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      PROLOGUE

      
      Michael Douglas is an irritatingly nice guy, cool, charming and steadfast, so much so that he was able to sweep a young Welsh
         actress off her feet and persuade her to marry him very soon after their first meeting (and in the event she became as big
         a star in the modern world of movies as he was). His working relationships have always been, by and large, happy and exceedingly
         productive, involved as he has been with almost four dozen movies, both in front of the camera and on the other side, too,
         as producer. His fellow actors talk gushingly of his generosity and professionalism and few have emerged from making a picture
         with him feeling disappointed by the experience. He has led an exceedingly busy and creative working life, at times hardly
         stopping to draw breath between one movie to the next, demonstrating time and again his particular skills both in front of
         and behind the camera. Now, in what is the autumn of his career, he has a life of satisfaction and love, with a new family and a wife who is more
         in demand than he is, although it is not pipe and slippers time yet awhile, not by a long chalk.
      

      
      The route to Michael’s personal stardom was not without its private demons, of course, which have shown up mainly in the turbulence
         of his first marriage and other habits that stemmed from his free-loving, liberal adventures of the 1960s. For some, he provided
         a living reminder that the era of activism was not dead, just a good deal more affluent. Along the way, he did acquire a ruthless
         professional streak born out of rejection, an inner core that is as hard as steel and sometimes stubbornly and selfishly impenetrable.
      

      
      He is not boastful by nature, but he is not modest about his successes either. He is a man driven, throughout his adult life,
         towards some kind of secret goal that appears not to be entirely motivated by money, although that subject invariably crops
         up in conversation with him because money was always the talk of Hollywood: development money, budgets, percentages, grosses,
         a piece of this and a piece of that; it’s been his life.
      

      
      For a man who was kicked out of college after his first semester and who had the most minimal of training for an actor, he
         pulled off some remarkable coups when people around him, people in power, laughed in his face, tauntingly suggesting he was
         mad to try and that he would end up face-down in a manure heap. He battled tenaciously to prove them wrong, and within six
         years of entering the profession of his father he had become a multimillionaire and had an Oscar on the mantelpiece. Michael
         Douglas would not have been surprised if that’s where it stopped: a one-hit wonder who rode off anonymously into the sunset to enjoy a quiet life.
      

      
      It wasn’t, and he didn’t.

      
      He merely kept repeating the procedure, never sure if or when it would end, until he became one of the most successful Hollywood
         actor-producers of this last half-century, much to the chagrin of the doubters who said he’d never make it. In fact, at one
         time even his own dad would not have put money on it. Revenge, he said, would be sweet but there is no real evidence, either,
         that when he made it to the top he was in any way vengeful of people who had kicked him when he was down. He secured his revenge
         by the well-publicised balance sheets of the movies he made, for which, as producer, he banked well over $1 billion – and
         that was before he became a major movie star.
      

      
      His fortune was secured at a remarkably early age by producing a couple of the most politically influential movies of the
         1970s, and then swinging right across the entertainment spectrum by producing one of the biggest romantic-comedy hits of all
         time. Yet the recognition he sought remained elusive.
      

      
      If money was a constant as he travelled on towards a greater fame, so were references to his father, Kirk Douglas.

      
      For more than two decades he fought valiantly, often in vain, to shake off the overpowering image of his father, the actor
         who created so many huge roles in his sixty years of moviemaking. ‘My father and I are very different people,’ he pleaded
         repeatedly, imploring the world to take note. And yet, when he finally overcame the hurdle of being his father’s son, he himself
         would then constantly refer to him not as a mentor but as a figure in his life whose actions, beginning from the time Kirk was divorced from Michael’s mother when Michael was five, always appear
         to have some relevance in the way he shaped his career. First, Kirk was an absent father, not only separated from his mother,
         but busy, busy all the time, movie after movie. It was a pattern that would be repeated by his son, as Michael’s first wife
         and their son would testify.
      

      
      For years, Michael struggled in that shadow of The Great Kirk Douglas, a problem made more difficult as he got older by striking
         similarities in his voice and looks. Michael, too, possessed pulsating temples when roused, intense sincerity and, occasionally,
         the nostrils flared. More often, though, he was seen in the early days as a bland, unflappable young man lacking in the fire
         of his father.
      

