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Marilyn on subway grate; photo shoot for The Seven Year Itch, September 15, 1954. Photo by Sam Shaw.


Prologue
Let Us Now Praise Famous Women1


In one of the most famous photos of the twentieth century, Marilyn Monroe stands on a subway grate, trying to hold her skirt down as a gust of wind blows it up, exposing her underpants. The photo was taken in New York on September 15, 1954, in a photo shoot during the filming of The Seven Year Itch, which stars Marilyn as a model and dog-faced Tom Ewell as a middled-aged editor of raunchy books who is tired of his seven-year marriage and yearns for an affair with a sexy “girl.” In the scene being shot, they leave a movie theater after seeing The Creature from the Black Lagoon, a 1954 film about a prehistoric Gil-man on the Amazon River who kills several members of the expedition sent to capture him. It’s a hot summer night, and Marilyn stands over the grate to cool off. A subway passing underneath supposedly produces the wind, which was actually caused by a wind machine under the grate.2

In her white dress, white underpants, white high-heel sling-backs, and white earrings, Marilyn is a vision in white, suggesting innocence and purity. Yet she exudes sexuality and transcends it; poses for the male gaze and confronts it. Her billowing skirt resembles wings. She might be a guardian angel from the Christian tradition, an Aphrodite from the classical tradition, or a Nike proclaiming victory in poetry or war, like the Winged Victory of Samothrace in the Louvre Museum, with the wind blowing back Victory’s wings and chiton. She might be an elegant ballerina on her toes or a working girl standing on the Coney Island fun house ramp, where air gusts blew up the skirts of the women on the ramp. Sam Shaw, who took the famed photo, derived Marilyn’s pose from that setting, though the effect had long been used on the burlesque stage and in pin-up photos to titillate men.3 Above all, The Seven Year Itch photo reveals Marilyn’s complexities: her passion and her paradoxical nature, central themes of this book.

The photo shoot was a publicity stunt, one of the greatest in the history of film. Its time and location were published in New York newspapers; it attracted a crowd of over a hundred male photographers and 1,500 male spectators, even though it was held in the middle of the night to avoid daytime crowds. Klieg lights lit the scene; spectators climbed to the roofs of buildings to get a good view; photographers elbowed their way through the crowd to stake out the best locations. Sam Shaw, the stills photographer for the movie, took the famous photo, but the other photographers there shot hundreds of variations. So great was the interest in all things Marilyn that barricades were put up, and police were on hand to contain the crowd.

Billy Wilder, the film’s director, did fourteen takes—pausing between them to let the photographers shoot. Every time Marilyn’s skirt blew up, the crowd roared, especially those up front, who could see a dark blotch of pubic hair through her underpants, even though she had put on two pairs of pants to conceal it. The draconian 1934 Motion Picture Production Code, enforced by the Production Board, forbade such a display. Any blotch of public hair in photos from the shoot had to be airbrushed out.

Yet the scene in the shoot is naughty, with the phallic subway train, its blast of air, and Marilyn’s erotic stance. Yet she is in control. She is the “woman on top,” drawing from the metaphor for women’s power that runs through Euro-American history. She poses for the male gaze, but she is an unruly woman—the Mere Folle of medieval Carnivale; the white witch with supernatural powers; the burlesque star in “an upside-down world of enormous, powerful women and powerless, victimized men.” In the photo Marilyn is so gorgeous, so glamorous, so incandescent—as her third husband, the writer Arthur Miller, described her—that she seems every inch a star, glorying in her success.4 She can now defy the people who had mistreated her: her father and mother, who abandoned her; foster parents who abused her; Hollywood patriarchs who regarded her as their toy; even Joe DiMaggio, then her husband, who physically abused her. Present at the shoot, he stalked off in a fury when her skirt billowed up and revealed her underpants. She had, indeed, dramatized her childhood dream of walking naked over a church congregation, lying on their backs, eyes wide open, looking up at her. It’s a powerful dream of exposure—and of a Marilyn in control.

But she holds down her skirt in the photo, suggesting modesty. In her only discussion of the shoot—in a 1962 interview—she stated that she wasn’t thinking about sex when she posed, only about having a good time. It was the spectators, she claimed, who sexualized her. “At first it was all innocent and fun,” Marilyn said, “but when Billy Wilder kept shooting the scene over and over again the crowd of men kept on applauding and shouting, ‘More, more Marilyn—let’s see more.” Then Billy bought the camera in close, focusing on her crotch. “What was supposed to be a fun scene turned into a sex scene.” “With her wry humor, Marilyn added “I hope all those extra takes are not for your Hollywood friends to enjoy at a private party.”5

We are not accustomed to seeing Marilyn Monroe as being on top in any but the most superficial way. We view her as irreparably damaged, too victimized to have played much of a role either in launching her career or reinventing herself on the silver screen. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The Marilyn that emerges in Marilyn: The Passion and the Paradox is a woman who made herself into a star, conquering numerous disabilities in the process, creating a life more dramatic than any role she played in films. Her disabilities were many. She suffered from dyslexia and from a stutter more severe than anyone has realized. She was plagued throughout her life by dreams of monsters and witches, horrible dreams that contributed to her constant insomnia and that I am the first to describe. She was bipolar and often disassociated from reality. She endured terrible pain during menstruation because she had endometriosis, a hormonal condition that causes tissue like growths throughout the abdominal cavity. She broke out in rashes and hives and eventually came down with chronic colitis, enduring abdominal pain and nausea.

She surmounted all this, in addition to the well-known problems of her childhood—a mother in a mental institution, a father she never knew, and moving between foster homes and an orphanage. Playwright Clifford Odets stated that “she always traveled with a dark companion.” People who saw “the gorgeous substrata of her life could not even imagine on what subsoil her roots were feeding.”6 Then there were the drugs she took to cope, once she entered Hollywood and had to endure its pressures: she especially took barbiturates to calm her down; amphetamines to give her energy.

Significant among my discoveries about Marilyn are her lesbian inclinations. She had affairs with many eminent men—baseball great Joe DiMaggio, playwright Arthur Miller, director Elia Kazan, actor Marlon Brando, singer Frank Sinatra, the Kennedy brothers—and she married DiMaggio and Miller. Yet she desired women, had affairs with them, and worried that she might be lesbian by nature. How could she be the world’s heterosexual sex goddess and desire women? How could she have the world’s most perfect body on the outside and have such internal imperfections as endometriosis and colitis? Why was she unable to bear a child? The adult Marilyn was haunted by these questions.

Yet in her career she exhibited a rare genius. Publicists marveled at her ability to generate publicity; makeup artists saluted her skill at their craft; photographers rated her one of the greatest models of their age. She studied with top acting, singing, and movement teachers to create her era’s greatest dumb-blonde clown. Voluptuous and soft-voiced, the Marilyn we know exemplified 1950s femininity. Yet she mocked it with her wiggling walk, jiggling breasts, and puckered mouth. She could tone her blonde bombshell image down, project sadness in her eyes, and, like all great clowns, play her figure on the edge between comedy and tragedy.

There were many Marilyns, not just one. Revealing and analyzing her multiple personas is a major contribution of mine to Marilyn scholarship. As a pin-up model early in her career she posed for her era’s most famous pin-up photo—a nude that became the centerfold for the first issue of Playboy in December 1953. By mid-career she created a new glamour look that combined the allure of the pin-up with the aloof, mature sensuality of a glamour star of the 1930s like Greta Garbo. Another Marilyn had a talent for drama, evident in films like Clash by Night (1952) and Bus Stop (1956) and in her poses for celebrity photographers like Milton Greene and Eve Arnold. “Marilyn Monroe,” her most famous alter ego, was one among many.

Marilyn was nothing if not complicated and in ways that has never been revealed. She was shy and insecure, lacking self-confidence. But she was tough and determined. She had an ironic and sometimes ribald wit, engaging in puns and wordplay. She could swear like a trooper. She loved to play practical jokes. I have discovered that she could be an eccentric who followed her own irrational logic. She sometimes was a party girl who did “crazy, naughty, sexy things,” including engaging in promiscuous sex, displaying what we now call “sex addiction.”7 In her paradoxical manner, however, she covered untoward behavior with a mask of good intentions, justifying her promiscuity through advocating a free-love philosophy, which connected friendship to sex. That philosophy circulated sub rosa among the avant-garde throughout the twentieth century. In another guise she was a trickster who assumed aliases, wore disguises, and lived her life as though it was a spy story, with secret friends and a secret apartment in New York. “I’m so many people,” she told British journalist W. J. Weatherby, “I used to think I was going crazy, until I discovered some people I admired were like that, too.”8

A spiritual Marilyn, never before revealed, studied mystical texts. A radical Marilyn pioneered the sexual revolution that erupted in the 1960s, appreciated her roots in the working class, and honored the men who made her a star through their fan mail—“the ordinary people, the working class, those who struggled through wars and the Depression.” She opposed McCarthyite oppression and supported racial equality. In a play on the term “black face,” Bruno Bernhard wrote that the intellectual, radical Marilyn was hiding under “black lace.”9

Unlike all Marilyn biographers, except Gloria Steinem, I argue that the sexual abuse she endured as a child was formative in molding her adult character. We now know that such abuse can produce lesbianism, sex addiction, exhibitionism, and an angry, frightened adult. It can fragment a personality, producing, in Marilyn’s case, multiple alters, of which she was aware. However dominant, “Marilyn Monroe” was only one persona among many that emerged from and were created by the original Norma Jeane Baker before her name was changed to Marilyn Monroe. That happened when Norma Jeane signed a contract with Twentieth Century–Fox in August 1946 and began her ascent to stardom.

The 1950s was a paradoxical era. Americans were exuberant over victory in World War Two and the booming consumer economy, while they were frightened by the Cold War with the Soviet Union and the threat of nuclear destruction, and paranoid about homosexuality and internal communism in the United States. Marilyn’s comic style soothed the nation’s fears, while reflecting the 1950s “populuxe” style in design, which spoofed consumption and laughed at fears through a populist version of luxury. When she put on her Betty Boop character, whom I call Lorelei Lee, she was populuxe to the hilt.

Her innocent eroticism and joy made her the ultimate playmate for men in a postwar age worried about male feminization, as warriors became husbands with the end of the war. Beyond feminization lay homosexuality, demonized in the 1950s as a perversion that threatened everyone. In her films Marilyn often plays against an impotent man whom she restores to potency by praising his gentleness as necessary to true masculinity, as she does for Tom Ewell in The Seven Year Itch. In real life she often chose powerful older men as partners, overlooking their domineering ways in her quest for a father, falling into sado-masochistic behavior patterns again and again.

As an exemplar of her age, she relates to 1950s rock ‘n’ roll musicians and beat poets that were forerunners to 1960s rebels, as did actors like Montgomery Clift and Marlon Brando, who were both identified with new, rebellious acting styles. From that perspective, joined with her support for sexual freedom, she was a rebel pointing to the radicalism and sexual rebellion of the 1960s.

I was drawn to writing about Marilyn because no one like me—an academic scholar, feminist biographer, and historian of gender—had studied her. I was also intrigued by similarities between my childhood and hers. I grew up in the 1940s in Inglewood, California, a Los Angeles satellite city only a few miles from Hawthorne, where Marilyn spent her first seven years. Her Hawthorne family was fundamentalist Christian; so was my childhood family. Blonde and blue-eyed, I had her body dimensions and won beauty contests. Like her, I had relatives in the film industry who encouraged me to aim for stardom. But I loved learning. After graduating from UCLA, I moved to New York to achieve a Ph.D. at Columbia University. Becoming a college professor, I remained in and near New York for the next twenty years. I married a Princeton professor and travelled in New York intellectual circle; I spent summers in rural Connecticut, as Marilyn had.

During those years I became a founder of “second wave feminism” and the new women’s history. I dismissed Marilyn as a sex object for men. By the 1990s, however, a generation of “third wave feminists” contended that sexualizing women was liberating, not demeaning, for it gave them self-knowledge and power. The students I taught were swayed by this argument. Had I dismissed Marilyn too easily? Was she a precursor of 1960s feminism? Was there power in her stance as a sex object? To answer these questions, I decided to explore her life.

I began by joining Marilyn Remembered, the Los Angeles Marilyn fan club. Members shared their collections with me. Branching out, I interviewed nearly one hundred Marilyn friends and associates. I researched archives in the United States and Europe. I gained access to never-before-seen collections—including Marilyn’s personal file cabinets and the papers of Ralph Roberts, Stacy Eubank, Norman Mailer, Greg Schreiner, Antonio Villani, Peter Lawford, James Spada, Lotte Goslar, and many new collections in the Margaret Herrick Library of the Motion Picture Academy of Arts and Sciences and elsewhere. I collected several hundred fan magazines with articles on Marilyn, buying many on eBay. I bought Marilyn items at auctions. In an act of great generosity, Anthony Summers allowed me access to his over three hundred interviews for his biography of Marilyn, published in 1985. I found rich materials in those interviews that he hadn’t used.

I salute Marilyn for a major—and unacknowledged—feminist act. Sexually abused as a child, she named that abuse as an adult. She refused to keep quiet in an age that believed such abuse rarely happened and when it did, the victimized girl was responsible. Such self-disclosure would become important to the feminist movement in the 1970s. Neither Ruth Benedict nor Margaret Mead, eminent American anthropologists and public intellectuals, whose lives I chronicled in a dual biography, disclosed the episodes of sexual abuse in their childhoods. I didn’t expect to find such episodes in any of these lives, but the rates of such abuse have been high throughout our history. In an act of great bravery, Marilyn named the abuse she endured.

As a biographer, I follow the school of “new biography.” I analyze Marilyn in her historical context and in terms of her interactions with the men and women in her life, what I call the “geography of gender.” Throughout my book I present a new Marilyn, different from any previous portrayal of her, including my own, in my brief overview of her in MM—Personal. I probe her interior self and see her life as a process of self-formation. I have identified all eleven families she lived with in her childhood—providing new information on them. I analyze the gender themes of her films and explore the gendered personas of Hollywood producers and photographers, pointing out the homoeroticism endemic to many of them.

I have done deep readings of unexplored texts, like Arthur Miller’s autobiography, Timebends, Ralph Greenson’s psychiatric writings, and the themes in the poetry and works of literature Marilyn read. I figured out why she extolled Eleanora Duse. I discovered Anna Freud’s findings when she analyzed Marilyn during a week in London in 1956. According to Anna, Marilyn was bisexual. Her childhood dream of naked exposure to a church congregation was a product of the sexual abuse she endured as a child.

I follow the chronological format standard in biography as a genre, although I innovate in adding a section I call “entre’acte.” I pause there to delve into her psyche and her historical resonance before proceeding on. Like many world historical figures, Marilyn stood astride her age. She reflected its mores and helped to create them. Her glittering position partly explains why she has become an icon for our age. And I am amazed by what she accomplished in her brief lifespan of thirty-six years. When she died she was hardly more than a child by our contemporary lexicon of the stages of life.

When Marilyn posed for The Seven Year Itch photo in 1954, she was Hollywood’s preeminent star. She was “a national institution as well known as hot dogs, apple pie, or baseball” and “the nation’s celluloid H-bomb.” Her fan mail, some ten thousand letters a week, surpassed that of any other star. Reporters called her “The Monroe” and referred to the “Monroe Doctrine,” defining it as eroticism, shrewdness, lack of materialism—whatever might sell a story and not be too farfetched. Her sexual double-entendres, called “Monroeisms,” were famous. “What do you wear to bed?” photographers asked her. Her reply: “Chanel Number Five.”10 The Seven Year Itch photo ratified Marilyn’s fame. Within days it appeared in newspapers round the globe, from New York to Hong Kong, Los Angeles to Tokyo. It was called “The Shot Seen Round the World.” By the mid-1950s people everywhere could identify “Marilyn” and “MM.” She had become an American icon for the world.11

This book is about how Marilyn was created, how she lived her life, and how that life ended.

A Note on Sources

Readers familiar with the biographical tradition on Monroe will realize that I have not used memoirs by Hans Jürgen Lembourn, Ted Jordan, Lena Pepitone, Robert Slatzer, or Jeanne Carmen. In “Mimosa,” his unpublished memoir of Marilyn, Ralph Roberts, her masseur and best friend, exposed them as frauds. So did articles in Runnin’ Wild, an early Marilyn fan magazine.

