here was this dashing guy.” When the Elliotts left for the Emmies, Jon stayed behind to keep Lesley Ann company.


“He pursued me relentlessly,” Lesley Ann says. “I was very, very timid and shy—I had just been transplanted from New York, and I didn’t even know how to drive. He would show up at my apartment on Doheny at seven in the morning with coffee and orange juice and danishes and announce that he was going to drive me to the set. In those days the dressing rooms on the Disney lot were like little homes, and at the end of the day twenty boxes would fly into the room, and Jon would follow. He’d bring me hats, dresses. I was very sheltered. I was a good girl, and this was the wildest behavior I had ever seen.”


Lesley Ann didn’t know it at the time, but she was being treated to the Jon Peters come-on. The pattern was always the same: He set his sights on his object of desire and overpowered her with sheer energy and conviction. Women have been irresistibly drawn to Peters’s unusual combination of macho protectiveness and an almost feminine empathy and vulnerability. Producer Polly Platt, who has known Peters for twenty years, says: “Somehow in his childhood his survival must have depended on the love of women—and did he ever learn how to get it.”


As he pursued Lesley Ann, Peters demonstrated another trait that has repeated itself in his key relationships: He connects with people who have what he lacks. Self-conscious about his lack of formal education, he has allied himself with others who have learned things from books. He supplies the street smarts and chutzpah; they supply knowledge and discernment.


“Jon attaches himself to what we might call intellectual, refined, powerful people,” Platt observes. “He recognizes where the holes are in himself and wants to patch them up.”


Lesley Ann was like a princess to Jon. Since she was dating someone else (and Jon was not yet divorced), he became her indispensable platonic friend. He cut her hair short like Twiggy’s while she was filming The Happiest Millionaire, making Disney apoplectic. Before she went out on a date he would arrive at her West Hollywood studio apartment with its twin beds, do her hair, and help her put together an outfit to wear before her boyfriend picked her up. He coached her for interviews and drove her to her auditions; he told her that when he sat in the car waiting for her, he prayed to God to take his business away and give Lesley Ann the job. He oversaw her finances, making investments and ensuring that her contracts were favorable.


“He took over my business management—he took over my life, basically,” says Warren. “It was fabulous because I had been getting a raw deal. I was very naive and I had never been motivated by money.”


Sometimes when she came home from the set exhausted, he’d sleep in the other twin bed, talking to her soothingly, listening to her troubles. He never made sexual advances.


Then one day Lesley Ann’s boyfriend became violent with her. She called Peters on the phone, crying hysterically. “Jon found him and took care of it,” she says. “He got almost zenlike in his rage. He is really protective—that’s one of his greatest assets. He said, ‘Give me his name, tell me where he works.’ He scared the shit out of him, and the guy never came back. I never heard from him again.” Lesley Ann never knew exactly what Jon had done to eliminate her boyfriend from the scene. But from then on, “we were together all the time.”


Jon was gentle with her and their sexual relationship developed slowly. He took her to an expensive hotel in Laguna Beach for a weekend. When they got up to their room, he became amorous, they undressed—and she panicked. He was sweet and understanding and drove her back to Los Angeles. A few months later, they did make love. One day, when they were out for a drive in his black Jaguar, he asked her to marry him.


Before the wedding, Jon flew to New York without Lesley Ann to meet her parents. He told Margot and William Warren that he was half-Jewish, hoping they would like him. In May 1967, with Jon’s divorce final, he and Lesley Ann invited a few close friends to their secret wedding in Las Vegas.


The wedding took place in a penthouse suite of the Sands Hotel, presided over by the mayor of Las Vegas. Jon wore a white suit and dressed his bride in a mini appliquéd with big lace flowers. They had matching haircuts. After the Las Vegas wedding, the couple was married again in a religious service in New York. Peters, who always proclaimed his affinity for Jewish people, eagerly participated in the traditional ceremony.


Jon bought his bride a big, two-story house on Sutton Street in Sherman Oaks south of Ventura Boulevard, the poshest section of the Valley. He threw in a couple of German shepherds, too. “It was all very grand gestures,” says Lesley Ann. “His way of doing things was to surprise me with really big things, like cars and houses and dogs.”


One day Jon and Lesley Ann, who was six months pregnant at the time, were strolling on Robertson Boulevard after shopping at Charles Buccieri’s antique store. A car drove by, and a man in the passenger seat rolled down his window and yelled “Cinderella sucks!” at the actress. Incensed, Peters chased the car, caught up with it, and yanked the heckler out of the car. “I was going to beat him up for insulting my wife,” recalls Peters.


“Wait!” protested the man as Peters prepared to throttle him. “I’m in acting class with Lesley Ann, I’m a friend. I was joking. I’m Jack.” It was Jon’s first encounter with Jack Nicholson, who soon began showing up at the salon for trims.


Jon’s primal, controlling instincts were in full force when his son Christopher was born on September 23, 1968. With his wife in labor in the passenger seat, Jon raced down the freeway shoulder to Cedars Sinai Hospital. Warren recalls, “When we got to the hospital, he somehow got hold of a doctor’s cap and gown and gloves and pretended he was a doctor. He was giving orders to the nurses—it was amazing—yelling at people and taking over the delivery room.”


JUST FOUR MONTHS before his son was born, Jon Peters had opened his own salon on Ventura Boulevard in Encino. His new partner was Paul Cantor, an established hairdresser with a clientele in the San Fernando Valley. Although he was twenty-three, Jon was now telling people that he was younger—enabling him to claim, further weaving his own myth, that he was a millionaire at twenty-one.


Peters and Cantor had invested just $2,000 apiece of their own money in the joint venture; they financed the salon’s $85,000 renovation with a bank loan procured against the signature of their investor, a beauty supply man named Lou Goldbaum. “That was an astronomical amount of money at the time,” recalls Cantor. “Looking back on it, it was insanity.”


“Peters and Cantor” was more than a salon—it quickly became known as a happening place. With his own patch of turf, Jon unleashed the full force of his personality, decorating the shop in bright yellow and green pop-art patterns. He stayed on top of the trends, making research trips to Europe. He favored short, sleek bobs and geometric cuts. Another of his specialties was a bad-girl look, seductively mussed, achieved by precise cutting in layers. “He made you look like you’d just been rompin’ around in the sack,” says his cousin Silvio.


“The women both adored him and were afraid of him,” says Lesley Ann Warren. “I mean, Jon would tell you how to do your hair. He would dance in front of the mirror. The pull was his sexuality.”


He played on a woman’s insecurities: While a client might be timid about how she ought to look, he never was. “One of Jon’s greatest talents was that he had the guts to go with what people might be afraid to do—but would turn them on,” Cantor says. If a client balked at how Jon wanted to cut her hair, he would throw her out. Irate husbands whose wives came home in tears were always calling the shop to complain.


He had begun attracting some celebrity clients, such as I Dream of Jeannie’s Barbara Eden. But he was no “hairdresser to the stars,” because he never catered to their egos. His ego was easily as big as theirs, and he wanted to be the star. “You know something? Your hair looks terrible,” he reportedly told gossip columnist Rona Barrett at a dinner party, then proceeded to tell her how he would fix it. She became a client, along with dozens of other women who responded to Jon’s outrageous blend of flattery and insult.


Peters’s lifelong pattern of abusing, reconciling with, and then abusing people again emerged. “Jon has a Jekyll and Hyde personality,” says Allen Edwards, who was one of the rising hairdressers at Peters and Cantor. “[For me,] if someone is a friend, he is a friend, and you are nice to him. I’d go out to a car race in Ontario with Jon, and the next day he’d come in and yell and scream at me. I couldn’t take that.”


But Edwards—who later opened his own chain of top salons—was mesmerized. “He was so wild, and his mood swings were so strong,” he says. “Jon has a very violent side, which sort of excited me. There is a sleepy violent side to me, and I got to live vicariously. It was a man-to-man, primitive sort of thing.”


The Peters and Cantor salon was like Jon’s gladiatorial theater, with client-spectators in robes watching the action. One very busy Saturday, Jon startled Edwards by picking him up suddenly from behind. Edwards became angry, grabbed Jon by the crotch, and the two got tangled up and fell onto the floor, tussling as clients gaped. Another time a pizza deliveryman said something Jon didn’t like and Jon threatened him. The guy left and came back with a knife; Peters tossed him outdoors and beat the daylights out of him. On still another occasion, Jon fired a makeup artist, who hired a thug to get revenge. A big bruiser showed up at the salon after hours—and Jon reportedly put him in the hospital.


“Jon appeared small until he got mad,” notes Cantor. “What’s that animal that blows up? He became huge when he got angry.”