      
      Michael Douglas recognised from an early age that his old man was going to be a big act to follow. ‘In my childhood,’ he said,
         ‘I saw him as making love to Lana Turner, as a gladiator, nailed to a cross, as an artist who has his ear cut off – doing
         these superhuman things that made me cry and think, “How can I possibly be the man this man was?” That image remained for
         a long, long time.’
      

      
      And, of course, the media kept it up well into his mid-life, and the headline clichés charted their own story from a very
         early stage in his life: Michael Douglas was the son of Spartacus. He was a boy raised in that other Glass Menagerie known as Hollywood, which is also a Town without Pity. He saw his father revelling among The Bad and the Beautiful and, yes indeed, father and son were become Strangers When We Meet. In a way, it was all true. With a modicum of imagination, Kirk’s long list of film titles – of which those above are a small sample – provided a curiously fitting and accurate signposting
         of both his own extraordinary career and the way it reflected upon his family and Michael in particular.
      

      
      It was only when declining film roles and retirement began to force their unwelcome way on to Kirk’s horizon that his son
         broke out. By then, Michael was far richer and yet was still nowhere near the status of ‘superstar’. He was a worrying fortysomething
         before he managed to reverse the roles and Kirk Douglas was transposed, almost overnight, into The Father of Michael Douglas.
         The son became the famous film star.
      

      
      This was important. Being his father’s son had never given him a professional boost. More often than not, it had worked against
         him … ‘Yes, but he’s no Kirk Douglas, is he?’ And he wasn’t, and deliberately shied away from trying to be – but everyone
         attempted to make the comparison. As he said, Michael knew he couldn’t follow his father. Douglas senior was one of that Golden
         Age school of actors of whom there could be only one of each – Bogart, Cagney, Gable, Grant, Stewart, Tracy, Cooper, Lancaster,
         Fonda.
      

      
      Kirk had been a barrier in many ways, but finally he came through with the only two favours Michael ever asked of him in connection
         with their work: first to help get himself a job with Kirk’s oldest friend in the business, Karl Malden, in the long-running
         television series The Streets of San Francisco, and secondly to sell him the film rights to One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, which Kirk had owned for ten years but had never found a backer to make the movie.
      

      
      Both events, however, became vital to all that followed in Michael’s life. The latter also became a milestone in Kirk’s life,
         because it made him $15 million for doing absolutely nothing – more money from his smallish percentage of the profits from
         Cuckoo’s Nest than he made from any one of the seventy movies he has appeared in during a career spanning almost half a century.
      

      
      And Michael won his first Oscar as producer of the film long before he became a box office star. So perhaps, after all, he
         had a knowledge that might in part have been picked up through his upbringing, which brings us back to his father. Kirk was
         one of the first among major Hollywood actors to produce his own movies through his own independent company. In normal circumstances
         it ought to be enough to record a father’s influence on the subject of a biography and move quickly on to other matters. These
         are not, however, normal circumstances. Kirk Douglas cannot easily be dismissed from anything and certainly not in a few
         paragraphs at the appropriate points in his son’s early life.
      

      
      He remained ever visible, the founding father of the clan Douglas, often looming large even when he is not involved in the
         action. Kirk himself was not unaware of the problems of a family born of a famous father. He was a vain, self-obsessed man
         when the boys were growing up, always looking at himself and acting out the role of a big star. He also became something of
         a stranger to Michael when he split with his mother, much the same as Michael’s son Cameron experienced in his adolescent
         years, with ultimately tragic results.
      

      
      But at least he kept his family functioning, to use a modern term, and although some diversions were tried and tested, particularly by Michael’s free-loving, dope-infested days of the
         1960s, the Douglas clan was steered by its womenfolk away from the pit that has devoured other offspring of the Hollywood
         famous, and most notably described (in Stephen Farber’s and Marc Green’s book Dynasties) by Jesse Lasky, son of the founder of Paramount studios: ‘I have known the others: the drug victims, the perverts, the
         well-meaning, misdirected, badly aimed projectiles of their fathers’ ruthless power drives. I’ve seen neurotic wrecks, overdriven
         like engines unable to attain the high-speed ascendancies they thought their fathers demanded of them – because the fault
         was not always the father’s. It was as often due to the son’s inability to accept his own mediocrity.’
      