These five individuals knew Marilyn, but they weren’t close to her. Danish journalist Lembourn was on a State Department fellowship that sent him nationwide and didn’t give him time for the liaison he describes. Ted Jordan, actor, was burlesque star Lili St. Cyr’s fifth husband. He claimed to have had a three-way affair with Marilyn and St. Cyr. But both St. Cyr and her biographer dismiss his claim. Lena Pepitone, Marilyn’s cook for several years in her New York apartment, didn’t speak English and Marilyn didn’t speak Italian. Jeanne Carmen was a trick golfer and high-priced call girl who lived in her Doheny Drive apartment complex in 1961. After she held an all-night party, Marilyn wouldn’t speak to her. Carmen, Jordan, and Pepitone possess no photos of Marilyn with them, and Slatzer’s one photo with Marilyn looks staged. Slatzer’s claim that Marilyn married him in Tijuana in the spring of 1952 is unsubstantiated.12

Recent Marilyn biographers overlook excellent earlier Marilyn biographies, especially those by Maurice Zolotow (1960), Fred Guiles (1969), Carl Rollyson (1986), and Anthony Summers (1985). They often disregard Marilyn memoirs written by close friends such as Louella Parsons, Susan Strasberg, Norman Rosten, Milton Greene, and Sam Shaw. Realizing their worth, I have used these biographies and memoirs.

My special thanks go to Anthony Summers, who gave me access to his many interviews for Goddess, his 1985 biography of Marilyn. He is a gifted interviewer, writer, and interpreter of Marilyn. Although I don’t always agree with him, I respect his work. He put many of the puzzles about Marilyn into perspective, enabling me to construct my narrative of her life.13


Part I
The Matrix, 1926–1946

Persons of genius with mysterious gifts: in many cases a wound has been inflicted early in life, which impels the person to strive harder or makes him or her extra-sensitive. The talent, the genius, is the scab on the wound, there to protect a weak place, an opening to death. Men and women who come successfully out of misfortune, they have strength that is extraordinary.

Elia Kazan, Elia Kazan: A Life


Chapter 1
Mothers, 1926–1933

Marilyn Monroe was born Norma Jeane Mortenson in the charity ward of Los Angeles County General Hospital on June 1, 1926. Her mother, Gladys Monroe Baker, was a poorly paid film cutter in a Hollywood editing studio. Her father never recognized her, and Gladys placed her in a foster home when she was three months old. In 1933, when Norma Jeane was seven, her mother brought her to live with her in Hollywood. Soon after, Gladys broke down emotionally, leaving Norma Jeane with her best friend, Grace Atchison McKee. When Gladys was declared paranoid schizophrenic and admitted to a state mental hospital, Grace became Norma Jeane’s guardian. During the next eight years, until Norma Jeane married in 1942 at the age of sixteen, Grace placed her in eleven foster homes and an orphanage. Why Gladys broke down and why Grace kept moving Norma Jeane are central issues in examining her childhood.

Five women dominated Norma Jeane’s childhood. They included Gladys and Grace, plus Della Monroe, Gladys’s mother; and two of Norma Jeane’s foster mothers, Ida Bolender and Ana Atchinson Lower, Grace McKee’s aunt.1 All five women were working class or lower middle class, with little money or education. All moved to Los Angeles with their families from the Upper South and the Midwest between 1900 and 1920, during the great migration to the city. That movement turned a small provincial city into a major metropolis, with suburbs and cities radiating out from a downtown core.

Della Monroe, Marilyn’s grandmother, came from Missouri by way of Mexico in 1902, with her husband, Otis Monroe, and her daughter, Gladys, then two years old; they settled near downtown Los Angeles. Grace came from Montana in the 1910s in her late teens, looking for a film career; she settled in Hollywood. Ida, an Iowa farm girl, arrived with her husband, Wayne, in the early 1920s and settled in Hawthorne, in the South Bay area southwest of downtown. Ana, considerably older than the other four, was born in 1880 in Washington State. She came to Los Angeles by way of Sacramento, eventually settling in the Sawtelle area on Los Angeles’s West Side.

Like most participants in the great migration to Los Angeles, these five hoped for better lives in the Southern California paradise of beaches, mountains, exotic vegetation, and a Mediterranean climate. The Hollywood film industry was there, with its ethic of leisure and pleasure. So was a major evangelical movement, among the largest in the nation, with imposing churches and a doctrine that promised individual rebirth through renouncing sin and uniting with Christ. The pulpit and the screen—an uneasy pair—would profoundly influence Norma Jeane.2

The story of Marilyn’s childhood, like much of her life, contains texts and counter-texts, with hidden episodes beneath surface narratives. Most families have secrets; alcoholism, marital discord, and mental issues are possibilities. The Monroe family had all these, and more. Della and Gladys had up-and-down moods. Both were divorced several times; in divorce petitions both accused husbands of alcoholism and physical abuse. Ida, Norma Jeane’s first foster mother, between 1926 and 1933, disciplined her for childhood sexual experimentation, and Grace couldn’t prevent her from being sexually abused in several foster homes. Della, Grace, Gladys, Ana, and Ida clashed over religion. Ida was an evangelical Christian; Della was a follower of evangelist maverick Aimee Semple McPherson. Ana, who provided foster care for Norma Jeane between 1938 and 1942, was a Christian Science healer, while Gladys and Grace were flappers who lived sexually free lives and didn’t faithfully attend any church during Norma Jeane’s early childhood. She got caught in the middle, a pawn for a while in a rivalry among the five of them.

Marilyn’s paternal ancestry is obscure because of uncertainty over the identity of her father. The best candidate is Stanley (Stan) Gifford, a supervisor at the Hollywood editing firm where Gladys worked. Stan was Gladys’s boyfriend and bed partner, although she had a husband from whom she was separated, not divorced—Edward Mortensen, a meter reader for the gas company. Stan was born and raised in Providence, Rhode Island, the son of a wealthy shipbuilding family whose ancestry went back to the founders of Providence and beyond them to Pilgrims on the Mayflower. If Stan was Marilyn’s father, she came from revered American roots.3

Gladys Monroe, Marilyn’s mother, also claimed distinguished descent. Her heritage came through her father, Otis Monroe, who traced his roots to James Monroe of Virginia, fifth president of the United States. But Otis can’t be trusted. Born in Indiana in 1866, he spent much of his adult life as an itinerant painter, traveling through the Midwest and the Upper South, painting buildings to make money and occasionally selling his landscapes and portraits. Wearing fancy clothes, he passed himself off as a gentleman and spun fantasies of moving to Paris and living on the Left Bank. His death certificate lists his mother and father as unknown. Something of an eccentric, he was not the last unusual character in Marilyn’s ancestry.4

On a swing through Missouri in 1898, Otis met Della Hogan. Born in 1878, she was twenty-two, still living with her mother and siblings. Her childhood had been difficult. Her father, Tilford Hogan, was an itinerant farm laborer who worked long hours for low wages, following the harvests and doing odd jobs. He married Jennie Nance, a Missouri farm girl, in 1870. Living in tenant cabins and farm shacks, they nonetheless had three children in eight years.

Yet Tilford’s financial woes weren’t unusual in post-Reconstruction Missouri. The building of railroads as well as a dramatic population growth through immigration caused a rise in prosperity in the state—for those able to exploit it. Most Missourians remained tenant farmers or landless laborers employed part-time to harvest crops or do odd jobs. Pro-slavery and secessionist during the Civil War, Missourians remained loyal to the South for decades. Jennie Nance, Marilyn’s maternal great-grandmother, was raised in Chariton County, settled by migrants from the Upper South who owned slaves. It was called “Little Dixie.” As Tilford’s wife, Jennie moved with him as he sought employment, often in Ozark hillbilly country, moving her children from school to school.5 When Marilyn played Cherie, the hillbilly singer in Bus Stop, she could draw on her family’s past to create the character.

Tilford had a quirky independence and a love of learning. He taught himself to read and write so that he could read the classics of Western literature. In an era when ordinary people memorized Shakespeare and distinctions between high and low culture weren’t rigid, such learning wasn’t that unusual.6 He suffered from chronic arthritis but remained pleasant and well liked. But it wasn’t enough for Jennie. In 1890, after twenty years of a difficult marriage, Jennie and Tilford divorced, violating the strictures against divorce in a region dominated by conservative Baptists. Each moved in with a relative; the children went with Jennie, who showed an independent streak in divorcing Tilford—a streak that would run through the Monroe women.

Nearly nine years after the divorce, in 1898, Otis Monroe appeared in Della’s town and swept her off her feet with his rakish, upper-class air, fashionable clothing, and fantasies about moving to Paris. He was ten years older than she. He offered her a way out of Missouri, where she seemed stuck as an old maid at the age of twenty-two. Captivated by him, disregarding the objections of her parents, she overlooked the reality that he was, like her father, an itinerant laborer.7

The marriage was disappointing. Instead of moving to Paris, they moved to Mexico, to the town of Porfirio Díaz, now Piedras Negras, on the border with Texas. Otis found a job there painting railroad cars for the Mexican National Railway. The town was dirty, with poor sanitation, and Della didn’t like it. Family lore held that, despite her discontent, she served as a midwife for impoverished Mexican women. Once her daughter, Gladys, was born in 1902, she and Otis moved to Los Angeles, where he found a job as a painter with the Pacific Electric Railway. That company operated the “red line” trolleys that ran throughout the Los Angeles region, linking its far-flung, expanding communities. Otis and Della’s son, Marion, was born in 1905. Shortly thereafter, Otis was promoted, and they bought a small house near downtown—or Otis built it himself.8 They seemed to be achieving the American Dream.

Then it fell apart. Otis began to suffer from memory loss, migraines, and bouts of mania. Seizures and paralysis followed. Della thought he was going insane. He was admitted to Patton State Mental Hospital in San Bernardino, a sprawling structure that housed several thousand patients. It was one of seven such hospitals in the state built in the late nineteenth century to house the insane, chronic alcoholics, aging people with dementia, and individuals with syphilitic paresis, the final stage of syphilis, in which the infection destroys the connective tissues in the brain. Overcrowded, with insufficient doctors or trained staff, the hospitals provided minimal treatment.9

Otis was diagnosed with syphilitic paresis, probably of the endemic variety, caused by a bacteria spread by mosquitoes, not through sexual intercourse. He probably picked up the bacteria in Piedras Negras, with its poor sanitation. He died in 1909. To hide two shameful diagnoses—syphilis and psychosis—Della claimed that he had died from breathing paint fumes.10

With two children to support, Della cleaned houses and rented rooms in her house to male boarders, while she looked for another husband. In 1913 she married Lyle Graves, one of Otis’s co-workers at the trolley company. A year later she divorced him on the grounds of “habitual intemperance” (alcoholism) and failure to provide financial support. The charge may have been true or trumped up to obtain the divorce. Adultery, physical abuse, and alcoholism—these were the only legal grounds for divorce in this era. Spouses wanting a divorce often colluded in making up tales of bad behavior, and wives brought most of the actions because of the belief that men were more likely to be abusers and alcoholics than women. Della won by default, since Graves skipped town. He may have had a nasty streak. According to Gladys he killed her cat by throwing it against a wall. Della then married a man named Chitwood, and she and her children moved with him to a farm in Oregon. Gladys liked Chitwood and the farm. She had happy memories of picking blueberries in Oregon as a child. But Della soon divorced her third husband. The charge was alcoholism, which again may have been true or trumped up, as was the custom, to provide a legal grounds for divorce.11

Della, not yet forty, was adventurous. Moving back to Los Angeles, she settled in Venice, a town on the Pacific Ocean twelve miles west of downtown. A fantasy place dreamed up by developer Abbot Kinney, Venice combined the look of Coney Island in New York with Venice in Italy. Neo-Renaissance buildings bordered canals where gondoliers plyed gondolas. There was a St. Mark’s Square with jugglers and mimes, a promenade along the beach, and a pier jutting into the ocean, containing a large dance hall as well as concessions: rifle shoots, ring tosses, pretty-girl dunks, and penny arcades. Until the late 1920s, Venice had the largest amusement zone on the West Coast.12

It wasn’t entirely honky-tonk. Charlie Chaplin and Mary Pickford had second homes on the canals, and film scenes were shot there. Elite groups held dances in the dance hall on the pier, and film stars mingled with ordinary people on the streets. Colored eggs were handed out on Easter and flowers to mothers on Mother’s Day. There were bathing-beauty contests, boxing matches, bicycle races, and a Mardi Gras festival each year.

Once in Venice, Della got a job managing a small apartment building. She sent her son, Marion, to live with a relative in San Diego; as a single mother she found raising a son difficult. Such arrangements weren’t uncommon in that era. Child-care experts of that time didn’t regard bonding with parents as necessary for a child’s healthy development; living in an intact family was their only requirement.13 Della, like her daughter, Gladys, and her granddaughter, Marilyn, was prone to emotional highs and lows. Marion was also moody. Whatever mental issues Gladys and Marion inherited, their tumultuous childhoods didn’t help them to cope with emotional ups and downs.

On New Year’s Eve 1917, Della met her fourth husband, Charles Grainger, at the dance hall on the pier. Marilyn claimed that Della was the real beauty in the family, and she did, indeed, attract men. Grainger was an oil driller for Shell Oil. A smooth talker, well dressed, he had just returned from drilling jobs in India and Burma. Like Otis Monroe he was adventurous, with a similar air of distinction. Some Marilyn biographers contend that Della and Charles never married, but on a 1925 passport application Della gave the date of their marriage as November 20, 1920.14

Angry over her father’s death, the two stepfathers, and the moving, Gladys became difficult. Fifteen years old in 1917, she was a full-fledged adolescent. Like her mother, Gladys was small—five feet tall—and she was beautiful, with a voluptuous body, green eyes, and reddish-brown hair. She also had a ladylike quality attractive to men, a quality that Marilyn internalized. Della had been raised in Missouri, a border state influenced by the Southern tradition of tough women with genteel veneers. She passed this gentility to Gladys. In 1946, Emmeline Snively, the head of Marilyn’s first modeling agency, described Gladys as the most ladylike woman she had ever met.15

The Venice pier, with its temptations, was not far from their apartment, and Gladys often went there. In the 1910s urban adolescents, especially working-class girls, rebelled against Victorian conventions by going to dance halls and amusement zones to meet men. The 1920s flapper, independent and free, already existed before World War One, and female screen stars shaped her behavior. Gladys was passionate about films, and she avidly read movie fan magazines. Like many girls of her era, she patterned her behavior after the stars.16

Then Gladys became pregnant. The father, John Newton Baker, called Jasper, was twenty-six years old and the owner of the apartment building Della managed. They married on May 17, 1917. Why a fifteen-year-old girl would marry a twenty-six-year-old man is puzzling, although Jasper had been an officer in the army cavalry and a trick horseback rider; he had dash. In addition, bearing an illegitimate child was a disgrace in that era. Even in the 1920s, when young people “parked” in cars with their dates and “petted,” which could mean more than simply kissing, mainstream society scorned unmarried women who became pregnant. They were considered outside the bounds of respectability.17

Della swore in an affidavit attached to the marriage license that Gladys was eighteen. But she lied; Gladys was fifteen. The lie was necessary to get around the law requiring girls to be sixteen to engage in consensual sex. Before then intercourse was classified as rape, and the man involved could be brought to trial and sent to prison.18 Gladys and Jasper’s son, Jackie, was born seven months after their wedding. A daughter, Berniece, was born in 1920.

With Della and Gladys married, the Monroe women seemed stable. But the stability didn’t last. Both of them were difficult and moody, hard to live with. Della and Charles began arguing, and Della moved to a house they bought in the newly developed city of Hawthorne, southwest of downtown, not far from the beach and on the trolley line. It was a good investment, although Charles wasn’t there that much. Still, the 1925 Hawthorne City Directory lists him as living there with Della.19

In 1922 Gladys experienced a mother’s worst nightmare. She threw the pieces of a broken drinking class into a trash can, and Jackie rummaged through the trash and embedded a shard of glass in an eye, damaging it. Several months later, Jasper and Gladys drove to Flat Lick, Kentucky, his hometown, for a visit. On the way there they quarreled ferociously, failing to notice that a back door to their car had opened and Jackie had fallen out, injuring his leg. Jasper and Gladys didn’t have a good marriage, and they struggled with alcohol, violence, and appropriate parenting.20

Once in Flat Lick, Gladys went hiking with Jasper’s brother, unaware that she was violating the community’s strict moral code. When she returned from the hike, Jasper beat her publicly with a horse bridle, asserting his marital rights. No one stopped him; the Flat Lick residents approved his action. That was enough for Gladys. Once they returned to Venice, she filed for divorce. She charged that Jasper was a drinker who beat her, while he countercharged that she was an unfit mother who left her children with neighbors and went to the pier to have fun. He didn’t mention that she often went there to tend a concession that he owned. The judge accepted her version of their issues, giving Gladys custody of the children, with Jasper given visiting rights. (The decree also forbade Jasper from selling his concession on the pier without Gladys’s consent.)