“You do not want to fight this guy, period,” says Silvio. “Shoot yourself in the leg and have the ambulance come get you, ’cause I guarantee you’ll be better off. It used to scare the shit out of me. Jon’s fights lasted about four seconds. Boom! Boom! Boom! The guy’s down—it’s over.”


Eventually Peters and Cantor owned four successful salons in the Valley. Jon also purchased a wig factory in Hong Kong and two beauty supply companies. “Jon was hellbent on making money hand over fist,” says Warren. The couple advanced relentlessly. In 1968 they moved into a house in Beverly Hills; a year and a half later they bought a beach house in the exclusive Malibu Colony.


Jon enhanced his reputation as a rising star by staging extravagant hair shows for the trade. For one spectacle at the Ambassador Hotel in downtown Los Angeles, two thousand hairdressers watched an unlikely futuristic vision concocted by Peters: A pair of nearly nude male and female models, wearing skullcaps, cavorted down the runway to deafening rock music.


In 1971, Lesley Ann was rehearsing the lead role of Polly Peachum in a Los Angeles Actors Studio production of The Threepenny Opera. When the show’s financing fell through, Jon invested $10,000 of his own money and took up the producing reins for the first time outside of a hair salon. “Lesley Ann was so good, Jon wanted her to be seen,” the show’s director, Lee Grant, recalls. “I remember Jon said, ‘She’s sitting there on the curb like a little girl with her ballet shoes over her shoulder and she needs somewhere to go.’ ”


Grant was in charge of the actors and staging, but Peters got involved in the lighting and sets and publicity. The show turned out to be “a marvelous disaster,” says Grant, though Warren got good reviews.


From that moment on, Jon set his sights on a career in show business. “It’s an exciting life, and he got it real quickly that this was ultimately where he wanted to go,” says Warren.


That transition would have to wait for a couple of years. Conquering Beverly Hills—as a hairdresser—was the crucial next step for Jon, a symbol that he had catapulted himself out of the smoggy, suburban Valley and into the epicenter of glamour. He and Cantor bought into a salon at 301 North Rodeo Drive owned by Alfred, Eugene, and Adolph Pagano—the uncles who had given up on Jon when he was a juvenile delinquent. This time, though, there was no more “Peters and Cantor.” Jon Peters was a name brand now. When the Beverly Hills shop opened in 1973, it was simply “The Jon Peters Salon.”


The hippie days were over and Jon wanted an elegant look to signal his rise in status. He hired his old friend Bobbi Elliott to turn the Beverly Hills space into an airy retreat with top-of-the-line French country fabrics, wicker furniture, and plants. Elliott scoured Los Angeles for antiques and found a Victorian couch with a curved back for $700 which she covered in leopard-skin velvet for Jon’s private cutting room.


By this time, Peters was making $100 an hour, working mornings in the Valley and afternoons in Beverly Hills. He cut the hair of many household names, including Jack Nicholson and Warren Beatty. He would take two assistants with him to Beatty’s suite at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, and keep the star entertained as he cut by goading the assistants to reveal their latest sexual exploits.


Appointments at the salon were scheduled so tightly that clients waited hours to see him. “He was totally outrageous,” remembers Sandy Gallin, who later became Michael Jackson’s manager. “He would work on three or four people at one time. I would come in and he would always stop what he was doing and say, ‘Look at how angry this one is!’ I saw him throw a woman out one day. It was a big show.”


When the Los Angeles Times ran a big spread on the design of The Jon Peters Salon, Bobbi Elliott recalls being stung that Peters took all the credit for the work she had done. “It broke my heart at the time,” she says. “Now, it doesn’t mean I wouldn’t give him a hug and a kiss if I saw him. But I learned a lesson from him—not to trust him.”


LESLEY ANN would also learn to distrust Jon. The marriage started to show signs of strain as the women’s movement swept the country and she began reading Germaine Greer. She wanted to assert her independence, while Jon still expected her to cook and serve him at home—even when she was working. “I joined consciousness-raising groups and started marching. That changed our relationship,” she says.


Although Peters denies that he ever abused Warren, one close friend of theirs says she knew Lesley Ann was physically intimidated by her husband. Asked if she feared Peters, Warren quickly answers, “I’m not willing to talk about any of that.” But she admits “he had a tremendous quick temper—I think Jon will always have access to his temper. You know, he is volatile and he’s fiery and he’s explosive.” She adds, “We fought like cats and dogs. We were just at each other’s throats.”


The relationship burned itself out. Jon had begun to stray, seducing celebrity clients, including starlets Susanne Benton and Leigh Taylor-Young. He didn’t want to be married to Lesley Ann but apparently he didn’t want to relinquish control either. In June 1974—after they were officially separated—she successfully sought a restraining order from the Santa Monica court that prohibited Jon from “annoying, harassing, molesting and making disparaging, derogatory comments” in front of their child.


As if to explain why she was willing to endure his destructive rages, she continues, “The thing that always kept my heart open to Jon was his little-boy stuff. He’s like a kid . . . and from one minute to the next, he could change to his sweet side.”


“I was very sad that it didn’t work out, for both of their sakes,” says Bobbi Elliott, who had introduced them. “Jon saw other vistas. . . . In a way I think maybe he used her as a stepping stone.”
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THE DIVA AND THE HAIRDRESSER


JON PETERS SEES HIS LIFE as a kind of dream ladder, an ascending succession of fantasies that he transforms into reality. His belief in his own will is so strong that he literally thinks that wishing will make it so: that if he declares something to be true, it will come to pass. He had used this method to attract celebrity clients to his salon. “He would put in the paper that he had done so-and-so’s hair,” says Lesley Ann Warren, “and then he would meet them and they’d fall in love with him, and he would do their hair.”


For years, Jon had been bragging that he cut Barbra Streisand’s hair. One day in 1973 a young woman who worked for Streisand came into his new shop on Rodeo Drive. “Look,” he told her. “You tell Miss Streisand that I, Jon Peters, will go anywhere, anytime, for free to do her hair. Because I think she’s phenomenally talented, And honestly, I took credit for doing her hair for so long in Encino, now that I’m in Beverly Hills I want to do something nice to pay her back.”


That summer, Peters was in Paris styling hair for the fashion collections—and carrying on an affair with actress Jacqueline Bisset—when he received a phone call. Streisand wanted to see him—though the superstar was not responding to his message. Scheduled to begin filming a new comedy, For Pete’s Sake, in a month, Streisand was looking for someone to style her wigs. She had asked the film’s director, Peter Yates, to find out who was responsible for a short haircut she had admired on a woman she met. Yates made inquiries and informed her that the stylist was Jon Peters.


What happened that August afternoon in 1973 when Peters pulled his red Ferrari through the imposing gates of Streisand’s Carolwood Drive home in Beverly Hills has become Hollywood legend—largely thanks to Jon, who has repeated the story many times in interviews. He was wearing tight bell-bottom trousers, Indian jewelry, and an earring. Streisand kept him waiting half an hour. Impatient, Peters was on his way out the door when he heard a girlish, breathy voice behind him. “Hi,” she said. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting. Can you come upstairs?”


Peters was astounded at how petite and feminine, how sexy Streisand was, so unlike the dowdy characters she had played in her films. Following her up the stairs, he exclaimed, “My God!”


“What are you looking at?” she demanded.


“I’m looking at your butt,” he replied. “You’ve got a great ass.”


Streisand hired Peters as her hair and wardrobe consultant on For Pete’s Sake. When the picture began shooting in September, he was flown to Manhattan and put up in the Plaza Hotel. Still married to Warren, he and Streisand began an affair.


Director Yates was thrilled with the hairdresser’s influence on his star. Peters made her a flattering, short wig and encouraged her to wear close-fitting jeans and jerseys. “She was going through a phase where she wanted to wear muumuus,” says Yates. “And I found Jon extremely helpful because he helped persuade Barbra that she in fact could look marvelous in jeans and tighter clothes.”


For all her talents and tough exterior, Streisand was a shy, extremely vulnerable woman, riddled with self-doubt and terrified of going out in public and being mobbed by fans. Her relentless perfectionism and indecision led to constant clashes with her collaborators. A long way from having the confidence she would eventually develop to direct films, she instead exasperated her directors by bombarding them with her ideas. She saw herself as a brave and determined soldier, fighting for artistry and excellence. Peters, with machismo to spare, was more than willing to do battle for her—with his fists, if he thought it necessary.


Streisand and Peters bonded over the loss of their fathers. Streisand’s father, a Brooklyn high school English teacher, had died when Barbra was fifteen months old; like Jon, she had endured an unloving stepfather. Together, they would try to heal their psychological scars and nurture their inner children through therapy and dabbling in the self-improvement philosophies that blow through Southern California as regularly as the Santa Ana winds. Jon talked incessantly of the benefits of therapy, and Streisand began seeing his and Lesley Ann’s psychiatrist. Streisand said at the time that Jon was helping her find “my own truth. Jon started me in this direction, and we both go to a therapist who is a genius. He has helped me assert my own authority.”