      
      Michael also refused to accept he was of mediocre talent and ploughed on to become the star his father never thought he would
         be … and a producer of movies that made Kirk green with envy. Then, as Kirk Douglas ruefully acknowledged, ‘Every kid
         has to kick his father in the balls.’ That time came when Michael Douglas decided he was going to get out from under …
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      TENSE BEGINNINGS

      
      Michael Douglas grew up with a firm hatred and contempt for the world of entertainment which surrounded his father. From as
         far back as he can remember, he and his brothers were subordinate to the inflated egos of Hollywood, which were apparent
         in all who came into his father’s house, starting when Kirk was a young star struggling to survive in the heady glamour days
         of the postwar era, the dying years of the Golden Age.
      

      
      Michael was the first of Kirk’s four sons, two from each of two wives. They were bound to Kirk by the power of his personality
         – and bound to each other by his temper and disapproval. A rare first-generation dynasty emerged, despite the fact that his
         two sets of sons were deposited on opposite coasts of America. Each pair was brought up under the stable reign of their own
         mother, but goaded and admonished by letters from their father, anchored as he so often was in some far-off hotel room.
      

      
      The dynastic elements of the family seemed to take on some importance and recognition much later in the century than was ever
         imagined when the first born in the new Douglas household arrived on 25 September 1944, in New Brunswick, New Jersey.
      

      
      At the time, Kirk himself was struggling for recognition. As he describes in his enthralling autobiography, The Ragman’s Son, he had spent his early life in abject poverty, the son of illiterate Russian-Jewish immigrants in Amsterdam, New York.
         His was the epitome of the American dream: the nobody who rose to fame and fortune through his own grit and determination.
         It was also a story that became a classic, and very public, Hollywood rags-to-riches saga. There were plenty of them around,
         and they are being retold to this day with a greater degree of frankness than was once allowed by the image-conscious studio
         publicists. Sean Connery’s similarly self-inspired rise from the slums of Edinburgh springs to mind, though some were less
         inclined to dwell upon the past as both Connery or Douglas have done so candidly.
      

      
      When he became famous, Kirk never concealed his background. He revelled in it. His present wife Anne says he dined out on
         his childhood for years; he would tell all who would listen that he was the poorest, most miserable child that ever lived.
         He would chip in with some self-mocking, ego-piercing remark when the company talked of the finer things in life, such as
         owning horses. ‘Oh, yeah,’ said Kirk at one swank affair. ‘My dad owned a horse – it used to pull his junk cart.’ If Connery
         had been sitting next to him, he might well have rejoined; ‘Yeah, and mine towed a milk float.’
      

      
      Kirk would have snorted and blustered. He did not enjoy having someone in his midst who could outdo his stories of childhood
         deprivations, who was poorer than he had been, or who had suffered more because of their ethnic background. He made much of
         the ‘No Jews’ rule of the time, complaining that he could not even get a job as a newspaper delivery boy because of it, and
         admitted that he, too, like most Jews in the harsh world of redneck and WASP communities, went through a phase of hating being
         Jewish.
      

      
      In reality, of course, the background of the Douglas clan was no different to that of a million and one other impoverished
         immigrant families who arrived in America at the turn of the century, and were among the worst hit when the Depression came.
      

      
      In every city throughout the land there were streets full of such people, and from those streets came some very successful
         men and women of modern America. There was the difference – that he, Kirk Douglas, was one of those who eventually became
         rich and famous through the most self-promoting of all media but never attempted to mask his past with snobbery. Today, it
         might even be classed as inverted snobbery.
      

      
      And so the driving theatrical passions and self-improvement motivations of Kirk, and eventually Michael to a lesser degree,
         were rooted in ancestry, and Douglas senior never let anyone forget it. Nor should he, because it is an integral and vital
         ingredient of their tale. His upbringing, his thoughts, his style, which a father often unconsciously passes on to his offspring,
         were moulded in the heartland of the New World in which the European immigrants arrived and settled. This itself would provide
         the thesis for the many books, plays and films written about the families who came to the great melting-pot across the ocean,
         and spread out across the land from that formidable sorting-house of human flotsam called Ellis Island, through which 16 million
         immigrants passed between 1892 and 1924.
      