But Gladys’s problems hadn’t ended. During a visit, Jasper kidnapped the children and took them to Kentucky to live with him. From his point of view Gladys wasn’t a good mother, and he had had it with the “pleasures” of Venice, which he now regarded as immoral. He wanted his children to be raised with conservative values. He married a Kentucky woman seventeen years his senior, saying he was fed up with child brides.

In an effort to get Berniece and Jackie back, Gladys moved to Kentucky, settled near her children, and found a job as a housekeeper and child tender. Unlike today, the courts didn’t track down children kidnapped by a divorced spouse. After a few months Gladys gave up and returned to Los Angeles. She ran out of money; she was afraid of Jasper; and she was only twenty years old. She may have already been involved with Stanley Gifford, and he may have wanted her back. Marilyn often criticized Gladys in later interviews, but in this case she preserved the fantasy that her mother, like Barbara Stanwyck in the movie Stella Dallas, gave up her children to their father so that they would have a better life. The truth is that their stepmother was kind to them, but Jasper had difficulty holding down a job. He did drink a lot, and he probably wasn’t a good father.21

Meantime, the middle-aged Della, involved in another difficult marriage and looking for uplift, became a follower of evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson, who combined Hollywood spectacle with faith healing in her Foursquare Gospel Church. Sister Aimee’s Angelus Temple, located in Echo Park on the trolley line near downtown, drew crowds of worshippers. A Christian fundamentalist and millennialist who viewed Christ’s second coming as imminent, she used theatrical backdrops and mechanical devices to illustrate her sermons. Actors in costumes played out topics for moral instruction such as the fleshpots of Egypt and the temptations of the jazz age. The divorced McPherson had no use for marriage or for women’s traditional roles. Moreover, she ran a home for unwed mothers and a Big Sister League for wayward girls. Women were the majority of her congregation.

This was a transitional era after the women’s suffrage amendment had finally passed in 1920. Women’s reform groups proliferated, while the sexual revolution of the decade both advanced and impeded women’s progress, as it substituted sexual freedom for legal and political gains. Gladys and her friend Grace didn’t think of themselves as feminists, a new term for that age, although they were working women, belonging to unions. Nor did Della, despite her woman-centered faith.22

Back in Los Angeles from Kentucky, Gladys found work as a cutter and paster of film negatives at Consolidated Film Industries. Directed by a senior editor—always male—the cutters removed unwanted frames from reels and pasted the reels back together again in an approved order. The work was monotonous and poorly paid. When the production schedule was heavy, cutters worked ten hours a day and a half day on Saturdays. The editing labs were dark, without windows, to prevent light from damaging the negatives. The cutters wore white gloves so that perspiration on their hands wouldn’t harm the film. The darkness of the labs could cause depression, as could the smell of the glue. Almost all film cutters were women.23

In its early days the film industry was composed of independent producers in small studios who hired men and women equally as production assistants, screenwriters, editors, and the like. But in a process of consolidation typical of the growth of monopoly capitalism in many industries, by 1920 smaller companies were being combined into larger ones. By the late 1920s Wall Street money was financing films, and film studios were listed on the stock exchange. By the 1930s the hundreds of studios that had existed in the industry’s formative years had been reduced to five major studios—MGM, Twentieth Century–Fox, RKO, Warner Brothers, and Paramount—and three minor ones, Columbia, United Artists, and Universal, with others, such as Republic Studios and Samuel Goldwyn, mainting their ground. The majors had larger production facilities and more employees than the minors, and they owned both the agencies that distributed their films and the theaters that showed them. The minors didn’t. They had to use independent theaters or make deals with majors to show their films.

Driven by the profit motive, the studios became like factories, with films their products, and employees, including actors, their workers. Most of the studios were run by East European Jews who had been born to poor families in Poland and Russia and had migrated to New York in the 1890s and 1900s. With little education or money but with immense intelligence and drive, they realized the potential of the nickelodeons that were opening in immigrant enclaves and of the flickering images of the film reels shown on large screens at these places. They raised the money to buy both nickelodeons and film reels. As the images were developed into feature films, these entrepreneurs marketed and distributed them. Finally, they created chains of movie theaters, and they built studios in Hollywood. Thus the movie industry was born. Shrewd and combative, men like Louis B. Mayer at MGM, Joe Schenck at Fox, and Harry Cohn at Columbia consolidated the industry and ruled their studios with iron hands, turning themselves into what film historians call “the moguls.”24

As often occurs during the process of monopolization, the film business became gendered. Men took over supervisory positions, with women their subordinates—aside from departments like makeup and costume design, associated with female activities. By the early 1920s the negative film cutters were women and the editors who decided on the cuts were men, a division that continued through the 1950s.

Gladys seemed content with her job; she remained a film cutter for the next ten years, shifting to the editing studio at Columbia shortly before Norma Jeane’s birth and later to the one at RKO. She was a good worker, but she wasn’t ambitious and wasn’t promoted. After losing her children to her husband, a shattering experience, she liked routine, the security of repetition. She tolerated the dark editing studios and the smelly glue.

There were compensations. In his 1922 novel Souls for Sale, screenwriter Rupert Hughes celebrated Hollywood’s female film cutters as models for the “new women” of the age who were entering the workforce and, adopting flapper behavior, were rebelling against Victorian conventions. Watching film fantasy all day on the reels they cut, they saw “battles in Chinese opium dens; Lon Chaney as the monstrous Frankenstein; glamorous women living in luxury.” By the mid-1920s they were cutting and pasting the many films being made about “flappers.”25

According to Hughes, the film cutters lived like men, scorning convention. They participated in what was called the “new paganism,” evident in avant-garde communities like Hollywood and Venice. They drank, danced, and wore makeup and the new, daring short skirts that rose above the knees. This was, after all, the “roaring twenties.” But there were limits. According to Hughes, the film cutters respected their “health” and “personal reputation.” (I read “health” as meaning venereal disease and “personal reputation” as meaning avoiding pregnancy and the reputation of being a “slut.” The implication is that they used birth control.)26

Gladys was especially drawn to the “new paganism” once she met Grace McKee, one of the few women to hold a supervisor position at Consolidated. Twice divorced, five years older than Gladys, Grace was a leader among a group of Hollywood workers who went out after hours to night spots and dance halls in Hollywood and Venice. In Gladys’s eyes Grace was dazzling. She was energetic, birdlike, and tiny, hardly five feet tall, with a high voice and peroxide blonde hair, a daring color in that era. A co-worker at Consolidated called her “a sparkling lady.” “Her energy and cheerfulness bubbled at you, and her laugh was contagious, so even if you didn’t know what you were laughing about, you were still laughing.”27 Both Gladys and Grace were passionate about films, and both read the movie fan magazines. Two months after Gladys began at Consolidated, they were sharing an apartment.

Coming to Hollywood from Montana in the 1910s, Grace joined the legions of young women from throughout the nation who moved to the film capital hoping to become stars, following the mythology of the American Dream: anyone could make it if they had talent and gumption. Like most of them, Grace didn’t succeed in the movies; but she found work in the industry and didn’t have to wait on tables or enter the sex trade, which was flourishing in Hollywood. Grace was a take-charge person, and she took Gladys under her wing. During her years in Hollywood Grace had learned how to copy the dress styles and makeup of the stars, and she liked to make over her friends. Gladys welcomed Grace’s control, but she sometimes became angry at her domineering ways.

When Gladys first came to Consolidated, she was depressed over her failure to retrieve her children. Her co-workers remembered her as mousy, with straggly brown hair—until Grace persuaded her to dye her hair red and to dress in the latest fashions. Male co-workers charged that she and Grace smoked, drank to excess, and were promiscuous.28 Women coworkers said they were hardworking and conscientious. But their work was volatile: layoffs were called when film production was slow; the studios closed down during the month of March to avoid California taxes; and the cutters frequently switched from one editing studio to another.

Gladys was ambivalent about the “new paganism” of the 1920s, just as she had been of two minds about the pleasures of the Venice pier when she married Jasper Baker. Once settled in Hollywood, she looked for a husband. Her best bets were Edward Mortensen, a meter reader for the Southern California Gas Company who hung out with the film crowd in Venice, and Stanley Gifford, a supervisor at Consolidated Films, where Grace and Gladys worked. Both became involved with Gladys; on their death beds, each claimed to have sired Marilyn.29

In the competition between the two men, Stan won hands down. Mortensen was good-looking, but he was only a meter reader. Tall, dark, and handsome, Stan came from Rhode Island wealth. He owned his home in Culver City and was on the Santa Monica equestrian polo team. Two of his sisters worked in film editing, one of them at Consolidated, with Gladys and Grace. By 1923, however, he was going through a messy divorce. His wife charged that he drank and abused her, neglected their children to party in Venice, and was a heroin addict. Stan denied the charges and filed countercharges, but his wife won and he had to pay her alimony and child support. He was in no position to make a commitment to Gladys.30

In October 1924, Gladys married Mortensen. Della, worried about Gladys’s up-and-down moods, advised her to do so because he was stable; Grace advised her against the marriage because he was boring. Grace was right. After a few months of marriage, Gladys walked out. An angry Mortensen filed for divorce in May 1925, charging that she had “willfully and without cause deserted [him].”31 The final decree wasn’t granted until 1928, because Gladys paid no attention to the divorce action and Mortensen let it ride, hoping she would go back to him.

Born on June 1, 1926, Norma Jeane was conceived in late August or early September 1925, three months after Mortensen filed for divorce. Mortensen claimed paternity on his death bed, and so did Stan Gifford, as he lay dying. Gladys maintained that Gifford was Norma Jeane’s father. The truth depends on the extent of Gladys’s promiscuity after she left Mortensen, and the reports we have on that subject are conflicting. But Marilyn was convinced that Gifford was her father. She was thus “illegitimate,” a terrible stigma in that day. Marilyn called herself a “love child” and a “mistake,” indicating that if Gladys and her partner had used birth control, it hadn’t worked.32

The emotional Gladys made a hash of Norma Jeane’s birth certificate when filling it out at the hospital after giving birth. She listed Edward Mortensen as Norma Jeane’s father—although she spelled his name Mortenson, causing confusion in her own day and ever since, because an Edward Mortenson lived in Venice at the time and was no relation to Edward Mortensen. And she listed her children in Kentucky as dead, although they were very much alive. Having relinquished them, this may have been how she dealt with her guilt for failing to retrieve them. She didn’t derive Norma Jeane’s name from film stars Norma Talmadge and Jean Harlow, as is often assumed. Norma Jeane was the name of the child Gladys had cared for as a nanny in Kentucky and had left behind when she returned to Los Angeles—a child to whom she had been close. Now she had her own Norma Jeane.33

According to Stan Gifford’s relatives, he loved Gladys, but she didn’t give him time to sort out his feelings. During the winter of 1925, he took her to the Gifford home to meet his family. Her pregnancy upset Stan’s mother and sister, who were deeply religious. They reminded Stan that he had just gone through a difficult divorce and that Gladys was the mother of two children being raised by someone in another state. Torn between his loyalty to his family and his love for Gladys, Gifford didn’t know what to do. In an attempt to keep everyone happy he refused to marry Gladys, but he offered her money. In a moment of anger, he made the mistake of telling her she was fortunate she was still married to Mortensen, so she could use his name on the birth certificate and register the child as legitimate.34

That callous statement made Gladys so angry she refused the money and walked out on Stan. Stubborn, sometimes set in her ways, she engaged in a defiant gesture that only hurt her. She bore the child by herself and didn’t allow Stan to see the baby. Della missed the birth, since she was in Borneo, chasing Charles Grainger, who had gone there for an oil-drilling job. Grace also was absent, although one of Gladys’s co-workers may have been present, since the cutters at Consolidated Films took up a collection for the baby.35 Stan seems to have been devastated by the situation. He gave up regular work, floated for a while, and drank heavily, until he settled down, married, and bought a dairy farm in Hemet, near Palm Springs, which he operated until he died many years later. Gladys never saw him again, and he refused to see the adult Marilyn when she contacted him. He was sorry not to see her, he stated on his deathbed, but he didn’t want his wife to know he had an illegitimate daughter.

The birth shook Gladys, who developed such a severe post-partum depression that she neglected her baby. When Grace chastised her, Gladys became so angry she picked up a knife and tried to stab her. Grace took the knife away from her before anything happened and calmed her down, but the episode was alarming. Della then suggested that Gladys board Norma Jeane with Ida Bolender. Della lived in Hawthorne, forty minutes by the Red Car trolley from Hollywood, and Ida ran a foster home across the street from her. The efficient Ida, Della thought, would be a good caretaker for Norma Jeane. Della could help with her care, and Gladys could visit on the weekends. Placing the child in day care didn’t seem a possibility. In 1926 day care centers were few and far between; they were associated with Soviet communism, already feared and despised in the United States. Foster care was the most available option.36

For the next seven years, until Gladys took Norma Jeane to Hollywood to live with her, the child lived with the Bolenders. During those years, Gladys never missed paying Ida twenty-five dollars a month for her care. And Gladys clung to the dream that she could save enough money from her salary to buy a house, bring her children together, and establish a family.

In 1926, when the Bolenders began caring for Norma Jeane, Hawthorne had open fields, small farms, unpaved roads, and excellent trolley service. Children roamed at will; I remember that halcyon freedom from my childhood in nearby Inglewood. Marilyn biographers who describe Hawthorne as a slum are mistaken. I was there; I walked its streets. Small frame bungalows sat on large lots. Like my family and many others in the area who had been farmers before they moved to Los Angeles, the Bolenders raised vegetables and chickens to supplement the food they bought in a local store. They weren’t wealthy, but they weren’t poor. Wayne was a postman; he had a secure civil service job throughout the Great Depression.

Enterprising and hardworking, the Bolenders took in children partly for the money but also because they loved children and Ida seemed unable to conceive. Their house wasn’t fancy, but it had six bedrooms, enough to accommodate a number of children if they shared bedrooms, a common practice in that era. During the six years she lived with the Bolenders, Norma Jeane usually shared a bedroom with Lester Bolender, a foster child who had been born the same week as Norma Jeane and who looked like her. The family called them “the twins”; Lester’s last name was Bolender because they adopted him. Norma Jeane played with the Bolender brood and with children in the neighborhood. They climbed trees, built forts, and played fantasy games.37

“I was a shy little girl,” Marilyn stated. “While very young, I developed my make-believe world. Every afternoon when I took my naps, I would pretend things. One day, I would be a beautiful princess in a tower. Or a boy with a dog. Or a grandmother with snowy hair. And at night I would lie and whisper out, ever so softly, the situations that I had heard on the radio before bedtime.” She listened to The Lone Ranger and The Green Hornet. Those programs were about male adventure and bravado. But it wasn’t “the chases and the horses” that excited her. It was the drama she liked; she would pretend to feel what she imagined each character in the radio show had felt.38

Norma Jeane liked to play house because she could make her own rules. She could be mother, father, or child—whatever she wanted. She had control—unlike in real life, where she had to obey others. Sometimes she pretended to be Alice in Wonderland after she fell down the rabbit hole and wound up in an unreal world. She stood in front of her mirror, wondering if the image in the mirror was really she. “Could it be someone pretending to be me? I would dance around, make faces, just to see if that little girl in the mirror would do the same,” she said. She was a leader among the children, because she always thought up interesting games. “Even if the other kids were a little slow on the imagining part,” she asserted, “you could say ‘Hey, what about if you were so and so and I were such and such—wouldn’t that be fun?’ “39

She felt part of the Bolender family, but she knew that Ida and Wayne weren’t her parents. When she called Ida “Mother,” she was told not to. The “lady with red hair,” she was told, was her mother, but Gladys, sometimes responsive, sometimes not, came and went. Norma Jeane was allowed to call Wayne “Daddy”—because she didn’t have a real father, they said—and she and Wayne became close. He was gentle and caring, though not much of a talker, but he loved Norma Jeane, who was bright and inquisitive. She was always asking questions, always wanting to know about everything.

Still, Norma Jeane wanted her own father. She decided that the man in a picture on the wall of her mother’s living room was her father. Over the years she developed fantasies about this “father,” a male figure who spoiled her and made her feel safe. He wore a jaunty slouch hat. He never took it off, no matter how much Norma Jeane asked him to. When she was in the hospital in 1933 to have her tonsils removed, he was there with her in her daydreams. She gave him dialogue to say: “You’ll be well in a few days, Norma Jeane. I’m very proud of the way you’re behaving, not crying all the time like other girls.” The man in the picture looked like Clark Gable, and Norma Jeane developed the fantasy that Gable was her father.

