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“Good taste is the enemy of creativity.”

—PABLO PICASSO







In!

You Know You Want It: A Brief History of Pornography

THERE HAS ALWAYS been smut.

Long before Founding Father and proto-pornographer Benjamin Franklin invented the American magazine, paving the way for such classic fare as Playboy, Penthouse, Hustler, and Screw magazines—and the outlaws behind them—sexually explicit images were a cherished part of the daily routine of the Paleolithic Homo sapiens, who would scrawl dirty pictures on the walls of his cave to brighten the place up.

Art—along with toolmaking, control of fire, and burying the dead—is one of the key signs of “behavioral modernity” and a window into the worldview and lifestyle of the society that created it. Stone-age man, just like his progeny, was a sexy mutherfucker who liked to get his freak on.

Fifty thousand years later, the ancient Greeks knew few boundaries, decorating their ceramics with man-on-man, girl-on-girl, and man-on-boy action, along with copious depictions of plain old hetero fucking and sucking. The Romans, bowing to no one in the ancient world’s love of the profane, covered Pompeii with filthy doodles—the sidewalks were engraved with testicles and penises to help would-be customers find their way to the local whorehouse. When Pompeii was excavated in the 1800s, producing a bumper crop of crockery, sculptures, and frescoes featuring every possible coital combination (not to mention murals that advertised the services of Pompeii’s better brothels), those pieces of art deemed obscene and unfit for viewing by the simple-minded masses—whose sense of moral well-being, at least to the aristocracy, always seemed to hang  in the balance—were decried as pornography and locked away in a secret museum in Italy.1

Victorian England was so shocked by the flimsy sexual mores of the Romans that it promptly crapped its pantaloons and got busy writing the world’s first antipornography law, the Obscene Publications Law of 1857, to put the kibosh on “works written for the single purpose of corrupting the morals of youth and of a nature calculated to shock the common feelings of decency in any well-regulated mind.” A few years later, the law was rewritten to graciously allow the people who made the laws to keep their own dirty works with impunity and only target the more vulnerable, plebeian porn lovers, “those whose minds are open to such immoral influences.” It was the beginning of the institutionalized double standard.

Not to be outdone, an uptight American hemorrhoid named Anthony Comstock yelled and screamed and ranted and raved until he got his way and had his own law passed in 1873. The Comstock Act—which would never really go away, kind of like a dormant case of hep C—put the hammer on anyone who. . . shall offer to sell, or to lend, or to give away, or in any manner to exhibit, or shall otherwise publish or offer to publish in any manner, or shall have in his possession, for any such purpose or purposes, an obscene book, pamphlet, paper, writing, advertisement, circular, print, picture, drawing or other representation, figure, or image on or of paper or other material . . . [He] shall be imprisoned at hard labor in the penitentiary for not less than six months . . .





Among those who felt Comstock’s wrath were medical students who received anatomy books by mail.

Beginning with Gutenberg’s invention back in 1439, which may have been built with the best intentions of printing Bibles and  disseminating the Lord’s word, crafty perverts started to poison the minds of the populace with pornography, first with lurid little pamphlets, racy novellas, and sordid comics, and eventually with bona fide eye-popping skin rags.

The camera was invented in 1832, followed quickly by the first picture of a naked lady. Eight years later the photographic negative was invented, which meant that photographs of naked ladies could now be reproduced ad infinitum. Men being men, and liking gadgets almost as much as sex, they went hog wild and modern pornography, alongside modern photography, was born.

It wasn’t long after the invention of the halftone printing process in 1881, allowing for the inexpensive reproduction of photographs in printed matter, that American shores began receiving some frightfully wonderful literature from France featuring gloriously topless burlesque dolls and can-can girls. Comstock was already in a state of advanced ire at America’s moral deficits, so this latest development really put his knickers in a twist.

Comstock, a busybody painfully unaware of the medical benefits of masturbation, appointed himself chief inquisitor of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, a cabal of like-minded eunuchs suffering from sexual inadequacy and chronic boredom. His swath of righteousness was positively Bunyon-esque: Legend has it that he destroyed fifteen tons of “objectionable” books and nearly four million pictures of varying degrees of naughtiness, not to mention put the cuffs on four thousand filthy-minded Americans. Still not satisfied, Comstock boasted that as “a weeder in God’s garden,” he was responsible for fifteen suicides.

But no amount of divine intervention was going to stop Americans from getting their smut, and in the end, the Comstock Act worked out about as well as other forms of American prohibition. Thousands of obscenity trials later, and despite the best efforts of puffed-up attorneys general, moral watch groups, television preachers, government tools, cranky feminists, scared conservatives, and politically correct liberals, America and the world would enter the twenty-first century with pornography of every conceivable quality and subject matter being more easily obtainable than ever before.

THE FIRST COPY of Playboy I ever saw belonged to my grandfather Hyman Drubner, whom we all called Pop. He had a big stash of them that were not so well hidden—at least, not so well that eleven-year-old me wasn’t going to find them. They were in a big pile, a few years’ worth at least, behind the awful yellow couch he used to spend his Sundays on in the TV room, watching golf.

It didn’t strike me as odd that he saved them, or that he kept them kinda-sorta out of the way. I have no idea what my grandmother thought of them.

I will tell you this about my grandfather: I had seen him at parties drinking and smoking, which I thought was pretty cool. He was kind of hip, or you could tell he was back when—he was a very good dancer and always sang at weddings. Even though he was always surrounded by squares, you got the idea that he used to have more fun.

He had played trumpet in a speakeasy band back during Prohibition in Waterbury, Connecticut, which, as anyone there can tell you, used to be a wide-open town, with more places to get into trouble than most larger cities, so you can bet he had some secrets. This pile of magazines with the pictures of naked girls kind of fit into my whole image of him, on some subconscious level, at least, and even though I couldn’t really parse all the signs and signifiers of the Playboy way of life, it registered to my acorn of a brain that to be a man meant to have a cache of this sort of contraband. Soon enough I’d have my own collection of greasy girlie mags, firecrackers, slingshots, pocketknives, and some very serviceable brick weed, before eventually upgrading to real girls and quality drugs. As I like to say, as you get older, the clubhouse gets better.

At that moment, however, I didn’t really know what to do with a copy of Playboy any more than I would have with the Bunny in the centerfold, had she come around for a playdate. But this was right on the cusp of what has to be considered a golden age of masturbation, a postpubescent epoch of bountiful, shameless self-exploration.

It was maybe a year later when I found a stash of Penthouses in my father’s nightstand, and by then I was ready. I took one, and then, having rated the experience a booming success, grabbed a few more.

This is just a few months before the paterfamilias packed up and  got the hell out of what was an increasingly untenable domestic situation, meaning constant, corrosive yelling and, I have to assume, a sexless relationship with my mom.

It still bothers me that he didn’t report the magazines as missing. I mean, he had to know I had them. My father was a lot of things, but he was not stupid. I mean, if something was missing from your secret supply, you would know it in a heartbeat, and if you had any vague sense of paternal responsibility, you might at least think about having a talk with your kid about the birds and the bees and the perils of stealing dirty magazines from your old man’s stash, the relative merits of Miss May vs. Miss July, some goddam thing, rather than letting the kid ride and sort it out for himself.

A stack of girlie mags didn’t quite unlock the mysteries of the vagina for me, but I did learn some pretty important stuff. For instance, I learned that you can have sex with the hot, divorced church organist, the one who always kicks off her spiky heels to play the pedals in her sheer black stockings, and with such vivacity that you can smell the musk pouring off her as her skirt rides up over her thighs to reveal a pale glimpse of goose bumps just above where her garter belt hooks her nylons. And that the best time to approach her was when she thought she was alone, after “Mass,” whatever that was, and was really digging into Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, when she invariably started to finger herself . . . and then, as I learned, you had it made in the shade and it was gonna be one heck of a sweet party, daddy-o, because right after that she was going to turn her attention to you. And even though my people didn’t go to church—and actually feared Jesus, as do all suburban Jews—I started thinking about it a whole lot, and pretty soon every time we drove by a church I would get an erection, which is pretty perverse, even for a warped puppy like I was. Thank you, Penthouse.

 

 

LET’S PLAY A game. Name a famous magazine editor or publisher, someone famous for putting out a magazine. Don’t think too hard, because there is no right answer. Okay, got it?

An unscientific poll I conducted among smarty-pants colleagues,  drinking pals of marginal literacy, artists, musicians, liberal elitists, and Facebook friends chosen at random produced these results: Among New Yorkers who work in the media, Vanity Fair über-toff Graydon Carter was the number-one answer by a landslide. Hugh Hefner, he of Playboy magazine fame, was a distant second, and ex-hippie turned cutthroat capitalist Jann Wenner, founder of Rolling Stone, was named exactly once. Forget about such legendary magazine machers as Henry Luce, William F. Buckley, William M. Gaines, or Clay Felker2—apparently, despite their fame in the industry, for the average citizen, they were just too “inside baseball,” as the saying goes.

Sadly, no women were mentioned—not even Satan-in-Prada fashion witch Anna Wintour, legendary for editing Vogue with an iron fist in a buttery leather glove, nor Sex and the Single Girl guru and Cosmopolitan editrix Helen Gurley Brown, nor feminist hero and media savant Gloria Steinem, who did her part for the cause by founding Ms.

Among the respondents not living in New York City or Los Angeles and who do not work in publishing or media, the number-one answers were Hugh Hefner and Larry Flynt, the irrepressible founder of Hustler and subject of the eponymous movie The People vs. Larry Flynt.

When I reversed the process and asked the non–big city, nonmedia types if they knew who these people were, Anna Wintour, Graydon Carter, and Jann Wenner received varying degrees of name rec, and most women over the age of forty correctly identified Gloria Steinem as “a feminist,” even if they could not remember the actual magazine she founded. But no one flinched for a second at the unholy trinity of Hefner, Flynt, and Bob Guccione, the pornographer’s pornographer who made Penthouse the sine qua non of muckraking and masturbation. Everyone who was questioned not only knew who these three were, but also had a strong opinion of them, running from hero worship (mostly XY respondents, natch) to disgust (mostly XX, ditto).

Al Goldstein, the fourth horseman in this front line of rebellious American publishers, was known primarily by people who lived in New York, thanks to his outrageous X-rated cable TV show, Midnight Blue, which aired for almost twenty-five years, became a staple of  late-night viewing, and made him as famous for his hilarious and potentially litigious “Fuck You” segments, filthy-beyond-belief porn-star interviews, and on-air hardcore sex as he was for publishing the notorious tabloid Screw, which everyone who lived in New York had seen haunting newsstands with its stupefying cartoon covers and beyond-the-pale headlines, but few had actually read.

Fame within the magazine racket rarely translates into pop-culture stardom. And yet three of these four men are household names—the fourth at least well-known and notorious among the cognoscenti—and, since Benjamin Franklin, the most famous names in the history of magazine publishing, bar none.

They are icons for their fearlessness, distrust of authority, and strong sense of individuality, not to mention their legendary status as sexual outlaws in a country that loves to fuck but hates to talk about it. They are, or were, entrepreneurs par excellence.

They all knew this truth to be self-evident: Men are obsessed with sex. We will do pretty much anything for it. We will wreck our cars for a glimpse of forbidden flesh peeking out over the dark band of thigh-high nylons, and walk into lampposts straining for a furtive glance of smart, cleaving breasts or a bouncy, heart-shaped ass. That is the tie that binds us together as a herd. There is not much more to say about it—this is just how God made us, and, Darwin be damned, it is the signature riff of intelligent design, and the prime mover for the procreation of the species, and, perhaps ironically, also the root of our retarded sociocultural devolution. Because let’s face it: When it comes to women, men are just plain fucking dumb.

Hefner, Guccione, Flynt, and Goldstein understood that. And they were just as gaga as anyone—hell, among the four of them, they had fifteen ex-wives. But they knew how to channel this, uh, dumbness, into personal fortunes, to spin the dross of the male libido into gold.

 

 

AMERICA, THE MOST audacious of cultures, remains one of the most repressed, and all four of these men have fought the good fight for freedom of expression, using sex as their weapon of choice. In some cases they chose the battle; in others, they had it thrust upon them,  but even liberal antiporn knee-jerks, fearmongering right-wing moralists, and hate-filled antisex feminists cannot deny that the First Amendment is stronger thanks to them.

Gay Talese, author of Thy Neighbor’s Wife, the sprawling history of the sexual revolution, and a journalist of pretty decent stature, told me, “I profited from those magazines, every writer has . . . We got freedom thanks to the pornographers, not the fucking elite like Alfred Knopf and Farrar, Straus and Giroux. We need a free society, and freedom is not won by literary tea parties and well-meaning, virtuous academies, it is won by disreputable people like Al Goldstein.”

Right on.

At the top of their games, Hefner, Guccione, Goldstein, and Flynt were world beaters. Women wanted to sleep with them; men wanted to be them. At their best they all stunk of the American dream—twenty-four-hour-a-day sex and if-I-can-think-it, I-can-have-it hedonism—but they could not possibly be more different.

Hefner, who began Playboy in 1953 and took every chance he could to lay claim to beginning the sexual revolution, was more uptight, coy, and cynical than he led his public to believe. He had a boatload of demons and deep-rooted frustrations to motivate him. Playboy may have looked like a pure celebration to the punters and would-be swells who bought it, but behind the bow-tied Bunny, the gorgeous Playmates, and editorial that set the pace for every American magazine that existed in its wake was a vein of sexual frustration, spite, and a steadfast refusal to grow up that would have sent most men into years of mental therapy.

Playboy sparked scads of competitors, me-toos, knockoffs, and wannabes, but none that seriously challenged it until Guccione launched Penthouse. Guccione, too, had his fair share of monstrous, ego-driven problems. In spite of this, or thanks to it, Penthouse became a towering success and turned him into one of the richest men in America while besting Playboy on the newsstand with photographs of increasingly unctuous erotica. But in the end Guccione would piss away hundreds of millions of dollars chasing windmills and lose everything, including his home—generally regarded as the largest residence in Manhattan—and his legendary art collection. His is one of the greatest  riches-to-rags tales ever told, rife with the kind of hubris and abuse the Greeks only dreamed about.

Al Goldstein, who turned a filthy tabloid into a fortune, too, somehow managed to burn through it all, but not before blasting away at the final frontiers of free speech—he was arrested thirty-seven times for obscenity, with one conviction. Like his friend Larry Flynt—a self-described Kentucky “chicken-fucker” who among this bunch was the only one smart enough to see the impact of video and the Internet creeping over the horizon in time to save his business—Goldstein pushed the possibilities of filth and humor to dizzying highs and disgusting lows. Unlike their well-heeled counterparts Hefner and Guccione, Goldstein and Flynt were willing (eager, it often seemed) to become public spectacles. They were reckless about whom they would attack in the pages of their magazines, bludgeoning celebrities, moral hypocrites, and politicians all the way to the Supreme Court (whom Larry would call “eight assholes and a token cunt” straight to their faces, before being acquitted for libeling Guccione’s wife) while literally blowing the magazine game wide open with the newsstands’ first split beavers.

Goldstein was the only one of this group who began his business with a militant political agenda: Screw, started in 1968, was a product of the underground, as much antiwar as it was prosex, vigorously testing the boundaries of First Amendment absolutism and, in its street-level worldview, as far away from Hefner’s advocacy of sophisticated but conspicuous consumption as Abbie Hoffman was from Richard Nixon. As one former Screw editor once commented, “Thanks to Hef, I need a Mercedes to get laid. But thanks to Al, I can get a hand job for thirty bucks.”

But all of them—no matter the denials from Hefner, who has always been the most concerned with his respectable image and legacy as an intellect and champion of civil rights—were pornographers. As Gay Talese says, we owe them. Just think how a truly free press might have changed history if it had prospered under, say, Hitler or Stalin, or any number of Middle East theocracies. To say that unholy genocide could possibly have been avoided is hardly a stretch.

A latter-day philosopher once opined, “Free your ass and your mind  will follow.” Hefner, Guccione, Flynt, and Goldstein plied the same theory in reverse. Sexuality has always been politicized—and these magazines kept it at the forefront of society, forcing the issue to keep America truly free. As a group, they will always be far more admirable than any self-righteous politicians peddling morality, antisex religious fundamentalists, gay-bashing Boy Scouts, homophobic Republican creeps, pederast priests, and proselytizing family-values fascists who claim to be the backbone of the community. The straitlaced and scared may hold them responsible for the erosion of “traditional values”—just as others may see them simply as misogynist pigs—while generations of men revere them for opening up the possibilities of unfettered erotica. Nothing about this is easy. And it may well be true that if you lie down with pornographers you don’t get to soar with eagles—but you will always meet more interesting people.

Now I want to tell you their story. And then some.







1

Dirty Little Secrets

THERE IS SOMETHING creepy about a guy who wears his pajamas to work. As far as “behavioral modernity” goes, it ranks somewhere between King Tut and Liberace.

Of course, by the time Hugh Hefner had adopted that tacky trope, the national zeitgeist had shifted from the hard work, rationing, and bloody sacrifice that had ruled the previous decade to enjoying the spoils of a postwar economy in the form of split-level houses with built-in bars and driveways dwarfed by outsize, curvy Cadillacs with fins that bordered on the erotic. Hugh Hefner’s smug patina of leisurewear, the putative prêt-à-porter of the professional playboy, was, at least to those who cared about such things, a final and resonant bell signal that America was ready to shake loose its puritan hang-ups and enjoy what God gave it.

Still, it’s kind of creepy, the whole pajama thing. After all, if a man wore silk PJs to the office, one had to wonder, just what was he wearing beneath them?

Received wisdom puts Hugh Hefner at the vanguard of the suave and sophisticated. Reality tells us that he was a nerd with plenty of baggage—sexual frustration in extremis, inadequacy issues, identity crises peppered with episodes of acting out—albeit one with a wildly intellectual ken and a truckload of talent. His goal was to sit at the  cool kids’ table. His motivation, like Willie Sutton’s, was simple: That was where the girls were.

 

 

HUGH MARSTON HEFNER was born in Chicago, Illinois, in the inglorious year of 1926. It was the year that Warner Bros. released the film Don Juan, a three-hour epic about the much feted but ultimately doomed libertine. Once again, the old story was told, this time starring John Barrymore and with the technological advance of a synchronized soundtrack,3 but the moral had not changed. For womanizers like The Juan, the reward for a life chasing skirt was a one-way trip to hell. Hef—as he insisted he be called after reinventing himself for the first time, remodeling himself as a Frank Sinatra–loving, jive-talking swell—would do his goddamedest to avoid this fate.

Hefner grew up in a strict Methodist home on the northwest side of Chicago. Years later he would still talk about how his parents never hugged him, how it was a home cratered with emotional shortcomings, cold and unloving in the starchy way of proper midwestern WASPs. Although Hugh’s mom may have been supportive when it came to his starting his business, the lack of warmth as a child scarred him and left a deficit and distrust that he would carry for the rest of his life.

Hef was crazy skinny—lanky, some would say—not a bad-looking kid, but one whose skeleton would be turned into kindling after a few minutes on the football field. He was never going to get the girls promoting his physique as a selling point. So he used his brain.

The epiphany for a radical image makeover came to him as a high school sophomore in 1942, after a Lindy-hopping honey named Betty dashed his hopes by going to the big hayride with another boy. His heart was broken for the first time, but the young master reacted not with melancholy, but with the fever, working overtime to spiff up the old wardrobe, become a wizard on the dance floor, and transmogrify  his bony self into—at least in his mind—the idealized Hollywood version of the smart American teenager. And it worked. The new persona was a smasheroo.

No one doubted that Hef was completely absorbed in his own fanciful flights, but he was a wickedly entertaining sort of narcissist who kept the kids laughing and intrigued with the autobiographical cartoons he drew, pushing his persona even further into fantasyland. In these comics he took on the role of “Goo Hefner,” placing himself at the epicenter of his peers. Even then, he knew the tricks and value of self-promotion. He was elected student body president and, striving to be the ultimate populist, immediately began lobbying for a jukebox for the cafeteria. He took the leads in drama-club productions and became something of a star journalist for the school paper.

Hef loved music and dug the big bands the most, a sound he would stick with even when the rest of the hip world moved on and the old-style swing orchestras were toe-tagged and in the morgue. He loved the movies, especially Hollywood musicals. Buzz Berkeley made him insane. And he was nuts for the dime-store escapism of comic books and magazines. He was especially in awe of Esquire magazine and its keen formulary of literature and high-minded culture, laced with drop-dead pinup girls.

He loved the writing—Hemingway and Fitzgerald had both contributed to Esquire—and the gray-flannel fashion tips, but he was rabid for the girls, drawn expertly and with no lack of thermonuclear nuance by George Petty and Alberto Vargas, which he would carefully cut out of the magazines and plaster all over the walls of his bedroom.

Even now, looking at the Petty girls and the Vargas girls, it’s hard not to stutter at their raw, titillating allure. “Come hither” was one thing, but these girls were screaming for it. Before the advent of humans in the centerfold, these painted pinups played the starring role of fantasy fodder for America’s men in uniform, so powerful a force that even while silently broadcasting their siren calls to the shame of autostimulation, they still managed to buck up even the sorriest grunt. They could turn virginal Virgils into craven fetishists, inexperienced Edgars into extreme extroverts, and pimply-faced Percys into flesh-eating piranhas. Even the most inhibited mama’s boy would take  one look at these untouchable sex dolls and want to chew through the seams of their stockings, driven by forces he could only attempt to understand. Nor were the high-scoring veterans of backseats and brothels immune. The Petty and Vargas women did not demean you by flaunting their abject unattainability, they inspired with the promise of pleasures untold.4

By the time America had entered the war in Europe, newsstands were cluttered with dozens of girlie magazines for the lonely soldier: Carnival Show (promising “New Styles in Bodies”), At Ease, Gay Book, and Gayety (which delivered “Sassy Sketches by America’s Leading Funny Men”); Top Hat, TNT, Sleek, and Slick (“A Slick Look at Life”—an average issue featured such irresistible gems as “Sweethearts of the Dictators” and “Why College Girls Cheat”); Close-Up, Show, and Spot (“Bosoms Are Back in Style!”); Burlesk, War Laffs, Sport, and Thrill. There was no shortage of buxom, flag-waving beauties to boost morale.

But the hand-drawn vixens in Esquire were a galaxy apart. As the best vintage of wine can only suggest what a perfect vintage might be like if the gods permitted it to exist, these heaven-sent dollies suggested just how good sex could be if you chanced to meet them on the astral plane. They may have had a coy glimmer in their eyes, but beneath the nylons, they were built to please. Just looking at a Petty girl, you knew she smelled nice. She had no cumbersome morality to inhibit her. She had no truck with global politics. She never had to go to the bathroom. While your girl back home was miserable, sweating it out in the bomb factory, socking rivets into sheet metal with a greasy compressor gun, the Vargas dame was waiting for you on the  chaise lounge, only moderately annoyed that you had kept her waiting to service your most perverse whims.

Hef was girl-happy. He was inspired, creative, energetic, filled with humor and wit, but there was also the dark side, the part of him that was motivated by rejection and a growing sense of entitlement—no matter how many times women turned him down, he knew it was because they just didn’t get it. After all, he was more evolved than the other boys, even if all his fancy activities were simply a means to an end—namely, that forgiving quiver of happiness that heterosexual men consider the final frontier. Unfortunately, the jocks got all the trim.

But that didn’t stop Hef from trying, and by the time he was a senior in high school, he had fallen in unrequited love too many times to count—projecting his romantic fantasies on every betty he had a liking for—but had also made out with a few young women, and had gone as far as spooning with one of them in the rumble seat of a friend’s car. Not exactly an affair to remember, but hot stuff for Hugh Hefner in 1944. He was finally able to break through his own troubled repression and, at eighteen years old, after inexplicably waiting through adolescence, masturbated for the first time.

That was also the year Hef graduated from Steinmetz High School, and the fabricated, fuzzy, carefree universe where he was always the center of attention was about to collapse. His gadfly, footloose comic-book persona may have entertained a bunch of slack teenagers, but it would be less than a joke in an adult world still at war.

So Hef did the noble thing and enlisted in the army. After all, that’s what men did in 1944. The times demanded it, and he did not miss the call.

 

 

BEFORE LEAVING CIVILIAN life for what would be a two-year hitch, Hef hit a party with his old high school chums. Very reasonably terrified of his immediate future,5 he began acting out, working doubly hard to turn on the charm to find himself a girl.

Millie Williams was a cute-as-a-button bobby-sockser, and within moments of meeting her, Hef had their lives mapped out, ending, of course, in connubial bliss. No matter that within weeks Goo Hefner would be Private Hefner, in all probability off to war. Or perhaps that’s why she was game? The men who left home to fight deserved the love of a good woman.

During the two or three weeks before Hef had to say goodbye, they went out a few times, to the malt shop and like that. There was no hanky-panky, but while they were eating cheeseburgers and drinking cherry Cokes, Hef’s fantasy life with her blossomed in his mind’s eye until it blinded him. When he left for the army, Hef promised to write to her, a promise he kept over eighty times.

Apparently mistaking boot camp for summer camp, Hef brought several suitcases with him, filled with sweaters and pleated slacks, his comic books, and a typewriter. He may have been the only recruit in history to show up at Fort Hood carrying clothes hangers.

No matter his seeming lack of aptitude for such things, he got through basic training with flying colors. But at five-foot-ten and weighing in at 115 pounds in his civvies, he was kept off the front lines of America’s fighting forces by sage military minds who gave him a gig as a typist instead—what Hef would describe with a lovely combination of candor and glee as “a dandy break.”

Hef’s army life was more like Saving Silverman than Saving Private Ryan. He bombarded Millie with mash notes vowing his undying love (no matter that in reality they barely knew each other), even while he dated a dozen or so women while he was stationed in relative comfort in Maryland, Virginia, and later Oregon. When he wasn’t chasing skirt, he had plenty of time to draw comics and go to the movies.

Dating in 1944 still carried with it all the trappings of “courting.” By the next decade, when it would seem that teenagers had taken over the world, things would move a lot faster. But for now, nice girls just didn’t do it. Going all the way amounted to no less than complete social calamity, turning that sweet young thing across the street into damaged goods and landing her headfirst in the fast lane to hell.

Wartime did have a way of changing things, though, and soldiers getting ready to be shipped overseas from New York City didn’t have  to play by those rules. All along the docks there were bars filled with women looking for a night of sin with a would-be hero. These “victory girls” were only too eager for a dance, a few drinks, and a wild time. Times Square was lousy with bullet-breasted chippies looking for action, and there was no shortage of G.I. Joes ready to take the plunge, even if it meant splurging on a few rounds and a room. Some of these good-time honeys were hookers on the take, but most were basically nice girls who had come to the big city to bust loose from their comatose small towns. A lot of boys went to Europe as newly minted men, thanks to this tidal wave of willing women.

But Hef the typist, while avoiding such inconveniences as falling bombs and sniper fire, still had to play by the old rules. And so most of his dates were uneventful, punctuated only by the occasional smooch and that rare jewel, the fondled breast. He did not mention this in correspondence with his sweetie back home.

Two years later, after the mushroom clouds over Japan had silently turned to nuclear rain, Hef was sent home, honorably, with the rank of corporal, and with his clothes still unwrinkled.

 

 

SOME PEOPLE ARE born hip, others achieve hip, and yet others have hipness thrust upon them. In 1947, Hef was out in the cold. It was a good year. It was the year the swing era ended, a year when jazz shifted from big bands blurting pop charts for the masses to a new wave of frantic combos—high, wired, and zooted to the eyeballs, bebopping inside out and sideways. It was the birth of the post-Gatsby cool, where Miles Davis was just beginning to gain purchase on his former boss Charlie Parker through style and junkie attrition. It was the year Jack Kerouac went out on the road. Hef didn’t notice. In 1947 he was still doing the Charleston.

This was also the year the Cold War began and the first Hollywood blacklists were writ. Suspected Bolshevik Dalton Trumbo told the House Un-American Activities Committee to go fuck themselves and wound up in the slam doing eleven months for contempt of Congress.

And as if those goddam communists weren’t enough, reports of an alien spacecraft crashing in the desert near Roswell, New Mexico,  scared the pants off America. Norman Rockwell was still omnipresent, his paintings hearthlike across the United States, but it was also the year Jackson Pollock started throwing around paint like a monkey on speed and Charlie Brown made his debut in a comic strip. It was the year of such hopeful innovations as the instant camera, the transistor, and the Frisbee.

Hef made a dash back to safety and enrolled at the University of Illinois, where his girl Millie was studying, a couple of hours outside Chicago. He studied psychology and minored in art and creative writing. He got top marks and published his comics in the school paper. His second year there, he was named editor of the school’s humor magazine, Shaft, and he innovated the “Co-ed of the Month” department, a harbinger of Playmates to come.

He dallied with Millie, but they never went all the way. There were times in her car when she was certainly game to gift him with her virtue, but every time he pulled back. Whether it was from fear of knocking her up or from some more deep-rooted anxiety, he just couldn’t pull the trigger. He said it was because he was afraid of getting her pregnant,6 but it didn’t do much good for either of them—mostly it just messed with their heads.

In 1947, the year Hef got to college, it would have been ludicrous to predict that this was a man who would become an icon of hedonism, the de facto leader of a nationwide sex-for-pleasure cult, the very picture of all that was right and wrong about the American libido. But now, just a year later, Hef was about to make a great leap forward.

He was about to lose his virginity. He was twenty-two years old.

Unfortunately, Hugh Marston Hefner’s first consumptive sex act was a complete bummer for all involved. Whether this adult-size dose of disappointment contributed to his success in becoming the world’s  most celebrated ladies’ man is hard to say, but as much as Hef was propelled by his lust, he was also driven by his abject failure with women, and this one cut deep.

Neither was Millie impressed with the experience. They had spent the past two years petting and pawing and building up not only unobtainable expectations, but a toxic reservoir of frustration and angst that was never going to be drained in one night, even if it were the greatest lay of all time.

They went away for the weekend and checked into a no-tell motel. They went out to dinner. They went to the movies. They took off their clothes and did it. They drove home in silence.

His disastrous tryst with Millie ate at him like a cancer, but in typical Hefner fashion, this only spurred him on, and he began to talk about marriage. Darling, he effused to her, you are the only one for me, my one true love.

Later, this talent for building fantasies, like silkworms spin cocoons, would change, chrysalislike, from a liability to an asset, but for now it simmered like a low-level psychosis.

 

 

HEF TRUDGED HOME from the bookstore with the package under his arm, hopeful but ultimately unaware of the potency of the treasures that lay within. He plopped the goods down on the kitchen table. The legs buckled.

Hef pried open the massive volume—Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, by Dr. Alfred Kinsey (hereafter known as the Kinsey Report)—and felt a tingling in his thighs that climbed right up into his groin. He shifted his manhood as he fanned through the pages of this wonder-sent screed, in awe. It was as if Moses himself had brought it down from the mountain.

Kinsey was a biologist who had turned his eyes to human sexuality. Like Hefner, he grew up in a Methodist home, and like Hefner, he was obsessed. One of his pet theories was that “delayed marriage”—mean-ing, saving one’s virginity for the postmarital big bang—was psychologically harmful. This was a man who was all about guilt-free sexual outlets. Hugh Hefner had a new hero.

It was all true, just as Hef had suspected. America—while wearing the well-practiced facade of high-handed, churchgoing morality and peddling eternal damnation as the just rewards of heavy petting, promiscuity, and masturbation—was every bit as horny as he was. Finally, even as perverse as it may have been, he could feel as if he was part of something.

According to this Kinsey cat, Americans were not nearly as modest or repressed as Hef had been led to believe, at least not behind closed doors and in the dark. They were doing it every which way, and they were doing it a lot. Kinsey had ripped the sheets off of America’s favorite pastime. The Report reverberated like a percussion bomb. It was the biggest seller since Gone with the Wind, and now all anyone could talk about was sex, sex, sex.

Hef continued to flip through the pages of the Kinsey Report, a monolith built from dirty little secrets. More like an anvil than a book, the Report was filled with charts that would have baffled Wall Street’s finest: masturbation in incidents and in mean frequencies, by marital status, by education, by income, by rural and urban backgrounds, and by social class (“underworld, day laborers, semi-skilled, skilled laborers, lower white collar, upper white collar, professional”);7 mind-numbing charts on sexual positions, nocturnal emissions, impotence, and incidents of arousal; intercourse with prostitutes (both male and female), intercourse with animals, petting to climax, oral stimulation, genital stimulation, anal eroticism; preferences for light or dark (that is to say, with the lights on or off); variation and frequency of sexual outlet by marital status, by church attendance . . . it was endless.

Perhaps the most shocking thing about the book was just how unsexy the damn thing was. Reading it was like doing homework. The table of contents alone should have been enough to turn anyone off to the idea of having sex. It all seemed so clinical. But it was exactly that—the Report’s wanton objectivity, its complete lack of point of  view—that made it such a corker. It was scientific and amoral, and both liberating and damning. The irony was not lost on Hef. It confirmed what he had always suspected, or at least wanted to believe—that morality could be taken out of the game. Sex for pleasure was an honest pursuit. Sex was value neutral. Sex as recreation was as valid—and came loaded with as much emotional baggage (at least for those as enlightened as Kinsey and Hefner)—as a good round of badminton.8

Then he came to the chart—the infamous Kinsey scale, a yardstick by which to divine one’s sexual orientation—and once again, Hef shifted in his shorts.

The scale seemed simple enough. Free-swinging Kinsey wasn’t into labeling people “gay” or “straight.” Everyone had his or her own bag. He figured no one was completely straight or completely gay, that there was a lot more subtlety to the whole thing. “The world is not to be divided into sheep and goats,” he said, your guess being as good as mine as to whether he was calling goats, as a species, queer or not. At any rate, the scale looked something like this:0. Exclusively heterosexual
1. Predominantly heterosexual, only incidentally homosexual
2. Predominantly heterosexual, but more than incidentally homosexual
3. Equally heterosexual and homosexual
4. Predominantly homosexual, but more than incidentally heterosexual
5. Predominantly homosexual, only incidentally heterosexual
6. Exclusively homosexual



Who knew what “incidentally homosexual” even meant? Did putting pennies in your loafers count? Rooting for Gorgeous George on the television?

According to Kinsey’s findings, 46 percent of adult men had “reacted” sexually to another man, 37 percent had had at least one “homosexual experience,” and, in fact, 10 percent were exclusively gay “for at least three years between the ages of sixteen and fifty-five.” Later, an additional category, “X,” was added, indicating complete asexuality.

Hef considered this carefully. He had known boys in high school who were rumored to be homosexuals. Many of them had been part of the Steinmetz High drama club with him. They were all very nice and seemed normal enough. They were just like Hef: They dressed well, and they liked to sing and dance. And what about the football players, who were always playing grab-ass and checking out each other’s dongs in the shower? Surely there were no queers in that lot.

He thought about his time in the army. Did men even type? Well, Hemingway did, and he was no poof. Hef looked at his hands. They were not the hands of a soldier, that was for sure. In fact, they were so soft that he avoided shaking with other men. Ah, what the hell. It didn’t make him a bad guy.

So what if he didn’t like to go outside much? So what if he was silly for Fred Astaire? He was smart. He had taste. He had style. He smelled nice. He was refined. Screw all this bound-for-adventure nonsense. In the future, his would be the paradigm of what a man should be. Anyway, he had only had sex with women . . . well, one woman, and he was about to marry her. That sealed it. He was a “zero.”9

Hef put some Borkum Riff in his favorite stick pipe, put fire to it, and filled the room with pillows of oily smoke.

HEF CIRCA 1948 was a fucking mess. Already girl-crazy, this Kinsey thing had really got under his skin. Thanks to the Report, he now had all the ammunition he needed to blame society for his inability to have a fulfilling sexual relationship with his girlfriend—it was because it was against their rules and their manufactured reality. He brooded. He was fixated, and frustrated without any release. He took it out on Millie by intimidating her with graphic sex talk and tales of the girls he’d known in the army. Even in a world with Kinsey on the brain, his frank, nuts-and-bolts chatter about coming and penetration worried his friends. It just wasn’t normal.

Against everyone’s better judgment, Hef and Millie were formally engaged on Christmas Day. Given his simultaneous obsession and brooding dissatisfaction with Millie, the news she was about to tell him nearly put him in the grave. She had graduated from college and had taken a job as a schoolteacher a few towns over, where, she confessed, she had slept with one of her male colleagues. One of the coaches. A fucking jock.

It didn’t mean anything to her, she told Hef.

It was just one time, she wept.

It would never happen again, she pleaded.

As if any of that were going to make Hef feel any better. Despite his constant inner turmoil, he had built up his life with Millie to fantastic proportions of idealized love. In his mind they had lived happily ever after a thousand times. But that was just his way of throwing a blanket over his curdled dream of being a hit with the ladies when he was in high school and the army. Frothing just below his sunny disposition was a very wounded guy, and this news was like a knife in the throat. For days he sat alone beating himself up, listening to masochistic crooners wailing the blues against hoary jazz orchestras.

Hef wasn’t alone in being cuckolded. He knew he had lots of company in the pitiful men who were, like him, sick to their stomachs with the infidelity of the tramps and trollops to whom they had foolishly sworn their everlasting fealty. The Report spoke of extramarital activity with the same authority and lack of emotion with which it  spoke of jerking off. After all, it was perfectly normal. No big deal. Happened all the time.10

Yet Hef found no comfort in the knowledge that he wasn’t alone. It didn’t make the pain go away, or even stifle that creepy-crawly spider-in-the-gut feeling that comes with the realization that you’ve been played for a chump. It did nothing to improve his attitude toward the females of the species, the source of all his pain.

Fortunately, for the generations of equally horny men who would eventually fall under the swank and sway of Playboy, instead of indicting the entire human race as a sick horde of lying, cheating, untrustworthy gargoyles who lived as slaves to their own craven desires, Hef came to the much more convenient conclusion that monogamy as a lifestyle was bound for the boneyard. The polyamorous seed of “The Playboy”—the career bachelor with a rotation of high-stepping women deeper than the Radio City Christmas show—had been planted in giving soil. Still, it would take some time to gestate. Hefner had not yet fully cast off the short leash of American Puritanism, nor his own mangled psyche.

 

 

DESPITE MILLIE’S NEWS, Hef was so wrapped up in this self-perpetuated fantasia of romance that he still insisted they get married. This was pure Hefner. It made no sense, but he had built her up to be his dream girl, and there could be no other. Never mind that he was miserable—with Millie at the end of the rainbow, at least he could rationalize why he had spent all that time walking the halls of Army HQ with blue balls the size and ferocity of atom bombs.

It was so typical of Hef to overcompensate for his shortcomings, or to react to rejection by acting out. Turned down by a girl? Become the class clown. Star in your own comic. So what if he wasn’t built like Errol Flynn? You had to use what you got to get just what you wanted. Eventually “smart and funny” would be the yardstick by which men were measured. And then Hef would be king.

But first he and Millie would meet at the altar. For her part, Millie was going along with the program because she didn’t think she had a choice. Perhaps it was her penance for cheating on the poor bastard.

The honeymoon, predictably, was a disaster. The few days they spent in a cabin in Wisconsin were hot and sticky, not a boon to their stillborn sex life. Moving in with her parents didn’t help resuscitate it, either. On the occasions on which Millie allowed Hef to make love to her, his in-laws complained that they could hear the couple through the wall.

The Hefners moved into a nice suburban home. Despite their moribund sex life, Millie was pregnant and they were now officially neck-deep in the postwar American dream of rearing towheaded children to dandle on their knees and spending Saturday afternoons mowing the lawn. Hef tried to make a go of it, but he was never a believer. He never fit into that whole scene, playing Pin the Tail on the Donkey with kids covered in cake and ice cream and attending PTA meetings in the plastic-fantastic comfort of prefab Levittowns—manifest destiny for the “greatest generation,” but for a guy like Hef, it was like being catapulted into the ninth circle of hell. After all, he was a certified genius: He had an IQ of 152.11 He should be playing in a different league.

He was still somewhat of a nerd, unhappily married and unsatisfied. He wanted so badly to be considered “cool,” going so far as to decorate his new home with Millie in an outrageous boho style designed to shake up the squares—the local paper even wrote a story about the wacky pad—but when it came to the truly hep and the hip, he lamented to the reporter, he knew he was still outside looking in.

Nothing, though, was more important to Hef than sex, and he was finally starting to get the action he craved.

At first his thirst was slaked well enough with naughty suburban parlor games—strip poker and dirty charades. But like any monster, if you feed it, it grows. Soon he was holding parties where sleazy one-reelers were the main attraction. Eventually he even shot his own porno, starring himself, albeit wearing a cheap disguise, having sex with a “female acquaintance.”

He and his buddy Eldon Sellers were running amok, trying to convince their wives to swap partners. When that didn’t happen, Eldon found a willing woman to do both him and Hef.

Yet nothing could sate Hefner. One night he had sex with his sister-in-law while Millie and his brother were in the other room. Cruising downtown Chicago, he let a young man pick him up and give him a blow job.12 Not long after that he entered a long-term affair with a woman who did everything his wife did not.

Amid all of this sexual adventurism, though, reality was still clamoring for attention: Hef had a daughter on the way and was out of work. He had self-published a book of cartoons and earned local celebrity for a few moments, but ultimately it had gotten him nowhere. He tried and failed to sell a comic strip to a newspaper syndicate, and then took a stab at going back to school, but it didn’t take. Eventually, he was able to score a couple of decent jobs as a copywriter, first for a department store and then for his favorite magazine, Esquire, although he worked in the subscription department, far from the editorial offices.

In fact, the editorial offices had just moved to New York, and the rest of the staff was to follow. In a story that has been repeated endlessly as part of the official record, Hef, then making sixty bucks a week and facing relocation to Gotham, asked for a $5 raise and was rebuffed. So he stayed in Chicago and began thinking about publishing his own magazine.

While the story of Hef’s quitting Esquire over a $5 raise has become a popular hymn in the Playboy gospel,13 his next job somehow never  gets the attention it would seem to merit. This from Hef’s official bio:While working as the newsstand promotion director of Publisher Development Corporation in 1952, he became convinced there was a market for a sophisticated men’s magazine that would reflect the views of the post-war generation and he was the man to start it.





The innocuous-enough-sounding Publisher Development Corporation was in reality a front for arch smut-peddler George von Rosen, responsible for such racy newsstand fare as effervescent nudie journal Modern Sunbathing and what amounted to nothing less than a rough Playboy prototype, Modern Man.

Modern Man—whose inaudacious tagline was “The Man’s Picture Magazine”—was everything Esquire was not. It was rough and tough and completely without subtlety or pretension. The editorial was a barrage of stripper profiles (“Jennie Lee the Bazoom Girl,” “The RedHeaded Panther,” “The Girl Who Strips for Conventions”) and manly feature stories (“How Those Stag Films Get Made,” “How to Shoot a Man,” “Jet Airliners: Dreamboats or Deathtraps?”). There were no ads for Florsheims or briar pipes; there were ads for shotguns and fishing tackle. The broads were all slut and a yard wide.

Von Rosen was also the brains behind the first newsstand firearms magazine, Guns, and later went on to found American Handgunner, the first magazine dedicated solely to handguns. When he announced the idea to the firearms industry, one weapons manufacturer asked him point blank, “What are you going to write about, which gun to use when you rob a liquor store?”

I would say it is impossible to understate the influence Modern Man had on Hef, except that the official Playboy catechism has practically whitewashed the damn thing out of existence. And yet here we have the still unformed Hugh Hefner, working overtime on distribution and promotions for what in 1952 were pretty much state-of-the-art slick titty rags, and you can bet your copy of Kinsey that he’s boosting riffs faster than a teenage Eric Clapton with his first B. B. King record.  THERE IS NO shame in having influences. Pablo Picasso is often quoted as having said, “Good artists borrow, great artists steal.”14 Picasso had El Greco and an entire drinking society of surrealist lunatics, not to mention a coterie of Parisian prostitutes and an adult-size dose of African primitivism. Beethoven, Coltrane, and Hendrix all twirled complex double helixes of harmony and melody based on what had come before them. The idea that Playboy would be a product of some sort of spontaneous cultural combustion, a virgin birth without precedent and without lineage, is the improbable magick of the manufactured messiah myth.

Hef copped licks not just from the editorial side of things, but also, and perhaps more important, from watching how von Rosen’s rags worked in the marketplace, and the politics of the newsstand. For the whole year he worked at Modern Man, his febrile mind bubbled with the possibilities of building his own empire, before he finally got fed up with von Rosen’s despotic management style and moved on to a better-paying job at a children’s publisher.

And so it would be. In 1953, Hef sat down to create a new image, ready to take his fantasy world to Main Street.

He had been scrupulous in learning from everyone and everything. His new magazine would borrow freely from Esquire—there would be top-notch writing and fashion tips, a bit of snobbish art appreciation, and a sophisticated design. He’d rip a few pages from Modern Man but lose the lunkheaded machismo that made him gag on his martini. He would legitimize the girlie magazine as something more than a blunt object for cavemen to use in their quest for self-stimulation.

His new magazine would be called Stag Party, and Hef would become The Stag. He went so far as to have an artist render this new personality—an elk’s head on a man’s body, wearing a smoking jacket, contemplatively smoking a cigarette in a long filter, a sparkling highball in his hand.

The Stag was master of his domain. His apartment, appointed  with abstract sculpture and the latest in nonobjectivist art, would be a magnet to pliable young women. This Stag offered crisp conversation and sophistication, not to mention perfectly mixed cocktails that would send your eyeballs reeling upward into your skull. He had Ella on the hi-fi and kept Nabokov next to his bed. He wouldn’t be caught dead in a flannel shirt.

Hef set up his beloved typewriter on a card table and began to peck out what would become his manifesto. The Stag Party man would not go trampling through the woods or ever be seen with guns and fishing tackle. This new magazine was to be about sex and the civilized male. American men would come around to Hef’s vision of the good life, and then everything he had ever believed would be vindicated.

Fortunately, for Hef and posterity, hunting season was open and The Stag took a bullet before it got out of the woods.

Newsstand maven that he was, Hef had to know that a magazine called Stag15 (not to mention another fairly generic pinup book, called Man to Man: The Stag Magazine) already existed, and when they got wind of Hef’s new launch, they were quick to have their lawyer write a letter threatening to sue for trademark infringement.

What to do?

It was Hef’s running partner Eldon who came up with the idea to call the magazine Playboy. Millie thought it was too old-fashioned and sounded like a jazz-age relic, but her own jazz-age relic, Hugh Hefner, loved it. And instead of that stupid-looking elk, its mascot would be . . . a rabbit! Not a bunny (that would come later), but a rabbit—a male rabbit in a jacket, smoking. All they had to do was chop the head off of Bullwinkle and in his place mount a particularly sparkly-eyed and charming example of Sylvilagus domesticus . . . et voilà!

Hef looked at him (the rabbit, that is), and for the first time in a long time, he (Hef, that is) smiled a great big, unforced smile. He was genuinely gleeful. This was how he saw himself. Playful. Smart. Superior to the round-heeled hoi polloi. Crafty. Born to fuck. As Victor Hugo was fond of saying, “All the forces in the world are not so powerful as an idea whose time has come.” Hugo was also the guy who said, “Imagination is intelligence with an erection.”
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Gentlemen Prefer Blondes

THERE WAS NO question that Esquire, formerly regarded as the acme of the art form, had gone soft. The Vargas girls were gone, deemed no longer necessary in a postwar zeitgeist where family values and suburban leisure had taken over as the brass ring of American happiness, and the editorial seemed to run willy-nilly through a forest of contrived masculinity16 and fey frivolity, apparently designed on the one hand to turn country mouse into city mouse in a crash course in civility designed by the future Felix Ungers and Frasier Cranes of the world, and on the other as middle-of-the-road, tough-guy stuff aimed at the heartland, although it was hard to believe that anyone on the Esquire staff had ever scuffed his loafers, let alone fired a gun.

A typical issue of Esquire in 1952 featured the usual mélange of ridiculous pulp fictions—“Mei-Mei, the Girl of Shanghai” (“Three men loved this Chinese beauty, and not one of them knew why”), “Pay-off Girl” (“When I saw her, the clothes she was wearing and all, I  knew that was for me—even if she was a bookie’s shill”), “Showdown” (“They had to fight for her like the animals they hunted, not knowing whether she would want the winner . . . or the loser”)—which would invariably lead into a treatise on fashion tips, viz., formal evening wear (“The worsted tail coat in midnight blue or black has no substitute, no compromise. It should be tailored to fit your figure flawlessly”), semiformal evening wear (“The Homburg is the hat, no ‘buts’ about it”), businesswear (“No waistcoat at all is a trend favored by more and more men”), and the oddly conjoined “urban and suburban” haberdashery (“Handkerchiefs and neckerchiefs of cotton or printed foulard . . . leather or ribbon belts . . . for the right occasion, a shooting stick”).

Foreseeing a grim future (assuming one didn’t get shot for bedding the bookie’s tomato), there were men’s health stories (“Man’s Tragic Gland: The Prostate”—“a noose around the bladder’s neck, it makes more trouble than it’s worth”). And no issue was complete without offering the illusive key to entertaining: “With such accessory items as prime cognac, Grand Marnier, and crème de cacao, crêpe suzettes represent about as festive and sophisticated a fare as the ingenuity of man can devise,” or the breakthrough exposé, “Cheese, the Host’s Delight.” All this, plus the worst cartoons of all time (typical soft-pedaled misogynist caption: “There is something wrong with my husband—everything I cook tastes burnt to him!”).

The advertising in Esquire was a good indicator of where the male mind was at any given time, and in 1952, it was giddy with the trappings of the middle class. Esquire fed directly into the new consumer culture that Hef would soon be exploiting, but up until Playboy took off and began selling ad pages, Esquire owned it.

Esquire was rife with page after page of liquor ads: cream sherry, champagne, vermouths, aperitifs, digestifs, cognac, and whiskies—Churchill and Old Hickory bourbon, White Horse and Haig and Haig Scotch, Park Tilford Private Stock (“America’s Luxury Whiskey”), Lord Calvert whisky (“To a Man of Distinction”), King’s Ransom (“Round the World Scotch”)—not to mention Nuyen Rock & Rye (“A Triumph of Good Taste”), a mix of liquor and rock candy, which, thankfully, has gone out of vogue. Also a plethora of pajamas, ties, hats, cuff links, pants (also “slacks” and “trousers”), shaving devices  and creams, miracle hair-growing remedies, pipes and lighters (the Parker Flaminaire Lighter—“For Men, and Those Women to Whom Men Are Important”), and an odyssey of foreign destinations brought to you from the tourist boards of Spain, Germany, Italy, France, and Cuba (“Meet Latin Gayety in Lovely Light-Hearted Cuba”). At home, of course, every man needed a throne for his castle, and quickly becoming the jewel in the crown for the postwar leisure king (and a hackneyed object of hatred for neglected housewives everywhere) was the Contour chair,17 positioned front and center, squarely facing the flickering blue lights of the new family hearth, the nascent idiot box.

Speaking of television, it was on,18 searing indelibly into the culture an illusion of American family life that saw art and reality chasing each other’s tales until it was almost impossible to separate what was normal from what was real. The warm glow of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet and, later, Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver set the benchmark for the wonders and wholesome rewards of the nuclear family, where Dad worked for an anonymous, gray-flannel bureaucracy and Mom stayed home and cared for her officiously well-behaved kids. Burns and Allen and Ricky and Lucy painted a sweet picture of talented men tolerating their daffy wives. And, of course, there was The Honeymooners, they of Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, where the well-meaning, bus-driving Ralph got the unqualified love of a good woman, no matter how much he yelled at her or how many times per episode he reeled back with a balled-up fist and threatened to punch her all the way to the moon. For better or worse, that was about as passionate as it got—in TV Land, Ma and Pa Perfect didn’t even sleep in the same bed.

There was a wonderful world of uplifting Westerns promoting the pioneering spirit of the American frontier, and primitive outer-space adventures promising a future of technological prowess. Quiz shows  abounded with untold riches to be bestowed on regular people (at least until 1957, when the souring news that quiz shows were fixed undermined their optimistic mystique). And professional wrestling—which somehow defied the mores and laws of physics that guided the rest of the planet—seemed to be made for television, and vice versa.

As always, wrestling holds up well as a reflection of the world around it, and wrestling in the 1950s was as robust a barometer of the times as there ever would be. All one had to do was take a look at the bad guys—cold-blooded Russian commies, unreconstructed Germans, and that prancing sissy Gorgeous “The Human Orchid” George, he with the golden tresses and creepy “valet” who sprayed him with lilac water from a silver atomizer—to get a good whiff of America’s most pressing fears.

Post–World War II, good churchgoing Americans found themselves pitted daily against the godless commies of the rapidly expanding imperialist Soviet Union and its insidious satellite states, and suddenly any politically progressive or liberal person, and especially the most depraved of humans, the homosexual, was suspect as a stepping-stone toward communism. The enemy, we were told, walked among us. Be vigilant—who were the new neighbors? Where did they come from? Best keep an eye on them . . . if you see something, say something.

By 1947 the House Un-American Activities Committee was in full Red-baiting swing, investigating Hollywood as a hotbed of communist subversion, leading to the legendary blacklisting of hundreds of actors, directors, and screenwriters, the fear of subversives festering like a boil on the landscape of American civil liberties. The following decade bowed to no other in hosting depraved politicians and moral crusaders who peddled paranoia and sold “family values” like snake oil, the panacea for the perverts and godless communists, who were, apparently, everywhere. It was a boisterous time for conservative creeps—homophobes, commie-baiters, fear-peddlers of all stripes and colors, most notably one of the biggest assholes this country has every produced, Senator Joe McCarthy.

McCarthy’s recklessness and wild, unproven accusations that the government was riddled with communists eventually led him to the  lonely death of an alcoholic, but for a few years, until his colleagues in the government finally found the gumption to fight him and the Senate finally censured him for ethics violations, bullying, abuse of power, and so on, he was a one-man wrecking crew, slinging mud in all directions and championing his brand of demagogic divisiveness as “Americanism with its sleeves rolled up.”

J. Edgar Hoover, whose own fetish for cross-dressing would become the stuff of myth and legend, promoted red, white, and blue-balled American repression by preaching that any nonprocreative sex, and especially the kind outside the marriage bed, was by its very nature sick. Hoover and his dickless cronies at the Bureau kept files on thousands of Americans, the so-called deviant files, based mostly on innuendo and the kind of tawdry gossip that festers in a state where fear of your neighbors is considered patriotic.

The files were loaded with artists and weirdos, antisegregationists, civil-rights leaders, and Jewish intellectuals, not to mention prosex miscreants like Hefner and Kinsey—whose Report Hoover firmly believed to be part of a communist plot—but especially anyone who acted effeminate (presumably, this meant going beyond the line a typical Esquire feature drew regarding how to make the perfect soufflé) and was suspected of being a homosexual, which was just as bad as or worse than being a communist.

The witch hunt for gays in the 1950s was a nasty business, fueled in part by autocrats like Hoover and McCarthy (and McCarthy’s closeted creep of a lawyer, the despicable Roy Cohen) and by magazines like Robert Harrison’s Confidential, which wielded the “lavender scare”19 like torches and tire irons outside Frankenstein’s castle.

Harrison was already a pioneer in the girlie-mag business, pushing the pulchritude of the Vargas girls in the late 1940s with his own superenhanced version of the pinup in his magazines Wink, Flirt, Titter, and Eyeful. The girls on the covers of Harrison’s mags were  pure sugar for heels-and-stockings fetishists, or, in other words, every straight man on the planet. These were the superwomen of their age, and they still titillate as they teeter agelessly atop their towering heels, footwear clearly not designed for walking. Inside the magazines there was no nudity, but also no shortage of light kink and nylon naughtiness.

As alluring as these magazines were, the world was moving toward those that featured actual naked women, and no matter how eye-popping or crotch-catching these mags were, they began to take on the cast of throwbacks to the war era and the golden age of the illustrated pinup, and Harrison realized it was time to move on.