When she was growing up in Brooklyn, Streisand had believed that she was allergic to fresh air. In Hollywood, she had been closeted in stuffy recording studios. But Peters would build her a fortress retreat where they could play in the fields, creating the pastoral childhood neither of them had had.


By Christmas, Peters, now separated from Lesley Ann, was carrying on a very public affair with Streisand. They decided to move in together. On Valentine’s Day, 1974, Peters and Streisand went property hunting (though Streisand would keep her home in Beverly Hills). Under Streisand’s name, they purchased a bucolic eight-acre spread with a stream running through it at 5750 Ramirez Canyon Road in Malibu. A mundane three-bedroom stucco house with aluminum sliding doors stood on the property. In the next few years Streisand would buy adjoining parcels of land until the estate, which they called “the Ranch,” encompassed twenty-four acres.


The couple embarked on a massive renovation, decorating, and landscaping project. “Nothing like it has ever been tried on the kind of scale we’re attempting,” Jon bragged. His taste was monumental and rustic, hers thrift-shop chic. In the main house, called the Barn, Peters hired carpenters to cover the interior with “aged” wood and install stained leaded-glass windows. Streisand hung her collection of antique hats and boas and fans and handbags everywhere. There were Tiffany lamps and old linens, hanging ivy and ferns and philodendrons. The effect was one of counterculture abundance.


When guests came, they were invited to collapse onto a fur-covered mattress piled with pillows in front of the great stone fireplace. A joint was passed around, and the house was illuminated by candlelight, which Streisand deemed flattering.


Except for Barbra’s English garden and some flower beds, the outdoors was Jon’s domain. He planted two thousand trees. “See this mountain?” Peters asked a friend who dropped by, pointing at a substantial hill rising up out of Ramirez Gorge. “I want the sunrise here in the morning, so I’m going to move the mountain over here.” He pointed in another direction. The friend thought he was joking until her next visit, when she noticed that the hill had in fact been moved a dozen feet.


Peters and Streisand had an eight-foot metal fence built around the property, along with TV scanners and electronic gates. The high security was not a function of star paranoia: Jon installed it after a menacing stalker repeatedly trespassed on their property, gaining access from a creek bed. Jon went out looking for the man, found him prowling the grounds, and leveled him with a left hook. The local sheriff apprehended the stalker and put him on a plane back to the Midwest.


While the pet lion cub which prowled the Ranch didn’t attack anyone, the guard dogs did their job too well. Photographer Francesco Scavullo, who shot the advertising campaign for A Star Is Born, once drove all the way out to Malibu only to get a nasty bite from a Doberman named Red. Scavullo didn’t take the couple to court, but Muriel Harris, a business acquaintance who was invited for a meeting in January 1977, sued for negligence after a Doberman attacked her. The case was settled out of court.


Peters may have created a Garden of Eden but his relationship with his Eve was anything but peaceful. The couple fought so much while renovating the Barn that they temporarily lived in separate houses. Ultimately there were five completely renovated dwellings in the compound—the smallest was 3,500 square feet—each in a different style. Barbra’s house was a Deco showpiece, in shades of burgundy and gray; every piece of her wardrobe in its closets was coordinated with the color scheme.


People around Streisand and Peters sometimes witnessed disconcertingly fierce domestic battles followed by the billing and cooing of reconciliation. Jon said they fought like wild animals; during one of their fights, he remembered, “Barbra sat on my chest and spat at me. I spat back.” This was a prelude to sex; the newly liberated Streisand even boasted to Playboy about her assertiveness in bed.


Jon remembers satisfying Barbra’s sexual curiosity as well as her physical desires. One day, when the two were soaking in the hot tub at the Ranch, Streisand confided that she had never seen an uncircumcised penis. Jon could not oblige her, but he knew that an old friend who was working for the couple as a driver and gofer could. He called the man over and had him drop his trousers while Streisand inspected his organ closely.


Usually, however, people who observed Jon and Barbra’s mating rituals felt like voyeurs. “I remember an overspilling of this passion that I was watching the two of them experience,” recalls songwriter Paul Williams, who collaborated with Streisand at the Ranch. “It was a strange kind of feeling of being an outsider when you were with them.”


“They were like teenagers in love,” says Andrew Smith, another collaborator who wrote the screenplay for The Main Event. “It wasn’t like two Hollywood giants being in love. We all felt like their mommy and daddy: We were like the older people, and they were these kids who were having this affair. And that made it funny to watch.”


Jon sought refuge from the intensity of his relationship with Barbra by engaging in macho pursuits with his neighbor and new friend, Geraldo Rivera. Rivera, then a reporter on ABC’s Good Morning America, moved with his wife, Sherry, to a property next door to the Ranch in 1976.


“Jon came over one Saturday with his son Christopher,” says Rivera, recalling his first encounter with Peters. “We lived in a glass house, and Sherry and I were engaged in an intimate act. Now, most people would have gone away. But Jon stood there and said, ‘Come on! Come on! We’re neighbors, we’ve gotta meet!’ He sort of stood there cheering us on. That set the tone for our relationship.”


Jon and Geraldo shared a passion for motorcycles. When Rivera bought a Kawasaki 900, Jon bought the 1,000 model, “because he had to have 100 cc’s more.” Wearing only bikini bathing briefs, barefoot and helmetless, the two men would tear through Malibu’s winding canyon roads at breakneck speeds, on at least one occasion narrowly avoiding flying off a cliff.


Streisand and Peters were eager to work together, but before they could start, Streisand had to fulfill a commitment to do one last picture for her mentor, Funny Girl producer Ray Stark. Jon did not approve of her reprising her role as Ray Stark’s mother-in-law, comedienne Fanny Brice. He feared it would only cement her matronly image. Nevertheless, Streisand went before the Funny Lady cameras in April 1974.


On the set, relations were often tense between director Herb Ross and Streisand. A frequent visitor, Jon watched intently while keeping close tabs on leading man James Caan, as well as Streisand’s old Funny Girl flame Omar Sharif, who also appeared in the film.


One day Peters bought Streisand a diamond-and-sapphire butterfly brooch. He often said that she reminded him of a butterfly, and had had one depicted in stained glass and installed in their Malibu ranch bedroom. He decided that they would name their first joint show business venture, a record album, ButterFly.


Streisand exercised her contractual right to total creative control by pressuring her record label, Columbia, to hire Peters as her producer, even though his musical experience consisted of wiggling his hips like Elvis in front of the mirror as a kid. She and Jon selected an eclectic mix of material, ranging from David Bowie’s “Life on Mars” to Bob Marley’s “Guava Jelly” and Buck Owens’s “Crying Time.” This was a bold departure from the classic Streisand, encased in a Bob Mackie gown, belting out Broadway show tunes. Now she was crooning lyrics like “Rub it on my belly like guava jelly.”


After months of recording sessions Columbia felt the tracks Streisand had laid down were lackluster. Columbia Records executive Charles Koppelman brought in recording engineer Al Schmitt to rescue the project. But Streisand and Peters rejected his advice, and when ButterFly was released in October 1974, the reviews were withering. Bowie’s opinion of Barbra’s version of “Life on Mars” was blunt. “Sorry, Barb,” he told Playboy, “but it was atrocious.” (The album made it to #13 on the Billboard chart and eventually went gold in spite of the reviews.)


The album’s cover image, which came to Jon as he was riding in his car, foreshadowed his career-long taste in high-concept marketing: a housefly sitting on a stick of butter. He explained that the butter represented the sweetness of Streisand’s talent, while the pesky fly stood for all the perils of stardom that threatened to sully her.


ButterFly resulted in a barrage of bad publicity for Jon, who was labeled a no-talent Svengali. “There was too much about music I didn’t understand,” Peters acknowledged later. “I could have learned it, mind you.” Streisand later admitted that ButterFly was the least favorite of all her albums.


Within a year of their meeting, Jon was unofficially acting as Streisand’s manager and pressuring her to drop her manager and good friend of fifteen years, Marty Ehrlichman. When Ehrlichman finally stepped aside in 1978, he had little affection for Peters. “My thoughts on what he does and how he does it, well, they’re not for publication,” he said later.


Peters also alienated other members of Streisand’s trusted inner circle, including her best friend Cis Corman, and songwriters Alan and Marilyn Bergman. All of them would tiptoe around him during the years he and Streisand were together, from 1973 to 1979. In Peters’s view they were dull and stodgy, they were not rock ‘n’ roll, and he considered them a bad influence on her. “Jon dismissed them all as being old and untalented, which wasn’t fair,” says Warner Bros. music executive Gary Le Mel.