In 1931, five years after Norma Jeane arrived at the Bolenders’, another child, Nancy, became a Bolender foster child. (Her surname is Bolender because, like Lester, they adopted her.) Nancy Bolender contends that Ida and Wayne were model parents and they didn’t spank the children. Faithful to the Bolenders, she may overstate her case. Children were spanked in this era, mostly with an open hand on the backside. The enforcement of discipline was especially important to evangelical families, who expected their children to “follow God’s rules.” More humiliating than painful, discipline was meant to curb rambunctious behavior. On the other hand, Marilyn later alleged in magazine interviews that she was beaten by the Bolenders (without mentioning them by name), and that description may also be an overstatement. Yet Ida told Marilyn biographer Fred Guiles that Norma Jeane was a mischievous child who had to be disciplined.40

The Bolenders were evangelist Christians who attended the Hawthorne Community Church, mostly Baptist in orientation. They took the children in their care to Sunday services and Sunday school and to prayer meetings during the week. On special occasions they attended the Church of the Open Door in downtown Los Angeles. Located in a multistory edifice that dominated the skyline, that church was the center of evangelism in the West. Marilyn biographers have incorrectly identified the Bolenders as Pentacostal. On the contrary, they were followers of Dwight Moody, the Chicago evangelist.41

Unlike many evangelists, Moody didn’t practice faith healing or Pentacostal speaking in tongues, although he held mass revivals and sent missionaries throughout the nation from his Moody Bible Institute in Chicago. Several Moody missionaries traveled to Los Angeles, and in 1920 they founded the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (Biola) as a seminary for preachers. It evolved into Biola University, still in operation, located in Orange County. Nancy Bolender graduated from Biola with a B.A.42

Moody was a fundamentalist who attacked Darwinian evolutionism and the “new paganism” of the 1920s. He emphasized the “original sin” of every human—supposedly inherited from Adam and Eve when they took the forbidden fruit from the serpent in the Garden of Eden and ate it to gain knowledge of worldly matters. He anticipated a Final Judgment, when Christ would appear on earth to send believers to heaven and unbelievers to hell. In the words of Reuben Torrey, longtime pastor of the Church of the Open Door, hell was a place of utter agony that lasted for eternity.43

“What shall it profit a man if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?” That verse from the Gospel of Mark was a favorite text of the adult Marilyn, as well as of Biola preachers. Reuben Torrey described individual souls—and the external world—as battlegrounds between good and evil, God and the devil, and described the devil as an invisible demon bent on seducing humans into violating God’s rules. The Moody god was unrelenting, but salvation could be gained through faith in Jesus Christ. He was the “good shepherd” who had been crucified on the cross to exonerate the sins of humans. He represented the gentle part of the deity. He showed by his example how humans should live their lives.

The Bolenders quoted scripture. They taught their children Bible passages and held family devotions, reading Bible passages and reflecting on them, every evening. They had their charges kneel by their beds to recite the prayer that generations of Christian children have recited every night over the centuries—before they ask God to bless each member of the family.

Now I lay me down to sleep
I pray the Lord my soul to keep
If I should die before I wake
I pray the Lord my soul to take.

That prayer is soothing, but its allusion to death can be disturbing. Marilyn didn’t forget that prayer when as an adult she dealt with her “sins,” with nightmares, and with insomnia—the inability to go to sleep and the fear of doing so. That prayer links sleep to death and asks God’s grace in keeping the supplicant safe. It also alludes to his possible vengeance in refusing what is asked for—ascent to heaven, not descent to hell.44

Marilyn biographers have overlooked the influence of evangelist religion on her, but Arthur Miller considered it a central factor in the creation of her adult self. In his autobiography, Timebends, he repeated a tale she often told him about sin and salvation. When she was six, she participated in a children’s chorus at an Easter sunrise service at the Hollywood Bowl. The children stood in the shape of a cross, and they wore black capes. As the sun rose, they removed the capes to reveal the white clothes they wore underneath. Changing dark capes to white clothing symbolized that with the dawn—and Christ’s resurrection after he had died on the cross—darkness had become light; Christ had risen from the grave; purity had triumphed over sin. But Norma Jeane forgot to remove her black robe. She stood there, humiliated, the only child in black rather than white. Chastened by Ida for her mistake, she felt that God had abandoned her.45

When Marilyn told Arthur the story, she laughed with sympathy for the little girl caught in the wrong. Yet he sensed that anger and guilt lay beneath her laughter: guilt at having failed the assignment; anger because she felt unfairly condemned. No matter what she did, Miller stated, she had to deal with her sense that she had sinned and had to defend herself against the “condemnation of religion.” “And the stain kept reappearing like a curse,” he wrote.46 In After the Fall, Arthur’s play about their marriage, he identified Marilyn’s sin as refusing to admit her complicity in acceding to men’s sexual demands, a complicity that made her as guilty as the men in the dishonorable sex behavior they had engaged in. But Arthur’s interpretation was colored by his own puritanism, his sense that honorable men and women had to admit guilt for bad behavior as a way of reattaining the innocence of the original state of grace—the purity accorded all humans at birth. Yet beneath Marilyn’s adult promiscuity lay the trauma of her childhood, a trauma that scarred her soul.

What was that trauma? Was it connected to Ida Bolender? In her stories about her childhood, Marilyn remembered the Bolenders as fanatical Christians who chastised her when she forgot to take off her black cape at the Hollywood Bowl Easter celebration. That sounds like a “screen memory”—a term coined by Freud, still in use today, that refers to the brain substituting a false memory for a real one to conceal trauma. Sex can be a difficult issue for evangelical Christians, particularly someone like Ida, raised in the Midwest Bible Belt. Nineteenth-century evangelists condemned masturbation as “the secret sin.” They believed it could cause insanity and send those who practiced it to hell. Such beliefs still existed in the mid-twentieth century.47

The recently published Fragments, containing scraps of Marilyn’s writings in the form of fugitive essays and autobiographical musings, provides insight into her Hollywood Bowl memory. In a piece dated 1955, Marilyn states that she had strong sexual feelings as a child. She also relates that she was caught in a sex act and was spanked and threatened with being sent to hell, where she would “burn with dirty bad people.” She felt as though she was one of the “dirty bad people.” The fragment refers either to masturbation or to childhood sex play. Marilyn wrote about such play in My Story, her autobiography, with a boy who may have been Lester Bolender. Such play is normal and innocent, but the evangelistic Ida Bolender may have punished Norma Jeane for it. In another fragment Marilyn wrote that Aunt Ida had whipped her for having touched “the bad part” of her body. She was left, she said, with a lifelong fear of and fascination with her genitals. She expressed such feelings in acts of public exposure in her later life.48

When Norma Jeane moved out of the Bolenders’ home in 1933, she was a loving child, still happy, still asking questions all the time, as she had with Wayne Bolender. Whatever flaws there were in Ida’s child-rearing, it was more positive than negative for Norma Jeane. Ida realized that, given the child’s background—the mental instability in her family and her status as illegitimate, stigmas in the 1930s—Norma Jeane might have difficulties as an adult. She attempted to neutralize those difficulties by raising her to be self-reliant.

Ida had other sides. Both she and Wayne were antiracist, even though evangelical Christians often held racist views and the South Bay area in which Hawthorne was located was a center of the Ku Klux Klan. Wayne’s postal route was in Watts, which was becoming African-American by the 1920s. He delivered mail mainly to black households. A gentle man and a devout Christian, he became close to the people on his route. They gave him cards and gifts at Christmas, and he helped them when they were in need. Ida and Wayne believed that Christ’s love extended to all humans, regardless of skin color. They held no discriminatory attitudes. They were Democrats and enthusiastic supporters of Franklin D. Roosevelt and his New Deal. They were upset for a long time after Roosevelt died.49

Gladys didn’t desert Norma Jeane when she left her with Ida, as some biographers charge. Once her daughter moved in with Ida in 1926, Gladys moved in too, sharing a bedroom with Norma Jeane for a time. Perhaps she nursed her daughter and needed to be with her. When her workload increased in early 1927, six months after Norma Jeane’s birth, Gladys moved back to Hollywood. By then she may have weaned her daughter. Still, she visited Norma Jeane: She went to Hawthorne Saturday afternoons when she was finished with work and stayed overnight, attending church with the Bolenders on Sunday morning. Sometimes she took Norma Jeane on outings—to the beach, to Venice, to Hollywood. Nancy Bolender remembers Gladys often spending the night at their house.50 By 1927 Gladys and Grace were roommates again, and Grace sometimes went along with Gladys and Norma Jeane on their excursions. But Grace also spent time with two nieces, who functioned as her surrogate daughters until they moved away from the area in 1934.

Some people who knew Gladys during these years described her as cold, with little affect, seeming to exist in her own world. Yet Reginald Carroll, a co-worker at RKO, recalled her as having twinkling green eyes and a lively spirit. Leila Fields, another cutter there, thought she was the most beautiful woman she had ever met. Gladys was delightful, Fields said, smiling and friendly. She always had a joke to tell to cheer you up if you were down.51 Both Carroll and Fields remembered Gladys bringing Norma Jeane to work with her as soon as the child could walk. She dressed her daughter in the style of Mary Pickford, in black Mary Jane shoes and fluffy dresses, fixing her hair in Pickford’s sausage curls. She often stated that Norma Jeane was destined to become a star.

Then the black cloud that stalked the Monroe family descended again, enveloping Della Monroe, Norma Jeane’s grandmother. Soon after Norma Jeane’s birth, Della exhibited symptoms of mental disturbance. She wasn’t present at the birth in June; she was chasing Charles Grainger to Borneo. By October, she was back in Hawthorne alone, angry at her husband, angry at the world. She ousted the family that was renting her house and moved back into it. She was observed muttering to herself, and she frightened the newspaper delivery boy with her rants. Gladys was concerned, and she moved in with her mother.

One day when Gladys wasn’t there, Della went to the Bolenders’ house, angry because she had seen Ida spank Norma Jeane. There were other issues between them. Gladys and Ida were at odds over the relative merits of Aimee Semple McPherson and Dwight Moody. It may seem a trivial argument, but it was important to these two true believers. Della had won an important round when Norma Jeane was baptized by Sister Aimee instead of by Ida’s minister. Della pounded on the Bolenders’ door; when they didn’t answer her knocking, she broke a glass pane in the door and opened it herself. Entering the house, she went into the room where Norma Jeane was sleeping and tried either to rearrange her blanket or to smother her. The Bolenders called the police, who took Della to Norwalk State Mental Hospital. Norma Jeane was eighteen months old.

As an adult she claimed that she remembered Della trying to smother her. Remembering an experience from the age of one and a half years seems improbable: it may have been a screen memory derived from stories others told her. Perhaps, though, the trauma was severe enough to imprint the memory in her brain. No record exists of Della’s thoughts about the “smothering episode.”

Della was either hysterical or incoherent, and she was admitted as a patient to Norwalk State Mental Hospital. She was diagnosed as manic-depressive. Two weeks later she died. The cause of death listed on her death certificate is myocarditis. Biographers allege she had heart disease. That diagnosis is debatable, as is the assumption that her up-and-down moods were related to heart issues. No known heart disorder causes bipolarity. And myocarditis refers to the heart having been attacked by a virus, not to a mental condition.52 Norma Jeane was later told that Della died from malaria. That is a more probable cause of her death, since she had traveled to Borneo the previous year. Malaria is common to Borneo, especially a rare strain known as falciparum. Della could have been bitten in Borneo by a tropical bug carrying the disease. Resistant to quinine, falciparum usually caused death in the 1930s. Even today, travelers to Borneo are warned to be vaccinated against it. All forms of malaria cause high fevers and hallucinations. Such fevers may have caused any hallucinations Della experienced during the weeks before she died.53

Marilyn sometimes claimed that her mother locked her in a closet when she visited her in Hollywood and didn’t permit her to make any noise because it made her anxious. In her 1962 interview with photographer George Barris, however, she reversed her narrative of maternal abuse by stating that she loved to visit her mother because Gladys and her friends were carefree. “When I was with my mother and her friends,” Marilyn said, “it felt like one big happy family.” On Saturdays they went for a walk and to the movies; Sunday mornings they went to church. “It was heaven when we went to church. The singing and services always excited me. I was in a sort of trance.” Then they returned to Gladys’s apartment. “We always had a chicken lunch with our family—mom and her friends. Then off we would go for a stroll, looking in the fancy store windows at things we couldn’t afford.” She finished: “We were dreamers.”54

Was Marilyn fantasizing when she told Barris this story? In fact, she was relating one strain in her mother’s behavior. Gladys could be paranoid and controlling, but she could also be carefree. The problem for Norma Jeane was that she saw Gladys in too many negative moods and situations not to be troubled by her.

Yet by 1930, four years after her daughter’s birth, Gladys seemed stable. She managed to handle her mother’s death in 1928 without falling apart, and she didn’t break down the next year, when her brother, Marion, disappeared, after telling his wife he was going to the store to buy a paper and failing to return. Gladys continued on with her life, even taking on a more modern look. She bobbed her hair, began smoking, and resumed dating. She took a boyfriend with her to the Bolenders’, and the two of them took Norma Jeane to the beach. Grace and a boyfriend, plus her favorite niece, Geraldine, were along. Gladys showed courage when a fire broke out in Consolidated Film Industry in 1929. Keeping from panicking, she led the women in the editing studio out of the building, saving a lot of lives. The fire, which the Los Angeles Times called a “holocaust,” gutted the building.55

The Bolenders wanted to adopt Norma Jeane but Gladys, who wanted her daughter to live with her eventually, wouldn’t permit it. Ida resisted the possibility of Norma Jeane moving in with her mother just as firmly, worried that the unmarried Gladys, with her complicated emotions, demanding work schedule, and search for a husband, wouldn’t be a good mother. In the spring of 1933 Gladys took several weeks off from work when Norma Jeane came down with whooping cough. She moved in with the Bolenders and nursed her daughter, displaying a maternal affection that Ida thought had too often been absent in her dealings with the child. Perhaps she could be an effective mother, after all. That same spring an earthquake nearly leveled the nearby city of Long Beach and severely damaged Norma Jeane’s school. Then a car ran over and killed Norma Jeane’s beloved dog Tippy, a stray that the Bolenders had allowed her to keep.

These events were decisive for Grace, a take-charge person who decided that Norma Jeane’s future had to be settled. Grace, a modern woman, liked neither Ida’s childrearing methods nor her evangelical religion, and in the end Gladys had the definitive claim. Grace persuaded Gladys that Norma Jeane had to be moved. Given the disappearance of both Norma Jeane’s school and her beloved dog, it may not have been the best time to move her from her regular home, but Ida gave up. The bickering among the adult women wasn’t good for her. Grace and Gladys drove to the Bolender home and picked up Norma Jeane, taking her to Hollywood to live. As their car approached the Bolender house, Norma Jeane hid in a bedroom with the other children. She looked at them as her family, and she didn’t want to leave them.

Once Gladys brought Norma Jeane to Hollywood in June 1933, she placed her with a family of English actors who were friends of Grace and hers. George Atkinson, the father in the family, was a stand-in for the eminent English actor George Arliss. Maude Atkinson, his wife, played bit parts. Their daughter, Nellie, was the stand-in for English actress Madeleine Carroll. Norma Jeane lived with the Atkinsons for the next two years, acquiring overtones of an English accent from them. The family seemed carefree. Former vaudeville performers, they bought Norma Jeane a grass skirt and taught her the hula, as well as how to play cards. After her years with the religious Bolenders, Norma Jeane prayed for the English family and worried that they were going to hell.56 But she learned secular values from them, which is what Gladys and Grace wanted.

Gladys continued taking Norma Jeane on outings. They spent a weekend on Catalina, an island in the Pacific forty-five minutes by ferry from Long Beach. Catalina had—and still has—a large casino–dance hall, a picturesque town, and a huge nature preserve. Glass-bottom boats moving slowly in the ocean near the island reveal the fishes swimming underneath. It’s a child’s paradise. Lester Bolender remembered Gladys taking Norma Jeane and him one July Fourth to Catalina on a big white steamship that had a dance floor. Norma Jeane got on the floor by herself and danced until she was dizzy. Everyone on the ship watched her, according to Lester. Norma Jeane returned to live on Catalina in 1944 with her husband Jim Dougherty when he was stationed there with the merchant marine.

