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NOTE ON SOURCES AND METHOD


In the summer of 1982 I received a call at The Washington Post, where I work, from Pamela Jacklin, a sister-in-law of John Belushi, who had died of a drug overdose three months earlier. She said there were still many unanswered questions surrounding John’s death, and she suggested I look into it. John Belushi was not a natural subject for my reporting; I had concentrated on Washington stories and knew very little about his show business world—television, rock and roll, and Hollywood. But I was curious.

On Thursday, July 15, I took the shuttle to New York City to meet his widow, Judy Jacklin Belushi. My notes taken that day say: “The house is subdued, a very dark place, and Judy is a peppy, small woman . . . she has a very precise memory and exact sense of what she knows, what she has heard, and where others she has spoken with get their information.” Three weeks later I visited her again, this time for three days on Martha’s Vineyard. She spent hours explaining John, his career and his life, perhaps to retrieve a memory and also an understanding. She did not romanticize; she seemed to stick to the facts as she knew them, and it became apparent that she, many of her friends, and many more of John’s former associates were willing to provide me with a detailed, relatively uncensored recollection of him, his career, and the events leading up to his death.

These were the first of twenty-one interviews and a dozen or more other discussions I had with Judy Belushi over the next year. She and her sister, Pam Jacklin, who is the attorney for John Belushi’s estate, provided me with access to his financial records and many of his personal papers. They encouraged others to help me but neither requested nor received any assurances about what I would write. (They did not see the manuscript before publication.)

The project was conceived as a series of articles for the Post, but Bernie Brillstein, John’s former manager, warned me, “John’s a book, not a series of articles.” It was soon apparent that he was right.

All the information in this book comes firsthand from witnesses or records. Of those interviewed, 217 spoke on the record and the information they gave me makes up the core of the book. The source of each section of the book is listed by name in the chapter notes. Another group of about fifty people spoke on background, meaning the information they provided could be used but not directly attributed to them. This information was generally supplementary, and these background sources were used mainly to confirm details provided on the record by others. In several cases, as noted, information given to police or prosecutors was used. On the few occasions that people mentioned in the book declined to be interviewed or could not be located, this fact is noted in the chapter notes.

In addition, written records provided important information as well as a chronology and a guide to interviewing the key people in Belushi’s life. These records included appointment calendars, diaries, telephone records, credit card receipts, medical records, handwritten notes, letters, photographs, newspaper and magazine articles, stacks of accountants’ records covering the last several years of Belushi’s life, daily movie production reports, contracts, hotel records, travel records, taxi receipts, limousine bills and Belushi’s monthly cash disbursement records.

A number of drug suppliers and users are named. In several cases, there is some disagreement over the extent to which certain individuals were suppliers, dealers or users. That disagreement is reflected in the text.

This book, like any other project of comparable length, has primary sources—people who were relied on more than others, who were close to the subject and were found to be reliable. They are also the major figures in the story of John Belushi’s life. If they are present in a scene in the book, the information came from them or it was generally confirmed by them. This applies particularly to matters regarding personal thoughts, conclusions, feelings and states of mind.

The use of quoted dialogue comes directly from the participants as they said they recalled it.

•  •  •

John Belushi and I both grew up in Wheaton, Illinois, and went to the same high school. He graduated in 1967, six years after I graduated. But we never met. The streets, stores, teachers, coaches, families, and the character of that small Midwestern town are familiar to me, but Wheaton is just a small part of this story.

His story, however, emerges from and reflects three American cities—Chicago, where his comedy and acting career were rooted; New York, where it grew and flourished; and Los Angeles, the entertainment capital, the city of the greatest temptations, the place where he died.

To follow Belushi’s path I traveled from coast to coast many times, visiting everyone possible and everywhere possible. The trail led me from the lavish suites at the Beverly Hills Hotel, the bungalows and the Polo Lounge, to the seedy little apartments of the drug dealers off Sunset Boulevard, and to New York City and the accountants’ files, the Central Park West apartments of friends, and the downtown underground clubs that he loved.

In one interview I found myself led down to a cramped, windowless office in the basement of an uptown bar where the owner recalled his experiences with Belushi. For another I had to go to bed early and set my alarm for 3:30 A.M. to visit one after-hours club—one of John’s favorites—that didn’t open until 4 A.M.

I visited the Warner Brothers lot to see director Steven Spielberg and actor Chevy Chase. At the Universal lot I interviewed director Louis Malle and Belushi’s former partner, Dan Aykroyd. At Paramount there were the executives who run the studio and actress Penny Marshall. When Belushi’s former agent, Mike Ovitz, declined my interview request, Marshall took me uninvited to a party at Ovitz’s home. He later agreed to several long phone interviews.

I visited the offices of Belushi’s doctors, the Playboy Mansion, and Jack Nicholson’s house for poolside discussion. Half the interview with Carrie Fisher was conducted in a limousine that was taking her to the airport. After she was dropped off, the limousine driver described an extraordinary 24-hour period driving Belushi around Hollywood six months before his death.

In Washington I spent most of the afternoon of December 3, 1982, with Columbia Pictures president Frank Price who was in town for that evening’s world premier of Gandhi. Much of the last week of Belushi’s life was spent with two people who a year after his death were waiting table in D.C., one at a posh Pennsylvania Avenue restaurant several blocks from the White House, and the other at the Georgetown Hamburger Hamlet. I found these two quite by accident when a close friend brought one of them to a party at my house.

I spent two weekends in Toronto, Canada, talking with Cathy Smith, the woman who gave Belushi heroin and cocaine injections the final week of his life.

Since I never met Belushi, his perspective is reflected only through others, their recollections of what he did and said. Over the years Belushi gave many interviews to journalists, but he seemed to dislike doing so and often evaded the questions or central issues, perhaps just to be funny. On several occasions he seemed to open up slightly, and those are quoted in part during the narrative as they occurred. And finally I made use of the video tapes of his television performances, his musical recording, and the seven movies in which he acted.

A character of Belushi’s extreme was an embodiment of the energy and will of the 1970s. And American show business can be so glamorous, full of fun, even inspiring. Belushi could have been, should have been, one of those comedians whose work was measured in decades, across generations. But it wasn’t. Why? What happened? Who was responsible, if anyone? Could it have been different or better? Those were the questions raised by his family, friends and associates. Could success have been something other than a failure? The questions persist.

Nonetheless, his best and most definitive legacy is his work. He made us laugh, and now he can make us think.

BOB WOODWARD

February 1984



PART ONE




1


Chicago. Friday, July 6, 1979. Judy Jacklin Belushi, wife of comedian John Belushi, woke up with a hangover, an ugly thumping headache. A July 4 celebration had extended into a July 5 celebration—a Chicago Cubs game, fireworks from a rooftop, a nighttime tour of the city with John, a visit to Second City, the famous improvisational comedy troupe where he once worked, the old bars, pinball at one, and the cocaine, which she had turned down but which John had taken. And this time the cocaine had come from John’s movie producer, Robert K. Weiss, a bearded giant of a man.

John was in Chicago to begin work on The Blues Brothers movie, a musical comedy about two hipsters and their blues band. Keeping drugs away from him would be difficult enough without the authority figures on the set contributing theirs. Judy called Weiss and pounced hard.

“Don’t give him fucking coke!” she shouted. John couldn’t handle it. They were trying to get it out of their lives. She herself had abstained for six weeks and was going to beat it. John could too, but he needed help. He’ll wreck the movie with cocaine, Judy said. Weiss’s ass was on the line. “It’s your career,” she pleaded, “but it’s my life.”

Weiss said he hadn’t known that John’s drug problem was that great.

Judy reminded Weiss that John considered Chicago home. Being back with a Hollywood movie crew was like a drug picnic. John, now thirty, was being treated like a counterculture mayor, and all his old social and drug networks had been reactivated.

Weiss said he understood. He promised to talk to the members of the Blues Brothers band, some of whom were cocaine users, and enlist their support.

That night Judy sat down to make an entry in her diary, which she had begun six months earlier, just after John’s fame had really hit. He’d been on the cover of Newsweek magazine the previous fall as the fraternity slob Bluto from Animal House, which was now on its way to becoming the biggest money making comedy in Hollywood history. Six months ago, John and his partner, Dan Aykroyd, had had the number-one-selling record album in the country, the first album by the Blues Brothers. It had sold 2.8 million copies. John was still the popular star of NBC’s “Saturday Night Live,” the top-rated late-night television show that had an audience of more than 20 million.

Instant fame had meant the end of their struggling low-rent existence. It meant more money and more drugs. Giving or selling drugs to John was a kind of game, like feeding popcorn to the seals at the zoo; give him a little and he would perform, be crazy and outrageous; a little more and he’d stay up all night, outdancing, outdoing, outlasting everyone around him.

Judy, twenty-eight, a small woman who had been mistaken on movie sets for a messenger several times because of her informal clothes and quick talk, had been with John since high school in Wheaton, Illinois, a small town 25 miles west of Chicago. They had been married three years, and she was still very much in love with him. Nearly everything about him and his show-business life appealed to her. John could be awful, could be gruff and demanding, but there was a real sense of decency and strength in him.

As she wrote in her diary that night, Judy felt she might have been a little unfair to Weiss. He seemed to have been genuinely unaware. But she couldn’t stand it any longer. There had to be a change, and she had at least taken some action by calling him. “I feel better now,” she scribbled. “Things should work out.”

•  •  •

Several days later, Dr. Bennett Braun, a thirty-nine-year-old Chicago physician and psychiatrist who was coordinating the medical support for the movie, came down to the set. John said he wanted his regular B12 vitamin shot.

“There is no documentation that this makes a difference,” Braun said.

“It keeps me going,” John replied.

Braun figured there was no reason to argue. He gave John the injection and performed a cursory physical examination. It was clear John was taking far too many drugs. Braun could see it and feel it—excessive weight, unclear eyes, clogged nasal passages, pale, almost colorless skin, the sigh and rasp of his breathing. Braun asked a few questions. Yes, John answered, he was using cocaine to take him up. Then he needed something to bring him down. Braun could see that John was battering his body and mind.

“You’re burning out,” Braun said. “The cocaine will shorten your life.”

John just listened.

Braun left it at that. If John were a regular patient, he’d jump on him. Maybe his regular doctors were too much in awe of their famous patient to take any action. John might fire a meddling doctor, and then the doctor would have achieved nothing but the loss of an influential patient.

Braun went to see Weiss. John needed psychiatric help, and Braun offered to see him professionally. “You’ve got to get him off drugs,” he said deliberately. “If you don’t, get as many movies out of him as possible, because he has only two to three years to live.”