The widespread view that Jon had “an absolute iron grip on Barbra,” as columnist Robin Adams Sloan speculated, was too simplistic. He encouraged Streisand to take more control of her own career, to defy convention. His response to being told, “That’s not the way it’s done,” was to break the rules. He shook things up, and even if he couldn’t always set them right, he blasted Streisand out of her narrow artistic rut.


“Barbra Streisand tends to bring out worship in people: She’s a national treasure, and you don’t screw around with her music,” says Andrew Smith. “And Jon, to his credit, was not intimidated by that. . . . He offered her a certain power and aggressiveness that she didn’t have, and a sense of getting things done.”


“He would calm her down, pull her back like a horse,” says Lee Solters, Streisand’s press agent for fifteen years. “He knew when and how to talk to her. . . . His input was very, very important. It wasn’t self-serving; it was for her own good.”


“He was the best thing that ever happened to her,” adds producer Polly Platt. “If it hadn’t been for him, she wouldn’t have grown an inch. The woman I knew on What’s Up, Doc? was brilliant, frightened, and racked with insecurity. If you told me she was going to direct a movie, I wouldn’t have believed it.”
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A STAR IS BORN


“YOU’VE GOT A NICE ASS,” says Kris Kristofferson to Streisand when his character meets hers in A Star Is Born—thus immortalizing Jon Peters’s line upon meeting Barbra. A Star Is Born was Jon and Barbra’s $6 million home movie, an unapologetic, narcissistic celebration of their volatile romance.


In April 1974, while Streisand was working on Funny Lady and recording ButterFly, Peters had gotten his hands on a script called Rainbow Road, written by Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne. He immediately seized on it as an opportunity for Streisand to portray a hip, sexy character and explore his favorite milieu, the world of rock ‘n’ roll.


Rainbow Road was a reworking of the classic melodrama A Star Is Born, originally filmed in 1937 with Fredric March and Janet Gaynor. The story follows a self-destructive aging star, John Norman Howard, through his love affair with rising young actress Esther Hoffman, and tracks his downward spiral and her simultaneous ascent. A semi-musical version was made in 1954 starring James Mason and Judy Garland. Dunne and Didion had set the story against a rock backdrop, envisioning Carly Simon and James Taylor in the leading roles.


Jon quickly learned that Rainbow Road, which was owned by Warner Bros., had already been turned down by Simon and Taylor—and by Streisand, who had told her agent Sue Mengers that she was not interested in remaking an old movie. She gave Jon the same response. “I called her up and said, ‘I got this great thing,’ “Jon remembers. “She said, ‘Schmuck, it’s been made three times.’ ” But Jon persuaded Streisand to reconsider, setting in motion a chain of events that is replayed in Hollywood whenever a superstar shows even a flicker of interest in a project. In such situations, agents and executives conduct negotiations with the urgency of diplomats deciding the fate of nations. Anyone tied to the movie, even those who originated it, can be swept away at the star’s whim. Meanwhile a studio, eager to secure the big-name talent that could mean long lines at the box office, agrees to enormous concessions.


When Warner Bros. caught wind of a possible Barbra Streisand musical, the studio’s projections indicated that all she’d have to do would be show up and warble a few songs and Rainbow Road would rake in $50 million. So intent was Warner on nailing down this Streisand picture that her agents were able to extract every deal point the star demanded over months of arduous negotiations.


Warner studio head John Calley, an old flame of Barbra’s, swallowed extra hard over Streisand’s first requirement: She was in only if Jon Peters was named the producer; she would be executive producer. John Foreman, who had worked on producing the film for a year, was swiftly shoved aside with the consolation prize of an executive producer credit. In July 1974, columnist Joyce Haber reported that Barbra Streisand would star in Rainbow Road and that Peters would produce the film. The same day, Lesley Ann Peters filed for divorce.


“THE WORLD IS WAITING to see Barbra’s and my story,” Jon boasted to New Times magazine’s Marie Brenner. A Star Is Born is stuffed full of the most intimate, as well as the most prosaic, details of the couple’s love affair. Much of Streisand’s hippie wardrobe in the film came from her own closet, for which she gave herself a screen credit. Jon and Barbra had their own furniture trucked in to dress the set and ordered the scenic designers to reproduce the stained-glass butterfly in their bedroom.


Jon promised that the movie would deliver “a beautiful, sensual Barbra, the Barbra I have experienced.” He coiffed her with a headful of frizzy curls, which Streisand ordered cinematographer Robert Surtees to film with a halo of backlighting. Esther is sexually aggressive with John, disrobing in love scenes before he does. Streisand cavorts in hot pants, which she insisted on wearing—with Peters’s blessing—despite the objections of production designer Polly Platt. When exercising her right to final cut on the film, the star included numerous shots of her derriere.


A Star Is Born was Jon Peters’s proving ground, and he knew that it would make or break him in Hollywood. If the movie failed, his detractors would be delighted—and blame him for having led Streisand astray. In the ways he exercised his new power and imposed his taste on the film, A Star Is Born is the prototypical Jon Peters project. It was one of the most famously tumultuous productions in Hollywood history, punctuated by Peters periodically threatening to punch out various people. On several occasions he got into shoving matches with collaborators. With a protracted and tortuous preproduction, the film did not go before the cameras until early 1976. By the time Peters and Streisand were done, they had gone through no fewer than fourteen screenwriters, three directors, and four musical collaborators.


One of Peters’s first moves as a rookie producer was to upgrade the decor in Streisand’s Barwood Films offices. He produced A Star Is Born through Barwood and the First Artists Company, a partnership to which Streisand belonged that distributed its movies through Warner and occupied bungalows on the Burbank lot. Maintaining that a stimulating work environment fosters creativity, Jon installed a huge stereo system and played rock music constantly. Assistants found it hard to concentrate with Springsteen blaring. He cruised antique stores for rugs and furniture. “There were these mirrors all around,” says producer Laura Ziskin, then an assistant who watched, amazed, as Jon contemplated his own image all day. “He’d be talking on the phone and performing for himself,” she says.


While the Star script was being revised by a string of writers in 1975, Peters was still cutting hair two mornings a week. In the afternoons he’d spin over to Warner Bros. in his Ferrari or his black Mercedes convertible, on the console of which he would place a bud vase with a single rose in it. He dressed in tight pants and shirts with big collars, sometimes adding a vest. He kept his hair and beard perfectly trimmed.


As Star moved toward production, Jon made his career transition. Peters and Cantor sold the beauty salons to Allen Edwards in 1976. The deal gave Edwards the right to use the Jon Peters name, which effectively precluded Peters from returning to hairdressing should he fail in the movie business. He deliberately closed that door behind him. But when he gathered two hundred employees from all his salons at the Rodeo Drive shop to tell them he was retiring his scissors to devote his full attention to making A Star Is Born, he wept.


Suddenly elevated to the status of sole producer on a major Hollywood motion picture, Peters was terrified of making a fool of himself. Sensitive to people’s perception of him as a gigolo, he masked his fear with a disorienting mixture of bullying and self-deprecating humor. “It was his first movie,” says Polly Platt, “and he made lots of hairdressing jokes. He made fun of himself, dissipating your ability to make the nasty crack. In other words, he was very clever, and I believe that even now when he makes those kinds of remarks, it diffuses your ability to put him down.”


For a producer with no experience, Jon had remarkable success in convincing Warner to approve his creative decisions. He spent plenty of the studio’s money for his big ideas, prevailing upon John Calley and production executive Frank Wells with his enthusiasm and bullheadedness. He won approval to record all the music on A Star is Born live, which had never been done before in a big film and posed formidable technical challenges. And he persuaded the studio to let him stage a live concert featuring Streisand and Kristofferson for a crowd of fifty-five thousand at Sun Devil Stadium in Tempe, Arizona.


Jon turned his inexperience into a virtue by dreaming up schemes that anyone else would have considered impractical—and refusing to back off unless he was absolutely convinced they couldn’t be done. He encouraged others to do the same. “Jon will never give you one of those, ‘Oh, you want to do that,’ ” Platt explains. “You can feel free to express your artistic ideas, some of which you might be frightened to say to more of an intellectual, to someone of ‘good taste.’ Jon is not afraid of any idea.”


He spent what was necessary to bring in the best talent, including veteran music producer Phil Ramone as the film’s music director, and Jules Fisher, lighting designer for the Rolling Stones. “He’s a powerhouse,” says Ramone. “He knew what he wanted and he wasn’t going to give in. He said, ‘What do you need?’ ”


While Peters’s daring style was exhilarating to some, he was less effective in the areas that require sustained, methodical effort—notably screenwriting. Not only did he have a brief attention span but he was barely literate. Writers found it irksome, even ridiculous, to be given notes by him. “Jon had no idea how to read scripts,” says Jane Jenkins, then working as his assistant. “I used to do synopses of rewrites to explain the changes with each new version.”