Confidential was inspired by the 1952 televised hearings on organized crime being held by Estes Kefauver—a Democratic senator from the great state of Tennessee, who often campaigned wearing a Davy Crockett–style coonskin cap—which captivated the country with its cockeyed cast of charismatic criminals and its colorful portrait of an exotic, Mob-ruled underground.

Television had grown quickly, naturally enough, into the instant-gratification delivery system that we all love, a dear but nearly fatal haymaker to the thinking mind. It was a towering example of technology leading the culture, much as the Internet would years later, and the popularity of these hearings was proof that America could not get enough of dumbed-down dirt.

Harrison jumped on it with Confidential, pretty much inventing the American gossip industry, and in just a few issues it was the biggest-selling magazine in the United States, moving over four million copies of each issue, which Time magazine called “a cheesecake of innuendo, detraction and plain smut.”

Harrison’s genius was that he realized that regular people, shmucks like you and me, could not get enough of the foibles, fracases, and moral deficits of the rich and famous, who, as it turned out, were just as imperfect as we were, and he took to the Hollywood elite like the Cookie Monster run amok at a party thrown by the Keebler elves. His main games—beyond the typical stories of tawdry Tinseltown trysts and sin-sational sexual conquest (“Joan Crawford’s Back Street Romance with a Bartender,” “Why Sinatra Is the Tarzan of the Boudoir,” “When  the Band Played On . . . Up in Ava Gardner’s Room!”)—were ringing signs of the ultraconservative times, e.g., the taboo of two-toned love (“Orson Welles & His Chocolate Bon Bon,” “Marlon Brando & His Tan Tootsie,” “What Makes Ava Gardner Run for Sammy Davis, Jr.”), and the most idiotic sort of McCarthy-esque queer-chasing.

Now, it doesn’t seem much of a coup to consider that the most outré queen in the history of the rhinestone liked to canoodle with the noodle, but you can bet in 1957 it caused quite the scandal when Confidential broke the story “Why Liberace’s Theme-Song Should Be ‘Mad About the Boy’!”

“The Kandelabra Kid tried to turn public relations into private relations,” chimed the story in the glib gossip gab of the day. “Old Kittenish on the Keys plays one sour note after another in his clumsy efforts to make beautiful music with a handsome but reluctant young publicity man . . .”

Like most scandal sheets and gossip rags and the supermarket tabloids that followed, Confidential had a nasty habit of being right. Well, sort of—many of the stories were just one loose fact buried in a swamp of suggestion. Still, it was a rare day when the magazine had to pay out to placate a celebrity who had been burned, which had more to do with the wise reluctance of the rich and famous to get in the gutter and duke it out with Harrison—a sure recipe for even more negative press—than it did with the legal viability of proving their cases.

Liberace sued the magazine; he had evidence that the story was wrong—the writer had screwed up the date, and “Old Kittenish on the Keys” had no problem proving that he had not been dallying with another man, at least not then. Harrison gave Liberace forty grand to walk away, a song compared with the $2 million the Kandelabra Kid had sued for.20

Sexual deviants and commies weren’t the only demons lurking, ready to break America’s superior moral backbone. Also, there were comic books.

Seduction of the Innocent, a book penned by alarmist psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, was a relentless attack on comic books as the catalyst for juvenile delinquency and reads like the hysterical ravings of an overeducated but nonetheless terrified schoolmarm. In a country motivated by fear and always on the lookout for a new enemy, it was a smash success, and landed Wertham front and center as a star witness for the United States Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency—direct descendents of Anthony Comstock and the Senate Vice Committee of 1916, who in their time decried the decadence of dancing the tango. The Subcommittee was led by our old friend Estes Kefauver—ironically, the same guy who inadvertently inspired former girlie-mag magnate Harrison to launch his smutty scandal sheet, Confidential.21

The main targets of Wertham and Kefauver’s assault were the popular crime and horror comics of the day, and especially William Gaines’s E.C. Comics, most famous for the classic Tales from the Crypt.

SENATOR KEFAUVER [holding up a copy of E.C.’s SuspensStories]: This seems to be a man with a bloody axe holding a woman’s head up which has been severed from her body. Do you think that is in good taste?

 

GAINES: Yes sir, I do, for the cover of a horror comic.22



Well, all right, then.

But beyond the gore and violence, there was, again, the fear of the  queer, especially in the men-in-tights milieu of the superhero. “Batman stories are psychologically homosexual,” Wertham wrote. “The Batman type of story may stimulate children to homosexual fantasies.”

J. Edgar Hoover was not without an opinion. “Millions of innocent children are exposed in their formative years to reading matter and art depicting sexual travesties [that are] creating criminals faster than jails can be built,” he sighed.

Wertham also decried Superman as fascist and anti-American.23

It seemed that no matter where one turned, there was something to be afraid of—the Russians, the bomb, lavender lads, juvenile delinquents, Negroes . . . Suburbia was supposed to be the American dream and free us from our fears, unite us into solid communities and protect us from outside threats, but the suburban experience was in actuality a bludgeoning nightmare of boredom, painted in pastels. Women, especially, were caught in a horrifying vortex of existential nothingness, trying to emulate the perfect, beaming moms perpetrated on television. By the end of the decade, tranquilizer use among housewives was soaring.

The irony was that people were escaping the city for space, to get away from the crowds, but truly suburbia was the more oppressive choice, buzzing with busybody neighbors suspicious of anyone not in lockstep with God and country, and the sudden societal (not to mention marital) pressure to keep up with the Joneses. In Anytown, USA, you were always visible. There was no real freedom, unlike in the city, where even though you were caged in an apartment—your roof was someone’s floor, and you shared walls with strangers—no one cared. You could be an anonymous weirdie and go about your deviant business with impunity.

To anyone listening, there were echoes gurgling from the underbelly of society—rock ’n’ roll was rebellion, and, as corny as it sounds now, it scared the shit out of parents who could not impress their culture of conformity on their kids. James Dean as Jim Stark in Rebel Without a Cause spoke volumes to a new generation gap, the harsh reality of teenage angst, and the ugly fact that juvenile delinquency had spread from the urban jungle to well-groomed suburbia. Peyton Place—first the novel, and then the movie and TV series—pulled the sheets off the jelly belly of polite society, exposing what we all knew was there in the first place: jiggling, libidinous hypocrisy perpetrated on a grand scale.

But, as with every decade, there is historical shorthand that has become the cliché.24 What were the “’50s,” exactly? The picture painted in American Graffiti, or its watered-down TV sister, Happy Days? Sock hops and soda shops? Perry Como and Dinah Shore, or Buddy Holly and Fats Domino? HUAC? Korea? Duck and Cover? And how come no one ever name-checks de Kooning while they’re braying about Elvis?

Laundry lists of memes belie the complexity and confusion of any age. So let’s just take this as a given: In the 1950s, America had no idea what the fuck she was doing. She was finding herself. Actually, she always would be. And therein lies her beauty. America is, most of all, a country of possibilities.

 

 

INTO THIS MUCK waded Hugh Hefner. His was the opposite of suburban escapism—it was the resurrection of the urban male.

In 1955, only 10 percent of people interviewed thought that an unmarried person could be happy. Eighty percent held the opinion that bachelors were “sick, neurotic, and immoral.”25

Hef knew otherwise. But no matter the vision, pioneering whatsis,  or meticulous wordsmithery of the editor-in-chief—magazines, like rock ’n’ roll bands, are collaborative efforts. As Homer Simpson once put it, speaking to the genius of Grand Funk Railroad, “behind Mark Farner’s wild, shirtless lyrics” were “the bong-rattling bass of Mel Schacher . . . and the competent drum work of Don Brewer.”

Over time Hef assembled a top-shelf crew of talented editors and artists who shared his vision, chauvinism, and chutzpah. Among them, art director26 Art Paul stands alone as the unsung hero of this Iliad.

Hef first approached Paul about illustrating a story for the launch of what Hef was still calling Stag Party. It was hard to take it seriously—with a name like that, Paul reckoned, the rag was doomed to fail. And, based on the sketches Hef showed him, it looked too much like Esquire, which, Paul agreed, had become staid after the war. Worse, even, it was a shoddy version thereof, combining some of the more hackneyed notes of the “Magazine for Men” with stiff, unfunny  cartoons, ideas pinched undiluted from movie magazines, and a touch of unrefined sleaze from Hef’s former employer Men’s World. But Hef eventually won Paul over with his wired enthusiasm, fueled in part by a Pepsi-Cola habit that had reached twelve bottles a day.

Paul understood the challenge immediately, and the opportunity to move away from Hef’s instincts to emulate Esquire and create a “new language of design.” Beginning with the cover of issue one—which, thanks to (fortuitously, in this case) a limited budget, was printed with a duotone process that later generations would regard as part of the cool of “mid-century modern”—the design hinted at an openness that had yet to be exploited in other magazines. As rough as it was, there was still a hint of sophistication about it, an asymmetry far more unrestrained than anything the editor—who also knew a thing or two about art—would have been inclined to execute. As Paul put it, it “set the magazine off from the overworked designs of its counterparts, which all centered around close-ups of faces crowded by type describing the contents from corner to corner.” He also designed the Bunny logo, no small feat of cultural iconography.

Paul had been a student at the Institute of Design in Chicago, which had become something of a boiling pot for modern graphic design, with roots going back to the Bauhaus. In fact Paul studied with László Moholy-Nagy, one of the Bauhaus’s most fevered intellectuals, who had been part of the school that focused on crippling class snobbery by merging fine art with craft and design. Aside from innovations in typography (as well as being an accomplished painter, sculptor, and designer), Moholy-Nagy had created a new vision for photography as an art form that could see things “beyond the human eye.”

Part of Paul’s gift was his ability to break through the conventional barriers of what was considered “high” and “low” art, treating illustrators and their work with the same respect that writers and “artists” received for theirs. This breaking down of barriers earned Paul kudos for launching the “Illustration Liberation Movement,” a front that would be particularly active in the pages of Playboy. Eventually he would petition painters to contribute to Playboy, but in the meantime he was fearless in blowing up the work of “lesser artists” through its pages, creating a vivacity and an avant edge that were sorely needed to  push Playboy’s nouveau-urban vibe beyond Hef’s Ivy League, Brooks Brothers sensibilities. Sure, the girls livened it up, but with all this chatter about smart design and modern living, they had to deliver the goods or wind up in the same gray twilight that had consumed Esquire.

Hef, so far unlucky in love but about to be blessed in business, scored a game winner with Paul. Without him as design historian and cultural custodian, Stephen Heller27 once noted, “Playboy would have languished in a netherworld between pulp and porn.”

 

 

TO LOOK AT the first issue of Playboy, at least from the jaded perch of twenty-first century, postmodern know-it-all-ness, is to scratch one’s head and wonder how this rag could have ever been such a runaway success in any zeitgeist.

The whole thing looked somewhat cobbled together. Art Paul had yet to come on full-time, and although there were hints at what was to come, with few exceptions the typography and artwork didn’t do much more than loiter on the page. The cartoons, especially, seemed random and thrown together, without much consideration for placement or, for that matter, laughs—the general tone being not so much ha-ha as a smug snicker at the whorishness of the fairer sex. One gag featured two babes in their bras and panties, with the caption “What’s the past tense of virgin?” Tee-hee. Another wasn’t even a joke, just a naked woman in the shower with the caption “After you finish with that faucet, Mr. Jackson, I wish you’d take a look at this shower.”

And the editorial? Oy. The first piece of featured fiction was a slice of the Decameron, a fourteenth-century bit of bawdiness that was already bordering on passé by the time Chaucer read it—and then one-upped the author with the Canterbury Tales. America’s first great publisher,  Benjamin Franklin, was featured with a reprint of his MILF-happy letter, “Advice to a Friend on Choosing a Mistress,” brimming with sage advice: You should prefer old Women to young ones . . . because when Women cease to be handsome, they study to be good . . . Because there is no hazard of Children, which irregularly produc’d may be attended with much Inconvenience . . . And as in the dark all Cats are grey.

The next bit was a Sherlock Holmes story, which, being only half a century old, made it relatively fresh. And then there was “A Horseman in the Sky,” by Ambrose Bierce, first published in 1889.28

Service stories included a two-page photo feature on office furniture, and a recipe for Sob-Sob Chicken. In between all of this were a few bits of soft nudity—a goofy story on how to play “Strip Quiz” and a perfectly harmless bit of California sunbathing. The issue’s lone shot at the hep-cat culture Hef was always cooing about? A profile of his beloved Dorsey Brothers, those rumble-seat recluses from the heyday of the big bands. “They may bring that era back,” boasted the story’s teaser. Sure, Hef. Twenty-three skidoo!

So how does a forty-two-page magazine loaded with cheap public-domain editorial and Jurassic jazzbo ejaculations become the putative Lexington and Concord of the sexual revolution?

The short answer is thus: Marilyn Monroe.

America in 1953 was just not a hip place. It didn’t give a shit about jazz any more than it does now. It may seem like Dizzy and Bird and Miles and the rest were giants in their time, but—although in the sense of their artistic prowess and intellectual adventurism they were titans—they plied their art in front of mere hundreds in nightclubs, some nights just dozens, possibly a few thousand at the bigger festivals. Their later influence and reputations, and the clichés of their couture and boho lifestyles, outshone their quotidian reality in supernova-esque proportions. And a decade after the big-band era flatlined, no one was buying magazines to read about the Dorseys.

Nor was the thundering herd of men who came running for Playboy  boffo for six-hundred-year-old jewels of Italian literature, no matter how ribald, nor for advice on how to buy a new desk, even if Charles Eames himself came by to discuss the virtues of the minimal and the modern. But, as they always were, as they would always be, American men were gonzo for a great-looking girl.

In 1953, M.M. was not quite a superstar, but she was still plenty hot. She hadn’t yet delivered her ultimate star turns in Some Like It Hot, The Seven Year Itch, How to Marry a Millionaire, Gentleman Prefer Blondes, Bus Stop, etc. (not to mention a particularly piquant version of “Happy Birthday” sung to her very special friend, President John F. Kennedy), but she had made quite an impression in The Asphalt Jungle and All About Eve, and had managed to land on the cover of LIFE magazine in April 1952 with the legend “The Talk of Hollywood”—this soon after a naked photo of her, the same dreamy, drop-dead portrait that Hef licensed for the nascent Playboy, had popped up in a nudie calendar. Originally, the identity of the goddess in the calendar was nothing more than rumored—the Hollywood press chattered away as they do, hoping, of course, that this nameless vixen who looked like Miss Monroe just might prove to be the up-and-coming screen siren herself, and then they might get to make hay of the scandal.

But Marilyn bested the hordes of would-be Hedda Hoppers and low-wattage scandal whores when she came clean and, shrouded in the kind of contrition and humility for which Americans are notoriously suckers, confessed that the photo was indeed of her, and that she had posed for it only when she needed money to pay her bills and keep the repo man off her back. The collective “a www wwwww” could be heard all the way from Tinseltown to Yankee Stadium in the Bronx, where future short-term hubby Joe DiMaggio hit baseballs for a living. With Marilyn, Hef had caught lightning in a bottle. He could not possibly have chosen better.

From the tips of her curled toes to her painted mouth, her sleepy eyes, her tangle of curly red-blond hair, the submissive, come-to-me curve of her arched back, the way her hand turned out against the soft red velvet set, and everything in between—especially everything in between—she was the one-in-a-million über-doll, the Platonic, neoPlatonic, classical, Romantic, and postimpressionist ideal of dream fuck. She was a goddess, empowered by the Creator to twirl mortals—physicists, playwrights, and presidents among them—around her little finger and capture the collective id of the public at large to the point of becoming an icon for men who normally weren’t even interested in women. So great was her power that she drove a narcissist like Norman Mailer to write fifty thousand words of drivel in the voice of Marilyn herself.

Playboy No. 1, which carried neither a date (who knew if there was going to be a second issue?) nor a masthead (everyone was still living in fear of the postmaster general, the self-appointed arbiter of obscenity), sold an astonishing fifty-four thousand copies, about an 80 percent sell-through of the initial seventy thousand printed. The second issue sold even more. Within a year, the print run had more than doubled, and by 1955—the year Disneyland opened up in California, General Motors became the first corporation to bank $1 billion in profits,29 and Rosa Parks was arrested for not taking her seat at the back of the bus—it was dropping five hundred thousand copies on America, a number that would double again, and more, in the next year. In 1956, over a million copies of Mr. Hefner’s bible for better living were being distributed and he was ringing the bell with something like $3.5 million in gross sales, surpassing his colleagues at Esquire, who were left looking like yesterday’s news.

Marilyn’s mind-boggling boffability may have been what put the nascent Playboy into the paws of horny men, but there is no denying that somewhere among this mess was something else that resonated enough to bring them back.

The formula was brilliant. Hef was embracing the very thing against which he was rebelling—damning to hell middle-class values while simultaneously vaunting shallow, postwar materialism as the ticket to spiritual satisfaction. Despite his protests, he was the very definition of bourgeois. He gave lip service to mainstream American values, but he advocated the conspicuous consumption that was at the heart of the nation’s pride in its hard-won prosperity. In this case it was sports cars, not station wagons; stereo components, not washer-dryers—but  it was constructed with the same vapid building blocks of materialism and peddled by the same chince Mammon who pushed aluminum siding and riding mowers. Hef was creating a new playbook for the single male, but it was still based on the old caste system of He with the Coolest Stuff Wins.

The mojo of it was real enough—in his heart and in his soul, Hef believed. After all, it was everything he had ever wanted, the pinnacle of his own obsessions with sex and the perception of sophistication. He spelled it out famously in the first issue of Playboy:We don’t mind telling you in advance—we plan on spending most of our time inside. We like our apartment . . . We enjoy mixing up cocktails and an hors d’oeuvre or two, putting a little mood music on the phonograph and inviting in a female acquaintance for a quiet discussion on Picasso, Nietzsche, jazz, sex.





As manifestos go, it didn’t have the zip or bravado of the Italian futurists, or the giddiness of Tzara and the Dadaists, or the tooth of Valerie Solanas and her SCUM tirade, or the Orwellian fearmongering of the Unabomber, but it was a nice bit of rhetoric, fearless in its own way, tossing off the machismo of the era and embracing pastimes normally reserved for the female of the species, namely, cooking and shopping.

It was a dandy trick: Hef was an elitist posing as a populist, in love with his own twee self and yet unafraid of stooping down and giving the hoi polloi a real dose of “Hey Joe, getta loada da tits on dis broad!”

There was no cynicism, no irony. He proclaimed The Playboy to be the ultimate individual in a world of sheep, and in doing so made a major contribution to the marketing model for every brand that pushed a message of individualism while gleefully badging the populace with its mark. From Levi’s and Ray-Bans to the rugged autonomy of the Marlboro man, and later Nike and Apple, they all preached individuality while encouraging compliance and conformity among the tribe.

Of course, it was all an illusion. Smoking Marlboros didn’t make you a cowboy any more than wearing Ray-Bans made you a movie star  or the Nike swoosh made you a stud on the golf course. Hef himself was in a fairly staid marriage, at least until his magazine became successful, at which point he took off on a relentless tear of casual sex and unceremoniously dumped his wife. But when the first issue dropped, he hardly had the means to go gallivanting around like the King of Pussy Town—he had had to borrow money from his mom to pay for the first issue. And he was still basically square. But the kayfabe was flawless.

Kayfabe is an old carny word, later adopted by professional wrestling—it is the illusion that everything you see is real. To stay kayfabe means to protect the secrets of the business and to never come clean to the marks, meaning the rubes who thought they might really have a chance of winning big at any of the midway games. Or laying the centerfold.

In wrestling, kayfabe means never breaking character; it means there are no actors, everything is legit. That is to say, the Russian bad-niks really are the godless commies they portray, the evil sheik really is from Iran and really hates all things American, and you would never see them at each other’s kids’ birthday parties, or, say, getting busted smoking pot with one of the flag-waving patriotic good guys whom they had fought earlier in the evening. (Which has happened from time to time, and is a major embarrassment for everyone, and really bad for business.)

Hef knew as well as anyone it was all about “living the gimmick” and preserving the illusion, and he was a master of it. Eventually he would live in his pajamas, and his smoking jacket and stick pipe would become as iconic as the man and his brand. He grew it, fostered it, and kept it long after its shelf life had expired and he had begun spending his days doddering around the grounds of his manse, a beloved anachronism, kind of like your slightly bent uncle.

But to anyone reading the magazine’s first salvo, it was all very real. In this country of possibilities, anything could happen. We had just won the great war, and everything spangled in ways that it never had before. There was more money, more wealth, more credit. You could become The Playboy on layaway.

Beyond this, Hef legitimized nudity on the printed page, no little  feat. In a country that sixty years down the line would still be ruled by prudes throwing sheets over classical statues in the rotundas of the nation’s capital, Hef was delivering the goods to your front door. The dream was coming true.

And let’s face it, gone was the pretense that this was art. I wouldn’t want to insult the memory of Marilyn by downgrading it to “jerk-off fodder,” but Hef would have had to have been a dithering idiot to think that this wasn’t going to inspire his readers to giddy acts of autostimulation. Having M.M. over to discuss the vagaries of German nihilism and synthetic cubism was probably not going to be an option, but you can bet she did for the libidinous fantasies of young men what Helen of Troy’s face did for the armada.

It was all good, because reading Playboy made you feel smart. In a lot of ways, it reached over the heads of the reader. Jazz? Politics?? Nietzsche??? The entire concept was prima facie ridiculous.

But with a telling wink and nod, clearly, at the end of the day it was all about getting the girl. To read the fantasy fodder in Hef’s magazine was to buy into a world where bosomy Playmates practically fell from the trees, or at least bar stools, and every man worth a highball glass of decent liquor had the syncopated sound of modern jazz oozing out of his state-of-the-art hi-fi and fondue burbling away in the background, the combined soundtrack of which was a mating call for the kinda gal who was fed up with macho yokels and yearned to be pleasured by a man of taste and sophistication. Namely, Hef. Or, better, his avatar—namely, you.







3

Girls! Girls! Girls!

AFTER MARILYN, HEF hit high marks in Playboy’s first decade with Bettie Page, Jayne Mansfield, and Anita Ekberg, whom Esquire, newly revamped to compete with its former employee Hefner, featured in its September 1955 issue, a month after Playboy had her. Except in Esquire, she was wearing . . . clothes. Time magazine, watching from the respectable sidelines, snorted that Esquire could not keep “abreast” with Hef, ha ha.

Mostly, though, with the exceptions of the occasional Ekberg or Mansfield, the ’50s girls were anonymous toys. Certainly, nothing even came close to the primordial Marilyn, the big bang that sparked the success of the Playboy universe.

At first they were given nothing more than names—they had no history, no past, no provenance, no soul. But as time went on, the women were afforded personalities to make them seem more “real”—the “girl next door” whom the boss was always carping about.

And then Hef hit on a brilliant bit of recruiting and talked his circulation manager, the pseudonymous Janet Pilgrim, into posing for the magazine. She agreed on the condition that he buy her a modern gizmo that automatically affixed the addresses to the plain brown wrappers the magazine was shipped in.

Pilgrim was a smash—readers fell in love with a girl who was “as efficient as she is good looking”; photos of her appeared two more  times following her debut as Miss July 1955, in a photo spread that began with her conferring with Hef over subscription numbers and ended in full-color, breast-baring glory sitting at her vanity, getting dolled up for a night out with The Playboy himself. The following Christmas, we got a peek at Janet at home—not surprisingly, in a suave apartment appointed with a neato hi-fi and modern art, the meat and potatoes of the cosmopolitan cupcake. We learned that she favored lounging in men’s pajama tops (“she throws the bottoms away”), and that she was currently reading Marjorie Morningstar and liked to date on weekends. Once again, the Hefner kayfabe was without peer.

In Pilgrim, he brought the Playmate directly within arm’s reach: “Potential Playmates are all around you,” her first feature chirped: “the new secretary at your office, the doe-eyed beauty who sat opposite at lunch yesterday, the girl who sells your shirt and ties at your favorite store.” Sounds like easy pickins, but of course the underlying message was still that you needed a sports car and a wardrobe to rival David Nivens’s to score. No explanation was offered as to how a circulation manager (one willing to pose for the price of an Addressograph machine to help her with her menial job) could afford the furs and diamonds she sported in the centerfold shot.

Miss July 1958, however, was the queen of the realm, the one Playmate bright enough to play the game for realsies. The title was typically banal and dismissive—“Miss July is a Writer . . . a Phi Beta Kappa and a pretty Playmate, too”—but she was all that and more. In fact, Alice Denham, posing in the opening shot hovering over a typewriter, and later smoking and reviewing a manuscript with Hef (the centerfold inexplicably shows her off mid–pillow fight), wrote the fiction piece for that very issue, a play-by-play Las Vegas confession called “The Deal—$1,000 for a Single Night.” Miss Denham declared the story pure imagination, allowing only that she had a bit in common with the protagonist, and that she was working on a novel that would be “an exploration of the female mind” while modeling to “pay the grocer.”

The accompanying centerfold copy told the story of how when Hef saw the standard author photo that came with her story, he realized immediately that he needed to see more, and talked Miss Denham into dropping her “Phi Beta Kappa key and other incidentals” to pose  for the magazine—when in reality the idea to pitch a story to be published along with a centerfold was Denham’s marketing brainstorm alone. Again the Hefner kayfabe ruled the day, much to the gushing of the masses, who bought in to the Playboy fantasy hook, line, and sinker.30

Every once in a while, when you were least expecting it, Hef would go butch on you. Miss April 1956 is wearing blue jeans and posing with a claw hammer, doing a bit of home improvement, hanging a picture. Well, it’s a cubist masterpiece, or a cheap print of one, anyway; nonetheless, the entire tableau is a real head-scratcher. Titled “Rusty Is a Rustic Gal,” the text is a train wreck of mangled southern twang: “This here is a reel mountain girl, yes sir . . . she thin come to thet big citty famus far its holly trees—Hollywood! Thar to fight her way to the top n show buzzness . . .”

To which part of the Playboy readership did Hef think he was pandering with this nonsense? And how the hell did we get from deifying Marilyn Monroe to mauling Mark Twain? Quite possibly, buried in Hef’s midwestern psyche, a farmer’s daughter with a fetish for modern art registered as a dream girl.31

But apparently he knew what he was doing, because Playboy continued to resonate with a wide swath of American men—those stuck in split-level homes and yearning for the swinging scene of the big city, and those with bachelor pads in L.A. or Chicago or Boston or New York who were already in the fast lane and for whom Playboy  magazine was no storybook, but a guidebook, and a clean break from the testosterone-driven, jock culture of high school clods.

Hef took on the censors—dismissing with his usual combination of smarts and smirk an overzealous postmaster who refused Playboy a second-class mailing permit, a Chicago bookstore that wanted the magazine banned, and a San Francisco police chief who tried to connect the usual dots between smut, communism, and juvenile delinquency.

Throughout, Hef remained a workaholic. He was focused to the point of mania and often could not understand why others were not capable of maintaining his high standards. He fired off memos with the muzzle velocity of an automatic weapon, blasting away at the most arcane points of grammar and style. He could be short-tempered and dismissive with his underlings and was notoriously parsimonious when it came to handing out praise. But business was booming and Hefner had become a millionaire and a celebrity, appearing on television and being featured in mainstream magazines to debate and explain the popularity and righteousness of Playboy, and how it was nothing less than a beacon for the new American morality.

And then he began wearing pajamas to work.

It seemed an odd choice, even for a guy who had taken to sleeping in the small apartment, the editor-in-chief’s office–cum–pied-à-terre, with a parade of women, many of them Playmates, who would drift in and out at all times of day for private meetings.

Yet for all the jiggery-pokery, one could never accuse Hef of having a traditional macho streak. In fact, he decried as “blatantly homosexual” the kind of beer-drinking, clomping-through-the-woods male activities that other men’s magazines celebrated, leaving one to wonder, then, how to measure a man who padded around his office in silk PJs, sucking on a stick pipe.

Whether he was aware at the time that he was developing a successful gimmick or was just becoming more eccentric with the sexual excess that had eluded him pre-Playboy is a matter of speculation, but, like the trappings of the best professional wrestlers, it was an extension of the man himself—the loungewear spoke to the new leisure class and abundant sexual freedom that Hef had made his fortune promoting. But it was a still a strange choice of threads for a cat who had  last been seen preaching the gospel of Brooks Brothers and had appropriated an Ivy League pride in dressing conservatively. On anyone else, it could have easily been seen as a communist threat to the backbone of working-class America.32

 

 

IN 1956, HEF made a key move and hired an editorial director, someone who could take his goal of staking out an intellectual high ground and meld it to Art Paul’s increasingly sophisticated layouts.

A. C. Spectorsky was a high flier in the literary world, and hiring him—after licensing the Marilyn photo and convincing Art Paul that there was a future in Playboy—was probably the best early decision Hef could have made.

Hef had vision, but “Spec” had the chops and the contacts to turn Playboy not only into a vessel for outstanding contemporary writing, but eventually into a genuinely great magazine. His curriculum vitae could have been cooked just for the gig, but he was strictly legit: a player in the literary world, an important critic and egghead author—his book The Exurbanites took on the postwar hordes who had fled the city for the spilling fields of the suburbs—who had also for a time been an inmate at the New Yorker, where he penned, among other things, a story about how he was able to get out of military training while in college in 1940.

Eventually Spec was handling the real day-to-day editorial chores as Hef got lost in increasingly ambitious big-picture stuff and the  beginning of a nasty amphetamine addiction that would keep him wide awake for years.

Spectorsky also hired staff with whom he dealt himself, keeping things professional and running like a real magazine, away from his increasingly motorhead, megalomaniacal boss who was capable of vetting each word to the point of absurdity, and rewriting commas in marathon bouts of chemically fueled, obsessive-compulsive editing sessions, a real writer’s nightmare.

Spectorsky immediately began throwing literary soirees and using his contacts to pull in the A-list writers who would help Playboy become truly one of the best American magazines for years. The shift in content was tectonic—the ribald public-domain stories would overstay their welcome at the behest of Hef, whose love of the hoary infested pretty much everything he touched, but Playboy began publishing an astonishing roster of writers. No one could say with certainty who was reading this stuff, but even the dumbest lunkhead, blinded by the boobies in the centerfold, had to feel smart bringing home a magazine that featured such men of letters as John Steinbeck, James Jones, Arthur C. Clarke, W. Somerset Maugham, Norman Mailer, Philip Roth, and John Updike. Even snobs who snorted at titty mags could not so easily dismiss out of hand a magazine that featured fiction by Ray Bradbury, illustrated by Pablo Picasso.

But even while the magazine blossomed with top-shelf literature and gorgeous design, Hefner remained remarkably consistent in its worldview. His taste in music was practically paleo—what was the King of Swing, Benny Goodman, whose career had peaked in 1938 and was practically moribund by ’45, doing featured in a 1956 issue of Playboy? Wasn’t this the same guy who had declared back in ’53 that “bop has done more to set music back for years than anything”?

And it trickled down to the readers. How could Louis Armstrong possibly win the Playboy Jazz Poll in 1957? How could Stan Getz be the best tenor player for ten years running? The obsession with the upscale kitsch and odd-meter gimmickry of Dave Brubeck was relentless among Hef and his coterie of cocktail-party swells—Brubeck won Best Piano for almost ten years straight (conceding the award only between ’58 and ’60, to brilliant but ultimately middle-of-the-road  Erroll Garner) and was featured routinely in the magazine, along with his sax man, Paul Desmond, and drummer, Joe Morello, who continued to rack up kudos in their own categories for years after they stopped doing anything fresh. It all spoke to a lack of cultural adventurism that the magazine liked to preach but, until the next decade, at least, hardly practiced.

True, Hef was socially liberal, a sexual libertine, and a genuine progressive in the fight for civil rights and basic freedoms—a good part of which were ultimately self-serving. But, silk pajamas notwithstanding, his buttoned-down conservatism ruled the day in many matters of taste. He was a vocal supporter of Eisenhower before he finally decided to vote the Stevenson ticket in ’56, and confessed that Playboy “would probably be Republican in all of its national views. I know that I am.”

As for rock ’n’ roll, forget about it. Playboy’s famed jazz critic Leonard Feather tarred the upstart music in language so moldy it could have cured the clap: “Man has evolved from the lower forms of animal life and in this he shares a common origin with the monkey. In the same way authentic jazz and rock ’n’ roll are related. But from its original ragtime beginnings, through Dixieland, swing, bop, progressive, and cool—jazz, like man, has learned to walk erect and speak with intelligence. Rock ’n’ roll shares a common beginning with jazz, but it has evolved no further than the primitive, gibbering ape.”

 

 

IT WASN’T LONG before the Playboy knockoffs began cluttering the newsstand: He (“For Guys with Guts”); Dude (The Magazine Devoted to Pleasure”); Gent (“An Approach to Relaxation”); Escapade (not even a knockoff but pure imitation—its December 1956 issue featured a calendar shot of Marilyn Monroe and a profile of white jazz swoosh-meister Stan Kenton); Adam, Rogue, Nugget, Cavalier, Caper, Hi-Life (“The Live It Up Magazine for Gentlemen”); Jackpot (“The Cad’s Home Companion”); Casanova (“For Lovers of Life”); Jem (“The Magazine for Masterful Men!”); Satan (“Devilish Entertainment for Men”); and Relax (“Prescription for Pleasure”) among them. Some of these titles survived up through the 1980s and ’90s in one way or another, changing owners like socks and shifting style to the fin-de-siècle hardcore  that marked the last era of men’s magazines, but during the ’50s and into the ’60s, the best of the lot shared the joie de vivre, at least in kayfabe spirit, of their muse, Monsieur Hefner.

Ditto for quality literature, which became a recurring riff of the genre. Kerouac did a column for Escapade, poets Allen Gins berg and LeRoi Jones could be caught in the same issue of Swank, William Saroyan popped up in both Swank and Nugget, and future U.S. poet laureate, winner of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and the only person to ever win the Pulitzer for both fiction and nonfiction, Robert Penn Warren, appeared in Dude. And what the fuck was Jean-Paul Sartre doing in Gent? It’s not every man who wants a dose of existentialism with his D-cups. But on and on it went: John Dos Passos, D. H. Lawrence, Faulkner . . . they all had a presence, along with the prurience. It’s been a long time since so many great writers were so well-known.33 It was a different time, when top-notch writing was a hot ticket.

Not every men’s mag on the stands was a Playboy wannabe—Hefner’s old employer George von Rosen aimed down-market and sold Men’s World to a blue-collar, beer-swilling crowd that loved titties no less than the Playboy crowd but had little use for recipes and highfalutin fiction and unaffordable hi-fis. There still existed an American male who wanted to run through the jungle. But if it was just naked girls you wanted from your newsstand purchase, you could leap into a parallel world of pretense and pick up one of the popular “artist’s” titles that featured tits and ass cover to cover: Studio, Art and Photography, Life Study, Amateur Art and Camera. In their own tawdry way, these were the best bang for your early to mid-’50s buck, at least in the titty department, and short of lying about wanting to read the latest treatise on silk cravats or lose yourself in some high-minded fiction, you could claim to be an artiste studying the classical form—and never mind the old dodge about getting women to pose nude for you, because, after all, these magazines were educational. Then again, they also carried with them the subtle stench of Greenwich Village  bohemia and struggling, unwashed artists, and in no way supported the moneyed Playboy lifestyle.

As for Playboy and the so-called Beat Generation, once again Hef managed to come up to the edge of the water without actually jumping in, but still come away looking like he’d gotten wet.

Allen Ginsberg published Howl in 1956, and by the following year it had been tried for obscenity, ruled not obscene in a much celebrated trial, and subsequently accepted as a masterpiece of American literature. That same year, Jack Kerouac finally published On the Road, a rambling prose-jazz jumble written six years earlier during a three-week amphetamine jag—a working style that Hef would come to rely on himself, but would never romanticize.

The July 1959 Playboy went about as far into orbit as Hef was going to go with those crazy beatniks, doing his best to co-opt the hep-cat culture without ceding an inch of his get-the-girl mantra of visible prosperity in all things.

On the cover, under the line “INVITATION TO YACHTING,” this month’s issue offered “Beat Poems by Top Beatniks” and “Playboy’s Beat Playmate.”34 Photographed by no less than Russ Meyer, she was prostrate on a sofa, apparently in the throes of a real scene, with half-filled wine glasses and an overflowing ashtray taking up the floor, along with a smattering of LP records, and, uncharacteristically for Meyer’s professed specialty, with her voluptuous bum bold and bare and her breasts completely covered. In the accompanying text, she swears that “Prokofiev drives me out of my skull!”

“The Beat Poems” was a triptych by Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Gregory Corso,35 laid out with pictures of jive cats and hep kittens from both coasts, gathering for “unconventional conversation.”

It might have been a bit stiff, and definitely a little late to the  party,36 but as the self-appointed steward of mid-century modernism and all that was hip, Playboy couldn’t just willfully ignore America’s first great postwar literary trend.

But wait. There was a problem.

While these beatniks shared a love of sex and jazz and an anticon-formist streak with Hef, they also broadcast the perils of materialism (Kerouac once bemoaned that America was “a slave to the Deepfreeze and the hi-fi”)—heresy in the Church of Hef. Not to mention that these unshaven hopheads were just percolating with drugs. Hef may have been buzzing on the bop pills and hip to the wonders of Mary Jane—over the years he would become a staunch advocate for the legalization of marijuana and the potential of LSD—but there was no way he was going to back that pony in his tony mainstream magazine, not while J. Edgar Hoover was still on the job. And even with Joe McCarthy dead and disgraced, the Red Scare was tweaked to the point of terror toward potheads and bearded artists.

So, while embracing the new literature in the magazine, Hef put down the lifestyle in interviews and began pushing his own invention, the upbeat generation—perhaps not such a surprising shtick from a guy who drank Pepsi by the case.37

Sure, it was cynical, but ultimately Hef was a politician of Clintonian proportions, triangulating his constituency. On one side of this right triangle of well-measured marketing was the rebellious urban sophisticate, the proud bachelor whose lifestyle was a middle finger to the  manicured lawns and Victorian mores of the American dream at its most mundane. The facing side was smarty-pants Hef, the genius who wielded Playboy as a beacon of brain power. Smart was cool. Smart got you laid.

But most important was the third side of the triangle, the hotted-up hypotenuse that kept the structure erect—the modern man as Don Juan redux, the promise of sexual delights no married man could even imagine. It was the tits and ass, legitimized by all of the above.

It may have been chimerical, but for Hef it had become a reality. He finally got what every virgin nerd dreamed of—he wasn’t just getting titty off the girl next door, he was fucking the entire cheerleading squad, and every man in America was in awe.

Making the fantasy even more tangible, Hef bought the first Playboy mansion in Chicago in 1959, a late nineteenth-century pile of bricks that he would turn into Playboy Central, at least until ’71, when he would open up the West Coast edition, the sprawling estate that would become famous for its Romanesque Hollywood orgies and come to be the true manifestation of the Playboy ideal, Mecca for the common man. But for now, the seventy-room Chicago edition would do just fine.

Typical of what it represented, the first mansion would be an eclectic mix of great taste—beautiful expressionist paintings and the best of mid-century-modern decor—contrasted with gaudy excess, e.g., ridiculous suits of armor and outré chandeliers. There were dozens of bedrooms with marble fireplaces, an indoor swimming pool, and an underwater glass bar. Hef’s master bedroom was appointed with his famous round bed, crazy lights, and, to pump up the James Bond gizmo factor, remote control everything—televisions, tape machine, wet bar. The plaque on the front door read Si Non Oscillas, Noli Tintinnare, which was Latin jive, care of Spectorsky, for “If you don’t swing, don’t ring.” Not only was Hef sitting at the cool kids’ table, he owned the joint.

 

 

HEF’S GO AT his own TV show was first-generation Playboy at its finest. It was all there—the swankitude and the suave, real-gone adults getting juiced in a world untainted by the savage beat of rock ’n’ roll, but holding their own so well that no teenybopper snark could  possibly tear them down for being square or not with it. These cats ruled the roost, and their clubhouse was well stocked with liquor, swinging sounds, and hot, easily impressed dolls.

Playboy’s Penthouse, which debuted on syndicated television in October 1959, was, at least for now, the zenith of Hef’s ambition. The show begins with a noir cityscape—we’re flying over Chicago with the sizzle of the great Cy Coleman’s original theme song bubbling under our wings, only to land soft as kittens in an elevator, Hef’s elevator, which whisks us up to Hef’s pad . . . And here he is, the man of the hour, greeting us personally, warmly, signature pipe in hand and barely able to contain his glee. “Hello. I’m Hugh Hefner, the editor and publisher of Playboy magazine. Won’t you come in?”

The Penthouse—actually a TV studio—is buzzing. Coming through the door, we nearly smack into Lenny Bruce, who is flirting with a couple of Playmates and making a mess of a bottle of champagne, threatening to turn Hef’s urbane utopia into the locker room of the World Series champs, but one look from the boss, and Lenny is back under control.

Hef, the perfect host, introduces the Playmates and his right-hand man, A. C. Spectorsky, all of whom shuttle off so Hef can introduce the piano player, and holy shit, it’s Cy Fucking Coleman himself, and he’s comping away on an upright in the middle of the room, as if he lives for nothing else but to play the piano at his friends’ cocktail parties.

Cy is the perfect foil for Hef. He’s cool, but not so cool that he makes Hef look uptight. Lenny Bruce will do that soon enough, but for now, Cy turns Hef on to a new bit he wrote for his song “Witchcraft”—you know, the one Sinatra just had a hit with. It’s some kind of bridge or middle eight that he dreamt up after Sinatra recorded it, and it is positively transcendent. You get the feeling that everyone in the room is going to get laid just as soon as they turn the cameras off, and that there isn’t going to be anything dirty about it—you can tell just from watching that everyone in the room smells great.37

And then Cy tops himself by playing a song that Sinatra has promised to record just as soon as he gets around to it, a little thing Cy wrote called “The Best Is Yet to Come,” which we all know now as the funkiest thing Frank would ever record, a real honey of a tune with a backbeat that could make Christ come dancing off the cross.

But just think: This is the first time anyone outside of Cy and Frank and a select few has ever heard this number. You have just been handed the keys to the kingdom, and it is positively, absolutely devastating. And who knew Cy Coleman could sing so pretty? I mean, hell’s bells, if he came over to my place and played like that, no kidding, I’d fuck him myself, suck his cock, whatever he wanted.

My favorite part of this episode is when Lenny Bruce, now thoroughly shitfaced—and I mean gassed right down to his wingtips—beats Hef out of his drink.

“Hey, Hef,” he says, drooling the argot of the professional drunkie-junkie. “Gimme a taste.”

And he grabs Hef’s cocktail, or mocktail, because there is almost certainly no booze in it, and shuffles off to park beside a couple of dolls on the sofa.

Somehow, in the few moments between Lenny’s scamming Hef’s drink and Hef’s joining Lenny on the sofa, Lenny has scored himself another drink, a real one. He is not quite as tight as, say, Ray Milland in the second reel of The Lost Weekend, but he’s well on his way to Zonksville and it’s all Hef can do to keep it cool while he tries to get someone to bring him—the freakin’ host—a drink, and it’s all he can do to cover his frustration with a smile.

“I was wondering,” Lenny asks Hef—and you can tell that Hef loves him, but is also wondering if it was such a good idea having him on the show, because Lenny is the very definition of a loose cannon—“Playboy is very chic, and you can say sophisticated, and the magazine is filled with sports coats, about your views about sports cars, and I am glad you have one, ’cause you don’t care about the people who don’t have money . . . they can wait for their own magazine. Field and Stream?” he riffs. “The Playmate has a duck in her mouth.”

Lenny gets an uneasy laugh from the girls and Hef, who then asks him, “Do you consider yourself a sick comic?” which is what Lenny  is being called by the popular press for his nothing-is-sacred, foul-mouthed send-ups of religion and society at large. Hef goes on to call him “sick” at least three more times, while Lenny raps and slurs and free-associates brilliantly about building missiles, Porgy and Bess, Abbott and Costello, Jesus Christ, and Steve Allen, whom he calls “the most erudite.”

That last comment seems to give Hef a sour stomach, since it’s clear to everyone that Hef is “the most erudite,” and how could Lenny even suggest that someone else could exist anywhere who was even more erudite than Your Host with the Most? Of course, if Hef really were a mensch and not a completely narcissistic ego machine on wheels, he would have taken the op to give Steverino a few props. I mean, after all, the guy made some pretty hip records, Poetry for the Beat Generation, with Jack Kerouac, among them, and not only did he invent the modern talk show, but he had beaten Hef to the punch and put Lenny on television months before Lenny made it to Playboy’s Penthouse—but that wouldn’t be Hef. He invites you, and then he compliments you to make himself look brilliant for inviting you. That’s the formula. That’s how he rolls.

Pretty soon Hef pretends to take a phone call from Ella Fitzgerald, who shows up a little later to sing a song. Nat King Cole swings by and parks himself on the couch next to Lenny and joins the party, and let me tell you, Nat is so fucking cool that he can smoke a cigarette and make it look positively healthy. All of this, of course, is all groovy and very normal, just another evening, you know, if you happen to live in the Playboy Penthouse.

Hef works the room, asking people to sing or play as if the idea has just struck him—would you mind doing a number? And of course they can; in fact, the band is ready to go. This gets pretty hokey pretty fast, as you can imagine; not everyone can keep kayfabe as well as Hef can, but basically they do a good job pretending, and even Lenny exclaims that he was skeptical at first but is glad they’re serving bona fide booze, and that it’s turning into a real party and not just TV make-believe.

But the really astonishing thing here is that in this room that is just this side of exploding with booze and sex, there is this completely  sexy Negro sitting in close proximity to pretty white girls—Playmates, fer chrissakes, not best known for the virtue of chastity—and this is what has to be considered a highly charged situation, pressing the limits of America’s biggest phobia: miscegenation, or, in other words, fear of the black man’s giant penis. Which should have been enough for the prudes in the Standards and Practices department of the local TV stations broadcasting this bacchanal to lose their shit, but somehow, it just floats by nice and easy, although you can bet Hef’s show was never shown in the southern states.

It’s incredible, really, if you think about it. In 1959, the civil rights movement hasn’t quite hit the boiling point, even though it’s been two years since Eisenhower had to order in the United States Army and the National Guard to protect black students in Little Rock, Arkansas. It’s still three years before Martin Luther King delivers his “I have a dream” speech, and nine years before the first interracial kiss hits the small screen,38 and that had to happen in outer space, so it almost doesn’t count.

Nat King Cole had been the first African American to have his own network TV show, the Jackie Robinson of the medium. NBC gave him his own variety show in 1956. He was a much loved singer, but not so much that any national sponsor would get behind him. Negroes, they were told, could not sell product. NBC stuck with him, however, for over a year, and while Nat had only nice things to say about the network’s support in the aftermath, the whole experience left him bitter and he placed the fault firmly on the advertising world. “Madison Avenue,” he said, “is afraid of the dark.” Singer Eartha Kitt, one of the show’s stars, later said, “It was too early to show ourselves off as intelligent people”—contrasting Nat and his supertalented posse of color, including Eartha and Ella, with the other blacks on TV, namely Amos ’n’ Andy and Jack Benny’s personal Negro, Rochester.

But you’ve got to give it to Hef—he never wavered, not one fucking inch. His record of being an outspoken advocate on civil rights is  perfect, a thing to admire, without blemish. Over the years, he was always at the vanguard of the debate. You can’t beat him on that.

But here’s where it gets weird: At some point during this very genteel, liberal, and really swinging affair, Hef unveils a kind of floating cooking station—the kitchen of the future—that he says was designed by none other than his top editor, Spectorsky!

“This is a special little gadget,” Hef coos. “It looks like a hi-fi, but it replaces the kitchen!” All it needs is a couple of women to start working the built-in waffle iron.

And this is when I realized—the clues were all there, but I hadn’t quite twigged to it—that Hugh Hefner hates women, and I mean he fucking hates them. His contempt is palpable—he simply does not see them as created equal by God, Whom Hef didn’t believe in anyway, but still, for all the sophistication he promoted as the noble purpose of our time here on Earth, when it came to women, his worldview could have been painted on a cave wall, or the clubhouse door of the Little Rascals’ “He-Men Women Haters Club.”

Other men would come along to splatter pictures of naked women across the pages of their magazines in every possible light, from the dick-tingling glow reserved for the greatest Sirens of the age to the unapologetic but undeniably erotic haze of crass seduction, and they would unwind miles of lurid, unambiguously pornographic Kodachrome, to the abject disgust of large swaths of the female population, but only Hefner would chirp like a spoiled child at a birthday party while he did so.

For a while there, I was enjoying all the Rat Pack glamour and retro cool of the show. Hell, up until this point, I wished I could have been at that party. And then I began experiencing a swimming sensation in my head. It was like the last scene in The Sixth Sense, when Bruce Willis suddenly realizes that things aren’t what they seem and begins running through his mind everything that has happened since the beginning of the picture, and, goddam, Sam, it’s all there, and if only he had paid closer attention, he would have known that he’s been dead since before the movie started, except no one had the courtesy to tell him. There’s nothing overtly sleazy about Hefner’s style; in fact, he is the very model of charming. Everyone is relaxed, and the chauvinism,  especially by late ’50s standards, is hardly extreme. But in thinking about it a little bit more deeply, I can see only that somehow these Playmates managed to escape the confines of the kitchen, so Hef and Spectorsky have conspired to bring the kitchen back to them, and boy oh boy, are Spec and Hef ever pleased with themselves.

I have to admit that I was a little bit stoned while I was watching this—which did nothing to impede my enjoyment of Ella and Cy’s thing, and no doubt helped me sort out just what the hell Lenny Bruce was going on about, but it also opened up the secret hippie chakra of my brain to the preposterous gender politics of the whole crazy scene—and suddenly I just felt kind of dirty.

“Show ’em the thing that makes the steaks!” Hef orders his boy, and it suddenly struck me—there is no humility in this Hefner cat. None. Why does he have to act so fucking delighted with himself all the time? Now, like Bruce Willis in the movie, I am in rewind mode: the endless stories warning of the pratfalls of marriage and of women who are no more than money-hungry man traps, and (my personal fave in the bad-taste department) a screamer in the very first issue, called “One Man’s Meat,” which turned out to be a somewhat less than Socratic discussion of women’s breasts in the lexicon of the local butcher.

But hey, it’s his gig—he invented Playboy, he worked hard to create all of this, he deserves it, and he’s entitled to make a few rookie mistakes. So what if he can be a bit of a cad? I’m not so politically correct as to let a little 1950s chauvinism pop my top. Then again, this guy’s attitude is reviling. He made it cool to be a nerd, but didn’t anyone notice when the nerd became the bully?

And it didn’t go away. It wasn’t the moment, or the era—he never evolved. In 2010 he told the New York Daily News, seemingly trying to abdicate responsibility for any lingering sexism that Playboy may have been responsible for, and somehow managing to simultaneously provide the smoking gun of the guilty-as-charged caveman, “The notion that Playboy turns women into sex objects is ridiculous. Women are sex objects . . . That’s why women wear lipstick and short skirts.”

Hef was clearly one confused kitten. “I don’t want my editors marrying anyone and getting a lot of foolish notions in their heads about togetherness, home, family, and all that jazz,” he once bristled.

Okay, it’s fine to despise conformity. I’m down with the rational phobia of suburban death—I wouldn’t last five seconds in the plastic fantastic. And as far as the urban bachelor goes, I can dig it. Baby, I am it.

But to put down love and companionship?

What kind of sociopath throws down the gauntlet at “home, family, and all that jazz”? And warns his editors about getting married? In a Hefnocentric universe, is getting hitched cause for dismissal?39

Hef would like to think he fired the first shots in the sexual revolution, but despite his bright patter, you don’t liberate women by sticking bunny ears on their heads and cotton tails on their asses—as Hef would when he opened the first Playboy Club in 1960. Even then it was juvenile at best, zoologically infantile at worst.

How could someone so fucking smart and sophisticated, and so dedicated to civil rights and free speech and the antipuritanical pleasure seeking of the general populace, perpetrate this kind of . . . stupidity? Being fearful of institutionalized marriage is one thing, but this anti-togetherness trip is a real bummer. That is some seriously dark shit.

One can only imagine what would have happened if Hef hadn’t hit it with Marilyn in the first issue, if he had lost that bet and failed. I can see him now, walking down Rush Street in Chicago, bracing himself against the wind in his London Fog overcoat, muttering to himself under his breath, cursing his wife and every other bitch on the planet who wouldn’t fuck him.

I’ll tell you now—this part of the story is going to end pathetically, with Hef cast as a creepy cartoon parody of himself on a tepid reality show, wearing the same tired old kayfabe PJs and paying his brace of intellectually challenged, surgically enhanced “girlfriends” two grand a week to play make-believe in front of the cameras and babysit him on “sex nights,” usually Wednesdays and Fridays, when they take turns fucking him while he gobbles Viagra and watches gay porn to keep his dick hard.

It breaks my heart just writing about it.
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To Is a Preposition, Come Is a Verb

EVERY DAY I wake up and thank the Lord that cocksucking is not strictly a homosexual phenomenon.

My first exposure to the joys of fellatio were, typically, in print form—via a late ’60s totem called The Sensuous Woman, by a woman so mysterious that she went only by the first initial “J.”

It would have to have been about 1976 when I first encountered this mind-blowing Baedeker. My pal Eric had somehow secured a copy of this licentious wonder, though I’m pretty sure he boosted it from his folks. They probably did it all the time.

We were about thirteen, and I was at the vanguard of my personal age d’or autoérotique. Eric and I also shared our first homosexual experience—in the form of a Captain Fantastic–era Elton John poster that Eric had picked up at Spencer Gifts. We loved E.J., but there was something about him, wrapped up in rhinestone and furs, that we just couldn’t put our fingers on.

The Sensual Woman, however, was someone we understood right away.40  I learned so much from “J.” For instance, you should “bring your own grapes to an orgy.” Who knew?

Her descriptions of blow job techniques were particularly piquant. Thirty-five years later, I can still vividly recall her Coleridge-like descriptions of the Butterfly Flick, the Silken Swirl, and the Hoover.41 Like all fourteen-year-olds, I had heard rumors of this sort of behavior, but The Sensual Woman cemented it: Sex was going to be great.

One of the nice things about this book was that it had no pictures, which was intellectually very liberating, and immediately differentiated it from its near-contemporary, The Joy of Sex, which, as anyone who has seen one of the early editions can tell you, featured a couple of filthy hippies getting it on in a marathon of awkwardly contrived illustrations, being to The Kama Sutra kind of what the roller derby is to the Bolshoi Ballet. My parents had a copy of that workbook, and when I finally got around to stealing it, it did nothing if not deflate my imagination. I am certain that it did nothing for theirs, either.

But back to the cocksucking. Aside from its obvious delights—be you homo, hetero, male, or female—to coin a phrase, it is a mouthful. You can ask Lenny Bruce.

Or you could have, in 1961, when he was arrested for dropping the ten-letter C-bomb during a gig at the Jazz Café in San Francisco.

It was a good night, by all accounts. He twirled lots of his best bits, including “Jewish & Goyish” (“Dig—I’m Jewish. Count Basie’s Jewish. Ray Charles is Jewish. Eddie Cantor’s goyish . . . If you live in New York or any other big city, you are Jewish. It doesn’t matter even if you’re Catholic; if you live in New York, you’re Jewish . . . Negroes are all Jews . . . Underwear is definitely goyish. Balls are goyish. Titties are Jewish . . .”) and “To Is a Preposition, Come Is a Verb”—the direct  antecedent to George Carlin’s “You can prick your finger, but you can’t finger your prick” routine. In fact, Carlin owes most of his fancy wordplay to Lenny. Seven dirty words? Hmph! Lenny spit out nine, and in alphabetical order! Ass, balls, cocksucker, cunt, fuck, mutherfucker, piss, shit, tits—years before Carlin made his bones with 77 percent of the same shtick.