Weiss was shocked by Braun’s prognosis, especially after Judy’s call. But the doctor’s assessment was almost too much, it was too stark to repeat. His only course was to focus on John’s health and do whatever he could to lighten the pressure. It would be hard, almost impossible. There was no putting any kind of leash on John, and it was precisely that absence of control, that daredevil quality, that had made him such a box-office hit.

•  •  •

The following month, August, the filming began, and the schedule was tough, the drug use constant. Judy saw no way out. And she realized there were many lapses on her own part—some pot, and occasionally some speed or LSD, a strong hallucinogen. On September 27 and 28, Judy, actress Carrie Fisher (Princess Leia in the hit movie Star Wars) and Penny Marshall (one of the stars of the television series “Laverne and Shirley”) took some LSD. Judy called it a “sixties weekend”; they had made Polaroid pictures and tape recordings of their conversations as they hallucinated.

Fisher, twenty-three, the daughter of singer Eddie Fisher and actress Debbie Reynolds, was cast as John’s angry ex-girlfriend in The Blues Brothers movie. In real life, she was romantically involved with Dan Aykroyd, the other Blues Brother. Fisher and Aykroyd planned to get married. They spent a great deal of time with John and Judy and the two couples had become a kind of package. It seemed to Fisher that she and Aykroyd would be with John and Judy the rest of their lives.

Fisher and John had a close relationship. She was attracted by his inability to handle his own intensity. He would say “I’ve got an idea!” with such belief and conviction that he enrolled everybody around. John seemed always to be starting a club. Intuitively he could gather up all the loose energy in a room, amplify it and change everything. Fisher trusted in him; she couldn’t find it in herself to judge him.

John too sensed a kinship. “Hey,” he once told her, “you’re just like me. They’re different,” he said of Judy and Danny. “We’re alike.” John seemed always somewhat dissatisfied, as if he were protesting, “This can’t be it. This can’t be all of it. This isn’t enough. There has to be more, something else!” Fisher felt it, too.

He had once shouted at her, “I’m an addict!” And he hadn’t meant drugs. He was referring to his life, the excitement, the possibility of more.

John could get Carrie to try almost anything. She didn’t like liquor, but John got her to drink Wild Turkey, a Kentucky bourbon. And once they smoked some opium together.

She figured John was taking about four grams of cocaine a day, but it was difficult to tell. He had so much that she would kid him, “Hey, give us some.” And he usually did. Fisher knew both the appeal and dreadful toll of drugs. Her father had been addicted to shooting speed for more than a dozen years.

As Judy and others were trying to reduce John’s drug intake, Judy laid down a law at the Blues Bar, an old bar John and Aykroyd had reopened as a private retreat in Chicago: “No coke at the bar,” Judy would tell people with cocaine. “I know you don’t want to hurt John.”

One night at the bar Fisher was asked to keep an eye on John. He pulled out a big stash of coke and passed it to her. “You want some blow?” he asked.

“Should you be doing that?” Fisher replied, trying to be a good enforcer.

“You want some or not!” John screamed.

She decided to let others play cop. It wasn’t for her. She didn’t want a new-model John.

•  •  •

Morris Lyda, a twenty-nine-year-old Texan who had been hired as the road manager for the Blues Brothers band, became John’s personal overseer during the movie. Lyda was responsible for getting John up in the morning, driving him to the set and seeing him through the night.

Free time was the killer—those hours, an afternoon, a half-day or even a couple of days when John wasn’t needed on the set. Lyda, who rarely went more than two days without some cocaine, was trying to control John’s cash flow. Drug purchases were made in cash, and without it, he couldn’t buy. John called at all hours of the day or night wanting money, once at 5 A.M. for $600. Lyda didn’t want to give it to him, and he called John’s assistant manager, Joel Briskin, who was also in Chicago to help John.

“Yeah, go ahead and give it to him,” Briskin said. “John will be what he’s going to be.”

Some members of the crew were supplying John, often palming off cocaine that had been cut several extra times (increasing the amount but decreasing the potency with nonactive ingredients like lactose). Lyda called it “crap blow,” and John had it more often than not.

Lyda kept a supply of Valium on hand to help John come down. John called him any time of the night—at times twice the same night—and Lyda would take the tranquilizer to John’s hotel.

It was a depressing time for Lyda. He had become a kind of drug valet, and he hated himself for it. He was sacrificing too much of his energy and dignity to John’s habits. But he couldn’t take a stand because of his own drug use. It would have been laughable. He was both facilitator and regulator of John’s drugs: it was an impossible contradiction.

•  •  •

Late in the afternoon Thursday, October 25, John Landis, the director of The Blues Brothers, was in a rage as he got up and moved across the movie set, which that day was on the outskirts of the city. The film crew was waiting to begin the next scene. It was day 64 on location, nearly the last day of filming in Chicago, and Belushi was refusing to come out of his private trailer.

Like many in the movie business, Landis kept in close touch with the Hollywood grapevine and the gossip about his project was painful and true. The film was weeks behind schedule and millions over budget. Drugs were readily available on the set. The Blues Brothers script, initially 324 pages—nearly three times the normal length of a movie script—had been cut but had never been properly finished. Its author was listed as “Scriptatron GL-9000”—Aykroyd, who liked to think of himself as an automated writer.

The executives at Universal Studios were having fits, pressuring Landis to get control of his movie. They had rushed the project into production without much thought following Animal House and the Blues Brothers hit record.

Landis, twenty-nine, a short, strong-willed man with glasses and a full beard, felt like a helpless onlooker in his own movie. His mood alternated between giddiness and despair. He was anxious to solve the problem of John’s irresponsibility once and for all.

Landis reached the trailer and opened the door. There sat Belushi, a five-foot-nine ghastly, bloated, semi-adult parody of Bluto. His curly black hair was dishevelled; his gaze was fixed at a point several feet in front of his eyes. Courvoisier cognac had been spilled all over. There was urine on the floor. On a table was a mound of cocaine, piled high and white.

“John, you’re killing yourself!” Landis shouted. “This is economically unfeasible. Do not do this to my movie!”

John’s head bobbed up and down.

“Don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to Judy. Don’t do it to yourself!”

Belushi just stared up.

“I’m going to get the stills man and get pictures of this and show it to you,” Landis threatened.

John gave no sign, not even a shrug, that he was comprehending.

Was there no way out of this madness? Landis wondered. He scooped up the white powder, carried it over to the toilet and flushed it.

John stood unsteadily, muttering, and began advancing on Landis—220 pounds to Landis’s 165. Landis made a tight fist, reeled back and hit John square in the face. John went down. Landis didn’t know who was the more surprised, but he thought, My God, I just slugged the star of my movie—a friend and collaborator—and he’s big enough to kill me.

John didn’t get up, and at first he didn’t move. Then he lowered his head and burst into tears. “I’m so ashamed, so, so ashamed.” He rose, trembling, and threw his arms around Landis. “Please understand.”

Landis didn’t. What was John finding in drugs? So much was being placed in jeopardy—career, family, life itself. Why? he asked John.

“I need it. I need it,” John replied weakly. “You couldn’t possibly understand.”

•  •  •

Judy arrived at John’s Winnebago about two hours later, just as the sun was setting. John was asleep. That morning Judy had discovered about a dozen Quaaludes in his jacket and had taken away four so he wouldn’t have so many. John liked downers like Quaaludes which, when taken two or three at a time, produce muscle relaxation, a sense of contentment, passivity resembling a mild state of drunkenness on the edge of sleep, a disconnection between mind and body. Quaaludes, he had said, were perfect for taking the edge off the restlessness of the cocaine high. The previous day she had taken a packet of coke from him. There had been several grams.

Yesterday cocaine, today Quaaludes. Obviously her hope from July, her optimism about reducing his drug use, was a pathetic one.

John woke up a few minutes later and poured out his story. He’d been downtown in Chicago when a call had come at 4 P.M. ordering him out to the set at once for a dusk shot; he didn’t get on the road until four-thirty and got caught in the rush-hour traffic and was late.

Judy tried to downplay the incident.

“You don’t understand,” John said on the verge of tears. “You don’t understand what they’ve done. . . . They’ve humiliated me.” He did not say that Landis had hit him but simply that Landis was placing all the blame and guilt for the delay on him. John felt betrayed, particularly after all the other times he’d spent waiting to do a scene or being called for no reason. The movie was a disorganized mess.

“They can’t treat me like this,” John said. “I’ve been working too hard. They can’t blame me for fucking the whole day, costing them money.” John said he wanted some cocaine.

No, Judy said.

“I’ve got to have it. I can’t possibly do this scene without it.” But the cocaine had been thrown out. John took out some more cognac and beer and began drinking fast. Judy decided to join him. You either joined John or you were quickly left behind. When Landis came back to the trailer, again to say John had to come for the scene, John screamed: “Fuck you! I’m not ready. Get out of here or I’ll kill you!”

Landis hesitated and then left. Judy had not seen John in such bad shape for an entire year. Perhaps her efforts were in vain; perhaps she was no good for him; maybe drugs were the only way to get through the filming of a movie like this.

John got up and went to the bathroom, and she saw him take some Quaaludes.

Aykroyd came in and tried to coax John to the set, arguing that no matter what had happened they had to get it rolling. It was a simple scene: John was to sit on the edge of a car in a gas station, smash a bottle of booze and announce they had to get to a concert. John finally agreed, but after ten minutes on the set, he passed out and was carried back semiconscious to the trailer.

Judy rummaged through his pockets and found only three Quaaludes. Those three plus the four she had taken from him earlier accounted for seven. That left about five he could have taken—a huge dose. On top of the liquor, it was dangerous: a mixture of Quaaludes and alcohol could induce a coma and even cause death. Judy called the staff nurse on the set, who came and made John vomit. The nurse told Judy to watch John’s eyes carefully for possible signs that he was slipping into a coma.

John and Judy were then driven back to their rented two-bedroom apartment in Chicago at the Astor Towers. Aykroyd came by to sit up with Judy. He was John’s best friend and business partner—a tall, lanky twenty-seven-year-old who, in his own way, was as crazy and hyper as John. Yet Aykroyd kept both his feelings and most of his drug use private. He was indulgent of John but sympathized with Judy. He reminded her that they had been through this before with John, and that things would get better.

Judy felt lost, caught in a spiderweb of drugs. John continued to vomit through the night, but later he seemed to feel better. After Aykroyd left, Judy wrote in her diary: “What could be going on inside this person to make him so unhappy?”

•  •  •

On Saturday, October 27, Landis filmed the final scene in Chicago, the blowing up of a gas station; and on Sunday the entire cast and crew headed for Los Angeles for three more months of filming and technical work to complete the movie.