By now, Dunne and Didion were off the project. Shortly after Streisand committed to it, they had been invited to the Malibu ranch for script discussions. Their seven-year-old daughter Quintana came along, and frolicked with Barbra’s son Jason. “I wasn’t crazy about their playing in the cage with the pet lion cub,” Dunne wrote in Esquire magazine, “but I figured what the hell, this was Hollywood.”


The conversation was cordial, Dunne noted, but Streisand had worried him with her talk about “my film” and “my project.” She asked for “more schmalz” and she wanted her character to have more prominence. “Barbra and Jon saw the picture as being about their own somewhat turbulent love affair,” wrote Dunne. “It began to look like a long summer.” The screenwriters had worked hard to lend the story as much rock-’n’-roll grit as they could and didn’t want to sacrifice that to “schmalz.” Dunne and Didion happily negotiated their release from the picture with a $125,000 fee and 10 percent of the net profit, which would amount to a windfall.


A Star Is Born became a rapidly revolving door as a succession of writers was brought in to synthesize Jon and Barbra’s ever-evolving vision. Jon hired his friend Jonathan Axelrod to rework the script but told people he was doing the rewrite. When Axelrod’s agent objected, Peters fired Axelrod. Jay Presson Allen, Buck Henry, and Alvin Sargent all took passes at the screenplay and quickly departed.


Jon’s biggest concern was that the John Norman character shouldn’t do anything wimpy in the story. “He’s a man I identify with greatly,” he admitted, explaining that the story of A Star Is Born “touches on the facts of my life, the street fighter and overachiever. The macho thing is very much me. I fought for what I believed in and I wasn’t above using violence.”


One plot point that particularly upset Peters, and which he was determined to change, was John’s suicide. It was a key component of the story and every previous version had ended with John dying by his own hand. But Peters could not tolerate such weakness in his alter ego; he insisted that John’s death should be ambiguous, possibly an accident. (He would personally climb onto a crane to direct the sequence of John’s Ferrari coming over a hill before it crashed and burst into flames.)


As the line between reality and film fiction became increasingly blurred, Jon inevitably fancied himself as a leading man for his lady love. When Kristofferson initially turned down the project because Streisand wouldn’t allow his name to appear with hers above the title, Peters pounced. Why shouldn’t he play John Norman? Streisand agreed it was a great idea.


With dread in their hearts, Warner executives asked the key question: Can he sing? Jerry Schatzberg, the director then attached to the film, drove to the Ranch to discuss the matter. At the meeting Jon attempted a rendition of “Don’t Be Cruel,” accompanied by Streisand. All the hip-wiggling in the world couldn’t disguise the fact that he couldn’t sing a note. Although he halfheartedly suggested that he lip-synch to a dubbed soundtrack, he and Barbra dropped the notion.


“I was off-key the whole time,” Jon says, recalling the effort. “I figured, fuck it, I’ll try anything. She’s the biggest star in the world! Whatever sticks, I’ll do.”


When Jon told Frank Wells that he had given up the idea of taking the starring role, the Warner executive was overjoyed. “He gave me a kiss and said, ‘Thank God! Thank God!’ ” Jon remembers.


But Warner’s nail-biting didn’t end there. When Schatzberg fled the project, Jon announced that he would take over as director of A Star Is Born. “It’s a story I felt only I could tell,” he explained. He dismissed his complete lack of filmmaking experience. “Directing is a thing I’ve done my whole life!” he insisted. “It’s getting people to do what I want them to do!”


As a first-time director, he said, he would surround himself with crack talent—the best editor, director of photography. He boasted to journalist Brenner that he had hired esteemed editor Dede Allen to cut A Star Is Born, although he hadn’t actually made her an offer. Allen turned him down, suggesting he might hire her twenty-four-year-old assistant.


But Streisand ultimately had misgivings about working with her lover behind the camera. A series of A-list directors was approached—Bob Fosse, Hal Ashby, Sidney Lumet, and Robert Altman—but none would touch the project. At last Streisand and Peters hired Frank Pierson, the writer of Dog Day Afternoon, Cool Hand Luke, and Cat Ballou, who had previously directed only one small picture, The Looking Glass War.


Given Streisand’s need to control, and in light of her later directing achievements, it seems odd that at this juncture she didn’t just decide to direct Star herself. But she told Pierson that she didn’t want to bruise Jon’s ego. “I couldn’t just take over as director from Jon, could I?” she said. “But I couldn’t let Jon direct. Can you imagine Jon Peters directing?”


Meanwhile, the search for a leading man continued. Streisand and Peters invited Marlon Brando to the Ranch, with an eye to asking him to co-star; they thought that perhaps they could excise the songs and make A Star Is Born into a drama. “He was cute!” Jon told Pierson. “The son of a bitch, he wanted to fuck Barbra—I was ready to kill him! I take him off, and I kiss him!” Warner would surely have been horrified by the prospect of a Star without music, but nothing came of the meeting.


Next, Jon and Barbra flew to Las Vegas to try to lure Elvis into the project. The King, then in his corpulent downward spiral, was playing the Hilton. They took in his show and went backstage afterwards. Elvis sat on the floor and said to Streisand, “You know, you’re the only one that ever intimidated me. I came to your show and I came back to see you, and you never looked me in the face. All you did was paint your nails.”


“Elvis, you can’t come with the whole entourage,” Peters told Presley, “and you have to be able to work one-on-one with Barbra.” He engaged in some negotiations with Presley’s manager, Colonel Tom Parker, but Presley turned the offer down. So it was back to Kristofferson, with an offer of billing above the title this time. He accepted.


ON FEBRUARY 2, 1976, with a budget of $6 million and a sixty-day shooting schedule, the cameras rolled. Peters scored a crucial early triumph: Warner had agreed to his unusual notion of recording the music live after executives at the studio saw some footage. On the first shooting day, Streisand performed “Queen Bee” in a suburban Los Angeles club, decorated like an Arizona bar. “We screened it at Warner Bros. and the thing worked,” recalls Ramone. “And most of the people who were skeptics were astounded that Barbra really came off the way one would want her to, free to sing and react to the people and not having to lip-synch.”


Having cleared that hurdle, the film plunged into two months of chaos. Peters and Streisand locked horns with director Pierson, who was driven to the brink by the star’s indecision and micro-managing. Streisand had little understanding of the logistics of filmmaking; she was obsessed mostly by whether the gauzy backlighting she ordered was flattering her cheekbones and whether Pierson was shooting enough close-ups of her. If she didn’t like the footage, she would scream, “This is shit! God, what are we going to do? I told you not to do that! Why did you do it? It’s wrong!”


For Jon, A Star Is Born was like walking on a balance beam in the middle of a hurricane—and often he helped cause the turbulent weather. “Jon really hated Frank,” says Jane Jenkins. At the same time his relationship with Streisand was as stormy as ever; if they weren’t fighting he was holding her hand, cajoling her through her dramatic scenes and live performances.


As the show’s producer, Jon was supposed to have an overview of the picture and keep it moving within its budget. He was determined to show Warner and Hollywood that he was a capable leader. After all, he had his future after Barbra to think about. “It wasn’t all Barbra, Barbra, Barbra,” says Platt. “He really understood that the whole film had to be good, whereas most boyfriends attend to the Barbra Streisand industry.”


Jon’s brainstorms ranged from clever to delusional. His idea of staging a live concert in front of fifty-five thousand fans was inspired, Pierson acknowledged. But the director balked at Jon’s notion of paying Evel Knievel $25,000 to stand in for Kristofferson with a colossal stunt, riding a motorcycle off the stage and into the audience, then ramping up back onto the stage, scattering the instruments and equipment.


“There were a lot of valid contributions,” says Pierson about Peters on Star, “and there were a lot that I fouled off into the left-field seats. . . . We fought like hell, as everybody knows.” Pierson says that Peters’s wild ideas helped to focus his own thinking. “You may not like what he’s talking about or wants to do, and that stimulates you to come up with a better idea. He sure ain’t boring.”


Kristofferson posed a special challenge to Peters. Here was a magnetic star who was supposed to be playing him. The singer-songwriter, a former Rhodes Scholar, had appeared in Cisco Pike, Blume in Love, and Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, but hadn’t quite broken through to movie stardom. The Star shoot was extremely uncomfortable for Kristofferson, who was caught in the middle of the fighting with Pierson and buffeted between  the two sides. Barbra’s leading man took to fortifying himself with tequila and beer chasers, usually starting before lunch.