A big part of Lenny’s game was to perpetrate the language until it collapsed on itself, until words became just . . . words.

“By the way, are there any niggers here tonight?” he began one routine. All he got for that gambit was crickets. You could hear the air.

So he said it again, and then, after another uncomfortable, career-killing silence, asked the crowd, almost apologetically, if they thought he was “that desperate for shock value?” And then Lenny lit ’em up: “I see one nigger couple back there, and between those two niggers sit three kikes . . .” Big laugh. Apparently there were some kikes in the audience. Now he had ’em on his side. “Thank god for the kikes! Two spics, one mick, two dykes, and one spunky funky honkey . . . six guineas, seven wops . . .” He rattled on like a hophead auctioneer, and no one seemed to mind that making a distinction between “guineas” and “wops” made little or no sense at all. Lenny was in a groove. “Any more boogies? See more sheenies?” He did the final accounting: “Six greaseballs, six dykes, eight kikes, and four niggers . . .” And one big mutherfucking round of applause.

“It’s no joke, he totally changed the face of comedy,” says Krassner. “When other people were doing Chinese-waiter jokes, Lenny was talking about teacher’s salaries. When other people were making jokes about their mothers-in-law, he was talking about abortion rights.”

In San Francisco, a cop, a fucking beat cop, was assigned by his self-righteous sergeant to arbitrate First Amendment rights in a town famous for pirates and pansies. He told Lenny, “That word you said . . . you can’t say that in a public place. It’s against the law to say it, and do it.” It was, the cop told Lenny disgustedly, “a favorite homosexual practice.” Lenny, always the humanist, was equally disgusted—disgusted that the cop’s wife didn’t suck the cop’s dick. Never mind going to jail for telling a dirty joke—that was criminal.

The obscenity trial that followed, like all cases of the kind, was farcical: MR. WOLLENBERG (Lenny’s lawyer): Can you give us the exact words, or what your recollection of those words was?

 

ARRESTING OFFICER: During the chant he used the words “I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming . . .”

 

MR. WOLLENBERG: And then was anything else said by the defendant?

 

ARRESTING OFFICER: Then later he said, “Don’t come in me, don’t come in me . . .”

 

MR. WOLLENBERG: You are quite familiar with the term “cocksucker,” are you not?

 

ARRESTING OFFICER: I have heard it used, yes.

 

MR. WOLLENBERG: As a matter of fact, it was used in the police station on the night Lenny Bruce was booked there, was it not?





Aha!

Agatha Christie, Colonel Mustard, and Inspector Clouseau, with the bungling help of the Keystone Kops and the cast of Police Academy III, could not have provided a sillier scenario.

One thing about obscenity trials that makes them different from other criminal trials is that their premise is to determine whether a crime has actually been committed, as opposed to, say, a murder trial, where you presumably have a body that has been done grievous harm, and now the job is to figure out whodunit.

But with an obscenity case, you have the alleged culprit—and the gig is to figure out if what he did is actually a crime—which is not necessarily the kind of power you want to put in the hands of twelve more or less randomly selected citizens of varying degrees of piety, literacy, and humor. If the Supreme Court of the United States of America has had zero luck defining obscenity (viz. justice Stewart “I know it when  I see it” Potter), is it really such a hot idea to put the power to swing the axe limiting free expression into the hands of punters pretty much picked off the line at the DMV?

The First Amendment is a tricky beast. Not all speech is protected. For instance, libel and slander are not protected. But there are legal definitions for both. Also, as is well-known, for obvious reasons, you can’t shout “fire” in a crowded theater, but you can shout “bitch,” “faggot,” and “nigger,” and many popular entertainers in fact make their living that way. (Hopefully they know the debt they owe Lenny.)

“Hate speech” is generally protected, but “fighting words” may not be. You can advocate the destruction of slopes, spades, ragheads, rednecks, hymies, and half-breeds, and march down Main Street with a bedsheet over your head, preaching six-hundred-thread-count Egyptian-cotton purity, but if we were in a bar and you were to call me a cheap kike bastard to my face and I took a poke at your nose with my fist, you don’t get to claim “freedom of speech,” even though technically you may have been correct.

Political speech is generally regarded as the “highest form” of protected speech, and the best example is probably flag burning, which the Supreme Court has very specifically ruled as being covered by the aegis of the First Amendment. And yet every few election cycles there is always some ill-educated rube who wants to run for office on the platform of adding a constitutional amendment banning it, and a fair amount of yahoos line up behind it in the name of “freedom.”

Obscenity is not protected speech, but pornography is. I have heard it said that pornography is the legal version of obscenity, which is cute but not entirely accurate. Certainly, most of the art and literature that have been deemed obscene over the years are of a sexual nature, but no one would conflate what Lenny was spouting with pornography as such.

The working definition of obscenity, set in 1957 by the Supreme Court’s decision in Roth v. United States, was “whether to the average person applying contemporary community standards, the dominant theme of the material, taken as a whole, appeals to the prurient interest,” which was the court’s way of saying, “Hey, you guys figure it out  for yourselves, and quit bugging us every time someone gets their knickers in a twist.”42

But the race was fixed. Never mind that San Francisco was the cocksucking capital of the Western world, or that down the street and around the corner from where Lenny was performing, there was a spate of strip clubs as degenerate as any in the contiguous forty-eight, run by the descendants of the buccaneers who ran the Barbary Coast. In a world that was willfully ignorant or blissfully dishonest about its own vices, “community standards” meant very little.

 

 

LENNY’S FIRST TRIAL made for great entertainment. But it was also the beginning of the end of his career. Being a heroin junkie didn’t help, either.

Cops routinely came to his dressing room and threatened him to keep it clean. In Hollywood, a town known for having more than a few kikes skulking around the edges of the entertainment industry, he was busted for using the word schmuck.

“If he got arrested in Town A, then Town B thought, Hey, we can do this too,” says Krassner. “The controversy could advance his career, he understood what was going on, but he didn’t like the pressure it put on him. I went with him to the FBI office in San Francisco, where he wanted to file a complaint. He wanted the FBI to investigate a conspiracy by prosecutors around the country. His paranoia was justified. It turned out that there was communication between district attorneys in different cities—which I guess is an example of conspiracy.”

In Chicago the vice pigs came in and threatened the owner to keep Lenny on a short leash, and especially, don’t let the Jew make fun of the Pope. This was in 1962, two years after the United States got over its fear of a Catholic president (but only a year before they shot him dead).  Now the Pope was off limits. Of course, in Chicago the preponderance of the police force were Catholic. At any rate, Lenny opened his mouth and they busted him. “Blasphemy isn’t illegal,” Krassner says, “so they busted him for obscenity.” The trial began on Ash Wednesday, with all twelve jurors, fresh out of Mass, sporting the sign of the cross in ash on their foreheads.

“I’ve always been arrested for my religious views,” Lenny later riffed onstage. “The trouble is, I picked on the wrong god. If I had picked the god whose replica is in the whoopee cushion stores, the tiki god . . . But I picked on the cute one, the Christian God . . . an anthropomorphized god with a beard and a mother . . . He’s a god that stuck around for a long time, for the same reason Kennedy won’t—overexposure. He won’t show his face . . .”

Later that year, Lenny got booked for a tour of Australia. On opening night in Sydney he declared, “What a fucking wonderful audience,” and was promptly deported.

In Philly and Los Angeles he was busted for possession.

In 1964 he was busted again for obscenity—this time in Greenwich Village, at the Cafe Au Go Go, the playground of the notoriously happening, and that really stung. This led to a highly publicized, six-month monster of a trial that turned Lenny into a legal obsessive and a national nightmare. His nightclub act became a legendary bummer—often, he would spend his time onstage reading trial transcripts and discussing the finer points of the law.

If anyone were to dig deep and listen, his mastery of the topic revealed a man with endless intellectual capacity and a rabbinical appreciation of the abstract. He extemporized with the understanding America’s best legal minds often lacked: “With obscenity, you are never guilty beyond a reasonable doubt,” he explained. No justice or juror could argue that. Still, there were few laughs, and at the end of the day, his gig was “comedian.” The audience didn’t come to discuss their problems with him, so what the fuck was he doing unloading on them?

Eventually he would be found guilty, despite testimonies and petitions from Allen Ginsberg, Woody Allen, Jules Feiffer, Norman Mailer, and William Styron, among others. For dropping a few cuss  words in a New York nightclub, he was sentenced to four months in a workhouse.

While he was out on bail appealing his case, his career continued to spiral downward. Bookings sure weren’t as cherry as they had been—being found guilty of obscenity didn’t do a lot to tickle the funny bones of nightclub owners. Aside from the risks of the locale gendarme’s coming down to the venue with shackles and chains, the talent was a complete crapshoot. Obscenity aside, no one knew if they were going to get the freewheeling, charismatic, iconoclast Lenny or the didactic, self-absorbed Lenny who delivered fewer smiles than leukemia.

Lenny Bruce is better known now for what he was—a free-speech casualty, a foul-mouthed drug addict, a rebel comedian—than for any of his routines. As with Captain Beefheart, Lord Buckley, and the Fugs, far more people have heard of him than have actually heard him, which is a fucking shame. He could ramble and mumble and walk the tightrope between genius and junkie, between mensch and meshuga, between self-loathing Jew and messiah—gut-bustingly hilarious when he hit that groove, which was more often than not—mixing and mangling New York showbiz shtick with anarchic philosophy, druggie wisdom, twisted post-vaudeville voices, and pure jazz improv—being to Jack Kerouac what Jimi Hendrix was to T-Bone Walker—and never less than a pioneer.

He broke down language barriers and paved the way not only for foul-mouthed comedians—there is a direct line from Lenny to Richard Pryor to Chris Rock—but for any writer, filmmaker, musician, or artist in any medium who has dared to work blue, or speak his or her mind freely, criticizing the establishment, and especially religion.43 Every time you hear someone say “mutherfucker” or “cocksucker” in a movie, thank Lenny Bruce for paving the way. Perhaps by now it has become a cliché, but at least no one is going to jail for it.

Playboy loved Lenny—he was exactly the kind of question-authority, radically intelligent philosopher-comedian whom the magazine  wanted sitting at its table—Hefner’s entrenched policy of hip by association.

Playboy serialized Lenny’s autobiography, How to Talk Dirty and Influence People, beginning in 1963, edited and abated by the indefatigable Krassner, whom Hefner had originally headhunted to be a staff editor. Krassner was already an underground star for self-publishing his satiric paper, the Realist, beginning in 1958, which took irreverence and equal-opportunity offensiveness to dizzying heights. His most famous piece was an extended hoax-cum-spoof on William Manchester’s authorized Kennedy bio, The Death of a President. Krassner’s bit was called “The Parts That Were Left Out of the Kennedy Book” and told the story of Vice President Lyndon Johnson sticking his dick in JFK’s fresh corpse, specifically a spongy bullet wound in Kennedy’s neck. Astonishingly enough, some should-have-known-betters bought the story as legit, including Daniel Ellsberg, the military analyst who would become famous for leaking the Pentagon Papers to the New York Times.

Despite what Hefner might have considered lapses in taste, he knew Krassner to be a genuine intellectual—after all, no less than Steve Allen was singing the praises of both Lenny and Krassner, and was one of the first outspoken fans of the Realist. Among the people to whom Allen raved about Krassner and the Realist was Lenny Bruce. He also told Newsweek that Krassner was the “hippest man in America,” which was not at all lost on Hefner, who called Krassner about joining the Playboy staff as an editor—but only on the condition that Krassner cease publication of his own magazine, which the future cofounder of the yippies was not about to do.

But even if Krassner wouldn’t work for Playboy full-time, Hef figured he could still do some interviews among other things—including a kayfabe panel on “Jazz and Narcotics”—and assigned him to be Lenny’s editor for How to Talk Dirty.

Steve Allen, who made the Krassner-Bruce shidduch, and Hugh Hefner, who blessed it, may not have been complicit in what followed, but they are certainly the unsung catalysts for this slice of evolution: Al Goldstein, an early fan of the Realist, would later call Krassner “my hero, and an inspiration for Screw,” and Larry Flynt would later hire  Krassner as publisher of Hustler, based largely on Krassner’s work with Lenny Bruce. Ironically, as much as Hefner loved Lenny, he would be appalled by this pornographic progeny—the most outré, reckless, and ill-behaved organs of free speech–meets–sex ever published—which he helped birth, facilitated by Paul Krassner’s chutzpah. Also, that whole Jew v. goy shtick probably cut a little close to the bone.

 

 

HEFNER SPENT THE beginning of the ’60s mad as a hatter, speeding his narrow white ass off high on Dexedrine,44 writing the Playboy Philosophy, a sprawling mess of proclamations and pseudo-egghead broadsides lobbed against the usual culprits: organized religion and the puritanical, hysterical, hypocritical, societal mores that strove to keep America’s pants on.

He stayed awake in his bedroom office for days at a time, jacked on Dexies, obsessive-compulsively writing and rewriting what may have been compelling in short doses but was dizzying in its final, 150,000-word book form. Time magazine called it a “rambling bunny hop through the fields of Puritanism and Prohibition, Freud and Free Love, Capitalism and Communism” . . . “endless” and “turgid.”

The table of contents alone was six exhausting pages, well over one hundred entries that spanned the history of civilization as seen by Hef from the bedroom of his office manse—“Sex in Early Judaism,” “Sexual Contamination in Omen,” “Renaissance Sex,” “Sex in the Reformation,” “Happiness and the Pleasure Concept,” “Enlightened Self-Interest,” “19th Century Antisexualism,” “When to Wed,” “Senile Sexuality,” “The Solitary Vice,” “Nocturnal Emissions” . . . The least you could say was that there was something for everyone.

Hef’s interest in social issues of the day was legit; in fact, it was  powerful. He was a true believer long before it was fashionable. But his self-indulgence and obsession with railing against organized religion, traditional values, and the oxymoron of moral reasoning not only led to miles of overwrought prose45 but was downright destructive. After Hef’s three-year speed jag of eating and sleeping the absolute minimum while he delivered his version of the Talmud, one editor described him as looking like he had been on holiday in Dachau.

Meanwhile, a nice girl from Arkansas, who had found herself successfully navigating the testosterone-driven world of Madison Avenue, was publishing her own guide to self-fulfillment.

Helen Gurley Brown would take a lot of guff from a blossoming feminist movement for a book that not only was gleefully sex-positive but seemed to support the status quo of a world run on XY-powered batteries. But there is little question that her 1962 book, Sex and the Single Girl—and her subsequent takeover of Cosmopolitan magazine—did as much as anything to loosen up the sexual landscape of America as it came rolling into the 1960s.

HGB could hardly have known she was about to become hip-deep in a culture that was about to explode. She was of a generation that had lived through one world war and seen police action in Korea and the hysteria of the Cold War, but had also settled into the prosperity that the rest of America was enjoying.

I’ve already expressed my dislike for historical shorthand, so forgive my indulgence and allow me to dally here for just a moment while I posit 1964 as being as fine a loosey-goosey benchmark for the beginning of “the ’60s” as any other.

The “’60s” didn’t unfold all paisley and peacenik-like at the end of the “’50s,” just as everyone knows that, despite Altamont, the “’60s” didn’t really end until 1974, four years after the Beatles broke up, Nixon threw in the towel, and Bad Company released their first record. Hell, the Vietnam War didn’t even end until 1975.46

The year after HGB published Sex and the Single Girl, Martin Luther King wrote his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and later gave his “I have a dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. It was also the year peckerwood cracker George Wallace became governor of Alabama and declared “segregation forever.”47 By the end of the year, President Kennedy would be dead.

The following year, 1964, the Beatles played on The Ed Sullivan Show, which looks pretty harmless fifty years hence, but the impact of seeing a live rock ’n’ roll band on television—seventy-three million people watched their first of three appearances—would turn electric guitars into lightsabers for a new generation of Jedi knights, namely, the rock stars who would become the leaders and spirit guides for the Age of Aquarius and a nation of newly disenfranchised youth. Forget the benign innocence of collarless jackets and screaming teenyboppers—this was a heavy dose of go-juice to what would become a dangerous counterculture. It wouldn’t be long before the Beatles would become the most mainstream and accepted example of the positive impact of LSD.

The Rolling Stones released their first record the same year. The Who and MC5 were just getting started. Bob Dylan released Another Side of Bob Dylan to mixed reviews, slowly moving away from earnest folk music and toward the basement terrorism of “Subterranean Homesick Blues” and the flipped finger of “Maggie’s Farm.” This was also the year he smoked a joint with the Beatles in a New York hotel room, supposedly the first time they saw the light—a story that is almost certainly apocryphal. Most likely they saw their fair share of grass and every other goddam thing somewhere between the red-light district in Hamburg, where they cut their teeth, and the first throes of pop stardom, a trip frequently fueled with the same pills that Hugh Hefner had been using to keep his brain on fire. They may have been pitched to America as adorable mop-tops, but the truth was closer to the full-blown rock ’n’ roll fantasy that would ferment across the next two decades of hedonist excess—years later, John Lennon smirked and compared their first tours of the States to Satyricon.

In 1964 the former Cassius Clay—now known as Muhammad Ali—knocked out Sonny Liston to become the heavyweight champion of the world, and President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act (meanwhile, the CIA decided it was okay to spy on Americans) and, later in the year, scribbled his imprimatur on the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, beginning the rapid escalation of the Vietnam War and the massive conscription of America’s young men. In the face of race riots and a killing war, James Dean’s problems suddenly seemed like pussy shit. You know you’re fucked when Dwight Eisenhower seems prescient, what with that bit about the military-industrial complex. Welcome to the ’60s.

When HGB released Sex and the Single Girl, she was already one toke over the wrong side of forty, seven years older than Hefner. But while she was prosex, she wasn’t antimarriage; she just wasn’t in a hurry. Nor was she, despite the sexual revolution in which she would become a major player, fighting traditional gender roles. In fact, she boasted of her man-trapping modus operandi—she had scored the man of her dreams (a big-time movie producer!) by “making him dinner three times a week.” And yet she somehow managed to remain independent, a voice in the pre-postmodern wilderness, twirling a revolutionary,  emancipating screed that would do more to sexually liberate young women than any smarmy formula based on hi-fis and high-end autos, spiffy fashion and cheese fondue. Playboy would always try to take credit for “making it okay for nice girls to have sex”—but no matter its sexual ardor and staggering editorial excellence, what the magazine claims to have done for emancipating the female of the species will always be specious at best, the first flaw in the argument simply that it never engaged women, never addressed them, never included them in the conversation. There’s nothing wrong with that if you are a men’s magazine, but it means you don’t get to claim credit for harvesting a wagonload of feminist ideals.

Helen Gurley Brown’s message was strong and simple: To be sexy, feel sexy. She was also an incredible tart—pitching the pros of sleeping with married men, and not only advocating pinching pennies by letting men buy her meals (whether she put out or not), but also stealing supplies from the office.

This all resonated with the modern gal. Sex and the Single Girl sold two million copies in the first two weeks.

The relationship between Helen Gurley Brown and Playboy was cordial enough—she seemed to be the female embodiment of the libertine, although in her interview with the magazine she warned against her opposite number. “A Don Juan’s sole aim, if I understand the term, is to prove his masculinity, about which there may be a great deal of doubt in his mind. Most literature on the subject indicates that he really doesn’t love women at all. He really loves himself. Far from really loving, as we know it, he exploits. He’s a sick character.”

A year after Sex and the Single Girl, Betty Friedan published her breakthrough book, The Feminine Mystique. It was far more sober and intellectual than HGB’s get ’em–grab ’em–fuck ’em approach to men, but it also landed in exceptionally fertile soil. The New Yorker would look back on The Feminine Mystique and say it drew the line between the 1950s and the 1960s.

Whereas HGB seemed to be addressing, like Hefner, the single urbanite, Friedan spoke to the entire country, but especially those stuck in the hopelessly mundane web of suburbia, where women were trapped in the dead-end drudgery of being, simply, housewives.  Shackled by marriage and children and descended from a generation who did not talk about sex, Friedan offered that housework could be done, without qualification, by a monkey. She was in a prison and felt alive only during sex, she said. She was not alone.

It was what she called “the problem with no name,” and in an ironic way, it was just a different side of the same penny that Hefner had been pitching—that suburbia was a well-manicured graveyard for anyone with a pulse.

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women . . . As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question—“Is this all?” . . . They were taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy women who wanted to be poets or physicists or presidents . . . They gloried in their role as women, and wrote proudly on the census blank: “Occupation: housewife” . . . We can no longer ignore that voice within women that says: “I want something more than my husband and my children and my home.”



It was a hell of a message, a mutherfucker of a manifesto:BOREDOM = DEATH.





And complacency was a quick trip to Nowheresville. You didn’t need breasts to see it. Her writing was bell-like, and across a book that at a distance may have seemed academic and intimidating, she spelled it out in a way that cut straight to the chase: “No woman gets an orgasm from shining the kitchen floor.”

The Feminine Mystique, like Sex and the Single Girl, became an instant best seller and pretty much launched the women’s movement. I’ll leave the origins of that to the academics, but as a confluence of publishing events, the impact of these two books on the true sexual revolution that would blossom across the next two decades, at least, is immeasurable.  HGB and Ms. Friedan would often find themselves at odds over the meaning of feminism, just as HGB’s giddy, bat-your-eyelashes advice and ceaseless “How to Please Your Man” stories in Cosmopolitan would often see her cast as the dipsy-doodle sister of Friedan and her suburban existentialism, at least in the eyes of the Second Wave of feminists that they inspired. But you can bet that more thoughtful, intelligent men found themselves having deep, satisfying sexual relationships with self-actualized, free-spirited, intelligent women, thanks more to the realpolitik of both HGB and Ms. Friedan than to the kayfabe fantasy and in-your-face materialism of Mr. Hefner.

 

 

IN 1965, AFTER helming two jabberingly gleeful vehicles for the Beatles—A Hard Day’s Night and Help!—director Richard Lester turned out what would be one of the first two-reelers to capture what would become known as “Swinging London.”

The Knack . . . and How to Get It is a giddy sex comedy, a sign of times driven by mod fashions, buoyed by go-go boots and the proliferation of the miniskirt, made popular that year by Mary Quant, who was running the revolution out of her shop on the King’s Road. This was among the first of a spate of pictures that would help catapult London to the pinnacle of mid-decade hip, the most celebrated being Antonioni’s Blow-Up—which featured not only a raucous performance by the Yardbirds, but what is still considered one of the sexiest scenes in the history of cinema, a carnal pas de deux between the desperately good-looking David Hemmings, who plays a fashion photographer and the epitome of Swinging London, and his gorgeous model Veruschka—what could be seen as a prototype for Bob Guccione and the working methods that would help turn his Penthouse magazine into a pornographic Gargantua.

Guccione was thirty-five years old in 1965, already past the prime of the city’s youth beat but just four years younger than his would-be muse and archrival, Hugh Hefner.

Four years—nothing in geologic time, but plenty for a generational shift. Hefner came of age at the tail end of the Second World War and could more or less claim membership in what would become known as  the Greatest Generation. Guccione would be part of what professional sociologists like to call the Silent Generation, which includes those men who were too young to have enlisted and grew up with the Great Depression as a backdrop.

That always sounded like a lot of bullshit to me, these “generations” created by tweed historians that span twenty years—from the Lost Generation to baby boomers to Generation X, they just try too hard to cover too much ground. In a world driven by communication technology, things change far too fast. And, besides, “Silent” just doesn’t do it—this was the so-called generation that gave birth to, among other voices, Martin Luther King, Gloria Steinem, and Little Richard.

The “’60s” may have been the first time since anyone could remember when youth was the desirable state of being. The decade’s most flamboyant cultural leaders—including the Beatles, who by 1965 had advanced significantly beyond their teenybopper fan base and were edging close to the razor’s edge of politics and psychedelia—still fell into that demographic. Four years later, when they broke up, they were barely thirty years old but, given the relative juvenescence of their constituency, practically elder statesmen.

I always thought that four years was a fair yardstick for a cultural generation. That’s one presidential term, and enough for music and fashion trends to turn over, at least. It’s the difference, for instance, between “Love Me Do” and Revolver.

I grew up at the shit end of the Nixon years and began my enthusiastic drug years during the liberal Carter administration,48 before Reagan came in to dumb down America. According to the broadest definition, being born in 1964 places me in the final chapter of the baby boomers, a label I firmly reject. I was just old enough to watch the first man walk on the moon, but seriously, when I think “baby boomer,” I think Bill Clinton.

I got the full benefit of ’60s counterculture percolating into the’70s—including Kerouac’s lineage via the legacy of Ken Kesey and the Acid Tests, manifest in absolutely fantastic high-school LSD parties—and was hipped early to the bromide that the world was  basically separated into two kinds of people: those who got it and those who didn’t. But I was young enough to embrace the next wave of rebellious youth culture, punk rock, as my own, and by 1980, when Reagan was elected, I was already defiantly intellectual and swinging fists in an era that recalled the worst tropes of the 1950s. The Cold War was back on center stage, and the proletariat frowned on such communist faggotry as art and intellect. Conservative family values were the mandate from the White House and the shadow government of moral fearmongers who stood behind the curtain of the presidency, not to mention the single most anti-intellectual campaign ever perpetrated on America’s youth—a nonreasoning, nondebatable, no-more-information-is-needed, do-not-think-for-yourself order to just say no. My younger brothers, four years behind me, were products of those years. One presidential term—maybe two—is plenty for a generational shift. If you ever met my brothers, you would know. They are different from me.

But I digress.

In 1965 Guccione was in the thick of it, and even though he was already old enough to have been married twice and sire three kids, and working a square gig to make ends meet, a good dose of libertine London wore off on him. He was never one for rock ’n’ roll—he was a few generations ahead of that revolution—but he would wear the brash, uninhibited sexuality of the age on his sleeve, just as he would sport a tangle of gold medallions and thick chains bouncing off his hairy chest, his shirts routinely unbuttoned above his navel. He was possibly the first man in the ’60s to adopt the tacky fashion of the ’70s.

Whereas Hefner had not changed much since 1953, portraying himself as pensive, sophisticated, never crass (although his caddishness spoke for itself), and largely conservative, still working his lord-of-the-manor gimmick, padding around his Chicago mansion in silk PJs and a smoking jacket, tirelessly crafting his image as a bon vivant and sophisticated intellect and airbrushing everything in sight, Guccione was more interested in raw sex. Like the shutterbug in Blow-Up, he swung from the ankles, ready to ball on the floor if no sports car was available for a quick toss.

A FIRST-GENERATION SICILIAN American, Robert Guccione was born in Brooklyn in 1930 and raised in Bergenfield, New Jersey, where he got the idea that just maybe he should become a priest, which, given the career path he eventually chose, was about as good an idea as pouring chocolate sauce on cocaine. Unless, of course, he was just trying to get a personal audience with the Creator, an agenda that didn’t seem all that far-fetched once you got to know the man. His second wife’s friends routinely mocked him by calling him Jesus Christ behind his back.

Even future Screw magazine founder Al Goldstein—who was friends with Guccione and has always expressed fondness for him—says he was “arrogant and delusional.” For his part, Hefner would have nothing to do with Guccione—the only time they were ever in the same room, at a movie premiere, Hefner gave him the high hat and the temperature dropped about a hundred degrees, which, given Guccione’s brutal attacks on Hefner, both in the marketplace and personally, made perfect sense. Hefner “is the closest thing to a closet queen that I know of,” he once pissed to Rolling Stone magazine. In People he called Hefner “a creep” and boasted, “I have stolen an empire out from under him.”

“He didn’t like Hefner and Hefner didn’t like him,” says Bob Guccione, Jr., of his dad. “So, after a while, that became a ping-pong dynamic. I think Hefner disliked my father’s brashness and the fact that he was so successful. He didn’t like the fact he was being knocked off his pedestal. Playboy always had the higher circulation but wasn’t as profitable as Penthouse. Penthouse sold on the newsstand, where most of the profit was. I don’t blame Hefner. Would you like it? I don’t know why my dad didn’t like Hefner, though. I said to my dad, you should be thankful. This guy opened it up. This guy invented the category. You may have innovated within it, but he invented the category, you know? Otherwise we’d all be reading Esquire and National Geographic.”

And once again, I refer you to Eliot, T. S.: “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take; and good poets make it into something better, or at least something different.” Guccione’s magazine was, without qualification, creative larceny, from the centerfolds to his version of the Playmates, which he called Pets.  Guccione copped to his crime—his first idea had been to call his new magazine Playhouse—but was typically dismissive. “We took no more from Playboy in the end than Playboy took from Esquire,” he snarled.

The difference was that Playboy delivered sex without the sweat or smells. It was all very nice, but it was a world that did not exist. Penthouse Pets were sultry to the point of Satanic. They were obviously not “the girl next door,” as Hef liked to say of his Playmates; they were the Sirens of Hades. They were not perky, and they definitely did not work in your office. Only an insane person would dream of swapping recipes with them. Even Al Goldstein admitted to being able to satisfy himself with a copy of Penthouse. “I can’t jerk off to Playboy, too boring,” he always told me, “and Hustler is too literal. But Penthouse . . .”

The first ads for Penthouse are legend, featuring the Playboy Bunny logo in the crosshairs of a rifle, over the declaration “We’re going rabbit hunting.” And, socking it to the proselytizing Hefner, Guccione added, “We give our readers pictures without the lectures.”

Gooch was only four years younger than his appropriated muse, but between 1953 when Hef hit with Marilyn Monroe, and 1965 when Gooch dropped the first issue of Penthouse in the UK, he had the benefit of the Beats and Beatlemania behind him. Even if he didn’t dig their music, the postwar cultural shift and the first battles of the sexual revolution had put into stark relief the difference between Eisenhower-era idealism and a more palpable optimism that came when birth control and rock ’n’ roll were the new ticket to ride. The leap from jet age to space age does not begin to describe it. It was the difference between gee whiz and holy shit.

Gooch first set out to become a famous painter, but the dream floundered. Having given up on the seminary, he took no time in getting hitched—he was married at eighteen—and lit out for Rome to make his mark on the art world. He worked on the street, drawing portraits, caricatures, and cartoons for tourists, hardly the life he had promised his young wife, who promptly took their son back to the States. But somehow—because of his Sicilian kevorka, perhaps?—in 1956 he managed to snare another wife on a trip to Morocco, where he had fallen in with William Burroughs and his band of expatriated bohos. He fathered three more children with her and moved to  London, still failing as a fine artist and making ends meet with day jobs, including a gig managing a dry-cleaning shop and a stint distributing men’s magazines through mail order.

Which was when he got the idea to knock off Playboy, which was going great guns on the newsstands. Thinking that a British version would do even better on home turf, he set to it with the typical damn-the-torpedoes, go-it-alone attitude that would eventually be his downfall but that at the beginning, and for a long time, made him a king and put him in the same weight class as his rival Hefner.

Before he even had a magazine or the money to produce it, Guccione began the media blitzkrieg via a color brochure—promising the scorching pussy power of Penthouse—which he sent to a well-considered mailing list of government officials, clergymen, convents, nursing homes, and anyone else who would send up the flare of indecency and moral corruption. And it worked. The tabloids got wind of this lunatic and declared him a monster. He was censured in the House of Lords and slapped with one of those Victorian-era fines for sending smut through the mail. All of which, far from making him a pariah, turned him into a superstar publisher. Subscription money came rolling in, enough to crank out the first issue.

Becoming the magazine’s principal photographer was born of necessity: Guccione had no dough to pay anyone else. Thankfully, he had sex on the brain, and in a big way.

As a painter he had talent—his canvases were good but derivative—but his work behind the camera bristled. He had fallen upon a formula that launched him into an erotic stratosphere previously unreached, featuring, gloriously, everything Playboy did not (until it had no choice)—full-frontal nudity, enticing puffs of pubes, and deliciously soft labia, all with the voyeur’s expert eye for the unapproach-ably erotic.

Any criticism Guccione has taken for guileless, sometimes boorish behavior aside, his photographic contributions cannot be underestimated and should be seriously reconsidered in the vein of legit art photography. His technique of smearing Vaseline on the lens to achieve a painterly soft focus may have become a men’s-mag cliché, but only because it was so effective. Of course, given the venue and the  subject matter—his best work hovered at the summit of prurience in its purest state—no self-important critic will probably ever be bothered, no matter how masterly Guccione’s art and craft.

The decision to launch Penthouse may have been purely mercantile—straight up, the guy wanted to make some money—but once he got down and dirty with a 35mm Nikon in his paws, the artist emerged. I hate to say he had a filthy mind, because who am I to judge? But this cat had a filthy fucking mind. He understood better than anyone before him how to empower the viewer. Far from being playful, it was voyeurism of a high magnitude. Hanging out in Morocco, smoking hashish with Burroughs, probably didn’t hurt. The Penthouse photos—and the models—had a looseness about them that Playboy never achieved. Penthouse girls didn’t look at the camera. They seemed relaxed and unforced. Hef’s girls needed to be courted with fancy dinners and smart talk. Penthouse girls didn’t need such coddling; they spoke to deeper passions.

In art director Joe Brooks, who would stay with Penthouse for decades, Guccione found his Art Paul. Penthouse blasted off from the pages of Playboy, but Brooks was able to innovate on the formula, expanding and stretching pictorials to make Guccione’s voyeuristic mise-en-scène that much more cinematic. And, unlike his boss, he liked rock ’n’ roll and was able to breathe a little bit of that low-down fire into the schema.

The cover of the first issue of Penthouse featured a model wearing nothing but a man’s sweater, her makeshift outfit and bare legs speaking not only to the act she was ready for, but also to the one that she had just completed. It was far more titillating than any visual pun based on a bunny, and it was a smash, selling out in days. Within a few years Penthouse would be the top-selling men’s magazine in Europe.

Four years later, in 1969—enough time for another generational shift, from, say, Lyndon Johnson to Richard Nixon—Guccione brought Penthouse to America.

“Before you say to yourself, ‘What kind of a magazine is this that dares to compete with Playboy,’” Guccione wrote in his first American publisher’s statement, “we want to say it for you . . . the simple fact is  that we are probably less interested in them than they are in us . . . We have none of the sexual hang ups of the lingering and fundamentally puritan tradition of Playboy. We report, rather than preach . . .”

The first issue sold a humble 235,000 copies, but within three years Guccione would top two million. Meanwhile, his wife, pregnant with their fourth child, gave Gooch the ol’ adios—she had had enough of his seducing his way into the panties of every model he shot. She headed off to the suburbs with the number of a reliable solicitor. But it made no difference to Gooch—he was already on to the next woman, Kathy Keeton, a failed ballet dancer now working as a stripper.

As commonly told, the origin myth of the Guccione-Keeton duo has Gooch meeting her backstage at the club where she was dancing, where he was so impressed with the stacks of the Financial Times and science books that proliferated in her dressing room that he was immediately smitten. “No one had ever been interested in my mind before,” she would later say. Gooch hired her immediately as an ad salesperson, and they quickly became inseparable. Over the next decade she would be given charge of her own magazines: Viva, a porn magazine for women (always a bad idea), Omni, a well-received science-cum-science-fiction magazine, and finally Longevity, a paean to their own search for the fountain of youth. But none of these magazines ever made a nickel, due mostly to gross mismanagement—Omni would have been a success had it only been managed correctly—and Guccione lost a fortune. And when his boondoggles began bleeding money in record amounts—the multimillion-dollar porn flick about the Roman Empire, the pie-in-the-sky casino in Atlantic City, the dice roll to create a portable source of atomic power and solve the world’s energy problems like a sexed-up version of Dr. No—he just plowed ahead until there was nothing left. He took no one’s advice, and was quick to sever personal ties. For years he was estranged from most of his children.

Patricia Bosworth, formerly the executive editor of Viva, told tales in Vanity Fair of Guccione’s intimidating editors with his pack of Rhodesian ridgeback dogs, and his complete indifference when she was once tackled brutally by security guards who had mistaken her as a threat to one of Guccione’s megarich pals. “His dark, strange  presence permeated every corner of the office, although he was rarely there,” she wrote of her former employer. “He was a mass of contradictions, engendering fierce loyalty and equally fierce contempt. He hired and fired people—then rehired them. He could be warm and funny one minute and cold and detached the next.” She was clearly disgusted when he suggested she become the “madam of a Viva whorehouse,” which was going to be something like a Quonset hut parked out on a Las Vegas airstrip. “Guys fly in on their private planes, stop for a little pleasure . . .,” Guccione explained, “then get back onto their planes and zoom off!” Bosworth listened, horrified, and fled into the night.

Peter Bloch, who worked for Guccione for almost thirty years, beginning as a copy editor in 1973 and eventually becoming editor in 1983, remains loyal. “I used to say to people, ‘If you work in this company, we all do windows for Bob. I don’t care whether you’re an editor, accountant, lawyer, whatever.’ And I think one reason I had a good time and a good relationship with him was because I knew that’s the way things were. I know some people that he treated badly, wrongly. He would discard people. But Bob was not, if you’re talking about publishers, the worst by any means. There’s no publisher I can think of that you can’t hear worse stories about than Bob. You work for S. I. Newhouse at Condé Nast, you might find out you got fired by seeing it on TV or hearing it on the radio. Anyone who is going to be in a top position, you’re going to have horror stories. Bob could be incredibly kind, if you realized he was the Godfather. You had to accept that it was this medieval kind of thing. Psychologically there were problems—you could see his dysfunctional family. But I haven’t heard great stories about Hugh Hefner. Larry Flynt was a thug—allegedly he put out a hit on Bob and Hugh Hefner. Al Goldstein trashed everyone.”

“My dad was a rock star,” says Bob Guccione, Jr., who worked for Penthouse and later famously fell out with his father, “and no publisher had ever been a rock star before. Even Hefner, who was a bigger star, was not a rock star. But my dad was. He was sort of like the business version of Jim Morrison or Mick Jagger. And he lived that life, too. He probably slept with more women than Morrison, but less than Mick Jagger.

“He was a flawed genius. We are all flawed, but we’re not all  geniuses. He didn’t try to make everyone perfect, which, to a great extent, Playboy is guilty of, and Esquire is especially guilty—they removed all of the sexual grit; the women that are interviewed and photographed in Esquire are just plastic. As a magazine they are utterly impotent.

“I like the lack of neatness in the great years of Penthouse, because the world isn’t neat. And romance isn’t neat. There’s an awkwardness to attraction and seduction, and the inevitable rejection that comes with all that. The awkwardness makes it interesting.

“Penthouse was genuinely erotic, and genuinely romantic. And even featured notions of pleasing a woman, which Playboy never bothered with—you know, there was never any editorial in Playboy about how to satisfy a woman in bed. From the beginning Penthouse did that. And that’s romantic, the notion of hey, there’s somebody else there, too. I don’t think people realized how romantic my father really was.”
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Brain Salad Surgery

LET ME TELL you a joke.

A guy goes into a bar, and he says to the bartender, “Gimme a shot of whiskey.” The bartender pours him a shot, the guy throws it back and says, “Hey, gimme another.”

The guy drinks the next shot of whiskey and demands another, which he drinks without hesitation, before demanding another shot and drinking that, too. The bartender says, “What’s up, Mack? Hitting it pretty hard today, aren’t we?”

The guy says, “I’m celebrating my first blow job,” to which the bartender says, “That’s fantastic. Here, let me buy you one.”

The guy declines and says, “No thanks. If that last one didn’t get the taste out of my mouth, nothing will!”

I don’t remember getting my first blow job, or even if it came before or after I was lucky enough to have proper sex. Probably after. The nice Jewish girls who hung around the fringes of the parties I went to growing up were never going to go in for a round of the ol’ brain salad surgery, and I didn’t really know any of the girls alleged to be prizewinners in the art. They smoked menthol cigarettes and listened to Aerosmith. Their boyfriends had bitchin’ cars. The best I could do was admire them from afar.

Anyway, I didn’t like a lot of the girls who went to my high school,  because most of them didn’t know who John Lee Hooker was, which was my own stoned way of explaining why I didn’t have a girlfriend and skirting the issue that quite probably I was a loser. I had a lot of problems back then.

I remember, though, my first French kiss, which happened after school in the snow and was genuinely, desperately romantic. And then heavy petting, which was on someone’s hideous suburban couch, or possibly on the floor, rolling around on the shag carpeting, and that was awesome, too. We all used to wear these baggy carpenter-style pants back then, and when I had one of those impossible boners that only teenage boys can achieve, it articulated itself like an R. Crumb comic.

When it came to getting a girl’s bra off, I was a quick learner with the various types of clasps. Girls got the idea I was pretty experienced, but the truth is that I was a geek who was good at solving puzzles. Once, I was almost fooled because the clasp was in the front, but I passed that test, too.

And then the summer after I graduated high school, I fumbled with a condom that I had bought with a great deal of consternation and embarrassment—I had practiced putting one on by myself so, like a special-ops commando, I would be prepared—and shared the last shred of my virtue with an especially lovely girl who looked like Lana Turner and who gave me the honor of hers.

Like I said, I was a fast learner. Thankfully, the girls in college knew who John Lee Hooker was, and a whole lot more. And I knew about this thing called the Gräfenberg spot. I had read about it somewhere (perhaps in my stolen copy of The Joy of Sex?). Maybe the Sensuous Woman had mentioned it in passing. I have no idea, but it turned out to be no myth. Far from turning me into a juvenile delinquent, my experience reading stuff marked “for adults only” was actually a pretty fair prep school for the real deal. A bit of secret knowledge, a few hours of fieldwork, plus years of pent-up enthusiasm, and suddenly I had girls staying for the encore.

Eventually, scattershot exuberance was replaced by more controlled but no less energetic volleys, for the same reasons that at some point I got good enough at playing the drums that I didn’t need to bash away  at mile-a-minute punk rock to get my point across and could focus on the assassin’s unctuous arts of greasy blues and gutbucket R&B. I was on my way to replacing nervous fear with nervous excitement, and eventually a relaxed combination of unforced confidence and humility, because truthfully, I never cease to be amazed when a woman wants to get in bed with me. Actually, the nervous excitement never really went away, either. It’s one of the best parts of the whole scene.

The only bad part was petty jealousy, usually on my part, having to do with past lovers, boyfriends, girlfriends, and the drunken trysts with friends that never manage to remain secret when you travel in a clique of punk rockers and film students.

But eventually, that, too, went the way of my virtue, such as it was. That’s one of the great things about reaching a certain age—besides being able to buy liquor and airplane tickets, you come around to realizing that everyone has a past, and you can’t change it. Finally, I had one, too, and there was no reason to be jealous anymore.

There was, however, another revelation—that there was such a thing as “bad sex.”

Who was it who said even when sex is bad, it’s still pretty good? As Helen Gurley Brown might say, piffle! Bad sex is bad sex. It can happen for all sorts of reasons—lack of chemistry, too much to drink, and, of course, some people just aren’t good at it. There are few things more embarrassing for everyone involved than getting head from someone who has no idea what he or she is doing.

But the very notion that sex could be bad stood as a measure of being an adult. It crushed the teenage ideal that no matter what, fucking would be its own reward, and the promise of Playboy, that it would solve all of my problems.

 

 

IN 1967, DURING what would become known as the Summer of Love, the Beatles took off to India to study meditation with the guru Maharishi. Eventually they would fall out with the enlightened one, after he tried to paw actress Mia Farrow. Neil Aspinall, the Beatles’ road manager, who had talked to the guru about a possible film deal, was shocked at his capitalist savvy. “This guy knows more about  making deals than I do,” Aspinall said. “He’s really into scoring.” This was also the year Jann Wenner published the first issue of Rolling Stone, featuring John Lennon on the cover. Wenner would grow up to be his own publishing behemoth, forsaking his original countercultural mandate to get into the celebrity-worship game, publishing the kind of gossip rag that specialized in handicapping movie-star marriages. Years later, his former friend Al Goldstein would call him “the biggest sellout in the business.” So much for ’60s idealism.

That same year, Time magazine did its cover story on the Pill.

You know which pill I’m talking about—which is pretty amazing, if you think about it. If I said “the guitar,” you wouldn’t know if I was thinking Gibson or Fender, electric or acoustic, the thing Jimi made a racket with or that other one that Woody Guthrie used to kill fascists. But “the Pill” is frightfully specific.

Nonprocreative sex, like changing for dinner, is what separates us from the animals. Fucking for fucking’s sake. But it would be a stretch to call the Pill a recreational drug—far short of describing it as the birth of a global fuck-fest, Time offered that it could “defuse the population explosion” and “go far toward eliminating hunger, want, and ignorance,” also pretty good causes.

The Pill was introduced in 1960, and for most of the decade it was used primarily by married women. In fact, in some states it was illegal to even give it to single women. As far as its being the catalyst for sexual anarchy and widespread promiscuity, as conservative pundits predicted, it did very little compared with the joyous confluence of rock ’n’ roll and the automobile.

Certainly, the Pill’s explosive popularity—in 1960, a mere four hundred thousand women were using it; five years later, well over three million were—had something to do with a sexual revolution too often summarized by a tie-dyed wave of happy, humping hippies, but it wasn’t the root cause. Sure, the hippies loved it. They also loved knowing they could get a shot of penicillin at the free clinic. But like most revolutions, the so-called sexual one took a double helix of political and social upheaval, fueled in part, at least, by boredom and booze.

The biggest effect the Pill had was as a rocket-booster for women’s  independence—the more ability to control their reproductive rights women had, the more likely they were to make larger life and career choices and decide when they wanted to have children. It’s a fact that most new family members are “accidents.” The Pill helped put the kibosh on that and gave a jolt to solving Betty Friedan’s “problem with no name.” Before it became a social agent that greased the wheels for more sex without the anaphrodisiac nightmare of the condom to monkey-wrench the lovemaking, it empowered married women in a society still overwhelmingly dominated by the male of the species.

Fifty years later, New York magazine suggested that the by-product of the Pill was a generation of career women who had let their best chances for raising a family pass them by and were suddenly at biological odds trying to start a family postforty. Freedom, it would seem, would always be something of a balancing act.

Playboy entered the ’60s selling a million copies per month, with its mantra of conspicuous consumption still ruling the day. The June 1960 issue featured the rabbit logo as the hood ornament on a magnificent Mercedes. The girl behind the wheel was out of focus, but the message was clear: If you wanted to get laid, you were going to need about a million bucks’ worth of automotive hardware. Miss November 1961 spelled it out—her ambition in life was to “middle-aisle it with a Prince Charming who is tall, considerate and . . . rich.” And yet Miss November 1962 featured a Playmate back in tune with Hef’s original manifesto. She was “a well-constructed non-conformist” who loved “square-dealing artist Piet Mondrian, movie director Ingmar Bergman . . . will lend her ear at any hour to Chopin or Odetta . . . and digs dating unpretentious guys who don’t knock themselves out with their wealth and wisdom.” Still, the omnipotent copywriter was also quick to point out that she was more upbeat than beat, just in case you got the wrong idea. The text accompanying the following month’s Playmate, Miss December, was a reminder that The Playboy was quite happy to spend his days lolling around his bachelor pad. “It is news to nobody that the editors of this journal are dedicated indoor men, especially when the winds of winter blow,” it read. “We’re frankly loath to poke round in the cold, feeling firmly that ice in all its forms belongs only in a drink.”

With Playboy’s increasing success, the girls seemed to be losing their inhibitions. Or maybe Hef was. Finally we got to see entire uncovered breasts in each issue, not to mention that as the book got bigger and pumped up with increasing ad pages, more girls snuck into the issues, including a new series painted by Alberto Vargas. Since Hef had brought the former Esquire pinup professor over to Playboy, his work had only gotten more and more provocative—it was the culmination of the Hefner ideal.

The first “Playboy Interview,” with its iconic layout—three photos on the bottom of the opener, underscored by provocative pull quotes, another Art Paul triumph—debuted in 1962 with Miles Davis. The subjects over the decade would be an astonishing array of talent and political provocateurs, civilrights leaders, cultural icons, and freethinkers—Martin Luther King, Eldridge Cleaver, and Malcolm X were all featured, but so were George Wallace; Albert Speer; George Lincoln Rockwell, “führer” of the American Nazi Party; and Robert Shelton, grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. Bob Dylan and the Beatles had their turn, as did Frank Sinatra and Jackie Gleason. There was no shortage of intellectual heft—Bertrand Russell, Jean-Paul Sartre, Jean Genet, Albert Schweitzer, Vladimir Nabokov, Norman Mailer, Ayn Rand, Marshall McLuhan, and on and on. An interview with famed atheist Madalyn Murray, known as “the most hated woman in America,” was a natural for Hefner, whose attacks against religion in The Playboy Philosophy were relentless. It’s hard to imagine who, exactly, was reading the interviews with Nabokov and Genet, but there is no doubt that they helped legitimize Playboy as a thinking man’s magazine. Although Hef’s ideas about women never seemed to evolve, Playboy lived in every other way on the edge of liberal politics and intellectualism.

The design, too, was expanding with a briskness and modernism that would set the pace for every other American magazine. Art Paul’s work, and especially his talent for hiring artists, was unwaveringly brilliant. James Bond made his Playboy debut in 1962 with painterly spreads that blew the bejeezus out of the kind of old-school illos that were still the status quo for spy stories. Later there would be a spectacular feature on Pablo Picasso, “The Wisdom of Pablo Picasso, a Credo  for Creativity,” and a remembrance of Marilyn Monroe, including Willem de Kooning’s ferocious deconstruction of her. In 1967 Playboy recruited eleven contemporary artists to interpret the centerfold concept, and the results were classic, a sixteen-foot James Rosenquist double canvas of a wastepaper basket, a breast, and a pickle; a Larry Rivers plexiglass-and-metal construction of a kneeling woman; Dalí’s take on Velázquez; and some Warhol silk screens of boobs among them.

Playboy was never better than it was in the ’60s. Hefner—still very much a child of the late ’30s who came of age in the early ’50s—would never embrace the new counterculture wholeheartedly, nor would Playboy alienate middle America by turning tie-dye on its liberal but very much red, white, and blue constituency, but it led the pack with forward-thinking stories on marijuana, Timothy Leary, and race relations. While not militant in any overt way, Playboy’s coverage of the war was liberal, sober, and well conceived, with articles by Nat Hentoff and John Kenneth Galbraith, not to mention commentary from more than one U.S. senator. Things would still get a little sticky with Paleolithic service features on the joys of fondue that would never just die the quick death they deserved, and there were always the stodgy stories on golf and cuff links and trousers . . . but issue by issue, Playboy was remarkably consistent in setting a standard for editorial excellence.

And then there was my favorite girl, Little Annie Fanny, the bra-busting tart who would strut across three decades of Playboy and be the magazine’s most consistent refection of the pop-culture plasma pool.

In some ways, “Little Annie Fanny” was the least sophisticated thing Playboy would ever run, at least since the unfortunate clunkers of the first few years—the hoary “How to Lay a Broad” stories and the ham-fisted tirades against marriage-seeking tramps looking to score outsized alimony payments. But “Annie” was also the most playful feature in a magazine that could take itself as seriously as the Paris peace talks.

Conceived by Harvey Kurtzman and Will Elder, who had worked together at E.C. Comics for William Gaines, “Little Annie Fanny” was to Terry Southern’s Candy what Candy was to Candide—new  adventures for the classically naive waif. And her tits? Fuggedaboutit.

The other comics in Playboy—the one-page gag panels that were still hit or miss in the humor department, and even the comic noo-dlings of Shel Silverstein and Jules Feiffer, which were never less than brilliant—would always graze on the respectable side of urbane. “Little Annie Fanny,” however, was a four-color free-for-all, the first fully painted feature comic strip, often described as the most lush comic ever. The strip was so complex to produce, from pencils to finished panel, that there were often four artists credited alongside Kurtzman and Elder.

Kurtzman had been the twisted superbrain behind Mad magazine—and as such probably had as much to do with corrupting young minds across the decade as Hefner did. Mad started in 1952 as a four-color comic spoofing the culture of the day, from television—still in its nascent glory—to other comic books and superheroes. Nothing was sacred—not even the magazine’s own medium, which it bent and twisted and deconstructed with barrages of inside jokes, self-referential idiocy, and exceptionally acute instincts. Elder especially had a wicked knack for taking off on other comics—his “Mickey Rat,” for instance, wasn’t art so much as it was an uprising.

Kurtzman drew many of the covers and wrote a great deal of the astonishing first twenty-eight issues of Mad, but all of the artists brought their own madness, especially Jack Davis, Wally Wood, and Elder, who would become Kurtzman’s main collaborator on “Little Annie Fanny.”

Kurtzman had abruptly quit Mad after a falling-out with publisher Gaines over money—after the craziness of the new comic-book code, which came in the wake of the Kefauver hearings and the hysterical ravings of Fredric Wertham, E.C. had shut down its successful horror and war comics, leaving Mad as its last winning title.

Kurtzman demanded a share in the title he had invented, and Gaines—cast here as the evil capitalist oppressing a great artist—balked. Kurtzman walked, taking with him Mad’s best men, who went on to work for the short-lived humor mag Trump, published by none other than Hugh Hefner himself.

Trump was well received but ultimately too expensive to produce  according to Hefner’s exacting standards—it was a first-rate affair and ahead of its time, as it laid the groundwork for many of the artists and running gags that would become the foundation of the modern Mad magazine—and he pulled the plug after just two issues.

Kurtzman and the gang went on to produce Humbug—which R. Crumb would later say changed his life—but it lasted only eleven issues, before the publishers got into another largely unsung act of lunacy, Help!, which, among other things, facilitated the formation of Monty Python—John Cleese and Terry Gilliam first met while working on the new magazine. Gilliam later called Kurtzman “one of the godparents of Monty Python” and in homage named a character in his film Brazil after his former boss.

Help! was a different kind of crazy than what Kurtzman had been perpetrating before, driven more by photos than art, not as risqué as National Lampoon would be years later, but never less than a scream. The top comics of the day graced the cover, furiously mocking themselves and the hot-button issues of the times—there was Jerry Lewis about to be crushed by a falling Sputnik, Jonathan Winters reading a book on how to survive a nuclear war, and Jackie Gleason being pursued by a UFO.49

Help! lasted four years50 but was not without its legacy. Aside from facilitating the meeting of the minds that formed Monty Python, it also helped in the midwifing of “Little Annie Fanny.”

The most famous story to come out of Help! would be the Kurtzman-Elder joint “Goodman Beaver Does Playboy!” featuring the hapless  innocent Goodman Beaver spoofing the Playboy way of life, cast with the gang from the Archie comics, something like the adult version of Elder’s early Mad spoof, “Starchie!”

Except the folks at Archie weren’t all that amused with Betty and Veronica’s bursting out of their bras, and brought the full force of their legal department down on Help!, at which point Hef took notice and began conspiring anew with Kurtzman. It wasn’t long before Goodman Beaver had sprouted breasts and had been transformed into Little Annie Fanny. Sometimes it is that easy.

“Little Annie” would take some criticism for not being as rippingly laugh-inducing as Kurtzman’s earlier work, and it was true—but what could possibly compare to the first run of Mad when it was still a comic book? Often “Little Annie” was the only truly funny thing in Playboy, and it helped deflate the self-righteous side of the magazine. As with everything else, Hef held the reins tight, and held back the freewheeling Kurtzman and Elder from blowing the doors off the car, but that’s Hef for you. Nonetheless, it was ribald, rollicking, and impressive, a welcome addition to the back of the book. And did I mention her tits? Bettie Page notwithstanding, for me, at least, Annie was the closest Playboy had come to the unobtainable zork of neoPlatonic sex doll since the Marilyn Monroe pinup in the first issue. Maybe that’s because she was a cartoon and I knew for sure that I could never have her.

The best episodes slapped back at the culture at large—beginning with the first strip, which went after Madison Avenue advertising and in which Annie fell in love with a pack of cigarettes, a bar of soap, and a box of “Cleenex.” Other strips included James Bond parodies, rips on the Kennedys, Dr. Strangelove, hippies, feminists, the space program, and eventually the Muppets, Jim and Tammy Baker, Steven Spielberg, and professional wrestling. And of course, through it all, Annie could never keep her clothes on for much more than a few seconds.