After spending several nights at the Beverly Hills Hotel, John and Judy moved into actress Candice Bergen’s house, which they rented for $2,000 a month. It was a small, elegant cottage-cabin, hidden in several dozen acres of woods in Coldwater Canyon, fifteen minutes from Universal Studio, where they were filming.

On Friday night, November 9, John and Judy went over to the house of Ron Wood of the Rolling Stones and freebased cocaine for the first time. Wood wrote out the instructions of how to heat and purify street cocaine and then inhale the fumes. They left early, about 1:30 A.M. Judy wrote in her diary: “Good time. We need to blow out every once in a while.”

Despite the freebasing, Judy was beginning to feel a little better. Just two weeks out of Chicago and their life seemed back on track. She was given an office at Universal Studio so she could work on a book she was doing on the movie—a humorous series of files and pictures giving the background on her husband and Aykroyd as Jake and Elwood Blues, their Blues Brothers names.

John and Danny were preparing and doing scenes with Aretha Franklin and Ray Charles, and the work seemed to be going very well. John was getting up early, swimming, working out a little, taking vitamins. Judy had brought a blender and juicer with her and made a special drink each morning for the two of them with freshly squeezed juice from a dozen oranges, a little wheat germ, yeast, one raw egg and one banana. On November 15 she wrote in her diary about John: “He looks very happy, healthy, wealthy and wise. I am proud of him for the way he is working. I am very happy and in love.”

The next week John hurt his knee and had to go to the hospital emergency room to have blood drawn out to relieve the pressure. He was in great pain, and so on the Sunday after Thanksgiving when two Blues Brothers band members provided some cocaine for John, Judy was not too worried. She had convinced herself that conservative use was acceptable. The filming proceeded at a reasonable pace through Christmas. On New Year’s, their third wedding anniversary, they gave a big party at their house with three cases of champagne. Unexpected guests included Cher (of Sonny and Cher) and California Governor Jerry Brown. John turned thirty-one on January 24.

The filming took another week, and on February 1, 1980, Landis was finished, figuring he had enough to put together the movie.

Soon after, John disappeared. No one had any idea where he had gone, not Judy, nor Landis, nor Aykroyd. Landis expected to hear it on the news at any moment: “John Belushi, the famous comedian, was found dead. . . .”

But a few days later, John popped up, acting as if nothing had happened and seemingly unaware of the anguish he had caused. Landis felt obligated to make a serious effort to do something and called Judy.

John needs to be helped, Landis said. We’ve got to get him treated, hospitalized, detoxed—formally committed if necessary.

Judy agreed; she’d do anything to stop him. Moderation hadn’t worked. There had been more ups and downs—too many drugs, and it was killing their marriage, killing her. Both Judy and Landis agreed that the key was Bernie Brillstein, who had been John’s manager for nearly five years now, since the first “Saturday Night” shows in 1975. Brillstein, a forty-nine-year-old Burl Ives look-alike, loved John like a son. John might listen to him.

Since Landis and Brillstein didn’t get along, Landis asked Weiss and other Universal executives to call Brillstein separately and urge forcefully that John be put away to dry out, put away until he got off cocaine.

Finally Landis made his own pitch to Brillstein.

“Get him committed,” Landis said. “Save him, Bernie. He’ll only listen to you. He’s going to die. You’ve got to put him away. He’s out of control. Only you, only you, Bernie, only you can do it. He’ll only listen to you.”

Brillstein said that they had seen this before. It was a phase, a stage, a binge. He is going to wake up and realize what’s happening.

“No,” Landis pleaded. “Bernie, this can’t go on. It can’t be permitted any longer. There’s no coming back really, not from this.”

Brillstein knew John inside out. Landis was overreacting.

“You fuck!” Landis screamed. “You can’t make money off a corpse!”

Brillstein loathed people to make pronouncements about John, or his own relationship with John. Everyone knew about the cocaine. That was show business. People could have it in their ears, and John practically did. As long as it didn’t interfere with making the movie, no one would raise a peep. Brillstein pondered his responsibility. Judy and Aykroyd knew that John couldn’t be controlled. When there was idle time, John would go get drugs, or go get three pizzas, a blow job, or a nap.

Why hadn’t Landis taken control during the filming? Why didn’t the studio stop production if it was so bad? So now they were dumping it in his lap. Now that the movie was over, it was so serious that something had to be done.

Brillstein wanted to stay out of John’s private life. He understood obsessive behavior. Like John, he ate obsessively. Fifteen years earlier Brillstein had had a serious gambling problem, always trying to make the extra thousand bucks. Eventually he got about $20,000 in debt and was scared that he would never dig himself out. It took three years to pay off, but Brillstein had learned a lesson. He was convinced that John was smart enough to learn his. John, like Brillstein himself, had a strange sixth sense. He would know when to pull back.

One morning in L.A., John went to Brillstein’s fourth-floor corner office on Sunset Boulevard. He had clearly been up all night, and he looked disgusting. John gave Brillstein a big bear hug in show-business tradition. He reeked of a foul odor. He was overweight and a mess. It was an embarrassment. There could be no more pretending, no more half-measures.

“John,” Brillstein said, “you’ve got to stop. You’ve got to get some help. You’ve got to get healthy.”

“I can handle it,” John said. “I have the heart of a high school senior.”

“You’re going to kill yourself,” Brillstein said. “You can’t do this, you can’t abuse yourself. You’re going to put yourself out of show business. You can’t hang out with this scum that you’re hanging out with.”

John’s eyes flashed. He got up and shut Brillstein’s office door.

“Look,” John screamed, “I’m not paying you to be my best friend!”

It was the first time that John had ever called Brillstein an employee. Brillstein tried to interrupt, but John was boiling. “I don’t ask what you do after six o’clock, don’t ask me!” This was where the line was drawn, he said. No one, no one whatsoever, was going to tell him what to do. “Don’t ask me where I go! Don’t tell me where to go!”

“You can’t tell me not to love you!” Brillstein shouted. “I’m not talking about goddamn business! I’m talking about your life!”

“I know what you’re saying,” John said. “I know it’s for my good . . . but I got to run my own life.”

They hugged.

“You worry about your business,” John said. “I’ll worry about me.”

Brillstein saw there was no resolving it. He had taken his best shot, and John had turned into a madman. At least he knew enough to stay out of this from now on.

Universal had bought The Blues Brothers script over the phone. That had been eighteen months ago when John had become unbelievably successful. Brillstein could have sold the studio air if it had been for sale. But John was now idle again, and Brillstein figured he had better get another movie or project fast, if only to keep John’s mind on something besides drugs. Brillstein knew that Landis had not overstated the problem, but his solution wouldn’t work.

•  •  •

Judy called Dr. Michael A. Rosenbluth, a prominent Fifth Avenue internist in New York, where John and Judy had their home. Rosenbluth had seen John three years earlier when the drug problem had also been out of hand.

John went to see Rosenbluth on March 27, 1980. After the appointment the doctor wrote in his file: “Patient very hostile, alternately agitated and drowsy. Paranoid! He’s been using cocaine heavily, according to wife. Patient states he doesn’t want to stop using it now! Case discussed with wife. Advised that patient should be hospitalized for detoxification.”

But Judy and Brillstein finally concluded that commitment was out of the question. John had to go of his own free will, and he would not even begin to listen. His will was too overpowering on the smallest matters. He insisted that he was in control and that he could stop when, and if, he wanted.

Some compromise would have to be found.

One week later, the first weekend in April, John flew to Chicago to see his younger brother, Jimmy, twenty-five, act in a play.

Jimmy was concerned about their eighty-four-year-old grandmother, Vasilo Belushi, who lay dying in California. Nena, as they called her, had had three heart attacks.

She had been a beloved, maternal figure around their house in Wheaton when they were growing up, a second mother, a court of appeal. She granted things denied by their mother, if only a laugh of approval, a snack, some comforting. She spoke little English and called John “Johnny Nena’s,” which meant he belonged to her, was her favorite. She was small, fragile, sweet and doting. Nena always wore a black hairnet and almost never left the house.

As they talked, Jimmy cried over the prospect of Nena’s death.

“Hold it together,” John said, lecturing him about the need to be strong. He had expressed the absurd notion that if Nena was waiting to say goodbye to them, she would continue to live until they arrived; by staying away, John reasoned, they were postponing her death.

“You know,” Jimmy said, “she’s waiting for you.”

“That’s why I’m not going,” John replied.

“You got to go.”

John waved his brother off.

Later that week, Brillstein called Jimmy, who was also one of his clients. “We’re worried about John,” he said. “Judy is worried. Maybe you can do something. I think it’s time for the younger brother to be the older brother. You’ve got to talk to him.”

Jimmy got into his jeep and began searching for John. With a mandate from Judy and Brillstein to take control, he could try to do something. He tracked down John at the apartment of Del Close, forty-five, the director of Second City. Close, a fierce intellectual in the Lenny Bruce tradition and a former heroin junkie, had directed both John and Jimmy at Second City and had had a tremendous influence on their lives.

Jimmy knocked on the door of Close’s first-floor apartment and walked in. John and Close obviously had been doing drugs.

“You’ve got to come with me,” Jimmy said, grabbing John’s arm and dragging him toward the door.

“Okay, okay, okay, okay!” John said, and walked out with him.

Jimmy reached into his brother’s pocket and confiscated a packet of cocaine. They took a cab over to Clark Street, where Jimmy had parked his jeep.

John suggested they hit the town together.

No, Jimmy said stiffly, we’re going home.

John said he wanted to go out, not home.

Home, Jimmy said, indicating he was here to straighten out his big brother.

“So you want to fight?” John asked.

“Yes,” Jimmy replied. He wanted to fight; the anger and the rivalry surfaced in a flash. His heart pumped and his mouth was dry, right out there by Clark Street in the middle of the evening: big brother, little brother, careers, parents, private, old history.

“If I win, we go out,” John said, taunting. “If you win, we go home.”

They squared off. From certain angles the brothers were perfect likenesses. It was like boxing in front of a mirror. But Jimmy was quicker and in better shape. He swung hard and landed a fist to John’s mouth. They both swung, ducked and charged at each other. When they stopped for a moment, Jimmy felt he had clearly won, having landed the only punch. John’s lip was already swelling and discolored.

“This is like East of Eden,” John said, referring to the brothers’ fight scene in the James Dean movie. John was panting and winded.

Jimmy thought they could go home now, and he walked to the jeep. John jumped into the driver’s seat. “Come on, let’s go,” he said, taking the wheel and racing off across town, driving right over Jimmy’s victory. They went to a blues club, then to Lincoln Park, and later on a tour of underground Chicago nightlife. John had a Polaroid camera, and he snapped pictures along the way. Soon Jimmy was smiling. They stayed out for four hours. John was fun when he took charge. They were kids again.