Gladys and Norma Jeane also went to Gay’s lion farm, a favorite tourist place in El Monte, east of downtown Los Angeles, where lions were bred, raised, and trained for the movies, and lion shows were put on. Reacting to a show, Norma Jeane revealed a confused sense of self. It was worse than being Alice in a Wonderland down a rabbit hole and in a magical world, she said, for the lions were located in a real world, and they were being trained as show animals. She thought that the lions were being trained “in ways that were not natural for them if they’d been left on their own.” She said, “That thought scared me because I saw if I wasn’t doing what I was supposed to be doing, then I would have no idea what I was supposed to [have been] doing since I was born.”57

Her favorite activity, though, was watching movies in the palatial movie theaters on Hollywood Boulevard—with her mother, with Grace, and, when she was old enough, by herself. It was not uncommon in those days for working mothers to use movie theaters as babysitters for children old enough to be admitted by themselves. Sometimes Norma Jeane sat there all day and into the night, watching the matinee and evening shows. The two major theaters on Hollywood Boulevard, Sid Grauman’s Egyptian Theater and his Chinese Theater, weren’t far apart, and they were in the center of the city of Hollywood. They were ornate and fantastical, places for dreaming, palaces for the people. The Egyptian Theater, which opened in 1922, had columns with hieroglyphs in the interior. Its large forecourt contained huge statues of an elephant with bespangled trappings and of a man with a dog’s head—the Egyptian god Anubis protecting his temple.58 Norma Jeane remembered the monkeys in cages in that forecourt.

Grauman’s Chinese Theater, which opened in 1927, was built in the shape of a pagoda, with a large sculpted dragon on its exterior. Antique heaven dogs stood at either side of the entrance, guarding it. The interior was painted flame red with gold accents. A large sunburst pendant chandelier hung from the ceiling, and a massive proscenium curtain had red figures on a peacock-blue background. In its courtyard were the famed footprints and handprints of stars imprinted in cement, a tradition initiated by Norma Talmadge in 1927. Following the tourist custom, Norma Jeane compared the size and shape of her hands and feet with those of the stars in cement.

The actresses she saw in the films she watched influenced Norma Jeane—Claudette Colbert in Cleopatra; Greta Garbo and Joan Crawford in Grand Hotel; Katharine Hepburn in Little Women. They were spunky women, “fast-talking dames,” meant to appeal to unmarried working women, who constituted the major audience for Hollywood films in this era. Many spoke in clipped tones and moved with precision and pride. Jim Dougherty claimed that Norma Jeane picked up her ladylike quality partly from these stars, not just from Gladys and Della.59 Take a look at Marilyn’s stance, aside from the hip-swinging walk. She stands tall, with her shoulders high and her chest forward, following the day’s rule that women should look regal and not slouch.

Norma Jeane loved the films of Clark Gable, her fantasy father, and of Jean Harlow, the day’s platinum-blonde sex goddess. As a young child Norma Jeane’s hair was nearly white. She hated the color because other children teased her for it, calling her a towhead. But Jean Harlow’s hair was that color, and she felt vindicated. At Grauman’s Egyptian and Chinese theaters, Norma Jeane saw the extravagant live prologues staged before each movie. A mixture of vaudeville and revue, they were themed to the movie being shown. Scores of showgirls and dancers wore elaborate costumes and moved and danced on spectacular sets. Grace and Gladys took Norma Jeane to the movie premieres held at night, as searchlight beams crisscrossed the sky and the stars arrived in limousines and walked to the theater on a red carpet, lined by thousands of fans. Flashbulbs popped; the crowd roared.

Grace dreamed of being Jean Harlow, and she projected that dream onto Norma Jeane. Grace pointed out to her how she could change her face and hair to more closely resemble Harlow. “Grace would touch the bump on the end of my nose,” Marilyn remembered. “‘You’re perfect except for this little bump, sweetheart,’ she’d say to me.” Norma Jeane had a receding chin similar to Harlow’s that Grace also thought could be fixed. “There’s no reason you can’t grow up to be just like her, Norma Jeane,” Grace said, “with the right hair color and a better nose.”60 Yet in praising Jean Harlow, Grace did Norma Jeane a disservice. Harlow was the nation’s major sex symbol, erotic and enticing, hardly an appropriate model for a little girl. Grace was sexualizing Norma Jeane, making her even more vulnerable to unwanted attention from men.

In the summer of 1933, Gladys bought a house. It was an astonishing purchase for a woman in this era, when banks rarely extended them credit. Determined to realize her dream of bringing her children together in her own home, Gladys had saved money from her salary, and she secured a loan from the New Deal Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, established in June 1933. She bought furniture at auctions, including a baby grand piano that Fredric March had owned. She told Norma Jeane that she dreamed of sitting in front of the fireplace in their living room, listening to her play the piano.

The location and size of the house are important to understand Gladys and her dreams. It was located off Highland Boulevard, near the Hollywood Bowl, a mile or so up the hill from Hollywood Boulevard. It was easy walking distance from the two Grauman theaters and Norma Jeane’s elementary school. It wasn’t a small house. It had four bedrooms, a living room with a fireplace, and enough space to hold the baby grand piano. There was a porch on the back of the house and a Georgian portico on the front. Music from the nearby Hollywood Bowl could be heard in the evenings.

It was next to the exclusive Whitley Heights Tract. In the 1910s, H. J. Whitley, who developed much of Hollywood, purchased a huge tract of land in the Hollywood Hills, up from the center of Hollywood. By the 1920s he subdivided it into plots for homeowners. It was luxurious land, with winding roads and breathtaking views of the ocean. Major stars lived there, including Jean Harlow, Carole Lombard, William Powell, Marie Dressler, Charlie Chaplin, and Bette Davis. The homes were in Mediterranean style: stucco painted creamy white, red tile roofs, terraced yards, and arched doorways.61 It was a short walk from Gladys’s home on Arbol Drive. Taking that walk, Gladys and Norma Jeane might catch a glimpse of Jean Harlow in her yard or Carole Lombard welcoming guests. The Arbol Drive home made Norma Jeane’s dreams of stardom vivid. She was now living among the stars.

To be certain that she could pay the mortgage and provide after-school care for Norma Jeane, Gladys persuaded the Atkinsons, Norma Jeane’s most recent foster family, to move in with them. In fact, she rented much of the house to them, keeping two bedrooms for herself and Norma Jeane.

Then disaster struck, as Gladys went into a tailspin in January 1934, three months after they had moved into the Arbol Drive house. One morning before breakfast she came down the stairs screaming that men were trying to kill her. An ambulance was called, and Gladys was taken to a rest home in Santa Monica for several months before being transferred to Los Angeles County General Hospital, where Norma Jeane had been born. A year after the breakdown, in January 1935, at the recommendation of Gladys’s doctors, Grace had the court declare Gladys an “insane incompetent” and commit her to Norwalk State Mental Hospital (sometimes called Metropolitan.) It was where Della Monroe, her mother, had died. Her doctors diagnosed Gladys as paranoid schizophrenic. Grace took over her affairs, becoming her guardian, so that she could sell the house and Gladys’s possessions, in order to pay her bills. She also took over managing Norma Jeane.

Was Della manic-depressive? Was Gladys schizophrenic? The relationship between individual behavior and categories of mental illness was as fuzzy in the 1930s as it is today. No physical tests existed to determine the kind and degree of illness, nor do such tests exist today. Diagnosis was—and is—based on the application of categories devised by experts to the symptoms subjects display.

The major text used by psychiatrists in mental hospitals from the early 1930s on was Modern Clinical Psychiatry by Arthur P. Noyes. Surprisingly modern in his approach, Noyes warned that it was difficult to distinguish schizophrenia from manic-depressive disorder and from temporary emotional states. Noting correctly that Austrian neurologist Emil Kraepelin had invented the categories in the 1890s, he implied that they were out of date. Noyes concluded that there were many gradations between them. Yet he drew distinctions between the categories in terms of behavior and treatment. A manic-depressive syndrome could be healed by exercise, diet, and removal from stress. But such treatment had no effect on schizophrenics, with their hallucinations and paranoia. Unless they suffered from alcoholism, syphilis, or were elderly people with severe dementia, inhabitants of mental institutions were always diagnosed as either manic-depressive or schizophrenic. The worst form of the latter was the paranoid variety.62

Della heard voices, and she sometimes thought that people were following her. Gladys had similar symptoms. Hearing voices, however, is common in the general population. We all hear voices in our heads; the issue is whether they stay in our brain or appear to come from outside of us. The former is ordinary; the latter is not. Indeed, according to Patricia Traviss, the head of the Rockhaven Sanitarium during the years that Gladys lived there (from 1953 to 1967), Gladys didn’t think she had anything wrong with her. Thus she didn’t think that the voices she heard came from outside her.63 Moreover, some paranoia is healthy. It’s part of an evolutionary development to keep humans alert to external threats.

Both Della and Gladys had difficult lives, with enough traumas to wreak havoc with their brain chemistry. Until recently, most people drew a sharp distinction between sanity and insanity, believing that individuals with mental issues stood apart from everyone else. Della and Gladys were women who sometimes operated on the borderline between ordinary and antisocial behavior; they were easily singled out as disorderly.

It’s possible that Gladys’s behavior didn’t become psychotic until she entered a state mental institution: that’s what she later claimed.64 She had a point. California mental hospitals were overcrowded, with insufficient doctors and nurses and poorly trained attendants. By the 1930s physical restraints weren’t used much anymore, but they were replaced by baths in which patients were strapped into large tubs, with water running over them for as long as eight hours a day. It’s not surprising that hysterical individuals calmed down after that treatment—or that Gladys often tried to run away from the hospitals.

By 1939 electroshock therapy was in use. It produced such strong convulsions that bones could break. It was the new utopian treatment for mental illness, as water baths had once been. Gladys told Emmeline Snively, the head of Marilyn’s modeling agency, that she had been given electroshock therapy. That’s not surprising, since it was applied to most patients in California state mental hospitals from 1939 on. The Snake Pit, a fictionalized depiction of California mental institutions, filmed in 1948, includes graphic scenes of treatments including restraints, water baths, and electroshock therapy.65

In those hospitals, placement in wards was first by sex and then by docility. If patients followed orders and didn’t act out, they could be moved to wards with greater privileges, to walk in the grounds and work in hospital industries. If a patient became especially difficult, he or she could be sent to another state hospital, since individuals committed to state mental hospitals had few rights. Gladys attempted to escape from Norwalk State in the winter of 1935. She was captured and returned to the hospital, and she was moved that spring to Agnews State Hospital near San Jose, which had better security, but which was far away from Grace and Norma Jeane. The tragedy of the escape was that Gladys had arranged it with Edward Mortensen, who had phoned her. But the authorities confused him with Edward Mortenson, who had died in a motorcycle accident in 1929. Thus when Gladys told the attendants she was meeting Mortensen, they thought she was talking about a dead man and was delusional.

In a letter Grace wrote to a friend, she stated that a doctor took X-rays of Gladys’s brain and decided that one third of it had disintegrated. Recovery was impossible, although she might stabilize if she were placed in a home environment under supervision, removed from stress. Metropolitan was so overcrowded, he said, that they would release Gladys to a family member or close friend. In her letter Grace stated that neither she nor anyone she knew could afford to keep Gladys in their home.66 So she remained in state institutions for the next eight years, all in Northern California, away from Norma Jeane.

Largely abandoned by family and friends, Gladys developed her own world. Her ability to work long hours at negative film editing suggests she had an obsessive side. She now turned that side of herself toward religion. Ana Lower, Grace’s aunt and a Christian Science healer, visited her at Agnews State Hospital. Ana gave Gladys a healing and encouraged her to read Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health in order to access God’s love. Gladys did so, and she developed the fantasy that she was a Christian Science nurse who could cure illness. She began to wear a nurse’s white uniform, and she continued to do so the rest of her life. The figure she created combined Ana Lower, kind and authoritative, with the hospital nurses, who both served and controlled the patients. Gladys thus gained a sense of independence and power over her environment.

She constantly wrote letters—to the Christian Science Mother Church in Boston; to the government; to whoever might listen. I possess letters she wrote when she was in Rockhaven Sanitarium, near Glendale. In those letters she is gentle and concerned about others, but also paranoid and delusional. She thinks that radio waves are destroying her brain and that her nurses are plotting against her.

Once Gladys was sent to Agnews, she didn’t hear from Edward Mortensen again. Grace and Norma Jeane rarely visited her. Narcissism can be the product of vanity and insecurity, a soul that can’t find itself. That was Gladys, so hurt by others that she couldn’t relate to them, mostly passive, fixated on her fantasies, engaging in occasional outbursts of rage. But questions remain. Why did Gladys break down completely in 1934? What caused her to fall apart after she had bought the house on Arbol Drive and brought Norma Jeane to live with her? Moreover, Grace’s treatment of Norma Jeane needs to be evaluated. Eventually she placed her in eleven foster homes and in an orphanage. Why did she do so, repeating Gladys’s seeming abandonment of Norma Jeane so many times? The answers to these questions aren’t simple. They require a fuller exploration of Gladys’s breakdown and its impact on Grace and Norma Jeane’s lives.


Chapter 2
Trauma, 1933–1938

As an adult, Marilyn Monroe seemed obsessed with her childhood. She often told friends and reporters stories about it. In those stories the Bolenders were religious fanatics who beat her and most of her other foster families treated her as unwanted—although she never mentioned any by name, except for Grace and Ana, whom she always praised. She said the matrons in the orphanage (the Children’s Aid Society orphanage in Hollywood) required her to wash stacks of dishes, clean bathrooms, and scrub floors. Newspapers and magazines worldwide ran those stories. They became so well known that in 1955 Silver Screen reported, “Hillbillies who can’t tell you who’s president right now could probably recite the details of Marilyn’s life.”1

The tales contributed to making her an icon in her own day. She was the Little Orphan Annie who became a star, the Cinderella who, rising from poverty to fame, achieved a female version of the American Dream. No other film star endured a childhood so traumatic—not Joan Crawford, Rita Hayworth, or Lana Turner, all of whom had difficult childhoods. “The life story of almost any Hollywood star reads like a combination of Cinderella and Horatio Alger,” wrote a journalist. “But Marilyn has topped them all. Let one critic raise his voice in protest over her habitual tardiness or so-called rudeness and a protesting public looks beyond the present to Marilyn’s pathetic drudgery in the dreary place where she washed ‘a horrifying pile of soiled dishes for 5 cents a month.’ ”2

Were her stories accurate? Or were they part of an outsized legend she invented? My research suggests she sometimes exaggerated her childhood experiences but her tales were often true. The story of her childhood after Gladys broke down isn’t simple. In telling it, I will approach it chronologically, giving the surface story. I will then rework it, excavating the layers that lie underneath, probing the texts and counter-texts that, as so often in her life, defined it. I will evaluate the truth of Marilyn’s account. As I progress, keep in mind that once Gladys was committed to state mental hospitals Norma Jeane was especially vulnerable to disapproval. She was illegitimate in an age when it was stigmatized. She was a “charity case” at a time when many Americans regarded taking welfare as a disgrace. Relatives of hers had been diagnosed as mentally ill in an era that regarded such illness as inherited and almost inevitably degenerative.

One night after Gladys broke down in 1934, Norma Jeane, then eight years of age, stayed at Grace’s apartment. Lying in bed, she overheard Grace talking to her friends about her in the next room. They were advising Grace not to become Norma Jeane’s guardian because of her family “heritage.” They said her grandfather, grandmother, brother, and mother were “mental cases,” and she would become one, too. “I lay in bed shivering as I listened,” Marilyn remembered. “I didn’t know what a mental case was but I knew it wasn’t anything good.”3 Soon after that she learned about the diagnosis of Gladys’s brain as disintegrating. It was a horrible fate for an impressionable girl like Norma Jeane to contemplate. She would be afraid of going crazy for the rest of her life.

After Gladys collapsed, Grace left Norma Jeane living in the Arbol Drive house with the Atkinsons. It seemed the right thing to do, since Gladys might soon recover and return home. Norma Jeane’s school was nearby, and so were her friends. The Atkinsons were fond of Norma Jeane, and they seemed to take good care of her. Grace worked full-time and acted in plays; she never lost the love of acting that had brought her to Hollywood in the first place. Some of her time was freed up when her nieces moved away in 1934, but not enough for her to raise a child.4 The Atkinsons were Grace’s friends. She could visit Norma Jeane and see them, too. She lived on Lodi Drive in the center of Hollywood, ten minutes by car from Arbol Drive. As Gladys or she had for years, she took Norma Jeane to a movie and then to a restaurant on the weekends. She continued to tell her she would be another Jean Harlow.

Grace’s apartment was across the street from the Hollywood Studio Club, an inexpensive, chaperoned residence for aspiring actresses. In the 1920s influential Hollywood actresses and wives, fearing that Hollywood apartments were recruiting grounds for prostitutes, raised the money to build it. When Norma Jeane visited Grace, her mother’s friend told her about the stars who had lived in the Studio Club. Designed by architect Julia Morgan in the Mediterranean style of Los Angeles architecture, it had cachet. During her early years as a Hollywood actress, Marilyn sometimes lived at the Club.