“Little Annie Fanny” ran in Playboy under Kurtzman for twenty-six years—almost four times as long as the Beatles lasted, from their first giddy pop hits through their swan song, Let It Be.

PLAYBOY’S ONLY PROBLEM in the early part of the decade, it would seem, was a minor kerfuffle with the Chicago vice squad—the same clueless coppers who busted Lenny Bruce—over a few not atypical pics of Jayne Mansfield, who always seemed to be pitted against Marilyn Monroe for the title of America’s Favorite Blonde Bombshell. Together, they were both cast in the movie-star mags against Doris Day (and her don’t-ask-don’t-tell on-screen paramour, the King of Kayfabe, Rock Hudson) as bad girls, and were both rumored to have been knocking boots with the tag team of Jack and Bobby Kennedy. In fact, the pictures that drew the fuzz to the Playboy mansion to bust Hef were stills from Jayne’s role in the film Promises! Promises!—the first American movie to feature a mainstream actress in the nude, a distinction that M.M. would have earned for her turn in the buff in George Cukor’s Something’s Got to Give, had she not died before the filming was completed.51

Jayne, like Lenny Bruce, is better known for her reputation than for her work. Her cleavage was so canyonlike and awe-inspiring, she could have registered it with the National Park Service. Jack Paar once introduced her on The Tonight Show by saying, “Here they are, Jayne Mansfield.” At various times she was known as Miss Negligee, Miss Nylon Sweater, Miss Geiger Counter, and, my favorite, Miss Electric Switch, all pretty good handles for a girl who went on to marry Mr. Universe wearing a see-through wedding gown. A photo of Sophia Loren gawking at Jayne’s nearly exploding tits was seen all over the world, as were numerous “accidents” that saw a flash of booby popping out of Jayne’s dress at only the most opportune times, e.g., when a Confidential magazine paparazzo was in close proximity, lens focused and flash loaded.

But she was no dummy, either. She was known to have an IQ of 163, eleven points higher than you-know-who, although, also known for her self-deprecating sense of humor, she liked to joke that more  people were interested in her 40-21-36. Evangelist Billy Graham once moaned that “this country knows more about Jayne Mansfield’s statistics than the Second Commandment.”

She didn’t have quite the acting pedigree that Marilyn had, what with the Actors Studio membership, nor did she get the plum roles Marilyn scored, but she had plenty of legit chops and won a Theatre World Award in 1956 for her role in the Broadway production of Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter? (she later starred in the film) and a Golden Globe the next year for New Star of the Year—Actress. And she made a few records, including Jayne Mansfield: Shakespeare, Tchaikovsky & Me, on which she read poetry with a classical music soundtrack; a live recording of her Vegas stage act, called Jayne Mansfield Busts Up Las Vegas; and, no shit, a single featuring Jimi Hendrix on guitar, a meeting of the minds that happened because for a while they shared the same manager. The B-side, a bump-and-grind go-go number that is called, for some inexplicable reason, “Suey,” is a real gas, with Hendrix grinding away and Jayne oozing more than singing, “It makes my knees freeze . . . it makes my back crack . . . it makes my liver quiver . . . sure, it’s hot, I’m giving it all I’ve got . . .” Her most enduring feature is The Girl Can’t Help It, the Cinemascope-Technicolor rock ’n’ roll classic featuring Little Richard, Gene Vincent, Fats Domino, and Eddie Cochrane, among others, which looms among the Beatles’ first inspirations.

Jayne first appeared in Playboy as Miss February in 1955 and would be featured in the magazine over thirty times, but there was something about the shots in 1964—titled “The Nudest Jayne Mansfield”—that shook up the squares enough to put the bite on Hefner.

The trial, not surprisingly, turned into a media fiesta, with Mr. Hefner coming to court with a Playmate on his arms and handing out copies of The Playboy Philosophy. By way of a defense, Hef’s lawyer read from Ben Franklin’s “Advice to a Friend on Choosing a Mistress,” last seen in the first issue of Playboy but still being championed as evidence that the Founding Fathers were would-be Hefners.

A hung jury gave Hef a free pass and he walked away tall, claiming vindication, but truthfully, he was never worried. Thanks to the hoopla, the magazine was a sellout, and anyway, the worst that was  going to happen to him was a $400 fine—without the bragging rights of defending America’s freedom, hardly worth getting out of bed for.

Meanwhile, in New York City, another “dirty magazine” publisher, known largely for his commitment to sexual candor and to art and quality literature, was being tried for the wages of his sins, except in this case, the defendant was looking at a real fine and some serious prison time—something like ninety million years.

 

 

RALPH GINZBURG LOOKED like a troublemaker, like a goddamned Bolshevik pornographer, if one could imagine such a thing. His hair rode his head like thick black bristles on a brush, and his mustache exploded off his face as if it were about to start its own revolution. Sturdy round glasses magnifying the eyes of a lunatic completed the perfect portrait of the subversive Jew of the late ’50s. Even now, looking at a picture of him, I can’t help but think, Pinko.

What would land Ginzburg in prison eventually wasn’t what he published; it was the manner in which he chose to advertise it, and he fell to a fabricated charge of pandering obscenity—for promising prurience. He may or may not have delivered it, but there is no doubt that everything he published smacked of fine art and high-minded ideals, the very whosis of “redeeming social value.”

Eros, the magazine for which he ultimately went to jail, took a page from the Hefner playbook and picked freely from the bawdy side of the public domain—Guy de Maupassant, Degas, Mark Twain, and Rembrandt were featured, along with contemporary Playboy fave Ray Bradbury. The fourth and final issue of Eros would also gain notoriety for featuring Marilyn Monroe—although by the time the Eros photos were published, some of them nude (originally snapped by Bert Stern for Vogue but later suppressed), any illusion of pliant youth that M.M. had projected in her Playboy debut had evaporated. Marilyn looked like exactly what she was in 1962—a hot dish of a divorcée, but one with her best years behind her. She died six weeks after the shoot.

Another thing Eros had in common with Playboy was a preternaturally gifted art director—where Hef had Art Paul to keep Playboy at the head of the pack, Ginzburg had Herb Lubalin, one of the top  advertising men in the country, whose work for Eros earned a featured spot in a design show in Moscow curated by the U.S. State Department, and a gold medal from the Art Directors Club of America. Hustler would later call Eros “the most handsome mass-produced magazine in American publishing history,” and at $25 for a four-issue subscription, Eros could claim to be the most expensive—almost ten times what Playboy cost per issue.

Ginzburg’s first run at book publishing, in 1958, was An Unhurried View of Erotica—basically a bibliography of books that had been banned for their erotic content, with a foreword by a fancy-pants psychoanalyst. He sold four hundred thousand copies. Also, like Hefner, Ginzburg was a promotion savant (not to mention a former Esquire employee). Ginzburg first advertised his Unhurried View in expensive, full-page newspaper ads and then, once it caught on, hyped his book on TV talk shows and anywhere else the publicity machine drove him. He was the huckster’s huckster.

Now flush with dough, he was ready to launch his dream, Eros, four years in the making, with an even more adventurous promotion program. Like Hefner’s, Ginzburg’s dedication to civil rights ran on the same tracks as his quest for sexual candor and intellectual brinks-manship, and in 1962 he also published 100 Years of Lynchings, a collection of newspaper clippings and stories that cast American racism in a stark light.

Ginzburg sent nine million advertisements to potential Eros subscribers, earning him 150,000 subscribers—and another thirty-five thousand complaints sent directly to the postmaster general, whose office, as we have well learned, is rarely libertine in the ways of literature.

“EROS is a child of its times,” read one ad for the magazine, “the result of recent court decisions that have realistically interpreted America’s obscenity laws and that have given to this country a new breadth of freedom of expression. . . . EROS takes full advantage of this new freedom of expression. It is the magazine of sexual candor . . . In the few short weeks since its birth, EROS has established itself as the rave of the American intellectual community—and the rage of prudes everywhere!”

Ginzburg also published a biweekly newsletter, Liaison. The ads were no less provocative than they were written in Hefner-esque liberation-speak:52 Are you a member of the sexual elite? . . . Are you among the few happy and enlightened individuals who believe that a man and woman can make love without feeling pangs of conscience? Can you read about love and sex and discuss them without blushing and stammering? If so, you ought to know about an important new periodical called Liaison . . . Though Liaison handles the subjects of love and sex with complete candor, I wish to make it clear that it is not a scandal sheet and it is not written for the man in the street. Liaison is aimed at intelligent, educated adults who can accept love and sex as part of life . . .





In 1962, Ginzburg also published The Housewife’s Handbook on Selective Promiscuity, which, among other bits of previously unspoken wisdom, described the clitoris as the locus of female pleasure.53 More provocative, even, was Ginzburg’s guarantee of a “refund of the price of The Housewife’s Handbook on Selective Promiscuity if the book fails to reach you because of U.S. Post Office censorship interference.” That last bit, seen as a direct challenge, really put a bee in the postmaster’s bonnet. That, plus the cheek of Ginzburg to mail his advertisements from the Amish villages of Blue Ball and Intercourse, Pennsylvania.

It was Attorney General Robert Kennedy—whose brother’s relationship with Eros cover girl M.M. had already reached the water-cooler gossip circuit, and whose own relationship with the actress was now being whispered about only slightly more sotto voce—who brought the weight of his office down on Ginzburg, egged on in large part by Morton Hill, a Jesuit priest and morality zealot whose endless bleating would make him an antiporn player from the early ’60s to the right-wing Reagan administration.

It probably didn’t help matters that in the same issue as the pics of the just-deceased Marilyn, Eros featured a photo-essay called “Black and White in Color,” depicting a black man and a white woman very much together but never even remotely obscene, with no actual sex, let alone penetration or naughty bits, in sight. But it was enough for a couple of cracker congressmen to see red and start screaming for Ginzburg’s “race-mixing pinko pornographer” neck. Not what any Boston liberal wanted to hear while trying to cool a nation’s collective racial anxiety—I would bet that if it had been a couple of ofays getting it on, no one would have given it a second thought.

Nonetheless, Kennedy drudged up the ancient grimoire of Comstock laws and sent his agents to serve Ginzburg. They found him at his office Christmas party—a far stretch from the bacchanal at the Playboy Mansion, it was just a few friends drinking rye and listening to Bach—and slapped him with twenty-eight violations of sending obscenity through the mail, each count punishable by a fine of $10,000 and ten years in jail. Ginzburg was facing a fine of $280,000 and 280 years in stir—although, as one legal eagle pointed out, every single advertisement that he had mailed counted as a separate violation, so in theory he could have been looking at ninety million years.

The trial took place in Philadelphia, a city well chosen by the prosecutors—like Chicago, it had a very large, ultraconservative Roman Catholic population gung ho on not just banning books (Tropic of Cancer, Huckleberry Finn, etc.), but actually burning them on the steps of the city’s intimidating cathedral. Never mind that the nation’s principles of freedom were founded there—if the feds dragged you to Philly, you were fucked. Ginzburg waived his right to a jury and took his chances on the judge.

It was not the best idea he ever had. The prosecution’s case took little more than an hour and consisted largely of reading from The Housewife’s Handbook while smugly reminding the judge of Ginzburg’s coy promotional stunts. The judge did not need much time to deliberate—a sandwich and a cup of coffee later, he came back to the bench and handed Ralph five years and a fine of $42,000 like he was giving out candy on Halloween.

“That whole decision rested on Blue Balls and Intercourse,”  Ginzburg fumed afterward. “Since when do you spend five years in prison for a bad joke?”

The appeals process began immediately and in three years would work its way up to the Supreme Court. Incredibly, very few people got behind Ginzburg. Largely absent were the intellectuals, artists, and left-wing press who had lined up for Allen Ginsberg and Lenny Bruce and had helped fill the pages of Playboy with libertarian rhetoric.

Ginzburg’s one supporter was Sloan Wilson, author of The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, the novel about growing discontent with cookie-cutter conformity and the mind-numbing drone of nine-to-five life, one of Hef’s favorites.

“I couldn’t enlist even the most wild-eyed liberals,” said Sloan, appalled. “The objection was that Ralph really wasn’t a gentleman, not quite respectable. I knocked on the door of almost every publisher in New York, but they were all embarrassed to speak out. He wasn’t a member of the club. If they could do that to him, why couldn’t they put me in jail for what I write?”

When the Supreme Court heard the appeal in 1966, it was oddly resolute in its determination to screw Ginzburg with his pants on, although what the hell for is beyond any rational comprehension. It was a crazy way of prosecuting the man—neither The Housewife’s Handbook nor Ginzburg’s mailers themselves were deemed obscene, but what they hung him on was pandering obscenity, a legal first. With all that talk of sexual candor (not to mention a direct challenge to the postmaster), the Court was saying that promising filth was just as bad as actually providing something that may or may not have been obscene. It didn’t even matter if the books and magazines Ginzburg was advertising were pronounced duds on arrival—it was a great-looking product, but, as genuine erotica, kind of soft. But, as it was with any local street hooker, just the offer was enough to get tossed in the jug.

Writing for a five-to-four majority, Justice Brennan, otherwise known as a sane and tolerant liberal, legitimized the persecution of Ginzburg. “Where the purveyor’s sole emphasis is on the sexually provocative aspects of his publications, that fact may be decisive in the determination of obscenity.”

The New York Times, that same defender of free speech that thinks it’s fine to publish leaked military documents, sniffed: “The Supreme Court has struck the proper balance in a field where there are extremely difficult issues of law and public policy . . . Mr. Justice Brennan and his majority colleagues have shown wisdom and moral courage in the subtle and arduous task of upholding the law against obscenity while still protecting liberty of expression . . .

“Ginzburg was clearly publishing pornography . . . The Court inescapably concluded that Ginzburg had no scholarly, literary or scientific interests; he was strictly an entrepreneur in a disreputable business who took his chances on the borderline of the law and lost . . .”

No scholarly, literary, or scientific interests? Had the Times ever even seen a copy of Eros? It sure doesn’t seem like it. What it seemed like was that the hypereducated liberals at the paper were all for freedom of speech, as long as it was theirs.

New York magazine would sum it up best: Ginzburg was loud, often abrasive, and humorless, but mostly “he lacked the one quality that was crucial to the successful exercise of sexual candor: furtiveness.”

After Ginzburg was sentenced to five years in prison, playwright Arthur Miller—Marilyn Monroe’s ex-husband who had been convicted of contempt of Congress after standing up to the House Un-American Activities Committee and refusing to name names—had this to say: “After all the legal, moral and psychological arguments are done, the fact remains that a man is going to prison for publishing and advertising stuff a few years ago that today would hardly raise an eyebrow in your dentist’s office . . . Compared to the usual run of entertainment in this country, Ginzburg’s publications and his ads are on a par with the National Geographic.”

The Supreme Court decision could not be overturned, but the sentence could be negotiated or tossed altogether, and Ginzburg’s lawyers threw up a dizzying gauntlet of briefs arguing for a suspended sentence, or at least a seriously reduced stretch. Somehow, brilliantly, they managed to keep Ginzburg out on the street for years while they gummed up the federal court system with arguments.

Meanwhile, Ginzburg—idle hands being the devil’s playground and all that—launched yet another title, Fact, again featuring Herb  Lubalin’s razor-sharp typography and Ginzburg’s own hyperbolic muckraking. One typically modern, type-driven cover announced:fact: Readers Digest is dishonest, ignorant, irresponsible, 
John Birchite, anti-Jewish, & anti-Negro.





The most famous Fact cover was based on a classic Ginzburg gag: He bought a mailing list from the American Psychoanalytic Association and sent out a survey to America’s top mental health experts questioning Republican presidential candidate Barry Goldwater’s mental health. The majority of recipients either ignored Ginzburg or sent back the wrong answer, but 20 percent of them got it right:1,189 Psychiatrists 
Say Goldwater Is Psychologically 
Unfit to Be President.





Ginzburg ran his favorite responses: “Basically, I feel he has a narcissistic disorder with not too latent paranoid elements”; “I do not think his having two nervous breakdowns in the past should be held against him. The sickness of his character structure now present is his real psychological deficit.” Another compared him to Hitler, Castro, and Stalin: “Though compensated at present, he would become more irrational and paranoid when under political attack.”

Goldwater sued Ginzburg and won $75,000 in damages, never mind what it did for Ginzburg’s reputation with other politicians who might decide his fate. “Pioneers,” Al Goldstein would later say, as his own empire was crumbling, “create their own destruction.”

Somehow Ginzburg ran Fact for three years, followed by another hardcover, beautifully produced book-a-zine, perhaps Ginzburg’s best known, Avant Garde. Never as purely sexual as Eros, it was still rife with controversial images—a naked pregnant woman photographed for the cover, a feature promising “Picasso’s Erotic Gravures,” and another article featuring “John Lennon’s Erotic Lithographs”—and inside, among the subtler articles, were unbending antiwar messages, including the infamous Fuck War poster. Once again Lubalin’s  stunning typography fueled the machine, including the proprietary typeface for which the book would be largely remembered, the eponymous Avant Garde.

The years clocked by and the calendar pages turned over, just as in an old movie—Avant Garde ran for three years after Fact—and the ’60s slowly began to melt into the ’70s. After everything America had been through—political assassinations, kooky nude theater, flower power, Penthouse and Screw magazines—like it or not, sex, love, and freedom had become the American leitmotif, and the idea that a nebbish like Ginzburg could do hard time for publications that looked more like they belonged in the Museum of Modern Art’s gift shop than in any adult bookstore was reduced to an absurdity.

Artists, intellectuals, and lawyers were finally lining up behind Ginzburg, whose conviction and still-pending prison stretch were looking a lot like the relics of a bygone era. But the last federal judge to get the case, in 1972, didn’t see it that way. He reduced Ginzburg’s sentence to three years, what he likely thought an act of mercy, and brought the gavel down.

After Ginzburg was sprung—he ended up doing eight months in Lewisburg before he was paroled—he was featured in a Playboy interview.

“Personally, I think most cigarette ads are vulgar,” he told the magazine. “I think photographs showing B-52s dropping napalm on Vietnamese civilians are vulgar. No, let me make that stronger. They’re grotesque, they’re obscene. But I wouldn’t put a man in jail for publishing such pictures. Good taste is absolutely indefinable in any legal sense.”

In his book Castrated: My Eight Months in Prison—a version of which was published in the New York Times Magazine (which apparently had a change of heart while he was serving his sentence)—Ginzburg remarked, “‘Obscenity’ or ‘pornography’ is a crime without definition or victim. It is a bag of smoke used to conceal one’s own dislikes with regard to aspects of sex.” When Ginzburg died in 1997, the Times would credit him with helping to “set off the sexual revolution.”

Ginzburg told Hustler, “I’m a puritan . . . I don’t smoke, I’ve only tried grass once in my life and it did absolutely nothing to me . . . I’m  not a swinger, and I’ve never pretended to be. I’m faithful to my wife . . . I advocate open sexuality because I want people to be free . . . that doesn’t mean some sort of Dolce Vita myself.”

The straight life aside, if you look like a dangerous nut, chances are good you’re going to get treated like one. Take on the mantle of nobility and act like a playboy, live in a mansion, and throw parties for the aristocracy, and you will be treated accordingly. Which is no fault of Hefner’s, of course, just a sad fact. Ginzburg went to jail because—like Al Goldstein and Larry Flynt, who would follow him down the primrose path—he didn’t know how to wink and nod.

 

 

IN 1966, LENNY Bruce died of a drug overdose. His last show was at the Fillmore West; Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention were the opening act. Bill Graham, who ran the venue, recalls it being a lousy performance, with Lenny strung-out and nearly incomprehensible. He was found dead nine days later. Phil Spector, who had produced Lenny’s record Lenny Bruce Is Out Again, said that Lenny died from “an overdose of police.”

Dick Schaap eulogized Lenny in Playboy: “Finally, one last four-letter word concerning Lenny Bruce: Dead. At forty. That’s obscene.”

Thirty years later, a former assistant district attorney confessed his complicity to Krassner. “He was prosecuted because of his words. He didn’t harm anybody; he didn’t commit an assault; he didn’t steal; he didn’t engage in any conduct which directly harmed someone else. So, therefore, he was punished, first and foremost, because of the words he used . . . We drove him into poverty and used the law to kill him.”

One wonders what Lenny might have said about the Summer of Love—would he have emerged as a post-Beat hippie leader, like Ginsberg? A psychedelic warrior, like Ken Kesey and that crew? Or would he have blasted the Tim Leary concept of utopia and the trust-fund revolutionaries who ultimately had no real commitment to anything? And what would he have had to say about the persecution of Ralph Ginzburg, or about his own first great champion, Hugh Hefner, as The Playboy tried to make the transition from decade to decade without seeming square?

Hef was never stupid or crass enough to become what Tom Wolfe would slyly bust as “radical chic”—Hef’s politics were already, admirably, far left—but he had no real connection to the counterculture. He was a terrific intellect and a brilliant editor, but as a man of the times he was inauthentic, and he took fair criticism for it from journos and culture watchers who wanted to know how he could support heady left-wing ideals and expect the support of an increasingly disenfranchised youth culture—especially the young men who were traditionally his audience and who were now being shipped off to be cannon fodder in a killing war—while still preaching unrepentant consumerism as the key to happiness.

For the first time, Hef was losing his juice at the edges of the culture. While the twenty-somethings who were happening stateside were going granola and denouncing bourgeois values, Hef was still filling his magazine with impossibly perfect, cookie-cutter women and feature wells bursting with upscale, old-school lifestyle stories. He had always been duplicitous in his marketing—conflating individuality with group identity, and preaching freedom from the slavery of middle-class American values from the altar of Buy Mo’ Stuff—but the undercurrents of social change had put his having-it-both-ways mode of operation to the test.

It was a very big country. Hippies might have taken over the six o’clock news, but they had not driven conservative cocktail culture from the middle of America. Most Playboy readers were still going to work or to state colleges with active ROTC programs and well-maintained quads. Playboy found its audience with the hubba-hubba Playmates, but its general editorial excellence and execution and Hef’s progressive positions on birth control, homosexuality, drugs, the war, and a dozen other edgy liberal topics were what made it a truly great magazine. He was serving two masters and, so far, was getting away with it, gleefully.

Aside from the mansion, Playboy now had its own building in Chicago, on Michigan Avenue, thirty-seven floors punctuating the skyline with a nine-foot-tall lighted Playboy logotype on top, although Hef, increasingly reclusive, especially during the Dexedrine days, preferred to work out of his bedroom at the mansion. Or, occasionally, his  massive DC9 jumbo jet, which he painted black and dubbed the Big Bunny. C’est la vie.

As toys for boys went, the jet ruled the day. It came with a price tag of $4.5 million, but Hef threw another million into it, transforming it into a giant nightclub, office, flying hotel, and brothel, with convertible beds, a bar, enough galley space to whip up dinner for two dozen, and, of course, Hef’s master suite, featuring an elliptical bed with kinky-but-safe seat belts and a “Tasmanian possum spread” and shower for two, plus the usual blinding array of remote-control now-you-see-it, now-you-don’t TV screens, tape machines, record players, etc., etc., not to mention the onboard staff of eight highly trained Bunnies, ready for any sort of Playboy emergency.

By the end of the ’60s, Playboy was selling an astonishing six million copies a month and Playboy Clubs—the well-heeled ancestors of Hooters—numbered sixteen. “We total over 24.5 tons of Bunnies,” bragged Hefner. “Their collective chest measurement is 15,156 inches, which is about one quarter of a mile. Their waistlines total 94,721 inches and their hip circumference is 14,777 inches.” Between 1963 and 1969, Playboy sales jetted from $26 million to $96 million, not bad for a nerd who started out clanging away at his typewriter, pissed off at his wife.

Also, Hef was back on TV.

The new show was similar to his first outing, Playboy’s Penthouse, except that, for one, it was now in color, and lots of it—with the exception of Hef’s black tux, eye-burning wide lapels, and bell bottoms—and two, the suave old school of Ella and Nat and Cy had been for the most part pushed aside for a slew of inappropriately loud rock bands, most ridiculously Deep Purple, Steppenwolf, Iron Butterfly, and Homer Simpson’s fave, Grand Funk Railroad.

It’s tough not to wince while watching Hef in evening wear, asking Jerry Garcia, who is obviously stoned and for some reason wearing a wool poncho indoors, “Jerry, is the hippie scene changing?”

“Yes,” Jerry smiles lysergically. “We’re all big people now.”

Hef’s not being condescending; he really has no clue. It’s a plenty weird scene, though, and by the time Jerry and the full complement of the Grateful Dead get to cranking a wild version of “St. Stephen” into  “Turn On Your Love Light,” what with the double-drummer assault and the biker bluesman Pigpen bellowing away—the absolute antithesis of The Playboy—the room is up and dancing, although there is something uncomfortably middlebrow and adult about the whole thing, like your parents trying to tune in and turn on because they saw it on 60 Minutes.

Unlike Hef’s best work, which was timeless—hanging out with Cy Coleman and swinging with Ella, or the first beautiful paintings by LeRoy Neiman tied to fantastic fiction and blown out by Art Paul across a two-page spread in the magazine—Playboy After Dark seemed dated the second it hit the air.

It was an interesting time. Playboy After Dark ran for a year and a half, across the chasm that separated 1969 from 1970, through Woodstock and Altamont, Nixon’s first year in office, the Stonewall riots, the murder of Sharon Tate and the reign of Helter Skelter perpetrated by the Manson Family, Apollo 11, John and Yoko’s Bed-In for Peace, the My Lai massacre, and Midnight Cowboy, an X-rated Hollywood film that won the Oscar for Best Picture. Also, 1969 was the year Bob Guccione brought Penthouse to America and would lure Hef over to the darker side of sex.

But before any of that would happen, a truly rebellious sex magazine would come oozing out of the New York sewers. For a change, rather than copying the Playboy formula, they smacked it in the kisser with a cream pie.
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Screw You
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WARNING: ADULT TYPE MATERIAL

If you are liable to be offended by such
 material kindly lay off and place back on pile neatly.

THANK YOU.

The contents of this publication are neither obscene nor pornographic according to the guidelines set by the United States Supreme Court.
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SO ADVISED SCREW magazine on the cover of its first issue—under a photo of a woman in a bikini luridly fondling a giant kosher salami—none of which seemed to impress the local law enforcement, who busted Screw founder Al Goldstein and his then business partner Jim Buckley for obscenity sixteen times in their first three years of publication. An early trial saw the Socratic method applied to a typical Screw cut-and-paste job of Jesus on the cross. Was his cock erect? It was hard to tell. More frequently the same debate was focused on New York mayor John Lindsay, but the question was the same.

“Lindsay was a typical liberal scumbag,” Goldstein says, “a fucking phony and a hypocrite.” And when Lindsay wasn’t featured in Screw jerking off, or with his dick buried in another man’s ass, his head was  popping out of a toilet bowl to illustrate his esteemed position atop Goldstein’s “Shit List.”

The real obscenity was that Lindsay and his goon squad insisted on busting not just the publishers, but also the newsstand operators who sold Screw—which debuted on the mean streets of New York on November 4, 1968, the same day Richard Nixon was elected—many of whom were blind. “How could they even know what they were selling?” asked Al after finding himself in a jail cell with Buckley and half a dozen sightless news vendors. Just eight hours earlier, the new issue of Screw had hit the stands, featuring a typically crude composite of the mayor with his cock hanging out. Goldstein told Buckley to keep quiet, because he was afraid that if anyone found out who they were, they’d be the first men in history to be beaten to death by a gang of blind men wielding canes in a jail cell.

One blind news dealer was tapping around the cell, trying to find the urinal. They were in the Tombs, New York City’s notorious downtown jail, called that because it was like a mausoleum for the living. The whole place smelled like piss; it was hard for a blind man to know where to go. The poor bastard tripped over a junkie and nearly slipped in a puddle of puke. Al helped him, but when the fellow asked him his name, he lied. “I was overcome with Jewish guilt. That’s when I knew I was in a fight with that cocksucker Lindsay.”

Lindsay became a frequent target, as would every other sitting mayor over Screw’s thirty-five-year run, but there was hardly anyone who wasn’t targeted and put on trial for the high crime of hypocrisy. An early ad boasted that in less than half a year Screw had managed to insult, degrade, or otherwise put down such establishments as “the artificial vagina, all governments of the world . . . our lawyers and staff . . . motherhood . . . . and everyone living and dead in this and all other worlds.” Early on, Hefner was a popular whipping boy:PLAYBOY, A MAGAZINE FOR FAGS?

Every man fucking well can’t afford a Mustang, let alone a blonde angel in a see through blouse. Secondly, there is no such life more vapid that that which Playboy continually stresses—nothing that could be more sterile than a constantly phony smile on a constantly bored chick . . . Playboy’s philosophy  could only emancipate the Pope, for only in celibacy can one feel more frustration than Hugh Hefner offers through his papers . . . His magazine is written and edited for the homosexual and maintains near perfect fidelity to their concepts about the female of the species . . .

 

CAN PLAYBOY GET IT UP?

The words spilling out of his glossy dream factory cushion the Playboy reader against his constant fear that his latent homosexuality will spring forth one day as he seeks hungrily to gobble up every cock within swallowing distance . . . the Playboy world is peopled by hairless women and cockless men . . . a world of hypocrisy, sham and deceit . . .





But while Screw was busy queer-bashing Hefner, it also ran the gleeful weekly column “The Homosexual Citizen” and featured constant support for, and from, the gay community—a year before the Stonewall riots, as Al is always proud to point out—including ads for gay bookshops, reviews of homo films, and boy-on-boy photo spreads. Screw reprinted relevant articles about civil rights from the Law Review next to Screw’s own “Gay Directory” of bars, parks, baths, private clubs, etc. And Al was very open about his own sexuality, having no qualms talking about his own occasional flights into the joys of performing fellatio or being serviced by another man. Despite the general rancor, Screw’s message was always “If it is love between two people, who cares what the gender is?”

“I’ve written about my bisexuality, and this is when it was hard to do, in 1968,” Goldstein says with pride. “You can see pictures of me in 1956 with my black girlfriend. This was not done in the ’50s. I’ve always marched to a different tune. I started a gay tabloid after Screw. It was called Gay and edited by Jack and Lige54 from the Homosexual Citizen. Unfortunately, it didn’t sell very well.”55

Kikes, niggers, wops, dykes, cocksuckers . . . it was all in good fun. “When I was growing up in Brooklyn,” says Goldstein, “we used to mock each other mercilessly. We called each other everything we could think of—and your mother, too. She was a filthy dick-sucking whore who liked to fuck dogs. It was always a test to see if you could give it and take it. It’s a real New York thing.”

Their most abused target, though, was always Goldstein himself, who would threaten to fire his staff if they did not attack him sufficiently in the pages of Screw. “Nowhere am I more hated than in the pages of my own paper,” Goldstein boasted in his memoir, I, Goldstein: My Screwed Life. “I tell my editors to give me everything they’ve got. They have to make fun of my tiny cock and call me a penny-pinching overweight Jew faggot all the time or I’ll fire them. Of course they are the biggest bunch of repressed virgins I could hire, and they loathe me, so it isn’t so difficult.” As the ultimate self-hating Jew (“I am the litmus test for anti-Semitism. I am the worst Jews have to offer”), Goldstein became his own mascot—Alfred E. Neuman meets Godzilla, as characterized by Sigmund Freud and rendered by Ralph Steadman in schmaltz-based paint. Those New Yorkers who weren’t reviled by him loved him. Even the uniforms who were busting him wanted to shake his hand. Al kept them laughing, and let them know where they could score a reliable rub-and-tug on a cop’s salary.

 

 

SCREW WAS A protest rag—it was a reaction to the false fantasies Playboy perpetrated. Whereas the latter liked its women to look like candy, Goldstein splattered unfettered snapshots of nasty-looking genitalia on inky black-and-white newsprint. Your hands got dirty just reading it. Screw was raw, earthy, and real.

Screw wasn’t so much pornography as it was about pornography, not about sex, but about where to get it. It hated the airbrushed Hefner fantasy factory and the fancification of fucking. Screw was down and dirty, street-level—Times Square when it was a paradise of filth and perversion, peep shows, grind-house movie theaters, titty bars, and hookers on every corner. Screw proclaimed to be the Consumer Reports of sex. If you could fuck it or jerk off to it, Screw reviewed it. It was the first to review porn movies, and the first to interview porn actors—it made Deep Throat a success, inventing the concept of “porn star” in the process. It test-drove sex aids—and more than one bust came from the state of New York, declaring dildo ads indecent and the dildos themselves criminally immoral. Goldstein beat back the busts, spending thousands. He didn’t give a fuck—he was fighting for his rights, and Screw was selling faster than loose joints at a Hot Tuna concert. Thanks to Screw, an average Joe in New York City could find out where to get laid only minutes after buying the paper. It was providing a public service.

Screw was the first postwar men’s magazine that was not a direct descendent of Esquire via Playboy. It was the first sex magazine with zero pretense about what sex magazines were actually used for, and while it was outrageously funny, it was blasphemy to any decent person. Goldstein and his gang were First Amendment absolutists—fuck’em if they couldn’t take a joke; there were no limits. Screw’s racist, sexist, anti-Semitic put-ons, gags, and tirades were the logical extension of Lenny Bruce’s most radical material, but went beyond the pale of anything anyone had ever imagined. But at its root, Screw was fueled by a twisted noblesse oblige to fight hypocrites of any color and of any size—to bring giants to their knees—and make sex real again. It was “A Modest Proposal” for the Vietnam era. There was no kayfabe here—Screw was a straight-up shoot. Strictly legit. There was no marketing plan; it was sheer anarchy, a weekly comedy workshop masquerading as an underground newspaper.

But part of Goldstein’s gift was living in the present. Since he had never been fashionable to begin with, he didn’t have to change with the times to remain relevant. He just was. Playboy pretended to be urban, but it had midwestern sensibilities, and as the world spun off the axis of postwar prosperity and the first wave of post-Kinsey  awareness, Hefner became a spectator to the zeitgeist. He seemed outside looking in when it came to ’60s counterculture, and downright silly throwing a roller disco party in the ’70s. Then again, he had a book full of advertisers he had to please, to whom he needed to seem contemporary in all manners of taste. Screw didn’t have to pander to current trends—its advertisers were massage parlors, brothels, and transvestite whores. Goldstein’s stock-in-trade was outrage. Even as New York cleaned itself up, Screw never did; it stayed true to its original formula, and only the names changed, from Nixon to Ford to Carter to Reagan to Bush to Clinton and then back to Bush. Goldstein started as an outsider, and he didn’t give a shit if his behavior was unacceptable. He reveled in it, which is the ultimate freedom.

Goldstein’s heroes were Paul Krassner and Lenny Bruce, Abbie Hoffman, Ralph Ginzburg, and Groucho Marx. “We were prodrug hippies,” says Al. “We hated the war in Vietnam. And we were sick of sex being sanitized. Screw was our reaction to Playboy.”

Prima facie evidence of Screw’s countercultural bona fides is its 1969 interview with John and Yoko. John Lennon praises Screw, declaring that “humor is the greatest weapon . . . we think the whole scene is too serious, that’s why Screw is good. The whole movement is a load of intellectual shit. And all of them hippie-aware people are just a gang of snobs.” John and Yoko would be added to the Screw masthead for a stretch as “Bedfellows.”

“John Lennon was our only sacred cow,” Goldstein would later admit, “the one man whose life and death transcended parody.”

Richard Nixon was not so fortunate. In the pages of Screw, he took it up the ass. His wife took it up the ass. Actually, everyone took it up the ass—that was the default position for anyone Screw wanted to humiliate. Screw ran centerfolds of Nixon’s daughters licking each other’s naughty bits (or “tuna cans,” as Screw liked to call them) and of Attorney General John Dean—soon to be doing hard time for the Watergate scandal—fucking the First Lady. Goldstein was the first newsstand mag to call out public homophobe J. Edgar Hoover’s hush-hush secret sex life. The Screw headline screamed:IS J. EDGAR HOOVER A FAG?





“That’s when it went from State of New York v. Al Goldstein to The United States v. Al Goldstein. I was a madman,” Goldstein says. “They wanted to shut me up.”

Despite his battling the censors and antiporn morality police, Goldstein’s most lasting free-speech victory may have been his 1978 victory against Pillsbury, the cake-mix and cookie-dough giant whose trademark is the intolerably happy Pillsbury Doughboy—whose “real” name, in case you didn’t know, is Poppin’ Fresh. He was the inspiration for the gooey wonder that was the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man in the film Ghostbusters.

Goldstein’s take on the Doughboy had him shtupping the “Doughgirl,” who appeared on the scene a few years later. Her name, in case you didn’t know, was Poppie.

“She had a yeast infection,” Goldstein joked, and Screw went to town with a string of cartoons that was something like The Kama Sutra for the crescent-roll set.

The Pillsbury complaint wasn’t what you’d call a knee-slapper, but as reading material went, it wasn’t bad, either. Lots of dramatic import.

Defendant is a publisher of a periodical entitled Screw, which publication is uncompromisingly obscene in its totality, and is thus the antithesis of wholesomeness and decency . . . in Screw, Pillsbury’s Poppin’ Fresh character and its Poppie Fresh character are indecently portrayed as joining in various sexual activities, including an act which is a crime against nature. The despicably sordid portrayals would have the tendency to tarnish and besmirch the aforementioned copyrighted dolls and would thus diminish both their appeal and their value.



How a couple of cartoon characters that are supposed to be made of cookie dough could possibly engage in a crime against nature seems patently absurd to me, although I do suppose the defendants had a point about the tarnishing, and especially the besmirching.

Pillsbury demanded $50 million in damages. Goldstein called bullshit (actually, he called Pillsbury and their lawyers “morons”) and, after a lengthy and expensive legal process, emerged victorious.  And it was no laughing matter—thanks to him, parodying corporate logos is considered protected speech, just as spoofing public figures and politicians is. It’s a very big deal. He followed up with a cartoon of the Doughboy in a Nazi uniform stuffing Goldstein into a potbellied stove. The caption read: “Nothin’ Says Lovin’ Like a Jew in the Oven.”

Eventually Goldstein, like Hefner, would launch his own TV show, Midnight Blue, although the two men could not have been more different. While Hefner smoked his stick pipe and chaperoned the party in his best evening wear, Goldstein was content to lie on his back, buck-ass naked, his corpulent gut jiggling in a symphony of satisfaction, while Swedish porn superstar Seka pleasured him.

But like Hefner, Goldstein had difficulty seeing beyond himself. And like Guccione, Goldstein would become doomed to the tar pits of the formerly rich because he just wouldn’t fucking listen.

Al was worth about $10 million at Screw’s peak—not Guccione rich, but rolling in enough non-Pillsbury dough to have a brownstone in Manhattan (Bill Cosby was his next-door neighbor), pieds-à-terre in New York and Los Angeles, and a $3 million, ten-thousand-square-foot estate in Florida built around a twelve-foot statue of a hand giving the middle finger, overlooking the Intercoastal Waterway.

Thirty-five years after the continuous weekly publication of Screw, Goldstein was homeless, fighting diabetes (his previous method of combating the disease with pints of ice cream had failed miserably) and bipolar disorder, splitting his time between mental hospitals and homeless shelters, busted for shoplifting, fired from a job at an East Village delicatessen for sleeping in the basement, and doing short stretches in New York’s filthiest prison for harassing a former employee and one of his five ex-wives, suicidal, and almost forgotten.

Almost.

 

 

ALVIN GOLDSTEIN, LIKE Bob Guccione, was born in the World Capital of Attitude, King’s County, New York City, better known to one and all as Brooklyn. More specifically, he was born in the profoundly Jewish ghetto of Williamsburg.

These days, Williamsburg is following the path firmly established by Greenwich Village, the East Village, and SoHo, to name but three Manhattan neighborhoods that were once welcoming to artists, thanks to low rent and chic locales. Williamsburg is the first stop across the East River by subway, and minutes from the East Village by taxi. Like downtown Manhattan, though, it is no longer the kind of neighborhood where anyone not blessed with a trust fund or some sort of lucrative métier could possibly live. Williamsburg’s residents went from being ethnic locals to artists and punk rockers to fashionistas, poseurs, and postmodern hipsters, and finally to luxury apartments and $4-per-cup coffee joints in something of a blur beginning in the late 1990s, but when Goldstein was born, in 1936, six years after Gooch and ten years after Hef, it was hardcore Hasidic Jews who lived on Bedford Avenue, and about as far away from the goys in Illinois as one could get without leaving the contiguous forty-eight.

“I never liked the Hasids,” says Goldstein. “They were a cult of repressive scumbags. I liked my black friends a lot better. They knew how to enjoy freedom.”

A self-described “bed wetter and stutterer,” young Alvin managed to get himself thrown out of a Jewish summer camp, whose oppressive rules he blames for his first bouts of manic depression (like Hefner, Goldstein rejected off-the-rack religious morality at a young age and became a lifelong atheist, although he would always flaunt his Jewish cultural roots), and then high school, for slamming a teacher with a water balloon.

Goldstein’s biggest adolescent thrill was masturbating to greasy “Tijuana bibles,” sexually explicit booklets of comic-book parodies that first became popular during the Great Depression. Filled with unfiltered sex and racist humor, they seeped into Goldstein’s skull and came spilling back out when it was time for him to start Screw. In the meantime, he used them for erotic inspiration, along with a cherished photo of notorious stripper and stag-film star Candy Barr, a friend of Jack Ruby and fiancée of gangster Mickey Cohen before she was busted for marijuana possession, a charge that turned her into a genuine celebrity. Texas Monthly would cite Barr’s cowgirl gimmick as a landmark in the sexual liberation of Texas men in the 1950s,  epitomizing “the conflict between sex as joy and sex as danger. The body was perfect, but it was the innocence of the face that lured you on . . . Of all the small-town bad girls,” the magazine said, “Barr was the baddest.”56

When Goldstein was sixteen, his uncle—with Al’s parents’ blessing—took him to a brothel to ritually enter the post–bar mitzvah fray of manhood. Other than that, Al’s happy adolescent moments centered on the Brooklyn Dodgers. His father, Sam, was a press photographer who covered baseball for the Hearst tabloid the Daily Mirror and taught his son that having a press card meant access. Aside from that, however, Sam appalled his son, to the point that the younger would spend the rest of his life acting out, making a public spectacle of himself.

“My father was a mouse,” Goldstein says. “He never had any friends, he never went out, he lived his life in fear. He was sexually inadequate, and my mother cheated on him . . . That established in me a real mistrust of women. Later I realized that she had a right to be fucked like anyone else, and I became a feminist.”

Goldstein’s claim to feminism might be a burr in the saddle of other self-described feminists, but truthfully, as coarse as Screw could be—contributing dozens if not hundreds of new pussy and whore euphemisms to the English language—it’s pretty obvious to anyone who has ever been around Goldstein that he worships women.

Okay, maybe feminists don’t want to be worshipped, since that would kind of kill the egalitarian clause of their presumed mission statement. Fair enough. At least he has never claimed to have done anything to contribute to their freedom or happiness—the exception being that four of his five ex-wives now own lovely homes, thanks to his inability to maintain long-term relationships, coupled with his complete failure at negotiating divorce settlements. Ironically, what made Goldstein a rich man in the first place was liability numéro uno  when it came time to settle.57 No one would argue that he can be a disgusting pig—he’s based his career on it.58 But he has always been perfectly honest about who he is—a smart but fat Jewish kid riddled with insecurity. “I have the sentimentality of a fifteen-year-old,” he says. “My facade of amorality and detached sex has always been a cover for being afraid of being hurt. Screw was compensation for that.”

When he was seventeen, Goldstein had his first psychedelic experience with eight 400-mic doses of mescaline—scored by another enterprising and visionary Brooklyn Jew, who had ambitions of being a doctor and thought that firsthand experience with as many drugs as possible would grease the wheels—that left a lasting and positive impression, although he also had a few bad trips, during which he hallucinated he was a giant rat. Nonetheless, in 1953, fourteen years before the so-called Summer of Love, Goldstein was already a pioneer. He spent his summers hustling pictures of the Dodgers, the one thing his old man had taught him, and scoring lap dances in Manhattan’s grimier strip clubs.

In 1959, he signed on with the army. The Korean War was already over, but still, it was what American men were supposed to do. He was assigned to the Signal Corps and became a photographer. After two years, he entered Pace University on the G.I. Bill.

Way ahead of the cultural curve, Goldstein was a far-out freak, even in Manhattan. He was a beatnik before Beat was hep, a dope-smoking weirdo with a goatee and a black girlfriend (“Her pussy was delicious; it tasted like fried chicken. The Jewish girls tasted like whitefish, which was also nice”), not to mention oddball literary tastes. He became enthralled with Henry Miller, whom he would later interview for Screw.59 He interviewed Allen Ginsberg for the school paper and quoted a line of poetry—“the stars fucking in heaven”—that got him bounced off the staff, so he started his own half-assed literary paper,  Skepsis. Meanwhile, he overcame his stutter and became captain of the debate team, where he took on visiting Ivy Leaguers with a vengeance because “they were snobs . . . they seemed born into privilege. I liked rock ’n’ roll, which they all hated. I liked Alan Freed. I went to the Brooklyn Paramount to see Fats Domino. I used to go to Flatbush Avenue to buy records; it was all black back then.” He was moonlighted as a driver, gofer, and photographer for virulent anticommunist gossip columnist Walter Winchell.

“He always had a different nineteen-year-old showgirl with him in the back seat, blowing him,” Goldstein recalled of Winchell. “He would never eat pussy, though. He considered that un-American.”

All of this led to an assignment in 1960 from a photo agency to go to Cuba, a gig that landed Goldstein in jail for espionage. “I was young and stupid,” he shrugs, not having realized that taking pictures of military exercises from a hotel window was not what his sponsors had in mind, and ended up in el clinko until the American embassy came around and secured his release. Not to suggest any cause and effect here, but diplomatic relations between the United States and Cuba ended just a few weeks later.

In 1962, Goldstein got a gig as a photographer traveling to Pakistan on Jackie Kennedy’s goodwill tour. A few of his photos appeared in newspapers and magazines, and, being a mensch, he sent a few to Mrs. Kennedy herself, with a friendly note, thankfully sans any mention of the romantic notions that he held for her. Although the government of Pakistan had provided the press pool with hookers, all he thought about during that trip was what sort of patriotic sex act he could perform on the First Lady. Eleven years later, in 1973, he got over his crush and ran naked pictures of her in Screw—paparazzi shots of her sunbathing and prancing on the beach, which had first appeared in an Italian magazine called Playmen—and the headlineJACKIE KENNEDY’S MILLION DOLLAR BUSH





It would be the best-selling issue of Screw: 530,000 copies flew off the newsstands—a sliver of the business that Playboy and Penthouse were doing, but, Screw being a local New York weekly, it was still a  nice payday. A year after that, Larry Flynt would splatter the same pictures in Hustler and put his name on the map as the newly coronated Prince of Porn.

For the rest of the mid-’60s, Goldstein hustled as a freelancer for a sham German news agency, taking pictures of the shah of Iran and Malcolm X, who declared Goldstein the Jew “one of the chosen people,” a myth the Muslim leader believed. “Since it was for a German and not an American publication, he trusted me,” says Goldstein. “I liked him.”

Eventually he got an editorial job, at a paper mill of a publisher called Countrywide, working for a gun-wielding lunatic Jew from Brooklyn—the “demon god of pulp magazines”—the infamous Myron Fass. Naturally, Goldstein adored him.

In a world filled with sleazy publishers, Fass has got to be near the top of the heap. He started out in the ’50s, editing cheapie rags like Foto-rama—which wasn’t much more than a slapped-together collection of panty and crotch shots—and working as a comic-book artist. He soon graduated to publishing horror mags, mostly knockoffs of successful titles by other publishers, like Warren and their popular Eerie titles, e.g., Weird, Terror Tales, Tales from the Tomb, Tales of Voodoo, Witches, and on and on.

By the ’70s, Fass’s titles—all printed on the cheapest newsprint imaginable—were smothering otherwise respectable newsstands. There was nothing Fass wouldn’t publish if it wouldn’t make a buck—his formula was to sell twenty thousand copies of each title, chump change compared with “real” publishers’ haul, but when you can crank out fifty magazines a month—you know, a few bucks here, a few bucks there—pretty soon, it starts to add up to real money. In 1977, Countrywide sold $25 million worth of magazines.

Fass was a sleazemonger without peer. He claims he made $4 million off one-shot magazines spun off from the Kennedy assassination alone, including “confidential reports” on Jackie Onassis and JFK’s love affairs, each one providing new proof of a conspiracy or delicious new sexual allegations and innuendoes. Perhaps the most cynical publisher of all time, Fass had a simple theory about Kennedy: “When someone dies, no matter what you thought of him, no matter how  much you might have loved him, there’s part of you that’s going to feel good. Because you’re superior to him . . . That’s what Kennedy was about. It was a chance for everyone to feel superior to the president of the United States.”

Fass pumped out titles on the Beatles and Elvis, his other two favorite topics, with the same enthusiasm. He reveled in crime—Mobs and Gangs, The Godfathers, Murder Squad Detective, Homicide Detective, Chief of Detectives, Vice Squad Detective, True Sex Crimes, Crime Does Not Pay, and Confidential Sex Report were Fass classics. He loved guns—Shotgun Journal, Shooting Bible, and .44 Mag—and did one-shots on the Son of Sam using the same formulary of lurid shock and completely fabricated bullshit that he used to churn out the JFK one-offs. The same office produced Official American Horseman and Show Dogs, as well as middle-of-the road soap-opera and movie-star dreck: Movie TV Secrets, TV Photo Story, and Photo TV Land. His wrestling titles were bottom-of-the-barrel affairs in a genre known for being at the bottom of the barrel.

Fass also did big business in UFOs—Official UFO, UFO Confidential, and Ancient Astronauts were all popular titles of his. When Star Wars hit, he came out with Space Wars. Later he published Close Encounters of the Fourth Kind. He was responsible for Space Trek, Clones, and the Heavy Metal knockoff Gasm. He was the ultimate opportunist: When the film Jaws hit big, he rode the shark wave and published a magazine called Jaws of Blood, as well as another called Jaws of Horror. The second it stopped selling twenty thousand copies per month, it was gone.

Fass cloned his rock ’n’ roll titles from the popular music rags of the day, namely Cream and Circus—Rock, Hard Rock, Super Rock, and Groupie Rock. He did one-shots on Led Zeppelin, Peter Frampton, David Bowie, the Rolling Stones, whoever, whatever—as long as he could sell twenty thousand copies, he made his coin and he could do it again, or move on to the next thing. When punk rock came in, he did Punk Rock, which, astonishingly, was slapped together by the same team that did Acid Rock. And both looked authentic enough—lots of Sex Pistols–style ransom-note lettering in the former, miles of goofy Grateful Dead–inspired graphics in the latter—both suitably retarded  enough to look as if they were produced authentically by overachieving punk rockers or moderately literate LSD casualties clinging to their last brain cells. The people who worked for Fass were clearly geniuses.

His ’60s and ’70s girlie magazines were no less sleazy and brilliant. Poorboy (“Flower power on a pillow”); Companion (“Yes I satisfy my wife, No she doesn’t want other men, Yes I want other women”); Erotica (“Sisters and Brothers, a Childhood Fantasy”); Jaguar (“Did She Say No? Try Voodoo”); Brute (“Roman Sex Gods of the Ancient Olympiad”); and (my favorite) FLICK—whose logotype looked a lot like FUCK until you were right up on it (“Amputee sex, the Last Taboo”)—were all masterpieces of their kind.

Fass hired Goldstein to work on his Confidential-style titles, Hush Hush and the National Mirror—a job Goldstein found in the Village Voice classifieds in 1968, right on the heels of a quickie gig for the New York Free Press, which, along with the Voice and the East Village Other, was the apogee of the underground newspapers and, as such, a filthy-hippie prototype for Screw. But, like Hef’s days at Esquire, Goldstein’s run at Countrywide would be his true field training for launching Screw.

Both Hef and Goldstein had looked at what they were doing and wondered, Where’s the sex? The National Mirror had plenty of violence, but when it came to sex, it was oddly stilted. It was Goldstein’s job to fabulize “pseudo-sexo-sado-mash” stories, e.g.:MAN GETS HORSE ORGAN IN SEXUAL TRANSPLANT





Every hour there would be a new tragedy—lovers drowning or killing each other with ice picks, ballerinas hacked to bits . . . the National Mirror was a blur of broken hearts, cracked skulls, and smashed dreams. And while there were no limits on the violence, the attitude toward sex was oddly puritanical. “I was sick of using words like coitus,” says Goldstein, “I wanted to say fuck!” He called his friend Jim Buckley, whom he had met at the Free Press, and asked him if he wanted to start a sex paper. “Sex was still considered dirty, except in Playboy, which was all fake. Why did you have to be rich to get pussy? I wanted to democratize sex and make it cheap.”

The first issue of Screw was cheap enough—it required a total investment of only $175 from each man. Goldstein’s soon-to-be second wife, Mary, a Pan Am flight attendant studying for a PhD in anthropology, was listed as publisher—Goldstein was working on his first divorce and thought it a prudent maneuver to keep his soon-to-be ex-wife’s hand out of the $350 cookie jar, not knowing yet whether Screw would meet with any success at all.

The first issue’s print run of 4,500 sold out—a joke compared with Playboy, but Screw was a weekly and cost only pennies to produce. By the third month, it was selling fifty thousand issues every week, and advertising—from massage parlors, escort services, peep shows, and porn theaters to dirty bookstores, publishers of erotica, and manufacturers of “marital aids and rubber goods”—was booming. In Manhattan, Screw was outselling Time and Newsweek. More balls than brains, it continually challenged the mayor and the police department to come and bust it. Which they did. Repeatedly.







7

How Far Does a Girl Have to Go to Untangle Her Tingle?

I NEVER MET any real antiporn people—none of the zealots or cranks or moralists or hotheaded legislators that are the traditional enemies of the sport. But then, I’m spoiled—I live in New York City, hardly a microcosm of America. Fucking liberal elite, we don’t even have a megachurch.

In all the years that I was a working pornographer, from my first gig writing “adult novels” (the last of the pulps) through a few years working as an editor for second-tier, four-color “men’s sophisticates,” as they used to be called in the trade, and writing for a dozen others before finally reaching the hallowed grounds of Hustler and scribbling enough Penthouse letters to put a down payment on a Manhattan apartment, and finally becoming editor of Screw—a clear case of “be careful what you wish for”—a few sideways glances were the most I ever received in the disgust department.

I do remember some street protests in the late 1980s. I was working for a place called Crescent Publications that spit out post-Playboy, Penthouse-Hustler hybrids and clones like High Society and Cheri. Its owner, Carl Ruderman, was genuinely one of the most disliked men in the business, which is saying a boatload in a racket lousy with sleazebags and psychopaths.

Ruderman made millions in pornography but pretended to the point of absurdity that he was in more “legit” businesses. Larry Flynt  once put a bounty on him, offering $500 for a photo so he could make Ruderman Hustler’s “Asshole of the Month.”

Eventually Ruderman sold the business to one of his partners—although it was widely believed that it was still Ruderman’s company and this was just a front so he could walk among the landed gentry in Connecticut and attend black-tie charity events without having to confess that he made his fortune peddling jerk-off fodder of the most uninspired sort—who then led the company headfirst into the largest case of consumer credit card fraud ever perpetrated, double-and triple-billing innocent American masturbators when the Internet became all the rage. I wasn’t there for that—I left the gig in 1989, when no one had even heard of email—but I understand that the day the U.S. marshals came in and confiscated all the computers was quite the party. Ruderman walked away and let the lunks who were his supposed proxies take the fall. It was rotten stuff.