The next day Jimmy felt guilty about lecturing, fighting. John was too hard to stop, and maybe even a brother had no right to try. How could he tell how much cocaine was too much? He apologized to John several times.

“Hey, it’s over,” John said. “Don’t worry. I’ve forgotten about it. I don’t even remember it. Forget it.”

“John, I’m sorry,” Jimmy said. “I didn’t mean it.”

“Hey, forget it, don’t worry about it.”

•  •  •

Jimmy went to California alone to see Nena. John stayed in Chicago. Several days later Judy flew to Chicago from New York to tell John that she was going to California to see Nena, and John decided to go with her. They arrived and he went to the hospital, where he talked to Nena for a while and fell asleep on her bed. Judy, Jimmy and the doctors thought that John looked so sick himself that he should be checked by a doctor.

“Look,” Judy told John, “I just think you should tell him straight off what you’ve been doing this last week so he can understand what’s wrong with you.”

“I’m going to tell him,” John said belligerently. “I’m going to tell him.”

John was examined. His problem: too many drugs.

Nena died the next day, and John paid $4,066 to fly fourteen relatives to Chicago for the funeral. He broke down and wept at the service, the tears dripping from his face as he went around hugging dozens of friends and relatives.

•  •  •

The next week John agreed to hire a personal bodyguard to help control his drug use. Both John and Morris Lyda had heard about a former Secret Service agent who had successfully helped the Eagles’ (“Hotel California”) lead guitarist, Joe Walsh.

Richard G. Wendell, called “Smokey” because of the bear tattoos on his arms, was just tall and heavy enough to be physically impressive, but not overbearing. With seven years in the Secret Service and the Executive Protection Agency, Smokey, thirty-four, was a professional watcher, a proven drug enforcer. He had a soft voice, soft manner and enough natural authority and tact to be effective. Walsh recommended him highly and then, half joking, warned Smokey: “I may have done the worst thing in your life for you and your family. I’ve set you up with John Belushi.”

“I don’t really know him,” Smokey replied, though he had met John briefly with Walsh months earlier in Chicago.

“John doesn’t know John,” Walsh said.

Brillstein agreed to pay Smokey $1,000 a week plus expenses. “It’s going to be very hard,” Brillstein warned. “He’s a difficult man. I’m sure you’re well aware of John’s problem.”

On Wednesday, April 16, 1980, Smokey flew from his home in the Washington, D.C., suburbs to New York. He was scheduled to meet John that afternoon at the Record Plant, a recording studio on West Forty-fourth Street. From what everyone had said, Smokey realized it was a question not just of moderating John’s cocaine use but of stopping it entirely. John apparently knew no moderation; if he took a little, he took a lot; once he got started he would take what he could find. Smokey would have to be unsparing.

Smokey went to the Record Plant about two o’clock that afternoon with Walsh, who had agreed to help John record a version of “Gimme Some Lovin’ ” for The Blues Brothers movie sound-track album. Morris Lyda came along.

Bob Tischler, the producer of the album, told Smokey, “I want to wish you a lot of luck. John’s hard.”

Then they all waited for John, who came in three hours late, apparently unconcerned that he had kept Walsh, one of the highest-paid rock-and-roll stars, waiting. John was bouncing, flying on cocaine, Smokey concluded.

“Hey, oh,” John said. “What’s going on?”

He was wearing blue corduroy trousers, sneakers and a double-breasted sports jacket that couldn’t be buttoned because he was too overweight. His pockets were stuffed with eight small Dixie cups of Haagen-Dazs ice cream. He offered them around and began eating some himself.

“Hey, Smokey,” John said, coming over and shaking hands tentatively, giving a sharp glance, the Belushi stare, his eyes riveting and holding Smokey. Smokey looked back as if to say, I know that you know that I know my job is to stop the drugs. It was a simple but clear communication on the matter.

“Hey, processed hair,” John said to Smokey.

“Yeah, mine used to look like yours before I fixed it,” Smokey replied.

“One for you,” John said, walking away, strutting around the room rapidly with nervous, jerky movements. He put on some headphones to start the recording session.

A few minutes later a well-dressed stranger entered the recording studio. He was toting a fancy walking cane, escorting two women and carrying three bottles of champagne.

John obviously knew the man and appeared very pleased to see him. A bucket was brought out for the champagne.

“This is Smokey,” John said, introducing everyone. “He’s going to be traveling with me, helping me, taking care of me. Today’s the first day.”

Smokey looked over the newcomers. He and Walsh eyed each other uncomfortably. The strangers were obviously drug people, Smokey concluded. He wondered how this was going to work. Would he be able to tell if some buy or drug transfer was taking place?

“I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” John said, a little too smoothly. “But I’ll listen to this first.” He put the headphones back on and turned away.

The stranger immediately went to the bathroom and came out shortly afterward.

Smokey darted in without John noticing. In the small room, his hands and eyes began to search. In the chrome paper-towel dispenser, he found a small packet of cocaine. Smokey slipped it into his pocket and walked back into the studio.

John finished listening and headed for the washroom. After several minutes, he pushed open the door, rushed out frowning and walked over to the stranger. Smokey strained to overhear the mumbled conversation.

“That’s impossible,” the stranger said, and went to the washroom. He came out looking bewildered.

Smokey watched as John poked around the room. There was the usual clutter from a recording session—food, drinks, coffee, fresh cigarettes—all lying on a table. A Vantage Blue hanging from his mouth, John walked over and with studied nonchalance picked up a pack of Dunhill cigarettes.

“Let me see the cigarettes,” Smokey said, walking up to the table.

“What cigarettes?” John snapped. “What are you talking about?”

Smokey said he thought John smoked Vantage.

“I don’t smoke these, but I want to try them,” John said.

Smokey grabbed the Dunhill box and tightened his grip. John swung around. Smokey did not let go. Neither would give up, and soon they had tumbled to the floor and were yanking at the box, wrestling each other for it. Smokey finally pulled it out of John’s hand, stood up and flipped open the top. Inside was another packet of cocaine.

John got up and ran around the room shouting, threatening. Tischler was astonished.

Smokey addressed Tischler: “Bob, is it your custom to have all these people in the studio when recording?”

No, Tischler said.

“These are my friends,” John shouted. “If I want them here, they can stay.”

“Here’s what we are going to do,” Smokey said softly, addressing the stranger. “You can stay, but the more ‘blow’ you leave around, the more expensive it’s going to be. I have in my possession two grams. I know John can afford it. It’s painful when you lose blow, but it’s worse when it’s wasted. Now if this were Sweet ’n Low . . .” In one motion Smokey quickly ripped open the packets, and before anyone could stop him, he had dumped the white powder into a cup of coffee on the table.

John was like a pinball machine on tilt, out of control, and he raced into the soundproof recording room. Through the window the others could see that he was throwing things around, shouting so loudly they could hear his muffled voice.

“I can’t believe this,” Tischler said.

John finally came back and motioned Smokey over to the side.

“Don’t you ever! Ever! Ever again embarrass me like that again in front of my friends.”

Smokey explained that there would have been no incident if John had let him see the cigarette box. Those were the rules, Smokey indicated. He had to be able to do his job without interference.

John glared.

Smokey figured he had better try to get and hold the psychological edge as soon as possible, even if it meant being fired the first day on the job.

John went back to work. Walsh told him how to mix honey and tea to help his voice. As they were all leaving, Walsh wished John luck with Smokey.

“You’re right,” John said. “I’m not going to like him.” John gave Smokey a pat on the back and shook his hand.

John, Smokey and Lyda went to a nearby Italian restaurant. Smokey had worked with rock stars before but had never seen so many autograph seekers as those who came in a steady stream to their table. It was also Smokey’s first chance to see John eat: first an antipasto, then spaghetti, ravioli, a main meat course and dessert. After dinner John and Smokey went to John’s house at 60 Morton Street, a row house on a pretty tree-lined street in Greenwich Village. On the first floor, which was really the basement level, John and Judy had their bedroom. Next to it John had a room he called the vault, a large music room with sophisticated stereo equipment and soundproofing on the walls and door.

John took Smokey into the vault, shut the door, put on a recording and turned the volume way up. John looked at Smokey to see how he liked the sound. “Is this too loud?” John asked.

Without saying anything, Smokey walked over to the amplifier and turned the volume up.

Bored, John turned off the music and went upstairs to the main parlor floor, where there was a large living room and dining room.

John said he wanted to go to the Blues Bar, another private bar (with the same name as the one in Chicago) that he and Aykroyd rented several blocks away. Smokey should call a limousine, John said, adding that he didn’t like Cadillacs or stretch limousines. He wanted a Lincoln Town Car.

Smokey called for a Lincoln, and while they waited, John made a few phone calls, then outlined Smokey’s responsibilities.

“Do whatever you did for Joe Walsh,” John said, adding, “I don’t go anywhere without Judy. Never leave her behind. Take care of her. She is very important to me. Remember that.”

Smokey explained that he would get up with John in the morning and put him to bed at night; and he would try to handle everything—cars, food, phones, security, travel arrangements, whatever John wanted.

John seemed to relax. “Now, as far as myself and my problem,” he said, “. . . I’m going to give you lots of ifs, ands and buts, and you’re going to have to deal with it. Don’t you want to write any of this down?”

Smokey said he would remember.

“I suppose you know in this business drugs are one of the biggest problems along with alcohol. Well, I’m no drinker. . . . When I was thirty, I was told that I’m a millionaire. I used to scrimp with Judy in one-room apartments.”

John returned to his problem. “It’s hard to go back and be constantly funny.” He explained that there was incredible pressure from everyone, expectations from everyone and from himself. “I’m sure it comes as no surprise that people in this business need something to keep themselves up and their minds going. You need drugs. You’ve got to be on top, got to store everything to use it.” He said he always had to be alert to the comic possibilities in everything that happened around him and to him.

They sat in silence for a moment. Smokey was beginning to like John.

One of his favorite places, John said, one of the few places he could go to relax, was the Tenth Street Baths, an old Russian and Turkish bathhouse—the schvitz, or “sweat,” as it was called. An old guy named Al ran the place, which also had a small restaurant. You’ve got to meet him, John said, and called Al on the phone. Soon John was ordering a second dinner—steaks, fries and salads. “I have this good friend of mine who’ll come over and pick it up,” John said. “Smokey.”

John autographed some pictures of himself for the people at the baths and sent Smokey out when the limousine arrived.

Smokey walked to the car, told the driver the address of the baths and sent him off to pick up the food. Smokey then climbed the outside steps to the second floor and waited. As soon as the limousine rounded the corner, John stepped out of the ground-floor door. He commenced a fast, happy walk up Morton Street. Smokey came down the steps and followed along, increasing his own pace until he was in step right beside John.