Yet Grace did nothing to help Norma Jeane become an actress. Acting and singing lessons aren’t listed in Grace’s record of expenditures for her ward. Stage mothers were everywhere in Hollywood, pushing their children into films, as did the mothers of Shirley Temple, Betty Grable, Ginger Rogers, and Judy Garland. After years in the movie business Grace had connections, but she didn’t use them on Norma Jeane’s behalf, although she launched the acting career of Ervin (Doc) Goddard, whom she married in 1935. Grace’s fantasies about Norma Jeane becoming a film star were just that: fantasies.

Still, once Gladys broke down, Grace took over responsibility for both Gladys and Norma Jeane. She didn’t have to do this, but she didn’t want both of them committed to state institutions. No Monroe family members lived nearby, except for Olive Monroe, Marion Monroe’s wife, who was struggling to support three children after he disappeared in 1929 and left her penniless. She wasn’t a good candidate to be a foster mother. Given the difficulty with Ida Bolender, Grace didn’t want to return Norma Jeane to her, although Ida later claimed that she visited Norma Jeane and took her to see Gladys at Metropolitan. According to Lester Bolender, the Bolender house was so full of foster children by then that there wouldn’t have been room for Norma Jeane.5

In late 1934 Grace filed the papers for Gladys to be committed to Metropolitan. Its medical superintendent stated that Gladys wasn’t in good enough shape mentally or physically to appear in court then and for “an indefinite time to come.”6 In March 1935 Grace petitioned the court to appoint her Gladys’s legal guardian so that she could sell Gladys’s house and possessions and pay her expenses. The petition was granted, and she held the sale that spring. Ana Lower, Grace’s aunt, purchased the piano that Gladys had bought for Norma Jeane and kept it in her apartment, indicating that she knew the child and was fond of her. The piano, which remained there, became a symbol of past, present, and future for Norma Jeane. As a young adult and a Hollywood starlet living on her own Marilyn painted it white to resemble the white pianos often present in the art moderne sets of 1930s movies. Those pianos were a symbol of elegant sophistication.

Norma Jeane stayed with the Atkinsons until June 1935, when Grace sold the Arbol Drive house. They then moved to a house on Glencoe Way, in the Hollywood Hills close to Arbol Drive—not to England, as some biographers suggest. The 1935 Los Angeles census lists them at that address, but it doesn’t list Norma Jeane. George played in the Hollywood movies Little Lord Fauntleroy in 1936 and Raffles in 1939; and he and his wife attended Marilyn’s wedding in June 1942. Maude Atkinson’s obituary in the Los Angeles Times on March 9, 1944, notes that she had lived in Southern California for the previous twenty-five years.7

Once the Atkinsons left, Grace had to find a place for Norma Jeane. She still didn’t bring her ward to live with her; instead, she placed her with Harvey and Elsie Giffen, a well-to-do couple who lived near Arbol Drive and whose daughter was Norma Jeane’s best friend at school. Harvey Giffen was a sound engineer at RCA, and Elsie stayed at home to keep the house and raise their children. Now nine years of age, Norma Jeane was quiet and disciplined. Sensitive to others, always willing to help out, she seemed an ideal child. Whatever happened in the Bolender home, Ida had raised her well. She moved in with the Giffens, a loving family. When they offered to adopt her, Grace agreed to ask Gladys to allow them to do so.

Norma Jeane liked the Giffens. They had an aviary of tropical birds, including parakeets and other talking parrots. She was fascinated by the birds; she loved to feed them and talk with them. The Giffens were moving to New Orleans and wanted to take her along, but Gladys wouldn’t hear of it. Grace next approached Reginald Carroll and his wife to adopt Norma Jeane; he had been Gladys’s co-worker and friend at Consolidated Film Industries, and he and his family lived in Los Angeles, so Norma Jeane would remain in the city. Gladys again refused to allow the adoption.8

When the Giffens left Los Angeles in July, Grace finally brought Norma Jeane to live with her. She told her she wouldn’t have to go to an orphanage, and the child was vastly relieved. She didn’t want to go to a place where she didn’t know any of the children. Some biographers contend that state law required Grace to put Norma Jeane in an orphanage while her situation was evaluated, but Grace, clever and manipulative, often got around such obstacles. Doc Goddard may now have entered the picture. He and Grace were discussing marriage, and he had children living in Texas with his ex-wife. There was a possibility they might come to live with him, and he didn’t want to take on Norma Jeane as well.

Tall and handsome, a courtly “cowboy” from Texas, Doc had come to Hollywood hoping for a career as a film actor. He landed bit parts in the movies and became the stand-in for Joel McCrea, who played tough-guy roles in cowboy films and crime dramas. Doc was ten years younger than Grace and more than a foot taller, but they joked about their differences in age and height. He worked as a part-time inventor, making electrical gadgets in his garage workshop, but he didn’t make much money, either from acting or from his inventions, and his children in Texas were still young. In 1935 Eleanor (Bebe) was nine, Fritz seven, and Josephine (Nona) five.

Grace didn’t mind Doc’s shaky finances. Now in her mid-thirties, she was too old for the Hollywood party scene, and she welcomed marriage to the dashing, handsome Doc. Grace considered her new family her primary responsibility, with Norma Jeane second. It’s unclear what financial responsibility Doc had to his ex-wife and children, but he probably sent them something. Grace married Doc in Las Vegas in early August 1935. Ana Lower was at the ceremony, but Norma Jeane wasn’t there. A month later, in September 1935, Grace placed her in an orphanage. The way was clear for Doc’s children to move in with them, although they didn’t do so until 1940. Rather, they remained in Texas.

There is a backstory to the events I have related. It involves Marilyn’s claim that she was sexually abused when she was eight years old. She made the claim in interviews with screenwriter Ben Hecht in 1953 and 1954 for an autobiography of her he was to ghostwrite.9 She also told her tale of childhood sexual abuse to Maurice Zolotow for his 1960 biography of her. Then in 1962, several months before her death, she amplified the story in interviews with photographer George Barris. Barris’s interviews were supposed to be published in Cosmopolitan, but when Marilyn died the magazine canceled the story. Barris then sold it to newspapers worldwide, and it was widely published. Barris’s interviews were thus available to Marilyn’s biographers soon after she died, although biographers have mostly overlooked them. When I spoke with Barris in 2010 he told me that, with the exception of Gloria Steinem, who wrote a brief biography of Marilyn to accompany his photos of her, previous Marilyn biographers hadn’t contacted him. Thus Marilyn’s most detailed account of the episode of sexual abuse has been largely disregarded.10

She was eight years old when it happened, she said. She was living with a family that rented a room to a man named Mr. Kimmel. He was elderly, stern and formal, and everybody respected him. One evening he asked her to come into his room, and when she did, he locked the door behind her. He put his arms around her. She kicked and struggled to no avail. He did what he wanted, telling her to be a good girl. (In the Barris interview she stated that the abuse involved fondling.) When he let her out of the room, he handed her a nickel and told her to buy herself an ice cream. She threw the nickel in his face. Then she ran to tell her “aunt” what had happened, but her aunt wouldn’t listen. (Marilyn called all her foster mothers “aunt.”) “Shame on you,” her aunt said, “Mr. Kimmel’s my star boarder.” Norma Jeane went back to her room. Throwing herself on her bed, she cried all night.11

In her interview with Georges Belmont of Paris Match, Marilyn explained that the real name of her attacker wasn’t Kimmel, and that she always changed the names of the individuals in her childhood stories to conceal their identities. If she was eight when the attack occurred, she was living with the Atkinsons, since she lived with them in the Arbol Drive house for nearly two years, from October 1933 to the spring of 1935, when Grace sold the house. She may have lived with them earlier, from the time Gladys brought her to Hollywood in June 1933. Marilyn made that claim in her interview with Belmont.12

Most male biographers of Marilyn dismiss the sex-abuse story as a fabrication because Jim Dougherty, her first husband, stated that she was a virgin when he married her. Thus, they conclude, she couldn’t have been sexually abused as a child. They don’t seem to know that experts on child sex abuse agree that the act usually involves fondling, not intercourse. The perpetrators, not wanting to leave evidence, don’t bruise the victim or penetrate the hymen. Even today, the conviction of an adult for abusing a child is based mainly on the testimony of the child, since physical evidence usually doesn’t exist and perpetrators rarely admit guilt. Without total vaginal penetration, Norma Jeane would have been a virgin when she married Jim.13

In the 1962 Barris interview, Marilyn described the fondling. “He put his hand under my dress. He touched me in places no one had ever before.” And she stated that the “foster mother” who refused to believe her about the abuse slapped her across her face. Marilyn told her cousin Ida Mae Monroe that she felt dirty after the attack and took baths for days after it happened to feel clean. Such repeated attempts to feel clean through showers or baths are typical behavior for a rape victim.14

The name Mr. Kimmel, which she used for her attacker in My Story, has led some Marilyn biographers to identify English actor Murray Kinnell as the abuser. There is, however, no proof for this charge—except that George Atkinson and Kinnell knew each other. Both worked with the renowned British actor George Arliss, who had control over his films and cast many of the same actors in supporting roles in them. Kinnell was often one of these actors, while Atkinson was Arliss’s regular stand-in. Kinnell was a founder of the Screen Actors Guild, and he lived on Beverly Glen Boulevard in Westwood, not far from the Fox Studios, where Arliss made his films. Westwood and Culver City are both distant from the Hollywood Bowl and the Arbol Drive house.15

It’s possible that the abuser was a boarder in Gladys’s house, which had four bedrooms. Norma Jeane occupied one, her mother another, and the English family the third. Thus an extra room remained to rent out.16 If Kinnell is eliminated, the abuser might have been George Atkinson or Doc Goddard, the two older men close to Norma Jeane during this period of her life. Circumstantial evidence could suggest either of them. In his autobiography, George Arliss described his stand-in (namely, Atkinson) in negative terms.

The stand-in for the elderly star is a pathetic figure. More often than not he is an old actor who has played everything, but has “never had his chance.” And now he is nothing—a shadow. And yet he feels within himself a certain sense of importance. He is dressed like the star; he believes that he looks like the star; almost unconsciously he takes on the walk, the mannerisms of the star; he poses like him before the cameraman, and he sees himself as a star.17

In Arliss’s description Atkinson is a poseur, a shadow man lacking a sense of self, but with an inflated ego that compels him to assume Arliss’s identity, cloaking himself in the star’s fame. In My Story Marilyn described the English couple as jolly and carefree, former vaudevillians who taught her to dance the hula, play cards, and juggle oranges. As Arliss’s stand-in, however, Atkinson must have resembled him. Both men were in their sixties. Bette Davis, who played in Arliss films, described Arliss as looking like a combination English gentlemen and uninhibited satyr. “His small dark eyes held an ancient sadness, his taut triangular mouth seemed always to be repressing an irrepressible mirth.”18 He often played English statesmen, representing the Depression taste for calm heroism and puckish independence in the face of disaster.

In her interview with Maurice Zolotow, Marilyn called the abuser “Mr. K.” She described him as a stern old man who wore dark suits and a gold watch in his vest pocket, with a gold chain across his vest. That’s what George Arliss wore. She states that “Mr. K.” was always called “Mr.,” an honorific always bestowed upon the dignified George Arliss. Playing the role of a British gentleman in real life as in his films, Arliss always wore a monocle. We can assume that Atkinson, who copied Arliss’s dress and behavior, also dressed this way.19

Marilyn told Jean Negulesco, a Hollywood director and friend, that an elderly actor had raped her when she was eight. She told Photoplay editor Adele Whiteley Fletcher that she had difficulty calling studio executives on their bad treatment of her because they reminded her of her abuser. Grace Goddard stated that she took Norma Jeane away from the Atkinsons because she found that they were not treating her well. In 1959 at a party in New York, Marilyn spent the evening discussing the attack with the husband of Peggy Fleury, a fellow student at the Actors Studio. Marilyn said she felt lucky that the experience hadn’t made her psychotic, as it did many victims of such attacks.20

Could Doc Goddard have been the abuser? When Norma Jeane lived with Doc and Grace in 1937, he tried to fondle her. He admitted he had done so to Marilyn biographer Fred Guiles. Jim Dougherty, who respected Doc, knew about it. It may have been the one-time advance of someone who was drunk and out of control; it may have had precedents.21

Interviews and newspaper articles I’ve found provide new information about Doc. A Los Angeles Times article of August 19, 1935, announced that Doc and Grace had eloped to Las Vegas the previous week. It stated that he had come to Los Angeles in 1933, not 1935, the year cited by previous Marilyn biographers. If the Times is correct, he was in Hollywood when the first sexual assault on Norma Jeane occurred and Gladys broke down. That same year Grace introduced him to Al Rangell, who directed westerns, and Rangell cast him in a bit part.22 Doc continued to land small roles, eventually becoming the stand-in for Joel McCrea.

In fact, Doc Goddard was not just a courtly Texas cowboy. He was also a “man’s man” who loved going to bars to drink liquor and swap stories with male buddies. He was such an enthusiastic bar man that he was often hours late for dinner. Aside from minor movie work and an occasional sale of one of his gadgets, he was unemployed until Adel Precision Parts, which made equipment for airplanes, hired him in 1938. Given the growth in the 1930s of the aircraft industry, located largely in Southern California, and the preparations by 1938 for a possible war with Germany, there was a shortage of skilled workers in the industry. Doc didn’t work for Adel before 1938, as some biographers have claimed, because Adel wasn’t founded until that year.23

Doc was a “hale-fellow-well-met” kind of man, but his life in Texas before he moved to Hollywood had been filled with tragedy. He was the offspring of a prominent Austin family. His father had been dean of the medical school of the University of Texas in Austin, but he had committed suicide. Doc’s mother had broken down emotionally and had been committed to a mental institution. Doc had been a medical student, but he dropped out when he married his first wife in 1925. He was called “Doc” because he had attended medical school. After the birth of Bebe, Fritz, and Nona, Doc and his wife divorced in 1931.24

The children lived in Texas, in the custody of their mother. According to Bebe, their mother was so mentally unstable that she placed them in foster homes, where they were mistreated. Nona made similar allegations. Bebe even contended that Marilyn derived her stories of bad treatment as a child from Bebe’s experiences in Texas.25 That may be partly true, but Marilyn had her own issues in foster homes. Deeply attached to Doc and Grace, Bebe didn’t want them accused of wrongdoing. She had her own reasons for challenging the truth of Marilyn’s stories about her childhood.

Under the terms of his divorce Doc had visitation rights with the children. Yet he didn’t try to gain custody of them or to prevent his disturbed ex-wife from putting them in abusive foster homes. In fact, the divorce decree issued to Doc and his wife notes that Doc didn’t show up for the final hearing. But he could be charming. By late adolescence, Norma Jeane forgave him for whatever had happened between them, and she became close to him. In a 1942 letter to Grace she called him Daddy.26 In the early 1950s, when Grace managed Marilyn’s business matters, Doc helped her.

The episode of sexual abuse raises another possibility. My evidence suggests that it occurred toward the end of 1933 and that it may have caused Gladys’s breakdown in January 1934. Some writers claim that Gladys was upset by the suicide of her grandfather Tilford Hogan the previous spring at the age of eighty-two, by the death of her son Jackie that fall, and by a strike in the film editing studio where she was working. But she had survived the death of her mother in 1928 and the disappearance of her brother, Marion, the next year. She had weathered strikes and crises in the film editing studios over the years. Buying the house in 1933 suggests that she felt better about herself. Renting most of it to the Atkinsons gave her a way to pay for it. In another indication of confidence, she bought a new car. Gladys seemed ready to handle potential problems—until the attack on her daughter occurred.

Marilyn states in the Barris interview that when she told her foster mother about the attack, she slapped her across the face for having accused her “star boarder” of a crime. In other words, her foster mother thought Norma Jeane made up the charge of abuse. That belief rested on the assumption in this era that only lower-class men molested girls and that the girls involved provoked the abuse by arousing sexual desire in the men.27 A distinguished-looking man, whom everyone called “Mr.,” couldn’t have committed such an act. Norma Jeane had to be lying. Or she had invited the attack.

In line with her practice in interviews of using pseudonyms for the actual individuals in her life situations, Marilyn referred to a foster mother, not her actual mother. George Atkinson was Gladys’s “star boarder,” since the rent the Atkinsons paid her covered most of the monthly mortgage payment on the Arbol Drive house. Once she broke down, Gladys didn’t live there again. In later years she was angry with her daughter for being a sexual icon. As she aged, Gladys turned against the free sexuality of her twenties. She wanted her daughter to be on the cover of Ladies’ Home Journal, not raunchy men’s magazines. It appears that she tended to connect her daughter to inappropriate sex.