With his musical roots in folk and country, Kristofferson was terrified about looking like an idiot while trying to play a rock star. He was backed up by his own band in the film, but some rock musicians had been brought in as well. When rehearsals began, recalls Star composer Paul Williams, “all of a sudden Kris is up on stage singing with these guys, and experiencing what he described as ‘a deep sense of impending shame.’ ”


Jon began complaining that the singer was not adequately embodying his vision of a rock-’n’-roll icon, and provoked Kristofferson into heated exchanges and shoving matches on the set. The friction was at its worst when Streisand and Kristofferson shot a love scene in a bathtub surrounded by lit candles.


Kristofferson had earned a reputation in Hollywood as a superlative lover; he had romanced Janis Joplin and Carly Simon, among others. Streisand didn’t dare tell Peters that she, too, had once had an affair with her co-star. The day before the bathtub scene, Peters took Kristofferson aside and tried to lay down some guidelines. “Kris, please, this is my lady,” he implored. “We’re engaged. I love her. Do it with a bathing suit—don’t go in there naked. I don’t want your dick floating around in the tub with her leg right there.”


At Streisand’s insistence, Jon stayed clear of the set the next day. Kristofferson hesitated not a minute before slipping into the tub buck naked. Pierson, knowing Peters might turn up on the set at any moment and punch his leading man’s lights out, sent for a pair of flesh-colored shorts and ordered Kristofferson to put them on. Streisand took off the top of her bathing suit and sank into the bubbles. Nothing untoward took place under the water, but when they finished the scene, Jon appeared and flew into a rage. He and Streisand had a ferocious fight that ended with him chasing her around the Warner lot until she found a ride home in another car.


Jon denied that he ever hit Barbra but acknowledged that they had some wild tussles that included plenty of wrestling and clawing. He had punched a hole through the kitchen wall at the Ranch and also broken several lamps.


Once, when he and Streisand were driving to a meeting with Warner executives at the Burbank lot to discuss setting up A Star Is Born, they got into a heated quarrel. With his left hand on the wheel, Jon had reached over and grabbed her, ripping her blouse off. Barbra swung a leg up and pressed a stiletto heel into his neck as Jon sped down the Hollywood Freeway, struggling to maintain control of the car.


“Their relationship was pretty volatile and intense,” says Jane Jenkins, Jon’s assistant. “There would be bursts of conflict. She would be a needy little girl where she would need a big strong man to protect her. Then there were times when he would decimate her. I heard him scream at Barbra once in a way that I would have run a hundred miles. I remember her calling back an hour later with this little-girl voice and saying, ‘Is Jon there?’ And I wanted to say, ‘Don’t talk to him!’ ”


While Star was filming at Warner, Platt and Streisand were walking one day at lunch hour among the soundstages, talking about a scene to be shot that afternoon on a recording studio set. Jon was working out elsewhere on the lot in an exercise room, pumping up with weights. “Come into my trailer and we’ll have lunch,” Streisand said to Platt.


Streisand served Platt a steak and potato that had been intended for Jon’s lunch, then sat down herself to a plate of ravioli. Peters entered the trailer after his workout, saw Platt eating his steak, and exploded. He threw a glass of ice water at Streisand’s plate, spraying ravioli on her white silk blouse and into her hair. Peters stormed out of the trailer and Streisand calmly began cleaning up the mess. The production schedule was set back a couple of hours while the star’s wardrobe, hair, and makeup were repaired. “What he did,” Platt recalls, “was so full of abandon and irresponsibility that you knew you were dealing with a man who would go over the edge and do almost anything.”


And yet he was the only person who could have coaxed the paralytically stage-shy Streisand into singing before a crowd of fifty-five thousand, as he did at the Sun Devil concert. Marty Ehrlichman, still the star’s manager at the time, objected to the live venue; he thought Streisand was too old and middle-of-the-road to perform before a huge crowd of young rockers. Neither had Warner been keen on the risk and expense of trying to film thousands of unruly extras. Calley and Wells had suggested that the filmmakers use footage from Woodstock to simulate the concert ambience. But Jon was adamant.


Three weeks before the designated date, the concert was not yet organized. Peters called in legendary promoter Bill Graham and paid him an exorbitant fee to pull the concert together in three days. Graham lined up Santana and Peter Frampton, and allotted four hours for filming scenes of Streisand and Kristofferson singing. Tickets went on sale for $3.50; the production would make money on the event.


The day before the concert, Warner publicists invited 150 members of the press to the stadium for lunch and a press conference with Streisand, Kristofferson, and Peters. The journalists, who had heard that sparks were flying on the set, were disappointed by the canned, upbeat remarks they were fed by the principals. Then they got lucky: During a rehearsal, Streisand and Kristofferson lit into each other, not realizing that their mikes were open.


“Listen to me when I talk to you, goddamnit!” screamed Streisand.


“Fuck off,” retorted Kristofferson. “I’ll be goddamned if I listen to anything more from you.”


Jon jumped in. “You owe my lady an apology,” he yelled. He and Kristofferson didn’t come to blows, but vowed to catch up with each other when the film was finished.


“If I need any shit from you,” Kristofferson told Peters in his parting riposte, “I’ll squeeze your head!”


The next day dawned hot. As the sun drew higher the assembled fans drank beer, smoked pot, and cheered for Frampton and Santana. But everything that could go wrong did: The set decoration was botched, there were electrical glitches, the number-one camera on a boom failed, and no one could hear directions because of the roar of the crowd. The audience turned hostile when it was left without entertainment for hours as Pierson and the crew struggled to set up shots. Watching the crowd grow restless, Graham screamed, “Don’t you know what you’re doing? They’re going to kill us!”


Backstage Peters soothed Streisand, telling her that the crowd was going to love her. When the star finally took the stage, she sang “People”—not for the film, but to placate the audience. To everyone’s astonishment, her magic worked. The angry rockers leapt to their feet in a standing ovation.


THE PRODUCTION wrapped in April 1976, on time and within budget. Six weeks later, as Pierson’s contract required, he screened his cut of A Star Is Born for Streisand and Peters. When the lights went up, Streisand huddled with her inner circle, including Cis Corman, Marilyn and Alan Bergman, and her assistant Joan Ashby, until five in the morning. At last the superstar could seize control. “She couldn’t wait until [Pierson] finished his six weeks,” editor Peter Zinner recalls.


The next day, Zinner and a team of editors adjourned to a $500,000 state-of-the-art editing facility that Streisand had installed in the pool house at the Malibu ranch. All summer they toiled under her instructions, working fourteen-hour days to accommodate her changing whims. She had her Polish cook make wonderful meals so they never had to leave the property.


As Streisand worked seven days a week—A Star Is Born was scheduled to open a week before Christmas—Jon turned his attention to selling the film. Marketing was the area where his bold sensibility truly broke new ground. He pushed First Artists and Warner to coordinate a range of marketing tie-ins that have since become common practice in the industry, including a novelization, a TV special on the making of Star, and a Barbara Walters interview, the first of her television specials. And Jon spearheaded the film’s steamy ad campaign featuring a Scavullo photograph of Streisand and co-star Kristofferson in a semi-nude Gone With the Wind embrace.


At that time Terry Semel was head of Warner distribution, presiding over a team of marketing executives that included Sid Ganis, Joe Hyams, and Rob Friedman. Jon and Barbra befriended Semel, inviting him and his wife Jane to parties at the ranch. It was the beginning of a long and mutually beneficial relationship between the two men.


The greenhorn producer refused to accept conventional marketing strategies. “Jon was very involved in the marketing campaign,” one Warner source recalls. “He was never a detail man, always a style man—a cheerleader and motivator. He was very enthusiastic, very naive. He wanted to push the envelope at every corner. The thing he hated most was hearing, ‘We don’t do it that way.’ It was like a red flag to a bull.”


Close to the movie’s opening, First Artists hired a new marketing executive named Frank Merino. While Jon was away on a brief vacation, the company’s music chief, Gary Le Mel, was ordered to move out of his office, which adjoined Jon’s, so Merino could take it over. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Le Mel said, thinking that Jon would be none too pleased to find his territory invaded by a newcomer. Nevertheless, Le Mel relocated to an office above the studio tailor shop nearby.


“The following Monday I’m in the tailor shop and I hear an ambulance siren, and I just knew that something had happened with this guy,” says Le Mel.


Something had. In a meeting in Jon’s office, Merino had expounded on how he felt the Star soundtrack album and other marketing elements were being mishandled. “I’m going to save this project,” Merino declared.


“Who the fuck are you?” Peters yelled. “We’ve been killing ourselves on this movie for two years!”