John noticed Smokey, stopped abruptly and yelled, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Where are you going?” Smokey asked.

“I told you to go get dinner.”

“How heavy can two dinners be in the back of a Town Car? And besides, the driver looks strong enough to me.”

“Goddamn,” John shouted, and swung his arm up and slapped a street sign hard with the palm of his hand. He turned and went back to the house. Smokey followed.

Smokey checked the house to make sure there were no back exit escape routes and sat down to watch television. About 10 P.M. the food came and John devoured his second dinner. They then took the limousine to the Blues Bar. After a few minutes John started to inch his way to the door, and he finally tried to run out alone. But Smokey managed to get out first through another door. When John finally reached the car and opened the door, Smokey was waiting in the back of the limousine.

“Son of a bitch!” John yelled, slamming the door. He went back into the bar.

A little bit later John raced out and got into the car alone. This time Smokey was too late and had to chase the car down the street. He finally caught up and pounded on the back. John ordered the driver to stop, then start again, then stop quickly. Smokey chased the lurching car down Hudson Street for a block until it finally halted. Smokey opened the door and got in.

John was laughing hysterically. “I finally got you!”

“That depends on how you look at it,” Smokey said. “Aren’t we in the same car together?”

“Yeah,” John said. “I told the guy to stop.”

“Why did you?”

“I don’t know,” John replied.
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Wheaton, Illinois. March 1967. Dan Payne, a thirty-four-year-old drama and speech teacher at Wheaton Central High School, hurried out in the cold rain one Saturday to his Ford station wagon. He was uncomfortable about his day’s plan. He was going to drive his star senior, John Belushi, 25 miles to Chicago to audition for a seven-week acting job in a summer-stock theater. He wanted John to get the job but was worried that, as an unofficial father, he might be pushing John too hard.

Belushi was eighteen, and he was the kid everyone wanted a piece of: “Killer Belushi,” cocaptain of the varsity football team, 170 pounds, five feet nine, all-conference middle linebacker. John was popular; he had been elected homecoming king by the student body; he played drums in a rock-and-roll band, the Ravins, and the band had cut a record. He was also a brilliant actor, everything from ballerinas to Marlon Brando in the student variety show.

In the six years he had been at Wheaton, Payne had never seen such talent or charm in a young adult. Belushi’s skits and jokes and his imitations were the way he communicated. His irreverence was pie-throwing funny, not bomb-throwing angry, and he turned it to everything in his experience—family, religion, teachers, coaches.

Thrusting his belly over his belt, Belushi could play Howard Barnes, the football coach, to perfection, as the coach explains how to grade a physical education class:

“One fifth for wrestling, one fifth for basketball, one fifth on calisthenics, one fifth on volleyball and one fifth on football.”

Pause. “And one half on attitude.”

John also played both the head coach and his alcoholic assistant giving the football team a pep talk before the big game.

The head coach delivers the usual exhortations: stomp fingers, break arms, legs, necks, kick, bite; send the opponents to the hospital, cover the field with blood. Then the coach glances out of the corner of his eye, hesitates, wonders whether he ought to call on his assistant. He might be too drunk to stand. Finally the coach does, and the assistant, waving his arms, staring vacantly into space, says:

“All right! How many of you guys beat off last night? How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t masturbate. It saps your strength. Did any of you touch yourself before the game? I’ll bet you did.”

Payne had probably laughed too much at that.

He turned right on Elm Street and stopped at 904, a small, one-story, three-bedroom house that John shared with his parents, grandmother, an older sister and two younger brothers. It was in a working-class section of Wheaton, which was mainly an affluent Republican suburb.

Payne honked, and Belushi dashed out, wearing a suit and necktie, looking the perfect clean-cut straight-arrow with his close-cropped black hair. Payne had never seen John so dressed up. John was treating the audition seriously. It had taken much time and many phone calls to arrange the tryout with Adrian Rehner, who ran the Shawnee Summer Stock Theater. Normally, auditions were given only to college and graduate students who were studying theater.

“I’m not sure I really want to do this,” John said softly, looking away from Payne.

Surprised and irritated, Payne inquired why.

“I can’t be in shows if I play football.”

Payne thought football had won out, but John’s explanation was more complicated. John needed a scholarship to go to college. His father’s two restaurants in Chicago were not doing well, and there wasn’t much money. “And I don’t want to go into the Army.” If he didn’t have a draft deferment, he would probably be sent to Vietnam. He wasn’t particularly antiwar, but he didn’t want the Army to interfere with his life. Payne suggested that they drive over to the high school and talk.

They pulled into the parking lot by Grange Field, the vast stadium where 10,000 fans came on fall Friday nights to watch football. Grange Field was named for halfback Red Grange, the 1922 Wheaton High graduate who had gone on to become the legendary “galloping ghost” of the University of Illinois and later of the Chicago Bears. Playing on the team was the biggest thing at the Wheaton high school.

John explained that football looked like not only a path to college and out of the Army but a career. He had to choose—football or acting. Payne urged him to slow down. They were not talking about a career, just a summer job. John kept fretting about the future. Okay, Payne said, what about football as a career? He didn’t know much about the National Football League except that 170-pound linebackers were a rarity. After twenty minutes John agreed to go to the audition.

They got several miles closer to Chicago when John said he wanted to get a soda and think things over again. They went into the White Hen Pantry in Glen Ellyn. It was still raining, a blustery, chilly rain, almost snow.

John told Payne he was angry with his father. Adam Belushi had come to America in 1934 at sixteen and had worked his way up in the restaurant business, from dishwasher and busboy to managing and then owning restaurants. He was never home. The restaurants had not merely dominated his father’s life, they had obliterated it. He spent his weeknights at an apartment above the restaurant, returning to Wheaton only on the weekends to issue decrees and orders for the coming week. Holidays were often the biggest business days in the restaurant business so they were ignored or postponed.

John said his older sister was getting married, and though there was very little money, they were going to do it up big, buying furniture on time, putting on an expensive party for the family. “If they can pay for the wedding, why can’t they pay for my college?”

About the only good thing John could say about his father was that he had bought him a motorcycle, a BMW 250, two years ago. That’s it, John said. Now his parents wanted him to get a summer job and bring in some money. He had to make $50 a week: that was their minimum.

Look, Payne said, you have nothing else to do this afternoon and no other plans for summer work. Let’s see what happens.

Even with the delays, they arrived at Rehner’s house only about ten minutes late. Payne waited in the car while John went for the tryout; it was to be a cold reading from material John had never seen before. When John emerged, he said, “I wasn’t very good. I didn’t do very well.”

Payne doubted it. Both he and the football coaches knew that John could be lazy in practice or rehearsal, but when the lights went up, when the band was playing, and when the audience or fans were there, he went all out. About 50 to 60 people were auditioning for the twelve places in the summer company. After the formal auditions were over, Payne and John went inside together. Rehner had a number of the auditioners do some informal readings and some scenes. John did several and broke everyone up, including the others who were there trying out.

Rehner motioned Payne to the kitchen.

“Does he have problems memorizing lines?” Rehner asked.

“No, no,” Payne lied, “he can learn lines very well.” In fact, John was always improvising, trying to improve on the lines. And he didn’t like to stay in his assigned place on stage. Also, his acting tended to excess. Payne recalled John’s Marlon Brando impersonation with the Brando ripped T-shirt. At each performance John had ripped the shirt a little more so that by the final show, it was barely hanging on his back. But there was no doubt that when John took the stage, all eyes were on him. He always stole the show. But Payne kept quiet about John’s shortcomings.

Rehner promised to call Payne that night with his decision.

Back in the station wagon, John was beaming.

“That’s what I want to do,” he said. The others were so much older. But he knew he had been the focus, and he had got the laughs. He was full of questions. Would he get the $50 a week he needed? Who is Rehner? Where does he teach? How long have you known him? There were many “what if” questions about his future. He had forgotten football. Did Payne think he’d be hired? Soon John’s confidence flagged, and he was full of doubts. It was dark when Payne dropped him back at Elm Street. A half-hour later Rehner called Payne.

“He’s the most talented son of a bitch I’ve ever seen,” Rehner said. Of course they would take him. “It’s $45 a week,” Rehner said. “That’s all we can afford.”

Payne said he would supplement John’s pay by $5 out of his own pocket, but it would have to be done through the theater so John wouldn’t know. He’d send a check for $35 to cover the seven weeks. Rehner agreed.

Payne called John with the good news.

“Great! Wow!” John said. “Now, how about the money?”

Shawnee would pay him $50 a week, Payne said, and after congratulating him he hung up. It had been an exhausting day. He hoped he had done the right thing.

•  •  •

John had a steady girlfriend, a skinny sixteen-year-old All-American-looking sophomore named Judy Jacklin. She was five feet five with long, straight bleached hair.

Judy had first noticed John the previous year when he had played a Nazi camp counselor in the variety show. They had met during the summer at Herricks Lake, a small lagoon near her house. A group of her friends and a group of his had rented boats, and a water fight had erupted. John had grabbed an oar and banged the water ferociously at the girls’ boat. His oar took a wild bounce and hit Judy’s arm. He apologized and called her the next day to check on the arm. It was fine. He called again. On the third call he asked her to go to the Homecoming dance that fall. She said yes. At the dance John was crowned homecoming king and received a small tin crown. He was sheepish and seemed embarrassed.

They went out for several months until Judy broke it off. After two days she felt a longing for John and sent him a note. Soon they were back together, seeing a great deal of each other, and Judy realized she’d fallen in love with him.

•  •  •

John also spent many of his free hours playing the drums for the rock-and-roll band the Ravins. Wearing red shirts, black pants and black turtleneck collars called dickies, John and some friends, including Dick Blasucci and Tony Pavilonis, performed at school dances and the Wheaton Youth Center. The Ravins played popular records over and over until they could imitate them as closely as possible.

When the Rolling Stones had released “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” with Mick Jagger singing, John was the first to get the record and learn the words. The Stones toured America that year, and John convinced some of his fellow Ravins to take the train to Chicago for the concert. John thought the Stones were the greatest and was obsessed with their music.

The Ravins also made a recording, funded by Blasucci’s father, called “Listen to Me Now.” They all thought it was destined for the top of the charts. A hundred copies were made, and it was sent to the local radio stations, but none of them would play it. Later, the Ravins used the records as prizes for dance contests and, in mockery of their dreams, painted a few copies gold and tossed them around like Frisbees.

•  •  •

John finally turned down a football scholarship at Western Illinois in favor of Illinois Wesleyan; both the football coach and the drama department wanted him, and it seemed like a good compromise. But his grades, mostly Cs, were not good enough, and he wasn’t accepted. So at the last minute, he chose the University of Wisconsin at Whitewater, which had no football team but an acceptable drama department. He told Judy he was going to study to become a professional actor and that she might have to support him during the first years after he got a drama degree. At least until he was thirty. If he didn’t make it by then, he would find something else to do.