Marilyn told George Barris that she began to stutter after she was sexually abused. She also informed him that stuttering is sex-linked, appearing more frequently in men than in women. She was correct. And when women stutter, a severe trauma has often caused it. Although Marilyn controlled her stuttering, she never overcame it. She especially reverted to it in moments of stress. When she told Adele Whiteley Fletcher of Photoplay about the sexual abuse inflicted on her, she began stuttering. It could be a problem for her when speaking her lines in films. Speech therapists today suggest that Marilyn’s soft voice and her facial mannerisms may have been strategies to disguise the stuttering.

She told Maurice Zolotow that as a child she mostly stopped talking to adults because of her fear that she would stutter. The talkative, inquisitive Norma Jeane of Wayne Bolender’s experience became a “mouse” in front of adults. She didn’t talk in school because she feared that if a teacher called on her she would stutter in replying. “Naturally shy to begin with, my stuttering made me withdraw into myself altogether. I would start to say something and my lips would get fixed into an ‘O’ shape. A lost feeling would come over me, and I would stand there frozen for a long period of time.” It took many years for Marilyn to control the stuttering and to open herself up to others.28

The sexual abuse inflicted on Norma Jeane shouldn’t seem surprising. From the mid-nineteenth century to the present, the rate of sexual abuse of girls has remained constant at twenty percent. In other words, one in five girls is molested today, as in the past. The perpetrators are usually the male heads of the households in which the girls live, and they come from all social classes and ethnic groups. Like rape in general, sexual abuse of girls is not a crime perpetrated only by strangers or by violent lower-class men.

The impact of sexual abuse on girls can be profound. The victim can experience the assault as a penetration of the self that causes shame, self-hatred, and guilt. In other words, abused girls may blame themselves for the crime committed against them. They may regard themselves and other women with contempt, and they may develop an aversion to sex. Or they may degrade themselves through prostitution or “sex addiction,” the drive for continual sex and the inability to resist seduction. They may develop an irresistible urge to expose their naked bodies and even their genitalia. They may become obsessed with being perfect or develop a sadomasochism in which they identify with powerful individuals and then try to destroy them. A low self-image can exist alongside megalomania. Such symptoms can appear immediately after the attack, later in life, or episodically.29 Many seem present in the adult Marilyn.

Abused girls may develop what psychologists call “dissociation,” in which the self fragments and generates multiple identities. Thus Norma Jeane Baker produced Marilyn Monroe, her major alter ego, who was sexual and self-confident. Such dissociation can occur in the process of personality fragmentation, as the shy persona located in childhood remains present into adulthood, while a self-confident adult emerges, possessing knowledge initially triggered by the loss of innocence resulting from sexual assault. On the other hand, the personality fragmentation can be multiple, producing fully developed personas, which psychologists call alters. Or it can be partial. In that situation the boundaries between parts of the self aren’t rigid, and the personas produced are intermixed. By this definition, any personality can become a series of shifting entities.30 We all dissociate to a certain degree, while actors, creating characters out of their internal selves to play on stage, become expert in accessing their interior dimensions and bringing what is inside to the surface.

Taking the point farther, some psychiatrists argue that mental disorders can exist between standard diagnostic categories, such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and multiple personality disorder. Or “spectrum” conditions exist that draw from several categories. Some psychiatrists posit that each individual’s mental makeup is different and no one can be slotted into one category.31

The original classifications devised by Emil Kraepelin in the 1890s still dominate definitions of emotional disorder today, although even Arthur Noyes, in his 1934 work, maintained that individual situations could combine categories or be located between them. Jim Dougherty’s portrayal of the fifteen-year-old Norma Jeane as more physically and emotionally mature than other girls her age, while still acting like a child—playing with dolls and young children—sounds like a description of dissociation. Marilyn herself described personality as shifting and her own as multifaceted. “I can be anything they want me to be,” she told Susan Strasberg. “If they expect me to be innocent, I’m innocent. There are lots of cards in my deck, so to speak.”32

But Marilyn wasn’t always able to control her personas. Her first acting coach, Natasha Lytess, with whom she lived on and off, described her insecurities as making her seem as though she was “under water,” a “moon walker,” oblivious to her surroundings, not part of the real world. “She was accustomed to hiding everything,” Natasha stated. “She had learned this behavior from her childhood.” Many of her directors spoke of her as moving into her own world to create a role; friends described the “strange nobody’s-home look she could get into her eyes.”33

Some experts on abuse find that a frightening episode can be embedded in the brain, producing long-term trauma, akin to post-traumatic stress disorder. A sudden attack can trigger the human “self-preservation” response. High levels of adrenaline and other stress hormones circulate through the blood, imprinting the experience in the brain. It may be replayed over and over, as the individual tries to blunt the horror through familiarity. This process may partly explain Marilyn’s adult fixation with her childhood, her replaying of episodes from that childhood so often.

Recent research on trauma and memory suggests that she wouldn’t retain a precise memory of a trauma that happened before the age of six because the memory region of the brain isn’t mature at that age. By the age of eight, however, that region is more developed, able to record more accurate memories. Thus she didn’t have a precise memory of the episode of sexual repression connected to Ida Bolender, but she remembered the sexual abuse visited on her by “Mr. Kimmel” when she was eight. In a diary fragment she wrote in 1955 she stated that she had accessed a memory of Aunt Ida punishing her for touching her genitals.34

According to experts on sexual abuse, abused girls may have nightmares about witches and demons. For much of her life Marilyn saw such figures in her dreams and daydreams. In 1952, on a visit to New York, Sam Shaw took her to an exhibition of Goya’s drawings of figures in the Napoleonic Wars in Spain at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Shaw remembered, “When she saw Goya’s black horrors of war and violence, witches on a broomstick flying through the night, she grabbed my arm and said, ‘I know the man [Goya] very well; I had those dreams since I was a kid.” She told Ralph Roberts, her personal masseur from 1958 until her death, that the demonic figures in her nightmares looked like the illustrations in Rossell Hope Robbins’s 1959 Encyclopedia of Witchcraft and Demonology, which contains seventeenth-century drawings of witches and demons.35

Marilyn told New York Post entertainment columnist and friend Earl Wilson that she thought her chronic insomnia was caused by her dread of her nightmares. Wilson remembered her describing them as “horrendous dreams … of guilt. Frightening ghosts accusing her of the wrongs she’d done.” Susan Strasberg wrote that the figures in Marilyn’s dreams resembled figures from the paintings of Brueghel and Bosch—demons, orgies, the underworld. In a diary fragment written in 1956, when she was in London with Arthur Miller making The Prince and the Showgirl, she writes about lying in bed, unable to sleep. “On the screen of pitch blackness reappears the shape of monsters, my most steadfast companions.”36

Some psychologists conclude that the “demons” in these dreams represent the attacker. They may also represent death, which can be threatening or alluring, promising a return to the preconscious state in the mother’s womb. Marilyn told Ralph Greenson, her last psychiatrist, that the calm haze produced by the drugs she took—barbiturates like Seconal and Nembutal—made her feel “womby and tomby,” a reference to a mother’s womb and to a tomb holding a dead body.37

Marilyn’s dreams of witches and demons suggest that the episode of abuse was traumatic and that she connected it to Christian beliefs about the devil and dark angels. Arthur Miller thought that she had a Puritan sense of sin. Louella Parsons, who was close to her, described her concept of “sin” as like that of the revivalist preachers of her childhood: hard and unrelenting. According to Earl Wilson, Marilyn’s rape as a child left her with a stammer and the belief that all men wanted to bed her. Maurice Zolotow wrote, “She was obsessed by her guilt. She had committed the unpardonable sin. If she died she would go to hell. The terrors of her childhood return in twisted shapes, and as long as possible she resists sleep by reading or talking.”38 Her insomnia worsened as she grew older, and she took ever more pills to go to sleep.

In My Story Marilyn connected the assault to Christianity when she described a revival meeting her “aunt” forced her to attend after the attack. In her memory Mr. Kimmel was present at the meeting. When the revival preacher called on sinners to go to the altar and repent, Norma Jeane rushed up to tell the preacher about the episode of sexual abuse, which she called her “sin.” But the other “sinners” around the altar wailed so loudly that they drowned her out. Then she saw Mr. Kimmel standing among the “non-sinners.” He wasn’t repenting for what he had done. He was praying for God to forgive the sins of others.

I interpret this story as a reflection on sin and guilt. The abuser blended into the congregation, while the victim was blocked from repentance and absolution. Her “aunt” made Norma Jeane attend the revival meeting, which suggests that the aunt considered her responsible for the attack. Yet Marilyn’s recollection that she threw the nickel her abuser gave her in his face is important. It shows toughness under her fractured self, a place where she preserved a sense of self-worth. It is connected to the human “self-care system,” an evolutionary mechanism designed for the survival of the species. The self can be sadistic, like the id in Freud’s theory, but it can also be supportive. As humans we are capable of “mothering” ourselves.39

Fantasy is basic to the self-care system, where the ability to create a cocoon of dreams can nurture the individual, blunting a traumatic past and projecting a positive future. Marilyn often created fantasy worlds in which dissociation was curative. She moved through her childhood as the princess being wooed by the prince, the famous actress beloved by the world, the adored daughter of a father who looked like Clark Gable and was protective and caring. She often daydreamed about colors—red and crimson, gold and green—the colors of kings and queens in the fantasy world of children’s fairy stories. In her bedroom she acted out all the parts in the movies she saw, creating another fantasy world for herself.

When she lived in the orphanage she could see the flashing sign on the RKO building, a radio tower atop a globe of the world, from her bedroom window. That sign, which was the studio’s trademark, promoted RKO as a communicator of information to the world. Her mother had worked at RKO. Watching the sign, Norma Jeane thought of the smelly dark lab where Gladys cut and pasted films. Smell is the most primitive of the senses; remembering a smell brings into the mind a vivid snapshot of episodes connected to the smell. Norma Jeane rejected her negative image of the cutting lab by an act of will. Having done that, she saw the sign as the beacon to a promised land, a Hollywood inhabited, she said, by stars like Joan Crawford and Bette Davis. They were powerful women, called by film historians “fast-talking dames,” similar to the perfect ladies of Gladys’s imagination.40

Marilyn had a fantasy, she said, about wearing a hoop skirt and being naked in a church, walking over the bodies of the congregation as they lay on their backs and looked up at her with open eyes. That fantasy, with its sexual overtones, is another powerful dream of conquering the world. It seems the product of the Norma Jeane who threw the nickel back at her abuser and then cried all night when her foster mother wouldn’t believe her. It also seems related to later episodes of exposing her genitals in public, another strategy to deal with the abuse by enacting it on a grand scale.

According to Arthur Miller, she regarded her body as possessed by men and as something that she had to bestow on them when they wanted it. She told screenwriter Nunnally Johnson that she gave sex to men as a “thank you” for favors. “I sometimes felt I was hooked on sex,” she told W. J. Weatherby, “the way an alcoholic is hooked on liquor or a junkie on dope.”41 Despite her ladylike demeanor, what is now called sex addiction became an issue for her, although, as I will presently discuss, her belief in “free love” doctrines placed it in an acceptable context in her mind.

Norma Jeane’s placement in so many foster homes and in an orphanage may have been excessive, but it wasn’t necessarily exceptional among people with limited means in the 1930s, when unemployment was high and public welfare was limited. Most children in orphanages nationwide, like Norma Jeane, were “half orphans,” with a father absent from their home and a mother without means. Their impoverished families intended to retrieve them when their financial situation improved. Most of the children in Marilyn’s orphanage were half orphans.42

Contrary to Marilyn’s belief, orphans weren’t shunned by most Americans. But children can be cruel to one another, sometimes stigmatizing any sign of difference. When Norma Jeane reported that other children in her schools taunted her as an “orphan,” she was referring to children’s meanness, not to social realities. Had her schoolmates known that her mother was in a mental institution, the taunting would probably have been even worse. Thus Norma Jeane claimed that her mother and father were dead and that she was an orphan, rather than divulging the true state of affairs. It was also in line with her feelings about her situation, with both a mother and a father absent from her life.

The fictionalized orphan Horatio Alger, who sold newspapers on New York streets, was a central character in the mythology of the American Dream. He was a symbol of the pluck and resilience of young Americans in the face of difficult odds. During the Great Depression, abandoned children on the streets and in orphanages were emblematic of the nation’s suffering, of innocence threatened yet surviving. Orphan Annie, depicted in the hugely popular comic strip, became a national heroine. Child film star Shirley Temple, often motherless in her films, had a preternatural wisdom and an ability to solve problems that baffled adults.43

In September 1935, Grace placed Norma Jeane, then nine years old, in one of the best private orphanages in Los Angeles, the Children’s Aid Society orphanage (later renamed Hollygrove). It was located in the center of Hollywood, only a few blocks from Grace’s apartment on Lodi Drive. It had been founded in 1883 by a group of well-to-do Los Angeles women, following the example of many such groups of women throughout the nation. Located on a residential street close to RKO and Paramount, it housed about fifty children. It had an auditorium, a library, and—with five acres of land—playing fields, a swimming pool, and an organized sports program. Residents of the orphanage who lived there with Norma Jeane were unanimous in praising it. When Maurice Zolotow visited the orphanage in the late 1950s, he found it a model institution, with a large staff and a dorm mother for every ten children. The staff did the dishes and cleaned the bathrooms. The residents were required only to keep the dorms tidy and to set the tables for meals.44

According to orphanage records, Norma Jeane was docile and well mannered. Another resident who lived there at the same time remembered her as so generous that she gave other children anything of hers they wanted. There was a piano in the living room, and Norma Jeane sometimes played it. She had a well-coordinated, athletic body, and she was taller than most children her age. She became a star of the girls’ softball team. But she was also withdrawn and sometimes frightened. Tall and gawky, she often reminded her friend of a doe caught in the lights of an oncoming automobile. Individuals close to the adult Marilyn often used that metaphor to describe her.45

Grace visited most weekends, taking Norma Jeane to the movies and then to a restaurant, as she or Gladys had for years. On one occasion she took Norma Jeane to a beauty parlor and had her hair curled into smooth ringlets. She put makeup on her face, although wearing makeup was against orphanage rules. Several weeks before that another girl in the orphanage had been disciplined for doing so. But the matron was kind to Norma Jeane. When she returned to the orphanage with the makeup still on, the matron patted her head, washed her face, and told her not to do it again. The matron knew about her background and her relationship with the redoubtable Grace.

Yet the orphanage represented betrayal and abandonment to Norma Jeane. She had been in too many foster homes and had adjusted to too many families. “When I came to the orphanage,” she told George Barris, “it seemed that no one wanted me, not even my mother’s best friend.” She never forgot the evening Grace took her there. Her description of it never varied. When the car pulled up in front of the building and she saw the sign for the orphanage, she had an anxiety attack. “My heart began beating fast, then faster. I broke out in a cold sweat. I began to panic. I couldn’t catch my breath.”46 As the incident of sexual abuse had the previous year, it triggered her survival syndrome—a rush of adrenaline and stress hormones in her blood—that imprinted it on her brain.

Then Norma Jeane, usually well behaved, threw a tantrum. When Grace asked her to get out of the car, she clutched the door handle. The orphanage attendants had to pry her hands off the handle and half-carry her into the building. “I’m not an orphan! I’m not an orphan!” she cried. Her next memory was of being in a dining room where a lot of children were eating dinner. Startled and humiliated, she stopped crying—and began stuttering.47

The orphanage became a Dickensian horror in Norma Jeane’s memory. No matter how caring the orphanage staff was and how extensive the programs for the residents were, she didn’t like it. She knew she had a mother, even though she claimed that her mother was dead. She wanted to live in a family, not in an institution like the mental hospital in which her mother lived. She had visited her mother at Norwalk State. She had seen her bed in a ward, with attendants watching her. She saw people listless in hallways, muttering to themselves; she knew about straitjackets and continuous water baths. When children see their parents in hospitals, they often become frightened.

Underneath her docility at the orphanage Norma Jeane had difficulty coping. “The world around me was kind of grim. I had to learn to pretend in order to block the grimness. The world seemed sort of closed to me. I felt on the outside of everything.” Retreating from reality, she wrote a postcard to herself and signed it with the names of fictitious parents. She made a feeble attempt to escape but was soon found and taken back. She began to respond to the instability in her life by closing down her emotions. “I had learned not to bother anyone by talking or crying. I also learned that the best way to keep out of trouble was by never complaining or asking for anything.” She cried herself to sleep at night.48

By the beginning of 1936 the orphanage staff was worried about her. She was anxious and withdrawn; she was stuttering; she came down with colds; she cried a lot. The orphanage didn’t have the resources to give her the in-depth care she needed. The matron told Grace that Norma Jeane needed to be placed with a family. Grace realized that she had to do something. On February 26, 1936, she petitioned the Los Angeles Superior Court to become Norma Jeane’s official guardian. Her petition was granted a month later. Grace made the last payment to the orphan home for Norma Jeane’s care on June 21 and her first payment to herself in October 1936. She took Norma Jeane to live with her sometime that summer.49 None of Doc’s children was living with them; Bebe, Fritz, and Nona didn’t move in with Doc and Grace until 1940.