Occasionally there would be a small parade of women outside our offices, screaming to see our heads on sticks. I don’t know that Andrea Dworkin, the generalissimo of this army of outraged feminists, was ever there herself, although I am sure I would have recognized her. She weighed over three hundred pounds, and she looked like she was about to steal Christmas. Anyway, when they showed up to rabble-rouse, I just put my head down and kept on walking. No one else seemed to pay attention to them, either. Mostly New York is a very sex-friendly town.

The showpiece of the sidewalk protests was invariably an enormous sign mocked up from the famous Hustler cover that showed a woman headfirst in a meat grinder, hamburger spilling out the other side, and the insistent cover lineWE WILL NO LONGER TREAT WOMEN LIKE MEAT





I always understood it to be a self-parody, a jarring spoof on the entire industry, and Flynt’s own statement that he intended to respect the women who posed for his magazine.

Apparently, I was one of very few who saw it that way. Even Larry Flynt admits it was one of the biggest mistakes he ever made, a  particularly gnarly bit of satire that outraged pretty much everyone and made for heavy artillery when it came flying back in his face. See? the antiporn feminists cried. This is what he thinks of women. They were wrong, but it was hard to argue.

Mostly, the women I knew, including many self-described feminists, were fascinated that I worked in the porn business, such as it was. I was a magazine editor, and I looked at naked girls—some of them startlingly beautiful—all day long. I went on photo shoots and went to dozens of go-go bars and strip clubs and recruited women to be in the magazine, but I was never on the set of a hardcore porn film, which were produced almost entirely in California. Back then, there was nothing even approaching “hardcore” in what we did. There were strict rules about that: If a woman was touching herself in a photo and you couldn’t see her fingernail, that was penetration and it wasn’t allowed. The business hadn’t gone that way, not yet.

Some women assumed that I would be a real bell ringer in bed, thanks to the great stores of sexual knowledge I had presumably accumulated on my day job, which may or may not have been true. What I will confess to is that being in that environment definitely fueled a healthy imagination, and I learned not to fear sex.

I also learned that the sex in these magazines was an illusion, that it did not exist for any reason except to titillate the consumer, and that confusing it with real life was just asking for existential hell.

The problem with pornography is that it can create expectations that real sex is like the sex portrayed in the magazines, which is ridiculous. Women in real life aren’t airbrushed, and, speaking just for myself, I wouldn’t like it if they were. I can’t help it—I’m a natural man.

Which isn’t to say that readers couldn’t realize their freakiest erotic fantasies—in fact, I figured out pretty quickly that if you just had some imagination and some guts, you could go to the moon and back. The women I knew were pretty much game for anything, as long as I treated them with respect, which is the only way I know how to do things anyway, so I had landed in some pretty fertile territory.

I don’t exactly know what kinky means—it seems like such a suburban concept. Baby oil? Fuzzy handcuffs? Latex and leather? Toys?  Corsets and powdered wigs? Am I missing something? Because it all seems pretty normal and healthy, not to mention fun, between consenting adults.

Sex could sometimes be “value neutral” for me, as I believe it can be, at least sometimes, for most people, men and women. But unless you were a total fucking narcissist like Dr. Kinsey and his acolytes, and actually believed that you could be promiscuous willy-nilly, with zero impact on your partner, other than showing him or her a good time, you had to be a completely callous mongoloid and about as deep as a puddle not to know that eventually things were going to get sticky. Sex has a nasty way of complicating things.

As a twentysomething bachelor working on the fringes of the publishing industry and moonlighting in a semipopular rock band, I had a good run of one-night stands, special friends, and fuck buddies, but I also fell in love quickly and had my heart broken more than a few times. I also broke a few hearts and bruised some feelings, which I will regret forever.

I adhered more or less to the Hefner manifesto as put forth in issue No. 1—I wanted to talk about Picasso and Nietzsche as foreplay. Either that or get completely hammered at the bar and fall into bed for a round of sloppy, drunken fucking. There was little in between, and when I found a woman capable of both high-minded blather and shitfaced shenanigans, I tended to be smitten. Actually, for most of the time I worked for the sex rags in the late ’80s, I had a steady girlfriend to whom I was entirely loyal.

There is no question that sex can bend the human mind. It can be addictive, and a dark force. It is a global obsession. Americans, especially, have such an odd relationship with sex, simultaneously running toward it and fearing it—a hangover, I suppose, from our Puritan roots. It makes for one very confused culture, and legions of repressed hypocrites.

Still, I never knew anyone who got really fucked up by working in the sex-magazine business. Everyone I knew was already pretty fucked up when they got there.

IN 1969, BECAUSE the federal government didn’t have enough to do, what with the Vietnam War, and race riots and every other goddam thing, lame-duck president Lyndon Johnson, he of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Great Society, ordered a government commission to study the effects of pornography.

As these things go, it was fairly scientific—among the various methods used to gauge the effect of pornography on the populace, male college students would have electrodes attached to their penises and then be shown sexually explicit material. Their response was measured on something resembling a conventional lie detector, and yet inexplicably was not immediately dubbed the “pornograph.”

But it wasn’t until Nixon, the anti-Semitic liar and cheat who campaigned on a platform of high moral authority and spoke lovingly of the great silent majority who adored the war in Vietnam as much as he did (and who must have been the ones reading Playboy, since by then no self-respecting hippie would go anywhere near it), was in the White House that the Report of the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography, as it was officially known, would be delivered. Unfortunately for Nixon and his antisex cronies, the report contained none of the answers they were looking for.contained

Taxpayers spent $2 million on this boondoggle, only to find out that regular exposure to explicit sex in pictures and film “caused decreased interest in it, less response to it, and no lasting effect”—in other words, watching other people fuck got very boring very quickly, and the “pornograph” proved it.

The committee was unflinching in its determination that there was “no evidence that exposure to explicit sexual materials adversely affects character or moral attitudes regarding sex and sexual conduct,” and, much to the chagrin of the charlatans who chafed at such chicanery, in its recommendation that “Federal, State, and Local legislation prohibiting the sale, exhibition, or distribution of sexual materials to consenting adults should be repealed.”

All of which pleased Nixon none. His response was a minor masterpiece of pretzel logic and hooey, to wit: I have evaluated that report and categorically reject its morally bankrupt conclusions and major recommendations. So long as I am in the White House,60 there will be no relaxation of the national effort to control and eliminate smut from our national life. The Commission contends that the proliferation of filthy books and plays has no lasting harmful effect on a man’s character. If that were true, it must also be true that great books, great paintings, and great plays have no ennobling effect on a man’s conduct. Centuries of civilization and 10 minutes of common sense tell otherwise . . . pornography is to freedom of expression what anarchy is to liberty; as free men willingly restrain a measure of their freedom to prevent anarchy, so must we draw the line against pornography to protect freedom of expression . . . Moreover, if an attitude of permissiveness were to be adopted regarding pornography, this would contribute to an atmosphere condoning anarchy in every field—and would increase the threat to our social order as well as to our moral principles.61





Clearly, porn-induced anarchy was unacceptable. Nixon ordered his cleanser, Charles Keating, to sort this mess out.

Of all the douchebags, assholes, creeps, and criminals in the history of douchebags, assholes, creeps, and criminals, Charles Keating is just about the douchebaggiest, assholiest, creepiest, and most criminal of them all.

Keating was an antiporn zealot of great passion and fervor, and the pontiff of a group called Citizens for Decent Literature, which he founded in 1958 in Cincinnati. Eventually the CDL would boast three hundred chapters and one hundred thousand members,62 including a large cell in Chicago that was responsible for egging on the local fuzz to bust Lenny Bruce and, later, Hefner, over the Jayne Mansfield pics.

Keating’s rantings were the typical baseless scaremongering—mostly that smut would turn our youth into criminals and queers and that pornography was part of a larger “communist conspiracy.”

In 1964 Keating made his one contribution to popular culture: a ridiculous antiporn propaganda film called Perversion for Profit, hosted by “outstanding newscaster” George Putnam, who reeled off a dazzling array of “facts” “proven” with a series of watercolor paintings, the kind generally used to illustrate the “see Jane run” books kindergartens employed to teach four-year-olds how to read. Clearly, someone put too much starch in George’s shorts:I’d like to begin with a FACT, a simple but shocking FACT. It is this—a blood tide of filth is engrossing our country in the form of newsstand obscenity and is threatening to pervert an entire generation of our American children . . . These highly colorful magazines picture stark nudity on slick paper. They often present their subject on bed or couch, in positions indicative of intercourse or other sex acts obviously calculated to  stimulate the reader . . . The most insidious feature of these publications is that they glorify crime and ridicule law and authority. Vice is presented as fun . . .





Comedian Ted Knight would later cite Putnam as an inspiration for the Ted Baxter role he played on The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

Keating was unrelenting in his quest for clean living. He worked tirelessly to shut down newsstands who sold Playboy and theaters that projected smut, and told anyone who would listen that “homosexuals should be prosecuted and put in jail.” He was single-handedly responsible for shutting down the Russ Meyer film Vixen when it opened in Cincinnati. Years later, Keating would become Larry Flynt’s sworn enemy and would end up doing four and a half years of a ten-year stretch in a federal penitentiary for loan fraud and embezzlement.

But in 1970, as Nixon’s lone henchmen on the committee (Johnson had appointed everyone else before he left office), it was Keating’s job to monkey-wrench the damn thing. He demanded and was granted a restraining order from a federal district court in Washington, D.C., preventing publication of the commission’s final report while he crafted the administration’s dissent, positing that the commission had failed because its job was to stop the flood of smut that was undermining this great nation, and not to “analyze, ascertain, study, and make recommendations based on what it found to be the truth.”

“One can consult all the experts he chooses, can write reports, make studies, etc.,” his rebuttal read, “but the fact that obscenity corrupts lies within the common sense, the reason, and the logic of every man.” Keating further asserted that the commission had been “dedicated to a position of complete moral anarchy.”

Once again . . . damn you, anarchy!

Three weeks before the next congressional election, a senator from Arkansas famous for his scowl sponsored a resolution to quash the report, protesting that Congress “might just as well have asked the pornographers to write this report.”63 The Senate voted sixty to five  (with thirty-five abstentions) to reject the commission’s report. The war on porn was not over yet. It would last much longer than the conflict in Vietnam and be even less successful.

 

 

ONE OF AL Goldstein’s greatest contributions to the arts, and to society at large, was the legendary “Peter Meter,” which debuted in issue No. 4 of Screw and was described as “a useful tool for those of you unable to read.”

The Peter Meter, a revolutionary semiotic device of the new criticism, is best described as a crudely drawn penis, the length of which—or the percentage of which was fully erect—indicated Goldstein’s metaphoric pleasure with the films he used it to review.

In 1972, two years after Nixon’s promise to rid the Western world of filth, an as-yet-unknown film called Deep Throat received a fully erect, 100 percent rating on the Peter Meter. Goldstein’s review was no less tumescent:This week I am reviewing the very best porn film ever made, so superior to others it defies comparison . . . I was seized with yearning by the greatest on-screen fellatio since the birth of Christ . . . the girl with the Deep Throat is almost a Ripley’s Believe-It-Or-Not as she takes the whole joint down her gullet. No, it’s not a small-potato penis but a roustabout rod of ten inches that plummets into the deepest recesses of our lady’s oral cavity . . . it seems a miracle . . . I was never so moved by any theatrical performance since stuttering through my own bar mitzvah.





After that rave, Goldstein would bank the first interview with Linda Lovelace—and, in a spoiled moment of George Plimpton–like put-yourself-in-the-story journalism, get his own joint sucked for the cause.

Deep Throat was an almost instant phenom, in large part because of  Screw’s putting it over as a must-see in New York City’s Times Square, aka the Crossroads of the World. Back then, Forty-second Street was like a thick blue vein that ran through Times Square and was known as Forty-deuce, or simply the Deuce. These days, the main attraction there is The Lion King and a saccharine gaggle of family-friendly musicals, but even up into the mid–to late 1980s, before Rudy Giuliani’s reign of Disneyfied terror—when I took a job moonlighting at Screw, updating its “Naked City” listings of peep shows, massage parlors, and porn theaters (and rating them on a scale of one to four penises, an alternate version of the Peter Meter)—it was still a seedy wonderland.

Looking at the old listings now, I count scores of swing clubs, gay baths, Asian spas, dungeons, live S&M shows, and a dozen topless joints orbiting Forty-second Street; the best of the topless bars, at least for my taste, as a punk rock connoisseur of such fare, were Billy’s, on Sixth Avenue at the edge of Chelsea (two penises, now a mediocre bagel shop), and the Baby Doll, further downtown in what has become known as Tribeca (three penises, now a fancy Italian wine bar).

Back then there were more peep show emporiums in New York than there were cockroaches, the most famous of them (peep show emporiums, that is, not cockroaches) being the spectacular Show World Palace at the corner of Eighth Avenue and Forty-second Street, whose perfect four-cock rating was well deserved and never wilted. My other favorite was the circuslike Peepland (three penises), near Broadway, but mostly because it was just around the corner from a huge pinball arcade that I loved—an unbelievably loud arena of teenage vice where juvenile delinquency flourished like impressionism in the late nineteenth century, and where I scored my first fake ID, back when the drinking age was still eighteen and those things actually worked.

And then there were the real dinosaurs, like the Anco.

The Anco was a huge, old-fashioned movie palace and erstwhile vaudeville theater that had fallen on hard times and was, by the time I was legal, a cavernous, dilapidated mess that projected second–and third-run porn movies with a particularly poor projection system, although it still boasted a massive marquee fitted with about a million lightbulbs. Don’t let the one-and-a-half-penis rating fool you—in its wasted elegance, it was kind of like the Keith Richards of porn theaters.

Down the street was the Harem, which, according to the review in Screw, which I never bothered to change, was “inhabited overnight by pre-ops, tv’s and fags sleeping and festering in each other’s filth and germs.” (A very generous one and a half penises.) There were another good dozen theaters on the strip, and around the corner on Eighth Avenue, where there were mostly gay theaters, my favorite was the Adonis near Fiftieth Street, another real jewel—it opened as the Tivoli in 1921 and had over one thousand seats, velvet curtains, brass railings, and a sprawling balcony that I never dared enter. It rated a very respectable three erect penises. The Adonis, along with the smaller Eros just a few blocks south (two penises), offered a little glamour against the grime that threatened to swallow the Port Authority bus station.

Deep Throat debuted at the World Theatre on Forty-ninth Street—not quite Grauman’s Chinese, but a respectable enough venue for a pioneering fuck flick.

Timing, of course, is everything, and Deep Throat landed in the culture with the precision of a Danny Thomas spit take. The old Hollywood studio system was being increasingly outflanked by up-and-coming filmmakers whose openness to outlaws and antiheroes better reflected the times than John Wayne romping through the jungle as a Green Beret or perpetrating the gun-blasting mythology of the American West in True Grit. The new wave of American films attempted to live within a zeitgeist that was moving away from the mainstream with a loosey-goosey morality that took an ambivalent approach to sex and violence (that is, when they weren’t celebrating it) and promoted cinema as something beyond simple entertainment—as high art, as social statement, as a medium rife for experimentation and whose potential had not yet been fully realized.

The idea of cinema as art infected even the genre pieces—Sam Peckinpaw’s The Wild Bunch recast the Western as a vicious Vietnam allegory; Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde reinvented the old Warner Bros. gangster flick by fusing comedy, sex, and bloody violence together with the ridiculous good looks of Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway—no matter how much they murdered, and no matter how much he couldn’t get it up, it was impossible not to love them. Hollywood used  not to be like that. And, just as Penn proved by unexpectedly scoring bluegrass banjos against tableaux of machine-gun massacres, context was everything.

One of the first explicit sex films to open the chasm into which Deep Throat slipped was the 1969 documentary Pornography in Denmark. John Waters remembered it romantically for Time magazine: “Pornography in Denmark got around the law because it was a ‘serious documentary,’ right? It was supposedly ‘socially redeeming,’ but it showed penetration . . . It was a big deal, because after that there was no turning back. That’s the day exploitation films ended—the way Andy Warhol ended Abstract Expressionism in one night by that soup can, the way the Beatles ended rhythm and blues in one night on the Ed Sullivan Show.” The door was open for the oily bouillabaisse of Russ Meyers’s groovy boobsploitation flicks, quasi-sophisticated Eurofuck films, peep-show slime, and assorted tag-party one-reelers to spawn the feature-length hardcore porno as we now know it.

There were hardcore features before Deep Throat—notably, Mona, School Girl, and I Am Curious (Yellow), the Scandinavian pseudo-art-house sex romp that was defended in a Lindsay-sponsored obscenity beef by the great lawyer Herald Price Fahringer, who fearlessly brought the entire jury to see the film, even as the judge admonished him that no one was to have any popcorn or candy. But the stage had been set for Deep Throat, a movie more or less about cocksucking with a sense of humor, the very thing that had run Lenny Bruce’s career into the grave.

Deep Throat had a gimmick worthy of the World Wrestling Federation: a woman whose clitoris was in her throat, and the only way she could climax was to choke back the ol’ beef tenderloin with the skill of a Sufi sword swallower, a premise that was as perfectly absurd as it was perfect for an audience ready for some comedy with their sex. And it was a bonanza for promoting the realities of the female orgasm, but how to show it on film? The answer—a montage of rockets, bells, and fireworks—would become a happy cliché.

The star was Linda Lovelace, née Linda Boreman, whose own talents for fellatio had started as something of a parlor trick before becoming a big enough hook on which to hang an entire motion picture.

Linda was no newcomer to the porn world. Under the tutelage of her “manager” and husband, Chuck Traynor—by all accounts a low-down thug and abusive pimp—she had starred in a series of eight-millimeter loops, including some pretty rough fare of her having intercourse with a dog. After Deep Throat became a smash, she tried to deny that it was her in the old loops, but what was the point? It was clearly her, egged on by Traynor. Goldstein printed stills of her pleasuring the beast in Screw. Hefner was said to be so infatuated with the photos that he wanted Linda to fuck a German shepherd at the Playboy Mansion to entertain him and his pals.

Linda’s costar was Harry Reems, playing the goofy doctor who diagnosed her extraordinary condition. Reems, né Herbert Streicher, was a likable Jew with an azalea bush of a mustache, and together they were like the second coming of Groucho Marx and Margaret Dumont—if Groucho and Mags had done porn.

HARRY: Having a clitoris deep down in the bottom of your throat is better than having no clitoris at all.

 

LINDA: That’s easy for you to say. Suppose your balls were in your ear.

 

HARRY: Well, then I could hear myself coming.



Deep Throat director Gerard Damiano was not influenced by the auteurs of the French New Wave; he was a hairdresser from Queens who got the idea from listening to his clients that everyone had sex on their mind, and then went to the Mafia to raise the money for his movie.

The problem with using Mob money, of course, is that once you’re in, you’re fucked for life. Deep Throat was a smash success, but very little profit, if anything, made it back to Damiano. Butchie Peraino and his gang, who bankrolled this orally fixated opera buffa, ran local skimmers and collectors wherever the film was shown, taking the cash straight from the box office. Eventually the Peraino boys had so many bags of dough in their office that they stopped counting it. When they could be bothered, they just weighed it.

Deep Throat reportedly earned $600 million on a production budget of $25,000, making it the most successful film of all time, although, since it was busted and shut down in just about every theater where it was shown, and since the relative honesty and accountability of the guys keeping the books were somewhere south of Al Capone, Oliver North, and the wizards at Enron, who really knows? But there is no question that the movie inserted itself vertically into the culture and was a bona fide fad. As Norman Mailer waxes in the documentary Inside Deep Throat, Deep Throat “lived in some mid-world between crime and art . . . it was adventurous.”

Hardcore sex had hit Main Street with a resounding splooge. “Porn chic” was all the rage. The New York Times was hyping it as hep, and suddenly sex was in among the middle class. Johnny Carson was making wisecracks about Deep Throat on the Tonight Show. Esquire made Lovelace its cover girl. Playboy ran its own spread on “Porno Chic,” peppered with stills from the film, if nothing else a clever way to sneak genuine pornography in alongside the girl next door.

Richard Nixon was not so amused, and presumably even less so when the source that brought him down in the Watergate fiasco took his nom de guerre from le film, and he unleashed the hounds of the federal government upon those responsible for Deep Throat.

Well, not everyone responsible. Lovelace and Damiano were granted immunity in exchange for their testimony (Damiano testified that Deep Throat was “artistic”), while the FBI arrested and indicted Harry Reems, along with over one hundred other defendants, on federal charges of conspiracy to distribute obscenity across state lines. After a nine-week trial in Memphis featuring seventy-six government witnesses, Reems was convicted in 1976, becoming the first and only actor ever to become a criminal for playing a part in a movie.

Hollywood elite stood behind him—Jack Nicholson, Warren Beatty, Dick Cavett, Shirley MacLaine, and Mike Nichols among them. Eventually, Reems overturned his conviction on appeal because his alleged crimes (i.e., starring in the film) occurred before the 1973 Miller ruling on obscenity (see footnote, page 73), and he was granted a new trial. Soon after, the charges were dropped.

But now that pornography had entered the mainstream, there  would be no turning back—the porning of America had begun. There would be continued fights and opposition from feminists and the family-values crowd, who would never seem to figure out that they didn’t have to watch anything they didn’t like, but still wanted to spoil everyone else’s good time. And Hollywood was fickle—as the age of the moviegoing public skewed younger, the yearly harvest of films became safer, candy-coated, and generally more banal.

But sex had infiltrated the culture in an even more insidious way—television. Sitcoms became more risqué—from the boundary-busting bigotry of All in the Family,64 which not only crashed head-on with racial and sexual tensions, homosexuality, women’s lib, the war, and abortion, but also was the first television show to feature the sound of a flushing toilet, to the goofy, ultimately unconsummated ménage à trois of jiggle-fest Three’s Company. Not only were Ma and Pa now sleeping in the same bed, but on Dallas and Dynasty, everyone was seemingly sleeping with everyone else, and eventually, Lord have mercy, there were four-letter words being used recklessly on cop shows. It wouldn’t be much longer before the middle-of-the-road sitcom Seinfeld was dedicating entire episodes (shown in prime time and later, in syndication, all the time) to masturbation, oral sex, and the fineries of exotic birth control.

 

 

SCREW MADE GOLDSTEIN a rich man and an antihero luminary in New York City, but it was Hugh Hefner, the same guy Goldstein slapped remorselessly when he launched Screw, who turned him into a national sex star. Hefner, either uncharacteristically forgiving or (more likely) blissfully unaware of those early attacks against him and Playboy, featured Goldstein in a 1974 interview that put Goldstein on the national map.

“We lead the league in tastelessness,” Goldstein told Playboy. “Our photographs are filthier and our stories more disgusting. We make no  effort to be artistic. Our photos are so explicit that the readers can see the come running from the girls’ mouth. Our stock in trade is raw, flailing sex.”65

Not incidentally, 1974 was the same year Larry Flynt—the fourth horseman in this Golden Quartet of Great Pornographers—launched Hustler, whose crass, unceasing crudeness and nothing-is-sacred approach to publishing was inspired largely by Goldstein and Screw.

Goldstein was, in fact, the only man among the four who could claim to be on good terms with the other sides of this kooky quadrilateral—Hefner, Flynt, and Guccione—at least for a while. Besides his star turn in Playboy, Goldstein would be featured frequently in Hustler and would become a regular columnist for Penthouse.

“I used to get in bed with Bob Guccione and his wife at their brownstone. We didn’t have sex; we just smoked pot and watched movies. And I taught Larry how to do Hustler. I knew him before he started his magazine—I used to go to his bar in Columbus, Ohio, for orgies. His wife, Althea, and I washed the pussies of the dancers, because they tended to not be too clean.”

For his part, Flynt has always been open about copping freely from Goldstein. “I always liked Screw. Al Goldstein is one of the most misunderstood individuals in the world . . . we were friends for many years. He truly is a genius, and has been an inspiration to me. Our ‘Asshole of the Month’ feature came right from Screw’s ‘Shit List’ column . . . the secret is plagiarize, plagiarize, plagiarize . . .”66

“The credit I give Larry,” says Al, “is in his insanity, he’s very courageous. He’s not educated, but I give him credit for not being intimidated. You know, he deserves his success—he has two bullets in him.  I don’t have any bullets in me. But what can you do? You can’t copyright an idea.

“Hefner and I were friends, too,” says Goldstein. “I was at the mansion all the time. He made me famous. But there was a contradiction—the subtitle of the interview was ‘A Candid (Ugh) Conversation with Al Goldstein.’ It was the judgment of saying “Ugh” in the headline. It was a value judgment he shouldn’t have made. He made me famous, but he slammed me—that’s his mixture. You can’t just go to Hef and say, ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ He was so controlling, like a choreographer.

“But that interview put me on the radar screen. Suddenly I went from a publisher in New York to being a national star. And that’s when I was arrested. Nixon started his witch hunt in Wichita, and I was indicted six months later. Playboy made me, but it also got me busted by the feds. Hefner was always ambivalent about porno, because he wanted to maintain the girl-next-door illusion. It’s all bullshit, but you have to give him credit . . . He looks foolish now, but look what he did for Lenny Bruce.”

The Wichita trial was a nightmare, another ginned-up federal case against a Jew pornographer, based on ancient law. Here’s the skinny: A postal inspector in Kansas, working with the FBI—who were still seething after Goldstein called their boss a cross-dressing cocksucker in the pages of his subversive sex paper—ordered a subscription to Screw, and when it arrived, the FBI put the bite on Goldstein and his partner, Buckley, for sending obscenity through the mail. In December 1974, “porn’s dynamic duo” was handed a twelve-count federal indictment for “mailing obscene material into Kansas” and looked at sixty years each.67 Never mind that it was entrapment—the government wasn’t going to hear any of that nonsense. They smelled blood in the water and they wanted meat.

The trial was the typical government dog-and-pony show, scaring the yokels with the cock and awe of the big-city pornographers. Fortunately for Goldstein, his lawyer was the much lauded Herald  Price Fahringer, soon to be known throughout the land as the Joe DiMaggio of the First Amendment, not only for his record-breaking winning streak in free-speech cases (he counts fourteen appearances in front of the United States Supreme Court), but also for his spectacular head of white hair, his sartorial splendor, and his flawless professional demeanor in a profession renowned for slick-talking mountebanks, intellectual lightweights, and scuzzball ambulance chasers. Like DiMaggio, Fahringer knew how to stay calm even when the pitches came high, hard, and inside, and he knew better than to swing at curveballs that broke outside the strike zone.

“If you had a fair and straightforward judge, he would grant your motion to dismiss,” says Fahringer, who won his first case for Goldstein against Lindsay and his bums back in 1969. “You can’t strike something down if it’s already been ‘accepted in the community.’ And asking the question, ‘Does it appeal to an average person’s prurient interests?’ . . . well, nobody really ever figured out what that was—you had a lot to work with. When I would stand up in front of juries, my approach was to say honestly, ‘I would never have this magazine in my home. I find it dismally unpleasant, and I wouldn’t expect you to have it in your home, but aren’t we really talking about the right of the American people to read and see what they please? Are we going to tell the people what they can read and what they can’t read? That’s the larger issue here.’ The psychology was that you would get the jury on your side legitimately. I tried and won cases that were primarily about magazines or books in twenty-seven states. In the industry, which at that point was very small, word spread very fast.

“So a postal inspector in Kansas orders a subscription to Screw, and then they charge Goldstein with sending it through the mail. I thought that was just an outrage. It was the government that ordered it—I argued that strenuously, but they were not going to accept that as a defense. But we had a wonderful judge, Judge Theis, who was just a remarkable man. When the jury brought back a verdict of guilty, he set the verdict aside. The judge did!

“He did that because the prosecutor went crazy. A prosecutor has to be very careful in these cases. There’s a lot of law, a lot to do with the First Amendment, but this prosecutor just went haywire. He made  atrocious arguments—‘If we allow this, it is going to injure the community’—and there was never any proof of that. The government’s own commission found that these materials don’t affect anybody’s sexual desires or alter their sexual interest—they don’t cause any harm at all. What I give that district judge a whole lot of credit for is, he just said, ‘Listen, this thing is going to be reversed, and the proper thing to do is dispose of it now.’ But remember, when a judge sets the verdict aside, that puts us all back to where we were, and they were able to go forward with a new trial.”

The 1976 retrial in Kansas City coughed, sputtered, and then finally rolled over and died with the jury deadlocked nine to three in favor of acquittal, and the judge declared a mistrial.

This time around, Goldstein had the support of the glitterati—letters and personal affidavits came in from no less than Kurt Vonnegut, Nora Ephron, Lynn Redgrave, Gay Talese, and cast members of Saturday Night Live, not to mention a troika of great publishing minds in Hugh Hefner, Jann Wenner, and William M. Gaines.

“To Al’s credit, back then,” Fahringer recalls, “he maintained good relationships with all of these people, and they were wonderful. They testified that they thought that Screw had a lot of value.

“When I was working with Al he didn’t use any vulgarity, he was a delight, he was very conscientious about paying your fees and wanting to make sure you were adequately compensated. And so he was in many ways an ideal client. The truth of the matter is that Al is a pussy cat.”

“The way to make money in this country and stay out of trouble is to sell pussy without the politics,” Goldstein reflected. “If I had any brains, I’d sell tits and ass and keep my mouth shut, but I can’t help myself. I like to fight.”







8

Slippery When Wet

VIETNAM WAS ON fire with napalm. Closer to home, another battle was being fought, over burning bushes on the newsstand.

I can’t imagine growing up in a time when America was in a war as lethal and pointless as Vietnam. What do I even have to compare it to? Two Gulf Wars, Afghanistan, Panama—which we won by blasting General Noriega’s apartment with rock music and strobe lights—and fucking Grenada? Wars of comparably few American casualties, fought by an all-volunteer army. I’m fortunate—for most of my life the world has been at relative peace. And even after 9/11, no one ever asked me to make any sort of sacrifice. Not to overstate it, but a draft changes everything. The very idea of being of age in 1970 is plainly horrifying.

Hugh Hefner signed up when a world war was still raging. Al Goldstein and Larry Flynt would join up, too, although there was little chance either of them would find himself in harm’s way fighting for American freedom—at least, not until they were hauled into court to defend the First Amendment.

It all seems so silly now—this slow climb up the mountain, this namby-pamby, faltering approach to showing actual nude women in magazines famous for showing nude women. Every day the death count of American soldiers in the newspapers and on the six o’clock  news grew—and God only knew how many Vietcong and innocent civilians were being slaughtered—and Americans were expected to smile and go to work, secure in the knowledge that they were safe from a global communist takeover. Yet one stray pubic hair, and all hell was going to break loose. The war was out of control, but the president still had a stick up his ass when it came to the porn problem.

Never mind the president—it was driving Hugh Hefner crazy. For the first time, Hef was being challenged on a turf he truly believed he owned. There were competitors, of course, but no one had ever come at him head-on before Penthouse declared Playboy and its urbane publisher anachronisms. This was the first time that Hefner’s place in the pecking order had been challenged, and, sadly, the first time—but not the last—that Hef would start chasing trends rather than creating them.

Times had changed, Playboy had not. Just look at Hef’s TV show—wasn’t he just a wee bit old to be hosting Iron Butterfly? They weren’t even that good. And there was more bad news out of Vietnam: On military bases, Penthouse was outselling Playboy two to one. Clearly, the “girl next door” served on a bed of dizzying prose was not what a twenty-something who spent his days chasing Charlie in the shit was looking for when it came to recreational “reading” material.

Rock ’n’ roll, the lingua franca of American youth, had lost much of its precious innocence. Not untypical were the Temptations, who, seduced by the great black acid heads of the day, Jimi Hendrix and Sly Stone, took off from the romantic treacle of “My Girl” for the lysergic spizzwang of “Psychedelic Shack” and “Ball of Confusion,” as strong an indictment of the generally fucked-up state of the union as was ever delivered. Meanwhile, Jimi fired his band of white dudes for the more militant Band of Gypsies and began perpetrating a symphony of violence called “Machine Gun,” an exploration of the electric guitar as weapon welded together with raucous battlefield sounds, explosions, and dropping bombs. Later that year he would be dead, another sign of the times, but thanks largely to his vision, 1970 was the year “heavy metal”—a futuristic approach to old-world music that somehow coalesced earthy hippie values, psychedelia, and the roots of rock ’n’ roll rebellion—swelled behind the bombastic blues-crunch  of Led Zeppelin. Black Sabbath used a much cruder formulary and released their first two long-playing doom-and-gloomers that year, Black Sabbath and Paranoid, the latter a record so of its time, what with songs like “War Pigs,” “Electric Funeral,” and “Hand of Doom,” that it is astonishing it didn’t become dated as the war dragged on and disco music became the antidote for too much thinking. Rather, it started its own revolution in aggressive, posthippie hard rock.

Even in the jazz world, things took on a decidedly nastier edge when Miles Davis released Bitches Brew, a multitextured mess of modal gris-gris, group improvisation, electric instruments, and studio terrorism that was about as far away from the Dorsey Brothers’ big-band bonanza as Screw’s splayed, dripping crotches were from the modest women mugging in the Playboy centerfolds.

As the world turned, so did its porn. The dark, sultry edges and open sexuality of Penthouse better captured the evolving American id than the cookie-cutter vacuity that had become the hallmark of Playboy pictorials. By 1970, just a year after launching, Penthouse was selling over a million copies a month in the United States. The next year, it was moving two million. Even though Playboy still owned the category, selling 6.5 million copies per month in 1971 and hitting an all-time high the following year with a circ of seven million, you can bet that Hef and his warren of like-minded rabbits were paying very close attention to the competition.

There was already a galaxy of full frontal nudity in the “slicks,” the so-called under-the-counter porn sheets and sunny nudist magazines that lingered at the periphery of the marketplace, not to mention Screw and its low-rent knockoffs, but it was Playboy and Penthouse who had become the titans of the mainstream newsstand, and every month after Guccione brought Penthouse to America, the battle raged.

Notwithstanding Guccione’s revisionist boast that he was the first to put pubic hairs on the newsstand, Playboy actually took that honor, with a wisp of pubes in 1968 and again in 1969, but soon after Penthouse launched, Guccione began letting it all hang out, and it didn’t take long before the fur was flying. The “Pubic Wars” were on.

It was the Swing Era vs. the Swinger in the Push for the Bush! Hefner and Guccione battled each other to see who could raise the  erotic ante to new, Tower of Babel–like heights: the man who called his women “Playmates”? Or the man who took the presumed perquisites of personal property to the next level when he branded his women “Pets”?

Like the best professional wrestlers, they had their high-camp and kayfabe uniforms—Hefner in PJs and smoking jacket, Guccione in unbuttoned shirts and décolletage of gold chains and medallions, including one hanging charm modeled after his own genitalia. No faux humility for these champs—they swaggered into the ring oozing toxic levels of self-confidence and marketing savvy . . .

In this corner, the First Gentleman of Men’s Magazines, the Self-Proclaimed Liberator of Loins . . . He’s the goy from Illinois . . . HUGH MARSTON HEFNER!!! And his opponent, now waging open season on rabbits . . . He’s the Dark Knight, the Bad Cad, the Pornographer with Pudenda on the Agenda . . . Give it up for ROBERT CHARLES JOSEPH EDWARD SABATINI GUCCIONE!!!

Guccione is swift, with an uninhibited Swiss model, Miss January 1971! But here comes Hef, with a dark triangle of brunette trim floating through the centerfold, semi-obscured by a diaphanous sumpin’-or-other!

Look out—Hef had finally twigged to the universal truth: that a woman in exotic, diaphanous clothing was a bigger turn-on than a woman wearing nothing at all, and, riding on the heels of Gooch, who was already hep to this prick-teasing reality, he would go headfirst into a brave new world of Playmates in stockings and fuck-me heels, prostrate on fur beds, posing in boudoirs dripping with the gauze of the well-appointed brothel—clearly, no sleeping was going on there.

But wait . . . Guccione is winding up . . . Here’s the pitch . . . and . . . what’s this? Labia! And . . . she’s touching herself?! Oh, the humanity!!!

Hef’s advertisers started to sweat as his magazine became more and more risqué, but Our Playboy of the Smoking Jacket knew how to cool their jets. Don’t worry, he said, Playboy shall remain at the apex of taste and liberal values . . . and the Volkswagen account was saved!

Meanwhile, Hefner was forced to confess to Time magazine that Playboy was “not nearly as avant-garde, or on the forefront for the fight for sexual freedom in terms of content as it once was . . . society has moved so far—there were no porno films in the ’50s, there was  no Screw magazine.” But in the same article he dismissed Penthouse as nothing more than “an old-fashioned sex magazine with a bit of frosting,” leaving the reader to ponder if the old-fashioned sex mag he was referring to was his. And then he defiantly put down his foot, promising, “You won’t see any dramatic changes in Playboy.”

But, as the lawyers are fond of saying, it’s a slippery slope, and it wasn’t long before Hef was horning in on superheated Penthouse memes, like girl-on-girl action, with his own explosion of fully realized lesbian love in a multigirl extravaganza called “Sappho” in 1975. And while continuing to preach the girl-next-door shtick, Playboy fully embraced the new wave of blue movies, sneaking in quasi-hardcore pics along with thoughtful reviews, which may well have been in the name of art but did nothing to harm the overall strokability factor and perceived edge of a once rebellious magazine that had, despite itself, become the establishment.

Guccione was smart. He knew how to flip Playboy’s strength as the old-school leader of the pack on its head and actually make it Hef’s weakness, casting Penthouse as the Rebel railing against the Man.

They were well-suited opponents: Hefner came from a home where he felt unloved and was never hugged; Guccione came from a doting Italian family. Hefner began his magazine from a position of sexual frustration and rejection; Guccione was already a self-realized stud. Hef was a confirmed atheist; Gooch had the idea to study for the priesthood but bailed early on, after he got the idea that he liked sex better than God. Neither had much truck with Puritan morals.

They were both artists, both of talent and ambition.

They both got hitched early. It didn’t work.

When Playboy began, Hefner was trying to escape the suburban nightmare. When Penthouse took off, Guccione had already flown the coop, swinging through Morocco, Rome, and London before dropping his sex bomb on the United States.

Hef had an original idea. Guccione did not, but he had the balls to swipe Hef’s and turn on the gas. Hef started his magazine with lofty sociological aims; Gooch started his to make money.

Ultimately, they would both become reclusive megalomaniacs,  running their empires from barricaded fortresses while cultivating their respective cults of personality.

Hef ran his mansion like a frat house. The West Coast mansion, which he acquired in 1971 (and which would become “the famous Playboy Mansion,” the one you always hear about, the one featured on television and spoken of in awe by admirers and wannabes) would become the nexus of the Playboy lifestyle: twenty-four-hour parties every weekend; enough food and booze to flatten the navy; naked chicks everywhere; shagging in the grotto, in the pool, in the bathroom, and in the bedrooms and rumpus rooms, natch, even though the man himself was often sequestered in the master suite, only emerging, vampirelike, to float through the parties before returning to his lair. It wasn’t long after buying the mansion that Hef installed himself permanently, hardly ever leaving, working exclusively from the round bed in his bedroom—the bridge of the Starship Playboy—and summoning his phalanx of editors, and live-in, paid-for Playmates and Bunnies to service him as needed.

Like the first mansion in Chicago, the West Coast edition was a mélange of tasteful mid-century-modern and ridiculous Gothic design. This one also had a zoo, with monkeys, an aviary, and the inevitable and depressing pet cemetery. Short of a choo-choo train, a Ferris wheel, and maybe a few llamas, it was, in spirit, anyway, not too remote from Michael Jackson’s palace of Peter Pan–ism, the Neverland Ranch.

Guccione bought his residence in ’75: two adjacent brownstones on East Sixty-seventh Street, with the joining walls knocked down. It was renowned as the largest home in Manhattan—it took up almost an entire city block and cost $5 million per year just to maintain, a vig that would eventually shuttle him straight into penury.

The house was nothing if not a monument to bad taste, a symphony of the garish, the gaudy, and the gauche—Liberace does Versailles, Zsa Zsa Gabor meets Raymond and Connie Marble. Rolling Stone called it “a mausoleum to self.”

Roman busts and bric-a-brac were everywhere; Guccione’s face and that of his partner, Keeton, were carved into marble columns in the foyer. There were statues of Moorish slaves, sphinxes, pyramids, a cloudburst of candelabras, a gilt piano once owned by Judy Garland, and an outbreak of shag throw-rugs.

His art collection was legendary and loaded with big-ticket eye candy: Renoir and Botticelli, Degas and de Kooning, Matisse, Dalí, de Chirico, Chagall, van Gogh . . . It truly was astonishing, but also without much focus or discipline, revealing a man whose greatest aesthetic value was ownership. An expensive but uninteresting Rose-period Picasso—a harlequin that seemed to scream, I am the last painting that Picasso did right before he became really good—hung in the stairwell. Guccione valued the collection at $200 million, but by the time he sold to pay back loans, it fetched only $19 million at auction.

A tour of his house and collection featured on The Arlene Herson Show68 offered little knowledge and no insight. This picture, he seemed to say, is very important because I am very important and it’s mine. Keeton, along for the tour, could offer only a tortured, conceited story of how they had outbid the Metropolitan Museum of Art for a painting. Which is why, apparently, it was such a great painting. Even after being in the professional wrestling business, I cannot ever recall seeing people more genuinely impressed with themselves.

Actually, as house tours go, it is one of the most bizarre things  I have ever seen, since Gooch never actually shows the house—he just sort of hangs out in the hallway and talks about it, completely self-occupied and blissfully obtuse, somehow capturing the poker-faced absurdity of, say, The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie, or maybe one of Monty Python’s drier skits. He points to a closed door just a few feet away—his office, where, he promises, there are dozens of other incredible masterpieces—but he never makes a move to open the door, and the flustered interviewer just stands there, too confused to ask him why not. He talks about his Taj Mahal of a dining room, and Keeton offers an interminably boring story about shopping for chairs in Italy, and how awful it had been living in the mansion without the perfect chairs—they were doomed to eat standing up until they found just the right ones!—but we never get to see the room, just a fuzzy Kodak snapshot that someone holds up for the camera.

It gets even weirder when Gooch sells out his friend Al Goldstein. After he boasts that he’s hosted celebrities and heads of state for dinner, Arlene, a starfucker of the first order, asks him to drop some names.

“Well,” he says, “we had Al Goldstein’s birthday here.”

Poor Arlene looks like she’s about to puke.

“Just kidding!” reassures Gooch, stepping back from the brink of vulgarity.

“Thank God!” says Arlene, the color returning to her face.

Like Hefner, Guccione sometimes didn’t leave his house for weeks at a time, although, unlike Hefner, he was not fond of entertaining herds of horny rock stars and hangers-on, and was oddly proud of the fact that he had never swum in his own indoor pool. “I couldn’t possibly live like he does,” Gooch told People magazine, “turning my home into a circus tent. He’s surrounded by parasites and phonies and cronies.”

Both of them played the droit du seigneur so well that no one could tell where the kayfabe ended and the “shoot” began. They kept women in their mansions, Playmates and Pets living in dormitories with curfews and rules—In by nine! No guests!—that seemed more appropriate for adolescent children than for grown women who made their living taking their clothes off. They were both control freaks, Hef and Gooch, and slaves to their serial philandering. Hef managed to stay unmarried throughout the ’70s, keeping a rotating roster of paid-for  Playmates at his disposal even while having a “primary girlfriend.” Gooch stayed with Kathy Keeton—and even married her in 1990—but that didn’t stop him from sleeping with an A-list of women in the same home he shared with her, many of them salaried Pets. You knew that if the synthesizer music started thumping and the house started smelling like reefer, Gooch was not to be disturbed.

 

 

HEFNER WAS DEFINITELY feeling Guccione when he launched Oui magazine in America in 1972. Originally a French knockoff of Playboy, Oui purported to bring its own “international flavor” to the colonies, which was supposed to be code for explicit (no more girls next door), but was really just a discount shibboleth for “desperate and cynical.” This was still in the early rounds of the Pubic Wars, but Hef was clearly sweating it, swatting at Penthouse with its own medicine—high-quality pictorials with slightly down-market editorial. The first issue promised “Bikes, Leather, Nazis, Flesh, Bestiality and the New Wave’s Old Waves,” whatever that meant. Not only did Oui never make a profit, it turned out to be eating sales from Playboy rather than Penthouse, once again proving the age-old and solid-as-a-rock axiom “to thine own self be true.” Hef finally sold it in 1981.69

Two years later, Gooch made his first misstep with Viva (“The International Magazine for Women”), basically Penthouse for the ladies. Keeton70 was nominally in charge.

Viva looked terrific and had some talented editors—most notably Patricia Bosworth, who would go on to become a celebrated journalist and biographer, and Anna Wintour, who would become the most feted fashion editor of all time at Vogue—and it was a complete failure, as pornography for women always is. Painting with broad strokes here,  but it’s just not what women want; it’s not how the Creator wired them.

“I know a little bit about the sex habits of men and women,” Larry Flynt told me, “and men are turned on by what they see; women are turned on by what they read. And that’s why you can’t publish a porn magazine for women.”

Al Goldstein was slightly more pointed in explaining la différence. “Men think that around every corner is a flight attendant waiting to give them a blow job. Women think that around every corner is a man on a white stallion, waiting to fall in love.”

Bosworth says that she pushed to make Viva “more erotic and less pornographic, which wasn’t possible, given Guccione’s macho point of view . . . Viva would never be anything but hopelessly schizoid, its feminist intentions overshadowed by male porn.” It was, she said, using Gooch’s favorite word, “raunchy.”

Viva ran for seven years before closing, and, along with the much loved but completely unprofitable science and science-fiction magazine Omni, also “founded” by Keeton in ’78, it lost Guccione somewhere in the neighborhood of $100 million.71

Penthouse, however, was growing, and Gooch was very much a threat to the hegemony of Hefner. By 1973 they were moving four million copies per issue and Playboy was losing traction in the marketplace. On the newsstand, where publishers made the most money (versus subscriptions, which were traditionally discounted), Penthouse was the outright winner.

Throughout the era, Playboy stuck with its liberal criticism of the war. Penthouse, however, came at it from another direction. “At this time, Vietnam veterans were lower than whale shit,” says future Penthouse editor Peter Bloch. “They were called ‘baby killers’; nobody had any respect for them at all. At that point, Bob was conservative.  He said that even if you don’t believe in the Vietnam War, these guys are drafted. They’re going over there, fighting and dying for this country, and they’re being trashed when they come back, and nobody gives a shit about them. He would be in a rage. So we started the column.”

In 1974 Penthouse began running monthly articles about veteran and military affairs, the first written by Tim O’Brien, who would go on to win the National Book Award for his novel Going After Cacciato. At the same time, Guccione opened an office in Washington to lobby for veterans’ rights.

“That was a major commitment, which was followed through for decades,” says Bloch. “We were nominated for a National Magazine Award—someone on the jury told me there was no way Penthouse would have ever gotten that award, but as far as I’m concerned, that was Bob’s proudest achievement, and something he stuck with. To this day, guys in the military love Penthouse because they know we’re on their side.”

Guccione spelled it out for Reason magazine in a 1975 interview:As the Vietnam War was going on I supported it because, again, the war was a fact of life. But I don’t believe that it was necessary for us to be in that war . . . but once in there I think that we certainly had to fight. We certainly had as a society to support it . . . I don’t believe that the draft dodgers should receive amnesty. Because that sets them apart from those who accepted the conscription, a lot of whom died, who regarded the war as just as hostile to their own philosophy of life, just as incompatible with their feelings and their sentiments, as those who successfully evaded the draft. Why do we punish one member of society and not another for the self-same cause? I think that if guys who allowed themselves to be conscripted against their best wishes and the wishes of their family went off to fight an unpopular war, and died for it, or were maimed or wounded or in some way permanently affected by the war, then I think equal punishment, and it is punishment, should be meted out to those who at the time successfully evaded the draft.





Whether or not Guccione’s unfancied patriotism—unsympathetic to hippies (like his pot-smoking pal Al Goldstein) and limousine liberals (like his nemesis Hef)—was the X factor, or whether it was simply his rapprochement to pussy, Penthouse had made deep inroads into enemy territory. By 1976 Playboy had slipped to selling six million copies in a good month, with Penthouse hovering at five. And if Playboy hadn’t been porn before, it sure as hell was now. It’s pretty hard to make the case that a woman posing spread-eagled and masturbating in her kitchen is anything but. By the mid-’70s, at least, Hefner could no longer plead innocent. But by then it didn’t matter—all innocence, real or manufactured, had been lost. The Pubic Wars, like the war in Southeast Asia, would pass into antiquity, although, thankfully, with far fewer casualties. The latter was marked by the fall of Saigon, the former by the first wide-open beaver.
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Jesus Fucking Christ

A wide-open beaver was a photograph of a woman not wearing underpants, and with her legs far apart, so that the mouth of her vagina could be seen. The expression was first used by news photographers, who often got to see up women’s skirts at accidents and sporting events and from underneath fire escapes and so on. They needed a code word to yell to other newsmen and friendly policemen and firemen and so on, to let them know what could be seen, in case they wanted to see it. The word was this: “Beaver!”

—Breakfast of Champions, by KURT VONNEGUT, JR.



LARRY FLYNT, A childhood zoophile and teenage moonshine purveyor from Kentucky, had far more in common with the Jew from Brooklyn who ran the slapstick slime sheet Screw than he did with the Byronic narcissists who ran Playboy and Penthouse. For one thing, there was a joy to his worldview that Hefner and Guccione would never get—tragically, they just couldn’t loosen up enough to truly let go, which, where I come from, is what good sex is all about.

Hustler’s brand of comedy would be just as coarse as Screw’s—Flynt seemed to be especially fond of racist cartoons of buck-stud Negroes fucking white women and eating watermelon—but Flynt’s inspiration didn’t come from the smackdown streets of Brooklyn; it came from the low-down strip clubs that he ran in Ohio, the playground of  blue-collar, titty-ogling lugs who could spell neither crêpes nor canapés, let alone give a flying fuck re: the subtleties and supposedly seductive qualities of the soufflé.

That was their humor—those were the jokes that they told at work, on the factory floor, and at the bar while they drank boilermakers and cracked each other up. There was no limit to just how filthy, raunchy, racist, misogynist, and generally offensive they could be, as long as it was funny. Flynt always said that he’d rather have ten truck drivers reading Hustler than one college professor. As it turned out, he got both—intellectuals and hardhats alike loved his vision of filth without boundaries. It was the middle class that couldn’t stomach him.

Flynt was flying by the seat of his pants, and mining the depths and depravity of the American male psyche in a post–Lenny Bruce, post-Screw, Richard Pryor–itized world meant anything goes. Like Goldstein, he didn’t give a fuck what people thought—the more outrageous the better, because that’s what he thought was needed. He loved Screw, the balls of the whole damn thing, and that was how he ran his business. He was always getting into trouble—if you weren’t, you just weren’t trying hard enough.

Unlike Hugh Hefner, Larry Flynt was not interested in sleeping with the girl next door, at least no more than any other healthy American boy was. Nor was he a brooding prince in the mold of Bob Guccione, whom he would come to despise.

Flynt saw a niche. There was a strong market leader in Playboy and a strong number two in Penthouse—that was the nature of business. But unlike with, say, Coke and Pepsi, there wasn’t an exclusionary Penthouse vs. Playboy loyalty divide cutting across the American reading public. Liking one didn’t necessarily mean you couldn’t enjoy the other, just as buying a Big Mac didn’t mean you couldn’t handle a Whopper, no matter how much their creators tried to polarize the public forum. Penthouse was Playboy through a glass, darkly, but one could read both without bursting into flames.

It was a good time to be in the business. When a failed ventriloquist realized that the markup on dildos and vibrators was 600 percent, he gave up his nightclub act and made millions flooding the  market with “marital aids and rubber goods.” An old hippie stopped making sandals and made his mint crafting leather “sex harnesses.” Bondage gear, personal massage devices, flavored lubes and special jellies, pleasure swings, bargain-basement lingerie, penis-shaped lollipops, eight-millimeter films, pulp novels written to the specifications of even the most demanding sodomist, and hardcore magazines featuring every sin known to man could all be found without much effort. No matter the constant din of Anthony Comstock’s phobic progeny—tin-badged vice-squad eunuchs and religious types huffing and puffing about America’s moral fiber—there were plenty of people out there getting their rocks off, and in ways that would blanch even ol’ Doc Kinsey’s potatoes.

By the time the first full-color issue of Hustler dropped, in 1974, pornography had become a de facto part of American life. From Times Square to Santa Monica Boulevard to Broadway in San Francisco and Wells Street in Chicago and all points in between, there were so many storefronts marked Adults Only, you would be forgiven if you thought it was a name brand.

The 1970s newsstands were stoned with sexual exuberance—beyond the Playboy and Penthouse wannabes, namely, Genesis, Gent, Swank, Cavalier, and a handful of others that provided almost zero surprises—this was a golden age of girlie mags drunk on the hippie imperative. Purveyors of second-tier magazines were having a blast, what with so many people just flat-out stoned and happy to let it all hang out. Short-lived titles like Utopia, Good Eats, Horny Toad, and Happy Time Mama drifted in a netherworld of legitimacy, splattered with artwork and layouts that looked as if they’d been created while the art director was tripping on mescaline, and featured women who looked like they’d just been recruited from the local commune, not to mention a rock festival’s worth of group sex that cast in stark relief just how stupid real people looked when they were doing it, versus the pluperfect simulated-sex scenes in Penthouse, with their natural but ultimately unobtainable fantasy babes, heads reared back and toes curled, photographed to Bob Guccione’s unyielding erotic standards.

But the best of the hippie porn was goofy and wonderful and life-affirming, and, ironically, probably bought by the conservative  blue-collar lunks who actually dreamed of nailing a filthy hippie but, in a war era that was still polarizing everyone under thirty, probably had no idea where to even begin.

At some point, of course, the hippie revolution faded like cheap tie-dye and was quickly phased out of the men’s magazines to make room for a sleazy polyester-disco aesthetic, which could actually be quite sexy—suddenly everyone looked as if they had actually taken a shower that week, and the women had rediscovered the magic of strappy, fuck-me heels. Once again, as America goes, so goes its porn.

And then there was Puritan, an anomaly in the history of magazines, a digest as startlingly well produced as it was filthy.

There was no shortage of hardcore squack rags cast to the fringes of the bookstores and under-the-counter caches, all filthier than the next, e.g., Quim, Quiff, Snatch, Hot Ass Divorcees, Hot Hole Detective Women, e.g., Quim, Quiff Snatch, Hot Ass Divorcees, Hot Hole Detective Women, Swallow, Pussy Licker, Muff Diver, Mouth Fucking, Wad, and, my favorite, Surrender to the Beaver. But Puritan was like a Rolls-Royce in a demolition derby of beaters that had no business being on the road. When I would see it lurking on the dark side of the newsstand in the 1980s, it cost $25 per issue, and was worth every penny. It looked like it was produced as a joint venture among the Smithsonian Institute, Satan, and a major movie studio. The whole thing was funded by an insane millionaire and printed on the thick stock usually reserved for expensive magazine covers, and the photo shoots were mind-boggling in their quality and complexity—twelve-girl space-alien anal adventures, vinyl-fetish enema-nurse hospital takeovers, postdiscotheque coke orgies shot on the tops of buildings against the shimmering New York skyline. In the grand tradition of early men’s magazines, it was peppered with literary giants—Gay Talese, Joseph Heller, Norman Mailer, Terry Southern, and the like, which begged the question: Did these writers have any idea what the fuck they were getting themselves into? This was not Playboy, or Penthouse. Puritan was truly a race apart. When I look at it now, it’s a wonder that it even existed.

At a time when one might think that sex magazines were being devalued just by dint of the sheer quantity thereof gooping up the market, Larry Flynt realized that what the world really needed was the kayfabe version of Screw.