He graduated with the class of 1967 (voted “Most Humorous”) and was off on his motorcycle to his summer job at Shawnee.

The summer company did seven shows in as many weeks, including Anne of the Thousand Days, in which John played Cardinal Wolsey. The local newspaper reviewer said: “Cardinal Wolsey is played with fine sensitivity by John Belushi. Brooding, towering and a pillar of strength and power, he brings some strong moments to Shawnee.” And for Agatha Christie’s Ten Little Indians, another reviewer pointed out that Belushi was “especially good as a comic detective, much in the Peter Sellers line, but not so bumbling.”

In addition to working on his acting that summer, John used marijuana for the first time.

Late in August, Tom Long, an older actor who had been at Shawnee that summer, mentioned to Payne what a wonderful job the Albanian had done.

Payne looked perplexed. “The Albanian?”

John.

“No,” Payne said, “he’s not Albanian.” John had told Payne that his father was Greek and his mother Italian. It was unlikely that he’d make up something like that. Sometime later he asked John about it.

“Hey, Tom told me you’re Albanian. You got bombed one night and told him you don’t tell anyone?”

“Yeah,” John said quietly, “you know I am. The people in Wheaton . . . .” John added, hesitating, “There was enough trouble around here without telling anyone . . . we didn’t want it known, didn’t want to get in trouble around town. It’s been with me so long, that’s the story we’ve been telling. But I really am Albanian.”

Payne was dismayed. It was all too believable—a family from Albania, a small, impoverished Communist country, coming in the 1950s to an upper-middle-class Republican suburb during the McCarthy era, and concluding that it would be prudent to cover up their ethnic origin.

All this made Payne more determined to help John. Shawnee had worked out better than anyone’s wildest dream. Payne and his wife, Juanita, wondered about the next step for John, and they decided to take Judy and him to see Chicago’s famous Second City comedy troupe, whose better-known alumni included Mike Nichols, Elaine May, Shelley Berman, Alan Arkin, Joan Rivers and Alan Alda.

On the way Payne told them how it had started. In 1955 a group had set itself up in Chicago’s Hyde Park area as a backroom improvisational theater. Originally called The Compass, it became, in 1959, the Second City, the title of a famous New Yorker article that poked fun at Chicago. Disposing of tradition—sets, scripts and strict routine—the company created a special interaction with the audience by using the news of that week or that day for their subject matter, which included politics, education, sex, family, psychiatry and childhood, used-car salesmen, blind dates. Each show started with rehearsed sketches, but those were followed by an improvisational performance based on suggestions and questions from the audience.

John sat through the show. Barely. It seemed to the Paynes and to Judy that he was dying to go on stage and join in. “Hey, I could do that,” he announced in the car afterward, offering his criticisms, reenacting some of the sketches, shaking his head, throwing his arms about. John had admired David Steinberg, who’d done a stand-up monologue on the Bible and God. He established an almost physical contact with the audience. Steinberg looked out into the room, searching, locking eyes, playing combative, unfriendly characters and then switching back to his own natural charm. John couldn’t stop talking about it. Later he told Judy that Second City was what he wanted to do.

•  •  •

Early the next month John was off to Whitewater, Wisconsin, to enroll as a college freshman. He let his hair grow longer, and he hitchhiked home many weekends to see Judy, who was now the president of her junior class at Wheaton High. Her parents expressed their disappointment that she was still going out with John. He looked like a hippie, and high school girls weren’t supposed to go out with college boys. But she told them that she loved John.

His first semester John flunked the college speech class and was angry. He told Judy that he was the best in the class. He was not a failure, he could control the room better than anyone, but instead of doing the assignments, he liked to improvise. Assignments and professors were too rigid.

Adam Belushi was having trouble paying the expenses for John’s college. There simply was no money. He would be able to finish the year at Whitewater, but he would have to move back to Wheaton and find a college nearby for next fall.

Adam had always wanted John to take over his restaurants, and that pressure was mounting. John said no, that was not his life, that was not what he wanted; he was going to become an actor; just couldn’t do it; please understand.

“I’ll give you my business,” Adam Belushi said. The old way was for the son to help his father, to carry on. “I’ll sign it over to you right now.”

“No,” John said again.

•  •  •

In the summer of sixty-eight, after his freshman year, John rented a barn on the outskirts of Wheaton which he shared with two other boys for $40 a month and did odd jobs.

He became an enthusiastic supporter of Senator Robert F. Kennedy, who had launched his presidential campaign. Judy wasn’t so sure; her parents thought Kennedy was a radical. John explained to Judy that he considered himself a patriot but the war in Vietnam was wrong, “immoral,” “Fascist.” If drafted, he would run away to Canada.

Tom Long took John to Chicago during the 1968 Democratic Convention. The night of Hubert Humphrey’s nomination, August 28, they joined the protest march to the International Amphitheater, more as observers than demonstrators. The National Guard, helmets fastened and billy clubs drawn, had set up a barricade of jeeps covered with barbed wire along the route. As the marchers advanced, the National Guard opened fire with liquid tear gas from pressurized hoses. John was one of the first to get hit, and the power of the blast knocked him off his feet.

Later that night he appeared at the door of Rob Jacklin, Judy’s older brother, who was living in Chicago. Reeking of tear gas, John was barely conscious as he stumbled through the door. Rob took off John’s clothes and led him to the shower. Later John called Judy in Wheaton. The violent confrontation was all over the news.

“I can’t believe how much tear gas hurts,” John said to Judy. “I was following Dick Gregory and he said”—John lowered his voice to imitate the black activist comedian—“ ‘We are not an illegal assembly. We are going to my house for some coffee.’ ” And the police, who John said were trained to give demonstrators or a crowd an avenue of escape, had blocked all the alleys and trapped everyone. “I couldn’t believe it! . . . I saw one cop beating this kid, and I went over, and the cop jabbed me in the ribs. I was scared and promised to go home. . . . I walked away and the cop just went back beating on the kid!”

•  •  •

In the fall of 1968, John transferred to the College of DuPage, a new two-year junior college in Glen Ellyn. Money was an increasing problem. The Paynes gave him some household jobs—$2 an hour to clean the windows. He was slow, not a great cleaner, but they could see he needed the work. The son of the restaurateur seemed always to have a big appetite, so he often ate at the Paynes’. Their baby had colic and was often up much of the night. Sometimes John came by about 2 A.M. and, if there was a light on, scratched on the back window. He wanted just to talk.

There was not much campus life at the College of DuPage, but John formed close relationships with Steve Beshekas and Tino Insana, two tall, husky graduates of a nearby high school. They got together at a friend’s house in Wheaton, and Beshekas saw immediately that there was an incredibly funny chemistry between John and Insana as they sat around for hours telling stories and cracking jokes. One day, John proposed that they form a comedy group—Belushi, Beshekas and Insana—and call themselves the West Compass Players, after the forerunner to Second City.

By the end of the year the West Compass Players were performing regularly—short skits in the student union and at local coffee houses. John was the driving force. Most of the skits were slapstick and sight gags, and John taught Insana and Beshekas the techniques he had learned at Shawnee. The three also did night janitorial work to earn money. Whenever possible, John went to see the Second City show in Chicago. He borrowed their ideas and bent their material to his own style.

He also learned how to use material from his own experience. Evangelist Billy Graham had graduated from Wheaton College in 1943, and Graham’s fundamentalism was widely subscribed to in the town. John invented a skit to show how religion had kept him from getting laid in high school:

“I’d go over to her house, up to her bedroom and we’d get close, so close to making it, and then she’d scream, ‘God is in the closet watching us!’ and she’d run out.”

•  •  •

Soon Adam Belushi lost both his restaurants and found a job as a bartender. Agnes Belushi, John’s mother, worked as a cashier at the local pharmacy.

One night in late 1968, John went by the Elm Street house. Jimmy, fourteen, had just started high school. He was uncertain about school and had just had a fight with their mother. Jimmy lay in his pajamas on the bed in the little alcove by the chimney, between the kitchen and garage—the spot where John and Jimmy had shared bunk beds for years. There was a religious icon hanging in the corner, and the only light came from a 60-watt bulb in a wall lamp John had built in wood shop half a dozen years earlier.

“Just use this place to sleep,” John told his brother, indicating that’s what he had done. “Go to school all day, go to football, come back here and eat and go out all night and come here and sleep. Go out for football, wrestling. Go out for the speech team. Go out for dramatics. Do whatever you want to do, but just do it. And stay out of here.”

John tried to explain to Jimmy how he felt about their parents. They lived their own lives, and the kids had to live theirs; that was the only way. Their parents didn’t understand the pressure, how their ethnic heritage and the restaurants didn’t fit into Wheaton. Their parents made decisions and didn’t understand how those decisions affected their children. It was better not to get too involved with the family. Their parents, as they both knew, were unhappy with each other and had been for years. Shield yourself with sports and school and absence. Most of all, keep busy, John said.

Jimmy didn’t exactly understand, but he took down all the newspaper clippings about John from the bulletin board. Now there would be room for what he was going to do in high school.

•  •  •

Jimmy thought John knew how to work things out at home. One day, years before, their mother had swatted them. She had been the disciplinarian since their father was generally away, and John had told Jimmy, “Just laugh when she hits us.” They did, and pretty soon she was laughing with them.

When their father took a rare day off, he often declared it yard day and would direct everyone to a task. One day while their father was at the restaurant, John did an imitation.

“Number one,” John mimicked, getting halfway out of his seat like his father. “You take out the garbage.

“Number two, you do the lawn.

“Number three, I want you to help your mother with the dishes.

“Number four, turn over the garden for Nena.”

John’s mother and the rest of the family were in hysterics. John had captured his father perfectly, and he could make his mother laugh so hard that no sound came out. Jimmy could see how John worked his magic around the house to break the rules to get his way.

•  •  •

John was smoking marijuana more frequently. He did not particularly try to hide it, but John and Judy burned incense in her parents’ car, which they often used, to cover the smell. Her father raised the issue.

“Why are you so stupid to smoke that stuff?” Leslie Jacklin asked. “It will only lead to something worse. It will lead to heroin.”

In the fall of 1969, Judy started college at the Urbana-Champaign campus of the University of Illinois. Carol Morgan, a classmate from Wheaton, was her roommate in the campus dormitory, and almost every weekend John hitchhiked down 120 miles to visit. Occasionally he brought Insana and Beshekas, and they would perform comedy skits at the school coffee shop. They were developing more of an edge: their new theatrics were not merely good-natured takeoffs on coaches, but bricks aimed at politicians, moms, dads.