      
      Michael Douglas’s grandparents, Herschel and Bryna Danielovitch, arrived there towards the end of 1908 on a ship jammed with
         escapees from poverty, anti-Semitism and the impending chaos of Russian and European wars. Kirk, born on 9 December 1916 and
         named Issur Danielovitch, was the middle of seven children. The rest were all girls, which posed some difficult problems in
         his adolescent years.
      

      
      A house awash with women to the point of domination probably contributed to those striking facial expressions he became noted
         for as an actor, expressions that verged upon a kind of earnest, contorted, angry frustration. Michael picked up some of them
         himself, subconsciously copied no doubt, as he saw his father in action, either on the domestic front or on screen.
      

      
      Herschel turned out to be a poor provider. Even by the educational standards of non-English-speaking immigrants, he was of
         a fairly low order. He found he was unable to get a decent job, not even at any of the three huge mills of Amsterdam which
         produced carpets and silk but which made no bones about their dislike of employing Jewish workers. He supplemented occasional
         employment by becoming a ragman, touting for scrap iron and cast-off clothing.
      

      
      ‘Yes … I know, it sounds like the plot for a 1930s B-movie,’ Kirk admitted. ‘But that’s the way it was.’
      

      
      Kirk dragged himself by his clog-straps, followed his mother’s advice and concentrated on his education – as opposed to his
         father’s wish that he should get out and start earning a living as soon as he was able. Kirk proved himself an enthusiastic
         scholar. Just as his parents had sought escape from Russia, he longed to flee the grimness of Amsterdam and reject the local
         one-track future of factory employment. The route out seemed beyond the family’s meagre means. A university education cost
         money, and they had none.
      

      
      Even his mother and sisters had had enough. They were planning to leave their depressing surroundings and escape to Schenectady,
         fifteen miles away, abandoning Herschel to his self-created ragman’s squalor. One way or another, Kirk managed to scrape together
         some funds by working all hours, hitch-hiked to Canton, New York, and there explained his plight direct to the powers that
         be at St Lawrence University.
      

      
      Impressed by both his honesty and his intensity, the dean arranged loans, and Douglas took out-of-school work to help pay
         his way, including that of janitor. This also for a time solved the accommodation problem, as a room came with the job. After
         a difficult beginning, in which his impoverished background and Jewish origins were ammunition for cruel first-year taunts,
         he began to flourish through a mixture of self-determination and popularity among fellow students and tutors alike.
      

      
      The latter manifested itself in his university activities. He was elected to office of several student groups, becoming president
         of the German club, president of the drama society and, most surprising of all, president of the university student body. At the time Jews were barred from a number of university
         groups, including fraternities, and it was the first time in the university’s history that a non-fraternity member had been
         elected to the presidency, a move which caused displeasure in some circles. The Alumni Association angrily commented: ‘What’s
         this university coming to – electing a Jewish boy as students’ president?’
      

      
      Issur Demsky, as Kirk was known by then, left St Lawrence in 1939 after his four-year stint a good deal wiser, armed with
         a BA and possessed by a dream that was his next major goal in life – to reach the hub of New York’s theatrical scene and study
         at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. He aimed high, to the very pinnacle of prestigious learning.
      

      
      Without money or a scholarship, he set about overcoming the seemingly insurmountable obstacles with the same determination
         he had displayed so far in his life.
      

      
      He badgered, pleaded and begged his way to an AADA audition in which he gave an impressive, hard-selling performance, having
         established a talent which caught the imagination of the selection body. Though there were no scholarships available, they
         made an exception – and Kirk made a triumphant entrance to one of the most acclaimed drama establishments in the world during
         that autumn of 1939. Practical experience was gained in the summer, first as a stagehand and then in walk-on roles at the
         Tamarack Playhouse at Lake Pleasant, New York.
      

      
      He would doubtless have met one Mladen Sekulovich from Gary, Indiana, at some future date, but, like so many who ended up
         in Hollywood, paths often crossed early in their careers in the summer stock playhouses around New York. That early encounter would be recalled later when Sekulovich, having
         changed his name to Karl Malden, also became famous and was instrumental in giving Michael Douglas a much-needed hand. It
         was also at Tamarack during one of several debates about what he would call himself – Issy Demsky did not sound suitable for
         star billing – that Issur chose the name Kirk Douglas.
      