Goldstein began his age of outrage by buggering Lindsay and Nixon. Flynt heard the call and ran cartoons of Gerald Ford and Henry Kissinger gang-raping the Statue of Liberty. Later, in a satire of the famous Playboy interviews—laid out in the classic Art Paul style, with three photos and three pull quotes underlining the most fascinating personalities of the day—Hustler would interview “The Biggest Blackest Cock Ever—A Candid, Explosive, Man-to-Dick Conversation with the Most Sought-After Piece of Meat in the Western World.”72 America was simultaneously titillated and aghast. “Anyone can be a Playboy and have a Penthouse,” Flynt wrote in his first publisher’s statement, “but it takes a man to be a Hustler.”

Hustler’s kayfabe survived because Flynt adopted enough of the tropes of the accepted men’s magazines—centerfolds and pictorials (“girl sets,” “two-girl sets,” “boy-girl sets,” etc.), an “up-front section,” letters, reviews, one-page gag panels, and feature stories placed throughout the magazine—to be able to compete with Playboy and Penthouse in the American mainstream, something a weekly New York tabloid, no matter how glorious or notorious, would never be able to do.

“Larry met with Al Goldstein,” recalls Herald Fahringer, the Joe DiMaggio of the First Amendment, who would spend a lot of his time keeping them both out of jail. “Al was a pioneer—he was really the first in many ways—and Larry obviously adopted a lot of his publishing strategies and converted them into a slick magazine.

“Al was a loudmouth, a very smart Jewish guy from Brooklyn, and Larry grew up in abject poverty—he couldn’t get past the seventh or eighth grade in Kentucky—but he had a drive to be a success that was just unimaginable.

“Al is an intellectual. He’s very smart; he had a good education. Larry had remarkable instincts. He was not educated, but in terms of making money, he learned things that were part of his growing up and hard life. I saw pictures of where he grew up in Kentucky, and it was abject poverty. He started a few bars, and then he put this little pamphlet  in them, and he built that into a magazine. You talk about an American success story? This was astounding. He had some innovation. And he loved publicity—he knew how to generate it. He was remarkable in that respect. Some people would say, ‘If I can be arrested for that, I’m not going to take that chance.’ But Larry was absolutely fearless.

“I find a lot of what Al and Larry publish to be extremely unpleasant, but in a free society, people should be allowed to read whatever they want—it has to be defended. If you didn’t have people like Larry Flynt and Al Goldstein who were willing to take those risks, then we’d be all relegated to what? Ladies’ Home Journal? That’s what the reality is. Their magazines had a great deal of success; there was an audience for that type of material. People had a right to see it if they wanted to, if it satisfied their desires. Larry and Al are an important aspect of a free society.

“This country cannot escape its Puritan heritage—that was a strong dynamic in our early development, and it’s passed on from one generation to the next. There’s a powerful religious element that is at the forefront of fighting this kind of material, just because they dislike it. And the truth of the matter is, it harms no one. When you start suppressing material in a free society just because you don’t like it or you find it personally offending, that’s all motivated by fear. And—I use this line in my summations—we cannot be afraid to be free.”

Larry Flynt didn’t start out intending to be a First Amendment warrior. He had no higher calling than to get laid and make a few bucks—moralizing bullies and puritanical prosecutors brought the fight to him, and when they did, he dug his heels in and declared it an act of war. They had fucked with the wrong hillbilly.

 

 

LARRY CLAXTON FLYNT was born in 1942, sixteen years younger than Hefner, twelve years younger than his would-be nemesis Guccione, and six years younger than his friend Al Goldstein. He was the punk of this lot.

When Flynt was eight he had congress with a chicken on his parents’ farm. When he was fifteen he joined the army—anything to get the hell out of Lakeville, Kentucky, population forty, one of the  poorest places in all of America, a withered, sepia-tone postcard of southern poverty, alcoholism, and illiteracy.

His parents divorced when he was just five, a year after his little sister died of leukemia. His brother, Jimmy, who would become his number-one henchman at Hustler, until they eventually fell out—was shuffled off to live with his grandparents, and Larry moved to Indiana with his mom, only to wind up back in Kentucky, plowing fields and fighting to get out of the eighth grade. He didn’t make it. He tried to run away to Ohio, but the first guy who picked him up hitchhiking was a sick old fucker who molested him. He went back to the farm for a stretch, then bailed out to sign up with the army, somehow getting through the door with a fake birth certificate. He made it through boot camp and lost his virginity in a whorehouse, before being discharged in 1959 for scoring too low on a high-school equivalency test.

In Dayton, Ohio, where his mother was now living, Flynt went from shit gig to shit gig until he returned one more time to Appalachia, running moonshine in Kentucky. He soon had a long list of dipsomaniac hicks who lived from one drunk to the next in the quiet desperation of the American South. One of his customers was his father, who thought since his son was the one bringing him his white lightning, he didn’t have to pay. Sixteen-year-old Flynt didn’t like the old man’s drinking up all the profits and coshed him on the head with a whiskey jug. By that time, the law was starting to catch up with young Larry and he took off again, this time to join the navy. He was now seventeen years old.

On a leave of absence, drunk in a Dayton bar, Flynt met his first wife. It didn’t last more than a few days.

Back at the naval base, Flynt was mopping floors, which was enough to inspire him to get his shit together and get himself some book learning—getting bounced from the army was his wake-up call. Despite, or because of, his dirt-poor roots, Flynt lacked nothing for ambition. He put his head down, studied like a beast, and managed to pass the test to get into class “A” radar school and eventually get a high-school-equivalency diploma, which, relative to the eighth grade in Lakeville, was like getting into the Sorbonne.

It was also around this time that Flynt met the woman who would  become his second wife, Peggy, a ringer for Elizabeth Taylor, who claimed she was eighteen. She was three years shy.

Flynt was assigned to a battleship, where he spent his spare time separating his shipmates from their money playing poker. On a furlough in France, he won so much dough and was so jacked on his own bravado that he paid for twenty hookers, with whom he had at least dallying intercourse one right after the other. After that he had to be carried out—his legs would no longer support him.

When he wasn’t whoring and being a card shark, he was reading everything he could get his hands on. Among the books that inspired him were Elmer Letterman’s How Showmanship Sells and Napoleon Hill’s Think and Get Rich, which implored the reader to Know Thyself, a maxim Flynt obviously took to heart.

When he got back home, thirteen months later, Peggy was seven months pregnant. Flynt did the math and, in an act of misguided chivalry, married her, but it was a disaster. She had another kid, this one Flynt’s, but she never stopped catting around, picking up men in bars, taking sailors home, and flaunting it in her new husband’s face. Flynt took it out on her mother, a cynical old crow who had taught her daughter how to hustle men for short change and who hated Flynt as much as he hated her. He fired off a few rounds of his handgun to rattle her cage, leaving her unwounded but in a quivering heap.

The only way Flynt managed to dodge doing real time was to claim temporary insanity, a plea that somehow worked, except for the part where it landed him in the Dayton State Hospital, a facility he compared to a Turkish prison, where the favored patient activity was electroshock therapy. They fried Flynt’s brain but good before letting him back on the street.

Soon enough divorced from Wife No. 2 and recovering some clarity, but mostly unencumbered and able to fuck freely without fear of reprisal, Flynt made a studied decision to buy a bar—because, he reasoned, who got laid more than bar owners? It was 1965 and he was twenty-two years old. “The key,” Flynt said, “it seemed to me, was knowing your customers and having a gimmick.” He called the new place Hillbilly Haven.

Flynt knew exactly what the hell he was doing. Before long he  included the Hangover Tavern, the Factory, and the Whatever’s Right club—his first bar to feature female “hostesses”—among his growing empire.

One night local gangsters came to shut him down, randomly beating up customers with pipes and leaving a bloody mess, sending the message to stay out of their neck of the woods. A week later, when they came back to survey the results of their campaign, Flynt pistol-whipped one of them brutally with his snub-nosed .38 and convinced the others he was not to be fucked with unless they wanted to die. He had no more problems with them after that.

Meanwhile, the old Flynt thinker-upper had been cogitating on his next move—a go-go bar! Strip clubs had been beginning to pop up in California and the Southwest, and Flynt wanted to open his own version in Dayton. He called it the Hustler Club. It was 1968.

Among the putative heroes of this book, Flynt was the hardest par-tier. He was doing a ton of speed, drinking like a maniac, and doing God knows what else, and having the kind of fun that would have put lesser men in the grave. But he was still working like a beast. By 1971 there were new Hustler Clubs in Akron, Cincinnati, Columbus, and Toledo, and by ’73 Flynt was making almost $1 million per year in the bar business, driving from one strip club to another in a stretch limo and becoming infamous in Ohio. He sired three children by three different women—probably not surprising, since he claimed to be having sex with a different woman every four or five hours—and got married and divorced again, bringing the current totals of ex-wives for our Four Horsemen of Porn in 1973 to Flynt and Goldstein tied at three each, Guccione two, and Hefner trailing the pack with just one.

 

 

THE IDEA TO start a magazine was simple enough. Flynt had been running a newsletter, the Bachelor Beat, a scrawny tabloid rag that he had spotted in the Hi-Liter Club in Phoenix when he was there exploring the go-go-bar phenom. Always enterprising, Flynt had cut a deal with the “publisher” to run his own edition in Ohio: Flynt would send down some pics and rough copy, and the guy in Phoenix would lay it out and send him the camera-ready film to cut the plates and  print the paper in Cincinnati, which is how things were done back in the predigital stone age. When the guy in Phoenix got shut down by the IRS, Flynt kept on publishing the Bachelor Beat, never turning a profit but learning the nuts and bolts of small-time publishing, until he had enough and bailed on it.

Eventually, though, he got the bug again and began the Hustler newsletter, which, true to Flynt form, expanded quickly from a four-page sheet into a thirty-two-page organ now officially known as “the Hustler,” filled with teasing snapshots from Flynt’s strip clubs, some innocuous stories of the type found in also-ran girlie mags (“Sensual Yoga,” “So You’ve Never Been to a Nudist Colony?”), and a few ads for Flynt’s other bars, e.g., the Whatever’s Right club: “Where Singles Become Doubles.”73

The evolutionary leap from the cheap black-and-white, industrial-looking pages of the Hustler to the spectacularly pernicious four-color Hustler as we know it now was one of Kubrick-like proportions—first monkeys, now astronauts, just like that. The Hustler was cute and effective enough for an in-house production—I still see crap like it occasionally, usually put out by labor unions or local church groups—but who could have imagined that it would have blossomed into the most eye-popping, vile, officious, and wonderful sex magazine to emerge in the ’70s?

Flynt’s idea to go national with Hustler led him to looking for a distributor, none of whom wanted anything to do with it. Eventually he would create his own magazine distribution company, but for now, it was suggested that he cast his lot with Gallery magazine, a successful Playboy knockoff run by Ron Fenton and the lawyer F. Lee Bailey. In the final issue of Hustler, dated October 1973, Flynt announced that the merger with Gallery was going to mark “the beginning of the first serious effort to confront the Playboy empire on a multi-phase front.” This marriage lasted about three months, until cash ran thin and Flynt decided to launch Hustler on his own. It debuted in July 1974. Flynt was twenty-seven years old.

The first issues of Hustler were, plainly, terrible, amateur-hour bullshit. Screw compared it in the sexual-excitement department to Refrigerator Monthly. Flynt called Goldstein to tell him that he wasn’t wrong, and then hired away Screw’s editor Bruce David to run Hustler. And then Flynt had his first epiphany.

He went down to his local newsstand to take a closer look at the competition and immediately realized what was missing: The Pink.

Hefner and Guccione may have thought they were pushing the envelope, Guccione especially, but it was Hustler that would boldly go into the Final Frontier of Parted Labia and Rosebud Clitorises. Flynt had always thought that the ol’ honey pot was as interesting as a woman’s face, and he knew that real American men felt the same way. They didn’t live in fear of the vagina; they lived for it.

They also didn’t give a rat’s ass about French cooking, and especially not when they were obviously buying a magazine to jerk off to—or, if you prefer, to which to jerk off.

Discerning men have always fetishized female genitalia, much the same way women have made penises the stealth topic of discussion at boozy suburban kaffeeklatsches disguised as “book clubs.” Except that men don’t talk about it so much, because, frankly, it takes a bit more poetry to describe the flower that is the vagina than the blunt object that is the cock, and honestly, most of us aren’t up to the challenge of waxing poetic on, say, the subtleties of the classic midwestern, dolphin-nose pudendum, covered in glorious and forgiving dirty-blond fuzz, smelling bright and fresh and clean and happy like the first day of summer—or, say, something from the Italian school, not uncommon in Boston or New York and no less intoxicating, with its lithe, knowing labia, its friendly caterpillar of tangled brunette bunting, and its invigorating bouquet of old-world brine and spicy, cured lunch meats.

Which is not to say that women—or men, as the case may be—do not appreciate the subtleties of the penis, or the magic that is a man’s testicles. I am just positing that there may be less to work with there, poetically speaking.

Unlike Playboy, which, led by Penthouse, eventually took its flights of marginally risqué cheesecake down the primrose path, and Penthouse,  which had begun with a more profound call to tumescence, Hustler just blew the barn doors wide open and broke every rule heretofore known to the art and craft of photographing the female form.

In my experience with women, such as it is, not one of them has done anything remotely close to the things that the ladies in Hustler did routinely to show off the depth and hue of their internal organs. But there they were—legs in the air, or bent over demonstrating a Monk’s Delight of positions, peeling back their labia to reveal the bubblegum pink of their most intimate passages, what would instantly be denounced as the workings of a sick mind that had crossed over perilously from acceptable erotica into a deranged vortex of clinical gynecology. The first issue of Hustler “showing pink” sold five hundred thousand copies. Within two years, the magazine would be selling three million.

It was this Brave New World of the Bona Fide Split Beaver that put Flynt in the game, but it was the nude paparazzi shots of Jackie Kennedy74 that kept him there. These were the same shots that Goldstein had run in Screw, but until Hustler ran them, they did not have a truly national forum. Hefner and Guccione—who were offered the pictures first—wanted nothing to do with them, but Flynt jumped at the chance, especially knowing that since the other two big shots had passed, he could get them for a song. Eighteen thousand dollars later, he chose the best of the lot and ran them in the August 1975 issue, which sold over a million copies in its first week on the stands. Ironically, a lot of those sales were to women who wanted to take a gander at the widowed First Lady’s attributes. They were never going to be repeat customers, but they helped put Hustler on the national radar as Time, Newsweek, and every other legit media venue rushed to do a story on the magazine that knew no boundaries. The Wall Street  Journal called Hustler “not just one of the fastest-growing men’s magazines, but one of the fastest-growing magazines of any kind, ever.”

None of which was lost on Pubic Enemy No. 1, Charles Keating, last seen here pimping for Richard Nixon and his failed Report on Obscenity.

I never understood why these self-righteous do-gooders could never just learn to mind their own fucking business. If you didn’t like sex, why take it out on the rest of the world? And why is it they always made it about “our children” and how dirty books, which were created expressly for adults, were going to turn them into a race of criminals and queers, never mind how magazines celebrating naked women were going to lead young boys into a life of homosexuality?

Keating’s Citizens for Decent Literature—now known as Citizens for Decency Through Law—was based in Cincinnati, where he counted among his allies the trenchant, über-conservative Catholic district attorney, another humorless sot named Simon Leis, Jr., who counted fellatio and cunnilingus among the activities he wanted to make illegal. Together they were able to gin up charges against Hustler not only for garden-variety obscenity but also, incredibly, for racketeering—since Hustler actually had a staff of people, Leis argued, Flynt was now part of a conspiracy and his actions (putting out a dirty magazine) were, according to the prosecution, considered organized crime. Flynt was facing serious time.

Before the trial, Flynt took his message to the people, holding a rally for a kayfabe organization he invented, called Ohioans for a Free Press. No newspaper would take even his proto–Tea Party ad for the rally—a reprint of the U.S. Constitution, with the single credit “Sponsored by the Ohioans for a Free Press.” It probably didn’t help that Keating’s brother ran the biggest newspaper in town, the Cincinnati Enquirer.

The rally went on, and Flynt yelled and screamed to a half-empty hall, “We either have a free press or we don’t . . . it’s time that the goddam journalists in this country got some backbone. One of the greatest things that we have as American citizens, goddamnit, is the right to be left alone, and me and my readers deserve that right.” It was a nice message. No one cared.

The trial was a farce. Leis prosecuted his case wearing combat boots. The judge showed zero tolerance for the defense. “I took him as a  redneck hillbilly who was making money on sex,” he later said, outing himself as a somewhat less than dispassionate and objective jurist, before pathetically copping a Pontius Pilate, “but it was up to the public here to decide whether he should subsist or be run out of town on a rail.” Washing his hands of the affair didn’t stop him from quashing every defense motion, including disallowing copies of Playboy and Penthouse purchased at local newsstands to be entered into evidence, which Flynt and his team, headed by Herald Fahringer, had hoped would show that despite Keating’s bleatings to the contrary, there was no shortage of sex rags in Cincinnati, and that since the community was tolerant of Hefner and Guccione (not to mention the much harder fare peddled at the city’s numerous adult bookstores), Flynt was being singled out for selective prosecution as an embarrassing local carbuncle.

One of the prosecution’s key witnesses was a Mormon fellow imported from Utah to teach English at the University of Cincinnati. “Hustler,” he said, “has no redeeming literary or artistic value. In fact, the writing is crude and frequently semiliterate. If I were grading this writing in my class, it would average out to a ‘C.’”75

“I take it,” Fahringer asked him, “that you have some sympathy for your church’s stand against obscenity?”

“Oh, yes. I don’t think I should be allowed to read whatever I want . . . the choice should not be left up to me.” In the closing statement, Leis called Hustler “evil” and the “nightmare of the degenerate.” All that was missing was a missive from outstanding news reporter George Putnam.

Fahringer came back with typical elegance: “Freedom is only meaningful if it includes all speech, no matter who is offended by it. It would be a hazardous undertaking for anyone to start separating the permissible speech from the impermissible using the standard of offensiveness. The freedom guaranteed in the First Amendment is indivisible. You can’t take it away from Larry Flynt and keep it for yourself. The real issue of this case is, are we afraid to be free?”

The answer was a resounding yes.

Sentencing would be immediate. Flynt, never one to bandy words, offered his opinion of the trial to the judge. “You haven’t made an intelligent decision during the course of the trial, and I don’t expect one now,” he seethed. The gavel came down with the maximum: twenty-five years.

The bailiffs cuffed Flynt and dragged him off screaming. He spent six days in jail before finally getting sprung, pending appeal.

Support for Flynt among journalists, artists, writers, and performing artists was nearly unanimous. An editorial in the New York Times warned that the decision could lead to “the silencing of any publication, blacking out any television program and halting the showing of any motion picture,” while decrying the injustice of forbidding similar magazines on sale in Cincinnati to serve as evidence and the absurdity of the organized-crime charge. About a week later, an ad Flynt had paid for demanded that the president himself take a closer look at “the restrictions of freedom of expression in America.” Under the banner “Larry Flynt: American Dissident,” the ad was signed by ninety luminaries, including Woody Allen, Ramsey Clark, Joseph Heller, Joan Didion, Daniel Ellsberg, Norman Mailer, Mike Royko, and Jann Wenner, not to mention Hugh Hefner, who, while happy to be seen in a crowd of established intellectuals, was typically more dismissive in his own magazine. Flynt “is trying to wrap his garbage in the Bill of Rights,” he said in Playboy, allowing only that “the Cincinnati court is trying to turn the Bill of Rights into garbage.”

Five years later, the case made it all the way to the Supreme Court, where Flynt would become a semiregular customer. The case was overturned—another successful at bat by the Joe DiMaggio of the First Amendment.

 

 

THE YEAR AMERICA celebrated its two-hundredth birthday was also a big year for Larry Flynt and Hustler. Art director Bob Flora outdid himself with the iconic cover of Hustler’s “Super Bicentennial Issue”—an American-flag G-string worn by a deliciously tan woman (all you could see were her navel and her glowing thighs), and her curly pubes  bubbling over the top of the flag. Hard to imagine that Penthouse and Playboy were in the brambles, fighting about whiffs of pubes popping up inside their magazines, and then along came Flynt with the colonies’ most patriotic pussy, front and center.76

It was a good year for underdogs. Rocky won the Academy Award for Best Picture, and Flynt mounted a campaign to run for president. As tongue-in-cheek as it may have been, candidate Flynt made some salient points in his campaign literature.

“The Founding Fathers,” his first position paper stated, “may very well have penned those words life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but they returned home to rule over their slaves and dominate their obedient housewives and children. They never in their wildest dreams imagined a society so diversified that minorities and women would actually participate in government. What resulted is a government by tradition, not by Constitution . . .

“I will immediately initiate legislation in Congress for massive social reforms. The first such law will levy a heavy fine against all qualified and able Americans who fail to VOTE. The American people must be made to realize that their vote is the real strength to be reckoned with . . . Teachers will earn at least $30,000 a year77 . . . I will put my full support behind the ERA78 . . . I will ask congress for legislation exempting all US Servicemen from paying taxes; their paychecks are a pittance as it is.” A Flynt administration, he promised, would be dedicated to ending the arms race, exposing corrupt politicians, and putting power back in the hands of the people. He added that he would appoint Al Goldstein as chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.

Flynt lost to Jimmy Carter, who himself almost tanked the race after the famous interview he gave to Playboy—possibly the last truly important interview the magazine ever scored. Carter, by all accounts the rarest of birds—an honest politician—was responding to  a question that the reporter asked while walking out the door: “Have you ever committed adultery?”

Carter claimed he did not even realize that the tape machine was on when he gave his answer, quoting from the Bible, as he had earlier: “I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed adultery in my heart many times,” he said, explaining that he was just like any other man, no better. His response was not included in the version of the interview given to Carter to review for publication—one of the ground rules of the interview, since the idea of a serious presidential candidate’s talking to Playboy was entirely uncharted ground and not one necessarily popular with the president’s staff (it was also the last time that a president would talk to Playboy). Carter later said that he was caught completely off guard when it was published.

“I was besieged with questions about my sex life,” Carter wrote in his memoir, Living Faith. “At first I thought this was just a passing joke, but I was wrong. It became the dominant news story of my candidacy, and my popularity dropped precipitously. Any attempts to explain the Christian theology behind my answers only served to keep the issue alive. Reporters became instant students of religion and rushed to interview famous pastors and television evangelists. Almost all of them denied fervently that they had ever had sexual thoughts in their minds or hearts . . .”

Right.

The same year Carter copped to being a man’s man, Larry Flynt got married—what my people would call a mitzvah—to the loyal and inspired Althea Leasure.

Althea came to work for Flynt as a dancer, underage at seventeen, but she somehow convinced him to let her stick around. They began sleeping together almost immediately, but he trusted her in a way he had never trusted anyone before. This girl was not like the others, that was for sure.

Althea came from a disastrously dysfunctional home in Marietta, Ohio, where her dad had shot her mom and grandpa before turning the weapon on himself. She spent her youth in orphanages where she was abused, sexually and every other which way, running away when she could, bouncing from relative to relative, until she lit out with her  boyfriend, got arrested, got arrested again, and eventually wound up shaking her moneymaker at the Hustler Club.

She was a beautiful girl, Althea, and smart. She knew how to turn guys on when she danced, and she knew how to hold her own with her new paramour and boss. She could be charming, but she didn’t take shit from anyone. It wasn’t long before Flynt made her “den mother” in charge of the other dancers, and soon enough she was running the clubs, hiring and firing, and in a very real love relationship with Larry Flynt, something she had never experienced before. Larry, too, whose relationships with women went from failed to successful but short-lived—as in a night here, a night there—had it, and good. As Hustler took off, he moved Althea from the liquor-stenched ghetto of his clubs and installed her as executive editor of Hustler. This wasn’t nepotism or payback or any such nonsense—Althea was a natural. She also became Hustler’s very first life-size foldout centerfold.

They moved into an Ohio mansion and played house, a couple of no-good hicks living high on the hog. In the basement Flynt built a log cabin, a replica of the home he had known as a child, including a statue of a chicken, a tribute to his first great love.

Althea—an unrepentant bisexual dream—brought home girls for Flynt to fuck. There was no jealousy, no head trips; sometimes she joined them, sometimes not. It didn’t get much better. And then they got married. Why not? They had their own thing, but they were for real. The only hitch was that the minister who performed the ceremony wanted to have an orgy with them. Flynt didn’t dig the hypocrisy of someone who preached on Sunday morning getting freaky on Saturday night, and took a pass.

 

 

AMERICA’S BICENTENNIAL YEAR was also the year Hustler ran the story “Going Down in Bunnyland: The Decline and Fall of the Playboy Empire.”

A brutal assessment of Hefner and Co., the article began by pointing out that Hef’s inner circle had almost no business experience or sound reason to even be there, except that they had all known Hef back  in college.79 The Playboy COO—Hef’s roommate at the University of Illinois—was largely responsible, according to Hustler, for a drop in stock value from $27.1 million when the company went public, in 1971, to about $3.5 million in 1976. “Oui, Hefner’s latest newsstand effort, lost $2.3 million last year,” the magazine reported. “The clubs, all except Miami and Boston (a franchise) continue to be a drain—in fact, $4.5 million last year. And the hotel-resorts . . . they always were a mistake, the misconception of egomania.

“So what,” the story continued, “that a $6 million airplane flies back and forth from a hackneyed version of Shangri-La to a feeble imitation of San Simeon at a cost of $16,000 per round trip. So what? Here’s what. Minority stockholders could bring a class-action suit to depose Hefner for gross mismanagement and for wasting corporate funds.”

The bashing continued. “Hefner never really gave a damn about being an editor or a publisher . . . ask him to name a hero and it will be Arthur Godfrey, not Henry Luce . . . He was an uptight, starstruck guy . . . he, not his wife, had been virginal when they married, and that rankled.”

On and on it went, copping credit from Hef and giving it to Eldon Sellers, for thinking up the Playboy moniker and then getting out when the getting was good; to Spectorsky, for being the guts behind Hefner’s effete dictatorship, what with his “Machiavellian talent for running a magazine staff” and ability to charm the advertising dollars out of the muckety-mucks on Madison Avenue; and to Vincent Tajiri, who had created the Playboy photo department, for being the wizard behind Playboy’s mass appeal.

The article dished on Playboy’s infighting about how “sexy” the magazine should be, and how the increasingly neurotic Hefner—compared here to Howard Hughes and Richard Nixon—wore down and chased away the best of his staff, Spectorsky (who had begun to refer to his boss as Godzilla) and Tajiri included. “Anguish,” Hustler noted,  “had replaced creative pleasure . . . spinelessness had replaced spunk.” At the end of the day, Playboy had become a hospice for old men and tired ideas.

It could not have been a welcome story, even from the fun house of a magazine run by Larry Flynt, not generally regarded as America’s most trusted source—except that Hustler was now racking up a sobering $20 million a year in profits and taking a shark-size bite out of the men’s magazine market, in which it was now a strong number three and still expanding. Flynt may have been a redneck hillbilly, but he was kicking the kind of ass to which even snobs had to pay note.

And this was just the latest public notice of the long-suffering rabbit. A year before, Time magazine, which had done a fairly remarkable job over the years of covering sex in America and on the newsstand, ran its story “Clouds over Bunnyland,” reporting on the suicide of Hefner’s much loved secretary Bobbie Arnstein and the senseless and brutal FBI investigation of Playboy’s nonexistent involvement with hard drugs that had pushed Arnstein over the edge.

Arnstein had been with Hef since 1960 and had become one of his most trusted assistants, as well as a welcome foil for clever banter. They were friends. Over the years she had been given more and more responsibility, until she was Hef’s chief of staff. She often complained that she was not being paid enough, but it was obvious to anyone around them that she worshipped her boss and wasn’t going anywhere.

Arnstein also had her demons. She had attempted suicide twice before and had a head full of troubles, not at all helped by an increasing fondness for hard drugs, including cocaine and heroin. It was the former that got her in trouble with the law—she was busted, along with her boyfriend, and indicted for conspiracy to traffic cocaine in 1974. Prosecutors threw the book at her in an attempt to get her to tell tales about the goings-on at Playboy and specifically the mansion, which had been the subject of heavy police interest, and why not? With all those rock stars and Playmates running amok, surely it was a hotbed of Lord-knows-what, and after all, it was the official clubhouse of the world’s most famous pornographer and publicity-hungry sybarite. Without any real evidence, the Drug Enforcement Agency had enough to begin a large-scale investigation into Playboy.  As much a part of the establishment as it may have become, the magazine still had a lot of enemies in government, mostly Nixon and Hoover holdovers who just couldn’t handle anyone’s having that much fun.

Arnstein was a stand-up broad and told no tales out of school, but the next year she was found dead from an overdose of barbiturates. Her suicide note read that Hefner was a “rigorously moral man . . . he has never been involved in the criminal activity which is being attributed to him now.”

As for Hef, he denied that he had ever used “any hard drug or narcotics,” which of course is utter nonsense, since he had been a confirmed amphetamine addict for years (and who knows what kind of pills he took to crash), but that’s just splitting hairs. When it came to doing real drugs, Hef, always a square, stayed the hell away, and he certainly would not have tolerated any powder-powered hedonism in his HQ if he had known about it, let alone have been involved in trafficking it, as the DEA alleged. That being said, you can bet your edible undies there were oodles of drugs at the mansion. Keith Richards once set a bathroom on fire there cooking up a spoonful of dope to shoot into his arm, and we know that only because Keith thinks heroin is funny and likes telling the story.80 Just try to imagine the shit people with lesser senses of humor were perpetrating.

But Hef was as naive as he was square, and to him, parties at the mansion were all clean fun, just boys being boys and girls being girls81—he was not hosting drug parties, was not giving drugs away or selling them; he didn’t even know what they looked like. He was right when he said that the government was just stirring up trouble for political reasons, another taxpayer-funded witch hunt. Eventually, all allegations would be dropped and the feds would slink away unapolo-getically, as is their nature. Yet it all took its toll. Playboy’s earnings  that year, Time pointed out, dropped 48 percent. The whole business seemed to be going south. Two members of the board of directors resigned because of “adverse publicity.” But mostly, a loved member of the family was dead.

 

 

ANY STORY THAT involves Lenny Bruce, Jesus Christ, Jimmy Carter’s sister, and Larry Flynt has got to be a doozy, and this one does not disappoint. One day Flynt was the King of Pussy Town, the next he was a servant in the Army of the Lord.

Toward the end of 1977—the year Fleetwood Mac released the album Rumours, the film Star Wars debuted, the United States and the Soviet Union signed a nuclear nonproliferation treaty, and antigay activist Anita Bryant got hit in the face with a fruit pie during a televised press conference—Lenny Bruce came to Larry Flynt in a vision. Along with Lenny were God and the apostle Paul. This was the moment when Larry Flynt found Jesus Christ and accepted him into his heart as his savior.

Flynt was on his private jet—an Israeli Westwind once owned by Elvis Presley, who had painted it red, white, and blue. Now it was labia pink, what Flynt liked to call the “pornographer’s perquisite.” He was with his new friend Ruth Carter Stapleton, newly installed president Jimmy Carter’s faith-healing sister.

Stapleton and Flynt met at the behest of a mutual friend, a producer for the television show 60 Minutes, who encouraged Flynt to give her a ring. “You have a lot in common,” he told Flynt. Flynt snorted and called the president’s sister. “We have a lot in common,” she said. Flynt snorted again. “We both think sexual repression is bad for people.” Catching Flynt off guard, she insisted that he come to dinner with her and her husband at their North Carolina home. Flynt begged off, pleading other obligations, but she was a woman of great will. “Larry,” she said, “ you son of a bitch. You can do anything you want.” Flynt was sold and took Althea to see the president’s sister.

Flynt professed to be an anarchist with little patience for religion. Stapleton countered that Jesus was an anarchist, and that she had fantasized about having sex with him. Somehow this blossomed into a  genuine friendship. Flynt was genuinely moved by her passion. He said he felt that she truly loved him.

A few weeks later they were flying on the pink jet together, on their way to Los Angeles, continuing their talk on God and sex and spirituality and love and fear, when Flynt was overcome with emotion. He was on his knees praying, as Lenny Bruce and God played Ping-Pong with his brain. Ruth Stapleton held his hand and prayed with him. She talked to him throughout the night. When morning came, he was a different man. Larry Flynt was born again. Soon after, he was witnessing at the Assembly of God Church in Houston, Texas. “If it can happen to me,” he proselytized, “it can happen to anyone.”

You can bet there was a lot of skepticism about Flynt’s conversion. Newsweek compared Flynt’s conversion to that of convicted Watergate criminal Charles Colson, who conveniently “shifted his loyalty from Richard Nixon to Jesus Christ.” A picture of Flynt holding hands with the president’s sister accompanied the story. Althea was livid—she wanted to know if her husband was going to be “pushing dildos and crucifixes” in his magazine. “The Lord may have just entered your life,” she said, “but $20 million just walked out.” One staffer commented that Flynt “realized there was an even bigger market for a religious magazine than a gynecological catalogue. The only light he saw was a big green light with dollar signs.” But to most people who knew him, something was going on—even for the original Hustler, this was far beyond any shuck and jive.

How Flynt was going to handle his newfound religion remained a mystery—but one of the first things he did was prop himself up as Hustler’s “Asshole of the Century.”

“When you stop and think about it,” the declaration began, “the 20th Century has had more than its share of assholes. So far we’ve suffered through Adolf Hitler, Herbert and J. Edgar Hoover, Richard Nixon, Richard Speck, and Richard Daley, and the century is little more than three-fourths over. Why then, with so many outstanding candidates, have the Hustler readers named Larry Flynt ‘Asshole of the Century’?”

It was, the magazine explained, thanks to the flurry of letters expressing venal outrage at his conversion to Christianity. “Now you’re selling out to the enemy, abandoning us all,” read a typical missive.  Another accused Larry of a publicity stunt to smooth over his legal hassles. “Obviously,” Hustler retorted, “this person does not know the real Larry, who is far from cowardly and fears not even the homosexual mandingoes that infest our prisons and prey upon cherubic inmates. No, the conversion isn’t Larry’s last-ditch effort to save his ass. It is genuine—and that is what is so disturbing to most people. But,” the story concluded, ecumenically, “he’s still an asshole.”

The next thing Flynt did was step back from the day-to-day running of Hustler and hire a new publisher—the apostolically named Paul Krassner.

“Larry had read Lenny Bruce’s autobiography, How to Talk Dirty and Influence People,” Krassner explains, “and he saw Lenny as a Christ-like figure—a martyr—and he saw that I was his friend. So I got invited to the Hustler Christmas party that year. They flew me out to Columbus, Ohio, where they were headquartered. Once you decide to accept Christ in a plane with the president’s sister, you make other decisions just as weird.

“Larry asked me if I wanted to perform at the party, doing stand-up. Dick Gregory82 was going to perform, too. So I said okay. I had already performed at the Mad magazine Christmas party—I was doing freelance stuff for Mad before I started the Realist. One of the first things I pitched to them was a feature called ‘Guilt Without Sex.’ It was a manual for adolescence, but it was too adult for them. Playboy bought it, and now here I was performing at the Hustler Christmas party. Mad to Playboy to Hustler—it was the kind of progression I hadn’t dreamed of.

“So I made fun of Hustler showing pink—I said that a photographer had to be fired because when he was posing the model, his fingers got stuck together from the Krazy Glue they used to glue her labia to her thighs, and now he could no longer operate the camera, you know, with his fingers glued together like that. But as an act of compassion they rehired him, after Larry was born again. But not as a photographer, as a roach clip.

“After that I talked to Larry. I told him I came out because I wanted  to see if he was genuine or whether he was a con artist. He looked at me and said, ‘Oh, and?’ And I said, ‘You’re a con artist.’ He paused for a moment because I caught him off guard. And he smiled and said, ‘Yeah, and I’m the best.’ Then he took me up to his office and talked about how, with his conversion to Christianity, he had this power. He pointed to the wall and said, ‘I can make that wall come tumbling down through sheer willpower. But I don’t want to misuse my power.’ And I said, oh, you know, ‘C’mon Larry, just this once, everybody misuses power. Just this once. It will be our secret.’

“So that same night the editor Bruce David took me to the Hustler office and showed me the new cover—it said: ‘We Aren’t Going to Treat Women Like Meat.’

“He said it was the only thing they had in-house, and it made the point, and we were making fun of ourselves. So I approved of it. But that caused the women’s movement to freak out—they were outside picketing and yelling, and I was going to go out and talk to them, but I was told not to, because Larry had gotten some pretty serious threats from the feminists. It developed into a whole phenomenon. I became a pariah with all my feminist friends—it was hard to explain that we were making fun of ourselves. But I had no difficulty in empathizing with how they viewed it—it became an icon. It became a symbol of oppression.”

As publisher, Krassner got to pick the covers. He was pushed into the meat grinder, so to speak, but his first real choice, for the April 1978 issue, didn’t do too much better in terms of pleasing the masses. Pictured in all his furry goodness was the Easter Bunny, nailed to a cross. After that Krassner delivered the “Mother’s Day Issue,” with a painting of a woman on the cover, the sort of thing you might see in a medical textbook, something like the see-through anatomical models they sell at gift shops in science museums, with the internal organs exposed. In this case, the woman was pregnant and the baby was fully formed and tucked into her belly, right below a pair of perfect, icecream-scoop tits. Inside the magazine was a feature on the Virgin Mary.

 

 

ON MARCH 6, 1978, in Lawrenceville, Georgia, Larry Flynt was cut in half by a sniper’s bullet.

Flynt was in Georgia, along with Herald Fahringer, for another piece-of-shit obscenity trial. It seemed like it never ended: Some hotted-up local cop got all bothered that they were selling Hustler in his town and started the usual huffing and puffing, and Flynt had no choice but to get on a plane and go defend himself. No matter that he was now walking hand in hand with Christ—Flynt wasn’t ready to turn the other cheek when someone fucked with him.

Actually, for a change, things looked as if they were going all right. The townsfolk were not entirely unwelcoming—there were no mobs carrying two-by-fours or burning the pornographer in effigy. More likely they were asking for Flynt’s autograph. He was the most famous person they had ever seen.

After an uneventful morning, Flynt and a couple of his lawyers—Fahringer’s partner Paul Cambria, and Gene Reeves, a local attorney—walked across the street to have lunch at a diner. Fahringer stayed behind.

“I never go out for lunch,” Fahringer says. “I stay in the courtroom to maintain my concentration. I’ve done that all my life. Some people would say it’s a peculiarity. On the day he was shot, Larry said to me, ‘Come on, Herald, come with me today.’ But I stayed in the courtroom, and Gene Reeves, who was working as our local attorney, said, ‘I’ll go with you, Larry.’ He was dressed just like me: navy blue suit, white shirt, light blue tie. Gray hair. The lawyer was about ten yards away from Larry Flynt when he shot. It was obviously an intention to shoot Larry and shoot his lawyer.

“I was sitting in the courtroom, and all of a sudden I saw the cameramen running out with their cameras bouncing up and down—I arrived at the scene and the ambulance was pulling away with Larry.”

Flynt was hit with two .44 Magnum bullets fired from a rifle. One nearly severed his spine; the other ripped off a good chunk of his stomach. Reeves took one in the arm. Flynt hit the sidewalk in a pile of blood and intestines.

“I went right to the hospital and I stayed there overnight,” recalls Fahringer. “That’s when the district attorney, who turned out to be a very decent guy, said, ‘Herald, the situation is very bad. You ought to get out of here.’ He put a guard on my hotel room, and I left first thing the next morning. The judge declared a mistrial, and that was it.”

Larry Flynt was one lucky son of a bitch that day. The ambulance team and the “country doctors,” as he would affectionately describe the folks at the hospital who kept him alive, apparently had studied the operator’s manual for Filthy Pornographer, as they were pretty much able to put him back together, although he had to be helicoptered to Atlanta, where they had a CAT scanner—still new technology at that time—to locate a nicked artery near his heart that would not stop bleeding. They were finally able to find that, patch it up, and keep Hustler in business. Except that Flynt would never walk again.

“I was in his hospital room with Althea,” recalls Krassner. “Larry was breathing through a tube, it was like he was held together by Scotch tape. He couldn’t talk. I was just sitting there, not knowing what to say. This was right before Easter.83 And I was holding his hand, sitting in a chair next to his bed. And I said, ‘Well, Larry, tomorrow is Good Friday, so you don’t have to go to work.’

“And Althea said ‘Oh, Paul . . .’ and I thought she thought I had gone too far. But she said, ‘Paul, look at Larry,’ and he was blinking his eyes over and over. She said that he was laughing. That was really a moment of intimacy.

“The second time I saw him in the hospital, he could talk and he was rambling on like crazy; he was trying to gain his old sense of self. He thought getting shot was a conspiracy against him by Bob Guccione and Hugh Hefner.

“A few months later I was in Althea’s office in Los Angeles. Althea and I became friends, we shared stories, we were at that level of friendship. She said, ‘Paul, I have to fire you.’ And then she explained why—because since Larry had been shot there was a cash-flow problem. The people who owed money to Hustler were holding back on paying the bills because they didn’t know if Larry would live and if the magazine would survive. And all of these Christian ministers were trying to get money from Larry now—and people we owed weren’t even getting paid.”

Krassner was in good company—around the same time Krassner  got the boot, Larry Flynt fired Jesus Christ as his main man. While other people have found God after near-death experiences, Flynt saw it the other way: If there were a God, how could he let douchebags like the mutherfucker who shot me exist? Later he would chalk up his conversion to a manic-depressive episode. Larry Flynt was back to being an atheist, and Hustler was back to being unapologetic filth. Amen.

But for the time being, at least, Althea was running the magazine, and doing a fantastic job of it, no less. She ran pink shots like no one had ever seen before—close-ups of Larry Flynt’s wounds. The magazine screamed with outrage as much as it did with relentless sleaze and sexuality. Flynt’s shooter was never caught, but eventually Joseph Paul Franklin, a white supremacist who was already doing time, confessed to the shooting. He had been peeved with Hustler’s interracial porn.

Meanwhile, Flynt was floating on a cloud of narcotics, trying to minimize the pain. The bullet had come near enough to his spinal cord to make sure that his legs would never work again,84 but had somehow missed the bundle of nerves that would have shut down all feeling as well. He described the pain as being “suspended in a vat of boiling water.” The Brompton cocktail helped: It was six parts morphine to kill the pain, three parts high-grade pharmaceutical cocaine to keep you awake, and one part alcohol—mostly to dissolve all that shit, but the buzz didn’t hurt, either—all mixed up in a delicious mint swirl, available legally from your better pharmacies. Until one day, when they figured Flynt had had enough of that little cure-all and, never mind his misery, put him on a diet of garden-variety narcotics.

After the assassination attempt, Flynt and Althea had moved the Hustler offices to Los Angeles—a town much friendlier to pornographers than Columbus—where they bought a mansion once owned by Sonny and Cher and decorated it with haute designers like Valium, Dilaudid, Librium, Percoset, and Percodan. There were syringes and pill bottles everywhere, supplied by a phalanx of Dr. Feelgoods. Flynt was hitting himself with the needle constantly, just to get through the  agony—he overdosed at least six times, and twice when he got to the hospital he had flatlined and was revived only with massive electric shocks. His drug problem was soon out of control, and Althea was diving in, too, although she was in it for kicks, something for which she definitely had a taste and a talent. When her husband tried to talk her down or put the dope under lock and key, she just took off into the night. There were few things you couldn’t get at punk rock and metal meccas like the Rainbow or the Whisky. “Beneath the pain,” Flynt wrote in his memoir, “a deep dread was coming over me.”
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Roller Disco Murder Party and the Fall of the Roman Empire

HAVE YOU HEARD this one? A kike, a guinea, a WASP, and a cracker go into a bar . . . Well, not really, but there you have it, what could easily be the beginning of a pretty good joke. Goldstein, Guccione, Hefner, and Flynt, our Mount Rushmore of Sleaze: four very different men from very different backgrounds who somehow turned their obsessions into fortunes, all having a civilized drink together.

Hahahahahahahahahaha!

But if you wanted to get out your crayons and play with a Venn diagram, you’d find some common ground among them: Flynt overlapping with his rival Guccione as unrepentant smut peddlers—although Guccione would coyly continue to deny that his magazine was in any way pornographic85—and with his friend Goldstein as reckless, muckraking madmen prone to crippling bouts of manic depression and episodes of head-spinning rage, especially when sitting at the defendant’s table. But next to Flynt could you see Hefner, in his smoking jacket and slippers, pistol-whipping redneck thugs to a bloody pulp in an Ohio strip bar? Nonetheless . . .

I always thought that a magazine’s id could be diagnosed by taking a close look at what we call “girl copy,” which is, just like it sounds,  the text that accompanies the girl sets and has become as rote as the photos themselves.

Playboy girl copy had been pretty consistent since the beginning of the whole “girl next door” shtick. It was generally glib and superior in tone, tilting between winking innuendo and Hef’s favorite kind of patter—“Holy Cow, Not Only Does She Look Good, but She’s an ‘A’ Student in Architecture School (And Aren’t We Lucky We Get to Have Her?)”—which was eventually expanded into the fact sheets that lived behind the centerfold (turn-ons, turnoffs, etc.), actually nice bits of kayfabe which themselves became a genre cliché.

Penthouse always seemed eager to construct narratives of some sort, but usually went too far into the gooey side of romance and ended up with a laughable mess of baroque pornographic twaddle. Here, a couple of examples of typical Penthouse two-girl copy from the mid-’70s:THE FRIENDS

The sun is high in the heavens and the elements are in motion. For the friends at the beach, the summer warmth is a soothing balm, and as they talk they become gently aware that their long relationship is about to embrace new horizons of sexual enlightenment.

 

 

SWEPT AWAY

I remember the way Kate sounded on the telephone, her voice crooning and soft. “Come for the weekend, Erica,” she had said, “we can take walks together in the sunset . . .” I ran my tongue between the cheeks of her ass, poking inside one hole, and then another . . . this was our time, a time to love and a time to sigh.





Egads. When I was writing girl copy I would’ve had the shit beaten out of me for writing that kind of crap.

Guccione was known to scrutinize girl copy. His editors ran the features and departments—he worked, like Hefner, tirelessly on the girl sets and read every word of copy. Sometimes it would come back  with no changes, sometimes with red ink bleeding all over it. But that was his domain, and he never offered an explanation as to what he was looking for, as to what made a palatable Penthouse fantasy.

With Hustler, you got the idea that the only reason there was accompanying text with the girl sets was that it had become convention, it was part of the shtick. But the masterstroke here, indicative of the rest of the magazine, was that it dispensed with the foreplay and got right to the cooze. Where the Playboy and Penthouse girl copy was obviously the crafted result of hours of ardor, Hustler seemed to toss it off with the same irreverence it took to every other goddam thing. Dig:CINDY SWEET AS HONEY

She’s only 20, but Cindy’s big undertaking is to experience life in the fullest. “I’ve already done a lot for my age. I’ve tried the bi scene and the threesome,” Cindy admits, after a bit of reflection. But she hastens to add, “No animals, though.”

 

 

NIKKI SNOWBALL

Nikki is anything but an icebox, whether frolicking on a mountain of snow or a mound of soap chips86 she is always warm and slushy where it counts.





While the genius (and crime) of Playboy was turning sex into an upscale commodity that could be bought with plutocratic finery, and Gooch’s contribution was the insight of a voyeur high on his own undeniable talent for seduction, Flynt cut out the bullshit and removed all pretense of foreplay.

Hustler was a middle finger to the pretensions of modern men’s magazines in general, but especially to Penthouse and Bob Guccione. “Hefner is a very nice guy, pleasant to be around,” Larry told me. “Guccione’s a different animal. He’s a real greaser. Never had a sense of humor, and he had a God complex. That’s a bad sign. He put on his  leather and his chains, and he thought he was above everyone else—me, Al Goldstein, Hefner. He should be driving trucks.”

“Larry Flynt was a scumbag,” recalls Bob Guccione, Jr. “He was a wannabe. He constantly attacked my dad in order to get attention. He attacked Hefner, too, but Hefner was smart and never touched it. Never dignified it. My dad, he was too quick to anger. And too quick to fight. And then, you know, it was just a lot of animosity. Flynt is really just a lowlife. He attacked my father’s girlfriend, who would then be his wife. And that’s just cowardly. If you want to attack a man you don’t like, then attack the man. Don’t attack his wife. And this was done from a great distance—he didn’t have the courage to face my father.”

Typical of the Flynt-Guccione relationship: Flynt runs a Hustler ad parody in 1979 featuring a composite photo of Guccione having anal sex—a classic Screw magazine riff—with the caption “Bob Guccione Discovers Vaseline,” a turn on Guccione’s famed photographic innovation. Guccione’s lawyer—Roy Grutman, a hypereloquent douchebag with the scruples of a waterbug—pleaded that for the good of the nation Larry Flynt must be put out of business, and an end must be put to this “calumny.” In his closing argument Grutman described Flynt as “bloated . . . a man heaped-up on his own ill-gotten success” and demanded that the jury use their power to “stop Mr. Flynt by making him pay back the money that he earned on this vile pile of swill.” Never mind the hypocrisy of one multimillionaire smut-peddler suing another for making fun of him—the jury agreed that Hustler needed to be out of business and laid down absurd, astronomical damages: $11 million in punitive damages against Hustler, and another $26 million in damages against Flynt. The decision was later reversed on appeal, on the grounds that “the jury had been motivated by passion and prejudice against Flynt.” Guccione seethed. Flynt laughed and went back to work.

In 1986, Guccione sued Flynt again for libel, outraged that Hustler had printed a story that seemed to accuse Gooch of adultery while making fun of him for appearing clothed in photographs of him and the Penthouse Pets. “Considering he is married and also has a live-in girlfriend, Kathy Keeton,” the story hissed, “we wonder if he would let either of them pose nude with a man.” It was a ridiculous lawsuit—as every journalist in America knows, the first defense against libel is  the truth, and Guccione and Keeton had been living together while Gooch was still married. What’s more, the court eventually found that when it came to adultery, the lothario Guccione was “libel-proof.” In other words, when you are the publisher of Penthouse and the owner of a notoriously prolific penis, you pretty much cede your stake to any moral high ground.

Another Penthouse-Hustler beef, Keeton v. Hustler, made it all the way to the Supreme Court. Keeton had first tried to sue Hustler for defamation over a cartoon that suggested that she had caught the clap from Guccione. She did not find this droll. Papers were first filed by Keeton’s lawyers in Ohio in 1976, where Hustler was incorporated, only to discover that the statute of limitations had run out. So Keeton tried to sue Flynt in New Hampshire—the only state in the country where the window was still open. At the end of the day, the case was no longer about the cartoon but about jurisdiction and the legitimacy of suing Hustler in New Hampshire, where no one knew who the hell Keeton was and where Hustler was selling relatively few copies. The U.S. Supreme Court heard the case in 1983.

Flynt, typically dyspeptic and doing his best to manage ferocious, chronic pain with untold quantities of strong drugs, prescription and otherwise, rolled into the courtroom in his wheelchair with every intention of representing himself, an indulgence the Court was not wont to grant. It appointed Flynt an attorney, which pleased him none. He demanded that he be allowed to speak on his own behalf, and when they tried to shut him down, he exploded that his rights had been violated, calling the Supreme justices “eight assholes and one token cunt” right to their faces, before being arrested for contempt and wheeled out by a shell-shocked bailiff in what by all accounts was the first time in two hundred–plus years of history of anyone’s being held in contempt of the Supreme Court. It was a wonderful new low.

But wait. There was another problem. Flynt had to pee, and, this being seven years before the Americans with Disabilities Act was signed, the Supreme Court was woeful in its lack of facilities for handicapped pornographers. Flynt was taken to a local hospital to relieve himself, before being delivered to a local courthouse to be arraigned. While he was in a holding cell, he took off his shirt to expose the  homemade T-shirt he had been wearing underneath, something like a punk-rock Superman. Presumably he was saving it for the Supreme Court justices themselves, but it would have been tragic to let it go to waste. It said “Fuck This Court,” which, naturally, caused a great amount of consternation among the townie cops and marshals, who had no idea what to do with the lunatic in the wheelchair with the shirt, who now had to be brought before the judge.

Finally, they sheepishly rolled him in. The judge didn’t give Flynt a second look and set bail on the contempt charge. Meanwhile, across town, the Supreme Court was finishing its business for the day, and would come back with an oddball decision holding that even if no one knew who the hell Kathy Keeton was, it was still the responsibility of the Court to protect citizens from what had been called “moral and factual pollution.” Keeton’s case was sent back to New Hampshire, but by that point everyone was more or less out of gas, and it was pretty much forgotten about.

Still, never let it be said that there is no honor among thieves. Flynt was once given some pictures of Hugh Hefner having sex with a very attractive young woman wearing white go-go boots (the girl, that is, not Hef), and considered publishing them. It certainly would have been a publicity boon for Hustler and most likely fair game, given Hef’s very public self-promotion of his lifestyle, and anyway, it was the kind of ribbing Flynt was always game for. Instead, Al Goldstein brokered a sit-down between Hefner and Flynt, and Flynt handed Hef the pictures, promising not to run them. “What really impressed me,” Goldstein later remarked, “was how big Hefner’s cock was.”

 

 

BOB GUCCIONE, IT would seem, came from the Federico Fellini school of filmmaking. “Even if I set out to make a film about a fillet of sole,” Fellini once said, “it would be about me.”

Guccione took the equation to its logical conclusion; he seemed to say, Even if I set out to produce an epic film—written by Gore Vidal, directed by a madman, and starring a cast of thousands, including men with two penises and women with three breasts, masturbating midgets, and an entire petting zoo’s worth of sheep and goats, not to mention some of England’s most brazenly talented actors—about a mentally ill Roman emperor who randomly sodomizes young people, buries enemies up to their necks in dirt and then has them decapitated by a giant abattoir on wheels, turns senators’ wives into whores, and generally leaves a giant slick of blood, incest, and madness in his wake, it would still be about me. Well, me . . . and some really hot lesbians!

At some point Caligula the movie became a movie about Caligula the movie—a film so spectacular in its failings that it is impossible to separate the final work from the process.

Every scene calls attention to the ridiculous sets, which look astonishingly, authentically, perfectly neo-Platonically like ridiculous sets, something approaching a really expensive version of the old Star Trek TV show—everything shot indoors in enormous, indeterminate spaces, murky with diffuse lighting. Sometimes it looked as if the sets weren’t even completed when shooting began (they weren’t) and were just covered in bedsheets (much like the cast of thousands would be) and waiting for someone to come by with a giant Pardon Our Appearance While We Redecorate sign.

And if ever there were a film whose implosion was mired in the blame game, it was Caligula. Guccione, who paid for the entire mess in cash—$17.5 million87 of it, more than twice the original budget—liked to blame the director, Tinto Brass (“a crude and uncompromising lout”), for pretty much everything. That is, when he wasn’t blaming the original screenwriter, Gore Vidal (“Every sex scene Vidal wrote was homosexual in content”), or celebrated actor Sir John Gielgud for telling tales out of school (“I don’t ever think I saw him sober . . . He became a real pain in the ass . . . He took our money and then tells the world the film is so bad it’ll probably never see the light of day”), or the critics who eviscerated the entire mess with some of the nastiest reviews ever penned, Madonna’s career in pictures included.

Roger Ebert confessed to walking out on it, calling it “sickening, utterly worthless, shameful trash.” He reviewed the parts of the film that he did see and gave it zero stars, and capped the review with a quote he overheard from another enthusiastic patron: “This movie is the worst piece of shit I have ever seen.”

Leonard Maltin said it was not much more than “chutzpah and six minutes of not-bad hardcore footage,” but he was being kind.

Rex Reed described it as “a trough of rotten swill.” Variety called it “a moral Holocaust.”

No matter. Guccione was not impressed by pundits. “The critic is a failed artist, an incomplete personality, and by some idiotic cultural synergism, he survives by attaching himself to the arts. He is a parasite,” he railed in an interview, published in his own magazine. He saved his best words for Reed, whom he called “a noisy little man of no real talent or consequence, an intellectual runt whose gender seems to have gotten in the way of his judgment . . . the child who refuses to respond to potty training and therefore destined to go through life in a catharsis of oral-anal hysteria.” Gooch also snorted that “the principles of staunch heterosexuality that I and my magazines appear to represent offend him.”