Morgan noticed that John had changed from his high school days. He had donned the mantle of the angry young radical—antiwar, anti-Nixon, anti-clean-clothes. He joined in demonstrations on their campus, especially that spring, after the Kent State shootings.

John also announced that he hated alcohol and that anybody who drank was “straight.” And he introduced Judy to marijuana. Morgan, John and Judy would put masking tape and wet towels around the door of the girls’ dormitory room and smoke pot for hours, listening to hardrock groups like Led Zeppelin. There were other drugs available around the college, and John began to experiment with downers and hallucinogens. Morgan was afraid to use LSD, and John kidded her about it. It’s fun, he said, you’ll enjoy it, it’s a great high, it will make you laugh. Morgan knew that everyone was experimenting with acid and that John would try anything and everything for a new experience, but that stuff wasn’t for her.

During her freshman year, Judy told John she was pregnant. They loved each other, but marriage and a child? They were not ready. They didn’t tell their parents but went together to a clinic in Chicago for an abortion. John was proud that he had gone with her.

On June 5, 1970, John graduated from the College of DuPage with an associate of arts degree in general studies. Now out of school, he was vulnerable to the draft, and his lottery number was distressingly low—59 out of 365. He had a good chance of being called. He found a doctor who was helpful in getting people medical exclusions. John had slightly high blood pressure, so he took lots of salt and exercised strenuously before going to see the doctor. The regimen had caused his blood pressure to go up, and John concluded that he could do it again to get himself rejected if he was called. But to play it safe, John, Insana and Beshekas enrolled in the University of Illinois, Circle Campus, in Chicago.

John found an apartment on Taylor Street, in an Italian neighborhood, and shared it with Tom Long and an Iranian student. He also discovered a small coffee shop in the basement of the Universal Life Church, about a block from the campus, that was in financial straits. Beshekas, Insana and John rented the space for $100 a month and opened the Universal Life Coffee House, home of the West Compass Players. The room held about four dozen people and they charged $1 admission. They served Kool-Aid and developed 60 to 70 very short comedy skits, called “blackouts,” which evolved over the weeks.

John sat for hours each morning, reading the newspaper, looking for things to make fun of. He loved impersonating Chicago Mayor Richard Daley, and the audience loved it too.

During their sophomore year, Judy and Carol Morgan moved off campus to a $150-a-month apartment about twelve blocks from the college. John still hitchhiked down regularly to spend the night.

Once he convinced the girls to go exploring with him. They got in Morgan’s 1962 Buick, and John gave directions. About three miles from the apartment, he told Morgan to pull over. Growing wild in the flat, wide-open farm fields of central Illinois, there was a huge patch of marijuana. It was called Rantoul Rag, named for the nearby town and for the harsh effect it had on the throat.

Carol and Judy refused to leave the car. John hopped out, loaded two pillowcases and jumped back into the car, and they raced back to the apartment. Morgan, paranoid about the police, locked the door. They dumped the contents of the pillowcases onto the living room floor and started smoking it. It tasted horrible, and no matter how much they smoked, they didn’t really get high, only dizzy. The three of them stayed in the apartment for the rest of the day and night, playing music on Morgan’s portable stereo and smoking. John taught Morgan and Judy how to clean the pot and then showed them how to dry it in the gas oven. At the end of the weekend, John filled up 30 Baggies with an ounce of pot each and took them back to Chicago to smoke and sell.

The West Compass Players continued to travel down to the Urbana-Champaign campus to perform, and the Rantoul Rag was one of the reasons. Beshekas regularly loaded up for the trips back north.

One day, he heard a knock at the door of his Glen Ellyn home. There were policemen with a search warrant. He was busted for possession of twelve pounds, but he was a good soldier and took the rap alone. He got two years probation. John was relieved and grateful. Part of the pot had been his.
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Chicago. February 1971. Bernard Sahlins, forty-seven years old, balding, five feet eight—Hollywood agents claimed he looked like a TV repairman—left his apartment and rushed by foot the five blocks to the home of the Second City comedy troupe in the Old Town section. Sahlins was the sole remaining founder of the twelve-year-old farm team for American comedy and was now its producer, owner, president, and godfather. His six-member cast was on its way to New York for a revue, and Sahlins was auditioning new talent. He was looking a little harder this week since he was going to direct the next show himself. Second City was thriving on weekends when Chicago’s professionals and students—the hip, generally antiwar elite, eighteen- to thirty-five-year-olds—flocked to the show and paid $4 a seat. On weeknights ($3 a seat) the gate was down, and Sahlins had recently taken out a $10,000 bank loan to keep going.

He walked into the empty cabaret-theater, 80 by 50 feet, filled with small round tables and chairs for an audience of 325. He stepped halfway to the back of the playhouse, up a 30-inch riser, and took a seat on the right side. Unwrapping one of his skinny Brazilian Danneman cigars, he lit up, set an elbow on the table and waited. Sahlins had seen thousands of auditions. He had spotted and hired David Steinberg, Joan Rivers and Robert Klein.

His assistant, Joyce Sloane, the nuts and bolts producer, came in along with several members of the current cast. The three-member comedy team that had been performing at the Universal Life Coffee House was being given a private audition. Sahlins had heard their show was satirical and topical—their version of Second City. He was making an exception by letting the trio perform some prepared material. He wanted to see his budding competition at its best.

The theater was quiet as Belushi walked onto the bare stage. It was just the way Sahlins liked it. Empty stages don’t forgive an actor anything.

Glasses askew, trenchcoat a size too large and wrinkled, Belushi carried a large stack of books and a look of rejection—the high school wimp, the class brain. He was waiting at a bus stop, shy, frightened (like Jonathan Winters, whom John had imitated before a mirror when he had been a high-schooler), half-genius, half-reject, apparently alone in the world, terrified by it.

Tino Insana came on stage, a tough hood, shouting, “Hey, you!”

Belushi turned slowly, doubtful, and opened his mouth. No words came out. Insana began calling Belushi names, mocking his appearance, playing the bully, jeering at a cowering, frozen Belushi. He knocked the books from under Belushi’s arm.

Belushi stepped back, suddenly firm, confident, authoritative, and threw his coat open. His head snapped up. He altered his posture, his eyes, his walk, the reach of his arms, his forehead. His cheek muscles tensed. The axis and shape of his physical form changed in a half-dozen ways.

“Is this a greaser that I see before me?” Belushi demanded. Under his coat he had two swords, and he threw one to Insana. Now transformed into Errol Flynn’s Captain Blood, John cast off his meek exterior and fought menacingly, dominating Insana and quoting lines from Hamlet and Macbeth (what he termed his gobbledygook Shakespeare). He was a swashbuckling adventurer; he gained supremacy, he selected his moment.

“And thee I thrust.” He lunged gracefully and stabbed Insana in the groin. “Thrust home.”

Sahlins had rarely seen such a strong audition—such self-conviction, intensity and control. John’s ability to accelerate through two such diverse roles was spectacular; he had made all the right choices. He had not trembled or walked feebly as the wimp but had conveyed his timidity by staying still. He had used his costume well. He had executed both parts with economy, had not tried to overpower the stage, had not used his hands too much like most amateurs. It was a mature performance.

Belushi, Insana and Beshekas did a few more skits and a reading. Sahlins didn’t want to break up the trio, but the performers were very uneven. Insana showed promise, Beshekas was relatively hopeless, Belushi was one in a hundred, one in a thousand.

“I want you to come to work. I should put you in the touring company,” he told Belushi, referring to the minor-league company that played college campuses, “or one of the workshops, but I’m not. I hope you vindicate my judgment.”

Sahlins explained that John would be in the replacement cast, and when the others came back they would make a place for him in the regular six-member cast or else add him as a seventh member. In twelve years that had not been done; everyone else had gone on tour or to workshops. The pay was $150 a week.

Belushi accepted deadpan. He said he wanted Insana and Beshekas hired also. Sahlins said no. Insana would be put in the touring company; Beshekas was not ready.

Sahlins also admonished Belushi that the company functioned as a group; he would be expected to be a team player, to support the others and hold back some of his own impulses.

John assured him that he understood and went off to call Judy, his parents and the Paynes to tell them he had his first job, Second City, the big time.I

Sahlins suspected he was hiring not only a great deal of talent but also some trouble. At twenty-two, Belushi would be by far the youngest member of the troupe ever. And he would be their first true creature of the 1960s. On first look, Belushi seemed to suggest some of those new, stronger forces. He would be likely to push the comedy in more extreme directions and extend the boundaries beyond the 1950s University of Chicago version of the Beat Generation. John reflected the political outrage of the times. Sahlins believed that pure acting was transmitted and received unconsciously. Pure talent was largely a mystery. But here it was. Sahlins explained to John that his motto was “Play bright” or “Play the scene at the top of your intelligence.” That meant several things: be cutting but not gross; straightforward but not simpleminded; zany, wicked, but not slapstick.

Joe Flaherty, thirty, was an easygoing two-year veteran cast member in the Sahlins-Mike Nichols image of the cerebral, verbal, satiric comic performer. He looked on Belushi’s arrival with mixed feelings. John had a good eye, and his ear was wonderful: he was accomplished at accents. The trouble was his real voice; he sounded like a Chicago teenager, all nasal twang, not exactly Gregory Peck. Belushi was a child of his times—longer, wilder, frizzy hair, a bit too knee-jerk in his antiestablishment politics, more extreme and impatient.

Flaherty soon discovered that it was all too easy for Belushi to steal a scene. In one, Flaherty was talking to someone on stage during a cocktail-party skit when suddenly he heard a huge roar from the audience and turned to see John pretending to shoot up drugs, then fall dead. The audience loved it. “Don’t go for the focus all the time,” Flaherty told John after the show. “You have to be more of a group player, and when the audience is supposed to be concentrating on someone else, let the scene play out.” John was racing to the laugh lines.

“Okay,” John said, “I’m sorry. I won’t do that.”

Yet Flaherty realized that he could work well with Belushi. The show was a series of set skits or scenes, revamped every two or three months, that ran about 90 minutes with an intermission. After a second break the cast came back for the free-for-all improvisational hour.

Sahlins was convinced that the audience’s involvement was central. He cast Flaherty as the facile conservative columnist William F. Buckley, Jr., and Belushi as the writer Truman Capote, and had them debate topics suggested by the audience.

As Capote, John, his black hair combed and plastered straight back, wore a white jacket, rose-colored sunglasses and a shoulder bag carried high under his arm. The incongruity of the husky, dark East European sashaying around got a laugh. John was sweet and innocent. He put his hand out in the air gently; he moved his head from side to side. “Well,” he said with a delicate, fluttery, drawn-out lisp.