      
      There were other fateful meetings as he began his student days at the academy. Betty (later Lauren) Bacall was barely sixteen
         and in her junior year at the academy when they first met in 1940. Today, she has fond memories of the days when they were
         struggling to make ends meet, Kirk more so than herself. He was, she recalls, very poor, ‘absolutely no money at all’, and
         out of school he became the best busboy and then the best waiter at Schrafft’s on Broadway, close to Bacall’s little apartment.
         She was infatuated by his presence – ‘he was my hero when I saw him on stage at the academy’ – and loved to watch him work.
         She took him home that winter and persuaded her uncle Charlie to give him one of his overcoats. In her own words, Lauren was
         a nice Jewish girl and ‘nice Jewish girls stayed virgins until they were married’.
      

      
      Even so, she apparently had hopes of a relationship. They dated and did some intensive necking in his tiny little flat, which
         he rented for $2 a week. She admits ruefully, however, that he did not pursue her, and she would write poetry about her unrequited
         love.
      

      
      He was more interested in one of the seniors at the academy, a girl named Diana Dill. She was, coincidentally, a good friend
         of Lauren’s and had warned Lauren off ‘getting involved with actors’ one day when Kirk’s name cropped up in conversation.
         Lauren did not mention that secretly she daydreamed of a future with Kirk, both romantically and acting together on Broadway.
         Not long afterwards, Lauren discovered that Kirk and Diana were dating and her hopes of a romance were dashed. But Bacall
         had yet an important role in Kirk’s life – helping him get his first big break in Hollywood.
      

      
      At the time, Diana Dill was no more than a casual date. They were both more interested in finishing their studies. There remained,
         in him at least, a certain longer-lasting attraction which would not materialise until later, long after they had left the
         academy. Kirk described it as an attraction of opposites. Diana came from a socially élite, though not especially wealthy,
         family of British origin in Bermuda. Her father was Thomas Neville Dill, Crown solicitor in the British colonial administration
         on the island.
      

      
      When they both graduated from AADA in 1941, neither had a particular hankering to see each other again. He hung around New
         York, trying for work on Broadway, while Diana had ambitions of making it to Hollywood. She went west, and the next time Kirk
         saw her was on the cover of Life magazine for some movieland feature. By this time he had been drafted for military service, in the navy, as a communication
         officer in antisubmarine warfare, having spent 120 days furthering his education at the Notre Dame Midshipman’s School.
      

      
      Legend has it that when he saw Diana on the front of the magazine, he boasted to his shipmates: ‘I know her … and furthermore
         I’m going to marry her.’
      

      
      No one took him very seriously, but Kirk wrote to Diana care of Life magazine, who eventually forwarded the ‘Remember me?’ missive to her agent. By then, she was back in New York; the Hollywood
         vision of discovery had faded and she had resorted to modelling. Eventually, during a two-week leave, they met up in New York
         and spent a good deal of time together. They met as often as they were able and wrote to each other daily. The romance blossomed
         during the uncertainties of war, with snatched meetings between leave, overshadowed always by the fear that, one day, Kirk
         might not return.
      

      
      In the autumn of 1943, when an altogether more serious involvement in the hostilities beckoned, Kirk proposed. On 2 November
         he and Diana Dill were married. They managed less than a month together before his ship was sent off to the Pacific to chase
         Japanese submarines, for which he won some medals.
      

      
      Though his own education had smoothed off some of Kirk’s rougher edges, his marriage to Diana – like so many wartime affairs
         – went against the convention of like with like, a convention more prevalent among the society in which Diana had been reared
         than in America’s so-called classless one. Diana’s childhood education had been spent in England, and the whole of her family’s
         life in Bermuda was steeped in the privilege of the upper class.
      

      
      The only similarity in her background to Kirk’s was that she came from a large family. She was the youngest of six. She had
         three brothers, all heading for the legal profession, one of whom would receive a knighthood, and two sisters, Ruth and Fanny.
      

      In spite of the stiffness of the background, supervised by a father whose views on life were typically conservative, Diana
      
         was an easy-going young woman with a sharp sense of humour. Her parents had long since given up trying to push her towards
         the social élite, which she had shunned in favour of her chosen career on the fringes of the theatre and modelling. But parents
         and brothers all remained observant and protective towards the youngest and most headstrong of the Dill offspring.
      