Whatever. It was all a conspiracy against Gooch, anyway—anyone could see that. He had always “suspected that the press would see me as a kind of dilettante upstart, an intruder. No matter how good the film was, they would see me, Bob Guccione, publisher of Penthouse, wheeler-dealer in sex and nudity . . .”

As if.

Truthfully, there’s a lot to like about Caligula. In its own sick way, it foreshadows the much heralded, unintentional masterpiece of epic failure Showgirls, in that the director and the producers of both films were clearly shooting for the stars and completely missed on every possible level. Still, it is hard not to enjoy Malcolm McDowell as Caligula,88 sashaying across the screen for the better part of three and a half hours,89 connecting the dramatic dots between Charlton Heston and Charles Nelson Reilly in a costume that is equal parts Xanadu, Logan’s  Run, and Animal House. Never mind the bestiality and the necrophilia, it is nothing short of a delight to see Peter O’Toole as Tiberius, dallying poolside—mad with syphilis, perfectly deranged—with dozens of naked boys and girls, acting up a British storm, masticating brilliantly on the outsize sets. It’s just too bad he didn’t make it into the second reel.

The most offensive part of Caligula is how so much of it is poorly lit and out of focus. What could possibly be the excuse for that? The director had some idea of what he was doing—he had just wrapped what would become a cornerstone of the entire Nazisploitation genre! Of course, by the time the two hundred thousand meters of film90 made it to the editing room, Gooch had shitcanned him and had brought in an editor (and then another, and then another) who was completely unprepared to make order from the chaos, and the last chance of making a cohesive movie splashed anticlimactically into the royal vomitorium. Also, you should know your porn movie is fucked when the most joyous thing in it is a moving wall of rotating knives.

Gooch’s cure for this mess was to sneak back into the soundstage after the filming was completed with a couple of Penthouse Pets and their retinue, and film them in an explicit lesbian bath scene, to be intercut into the film willy-nilly, stoned on artistic pretension and void of concern for such contrivances as continuity or plot. As Fellini was also fond of saying, “You can’t teach old fleas new dogs.”

Guccione promised that Caligula would “fundamentally change the theatergoing public’s perception of motion pictures,” and, in that no one had ever seen someone throw so much of his own money so blindly at something as top-to-bottom feckless as it was tasteless, he was right. One can only wonder what John Waters could have done with that budget.

 

 

THE STORY BEGAN with a brick of a script written by Gore Vidal, the great man of American letters whose experience in the world of film included doctoring the original Ben-Hur script to give Charlton  Heston’s title role a gay subtext, seeing his book the “transsexual comedy” Myra Breckenridge turned into what, before Caligula, was widely regarded as the worst film of all time, and being fired by Fellini himself after the American producers of Casanova hired him to polish the director’s script. Clearly, he was the right man for the job.

Originally, Vidal, working then with Franco Rossellini (nephew of Roberto Rossellini and Ingrid Bergman, for whatever that’s worth), who would remain on the film as a producer, wanted to see his brick of a script turned into a more modest historical drama, and brought the project to Guccione, who had previously invested successfully in films such as Chinatown and The Longest Yard, and with somewhat less return in The Day of the Locust, a film about desperate characters hanging on to the fringes of the movie business.

Guccione’s idea was to make it spectacular, or at least a spectacle. It would be the first “fusion” film, welding hardcore sex and heretofore unimaginable violence onto a frame built from traditional old-school movie tropes: marquee names, bloated budget, epic storytelling. Never mind the tawdry escapades of the ditz with the clit in her throat—his masterpiece would make him the Cecil B. DeMille of art cinema, a giant not only among lesser purveyors of filth (especially that ponce Hefner, who had also dipped his toe in the moviemaking racket by producing Orson Welles’s version of Macbeth, among others), but also among the titans of Hollywood, the true swinging dicks and masters of the universe in the world’s sexiest industry. “Caligula,” Gooch promised, “is going to make history—like Citizen Kane.”

No less than Danilo Donati—Fellini’s own art director, who had a villa full of awards (including three Oscars) for his work—was hired on to design sets and costumes with an almost unlimited budget. Along with Sir John Gielgud, Malcolm McDowell, and Peter O’Toole, Helen Mirren and Maria Schneider—the celebrated ingenue of Last Tango in Paris—were signed on to star. Directors as disparate as John Huston and Lina Wertmüller met to discuss the direction job, but in the end it was handed to Tinto Brass, who was just finishing up Salon Kitty, a movie about a Nazi-run brothel.

Shooting for Gore Vidal’s Caligula, as it was originally known, began in Rome in September 1976, at the Dear Studios in Rome,  most famous for being the location where the Elizabeth Taylor colossus Cleopatra was shot.

Casting extras itself was something like 120 Days of Sodom—dozens of boys who looked fourteen (but were certifiably eighteen) were needed to fuck and nuzzle with Tiberius and each other, like a big sack of catamite kittens. Oh, and they had to look “aristocratic” doing it. This was the Roman Empire, after all.

The call went out to locals, who were willing to do pretty much anything to be in a movie and make some extra coin. For featured parts in the orgy, over 150 screen tests were shot, amounting to over 150 short porn reels. Tinto showed up with a satchel filled with dirty magazines for inspiration. Penthouse was not among them. “Penthouse aesthetics are bullshit!” he explained. “This is the real thing: young mothers with a plate of spaghetti in their hands and a cock in their mouth!”

Chaos ruled. Forty-five days was not enough time for preproduction and set building that normally would take at least six months—they had to build a stadium, streets, a floating brothel, and a “giant phallic slope.” Brass screamed that the producer in New York knew nothing about making movies. The schedule was wholly unrealistic for a movie of this scope.

Brass himself lacked for little in the ego department. He decided to begin not by shooting a few easy scenes while the basic preproduction and construction of the soundstage continued, but with the massive set piece itself, the Roman Imperial Orgy, the kind of thing that made a weekend at the Playboy Mansion seem like dinner at the Olive Garden.

Typical problem on the Caligula set: How could a woman insert a live eel into her vagina without having to worry about it biting her? The proposed solution, to sew the eel’s mouth shut with surgical thread, was quickly dismissed when it was discovered that would kill the eel. Next idea? Put a condom over the eel’s head. But that was no easy trick. Eels, it turns out, hate condoms. And, as was soon discovered, condoms also killed them. What was looking a lot like an epic eel failure was rescued by the quick thinking of a zoologically nimble actress who inserted the animal tailfirst.

And they needed slaves—dairy slaves; fish slaves; meat slaves with plates full of cow genitals, entrails, and eyeballs; and bakery slaves carrying bread, described enthusiastically by assistant director PierNico Solinas in his book, Ultimate Porno, as shaped like “huge cocks, miniscule cocks, funny-shaped cocks, ugly cocks with three balls, without balls, corkscrew cocks, square-glanded cocks, circumcised and fore-skinned and cut in half and opened like a flower had just blossomed. And cunt-shaped bread. Little cunt, huge cunt, virgin cunt, deflowered cunt, with big lips, with small lips, big clits, without clits, hairy, shaved, tight, wide, leafy.”

They built a “cunt-licking machine” with a thousand little tongues, and carved giant wooden dildos and spray-painted them to look like great golden phalluses. Unfortunately, the actresses who used them would get splinters because the carpenters rushed on the sanding job.

The “torture ward” featured women pulling barbed wire across their vaginas and masturbating with double-edged hatchets. Some would cover their labia with salt so the goats would lick them.

Maria Schneider was an early casualty. She showed up a complete wreck—this was not the same girl who had played so well against Marlon Brando in Last Tango in Paris. She was emaciated, scared, and jittery.

Her first day of work was supposed to be a love scene with her brother, Caligula. Brass explained her motivation—“an affirmation of life in a society without taboos.” He directed her to lie down. Caligula was to lift her dress up over her breasts and kiss them. But the dress wouldn’t open. A wardrobe malfunction, perhaps?

No—Maria had instructed the wardrobe seamstress to sew it up. “I didn’t think it was necessary,” she said, before declaring the scene pornographic and storming off the set. She made sure to tell the press how awful a film it was, just before she checked into the mental institution. She was replaced with Teresa Ann Savoy. More suited for the madness, Savoy had been one of the stars of Brass’s Salon Kitty, playing a member of the League of German Maidens—the girls’ wing of the Hitler Youth—who became a spy posing as a hooker.

The press were having a field day with all of this, especially as Gore and Brass were pitching their own very public brawl. Gore fired the  first round when he declared in Time magazine that Caligula was “easily one of the worst films ever made.” Tinto responded that the script “was the work of an aging arteriosclerotic.” After that, they took to screaming at each other in the local papers.

“Gore Vidal wanted to make a film on the boredom of power,” Brass jabbed, “but from the viewpoint of the snob and the millionaire he is. To me, on the other hand, power is criminal, and popular pornography is better than bourgeois art.”

Gore punched back: “It’s not an ugly film, nor a pornographic film, it’s simply a ridiculous film . . . he’s simply a ridiculous director. Italian directors make silent films, then they put in noise at the end and call it dialogue.”

Tinto was not impressed. “Do you know why he talks like this? Because Fellini sent back the dialogue he wrote for Casanova.”

In Time, Guccione was no less acerbic. “Gore’s single greatest regret in life is that he wasn’t born a woman. As a result, he becomes bitchy and petulant.” In the same story, Brass threw one more punch. “If I ever really get mad at Gore Vidal, I’ll publish his script.”

 

 

AFTER SIXTEEN WEEKS of shooting, they were six weeks behind, which was, all things considered, only slightly less remarkable than the Immaculate Conception.

There were drugs everywhere—speed, smack, weed, mescaline. Half the cast was drunk and the other half stoned. And everyone had been frisked at the door, mostly to make sure no one was dumb enough to wear a twentieth-century Timex in ancient Rome, but apparently that didn’t stop them from hiding blocks of hashish and Marlboros up their bums.

There was a revolt of female extras. When they realized exactly what it was they were supposed to do, fifty of them claimed to have gotten their periods within five minutes of each other. Brass was furious. “It states in the contract that each of you signed, in black and white and plain Italian,” he reminded them, “that you agree to any coupling with humans/and or animals at the director’s sole discretion . . .”

And then there was what was known as “Detail F,” or “male mouth  on cock.” Getting a man to give another man head was another problem that no one had seen coming, although finding men willing to be sucked off by another dude, not so much.

Pearls were glued into the vaginas of slave girls, which looked terrific, but then the girls couldn’t walk and they had to be carried onto the set, where Caligula would squeeze fresh lemon on them and serve them to his guests.

Brass was screaming—“I don’t like that cunt painted green! It’s a pansy color. Repaint it black and white checkers . . . like a racing cunt!”

Suddenly, extras were forming impromptu labor unions to demand more dough. Vendors were offering kickbacks to the producers, and everyone wanted to slow things down since they were getting paid by the hour. It was normal, of course, in a culture that festishized crime and extortion. Money was being skimmed six ways till domenica. Each day on the set cost Gooch a small fortune. The dough arrived from New York packed in suitcases.

Every hustle ever perpetrated was being worked on the Caligula set—film stolen and resold, food pilfered, extras moving at a glacial pace to pull another paid day. A scene with sixteen slaves masturbating into a bowl so the ejaculate could be used as imperial moisturizer spilled over budget—the slaves were to be paid 18,000 lira if they didn’t or couldn’t get hard, 30,000 if they got wood but didn’t shoot, and 45,000 for a complete act—but unfortunately, some came too quickly, before the camera was running, which led to more wasted time, and more Gooch denaro sailing right into the latrina.

Mothers came to the set with their babies. Apparently, Tiberius liked to have his balls licked by infants. The assistant director assured the ladies that “the babies are not going to suck cock.” There were, however, pacifiers shaped like winged penises. It was August in Italy, sweltering, and now the set was lousy with dirty diapers.

A couple of giant mastiffs—dogs inbred since the height of the Roman Empire, when they were used to fight lions at the Colosseum—did not contribute any good vibes; eventually, one of them bit off a female extra’s arm.

Into this mess walked Bob Guccione himself, wearing more makeup  than all of the extras put together, which, along with his hairpiece and unsettling burnt-umber complexion—the results of constant at-home tanning and megadoses of beta-carotene—would become part and parcel of the man as he tried to defy the cycle of life. By the next decade, he would be gobbling five hundred or so vitamins and diet supplements a day and publishing a magazine called Longevity while searching for the fountain of youth. He was taking human growth hormones and testosterone while Kathy Keeton was busy researching the possibility of cloning him, or at least freezing themselves cryogenically and blasting off into space until someone figured out how to resurrect them.

Guccione was appalled at what he saw. The Penthouse Pets whom he had sent to be diamonds on the tiara that was the orgy scene had been relegated to the sidelines. “If I hadn’t appeared on the set, our girls would have been lost forever,” Guccione said, disgusted that Brass cast “fat, ugly, and wrinkled women” as extras, not to mention hiring criminals and convicts to play senators and nobleman. “We were up against a very sick guy,” Guccione later complained, describing the set as being divided into two camps—“the Penthouse people, including our girls, on one side, and Brass and his mob on the other. But we won . . . if you can imagine such a lunatic competition on the set of a multimillion-dollar production.” It was not a healthy situation, to say the least. As Ben Franklin once said (paraphrasing here), “We must all hang together, or surely we’ll all get fucked at the box office, and good.”

After eighteen months, filming was finally done and Brass declared it a wrap. Champagne was ordered for the cast and crew. When it arrived, a case was missing.

It was soon after that, under the cover of darkness, that Guccione snuck back into Dear Studios with a skeleton crew and about a dozen Penthouse Pets and spent two days shooting new hardcore sex scenes, presumably to brighten things up. Of the resulting usable six minutes of girl-on-girl footage—shot primarily by Guccione himself, although he admittedly had never handled a movie camera before—Guccione said, “Anneka di Lorenzo and Lori Wagner contributed something beautiful and lasting to the history of motion pictures.” He did not specify what, exactly.

Not long after that, Brass was fired. He quickly sued Guccione. So did Gore Vidal—he wanted his name off the fucking thing and was willing to forgo his 10 percent of the take just to walk away.

Three years after shooting began, Caligula opened in New York City without an official rating from the Motion Picture Association. “They can only give it an X,” said Guccione, “which would be demeaning and unfair.” The film was released with Penthouse’s own rating, M.A., “for Mature Audiences.” Tinto Brass’s credit was for “principal photography”—bizarrely, no director was listed, and perhaps equally bizarre was the credit “based on a screenplay by Gore Vidal.” No longer known as Gore Vidal’s Caligula, and with a script that Brass and Malcolm McDowell had rewritten heavily on the fly during filming, it seemed retarded, but fair enough.

Since Guccione could not find a distributor, he rented the Trans-Lux theater in Manhattan and renamed it the Penthouse East for the premiere. Tickets were a gawdy $7.50—movie tickets in New York were five bucks at the time—and the press was pointedly not invited. Opening weekend grossed less than $9,000. It marked the beginning of the fall of the House of Guccione.

 

 

UP UNTIL NOW, Playboy had never made anyone besides Hugh Hefner a star, not really. A few of the girls had graduated to being cast as eye candy in small film and television parts, but mostly they had faded just as quickly as the calendar pages had turned. As the Chairman might have crooned, “Riding high as Miss April, shot down by Miss May.”

But Dorothy Stratten (née Dorothy Ruth Hoogstratten) was, in some inexplicable, God-only-knows-why kinda way, different. She had a divine sparkle that shone through a dulling suburban Vancouver upbringing, even while working at a Dairy Queen, her hands all sticky from building banana boats and root beer floats.

According to everyone who ever knew him or did business with him, Paul Snider was a hustler and scam artist in the classic sense, working every angle he could, promoting wet T-shirt contests, hiring girls to work the local auto shows and then trying to turn them out,  all without much success. But apparently he could seduce a teenage counter girl: When he came into the Dairy Queen wearing a fur coat and enough gold chains to cover Long Island, he somehow convinced Dorothy to go out on a date with him, where he’d get her drunk on sweet talk and jewelry. He was twenty-six years old. Dorothy was only seventeen, and her only other romantic experience had been with the captain of the football team. Compared with slimeball Snider, he was just a boy.

Improbably, Snider convinced Dorothy—now his inamorata—to take her clothes off for a few test shots to send to Playboy for a look-see. She was still underage—it’s unclear who signed the release for her, since her mom was away on holiday and her dad was long gone.

Dorothy Stratten was undeniably a natural beauty. Her breasts were minor miracles, her hips and thighs the promised land of childbearing, penis-welcoming nirvana. To me, at least, her eyes always looked weird in her photos, too open and too round—I could never be sure what she was looking at, if anything at all. And depending on her makeup and hair, they were either too close together or too far apart. She had sort of a brainless quality and could look, on a bad day or if the lighting wasn’t kind, plainly subnormal. I never really got the appeal, but clearly I’m wrong, because Hef, arbiter of these things, was nuts for her, and based on Snider’s snapshots, Playboy photographers spent almost six months shooting her (over twenty thousand photos!) to produce her first Playboy spread in August 1979. Soon after, she catapulted to Playmate of the Year.

Snider had somehow struck gold with Stratten, and it wasn’t long—against vociferous protesting from Hef, whom Stratten referred to as the father she never had—before she married him.

She said that she felt she owed it to Snider, that he had done everything for her. And it was true enough: He did get her the hell out of the deep freeze of the ice cream parlor and got her to take her clothes off for a few quick pics. But, like Elvis, once she got that first gig, she didn’t have to lift a finger. There were greater powers at work.

Unfortunately for Snider, Hef and his rat pack hated him right out of the gate. In a crowd of Brooks Brothers swells, he just didn’t pack the gear.

It can’t come as a surprise to anyone that beautiful women, especially those who work in the sex industry, attract creeps. Playboy, however, wasn’t the sex industry—at least not if you asked Hef.

This, of course, was as much science fiction as any Ray Bradbury story. By 1979 literally millions of American men had spilled their seed across the increasingly prurient Playboy centerfold in the search for self-satisfaction, catapulted into the first stages of manhood working with little more than the latest issue and a box of Kleenex.

As for Miss Stratten, she bought the kayfabe hook, line, and sinker, telling a suspect Canadian reporter, “I see the pictures as nudes, like nude paintings. They are not to fantasize about.” Sticking with the Playboy party line of conspicuous consumption as the endgame of human perfection, she cooed to Johnny Carson about all the wonderful gifts that Playboy had given her since she became Playmate of the Year: “I got a $65,000 Russian sable fur coat, a $26,000 Jaguar, a $13,000 bathtub . . . it fits about ten people.”

I guess my question here is, when you give someone a gift, do you show them the price tag? I mean, who does that? Even my parents would say that was tacky.

Stratten scored a few television and movie gigs: Girl at Snack Bar in Skatetown USA,91 a mermaid in an episode of Fantasy Island, and then Miss Cosmos in Buck Rogers in the 25th Century and the title role in Galaxina (also featuring Avery Shriver as Dr. Cornelius Butt), a part that made the most of Stratten’s spacey, unfocused eyes. She was being considered for Charlie’s Angels, but her next role was going to be directed by Peter Bogdanovich, he of The Last Picture Show and Paper Moon. This was real. He was an auteur.

He was also an unrepentant sleazebag who began hitting on Dorothy the second she came in for casting for his next film, They All Laughed,92 also featuring Audrey Hepburn. This was surely a ticket to  the big time. Perhaps even more so for Hef, this was a dream come true. No matter his success, and the parties at his mansion that every star wanted to attend, in Hollywood Playboy was still outside looking in—before Dorothy came along, it couldn’t break a Playmate into legit pictures with a backhoe and a team of second-story men.

Somehow, perhaps because not all scumbags are stupid scumbags, the forty-one-year-old Bogdanovich was able to keep his affair with Stratten largely a secret. Discretion being the better part of valor, he managed to keep it out of the gossip rags, and on the set they kept it cool, even though she had been installed in his hotel room. After all, the last thing Bogdanovich needed was for this to blow up on him, as had his very public and marriage-shattering affair with twenty-one-year-old Cybill Shepherd during the filming of The Last Picture Show.

Meanwhile, Snider was boiling. He knew something was up, and he wasn’t about to just walk away. He had even bought a Mercedes with the vanity plate “Star 80”—Dorothy was going to be the decade’s new superstar, and he was going to ride with her all the way to the top.

You could say things got complex, but the short of it is that she left him. Dorothy was now dancing to the beat of a different douchebag, Bogdanovich, who helped her cut Snider off at the checkbook and who held her hand as she moved away from Snider’s lowly orbit of shit and walked into the bright lights of moviedom.

Snider was left sucking air. But he wasn’t going to take it lying down, either. After all, where would she be without him? He had discovered her. He had made her. She owed everything to him.

Snider convinced her to come over to his pad in Los Angeles for one more talk, and then he raped her and blew her brains out with a shotgun. He had sex with her corpse, before turning the weapon on himself. All that was left of the dream was a big fucking mess.

 

 

DOROTHY STRATTEN WAS exceptional in her innocence. Perhaps that’s why so many men found her attractive. She was vulnerable and, as such, seemingly always available. She may not have been much of an intellect, but she was honest and she wasn’t on the take. She wasn’t hustling, she was no whore, and she had no attitude—even as her  celebrity grew, her ego always seemed to be in check. She never sank to the grimy sense of entitlement that so many quasi-famous centerfolds embraced, based on the reality that men would do anything, and buy them anything, to get into their pants.

The fallout from her murder was brutal for Hef and Playboy. Aside from the scrambling to scrap the Christmas promotion and calendar that she was slated to star in, her death cast a pall over the organization and nearly killed Hefner.

First, in the immediate aftermath of the murder, and at a time when Playboy was still reeling from the Arnstein tragedy, flagging financials, and constant pounding and virulent media criticism for becoming an irrelevant nonforce in a sexual landscape that Hef had helped create but that had blossomed beyond his limited imagination, came Teresa Carpenter’s sledgehammer of a story “Death of a Playmate,” first published in the Village Voice in 1981 but then reprinted all over the country, and eventually the winner of a Pulitzer Prize.

The irony that Hefner does not perceive or at least fails to acknowledge is that Stratten was destroyed not by random particulars, but by a germ breeding within the ethic. One of the tacit tenets of the Playboy philosophy—that women can be possessed—had found a fervent adherent in Paul Snider, he had bought the dream without qualification, and thought of himself as perhaps one of Playboy’s most honest apostles.



This was the Playboy lifestyle imploding on itself. Even Carpenter says that Hef did everything right—he nurtured Stratten professionally and watched over her like a father. But the institutionalized misogyny and dystopia of the organization proved to be too much, and Hef was left exposed, the carefully constructed kayfabe of a once harmless male-driven fantasyland torn to shreds.

When Carpenter’s story came out, Hefner was quick to attack it as “anti-Playboy” and “antimale,” and he swiped back at the accusation that Stratten was being used by the three leading males in this story—“Snider in his lust for a score; Hefner longing for a star; and in Bogdanovich a desire for the eternal ingenue”—by pointing out  that Carpenter herself had pimped out the movie rights of her story to director Bob Fosse.93

At some point someone had to realize that building an empire based on the happy-go-lucky notion that sex meant nothing was going to incur some deficits—sex without strings is nice while it lasts, but eventually that bill is going to come due.

Not that Hefner was alone—every post-Playboy men’s rag lived in a similar fantasy world—but at the end of the day, the men in the business were more interested in counting profits than in being anointed prophets. Goldstein, for his part, was a different kind of liberator—a potent advocate for free speech, a political muckraker, but also a hyperintellectual loudmouth and rabid publicity hound, well liked in New York, where funny Jews are mostly embraced, but generally regarded as a tumor by the rest of the world. Larry Flynt, too, the most visible martyr for free speech in the latter part of the century—Lenny Bruce and Ralph Ginzburg notwithstanding—never pretended to be anything other than what he was: a hillbilly pornographer who had no real interest in being a freedom fighter until someone tried to take his freedom away. For his part, Guccione loved controversy, but he was fairly transparent. What you saw was what you got. If any of them were as concerned with leaving a respectable legacy as Hefner was, they certainly didn’t show it.

Hef was tireless in creating his mystique and cult of personality, both in public and within his “family”—the hive of honeybees and drones who did his bidding. There was no indoctrination process at Penthouse, but at Playboy there was a code of conduct, a philosophy to which you were expected to adhere. Hef liked to say there was no such thing as a “former Playmate”—once you were in, you were a Playmate  for life. On a good day he could have gone fifteen rounds with L. Ron Hubbard.

This might have been a good time for Hefner to admit, at least to himself, what he must have already known: that sex could be a corrupting force, no matter now much he liked to spin it as healthy recreation with no more intrinsic emotional currency than a round of lawn darts. Average women had astonishing power over extraordinary men. They could bring down presidents. Pussy made men crazy. This was the premise that the whole business was based on. Would any straight man even think about making crêpes unless it somehow tipped the odds of getting laid in favor of the house?

The ’80s would be a bad time for girlie magazines, outré artists, and freedom-of-speech absolutists, but no worse for anyone than for Hefner, who would start the decade getting shit-bombed by his old friend Peter Bogdanovich, who seemingly had lost his mind.

They All Laughed came out soon after Dorothy Stratten’s murder, and despite the attendant publicity, it was dead on arrival, written off by critics as a colossal misfire. Worse, though, for Bogdanovich was that he had insisted on distributing the film himself, a Guccione-like act of show-business hubris that eventually bankrupted him—five years later, he announced that his attempt to market and distribute the film as a “memorial to Dorothy” was a financial disaster that left him with “$21.37 in the bank and $25.79 in [his] pocket.”

Meanwhile, Bogdanovich, whose “puerile preference for ingenues” had been documented by Teresa Carpenter, began dating Stratten’s younger sister Louise. They were married in 1988, at which point she was twenty and he was forty-nine. Oh, and he wrote a book.

The Killing of the Unicorn: Dorothy Stratten (1960–1980), released in 1984, accused Hefner of being the catalyst in a wave of porn-driven sex crimes of which Dorothy Stratten was just the most recent and most famous casualty. Bogdanovich called Playboy a “sex factory” and a “porno mill” and mocked Hef as “the Walt Disney of Pornography.”94 But most brutally, he claimed that Hefner had forced himself on Stratten in a Jacuzzi, which Hefner most certainly had not—his  relationship with Stratten was strictly and undeniably on the up-and-up—and put the blame for Stratten’s senseless death squarely on Hefner’s shoulders. “If the shadowy Hefner side of the pyramid had never existed, Dorothy would not have died,” Bogdanovich wrote, ludicrously implying that Hef was just as culpable as the twisted son of a bitch who raped her, blew her head off with a shotgun, and then sodomized what was left.

The book was relentless, but Bogdanovich didn’t stop with the written word. He took off on a publicity tour and even offered his support to the lunatic fringe of antiporn crusaders without pausing to think that he had just entered a twilight zone of hatred and censorship where among artists of even fleeting integrity he would find himself very lonely.

The smart thing for Hefner to have done would have been to ignore Bogdanovich. The book was complete bullshit—senseless emotional outrage heaped upon a pile of lies. Get in the mud with this polecat, and there was no way you weren’t going to get dirty, too.

Hef mobilized a mule team of lawyers to put a stop to publication, but, the First Amendment being as good for the gander as it is for the goose, the presses continued to roll. He publicly called the book a “total fabrication” and a “guilt trip.” He yelled and screamed with all his might. The book was widely dismissed as garbage—but every critic who slammed it also took time to repeat the indictment of Hefner and, possibly worse, almost validated the brutal deconstruction of the Playboy lifestyle, and the mansion especially, as a viscous vortex of moral turpitude and a font of downright evil.

Hefner obsessed about the Stratten affair and no less about Bogdanovich and his book for months on end, torturing himself relentlessly. Eventually Bogdanovich pulled back his fangs and apologized, although not before Hefner ripped on Bogdanovich in the press for bedding Dorothy’s underage sister—as well as her mother—and encouraging that he be put behind bars for the former. It was all rotten, any way you looked at it.
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American Hardcore

THE 1980S STARTED in the worst possible way. Ronald Reagan moved into the White House, and ten months later John Lennon was gunned down outside his home in New York City.

Lennon’s last major interview appeared in Playboy, eerily, on newsstands December 7, 1980, the night before he was assassinated. “Everyone always talks about a good thing coming to an end, as if life was over,” he said, “but I’ll be forty when this interview comes out. Paul is thirty-eight. Elton John, Bob Dylan—we’re all relatively young people. The game isn’t over yet. Everyone talks in terms of the last record or the last Beatle concert—but, God willing, there are another forty years of productivity to go.” It was an optimistic interview by a man who was getting ready to take on the 1980s.

Just what the fuck had the country been doing for the last twenty-five years? When Ronald Reagan was elected, the Vietnam War, which had ended not even five years earlier, was nearly forgotten. A few movies sought to expose the darkest side of the experience with some level of veracity—The Deer Hunter (1978), Apocalypse Now (1979), and, later, Oliver Stone’s overwrought Platoon (1986) and Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket (1987) took on the battlefield—Taxi Driver and Coming Home (1978), First Blood (1982), and Born on the Fourth of July (1989) addressed with varying levels of pathos and bathos the domestic  nightmare that faced the men who came back less than whole—but to take a look around was to largely see a country with a tragically short memory for all things unpleasant.

History’s whipping boy Jimmy Carter95 had it right. In a speech that was largely about a failed energy policy, he declared:Human identity is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns. But we’ve discovered that owning things and consuming things does not satisfy our longing for meaning. We’ve learned that piling up material goods cannot fill the emptiness of lives which have no confidence or purpose.





Even on a headful of grade-A hippie drugs, no one could have ever imagined an American president laying shit like that on the people. It was political suicide.

Well, maybe not so fast. The perception of Carter’s broadcast is a real plum in the revisionist-history department. Generally referred to as “the “malaise” speech, although the word itself is never uttered, it has been held up as a billboard for Democratic defeatism and Carter’s sad-sack presidency, when in fact the speech was received extremely positively by a public sick of bullshit and ready for answers to long gas lines and an American future held over an oil barrel by Arab madmen. Not until the week after he delivered the speech, when Carter fired his entire cabinet—which the public saw as his throwing in the towel—did his political future drop like a lead turd. And then the conservatives began the bitch-slapping.

Reagan came in on a white horse, the new sheriff in town. He ripped Carter’s pansy-ass solar panels off the roof of the White House and deregulated everything in sight. His policies would eventually be disastrous, a fact generally buried by his success as a politician—anyone who says that Ronald Reagan was a bad actor was just not paying attention  to him when he was commander in chief. He blew minds with his sunny optimism and spirited cowboy talk of American exceptionalism. But at the same time, it was as if we had lost everything we had earned since 1955, and all we had left in the bank were the old-time tire irons and torches of fear—commies, drugs, and perverts.

The Cold War was back on, and in a big way. We were now fighting an “evil empire,” one so insidious as to be climbing up our backside in Latin America. So Reagan sent death squads there as part of a secret war funded by selling arms to Iranian terrorists. Then he smiled and rode off into the sunset. The patsies were later pardoned.

In its War on Drugs, the new administration’s call was “‘Just Say No.’ Do not think, do not ask questions, do not pass go—just nod your head like a hand puppet.” It was like a throwback to the 1950s, when intellectualism was suspect and all artists were fags. There was a lot of bluster about a “shining city on a hill,” but not so much about, say, homeless veterans or AIDS,96 which was just beginning to rage as a pandemic death threat.

Reagan preached America’s divine entitlement, and the widest swaths of the country ate it up like five-minute grits. Just look at the state of professional wrestling—after years of apolitical pretty boys and likable blue-collar heroes, the bad guys were back to being foreigners—communist Russians and Middle Eastern oil sheiks—and the good guys were sadistic Marine drill sergeants and southern rednecks carrying two-by-fours and American flags. The greatest hero of them all was an amiable dunce called Hulk Hogan, whose message was “Say your prayers and eat your vitamins.” There was absolutely nothing cool about him, and yet he became the icon of the decade, leading a children’s brigade of TV-watching zombies into especially mindless territory. For a sport that had always colored outside the lines and challenged traditional authority, the new paradigm was God and country. After the twirling amoral compass of the ’60s and ’70s, the country was ready to get back to its Puritan, xenophobic roots. Huzzah!

The freedoms won over the last three decades were being hammered  flat by the ideologues in the White House, aided and abetted by a buzzing swarm of self-righteous religious police who called themselves the Moral Majority. Led by Reverend Jerry Falwell, who was something like the Christian Right’s version of a Scrubbing Bubble, they had suddenly found themselves with a seat at the table in the next round of the culture wars.

Falwell came up along with Jimmy Swaggart, Jim Bakker, and Pat Robertson, the state-of-the-art televangelists who made their fortunes as agents of intolerance. Regarding the desegregation of schools, Falwell once reasoned that “when God has drawn a line of distinction, we should not attempt to cross that line.” Nor was he much into that whole separation-of-church-and-state thing. “I hope I live to see the day,” he wrote in his book America Can Be Saved, “when, as in the early days of our country, we won’t have any public schools. The churches will have taken them over again and Christians will be running them.”

But he saved his particular ire for gays and lesbians. “Gay folks would just as soon kill you as look at you,” he once told a rally hosted by Anita Bryant, last seen here taking a banana cream to the kisser. Most famously, he declared that “AIDS is not just God’s punishment for homosexuals, it is God’s punishment for the society that tolerates homosexuals.”97

Running up to the 1980 election, Reagan rallied arenas full of frothing fundamentalists. “It’s time for God to come out of the closet,” he declared. Meanwhile, the Moral Majority Report—Falwell’s monthly publication—fueled the fear of the righteous against America’s smutmongers, demanding they be summarily tossed in the clink and unequivocally accusing Hugh Hefner, along with our old friend Paul Krassner, of being among the masterminds of a national sex-and-drugs cult.

Twenty-seven years after debuting with Marilyn Monroe, Playboy might have seemed entrenched enough in the amber waves of  Americana to sit on the windowsill next to the apple pie, but Hefner and Co. were getting bashed from all corners. The zealots on the right were about to be joined by a militia of radical feminists whom they had heretofore considered the enemy, as well as media watchers who ribbed Hef for being passé. Rolling Stone, no longer an arbiter of hip but now a part of the mainstream itself,98 observed that “admiration and envy during Hefner’s ascendent, golden years . . . had given way to general distaste.”

At home Hef began his drift further into Howard Hughes–like absentia. It was an odd lifestyle for a public bon vivant—part hedonist, part hermit. Eventually he would begin eating all of his meals in his bedroom—a provincial rotation of American basics like lamb chops and fried chicken, always with applesauce and a glass of milk, cooked to exacting specs that were written down in a kitchen kabbalah adhered to scrupulously, including the relative positions of where the meat and vegetables were positioned on the plate—delivered to his crypt without deviance from the holy writ. It got to the point that when he did venture out to a restaurant with one of the girls, he would bring his own food.

Despite the breadth of culture espoused during Playboy’s best days, Hef had no real interests outside of himself. Since Playboy’s initial  success, there had always been an endless run of women who wanted to put their slippers next to his, and somehow Hef was always able to make it work, keeping multiple lovers on a string. And they were all traffic-stopping head-spinners—most notably Barbi Benton, and more recently Carrie Leigh—neither of whom looked like any “girl next door” I ever knew, especially Leigh, who had a notorious penchant for drugs and exhibitionism, but none of them offered much in terms of intellectual challenge. Hef was armed with aphrodisiac qualities to rival Sinatra and the Kennedys—he was rich, famous, possessed of midwestern good looks and charm, quick with gifts, and as smart as they came, even if the whole pajamas-and-stick-pipe pose was a big question mark—but he chose to date Playmates who lived on the Playboy payroll, women who had little ambition beyond Planet Hef, the only planet yet discovered that orbited itself.

In Althea, Larry Flynt had found a soul mate. He gave her responsibility and authority in his company. They worked together. She ran the show while he was off dallying with Christ. He made her a big wheel in the machine, a sounding board, a muse. Bob Guccione made Kathy Keeton a top executive right from the start. She lived at the apex of the masthead, right under Gooch, and was largely in charge of advertising, and she was good at it. She was a bigger presence in the Penthouse office than was the boss himself, who, Hefner-like, remained sequestered in his palace.

Al Goldstein’s first wife was a doctoral candidate. He dated lawyers and literary agents, and at least one legit B-movie star, the redoubtable scream queen Linnea Quigley—memorable for her roles in dozens of films, including Return of the Living Dead, Sorority Babes in the Slimeball Bowl-o-Rama, and Nightmare on Elm Street 4. He was never afraid of sharing his intellectual space or of being overshadowed by anyone—and considering that during the ’80s Goldstein topped out at 350 pounds, how would that even have been possible?

For Hefner, though, the women he made his “primary girlfriends” never graduated beyond baubles. But even if they were Nobel Laureates, with black belts in the art of pleasuring a man, I just can’t get past the yucky feeling that the very notion of a kept woman, of a kept anyone, is soul-sucking to all parties involved, and I include myself in that circle  merely as an interested observer. It is Old Testament in a way that I just do not dig.

Weirder, even living in a mansion where he didn’t have to wander much past the living room to get laid, Hef spent most of his evenings in his pajamas with his boys, a group of superannuated sycophants whose idea of a mansion party was endless hours of backgammon and Monopoly, punctuated with the occasional screening of Casablanca. If you didn’t know better, you might have gotten the idea that he was staying home sick from school.

Looking at it now, I think I had more fun in the 1980s than Hugh Hefner. Well, not really. Actually, not at all. But there is always adventure for the adventurous. By this time, I had graduated from being a Screw freelancer to editing four-color squack books for the villainous Carl Ruderman and his troupe of wiseguys, and my love life was what I would consider pretty normal, but still plenty kinky by any suburban yardstick. Most important, it was all gloriously real and based on mutual attraction and healthy curiosity. There was certainly no other reason to date me.

Jimmy Carter had been absolutely correct in his assessment of the era, although he didn’t have the acronym for it just yet. It was the age of the yuppie—a cult whose core values of senseless materialism could be traced at least in part to Hefner’s ceaseless pedagogy about the good life.

Perhaps in 1953 it seemed suave and swank to make sex an upscale commodity and pump male accessorizing as the ticket to paradise, but eventually the piper would come calling, and now Wall Street was lousy with post-Playboy philistines driving Benzos and Bimmers and spending sacks of dough on nouvelle cuisine, best satirized and taken brilliantly to its horrifying extreme in Bret Easton Ellis’s book American Psycho and Mary Harron’s film of same. It was scary out there: This was the first generation of straight men to routinely use expensive product in their hair.

The best I could muster was a sort of shabby chic. Most of my ATM transactions in those days were for $20, which was enough for a night out. A forty-buck withdrawal was a party waiting to happen—the eightball may have been the basic unit of currency in Tribeca, but I was still buying coke and weed on the street in dime bags.

Under Reagan, the gap between rich and poor began to expand chasmlike and the middle class melted like Timothy Leary’s brain. I lived in a beautiful brownstone, but it was up in the worst part of Harlem—y ou could hear gunshots at night. The furnishings were a mattress on the floor, a hi-fi built of mismatched parts, the usual jungle of books and records, an Isaac Hayes Black Moses poster, some batik wall hangings to cover up the cracked Sheetrock, a broken-down electric organ a nearby church had thrown away—I could muster decent enough versions of “96 Tears” and “I Put a Spell on You” on it to impress any woman who had the guts to come above 110th Street to hear me have at it—and a gray tabby cat named Flavor, who liked to drink coffee and bounce off the walls. None of this was meant to be ironic, it was just what I could afford. The place rode a fine line between bohemian and boxcar, which in Manhattan in the Reagan ’80s at least spoke to some mutant strain of defiant individualism—sometimes all a fellow has to work with, and often more than enough.

My quick flings, girlfriends, and dipsomaniac paramours had no interest in making the scene at Odeon, or whatever the boite of the moment was. After our dates at the Museum of Modern Art, or a night of hillbilly music coaxed from a jukebox and drowned in a swimming pool’s worth of cheap beer, or a more refined evening of vodka gimlets and post-bop honk at the Village Vanguard—I wasn’t afraid to get gussied up and drop some dough when I had it—we snorted coke and listened to T. Rex and covered each other in baby oil, which was a potential liability for the integrity of the cocaine, so we had to be careful to splash it around with some discretion.

Speaking of being careful, it was all safe sex, all the time, and beyond anything, the one constant of my romantic life in the ’80s was the condom. New Yorkers were naturally more acutely aware of AIDS than most of the country—everyone knew gay men and someone who had at least experimented with needle drugs, and whether you slept with them or not, you could bet that someone you were sleeping with had. Reagan and his antihuman coterie of TV preachers and family-values moralists may have preached that AIDS was just God’s way of handling queers, but where I lived, it affected everyone.

One thing it did not affect, contrary to popular belief, was the porn market. Often cited as one of the reasons for the fall of the porn-magazine business—along with the videotape and the Internet—AIDS in no way had any impact on the consumption of pornography by heterosexual American men. Within the porn-movie business, there was justifiable fear and a new vigilance when it came to self-policing, but trust me when I tell you that no one thought for a second that they could catch a disease just by looking at or watching pornography. By that point no one was even embarrassed.

 

 

IN 1985, HUGH Hefner’s brain lodged a formal complaint in the form of a stroke. It had all been too much—the last straw being Bogdanovich’s book. But even before that bomb dropped, he had been living in a minefield.

Hefner had taken the company public back in 1971, creating Playboy Enterprises, Inc., which, beyond the magazine, held an empire including over a dozen Playboy clubs, resorts, and several casinos, a book division, a film division, a record label, a limousine service, and a licensing department that thought it should be able to slap a rabbit on just about anything and make a buck. All the talk, as would be the case again at the beginning of the next century, was about “the brand.” But the Playboy logo, licensed hither and thither without much regard to its own pedigree or upscale upbringing, was losing value. Whose idea was it anyway to make it a staple of cheap air fresheners sold at truck stops? Playboy become a massive company, but, by his own admission, Hef was a lousy businessman. And, after twenty-five-plus years, he seemed to be losing interest, ennui that was not lost on either the marketplace or his shareholders.

The casino business in the UK was once a big moneymaker, but that eventually went belly up in the ’80s, thanks to poor management. A proposed casino in Atlantic City never got its license—Hefner showed up for the hearing at the New Jersey Gaming Commission high on Dexedrine—and cost the company millions. Credit lines were evaporating. Two massive Playboy resort hotels were closed. The Playboy Channel was being abandoned by bored viewers who wanted to see  hardcore. Circulation dropped to four million, still a nice business, but horrid when compared with its mid-’70s peak.

Executives came and went—including the legendary Derek Daniels, formerly a square exec at the Knight Ridder newspaper chain, who took the opportunity to helm a sex magazine to bust out his wardrobe of man-clogs, capes, and gender-bending jumpsuits, much to the astonishment of Playboy’s board of directors and the business press at large.

In 1982 Hef named his twenty-nine-year-old daughter, Christie, president of Playboy Enterprises (in 1988 she would become CEO). He got kudos for naming a woman, but it did not go unnoticed that (a) it was his daughter and (b) despite her having graduated from Brandeis University summa cum laude, her only professional experience heretofore had been working for her father.

Reagan’s antiporn crusade had yet to hit critical mass, as it would in ’86 when the idiotic Meese Report on pornography (basically a doddering attempt at rebooting the Nixon-era Report on Obscenity (see footnote, page 138) would be published—and Playboy and Penthouse were removed from almost eight thousand 7-Eleven stores (not to mention Rite Aids and numerous bookstores), the result of a commission member gone wild.

Here’s what happened: Falwell and his equally pious pal Reverend Donald Wildmon, who had gotten his start as a professional prude protesting the TV show Three’s Company, had been calling for concerned Christians to boycott 7-Elevens and other stores that had the temerity to sell filth in the form of Playboy and Penthouse.

It should be stated here that I am all for economic pressure brought to bear against retailers. It is a fair expression of free speech and a consumer’s right not to shop in stores that sell products that doth offend, and if Falwell and his ilk were able to mount a legitimate boycott, well, then, all right. But they didn’t. They had to resort to bullying and cheating, which is about what I’ve come to expect from that lot. As stated elsewhere, I’m all right with Jesus, but sometimes his fans really suck.

Alan Sears, a federal prosecutor and future author of gay-bashing propaganda piece The Homosexual Agenda and now the executive director  of the Meese Commission, wrote a letter on Justice Department letterhead to twenty-three retailers who carried men’s magazines—including 7-Eleven—warning that a “secret witness” had testified that they were all “major players in the game of pornography” and that they would be named in the report if they did not respond to the letter. The whole thing stunk like Joe McCarthy’s toilet paper.

No laws had been broken, and exactly what kind of response was being elicited was not clear, but what chain store wants to take a chance on that kind of publicity? It got the job done: Playboy and Penthouse were thrown off the racks at 7-Eleven stores. Major bookseller and magazine associations protested and filed suits against Ed Meese, Sears, and the commission—which they won handily when a federal judge ruled that the letter constituted “prior restraint,” was a clear violation of First Amendment rights, and was just plain dirty pool. Sears was ordered to write another letter assuring the retailers that they need not worry; they would not be named in the report, as “major players” or otherwise. And Playboy was in rare form, showing the kind of humor one might expect in Screw or Hustler, responding with a pictorial of “The Girls of 7-Eleven.” But by that time the K-Y jelly was out of the tube and the reaming had been done—the racks that had been dedicated to Playboy and Penthouse had already been filled with guns and ammo magazines and were embraced by all.

Around the same time, a group of bored housewives—Al Gore’s wife, Tipper, from Tennessee, who would grow up and become Second Lady of the United States before dumping her husband; Susan Baker, wife of secretary of the treasury and former Reagan chief of staff James Baker; Georgie Packwood, wife of Senator Robert Packwood from Oregon, who would be drummed out of office after the Washington Post printed allegations of sexual abuse and assault by nearly a dozen female staffers and lobbyists; and Nancy Thurmond, wife of segregationist hick Strom Thurmond from North Carolina—convened something they called the Parents Music Resource Center to discuss putting warning labels on CDs with objectionable or offensive lyrics. Inspired by a Prince song about masturbation, they worked wonders—since then, the most foulmouthed and filthy records of all time have been released to great commercial success and critical acclaim,  and no self-respecting rapper or heavy-metal god would even consider putting out a record without one of these “advisory” stickers.

In the meanwhile, a murderers’ row of radical feminist activists featuring the troika of Andrea Dworkin, Gloria Steinem, and Linda Lovelace—who was now claiming that she had been forced at gunpoint to star in Deep Throat—was making the rounds, screaming rape, and if you had a penis, you were guilty.

Dworkin was the worst of the lot. Lovelace had changed her story so many times and had put herself in so many compromising positions, not least of all Al Goldstein’s lap, that she could not be taken entirely seriously. Steinem could be a real caution—sober, serious, intellectually vigorous, thoughtful, and considered—but Dworkin lived in an alternate universe where she thought it was her right to destroy a movie theater just because she didn’t like the film being shown.

The one thing I can agree with Dworkin on, as she would testify before the Meese Commission, is that obscenity laws were “woman-hating in their very construction. Their basic presumption is that it’s women’s bodies that are dirty.” I think that is a very fair and sad point. But claiming that Playboy promoted “rape and child sexual abuse” was just ludicrous. This was a joyless, paranoid woman whose rhetoric crossed the line into hate speech, who seemingly never met a man into whom she did not want to plunge a knife, and who spent her days decrying the human spirit. I regret the obituary I wrote for her in Screw in 2005, a nasty bit of business that demeaned me more than it did her—I called her, among other things, “500 lbs. of shit packed into a five lb. bag”—but such was the Screw style, and such was the ire that we felt at her ceaseless wolf cries. I suppose if she wasn’t pissing us off, she just wasn’t doing her job, but her observations were so far removed from reality as to make reasonable discourse as far-fetched as a film about a woman whose clitoris was located in her esophagus.

In Dworkin’s world, all heterosexual intercourse was rape. “Intercourse is the pure, sterile, formal expression of men’s contempt for women,” she wrote in her 1987 book, Intercourse. In a male-dominated society, she argued, all sex involving penetration was degrading to women, by its very nature a violent act rooted in the male desire to turn women, in so many words, into goo-brained slaves. Admittedly,  that’s a bit reductive, but there you have it. And it is not an argument I am even willing to entertain, for the very same reasons that I won’t talk to anyone who is intolerant of women’s rights, or gay rights, or who sports cockamamy ideas about supremacy vis-à-vis race and religion and doesn’t see that we are all equal in the eyes of God, and yet somehow so wonderfully different. One cannot argue with bigots, after all.

 

 

AFTER THIRTY-TWO YEARS of trying to remember the name of the girl he was banging, Hef’s brain needed a break. The whole Dorothy Stratten mess had pushed him to the brink of breakdown, and now Big-Time Religion was in cahoots with Radical Feminism? Had the whole world turned topsy-turvy? His neurons were firing in all the wrong directions, and his frontal lobe was lodging a formal protest. His batshit-crazy girlfriend, Carrie Leigh, and the apostate Bogdanovich finally put him over the edge. When the stroke hit him, fortunately, he was already in his pajamas.

Jokes aside, this was a serious neurological event for a fifty-four-year-old man, but thankfully, he recovered quickly. After just a few days, he began to show improvement, and after a few months, the old Hef was back padding around the mansion in his smoking jacket and slippers. But The Playboy’s ship of state had been jarred loose from its moorings. Hugh Hefner, the bachelor’s bachelor, began shopping for a new wife.

And what better place to meet the future Mrs. Playboy than at work?

Kimberly Conrad was twenty-seven years old in ’89, the year she was named Playmate of the Year and, not incidentally, Mrs. Hugh Hefner.

Hefner was just rounding sixty, and feeling the weight of a decade he would later describe as “a dark time for Playboy.” Now he was giddy about his new priorities—family and that togetherness jazz that used to make him sick to his stomach. He let his new bride have a little sway, casting to the basement the big-breasted bust of ex–gal pal Barbi Benton that lived in the foyer, dialing down the parties, pretending that the Playboy Mansion was a normal enough place to raise kids. The tabloids and celebrity press went goofy for him and his girl,  the perfect ’80s storm of family values coming home to roost in the gardens of Sodom.

The Playboy publicity machine pushed the wedding as a Gatsby-like second act for Hefner and his magazine, but in a world where hardcore porn was knocking on the gates of the kingdom, the old-school kayfabe of the Bunny looked more kitsch than killer.

 

 

BOB GUCCIONE HAD his biggest score in 1984 when he toppled the first black Miss America, Vanessa Williams.99

It was Penthouse’s fifteenth-anniversary issue, which also featured Tracy, later to be better known as Traci Lords, in the centerfold. She was just sixteen at the time, but that is a scandal for another day.

On the cover, Miss America was posed with octagenarian comic George Burns—a publicity shot scored legitimately—nestling against a headline that screamed:MISS AMERICA OH, GOD, SHE’S NUDE!





But let me tell you right now, Williams was a hell of a lot more than nude—the stuff she was doing with that white girl was electrifying . This Miss America bristled with a natural, radiant sexuality that one could hardly imagine while watching a herd of pageant contestants stampede down the runway in gowns or turn demurely in one-piece bathing suits. Until giving head becomes a featured part of the talent segment, the Penthouse photos will remain at the apex of Miss America’s primal allure.

By 1984, Guccione had pushed the boundaries of newsstand sex a few feet south, and Penthouse was now regularly featuring digital penetration and tongue insertion. It would be a while before the magazine crossed  the line into full-fledged fucking and fisting, but as you know well by now, it’s a slippery slope, and Penthouse was well on its way down.

Williams had been working as a makeup artist for photographer Tom Chiapel when she had the idea that she might like to pose for a few nude shots. “She appeared to enjoy taking pictures with her clothes off more than with her clothes on,” he noted. Clearly, she was not thinking of becoming Miss America just yet—she soon approached him to do some two-girl stuff.

The results were startlingly beautiful; there were no signs of inhibition at all. Miss America’s labia were pretty and perfect and right there for the whole world to see. Her partner licked her in, and from, every direction. You could practically hear them purr. It was very real, very erotic. Williams eventually resigned the Miss America title under pressure.

“Vanessa Williams was the biggest story in magazine history,” says Peter Bloch, who was the editor at the time. “They were selling Xeroxes for five dollars on the street. People were paying a dollar just to look at them. If Bob kept going back to the printer, he could have sold thirty million copies. It was very exciting. We had death threats coming in. This was the first black Miss America—destroyed. He knew right then that she was going to be the most famous Miss America who ever lived. This was going to make her a star. He offered her a job. He wanted her to come in and sell advertising for him. But there were a lot of people who were really pissed off—like, how dare we?”

The Vanessa Williams issue sold 5.4 million copies, earning Penthouse a $14 million windfall on the issue. The same year, Guccione backed his son Bob, Jr., in launching the music magazine Spin.

It was a smart magazine, the right idea at the right time. One thing that Reagan’s reign of terror ensured was that New York City would remain marginalized by mainstream America and would spawn a second great wave of American punk rock and a new black avant-garde that would become known as hip-hop. Both were mutant strains of outrage and exuberance that the culture at large would eventually co-opt and absorb—by the next decade, punk rock would get industry wings when Kurt Cobain and Nirvana knocked Michael Jackson down a few pegs on the pop charts, starting a feeding frenzy for everything “alternative,” and hip-hop would become the preferred  soundtrack for white teenagers and soda-pop commercials—but in the meantime, ahead of the pack, there was Spin. As Rolling Stone ambled into the mainstream, increasingly limiting its “reality” to established stars, it left a sizable niche for the upstart Spin to fill. Which it did, admirably, cross-pollinating the new counterculture with a fresh journalism, including vigorous and responsible reporting on the growing AIDS epidemic at a time when even gay magazines were loath to do so.

Of course, being at the vanguard of anything was not necessarily a recipe for instant success—just ask Lenny Bruce—and the elder Guccione abruptly shut down the magazine after two years.100 Guccione the younger, who held the business in his name, took his ball and walked, finding new investors and successfully publishing Spin, until he sold it for $43 million in 1997. But the price he paid in return was two decades in exile from the House of Bob. Father and son would remain estranged, despite Bob, Jr.’s, earnest attempts to broker peace, and wouldn’t reconcile until the elder lay dying.

“We had a falling-out, but I was equally guilty as he was of being intractable,” says Guccione, Jr., with more contrition than one might expect, given their very public and very famous freeze. “And I think at the time, I was probably very insecure. And felt that I needed desperately to make my own way in life. When I was eighteen, my father once said to me, ‘You’ll never be anything without me.’ It was perhaps not judiciously said. I still think it was not meant maliciously. But that crushed me. What hurt me is that it was true. As of that moment in time, it would have been true. The harshness of that statement was actually one of the great turning points of my life. It smartened me up: If I don’t do something right now, I will be nothing without him. So, it was a case where he was harsh, but that was a great, great thing for me. It led me off on my own path.”

Second son Tony Guccione was next. Giving unwanted advice to the senior Guccione was never the best idea, but in 1996 Tony presented ideas to save what was by then a sinking company, and wound up on the street for his efforts. After resigning from his job, father evicted son from the apartment he had bought for him.

Neither was daughter Nina immune to the wrath of Gooch. She quit her executive gig at Penthouse in 2002, when the vultures were circling even closer, and was summarily dismissed. “When you don’t do what Dad wants you to,” she told Rolling Stone, “you’re out of his life.” Nicky, the youngest child, met with a similar fate a few years later. The only one left in Guccione’s good graces was Tonia, his daughter from his first marriage.