In November 1937, a little over a year after the first payment of Norma Jeane’s stipend to herself, Grace moved Norma Jeane again, this time to the home of Olive Monroe, the wife of Marion Monroe, Gladys’s brother. Grace and Doc were living in the Hollywood Hills, while the MartinMonroes lived in North Hollywood, over the Cahuenga Pass, not that far from the Goddards. Ida Martin, Olive’s mother, owned the house they lived in. The situation in the Monroe family hadn’t improved since Gladys broke down in 1934 and Grace rejected them as caregivers for Norma Jeane. But Grace was at her wits’ end. Olive’s daughter, Ida Mae, was close to Norma Jeane in age, and the two girls might like being together. (Ida Mae told me that she found Grace controlling and mean. She didn’t like her.)

Once Norma Jeane moved into their house, she and Ida Mae played together, slept in the same bed, and became confidantes for a while. They attempted to make wine in a barrel by stamping on grapes, producing only a mess; they spent days planning a trip to San Francisco to find Ida Mae’s father, a trip they never took. In these adventures, they were pre-adolescent girls inventing fantasies together. But the Monroe-Martin family wasn’t functioning well. Olive and Ida were angry with Marion for deserting them, and they were also angry at the court rule that the children couldn’t go on relief stipends until ten years after his disappearance, when he could be officially declared dead. That year would be 1939. Grace was able to manipulate them into taking Norma Jeane, using the stipend as her tool.50

With two adults and Olive’s three children—Ida Mae, Jack, and Olive—already living in Ida’s house, it was overcrowded. The sullen Norma Jeane was another burden—although they received her half-orphan stipend. Norma Jeane didn’t like living with them; they treated her as though she was unwanted. Ida Martin, who was in her seventies, told stories of having known Buffalo Bill and Wild Bill Hickok. Norma Jeane liked those stories, but she didn’t seem able to please either Ida or Olive. In later years, the experience in the Monroe home became a major example of mistreatment in her stories, although she never mentioned them by name.

Why did Grace suddenly place Norma Jeane in this situation? It seems that she felt she had little choice. Shortly before the sudden move, Doc returned home drunk one night and attempted to fondle Norma Jeane as she lay sleeping in her bed. Norma Jeane awakened, and she ran to Grace to tell her what had happened. Grace’s response was immediate: she moved Norma Jeane. She was committed to Doc; he and his family came first. Norma Jeane had to go. The Martin-Monroes, who needed money, didn’t live far away. Grace could still oversee Norma Jeane. But by this point Norma Jeane had lived with five foster families: the Bolenders, Atkinsons, Giffens, Goddards, and now the Martin-Monroes, with the orphanage between the two periods she lived with Grace and Doc Goddard.

Yet Norma Jeane’s saga didn’t end once she moved in with the Martin-Monroes. In March 1938 the Los Angeles River overflowed its banks, severely damaging many houses in North Hollywood, including the Martin-Monroe home. (The river wasn’t yet encased in concrete, as it is today, to prevent flooding.) All family members had to be relocated after the flood. Grace moved Norma Jeane on a temporary basis to the home of her friends Ruth and Alan Mills, who also lived in the San Fernando Valley, so that she could continue attending her North Hollywood school.51

When the school year ended, Grace moved her to another temporary location—the home of her brother, Bryan Atchinson, and his wife, Lottie, in the industrial city of Compton, on the east side of downtown Los Angeles, far from Hollywood and the San Fernando Valley. Norma Jeane hadn’t liked living with the Martin-Monroe family, and she didn’t like living with the Atchinsons. Lottie drove around Los Angeles County delivering the furniture polish her husband made to hardware stores, and she took Norma Jeane along with her, even though the child didn’t want to go. Norma Jeane had motion sickness, but Lottie didn’t pay any attention to her nausea. Norma Jeane’s stay with Bryan and Lottie lasted from late June to September 1938. As she began junior high, she moved to the home of Ana Lower, Grace’s aunt, where she lived on and off for the next four years.52

By the time she went to live with Ana Lower, Norma Jeane had lived with seven foster families: the Bolenders, the Atkinsons, the Giffens, Grace and Doc, the Martin-Monroes, the Millses, and the Atchinsons. Ana Lower would constitute an eighth foster mother. There was also the family of Reginald Carroll, Gladys’s co-worker at Consolidated, who had wanted to adopt Norma Jean. Moreover, she stayed with several families for short periods of time between more permanent arrangements. These included the families of Sam and Enid Knebelkamp, Grace’s sister and brother-in-law, and Doris and Chester Howell, friends of Ana’s. Both the Knebelkamps and the Howells lived in Westwood, not far from Ana. Both seemed like foster parents to Norma Jeane. She called Enid and Doris “Aunt,” as though they were foster mothers.

In her early teenage years Norma Jeane often babysat the Howells’ twin daughters, Loralee and Doralee. She went on excursions with the Howells, and she stayed overnight at their house, which was large, befitting Chef Howell’s position as a lawyer. Marilyn documentaries sometimes contain home-movie footage of her as a young teenager frolicking on the beach with several younger children: that footage is of a Howell family outing. Actor Howard Keel—then Harry Keel—was the son of the Howells’ housekeeper. He met Norma Jeane when she was thirteen years old and dated her when she was living with the Howells. It was his impression that she was staying there between foster homes.53

The total number of foster homes in which Norma Jeane lived now stands at eleven. Marilyn often cited that number in interviews.54 But she never revealed that all her foster parents were either relatives or friends of Grace Goddard—in fact, in her interviews she rarely mentions the names of any foster parents. Rather, she implies that they were anonymous families to which the county welfare board assigned her. Marilyn didn’t want the real families bothered by the press, and she wanted her childhood story to be as dramatic as possible. In fact, she knew every foster family she lived with before she moved in with them. The county welfare board allowed Grace to find foster families for Norma Jeane, and she turned to her network of kin and friends to do so.

Possessing a strong survival drive, children often avoid displeasing parents or adults on whom they depend. Thus some children aren’t honest about their feelings—or they repress them. Moving from foster home to foster home, having to adjust to new situations and family dynamics so many times, was hard on Norma Jeane. Changing schools when she moved was also difficult, as she entered new classrooms, dealt with new teachers, and had to make new friends. Grace tried to keep her in the same school when she moved her, but it wasn’t always possible. Moving schools increased her fears of abandonment and catastrophic destruction. She never lost those fears.

But the moving also made her shrewd and manipulative. In describing Marilyn to a reporter, Nona Goddard drew on her own experience of having lived in foster homes. “Once you’ve been in a couple, you’ve had it. You become cagey, cynical, and you know how to get the most out of people.” Louella Parsons wrote that Marilyn’s youth “had taught her to be self-contained, self-assertive, and always self-protective, but it had brought with it a brashness that was too often taken for hardness.” “When you’re an orphan,” Marilyn told Susan Strasberg, “you kind of have to learn how to get what you need to survive.”55 The adult Marilyn was a mix of people, and one of them was the manipulative child from the foster homes.

Throughout her childhood, Norma Jeane refused to criticize Grace. She knew that she was a “charity case” and the daughter of a “paranoid schizophrenic,” and she considered herself lucky that Grace paid attention to her. Besides, Grace was fun. Norma Jeane was cheered up experiencing her optimism, bubbling energy, friendliness to everyone, and contagious laugh. Grace lived a complex life, filled with dreams and schemes, and Norma Jeane easily got caught up in them. According to Bebe Goddard, Grace was nonjudgmental. You could tell her anything, Bebe said, and she would be sympathetic. She was affectionate and jokey, with a smile on her face and a kind word for everyone. In My Story Marilyn called Grace her “best friend.”56

Marilyn claimed that if Doc hadn’t appeared in Grace’s life, Grace wouldn’t have placed her in the orphanage and the later foster homes. Grace, out of work, couldn’t afford to support Doc, herself, and Norma Jeane plus whatever child-support payments Doc made. Yet that claim is questionable. In 1935, the Los Angeles Times reported that Grace was the film librarian at Columbia. The 1936 Los Angeles City Directory listed her as still holding that position. The 1937 directory listed only her address, with no notation about employment.57 Grace’s income was stable in 1935 and 1936, but she lost her job in 1937. She then had to scramble to make ends meet. Marilyn’s stories of standing in bread lines with Grace and having to skimp on food and clothing happened in 1937, not earlier.

In Ben Hecht’s notes from his interviews with Marilyn for her proposed autobiography, she states that she accepted Grace’s explanation for her actions: because of her stepchildren she could do more for Norma Jeane. Besides, without Grace’s intervention she might have been placed in a dreadful public orphanage, worse than the private one Grace found for her. “I always knew she loved me,” Marilyn told Hecht. “I could trust anything she’d say. I called her up whenever I was depressed. She was my confidante.”58 When Hecht wrote down these comments, Grace had died only several months prior. A grieving Marilyn may have overstated her reliability.

On Grace’s 1953 death certificate, the official cause of death is suicide. Indeed, she took an overdose of Nembutal because she had terminal liver cancer. Her years of heavy drinking as a flapper and her marriage to a man who drank caught up with her. Marilyn paid for Grace’s burial in the Westwood Memorial Cemetery and Mortuary where Marilyn and other Goddard family members are buried. In unpublished comments to Hecht, Marilyn described in loving detail Grace’s appearance as her dead body lay in a coffin in the mortuary viewing room. It was dark in the room, with light coming only from candles placed around the coffin. The flowers that Marilyn had sent were there, in the purples, oranges, and browns that were Grace’s favorite colors. At first the corpse frightened Marilyn and she couldn’t look at it, but she remembered how Grace had loved her and that gave her courage. Reaching down, she adjusted the white scarf around Grace’s neck and fluffed up her hair, caressing her skin.

It’s quite a testimony to a woman who was a puppet master pulling the strings that moved the child Norma Jeane all over Los Angeles, living in eleven foster homes and an orphanage. Grace was kind and loving, but she was also controlling, as she had been throughout her relationships with Gladys and Norma Jeane, determining their lives, deciding what to do with them. Until she reached the heights of Hollywood stardom, Norma Jeane/Marilyn didn’t like to criticize anyone, and Grace was the closest version to a mother she had in much of her childhood. Yet Jim Dougherty, like Ida Mae Monroe, didn’t like Grace. He thought she never did anything that wasn’t in her own best interests.

Families are never simple. They can enter new phases, welcoming new people into their circle—and they can just as easily fall apart. A family chronicler can discover new material that revises existing narratives. Like many individuals in Norma Jeane’s life, Grace’s sister Enid Knebelkamp, whom Norma Jeane and Grace often visited, suffered from bouts of depression. She feared dying in childbirth, as a sister of hers had, and she continually talked about it, imprinting her own death narrative in Norma Jeane’s memory. She converted to Catholicism. In a family drawn to Christian Science, that action amounted to a declaration of independence.59 In contrast to Enid, her husband, Sam, was a trickster who told jokes all the time. Norma Jeane loved his jokes, the way he could bring joy into dark situations.

Then in the mid-1940s, Doc’s ex-wife appeared in Los Angeles from Austin, Texas, apparently cured of her mental issues. She was now the wife of the chief of staff of an army engineering unit stationed near Los Angeles. Nona Goddard lived with her and, after a year at Beverly Hills High School, attended the prestigious Hollywood Professional School, anticipating an acting career. In the early 1950s Nona became a featured player at Columbia under the name Jody Lawrance.60

But she and Marilyn, friendly as adolescents, grew distant as adults, as Jody (born Josephine and called Nona) rejected the entire Goddard family. According to Bebe, Nona was perpetually angry. She decided that Doc and Grace preferred Norma Jeane to her, and she wrote Grace a nasty letter in 1953 about feeling rejected by them. That letter, according to Bebe, was the reason that Grace committed suicide that year. I’ve read the letter, and it is nasty, although Grace was already dying from cancer when she took the overdose of Nembutal that killed her. In harsh language in the letter, Nona blames Grace and Doc for the repossession of her house by the bank because the two of them refused to lend her money for mortgage payments. She claims that they always preferred Norma Jeane to her and concludes by saying that she never wants to see them again.61

Marilyn is feminine in her films, with strong elements of parody and independence in many of her characterizations, but Nona/Jody Lawrance is a spitfire, sometimes engaging in physical battles with lovers, even disguising herself as a man in The Mask of the Avenger (1951), her first film. She has talent, but she looks like the other dark-haired featured players of the day. Unlike Marilyn, Jody was unable to carve out a distinctive look for herself. As she aged, she faded from the screen.

A home movie of Norma Jeane with Grace, Doc, and other family members was made in the early 1940s. The film begins on a moving train and then cuts to a group of people clowning in front of a house. Three adolescent girls in the movie are modeling fur coats. Bob Herre, Nona’s son, told me that they are Bebe, Norma Jeane, and Nona and that Grace and Doc are in the film, which celebrated Fritz Goddard’s return home by train after having served in the military during World War Two. The home movie further confuses the story of the Goddard family. Bob told me that his grandmother, Eleanor Goddard, owned the furs featured in the film. She was the presumably demented ex-wife of Doc who had put their children in abusive homes. It’s surprising that she, Doc, and their children would become friendly, clowning for the camera in a home movie. Nonetheless, it’s possible.

Between the ages of nine and twelve—from the time she entered the orphanage until she moved in with Ana Lower—Norma Jeane was far from a beauty. That lack of beauty influenced her perception of herself, even as an adult. As with many preadolescents, Norma Jeane’s body prepared for the hormonal rush and physiological rearrangements of adolescence by becoming gawky and out of proportion. By the age of ten she shot up to her adult height of five feet six inches, making her much taller than other children her age. She had a straight body and was flat-chested, with short and scraggly hair. She looked like a boy.62 Previous Marilyn biographers have overlooked this development, which is evident in photographs taken of her during these years. Moreover, she rarely smiles in those photos; she looks depressed.

The years between nine and twelve were unhappy ones for Norma Jeane. Her elementary school classmates made fun of her, calling her “Norma Jeane, string bean” or “Norma Jeane, human bean.” The girls made remarks about her clothing, which wasn’t of the best quality. When she told the other students she intended to be an actress, they laughed. Ida Mae Monroe remembered Norma Jeane telling her over and over again that she wasn’t going to get married when she grew up; she was going to be a schoolteacher and raise dogs. Like many tall and gawky preteen girls, she took up athletics as a way of gaining distinction. She had excellent hand-eye coordination, a relatively large frame, and long legs for a girl her age—in other words, she was a natural athlete. “I was an excellent athlete,” she told Georges Belmont. At the orphanage, she was an outstanding player on the girls’ softball team, and at the North Hollywood school she attended, she ran long-distance races.63

Defining Marilyn as an athlete may seem startling, given her later aversion to sports, but her athletic ability, in addition to the exercise regimens she pursued for years, stood her in good stead when she became a film actress. If you look closely at her body in films like Gentlemen Prefer Blondes you can see her muscles. Her leg muscles are evident in the photo with her skirt blowing up from The Seven Year Itch.

Until she was elected the “Oomph Girl” at Emerson Junior High in 1941, Norma Jeane didn’t think that she was beautiful. Even then, she still felt that her appearance was imperfect. She retained that point of view even when she was celebrated as the most beautiful woman in the world. There was always the bump on her nose (cosmetic surgery didn’t eliminate it entirely); legs too short for the fashion ideal; and a heavy chin. She spent hours in rituals of self-adornment, but she disliked her body at the same time.64

After Norma Jeane’s unhappy stay with the Martin-Monroe family, and her obvious depression, Grace had to do something special to figure out the puzzle of what to do with her. She had developed over the years from a joyful, loving child to a sullen, depressed preadolescent. The solution in the form of her aunt, Ana Lower, had been there for a long time. A special bond already existed between Norma Jeane and Ana, and the child had spent an occasional Sunday with her. But Ana had a heart condition, and she felt she couldn’t handle raising a child. Still, Grace had run out of friends and relatives willing to take in Norma Jeane. Given the child’s depression and the issues with Doc, Ana felt duty bound to do it. She was a healer in the Christian Science Church who helped people cope with physical illness and emotional depression. And Norma Jeane badly needed healing.

So in September 1938, at the beginning of the school year, Norma Jeane went to live with Ana Lower. The experience would change her life, this time much for the better.
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