“I suddenly realized these guys were going to come to blows,” remembers Laura Ziskin, who was present. “They both stood up, and [Frank] grabbed Jon by the shirt, and Jon punched him. I said, ‘Let go of his shirt!’ The guy wouldn’t let go.”


With a left hook and a right cross, Peters sent Merino flying ten feet across the room, literally leaving the executive’s empty loafers on the rug in front of him. “He hit me! He hit me! You saw him!” Merino shouted as he staggered to his feet, his eye swelling.


“When I heard the siren and ran down and saw the guy being wheeled out on a gurney, his head was like this,” says Le Mel, holding one hand inches away from his face.


Adds Ziskin, “After the guy left, Jon said, ‘You have to tell them he hit me first.’ ”


Merino had called the cops and Jon fled to Semel’s office, where he hid from the authorities under his friend’s desk. Semel talked to the officers before Jon emerged and explained that he had acted in self-defense. Merino quit. No charges were filed.


WHEN A STAR IS BORN opened the critics were scathing. Most of them didn’t buy Streisand as a rock diva and pummeled the film for its preposterous story line, soft-focus lighting, and abundant close-ups of Streisand’s face and backside. “The sinking feeling one gets from the picture relates largely to her,” wrote The New Yorker’s Pauline Kael. “One is never really comfortable with her, because even when she’s singing she isn’t fully involved in the music; she’s trying to manage our responses.”


The Village Voice quipped, “A bore is starred.”


Rex Reed was less polite: “If there’s anything worse than the noise and stench that rises from the album, it’s the movie itself. It’s an unsalvageable disaster. This is why Hollywood is in the toilet . . . I blame a studio for giving $5.5 million to an actress and her boyfriend to finance their own ego trip.”


But it hardly mattered. A Star Is Born remains the biggest hit of the star’s film career, having grossed more than $90 million at the box office. The soundtrack album sold 8 million units and held the number-one Billboard slot for six weeks. Jon and Barbra jointly netted an estimated $15 million on the film.


Although Star was passed over in the major Academy Award categories, Streisand and Williams won the best song Oscar for “Evergreen.” When they also won a Grammy, Williams stepped up to the microphone and said, “I want to thank Barbra for a beautiful melody and Dr. Jack Walstader for the Valium that got me through the experience.” The film also won three Golden Globes. A Star Is Born reaffirmed Streisand’s power and established Jon Peters as a contender in Hollywood.


On an overseas promotional tour, Jon and Barbra made stops in London, Rome, Sydney, and Tokyo. In Japan, they attended a cocktail party where Streisand was introduced to a small, pleasant white-haired man who told her he was a devoted fan. It was Akio Morita, one of the founders of the Sony Corporation.
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ON HIS OWN


“HEEEYYY, SWEETIE, how ya doin’?”


When Peters worked the phones in the early days of his career, he wooed business callers and friends with his street camaraderie. Screenwriter Andrew Smith says, “When he picks up the phone it’s like some guy from the neighborhood, you know, it’s ‘Hey, sweetie, how ya doooo-in’?’ That’s how he talks. There’s a sweetness to him. He’s always doing that ‘heeeey,’ and he’s pinching and kissing.”


Jon Peters was delighted to join Hollywood’s long parade of self-made, uneducated businessmen. Jack Warner, Harry Cohn, and Louis B. Mayer were tough, profane tycoons who habitually intimidated adversaries. Jon would become one of the last of this breed of colorful characters in an industry where corporate conformity and discipline—paper-thin, perhaps—would take hold in the eighties.


But back in the mid- to late seventies when Jon had his first success, Hollywood still felt like the Wild West. Unfettered by the codes of behavior that maintained civility in other industries, Jon prospered as he did as he pleased. He quickly sized up the movie business as a place that would adapt to his style. “He’s a cowboy and a gunslinger and an outlaw,” says producer Howard Rosenman.


Peters’s heroes were Walt Disney; MCA chairman Lew Wasserman; and, later, the man who built Warner into a multibillion-dollar global conglomerate, Steve Ross. From the start he envisioned himself as a rich, successful purveyor of entertainment; what hooked him were the high stakes and the possibility of windfall profits rather than a love of filmmaking. “I’m into being like a mogul, a big tycoon,” he said. “I’m looking to build an entertainment empire.”


Even before A Star Is Born started filming in early 1976, Peters had hustled more deals for himself. The executives who handed opportunities to an unproven producer may have had more interest in cozying up to Streisand than anything else, but Peters was perfectly willing to take advantage of them.


In June 1975, he had signed a three-picture deal with Columbia Pictures president David Begelman, which included Eyes, a thriller set in the New York fashion world. He had pitched the idea to a Columbia executive named Roz Heller, a hairdressing client since his Encino days and Hollywood’s first female studio vice president.


Peters submitted Eyes in the form of a ten-page treatment written by a recent graduate of USC Film School, John Carpenter. When Heller showed the treatment to Peter Guber, then the studio’s head of production, he turned it down.


“Is Barbra going to do this?” Guber asked.


“No,” Heller replied.


“Forget it,” Guber retorted. “Jon Peters is a hairdresser. He’s not a producer.”


Eventually, Heller and Jon had gone over Guber’s head to his boss, Begelman.


When he was asked later if he had misgivings about hiring Streisand’s hairdresser-boy-toy to make movies, Begelman was testy. “Don’t give me any of that—,” he snarled to a New York magazine reporter. “I’m running a business, not a gossip shop.” He told People, “A person’s sex life or hangups are none of my business. Peters happens to be a persistent young man with ideas, and this business is always looking for enterprising young men.”


Peters founded his own company, the Jon Peters Organization (JPO) in 1977, and Eyes, retitled Eyes of Laura Mars, became his first solo production. He was eager to establish a base of operations independent of Streisand, from which he could either collaborate with her or work alone.


JPO took over a ground-floor suite in the back of a producers’ building near the Hollywood Way gate of the Burbank lot, then co-owned by Warner and Columbia Pictures. The offices in front of Jon’s were occupied by Peter Guber and his FilmWorks Company. (Guber—the executive who had declined to give Jon a movie deal at Columbia—had since been pushed out of his studio job. He had just produced his first hit, a sultry underwater thriller called The Deep.)


Jon transformed his new home in a lush Deco style. The reception area, papered with the same palm-frond wallpaper as the Beverly Hills Hotel, reminded visitors of a beauty salon. The color scheme was claret and gray, with velvet couches and smoked-glass lamps. His own office was furnished with antiques, and the wall facing his desk was completely mirrored, as usual, to allow him to keep an eye on himself.


With his goal of building an empire in mind, Jon ventured into several areas of show business. He became the agent of his friend Geraldo Rivera, who recalls that when he told his then-agent Jerry Weintraub that the former hairdresser was usurping his role, Weintraub took it badly. “The rap on Jon twenty years ago was that he was a gigolo,” says Rivera.


At the time, ABC boss Roone Arledge was telling Rivera that he wanted him to give up his job as a reporter on Good Morning America and help him launch a new magazine show named 20/20. As Rivera’s representative, Jon requested a meeting with Arledge. “Roone, ABC lawyer Irwin Weiner, and Jon and I went to lunch at Alfredo’s, a very dignified restaurant on Central Park South,” says Rivera. “Three of us were wearing coats and ties, but Jon was dressed very casually—I think they had to lend him a jacket.”


Over lunch the men engaged in pleasant chitchat, with Arledge outlining his dreams for ABC. “Suddenly Jon slams both hands down on the table, making the water glasses jump,” says Rivera. “He said, ‘I can’t stand this any longer. Are you gonna pay him a million bucks, or what?!’ The whole restaurant looked at us. I couldn’t believe it—it was a big scene. And the result was that I became the first network nonanchor to get paid $1 million. So Jon’s tactics, however unorthodox, worked.”


Peters also continued to exploit his opportunities in the music world. The Star soundtrack had been immensely profitable for CBS—Streisand’s most successful record to date—and it had boosted sales of her catalogue. When her contract expired in 1977, Jon negotiated a new five-year deal with CBS Records boss Walter Yetnikoff that was the richest package ever awarded a recording artist.


“He really knew how to nail a deal point,” says Michael Meltzer, who then worked as Peters’s story editor and observed the negotiations closely. “He’d be on the phone with lawyers. . . . It wasn’t over his head. People said he couldn’t read, but he was very good at putting together the salient points of an economic business deal.”


As Streisand’s manager, Peters took a 15 percent cut of her earnings. In the next couple of years he would rake in an estimated $20 million as he pushed her aggressively into recording more commercial material. He reinvented her as a disco diva by insisting she record the theme song for The Main Event, a movie they made together in 1978. He also teamed her with Donna Summer for their hit duet “No More Tears (Enough Is Enough).” Peters flew to Florida with Yetnikoff to make a deal with Bee Gees singer-songwriter Barry Gibb that yielded collaborations with Streisand on their platinum album Guilty, which overtook sales of the Star soundtrack.


