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  introduction




  

    “I HAVE AN EVERLASTING EGO.”




    —katharine hepburn


  




  Born on Hudson Street in Hartford, Connecticut, on May 12, 1907, to Katharine Martha Houghton and Dr. Thomas Norval Hepburn, Katharine Houghton Hepburn would become a legend. She grew up one of six children in a lovely Victorian home at the end of Forest Street. This area, best known as Nook Farm, was home to a coterie of literary activists, including Mark Twain, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Isabella Beecher Hooker.
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  Hepburn’s movie gowns on display.




  Hepburn was brash, outspoken, ambitious, a control freak, unpredictable, and on record as saying, “I have an everlasting ego.” She was also a New England beauty. She wore trousers when most women in the 1920s and ’30s were wearing dresses. She did not follow the leader, ever, and in so doing, made herself an icon.




  Hepburn set her course early. During the time she was a student at Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania, she announced to her family that she would become an actress. She graduated with a degree in history in 1926, and took charge from the get go. She married Ludlow “Luddy” Ogden Smith in 1928, but divorced him a mere six years later amid fears he would stand in the way of her success. They did, however, remain close friends until the end of their lives.
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  Katharine as a child.




  It is written that Luddy financed the stage play of The Philadelphia Story in 1939 that helped restart Hepburn’s then fledgling career. That play, which then lead to the blockbuster movie by the same name, put her back in the star column forever more.




  Hepburn earned her first Oscar in 1934 for a film called Morning Glory, but faltered after that. She would star in a play on Broadway called The Lake, which was a disaster. In 1937 she made a movie with RKO Studios called Stage Door alongside actress-dancer Ginger Rogers. That, too, was a flop. Then there was Bringing Up Baby in which Hepburn starred with Cary Grant in 1938. It went flat. After that, she was labeled box office poison and left RKO.




  It was around this time that a very wealthy, good-looking, business tycoon and aviator named Howard Hughes came into Hepburn’s life, and things started to ignite—personally and professionally. For a time the two were “all in.” While they were dating, Hughes landed his water plane at her Fenwick home. A marriage never materialized, but he is credited with also helping to turn around her career and catapult her once again into stardom.




  While there was glory again career-wise in 1938, there was also enormous tragedy. A deadly and disastrous hurricane roared up the coast of New England, killing nearly 700 people and damaging or destroying an estimated 57,000 homes. Hepburn’s shingle-style Fenwick family estate was one of them. Nothing was left except a few trinkets found here and there. Almost immediately she started rebuilding, this time using brick. As the story goes it was finished for the summer season the next year so that the Hepburns would not miss out on the “season” in Fenwick.
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  Morning Glory (1933) with Adolphe Menjou (left) and Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.




  

    Katharine Hepburn had good instincts when it came to show business. When The Philadelphia Story was written loosely based on her life, she bought the rights to the story. She had a hunch that everyone would want a piece of it and took it to Hollywood. MGM produced it in 1940; George Cukor directed it. Hepburn starred opposite two leading men in Hollywood—James Stewart and Cary Grant. Her hunch was right, it was a huge hit landing six Oscar nominations.


  




  Likewise, Hepburn continued to build on her career. In 1941 a movie called Woman of The Year came along in which Hepburn co-starred with Spencer Tracy, a married man who would become the love of her life. The pair was box office magic. They were together personally and professionally until his death in 1967. Their last movie together was Guess Who’s Coming To Dinner. By then Tracy was very ill from years of abusing alcohol, but Hepburn bolstered him through the film. He died three weeks after it wrapped. Hepburn won her second Oscar for the film.




  Her third Oscar was for the film Lion In The Winter starring opposite Peter O’Toole. As Director Anthony Harvey tells it, the two did not get along, but on-screen no one knew. Hepburn was an actress through and through.




  In 1982 Hepburn co-starred with Henry Fonda in On Golden Pond. They both won oscars for their performances.




  The Iconic Katharine Hepburn




  




  Whether it concerned her movies, her life, her politics, her sense of style, or her love for Spencer Tracy, Hepburn was a woman way ahead of her time. Her spunk continues to be admired by many. She moved through life by taking control, always. It seems every facet of her life was fascinating; she even called herself “fascinating.” To this day, years after her death, people still want to know what made her tick.




  At the time Hepburn was in Hollywood, she defied most norms. She set herself apart from other actresses from a very young age. She was indeed bold, brash, and beautiful.
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  Circa 1940




  Even though Hepburn received four leading actress Academy Awards during her decades-long acting career, the most any woman has ever won, she never showed up to accept them. She went on record as saying she was afraid she wouldn’t win. The only time Hepburn showed up at the annual ceremony was in 1974 for the forty-sixth Annual Academy Awards. She was there to present the Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award to producer Lawrence Weingarten. She walked on stage, after being introduced by actor David Niven, wearing pants—a bold move for a woman in that time. All of her acting peers in the room stood and gave her a thunderous round of applause. Watching the video of this rare moment, you can see the pure joy on Hepburn’s face. It’s as if she had waited her entire life for such acceptance. Hepburn took it all in. Then she started to speak.




  

    “ACTING IS THE PERFECT IDIOT’S PROFESSION.”—katharine hepburn




    


  




  “Thank you, very, very much. I am naturally deeply moved, I’m also very happy that I didn’t hear anyone call out . . . it’s about time.” And then she made this admission, “I’m living proof that a person can wait forty-one years to be unselfish.”