Flaherty, as the verbal Buckley, had to read Buckley’s National Review magazine to keep up on the latest Lord So-and-So quotes or the current favored Hungarian freedom fighter intellectual. Belushi did it all with attitude, and he stole the laughs with his eyes or eyebrows or simply by saying, “Well,” or “Oh, my!” Whenever Flaherty’s Buckley picked a fight with John’s Capote, the audience sided with Capote. Belushi had a few set gags. Several were long animal stories, and one was about a tiger catching a duck—Capote’s new book, “In Cold Duck.”

When the audience asked about homosexuality, Flaherty said, “If the good Lord wanted us to be homosexuals, he would have made Adam and Steve”—a good line that got a nice laugh each time. Belushi simply replied, “Oh, don’t be silly, Bill.” It got a bigger laugh.

The Capote-Buckley debate was so successful that Sahlins wanted them to repeat it in the next revue.

“We can’t do that,” Belushi said. “They’ll kill us, the fucking critics and the audience, for doing something twice.” But Sahlins insisted, and it was an even bigger hit the second time.

Belushi’s repertoire was growing. He did his Mayor Richard J. Daley (“If a man can’t give his own son a job . . .”). In the improvisational hour the audiences called for it, shouting from their seats, “Daley, Daley!” John also played a belligerent coach at a PTA meeting; a kid who’d been caught smoking pot being visited by his father and his priest in jail; a stoned citizen stumbling nonsensically with paranoid pauses through a pro-drug editorial reply entitled “No Hope Without Dope.” Then there was his bumbling tax adviser, H. R. Rock, who asked clients, “About how many children do you have?” He played a college student bluffing his way through Professor Flaherty’s final oral exam in Russian history. In another, Belushi played Hamlet and sang:

To be, to be

Sure beats the shit

Out of not to be.

John played a hippie who had written a threatening letter to President Nixon (“Don’t come into town if you know what’s good for you”). Two FBI agents, one played by Flaherty, come to question him and beat him up. Each time, Belushi would say “God bless Jack Anderson,” for no other reason than to plug Anderson’s muckraking column, which he read each day. It got a laugh.

In the fall of 1971, six months after he’d started, John was getting a good deal of attention in the Chicago press. Sydney J. Harris of the Chicago Daily News reviewed the latest show, Cum Grano Salis (With a Grain of Salt), and singled him out. “We all have our personal favorites, however, and mine was John Belushi, who has only to step out on the stage to start me tittering like a schoolboy.” Harris said he hadn’t laughed so hard or so continuously since the great, long-lost days of Alan Arkin and Barbara Harris.

John cut out a copy of the review and put it in his wallet. Flaherty and other cast members noticed it one day and ganged up, taunting him about having a clipping service, asking whether he always had the article with him.

“Yes,” John said, “I carry that article around.”

“John,” Flaherty replied, “you really want to make it big in this business, don’t you?”

“Damn right I do!”

Actor Cliff Robertson came backstage one night after the show, praised Belushi and hinted that he would like to work with him someday.

“Jesus, Cliff Robertson,” John repeated for several days, and started talking Hollywood dreams. Flaherty left a phony message at the box office for Belushi: “John, call me at once. Have a movie I want you to be in. Cliff Robertson.”

An hour later John was backstage telling everyone, “Cliff Robertson called!”

“Yeah, yeah, John,” Flaherty said, smiling, “you’re going to be a big star.”

•  •  •

Harold Ramis, a tall, curly-haired member of the cast, had thought of himself as Second City’s radical, crazed-out zany until John arrived. He was annoyed by Belushi’s calculated and exaggerated stunts. If a skit called for John to choke someone on stage, John left his colleague sputtering for breath. Ramis viewed Belushi as a hippie who was bringing rock and roll into Second City. John did a parody of Elton John and James Taylor called Elton Taylor, and he introduced a flawless imitation of singer Joe Cocker. He had the voice and the anguished, jerky body movements that suggested the words started at his toes.

Ramis noticed too, especially during the improvisational hour, that if someone passed the ball to John, often it didn’t come back. John had developed a habit of performing solo for several minutes—a time almost unheard of—and beating his subjects into submission. He went on as long as it took. It was clear to Ramis that John knew his strengths and that he didn’t think he needed the other players. He would get behind everyone on stage—the power spot—and communicate with the audience privately. He was noticed when he walked onstage, even when he had nothing to do.

Some time after the Robertson visit, Belushi approached Flaherty backstage: “I’m having trouble getting people to work with me in the improv hour. . . . What’s wrong? . . . No one in the cast will really talk to me.”

“It’s a group, you’ve got to remember that, John,” Flaherty said, figuring it was time to slap Belushi down a little. “Unless you’re just doing a solo scene, there are other people in the scene, and you’ve got to remember about the give-and-take. . . . And a scene usually isn’t any good if the focus is on just one person. The other people tend to get discouraged. You have to share the focus, even though you may be the dominant figure in the scene.”

“Do I do that?” Belushi asked.

“Yeah, you have a tendency to get into yourself up there . . . especially after that article.”

Belushi seemed full of self-reproach. “Yeah, I guess maybe you’re right. I haven’t been thinking too much in terms of the other people.”

Flaherty thought that perhaps he’d been too hard. “You know, whatever it is, you always have to sacrifice something for the good of the scene, let someone in even if they’re not that good.”

•  •  •

Judy had come to live with John that first summer, a fact they kept from her parents. He had a place near Second City, a large three-bedroom apartment they shared with Tino Insana and Flaherty’s brother Paul. Later, Judy transferred to the University of Illinois Circle Campus in Chicago and moved in with John permanently. A few days after Judy’s twenty-first birthday in January 1972, they went to visit her parents, the Jacklins, figuring they’d better describe the new living arrangements.

Judy sat down in a chair in her parents’ bedroom and began crying. John asked the Jacklins to turn off the television, and then he said, “Judy and I want to live together. We love each other. I now have a good paying job, and we’ve decided to live together.”

“Why don’t you get married?” asked Mrs. Jacklin.

“It’s not the right time,” John explained, “and we don’t need a piece of paper to prove we love each other.”

The Jacklins did not understand and protested. Mrs. Jacklin started to cry. John said there was no give in their position. Judy was astonished at John’s strength, his confidence and self-assurance.

•  •  •

John’s work was now consuming his life, taking him on the average day no farther than several blocks from Second City. The show ran six nights a week; Monday was his only day off. On work days he slept until about noon and then went to Lum’s, an inexpensive restaurant and a central meeting place right across the street from the theater. There he’d meet Flaherty, Ramis and some other members of the cast, read the papers, eat fried mushrooms and drink coffee or beer.

During these sessions they planned new skits and talked shop. Sahlins, and the choices he was making, were a favorite topic. He doesn’t pay enough, Belushi said. No one was making more than $200 a week. “We should be on TV,” John said another afternoon, complaining that Sahlins wasn’t making the most of Second City by keeping it locked in the 1950s and in Chicago. They should agitate for Sahlins to get them a film deal. The cast was that good, Belushi said. The others laughed.

After the performance, too, the cast tended to stick together and go out to bars—folk music at the Earl of Old Town, drinks at the Saddle Club or at John’s favorite, the Sneak Joint, a small bar right across from the theater that had last call at 4 A.M. Often the sun was coming up as they left.

At Lum’s or the bars after the show, there was much talk about the cast’s experimentation with new drugs. John was using marijuana frequently, sometimes before the show or before the improv hour. He had also tried amphetamines and liked the energy drive they provided. He was trying it all—LSD, mushrooms, peyote, sunshine acid. “Yeah, I tried this, man. It was great.” “Man, you really get off on this.” There was a blond man with a strange voice around the neighborhood. He was nicknamed Dr. Psychedelic; he supplied drugs.

Flaherty didn’t think there was anything wrong with taking drugs, but they scrambled his brain and he didn’t use many. His wife, Judith, liked to experiment, and on one occasion John and Judith took some mescaline, a hallucinogen that is a little less intense than LSD. It turned out to be a nice mild high.

Judith, who had done some acting with Second City, loved John and called him “My Oak Tree” because he was so strong. Underneath the macho walk and flying hair she had found a gentle, sweet friend. They had a platonic relationship that she found better than sex.

John even exchanged information with Sahlins on the best kinds of pot and other experimental substances. As long as drugs did not interfere with the cast’s work, Sahlins didn’t worry much. Belushi didn’t seem to be doing more than anyone else in his generation. It was true that drugs fired some creative powers in some cast members at times. It seemed that the people who had those powers were going to use drugs no matter.

For Judy it was becoming important and liberating to get stoned. New drugs and more drugs were a kind of test: a comparatively easy way to cross frontiers—personal ones, and group barriers—and to break out of society’s bonds. Drugs were the only way to get away. There wasn’t the time or the money for real vacations. Drugs were a necessary recreation; $5 or $10 was well spent for some pot or several “tabs” of the latest mind-bender.

Flaherty was amazed that John could take so many drugs and still perform. Once, before the show, John had told him that he had taken some wild new hallucinogen. Flaherty asked if he was all right, and John insisted he was. That night, the company did their regular Biblical soap-opera spoof on the birth of Christ. Flaherty was playing Joseph, and his wife Mary said that she was expecting.

“Who?” he asked.

“An angel of the Lord came upon me,” she said.

Joseph looked skeptical. Suddenly, John appeared as Gabriel, the Angel of the Lord, at the other side of the stage with orange international distress gloves and cardboard wings attached to his back. John’s entrance was always a hit because, if he walked just right, he could get the wings to flap with each step. As usual, the audience laughed. The noise died down. Flaherty looked at John. He was still walking across the stage, in slow motion. By the time he made it to Flaherty, the laughs had subsided. The drug had destroyed John’s timing.

Eventually, Flaherty called John on his drug use, on stage. During a segment called “Make a Speech,” members of the cast would give speeches on subjects suggested by the audience. Flaherty had just finished one, and he had turned to introduce Belushi. “Look at him, ladies and gentlemen, he’s stoned!”

John fired him a dirty look.

“Yeah, look at his eyes, ladies and gentlemen,” Flaherty continued.

John broke into a heavy sweat during his speech, which wasn’t very funny. Off stage Flaherty said, “Boy, John, you were real bad out there. How come?”

“What the fuck!” John screamed. “What are you doing? You don’t do that. You don’t say that in front of all those people.”

“Relax,” Flaherty said, “the audience doesn’t know if you’re stoned or not.”

“Never tell anybody on stage that they’re stoned. Do you realize how paranoid you get when you’re high? Don’t do it again.”

Sahlins thought that John was charting a more subversive ground, turning against the satiric tradition of the institution that had found him and was supporting him. “Play bright” was going up in smoke; it was yielding to a scathing, wise-guy, dirty-mouth assault.
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