Jon used his Streisand leverage to cut a deal for himself with CBS, too. Walter Yetnikoff was one of the few human beings on the planet who could surpass Jon in profanity and outrageous behavior. They were on the phone constantly, trading gossip and jokes in their street patois, boasting about their exploits with women. In January 1977, Yetnikoff handed Peters a fat deal to scout, develop, and produce new musical talent on his own label. Jon made much of his interest in music but this deal turned out to be little more than rock-’n’-roll fantasy; he envisioned himself discovering the next Led Zeppelin or Bruce Springsteen, but he was too consumed by his film projects to devote much time or energy to his music scouting. He had his assistants solicit demo tapes and he went out to clubs to catch new acts when he could. He signed a rock group called Michalski and Oosterveen and produced their album, but it went nowhere.


Still, Jon knew how to salvage something from his effort. He had Michalski and Oosterveen record a song, “Fire,” for the soundtrack of Eyes of Laura Mars. Although the album was thin and lackluster, it had a single by Barbra Streisand—“Prisoner.” He had discovered a savvy marketing tactic: mix songs recorded by stars with others by weaker artists to boost soundtrack revenues. For Eyes of Laura Mars, Streisand’s willingness to record a song for a film in which she didn’t star had made the difference.


EYES OF LAURA MARS was a thriller about a clairvoyant Manhattan fashion photographer, played by Faye Dunaway, who takes kinky pictures and has premonitions about a series of murders. It co-starred Tommy Lee Jones and featured titillating visuals and a slick production design that couldn’t make up for a weak story line and a silly ending. As Eyes producer, Peters clashed with Dunaway and went through five screenwriters and two directors.


Even though it was a treatment by the recent USC grad John Carpenter that had secured Peters the Eyes deal, Jon claimed in Variety that he had written the treatment himself. Carpenter wrote four drafts of the screenplay, all of which left Peters dissatisfied. He wanted more eroticism and glamour. Finally, he fired Carpenter—who went on to make a name for himself as a horror film director. Carpenter described his experience working with the producer as one he would not want to repeat. “Jon can’t take any criticism of any kind because of his massive insecurity,” Carpenter told a reporter. “He was brutally critical if he didn’t agree with me, but he couldn’t take it if I’d come back and say an idea of his wasn’t going to work.”


“I’m not a producer who comes up with a concept and lets somebody make it their way whether I agree or not,” Jon retorted. “I have definite ideas—and it’s my money. I’d rather get it done my way than be loved.”


In subsequent rewrites by Joan Tewkesbury, Mart Crowley, David Zelag Goodman, and Julian Barry, Dunaway’s character was made more provocative, walking on the dark side with her sadomaschostic photographs. The screenplay was not finished when shooting began in the fall of 1977.


Roman Polanski was Jon’s dream director for Eyes—but he was in exile in France. (Polanski had fled the country to avoid sentencing after pleading guilty to unlawful intercourse with a minor.) Peters hired and fired Michael Miller before settling on Irvin Kershner, who had directed Streisand in Up the Sandbox. Dunaway, who had just won an Academy Award for her brilliant portrayal of a ruthless television executive in Network, wasn’t Jon’s first choice either, but Streisand had turned him down, saying that she hated thrillers.


Dunaway was 40 pounds overweight when she was cast and still heavy as principal photography approached. A former Columbia executive recalls asking then–studio chief Dan Melnick, “What are you, paying her by the pound?” In one of her first scenes Dunaway was scheduled to wear a Theoni V. Aldredge ball gown with ruffles at the neck. “They locked her up for the last few weeks to lose weight,” says the same source.


Meanwhile, Peters concerned himself with the film’s hip, New York fashion world look. He was closely involved in recruiting the top models who appear in the film, Lisa Taylor and Darlanne Fluegel. He personally streaked Dunaway’s hair and chose an old industrial building on the Hudson River as the location for the photographer’s lush studio. He commissioned Helmut Newton, then the reigning prince of whips-and-leather photography, to provide Eyes with images to stand in for the protagonist’s work.


As shooting began, Dunaway, high-strung in the best of times, was even more insecure than usual. She wasn’t looking her sleekest and was in the process of breaking up with her husband, Peter Wolf. She battled with Jon over the unfinished screenplay—she found herself inventing much of her own dialogue—and later spoke of “the agony of writing as you go.”


While Jon called Kershner a “genius” in interviews, privately he told his staff that he felt the movie’s direction was weak. Nevertheless, he threw himself into the marketing campaign, which cost Columbia $7 million—as much as the film’s budget. For months before Eyes of Laura Mars opened in August 1978, there were billboards plastered with an arresting graphic of Dunaway’s eyes. Streisand’s “Prisoner” single was also released early, with ads proclaiming “The Eyes of Laura Mars, the Voice of Barbra Streisand.”


Though Eyes was destined to be a disappointment at the box office, grossing only $20 million, Jon and Dunaway sheathed the knives and plugged the movie like professionals. “He has great instincts,” Dunaway said, “and he’s totally unafraid to admit he’s wrong.”


“It was a volatile, highly emotional set,” Peters admitted. “Fortunately, my nineteen years in the beauty shop served me well. I am used to dealing with temperament.” After praising Dunaway, he added, “My only concern now is that after all the problems on my first two pictures people will begin to think I must be some kind of crazy person.”


IN THE FALL OF 1978, Streisand still owed First Artists the final film of a three-picture contract. Streisand, Peters, and Sue Mengers stayed up nights reading scripts, trying to find a suitable project. The screenplay for The Main Event had been kicking around Hollywood for several years: a screwball comedy about a female perfume manufacturer who goes broke and decides to manage her last remaining asset, a washed-up prizefighter. Peters and Mengers decided The Main Event should be Barbra’s next film. Knowing Streisand would dismiss it as a dumb comedy and resist it, they plotted to convince her.


Mengers threw a dinner party at her mansion at which Peters and Streisand were to meet producer Howard Rosenman, who had developed the script with Renee Missel. Mengers advised Rosenman to wear his hippest clothes (he chose a Ralph Lauren tweed jacket and white painter’s pants) and to appeal to Streisand’s serious side when pitching his film. As Gore Vidal, Paul Newman, Paul Schrader, and other guests chatted, Mengers steered Rosenman to Peters and Streisand.


Rosenman plugged The Main Event, but then Marshall Brickman, who had declined Rosenman’s invitation to rewrite the script, told Barbra, “It’s a piece of shit.”


But Jon was undeterred. “He said, ‘Oh, we’re going to make this movie,’ ” Rosenman remembers. “ ‘It’s going to be about me and Barbra.’ And I kept hitting the Swept Away theme, saying, ‘It’s about a woman who has ownership of the man. . . . Capitalism and communism and Marxism—appealing to this feminist Hegelian side of her.’ ”


Streisand reluctantly came on board, appropriating, as usual, producer responsibilities for herself and Peters. Rosenman and Missel were relegated to executive producer credits and Rosenman had to fight for their compensation, practicing a form of Hollywood brinkmanship unusual for an unestablished talent. Rosenman’s lawyer, Norman Garey, negotiated a $400,000 fee and five net points on their behalf.


But at a meeting to cement the deal, Peters informed Garey that Rosenman and Missel’s fee and deal points were being halved. Garey called Rosenman and delivered the bad news. Rosenman went ballistic, and instructed Garey to “tell Mr. Jon Peters to take this phone, put it in some grease and shove it up his asshole.”


Jon grabbed the phone. “You fucking cocksucker!” he bellowed. “You are nothing, and I have given you a Barbra Streisand movie. What are you, out of your fucking mind?”


“Let me tell you something,” screamed Rosenman. “You graduated from the Valley school of hair design, and I graduated summa cum laude! I have an education!”


In his fury, Rosenman told Peters that he was upping the ante: He demanded another $100,000 and an additional two and a half deal points for himself and Missel. Furthermore, if he didn’t get a check for $50,000 by the close of that business day, he would take his project and go home. Rosenman says he felt confident that Jon and Barbra would capitulate because he knew that Streisand’s production company had already shelled out $1 million to secure Ryan O’Neal as her co-star.


The $50,000 check arrived before evening. The biggest female star in Hollywood had caved in to a young, unproven producer with a fearsome temper—and the nerve to risk everything. Perhaps Streisand and Peters had given in because it had been difficult to get O’Neal to commit to The Main Event. O’Neal and Streisand had carried on an affair while making What’s Up, Doc?, and he reportedly still carried a torch for her. She wanted him, too—but only as a co-star. Recognizing the leverage he had, O’Neal had insisted on a little ritual before he signed to do The Main Event.
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