  To those words there was more applause. Her only moment on stage at the Academy Awards came forty-one years after she won her first Oscar. Hepburn’s Oscars on display at the Smithsonian’s National Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C. represent the most iconic actress of the 20th century.
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  You’ll note that her first Oscar is much smaller than the other three. Won in 1934 for Morning Glory, it is gold-plated and solid bronze.




  

    Connecticut actress Meryl Streep has been nominated for more Oscars than Hepburn, but she has only won three at this writing. According to Hepburn’s brother Bob, when Streep was a young actress, she dropped by the Hepburn house in Fenwick to see his sister. Katharine wasn’t home, so Bob entertained Streep for a time. Katharine was furious when she found out that he had spent time with the young actress in her absence in her home. One can only guess as to why she felt that way.


  




  Hepburn remains an icon because of her brash, irreverent nature. She demanded, and received, respect. Her fashion style also remains legendary. Her high-waisted trousers stood for independence. In Hepburn’s era, actresses didn’t dress that way, but she did. I think she knew they made her look taller, though she wasn’t short at just over 5 feet 7 inches.




  She received such attention in the 1920s when she first arrived in Hollywood because she was different from all the rest of the women who were shooting for the stars. She was a New England beauty with a lock-jawed affluent accent, the likes of which hadn’t often been seen before. She was strong-willed, independent, and went after what she wanted no matter what the cost. Along the way Hollywood learned to deal with her, especially when she became a moneymaker. She made more than fifty films over the course of her career.
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  Kate’s famous pants on display—she was ahead of her time.




  Hepburn was a workaholic her entire life. She’s on record as saying she would have been a terrible mother because there would have been no time for little ones. Though, as you will find out in the pages to come, she looked out for and “mothered” many people.




  Hepburn’s Ties to Connecticut




  




  Katharine Hepburn loved Connecticut and was good to it. The southern New England enclave of Fenwick (a borough by the sea in Old Saybrook) was her retreat during her golden days in Hollywood and times in between. It gave her comfort. But she often brought Hollywood to Fenwick—movie stars and producers, authors and playwrights came to call. Many showed up to spend time with her in her rather secluded mansion by the sea.




  Hepburn preferred privacy and her beloved community fiercely protected that desire right up until the end of her days and, to certain degrees, even now, even though she is gone. When I talk to people who knew her, they tell me stories but there is always a sense that there are other things they know but hold back out of respect for her.




  

    Hepburn loved the color red, she wore it all the time. Perhaps she knew it was a “power” color. When the Katharine Hepburn Cultural Arts Center in Old Saybrook was built, the foundation was mindful of all of Hepburn’s “likes.” They took great care in developing a place that would suit its namesake. It is a living museum to her and they are mindful of that everyday. As a nod to her love of the color, the chairs in The Kate, as it is known, are red.


  




  I am a television news reporter, a storyteller, and decades ago at WTNH-TV (ABC) in New Haven, Connecticut, I desperately wanted an interview with Hepburn. A coworker, Kevin Hogan, gave me her brother Bob’s phone number. Bob, in turn gave me Kate’s number in New York City. The face-to-face interview never panned out, but I did talk to her by phone from her home in Turtle Bay. The icon herself picked up the phone after a few rings . . . what a thrill that was. I remember our short chat like it was yesterday. She told me she wouldn’t talk to me on camera because I would never be able to “light her properly.” She told me that only the crew who worked with Barbara Walters could do that. She had done a television interview with Walters and apparently she had liked how she was “lit.” I have this conversation on audiotape. Even after she told me “no,” I persisted in a true Hepburn way. I think I said I would send her flowers or some such nervous reply, alas she hung up and that was the end of that, but the brush with Hepburn has stayed with me. I did correspond with her secretary Sharon Powers over the years, trying to persuade her into an interview, but it never happened. I do, however, have the correspondence on Katharine Hepburn stationary framed on a wall in my home. It’s one of my prized possessions.
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  A Legend Lost




  




  Hepburn died in 2003 at the age of ninety-six at her Fenwick home. Though she is gone, countless stories are still being written about her every day. In this book, you will read stories about her days in Hollywood from those who knew her best and from her family, too.




  I explore untold stories of the legendary actress from folks who knew her and people who have interviewed her over the years, including Dick Cavett who snagged the first television interview with her.




  I wanted to talk to anybody who could give me different perspectives on this icon. I spent time in her home in Fenwick to see what she saw as she spent decades on those grounds by the sea, watching the sun rise and set from the time she was a little girl until her death there. I wanted to know who Hepburn was, what made her tick, did she ever let her guard down, what was she thinking in her most private moments?




  These stories paint a picture and offer a glimpse into the world of a Hollywood legend, a woman whom I have always admired.




  A Note from the Author




  




  A documentary called A Star Among Us was produced and directed by former Katharine Hepburn Cultural Arts Center founding trustee Bob Czepiel. My interviews are included in this film; this is the first time they are in print. A Star Among Us plays at The Kate, and is a great source of information on Hepburn.




  While I can transcribe all the wonderful interviews I had with the people who knew Hepburn, the one thing I can’t get across in writing is the wonderful way many of these people related their stories to me. I truly wish you could have been there with me to witness the nuances from the likes of Sam Waterston, Anthony Harvey, and Norah Moore who could all do a “spot on” Hepburn voice.
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