      
      Similarly, Kirk’s own family, poor though they were, had about them the rigid traditions of orthodox Jewry and were probably
         more shocked than Diana’s relatives that he had married a shiksa, a non-Jew.
      

      
      The differences in their social circumstances, ethnic or otherwise, were never a problem for either at the time. Kirk, however,
         was quite evidently taken aback by the opulent lifestyle of the family he had married into. He became exposed to this when
         his service days ended after he sustained a severe injury in a South Pacific encounter with the Japanese, and he returned
         to civilian life in 1944.
      

      
      Diana’s sister Ruth was married to Seward Johnson, of the Johnson and Johnson family, and had kindly offered to accommodate
         Diana and her new husband until they found their feet. Kirk was totally unprepared for what confronted him on arrival at his
         new quarters – a massive English-style castle set in an estate of vast acreage by the Raritan River outside New Brunswick,
         New Jersey. The house reeked of wealth, and the multimillions with which Seward was blessed. It was filled with priceless
         antiques and works of arts and heavily attended by servants and flunkeys.
      

      
      Mr Johnson himself was not present, since he was at the time in the middle of divorce proceedings from Ruth, who had herself
         moved into one of the smaller houses in the grounds. Kirk and Diana had the run of the west wing of the castle, which became
         their temporary home while they both began the task of reestablishing their theatrical careers.
      

      
      Broadway was surprisingly active, given that the war was reaching its climax in Europe, the Far East and the Pacific. As in
         London, where the theatre was giving birth to a new Golden Age, New York was staging the work of some of its finest dramatists
         and actors. As Kirk began the round of casting calls and auditions, he admitted to surprise at landing a major role so quickly.
         The producers of a frothy comedy, Kiss and Tell, which had been running on Broadway for more than a year, were looking for a replacement for Richard Widmark, who was going
         into another play. The role as a romantic young serviceman rather fitted his immediate past, and Kirk was off and running.
      

      
      Diana, however, had been unable to pursue her own ambitions, having given Kirk the news that they were expecting their first
         child. He was still appearing in Kiss and Tell, and moonlighting with some radio work in the mornings, when he returned to the Johnson castle, where they still lived, late
         one night to find Diana ready to go into hospital.
      

      
      Michael Douglas was born the following day, 25 September 1944. Though he could by no means be classed as a silver spoon baby,
         Michael’s surroundings during his first few weeks on this earth were certainly opulent. Forty-three years later, a matter
         of particular interest to Michael was the battle of Seward Johnson’s children for possession of their late father’s fortune,
         the billion-dollar estate having been left to his most recent bride, a young Polish girl who had been employed as his chambermaid.
      

      
      Michael’s presence at the New Brunswick castle was brief. With Ruth’s divorce from Seward reaching its completion, coupled
         with Kirk’s increasing workload in New York, the time had come for the family Douglas to move into its own home. Kirk and
         Diana chose an apartment on West 11th Street in Greenwich Village, then a very fashionable haven in the heart of New York
         populated by artists and theatrical people. Kirk, especially, was in his element among the heady atmosphere of the neighbourhood
         as the war ended.
      

      
      New opportunities abounded, but there were also tensions and pressures upon their marriage. Kirk admitted that because they
         had married in a rush during the war, he and Diana hardly knew each other, not in a deep, real sense of knowing what makes
         a person tick, the foibles, the character traits, and so on. Curiously enough, the same problem would arise for Michael years
         later, when he married in similar haste. The similarity was uncanny.
      

      
      Kirk, as he sought to make his way, suffered from the insecurities faced by many actors and artists, fears that centred on
         whether he would get the next role, and then, if he got it, whether he would be successful in it. All of these things, and
         the opening up of a world of which, for the time being, Diana was not a part, caused problems in their first couple of years
         of married life.
      

      
      Just before Michael’s first birthday, Diana sought relief from it and took Michael to Bermuda for a lengthy stay. Kirk himself
         was supposed to be going on tour in a new play, which in fact never opened, and there was no other work on the immediate horizon.
      

      
      Unbeknown to either of them, another diversion in their destiny was taking shape, for Kirk and ultimately his young son.
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