If hardheadedness was to blame for these familial fiascos, other blows to the empire came layered more delicately in delusion and grandiosity, the most quixotic being a plan to build portable, cold-fusion nuclear reactors, which would have pushed Guccione out of the gutter and into the stratosphere, from pornographer to energy magnate, and earned him a certain respectability that would always be, at least in his uncertain account sheets, a huge deficit. No matter how much dough someone had, and even if they had to step over Chagalls and Renoirs to answer the door, once a pornographer, it would seem, always a pornographer.

The scheme began in 1980, when Guccione formed a partnership with scientist Robert Bussard, who had, among other more practical ideas, theorized the “ramjet,” an interstellar space drive that would become the basis for the matter/antimatter propulsion systems used in Star Trek. Guccione named the new group Penthouse Energy and Technology Systems, or PETS for short, an acronym not lost on the eighty-plus scientists whom he soon employed to chase the elusive solution to cold nuclear fusion, a process that decades later remained unachievable.

For those of you who were stoned the day they explained nuclear power in high-school physics class, basically, fission is the process by which humans generate usable nuclear power to turn into electricity. Fusion is what happens in stars and what powers the sun. On Earth, it has been extremely uncontrollable and used successfully only to destroy cities. This is what Guccione was after, and if he could  just get a handle on it and build low-cost mini–fusion reactors, he believed that it would, in his own words, “solve all of the world’s energy problems.” Twenty million dollars and a failed stock offering later, all he had to show for his efforts was a model of something called a Riggatron, a doughnut-shaped widget that was ultimately most effective as a paperweight.

As ambitious as harnessing the powers of the stars may seem, a much more terrestrial ambition was what truly knocked the wind out of the operation—namely, a misguided attempt to build a casino in Atlantic City, New Jersey, a town that had already trounced the relatively white-shoed Hefner in his goal to run a resort there.

Guccione began the project in 1978 . . . and it went nowhere. Not least of his problems was a little old lady who would not sell her house to get out of the way of a behemoth hotel. As thorns in paws go, she was the one. She would have croaked eventually, but it didn’t make a difference. Even in a town run by gangsters, pornographers were treated like lepers.

Peter Bloch remembers. “As far as his mistakes go, the big one was Atlantic City. The idea of having a Penthouse hotel/casino in Atlantic City was a really good idea that could have been very successful. But Bob never would have gotten a license. I heard that Donald Trump told him that and suggested they become partners. Trump gets the license and runs the hotel, but it will be called the Penthouse Resort and Casino. Bob said, ‘No way, Trump doesn’t know what the fuck he’s doing.’ That was the biggest disaster that he had. If you’re totally corrupt, you’ll get a license in two seconds, but if you’re like Bob Guccione or Hugh Hefner, you’re going to get fucked over. It’s easy to pick on porn—he was just never going to get that license. People told him and he refused to listen.” Over $145 million of his own money later, all Guccione had to show for it was a giant, rotting steel frame alongside the beach, built on top of crippling debt. To make matters worse, in 1984 he was slammed with a $45 million tax bill. He began floating bonds to raise money, using his art collection as collateral.

In an interview with highbrow talk-show host Charlie Rose, Guccione defended and dismissed his money woes, explaining away a brutal story in the Wall Street Journal as the fault of business journalists  who were looking for assets in all the wrong places, and declaring his intentions to begin work on a new epic film based on the life of Catherine the Great, “history’s most infamous nymphomaniac.” It never happened. As for the casino, it was as if the impact of its failure hardly registered.

ROSE: One hundred forty-five million dollars lost . . .

 

GUCCIONE: On Atlantic City.

 

ROSE: Couldn’t you have stopped that bleeding?

 

GUCCIONE: Not really. I mean, I could have if I were a quitter. But I’m not a quitter.

 

ROSE: ??!!!?



“Bob used to tell me,” Bloch recounts, “‘Peter, when someone says I’m wrong about something, I know I’m right.’ Because he remembered people who told him he was wrong about Penthouse. And he proceeded to forget all the times people told him he was wrong when he was wrong. So that was his guiding star. And that was basically how he ended up losing everything that he owned. It was tragic—except it can’t really be a tragedy when somebody always goes against all the good advice he’s getting and constantly goes over the cliff. That’s what Bob did.”

 

 

BY THE 1980S, Al Goldstein had receded from the national scene and was back to being a proprietary part of the New York City landscape, a lovable loudmouth, bon vivant, and antihero, ubiquitous on Manhattan Cable TV channel J, where his TV show, Midnight Blue, aired every few nights, seemingly on a loop, as each episode was repeated four times a week. Even if you had no intention of watching, if you were channel surfing, it was pretty much unavoidable—Goldstein owned late-night sleaze TV. No matter if you landed on one  of the steamy ads for out-call escort services (truly the first salvo of bringing free porn into America’s living rooms) or Goldstein’s latest rant against a local politician, a movie star who wouldn’t come on the show, or the dry cleaner who put too much starch in his shirts—this was a wave you were going to ride. It was, even for squares, irresistible.

The magazine was every bit as outrageous as it ever had been, even as the world around it had become more tolerant of its existence. Each week was another lesson in high-minded filth. Typical was the story “Ed Meese: Profile in Perversion,” in which we learned that the puffy, porn-hating attorney general was a charter member of the Joseph McCarthy Fan Club; that when Meese was a student at the University of California, Berkeley, someone handed him a joint and, mistaking it for a burrito, he ate it; that when Reagan was governor of California, he gave Meese a job measuring the semen content in the water in hot tubs; and that Meese experienced his first orgasm while watching Susan Hayward being executed in the gas chamber in I Want to Live. Accompanying the text was a crude cut-and-paste rendering of the attorney general, dick in hand.

I loved going up to the Screw office in those days. I was a twenty-one-year-old cub pornographer, fresh meat, and impressed by, well, pretty much anything. I would peer into Goldstein’s office, where he might be reaming someone on the phone or, alternately, yelling at an editor, almost always with a cigar in his mouth, like some twisted, X-rated satire of a comic-book newspaper mogul—Perry White or J. Jonah Jameson. CNN was always on the television, and every newspaper in the city was on his desk. Goldstein was obsessed with current events and pored over them, looking for new targets for his outrage. It charmed me to see that the lunacy and rage he pushed on Midnight Blue were not an act. But like I said, I was just a puppy then, and easily smitten.

The 1980s were good for Screw. Goldstein had never turned over numbers like the big three slick men’s magazines—like Lenny Bruce, certainly more people had heard of Screw than had actually seen it—but neither did he have the stratospheric economic expectations of Hef, Gooch, and Flynt. Screw math was easy: It sold fifty thousand copies off the newsstand each week, and about a buck of every copy sold ($1.95 retail) came back to the house (50K × 52 issues = $2.6 million), plus  about another $50,000 in advertising each week from hookers—straight, gay, transvestite, whatever—escort services, massage parlors, Asian spas, etc. (another $2.6 million), plus maybe another half mil per year from Screw’s proprietary phone-sex lines. Voilà.

Meanwhile, it seemed that every year Playboy had “rounds of layoffs,” as if it were General Motors. Ditto for Penthouse, which was so big that when it let thirty-plus people go, it was considered “downsizing.” Eventually the magazine would suffocate under its own weight.

The Hustler payroll was sparser, but the Screw staff was downright Spartan—there had been more people in and out of the Allman Brothers Band than had been employed by Screw. Keep the rent low with small and seedy offices on 14th Street across the street from the Donut Palace101 and a bar that caters to homeless alcoholics, and you’ve got yourself a tidy little business, enough to support a buying habit that rivaled that of Liberace and the Gabor sisters.

And therein lay Goldstein’s worst vice: He was a shopaholic. Aside from smoking a little weed, he didn’t do recreational drugs.102 He never drank. He didn’t gamble. But he loved to spend money. Restaurants (the Four Seasons or Balthazar in New York, or the Grand Sichuan when he was slumming it; Spago in Los Angeles, where he kept a pied-à-terre), plane fare, hotels, hookers, and limos were near the top of the list, but he was at his worst with catalogs from Hammacher Schlemmer and the Sharper Image, which he carried around with him like a slightly delinquent child with a cache of much cherished contraband—slingshots, firecrackers, and the like. Goldstein clutched those catalogs gleefully as if they were forbidden fruit, and when checks came in from his phone-sex licensees and distributors, the orgy began.

He bought the first generation of Apple laptop computers to give out to friends, and then upgraded them a few months later. He bought dozens of laser disc players that were obsolete almost  immediately, luxury fountain pens, computer-controlled humidors, underwater cameras, appliances, designer sneakers, snakeskin jackets, motion-sensing garden gnomes . . . nothing was too silly, too useless, or too expensive for a Goldstein retail binge. This was a three-hundred-pound man with bad knees who inexplicably owned a hang glider.

 

 

PORNOGRAPHY, LIKE POLITICS, makes for strange bedfellows, which goes only part of the way in explaining why some of Christ’s most visible earthly minions became so inexorably tangled up in blue during the Reagan years. Never was there such a boom time for smut peddlers and preachers to come together in a hot, sticky mess of whoremongering, hypocrisy, and humorless demagoguery.

Larry Flynt’s most famous caper began in 1983 with a now legendary Campari liquor ad parody that pushed Jerry Falwell to the brink of madness, a nasty spoof that showed the pious popinjay confessing to losing his virginity to his mother in an outhouse.

The Campari campaign being parodied was a bit where a celebrity talked about his “first time,” a cute bit of double entendre, as in, “Jerry Falwell Talks About His First Time.” Presumably, the ads were about the first time someone tried Campari, but you get the idea.

FALWELL: My first time was in an outhouse in Lynchburg, Virginia.

 

INTERVIEWER: Wasn’t it a little cramped?

 

FALWELL: Not after I kicked the goat out.

 

INTERVIEWER: I see. You must tell me all about it.

 

FALWELL: I never really expected to make it with Mom, but then after she showed all the other guys in town such a great time, I figured, “What the hell!”



What most people don’t know is, as with the nude Jackie Onassis pics, Al Goldstein was ahead of the Hustler curve and ripping the Campari ads in Screw long before Flynt got around to it—“Al Goldstein’s First Time” was about the corpulent publisher’s debut as a dicksucker. But there you have it—sometimes, if you wanted to know what was going to be in next month’s Hustler, all you had to do was look at last week’s Screw.

The same year Flynt ran the parody ad with Falwell, he also proved to be a brave and principled journalist, not qualities immediately associated with the Hustler publisher.

Flynt had come into possession of a videotape showing FBI agents entrapping beleaguered auto executive John DeLorean into a cocaine deal to raise money for DeLorean’s company, which was on the verge of collapsing. You might remember his car, known simply as the DeLorean, as the central prop in the time-traveling gimmick in the Back to the Future films—it was the snazzy, stainless-steel two-seater with the gull-wing doors. It looked good on a movie screen but was not the big seller its creator had counted on.

The feds were a bit pink in the face when the tape ran on 60 Minutes, and even less well chuffed when Flynt turned up an audiotape of an undercover agent threatening DeLorean’s family when DeLorean tried to back out of the deal. Flynt played the tape at a press conference held on the front lawn of his mansion, which, naturally, turned into the kind of circus he lived for. Unfortunately, fucked up on all manners of drugs as he was—he was still suffering terribly from his assassination attempt—he forgot to take the tape with him while leading reporters on a tour of the house, and said tape quickly went missing.

The judge in charge of DeLorean’s case—DeLorean was eventually acquitted on all charges, due to entrapment, and soon after became a born-again Christian—demanded that Flynt appear in court with the tape and reveal his sources. When Flynt was a no-show, he was arrested at home by no fewer than fifteen federal agents, enough of a posse to corral, say, a sober person with working legs. Flynt held his ground, refusing to reveal his sources, and rightly so. The judge didn’t see it that way and threatened to hit Flynt with a $10,000-a-day fine until the pornographer relented, and that’s where the fun began. Flynt  showed up the next day in what looked like the latest creation by Abbie Hoffman, an American-flag diaper, and was arrested for desecration of the flag, which had not yet been declared protected speech. In retrospect, it seems like a missed opportunity for Flynt—he could have made another victorious lap at the Supreme Court—but in all fairness, he was busy. And wasted.

Things only escalated from there. Flynt yelled, screamed, and spat at the next judge who had the misfortune to face him, until one of the bailiffs shut Flynt’s mouth with a roll of tape, a scene I think we can all agree was demeaning to everyone involved. Flynt, ever the Kentucky country boy, played possum until the tape was finally removed, and then he tore again into the judge, who by this point had reached his limit and brought the gavel down.

“I’m sentencing you to six months in a federal psychiatric prison. Now get out of my courtroom!”

“Mutherfucker, is that the best you can do?”

“No! I’m making that twelve months!”

“Listen, mutherfucker, is that the best you can do?”

“Fifteen months!”

It wasn’t quite as uplifting a courtroom experience as the Scopes Monkey Trial, but it wasn’t bad. Calling the Supreme Court “eight assholes and a token cunt” and the ensuing brouhaha during the Keeton v. Hustler trial were just infantile lunacy, but this was a legit case defending the rights of journalists, and hopped-up, showboating, and mentally ill or not, this was Flynt fighting the good fight. He ended up serving six months in two different federal facilities, hard time for a man in a wheelchair. Despite his transgressions of the past, he should have been canonized on the spot as a patron saint of investigative journalists for never giving up his source. But men who traffic in dirty pictures never are.

Meanwhile, in an office in Tennessee, Jerry Falwell was dazed and confused to the point of apoplexy when he got a good look at the Hustler Campari ad parody. When he came to his senses, he sued the bejeezus out of Flynt.

Falwell was no fool—whether he was as distressed as he claimed to be is anyone’s guess, but I’m betting he wasn’t. You have to wear  a pretty thick hide to be a soldier in God’s army. But, using the pornographer as a foil, Falwell was able to keep himself front and center before his congregation and the Republican Party. Thank you, Hustler, thank you, Larry Flynt, and thank you, Lord.

It took five years for the case to unspool in various appeals courts and finally get to Flynt’s usual joint, the Supreme Court of the United States—a journey that saw Flynt, still drugged to the teeth and in a state of high mania, give a legendary doozy of a deposition to Falwell’s attorney, Roy Grutman,103 wherein Flynt claimed to have pictures of Falwell fucking a sheep, tried to fire his own lawyer, who was doing his goddamedest to protect Flynt, and told Grutman that there was “something I’d like to do right now: take a shit right on top of your head.”

In other news, while Falwell and Flynt did their dance, Falwell’s multimillionaire televangelizing colleagues Reverend Jim Bakker and Reverend Jimmy Swaggart were being splattered across the headlines and in the pages of porn magazines seemingly willy-nilly—although in those cases, they weren’t the victims of ridicule, they were the victims of their own hypocritical vices, which had gotten them caught with their paws in the cookie jar.

Reverend Bakker’s sexual congress with twenty-one-year-old church secretary Jessica Hahn—she claimed he drugged and raped her—cost him his television ministry. He would eventually wind up in jail for stealing millions of dollars in church donations, and she would wind up in the September 1988 Playboy centerfold, dolled up to look like some sort of contemporary heavy-metal queen who belonged in a rock video, the square’s version of satanic imagery. It wasn’t really very interesting.

The photo shoot of Jimmy Swaggart’s concubine in the July 1988 Penthouse was another story. Swaggart was caught by a private detective hired by yet another televangelist who couldn’t keep his dick in his  pants, Marvin Gorman, whom Swaggart had exposed as having several extramarital affairs and who then caught Swaggart in his own hypocrisy. It was complex, but the immediate outcome was that Swaggart spent a lot of time on television, crying and begging for forgiveness, and his hooker starred in just about the nastiest spread in the history of adult reportage.

Swaggart was snagged with Debra Murphree, a Louisiana streetwalker who charged thirty bucks for a blow job, and let me tell you, there’s nothing like a self-aware prostitute to show you how it really is. There she was in Penthouse, spreading her pussy in a cheap hotel room, masturbating with a dildo, pulling her panties up between her labia, reenacting everything Swaggart had demanded she do while he jerked off. “The only time he ever gave me more than twenty dollars was when he came back the same day; he’d give me another twenty,” she said. “When I first met him, he offered ten dollars to jack off . . . I said no, I won’t do nothing under twenty dollars.”

It went on and on, in grainy black-and-white photography, Swaggart’s hooker giving a tour of their affair. There were pictures of the outside of the motel—No Refunds After Fifteen Minutes—and the inside, with Murphree bent over doggie-style under an exposed lightbulb. “He was very easy,” she said—“a few pumps and that was it.” This was what a millionaire preacher had lost everything for? This sex stuff sure was powerful. No wonder they all tried to hate it.

The Penthouse story was a masterpiece of sleaze and investigative journalism, the single best exposé on a lowlife hypocrite like Swaggart, the absolute acme of the art, and just plain fucking filthy. It was so dirty and so real, even the Screw staff was in awe. “We were all kind of congregated in the hall, looking at it. We bought a bunch of copies—it was a big hit in our office,” remembers Screw art director Kevin Hein. “It was exactly what needed to be done.”

Aside from selling a few magazines, all of this lurid fervor served to empower Reverend Falwell, who once again got to claim the moral high ground. Unfortunately for Falwell, however, the Supreme Court justices didn’t let Flynt’s record of outbursts in front of them influence their decision regarding the Campari ad, and they found for the defendant, making the emphatic decision that the satire and ridicule  of public personae were protected speech. For comedians, journalists, professional shit-slingers, cartoonists, writers, and artists of every stripe, it was a major First Amendment victory.

“The fact that society may find speech offensive is not sufficient reason for suppressing it,” wrote Chief Justice Rehnquist in a unanimous decision. “For it is a central tenet of the First Amendment that the government must remain neutral in the marketplace of ideas.”

 

 

ALTHEA FLYNT DIED in 1987. She was thirty-three years old. Flynt had seen it coming, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Althea, in charge of running the magazine after Flynt was shot, was lost. She was thin, not so elegantly wasted, and, with her hair chopped and dyed and sporting ear and lip piercings connected by a thin chain—the outer reaches of punk fashion—hard to recognize as the beautiful young woman who had been Flynt’s constant companion and Hustler’s first life-size centerfold pullout.

Together they had been living the life of a couple of rich junkies. Flynt had had one successful surgery using a new laser technique that had helped him alleviate some pain, but he still had a way to go and was still staying high to ease the suffering. A few months after Althea died, Flynt received another operation, and finally, in 1994, a third one, which allowed him to get off the dope for good, but it was a messy ride. Althea, however, was a full-fledged junkie, into it because she was into it, with no intention of stopping. It hurt to watch, and Flynt encouraged her to get help. But to quit drugs, you have to want to quit, and Althea wasn’t interested—Flynt would take her to a rehab center and she would beat him home.

She had been diagnosed with AIDS in 1983, supposedly from a blood transfusion during a hysterectomy. She considered it a death sentence and didn’t let up with her habit; in fact, she used it as an excuse for more excess and became a regular on Hollywood’s most depraved drug circuit. At home, Flynt found her numerous times passed out on the floor with a needle hanging out of her arm. By the time she was found dead in the bathtub in their Bel Air mansion, she was quite sick and probably would have been dead soon anyway.

Larry and Althea had been together for sixteen years. Larry would remarry eleven years after her death, but he still calls Althea his soul mate.

 

 

TOWARD THE END of the decade, the default state for print pornographers was to run around like Chicken Littles jacked up on speed, because the new popularity and easy accessibility of video porn meant sure apocalypse for dirty magazines. The implications were staggering—you could now pleasure yourself with one hand while hitting fast forward with the other, all while spilling popcorn and swigging beer. If that’s what turned you on.

But it didn’t happen—that is, the men’s magazine industry didn’t fold under the weight of the porn lover’s new paradise, the VHS player, and the deluxe contour chair. In fact, the onslaught of new porn movies opened an unexpected angle on the entire racket.

The received wisdom has always been that the video revolution killed the old guard of sex mags, but the numbers prove otherwise: In 1986, seventy-five million porn vids were rented. In 1996, the number exploded to 665 million. But at the same time almost one thousand new sex magazines of varying degrees of subtlety and slime oozed onto the newsstands—they kept coming even after the Meese Report and the 7-Eleven debacle. By far the number-one category of new titles throughout the late ’80s and ’90s was “men’s sophisticates,” making up about 15 percent of all new titles, besting even sports and celebrities, which, along with food and home decorating, would take over the next decade.

By the late 1980s there were video rental shops in every neighborhood, with heavily trafficked back rooms chockablock with pornos. And with the technology and accessibility came a galaxy of fresh, manufactured sex stars—Hyapatia Lee, Christy Canyon, Ginger Lynn, Amber Lynn, Tori Welles, Kylie Ireland, Heather Hunter, Keisha, Aja, Nina Hartley, Madison, Shauna Grant, and on and on—and they all had their devoted fans. It was not unlike the old Hollywood star system, and whatever perceived hit the magazine industry took because of new options for autoerotic bliss, simultaneously a fresh demand had  opened to supply enthusiasts with news and pictures of their favorite girls, not to mention a new cottage industry dedicated to reviewing it all with a ferocity of detail usually reserved for financial reports.

The real problem was, to borrow a catchphrase, that with great power came great responsibility. There was no longer a barrier to entry into the dirty-magazine business, and anyone with a basic knowledge of how to slap a magazine together could, and seemingly did, spew forth low-rent perversions of the Playboy formula—High Society, Velvet, Swank, Genesis, Fox, Gallery, Gent, Club—many of which had started in the ’70s with some vague idealism and a minimum commitment to quality. But spoiled with the rights won in part by Goldstein, Flynt, and their friend the Joe DiMaggio of the First Amendment, porn publishers seemed to lose respect for their own product, and eventually, unforgivably, their customers as well. Print pornography had begun to eat itself.

Guccione successfully spun off a few stand-alone, regularly published titles from Penthouse: Variations, which focused on the “kinkier” side of Penthouse’s kayfabe letters; the digest-size Forum, an erotic “reader” with intellectual aspirations; and a separate magazine dedicated just to the letters themselves. Hefner was never able to successfully launch another title, and after Oui didn’t really try. Flynt launched Chic in 1976, something like his version of Oui, a more “international” take on men’s magazines, to chase the success of Penthouse, and even hired legendary art director Mike Salisbury (see footnote, page 41) and a phalanx of editors from outside the porn world to give Chic some credibility and quality far away from the realm of Hustler’s well-produced but decidedly in-the-gutter sleaze. Naturally, it failed. A quasi-classy mag from the House of Flynt was destined for the boneyard for the same reason no one wanted a two-door sports car from Volvo, or Bordeaux from the folks who made Budweiser: It was, as the doctors like to say, contraindicated.

Flynt was particularly Myron Fass–like in his ability to flood newsstands with product: Girls of Hustler, Hustler Humor, Nasty Sluts, Hot Couples, Busty, Best of Beaver Hunt, Hometown Girls, Backdoor Babes, etc., etc., not to mention the only porn mag I can think of named after a president of the United States, All Bush (“For Your Eyes Only—It’s  a Jungle Down There”). He also had some success with Taboo, which took fetish photography and a nascent ink-and-piercing culture to the newsstand, and Barely Legal, which vacillated from girls with teddy bears to the slightly more acceptable memes of Catholic schoolgirl uniforms and cheerleaders. All of these titles sold,104 but they were stealing sales from the mother ship, cannibalizing the flagship product as niche mags were diluting across-the-board mass-market porn—there were no longer just a handful of choices, there were dozens and dozens of magazines, aimed at every possibly whimsy, flooding the market.

It was a reality check for Hefner, who still clung to his fabulized role as a suave sophisticate and denied playing in the same gutter league as his peers. It begged the question: If unambiguously pornographic skin rags were cannibalizing you, then just maybe, possibly, was your magazine actually pornographic, too? Playboy Lingerie and College Girls may have lived close enough to Playboy’s sexy-but-safe side not to raise any eyebrows, but by the time it got around to publishing titles like Playboy’s Big Boobs there was little point in arguing that no matter how consistently good Playboy editorial was, at the end of the day Hefner was in the business of callow smut.

I liked my job putting out admittedly second-rate filth, and tried to feel the same joy and enthusiasm for every magazine I worked on as I felt when I first discovered the wonders of Playboy, Penthouse, Screw, and Hustler. But it was an uphill battle—ultimately, Ruderman and his goons at Drake never cared to foster a culture that rewarded or even encouraged creativity or innovation. They didn’t mind intelligence or talent, as long as it didn’t get in the way, but it was usually enough to puke up some greasy beaver shots and scribble a few lines of mindless girl copy to get the job done.

“Those guys were pseudo-mobster idiots,” says Dian Hanson, former editor of lauded newsstand fetish mags Leg Show and Juggs, whom New York magazine once described as “the most cerebral pornographer in America.”

“They humiliated their audience consistently. They were disgusted that they were assisting men to masturbate, that this was their job, to help guys jerk off. The contempt for the readership just amazed me.

“The guys at the top—Hefner, Guccione, and Flynt—they assumed that the readers were guys like themselves, and they made magazines that were modeled directly after their own worldview. They didn’t hold any contempt for their readers—they identified with them, where all these other publishers thought their readers were perverts, stupid, idiots, sickies—and they communicated this either overtly or covertly in their publications, and they made their readers feel ashamed of themselves.

“Hefner told me he thought that everyone who masturbated was deeply ashamed of masturbating, and so it was Playboy’s job to keep it ‘our little secret.’ What they didn’t realize is that a lot of their readers felt guilty because they really thought that no one else was masturbating to the pictures, that they were the only ones, that it was shameful.

“One of the first things I did with Leg Show was to acknowledge that it was for the purposes of masturbation, and that we were happy with that. It was a big part of the attitude. We said that what really turns us on is, Look at us and masturbate. That thrilled the readership.”

Self-knowledge without guilt is such a beautiful thing.

Hanson got her start in the business working at the summit of hardcore porn magazines, Puritan. She also did some time as an editor at Outlaw Biker and worked in a hospital—a gig that came with a lesson in compassion, which the majority of ’80s porn-slingers sorely lacked. Within the league of magazine editors I knew who were doing smut at the time, Hanson was the only star, and one of the few who even cared to reflect on what any of it actually meant. There were no new Hefners, Flynts, or Gucciones in the making—there was no need. Guys like Ruderman had no philosophy except to blind a lonely male public with wide-open beavers and bilk them for their dough, which was enough to keep him rolling in it. The porn biz had become oddly risk-free while simultaneously being risk-averse—loading up a magazine with the most viscous, impersonal pink shots was now considered “playing it safe.” But with the exception of Screw, which continued to cut and paste pictures of politicians and gay porn stars  into the default miasma of ass fucking as comic revenge, the largest glut of porn on the newsstand was politically anodyne. There was no sense of history, little in the way of wit and élan, and no industrial memory of battles fought—which actually seemed about right in the Reagan-Bush 1980s.

Falwell, Meese, Dworkin, et al. failed miserably in their war against pornography, as did Comstock and Keating105 and the rest of them. For one, obscenity trials had become just too hard to try—proving just what the hell “community standards” were as the line between illegal obscenity and protected speech got fuzzier and fuzzier was becoming damn near impossible. Ten years hence, when the entire country was hooked up to the Internet and had free porn at the push of a button—and, despite any coy denials to the contrary, was largely enjoying it—the entire concept would be rendered ludicrous.

The arguments of the politicians, preachers, and feminists wilted on the vine. No connection between sexually explicit material and violence would ever be made. It was a pig in a poke. At the end of the day, men wanted it and there was no shortage of women willing to give it to them.

“During all those years that I made men’s magazines, I read all the mail, and that showed me that men were romantic and vulnerable. Not only did men value love and want love as much as women,” Hanson says, “but they were capable of falling in love with women who were spreading their pussies in porn magazines.” Famously, she saw the possibilities of a fetish mag edging into the mainstream, and by listening to her readers and responding in kind, she pushed Leg Show’s circulation from 75,000 to 250,000 while moving it from a bimonthly to a monthly publication.

“Men were not looking down on these women,” Hanson explains. “They were not having cruel fantasies; they were fantasizing about running off with them. The Second Wave of feminism seemed to  paint women as delicate, fragile flowers who were constantly being attacked and assaulted, but pornography is completely powered by women. They volunteer to do this. You can say they are unhealthy, they are damaged, whatever, but they are eager to expose themselves. Pornographers do not have to go out and kidnap women and drag them off to a warehouse and force them at gunpoint to perform pornographic acts—even though some people like to claim, after they have been out of the business, that they feel ashamed of what they were up to.

“If you decide that a woman eagerly exposing herself is after degradation, then you can see degradation. But I would say that most of these women are getting a sense of ego fulfillment out of displaying themselves and seeing how crazy they can make men. I have heard women say over and over again that it was an empowering experience—that they had power and control over male sexuality. It is women who run the industry, who drive the industry, who make it possible. If women refused to perform in pornography, pornography would disappear.”







12

Dirty! Dirty! Dirty!

HOW DID WE get to a place where astronauts are no longer heroes?

When I was a kid, everything was about outer space. On my fifth birthday, just a few weeks after the first man landed on the moon, I had my picture taken in a blue NASA jumpsuit, wearing a space helmet. I also had a very cool and noisy toy ray gun that had little to do with the actual space program but spoke to the fantastical wars and battles that were bound to break out just as soon as we colonized the moon.

We ate space candy—sugar paste that came in a toothpaste tube, the same way the astronauts ate!—and when you filled up your car with gas, you got a souvenir glass with a picture of the Apollo 11 astronauts on it. These guys were bigger than the Mets, whose World Series win the same year the men landed on the moon is often compared to the parting of the Red Sea in the miracle department.

And it wasn’t just our Earth-based technology that we were all bonkers about—Chariots of the Gods, a hit book and movie, told the story of “ancient astronauts,” visitors from faraway galaxies who converted large fields in Mexico into airports for flying saucers, taught the Egyptians how to build pyramids, left gigantic stone sculptures on Easter Island, and launched a thousand Myron Fass titles.

Unfortunately, the technology that brought men to the moon hasn’t really changed all that much, not nearly as quickly as the  rocket science that keeps finding faster ways to send us naughty pictures.

Fifty years hence, the space program hasn’t gotten past the man-in-a-can technology we use to send bodies into outer space—basically, we strap ’em into a metal capsule at the top of a giant Roman candle and then light the fuse, which is why the jet-age test pilots weren’t so keen on getting on board. They had no control over the damn thing—mostly it was the lab coats at Mission Control pushing buttons and hoping for the best. And after the initial wow factor, it became pretty obvious that the new generation of reusable space shuttles were basically the station wagons of their day and handled like flying bricks, as anyone who has ever tried to land one of them will gladly tell you. Also, they had a nasty habit of blowing up.

Finally, in 2011, the program was scrapped, leaving the United States with no vehicle of its own to deliver astronauts to the International Space Station, and it was looking like the Americans were going to have to hitch a ride with the Russians. It was as if the space race had never happened. Even more disappointing, despite the best intentions of Captain Kirk, there is no record of anyone’s having had sex in outer space.

When it comes to delivery systems, however, pornographers have always been one step beyond.

From ancient Rome to Ben Franklin, Anthony Comstock, Richard Nixon, Charles Keating, Ed Meese, Andrea Dworkin, and Jerry Falwell, the one constant of this tale is that you cannot get between the people and their pornography. So powerful is the desire for smut that it has revolutionized the rest of everything we do.

The mainstream success of every new technology is driven by demand, and the demand for porn is particularly craven and strong. As previously discussed, no one understood the implications of the camera and the printing press, not to mention the invention of moving pictures, better than the intrepid filthmonger.

When we entered the electronic age, sex started flying, literally, at light speed. Pornography pushed pay-per-view cable television technology into every hotel room in the world, a respite for the man on the road, and when home video became affordable, everyone held their collective  breath until the adult entertainment industry adopted VHS as its format—the kiss of death for the Sony Betamax, which for a second there looked like it was going to help televise the revolution. Previously, the Super 8 movie projector had been the predominant delivery system for the at-home porn enthusiast, back when a bachelor party was a few stag reels, some cigars, and a stripper jumping out of a cake.

When “personal computers” started to catch on, it was sex that drove the short-lived CD-ROM business. And when the Internet came to a computer near you, sex drove bulletin boards and all sorts of new messaging systems that put like-minded enthusiasts in touch with each other—a predecessor to the social-media phenom and a happy marriage of man’s two favorite pastimes: sex and gadgetry.

Pornographers were masters of online commerce—before anyone was buying books or shoes online, and long before the New York Times figured out a way to charge for content, millions of autoeroticists were giving up their credit cards to get the goods without having to drive to the edge of town and risk being seen at Ye Olde Adult Trading Post. Streaming content was the next step, of course. After all, isn’t this why God gave us laptops? So we could finally look at porn movies in the bathroom? Someday when “talkies” become “feelies,” you can bet that a smarty-pants smut peddler will be behind it.

But the bad came with the good—porn drove the development of a robust World Wide Web, and along with the instant gratification came spam, spyware, pop-ups, malware, and the rest of the Internet bugaboos that are the bane of online existence. Worse, even, while the porn industry pushed the art and science of magnetic tape and digital distribution forward, it also began churning out tons of cheap content perfectly suited for the new medium and instant aesthetic, creating a new wave of cinema—namely, cut-rate “amateur” smut whose only production value would be married to the relative disagreeability of the industrial linens and easy-to-clean wallpaper of whatever motel happened to serve as the soundstage. It was, as always, a slippery slope, and cheap pornos became more and more venal as quantity quickly replaced quality in the X-rated home entertainment business, obviating the need for the contrivances of genuine erotica. In other words, thanks to affordable technology, everything turned to crap.

I know a lot of people like the amateur stuff—they can relate to Joe Shmoe and his perfectly adequate tomato, and therein lies the turn-on—but that ain’t my bag. I want my porn stars to look like porn stars. I want them to have impossibly big, come-hither hair—that is, if hair can actually be come-hither—and spiky heels that only a top-shelf call girl or a highly trained aerialist could possibly navigate. They must be wearing sheer stockings at all times—nude, white, black, whatever, preferably with seams and Cuban heels—and be fluent in all types of provocative lingerie and accessories, from lacy camisoles and satin kimonos to vinyl Catwoman masks and electric whips. The correct earrings are essential—big, whorish hoops or dripping diamonds are good. And did I mention blue eye shadow? Very important. Also, Satan’s house brand of eyeliner and lip gloss. What’s more, female genitalia must be flawless, perfectly pink and inviting, and never look like too much action has passed through the holy gates, with neither too much hair nor too little, because (a) I am not someone who secretly wants to be with inappropriately young boys or girls, and (b) I am not a provincial college kid who lives in fear of pubic hair because all he knows of sex came after the awful trend of shaving everything, which came after the awful trend of airbrushing everything, and for whom hairless is the only reality—no matter how antiseptic, manufactured, and antihuman—that he is comfortable with.

Hands are important. Porn stars must never have pudgy fingers or chewed nails. Ankles must be slender and smooth; toes must look like candy. And all this coming from a short, hirsute Jew with webbed toes? This is why God gave me the power of imagination. I know that I said before that I was a “natural man,” and so what? Like everyone else in this book, I am rife with contradictions.

It’s all an illusion anyway—I know the doll on the screen in vinyl and heels isn’t a real nurse, the same way I know there is no such thing as Jurassic Park. It doesn’t matter. But I’m also looking for a sparkle of preternatural intelligence—my porn queen is no bimbo; she holds secret knowledge. And please, no dollies who look as if they’ve just been inflated and scrubbed clean—after all, what is porn without a little edge? I have no unrealistic expectations about my own sex life on Earth, but I want my pornography to be, literally, fantastic.

Free Internet porn looks cheap, because it is. By its very definition, if something is given away, it has no value. And yet the Internet porn industry continues to prosper. Want to know why? Because people who watch free pornography on their computers weren’t the people who were spending money on it in the first place, and those who did continue to do so by subscribing to websites that offer far more quality, depth, choice, weirdness, perversity, star power, and pure sexual whizz-bang than you’ll ever find on anything that’s handed to you gratis. If you want to see the dream women, if you don’t want to spend more time trolling for something that floats your boat than you do actually floating it, you have to pay the premium. The rest is just a tease—as all good drug dealers know, the first taste is always on the house.

 

 

IF PAMELA ANDERSON did not exist, Playboy would have had to create her. She was doubtless the preeminent sex symbol of the 1990s, the biggest bombshell since Marilyn, riding a perfect storm of pulchritude, TV exposure, Playmate notoriety, and incredibly bad taste in men—including her first husband, Mötley Crüe’s wife-beating drummer, Tommy Lee, whom she married only three days after meeting him and made a sex tape with, and later the clownish Poison singer Bret Michaels—that earned her more notoriety than any silly jiggle show or centerfold ever could by herself. Throughout the ’80s she probably did more for Playboy than Playboy did for her, appearing on the cover a record eleven times.

Pam first appeared as a cover girl in 1989 and was named Playmate of the Year in 1990, the heir to the title held most recently by the new Mrs. Hefner. Soon after, she began her gig on the television show Baywatch, notable for its remarkable use of boobs and slow motion and about to become one of the most watched programs on the girl-watching planet.

Since then she has been a ubiquitous poster girl and perennial star of B-movies, forgettable heavy-metal videos, and TV shows of varying interest. Most notably, she had a shot as guest host for Saturday Night Live in 1997, and later was the guest of honor in an astonishingly filthy  Comedy Central Roast, where she sat and took abuse from a phalanx of semiluminary comedians to earn money for her pet cause, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. Thanks to that and her perfectly played role in Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan, it can never be said that Playmates, as a race, are without humor.

Anna Nicole Smith, Playmate of the Year in 1993, became the next-biggest house-manufactured celeb, spinning her turn as a Playmate into a modeling career before marrying a millionaire octogenarian (whose last will and testament would soon become the main topic of conversation) and becoming a reality-show star and scandal-sheet darling as she danced through paternity suits and druggy personal appearances of increasingly lurid appeal. Like her role model, Marilyn Monroe, she was dead before she was forty. Jenny McCarthy, who followed Anna Nicole as 1994’s Playmate of the Year, also broke into the mainstream as few others had. Starting with a gig on MTV that earned her the cover of Rolling Stone, she has been in dozens of films and TV shows and has authored numerous books inspired largely by her autistic son.

Top writers and illustrators continued to punctuate the magazines, and the next wave of centerfolds was, if anything, more noteworthy than the last for including a smashing spate of celebrity talent: Kim Basinger, Drew Barrymore, Belinda Carlisle, and La Toya Jackson among them, not to mention drop-dead female athletes—most famously the truly inspired choice of East German Olympic skating champ Katarina Witt, whose centerfold may have been the last great dividend paid from the spoils of winning the Cold War.

Incredibly, a handful of women who were definitely over the hill by typical Hefner standards scored big points in the ’80s, including the ever astonishing ’70s sex star Farrah Fawcett, who rode the centerfold in December 1995 when she was fifty years old (and was back for an encore two years later), and Nancy Sinatra, once known for her white go-go boots and miniskirts, who looked dynamite in May 1995 at the MILF-plus age of fifty-four. Ben Franklin would have been ecstatic.

But pictures of a sixtysomething-year-old man in what looked like a bathrobe pushing kids on a swing was sad in the same way that the last leaves of autumn are sad—they spoke of the coming winter.

There was little joy in Mudville. Hef was set in his ways, reclusive and married to a lifestyle whose greatest thrill—now that he had forsaken polyamory for a wife—was apparently playing board games with his contemporaries. He was drunk on the optimism of poststroke recovery if he thought a woman ten years younger than his daughter would be happy living in his clubhouse on a short leash.

I’m no ageist—if a relic like Hef can score a doll like Conrad, God bless him. But the creepiness was setting in like permafrost. It didn’t help that displays of public affection between Hef and his young wife came more often than not as a kiss on the forehead from the old man, seemingly more a benediction from father to daughter than intimacy between lovers.

The public breakup came in ’98, when Conrad stood up her husband at his annual New Year’s Eve party. But by that time it was common knowledge around the mansion that she had been having an affair with at least one staff member.

By the time they had their second son, in 1991, the bloom of all that togetherness jazz had gone the way of the big bands. Conrad and the two boys were exiled to the mini-mansion guesthouse behind the main mansion,106 and Hef was back to being a bachelor—but by then the world had done gone and changed.

Bill Clinton—the first president to have actually grown up with Playboy107—had rolled into the White House largely on the back of Reagan’s failed economic hoodoo. Reagan’s immediate successor, George Bush the elder, lived with the bluster (mostly bullshit) of winning the Cold War but was left with an enormous deficit, skyrocketing unemployment, and a very real recession. Bush was written off, and Reagan’s legacy faded in the short term as a young, almost  Kennedy-esque Clinton took the helm. For a few seconds the culture wars would abate, thanks in part to the Christian Right’s losing its ties to the White House and the dissolution of the Moral Majority, which had pretty much run out of gas, but it would not be long before, once again, sex would become the national topic.

 

 

BILL CLINTON COULD not possibly have imagined that a few fumbling blow jobs from a rich Jewish girl would grind the U.S. government to a halt. Nor could he have seen himself becoming the basis for a staggering piece of U.S. government–produced pornography, but then again, he didn’t think he would get caught, either.

Ken Starr was the independent counsel named to investigate the death of Clinton deputy White House counsel Vince Foster. (Jerry Falwell was among the lunatic fringe on the right who accused Clinton of being part of a conspiracy to murder Foster and others, as well as of being involved in a cocaine-smuggling operation.) During the investigation into Foster’s death—officially ruled a suicide—and of a real-estate deal gone bad that the Clintons were involved in (does anyone remember Whitewater?), Starr expanded his investigation to explore accusations of Clinton’s adulterous, philandering ways, most specifically with his zaftig intern Monica Lewinsky, who was twenty-two years old at the time.

In its meticulous attention to detail, Starr’s report fell somewhere between Kinsey and the launch plans for Apollo 11. It was zealous—some would say obsessive—in delivering the blow-by-blow. Critics blasted it for being more than a bit greasy in its descriptions of repeated trysts, when a less unctuous version would have served just as well. Details of inserting a cigar into the vagina of the intern, for instance, made for captivating reading, but aside from embarrassing the president and his office, what really was the point?

Clinton was guilty, at least, of sleazy behavior. He took advantage of a young woman. But I am reasonably sure the gory details were not the business of the American people, and the affair certainly did not merit a multimillion-dollar investigation. And no shit, when you pressed the guy, of course he was going to lie. I mean, seriously, if  you were going to lie about one thing in your life, it would have to be cheating on your wife with the cute but chubby intern. So it seemed a little unfair to brace the guy with accusations of an out-of-bounds blow job and then pop him the very second he tried to deny it. Anyway, that was between Clinton and his wife (and the intern) and whatever corkscrew arrangement they had to keep up personal appearances while the commander in chief got his whacker waxed.

The kooky part was that the left wing, now playing defense, was so confused by the Republican onslaught to think that the hypocrisy of Clinton’s critics somehow absolved him of his crimes, whatever their relative severity. It was all a big mess. But then, the 1990s were a time of great moral ambiguity. Just take a look at the state of professional wrestling—you couldn’t even tell the good guys from the bad guys anymore! Everyone cheated. Everyone wanted to be a badass.

Political sex scandals were nothing new, nor would they abate, at least not until horny congressman realized that what happens on the Internet stays on the Internet, or, in other words, you can’t get the pee out of the pool, and today’s inappropriate email is going to be tomorrow’s lead story on Fox News. Also, unless you wanted to be outed tout de suite, the men’s room at the Minneapolis airport was probably not the best place to go cruising for rough trade.

But there is no denying that the Starr Report is a ribald classic, so purple in its prose that D. H. Lawrence would have shit the bed had he had the opportunity to read it, online or otherwise. It delivered the president’s penis straight into the faces of the American public. No detail was too lurid, no presidential petting too piddling. Here, a few highlights, made possible by a grant from the American taxpayer.

November 15 Sexual Encounter

 

According to Ms. Lewinsky, she and the President kissed. She unbuttoned her jacket; either she unhooked her bra or he lifted her bra up; and he touched her breasts with his hands and mouth. Ms. Lewinsky testified: “He put his hand down my pants and stimulated me manually in the genital area.” While the President continued talking on the phone (Ms. Lewinsky understood that the caller was a Member of Congress or a  Senator), she performed oral sex on him. He finished his call, and, a moment later, told Ms. Lewinsky to stop. In her recollection: “I told him that I wanted . . . to complete that. And he said . . . that he needed to wait until he trusted me more.”

 

 

November 17 Sexual Encounter

 

While the President was on the telephone, according to Ms. Lewinsky, “he unzipped his pants and exposed himself,” and she performed oral sex. Again, he stopped her before he ejaculated.108

 

 

December 31 Sexual Encounter

 

According to Ms. Lewinsky, they moved to the study. “And then . . . we were kissing and he lifted my sweater and exposed my breasts and was fondling them with his hands and with his mouth.” She performed oral sex. Once again, he stopped her before he ejaculated because, Ms. Lewinsky testified, “he didn’t know me well enough or he didn’t trust me yet.”109

 

 

January 7 Sexual Encounter

 

The President “was talking about performing oral sex on me,” according to Ms. Lewinsky. But she stopped him because she was menstruating and he did not. Ms. Lewinsky did perform oral sex on him. Afterward, she and the President moved to the Oval Office and talked. According to Ms. Lewinsky: “He was chewing on a cigar. And then he had the cigar in his hand and he was kind of looking at the cigar in . . . sort of a naughty way. And so . . . I looked at the cigar and I looked at him and I said, we can do that, too, some time.”

January 21 Sexual Encounter

 

According to Ms. Lewinsky, she questioned the President about his interest in her. “I asked him why he doesn’t ask me any questions about myself, and . . . is this just about sex . . . or do you have some interest in trying to get to know me as a person?” The President laughed . . . According to Ms. Lewinsky, the President “unzipped his pants and sort of exposed himself,” and she performed oral sex.

 

 

February 28 Sexual Encounter

 

When Ms. Lewinsky next took the navy blue Gap dress from her closet to wear it, she noticed stains near one hip and on the chest. FBI Laboratory tests revealed that the stains are the President’s semen.

 

 

March 29 Sexual Encounter

 

“This was another one of those occasions when I was babbling on about something, and he just kissed me, kind of to shut me up, I think.” The President unbuttoned her blouse and touched her breasts without removing her bra. “He went to go put his hand down my pants, and then I unzipped them because it was easier. And I didn’t have any panties on. And so he manually stimulated me.” According to Ms. Lewinsky, “I wanted him to touch my genitals with his genitals,” and he did so, lightly and without penetration. Then Ms. Lewinsky performed oral sex on him, again until he ejaculated.110

March 31 Sexual Encounter

 

At one point, the President inserted a cigar into Ms. Lewinsky’s vagina, then put the cigar in his mouth and said: “It tastes good.”



It was irresistible. It was the commander in chief of the UnitedStates of America, the leader of the free world, for chrissakes. Everyone had already known that Clinton was a pathological horndog; in fact, his inability to keep his wick in his shorts was a windfall for Playboy and Penthouse, which had already run spreads on his alleged paramours, but no less so for Clinton’s political enemies, who smelled blood in the water. Naturally, the biggest fans of the report were the same ones who otherwise spent their legislative time on Luddite moral agendas, trying to stop the flow of sex on the Internet (and we saw how successful they were). Perhaps it wasn’t so odd that this was the same lot who demanded that the report be made available for citizens of all ages, but especially the next wave of new voters, namely high-school students for whom “Scenes from the Oval Orifice” would be a cautionary tale of Democratic priapism.

The entire affair dragged anyone within sniffing distance straight into the gutter. Which was just fine for Larry Flynt, who, like Al Goldstein, was a man who never met a gutter he didn’t like. Outraged at the piety and puffery, Flynt offered a million-dollar reward for anyone who could prove “an adulterous sexual encounter with a current member of the United States Congress or a high-ranking government official” or provide information leading to the takedown of any hypocritical politician currently screaming for the president’s head, and you can bet the phone started ringing.

The first candidate for the Flynt treatment was Bob Barr, a congressman from Georgia and one of the most virulent anti-Clinton Republicans in the House of Representatives, who was screaming to see the president’s head on a stick for his lapse in morality. Barr, an equally virulent abortion foe, it turned out, had paid for an abortion for his third wife, with whom he had been sleeping while still married to his second. It did not help his reputation that pictures of him licking whipped cream off a woman at a party surfaced, but somehow he survived and kept his job.

Henry Hyde, the former chairman of the Meese Commission who was now leading the charge to indict the president in the House, took it on the chin when he was forced to confess that he had had an extramarital affair, which resulted in a divorce for the woman with whom he had been sleeping. The cuckolded husband, furious at the congressman’s sanctimony during the hearings, railed to the press, “this hypocrite broke up my family.” But Hyde managed to keep his job, too.

Bob Livingston, a congressman from Louisiana, wasn’t so lucky.

Livingston was big game, a bona fide trophy—he was going to be the next speaker of the House, but he resigned abruptly when Flynt hinted at having evidence of the congressman’s extramarital affair. Whether Flynt did or not is a matter of speculation—the future speaker copped to his sins before Hustler ever had a chance to out him. “Livingston called me a bottom feeder,” Flynt laughed. “I said, sure, but when I got to the bottom, look what I found!” Even the politically correct liberals who hated Flynt had to applaud him for that play.

I followed the saga of Bill and Monica in my favorite hysterical local tabloid, Rupert Murdoch’s New York Post, an ultraconservative, self-described family newspaper that saw no conflict in decrying the sexual turpitude of the nation in its op-eds while simultaneously peppering its gossip pages with explicit, ooh la la stories of movie-star sexcapades and R-rated double entendres—not to mention the absurdity of ceaselessly petitioning to lock up scofflaw hippie bicyclists while simultaneously glamorizing convicted mobsters (especially John Gotti, for whom the paper’s hard-on was large). Eventually, even as the Post’s frontline sourpuss, the strongly antigay columnist Andrea “The Woman Who Is Always Wrong” Peyser, screamed at the rain about the moral decay of teenagers and the softcore smut on MTV, it began running a weekly sex-advice column (featuring, for example, tips on buying a vibrator, when to reciprocate oral sex, how to get your roommate into a threesome, how long must you date before it is okay to fart in bed, etc.), penned by the hooker111 busted for cavorting with disgraced New York governor Eliot Spitzer. It was a dizzying worldview, to say the least.

But every day, I got to look forward to a new story about Bill Clinton’s dick, each harder than the last, and all while the Post pitched a hissy fit about the same thing it was trading on—an oversexed culture in which it was entirely complicit. It is just my favorite example of the most tawdry sort of news being eaten up, spit out, and sold for a profit by the people who feigned outrage over same. With the help of the vast right-wing conspiracy, the porning of America was finally complete.

 

 

BY THE TIME Penthouse dropped its thirtieth-anniversary issue, in 1999, one year after the Starr Report, it had become an explosion of high-quality, hardcore pornography, the logical extension not only of what Bob Guccione had been inching toward since he first peeled back the female flower, but also of what Puritan had promised the future of newsstand sex would be—page after page of penetration in all of its varieties, gloriously photographed, complete with dripping ejaculate; grainy black-and-white photography that did its best to turn fist fucking into high art; and what would ultimately be Guccione’s final undoing: an unapologetic fetish for pissing, celebrated in the same glowing terms usually reserved for that breed of Olympic champion who has overcome a great disability to win the gold. Never mind the missteps of the past—who would have thought that elevating the erotic possibilities of female urination to a cause célèbre could save a sinking magazine? The general consensus among those of us who watched such trends, I recall, was that Gooch had finally lost his mind.

It had been a brutal decade. Penthouse had been devastated by the 7-Eleven shitstorm, far more than Playboy, which it outsold on the newsstand nearly four to one. Ditto the opening up of the Internet as the new frontier for masturbation fodder. Everyone was hurt by the rise of cyberporn, but Penthouse had been the ones pushing hardcore on the newstand and the new paradigm of anything goes took a hard bite out of their extreme angle on commodifying smut, more so than Playboy which erotically was already past its use-by date but still the iconic American sex rag.

Penthouse was gasping financially. Caligula, the energy scheme, the casino, and vast mismanagement had all taken their toll, and now it was getting creamed in the marketplace. And a 1995 attempt to enlist a serial murderer, the mail-bombing terrorist known as the Unabomber, to write a column was simply misguided.

The Unabomber—who had already sent sixteen mail bombs targeting, among others, a science professor, a publicist who worked for an oil company, military personnel, and a computer store clerk, injuring twenty-three people and killing three—was demanding that if the New York Times or the Washington Post printed his fifty-thousand-word antitechnology manifesto, he would stop the violence. Guccione offered to run the screed and to hire the Unabomber as a Penthouse contributor, the scruples of doing business with a murderer notwithstanding. (Guccione protested to Charlie Rose that it was on the up-and-up because “the United States negotiates with terrorists all the time.”) The Unabomber wrote to Penthouse, saying, sure, but since you are only an entertainment magazine and not a serious news venue, I reserve the right to kill one more person. To which Guccione responded in print that he was “miffed” at the terrorist’s decision. It may have earned a bucketload of publicity, but when it came to a pornographer’s trying to raise his public profile, inviting a domestic terrorist to become his star columnist and then getting hissy when he turned him down probably wasn’t the best way to go about it.

At home, things could not get much worse. In 1995, Kathy Keeton was diagnosed with stage IV breast cancer. Refusing traditional treatment, she took hydrazine sulfate, which Penthouse had hyped as a miracle cure. Penthouse editorial had always taken aim at the medical establishment—it had run repeated stories challenging the American Medical Association and calling out the FDA as a fraud, under such incendiary headers as “Uncle Sam’s Continuing Medical Genocide.” Later, Penthouse would run very important and underreported stories on Gulf War syndrome and the impact of untested anthrax and nerve-gas vaccines on soldiers. But hydrazine sulfate had never been proven to cure anything, or have any effect at all on cancer. Keeton died on September 19, 1997, at the age of fifty-eight. At the time, she was shopping a book called Six Weeks to Live: How I Defied the Odds with a $3-a-Week Cancer Treatment.

“Kathy died, probably, earlier than she would have because she followed the advice of one of these guys,” says Peter Bloch. “She probably would have stayed alive longer if she had chemo, which she refused. I don’t know. But I do know this stuff was snake oil.

“I would say to Bob, ‘When we run things attacking the medical establishment that’s great; I’m all for that.’ I’d say that my problem is when we start promoting these hustlers, because he was a sucker for that stuff. One of the first meetings I had with him, when I kind of got to know him, I said—and this is back in the Nixon years—I said, ‘You know, Nixon just fired H. R. Haldeman. You should hire him.’ He asked me why he would want to hire Haldeman. I said, ‘Because he would keep a lot of these people away from you. These hustlers, these people who come in with snake oil remedies and the secrets of the Kennedy assassination.’ He said he didn’t want that, that you have to hear everything. I said I understood, but we just wasted five hours with some guy who was exposing who shot Kennedy, who was showing us all these secret documents. After he left Bob said, ‘What do you think?’ I said, ‘You see those documents? Those were Xeroxes from a newspaper. You can see the ads on the back.’ Very often their judgment was very bad. Especially when it came to judgment of people. They were both, in different ways, suckers for hustlers. It was a shame.”

“Kathy was a great love of my dad’s life,” Guccione, Jr., says. “We all know that. And they were very compatible.” Even though Bob would get married again—to April Warren, who had been friends with both him and Kathy—he never truly recovered from the loss. In respectful memoriam, Keeton remained on the Penthouse masthead as president and chief operating officer.

In 1998, Guccione was diagnosed with tongue cancer. He fought back, the same way he had fought for every inch of the newsstand. He was as tough as they came. But when it came to this battle, he took the advice of his doctors and got through it, diminished but with no less resolve. Creditors and the changing shape of the business were battering him, but he kept fighting.

The last big blow to the “men’s sophisticates” category was the new wave of “lads’ magazines,” most famously Maxim, which debuted in the United States in 1998. British publisher Felix Dennis, himself a  free-speech martyr—he had done time for offending the censors with his counterculture mag Oz in 1971—left the faux sophistication and politics behind, along with the naked girls, for an R-rated formula of scantily clad women, beer, sports, and frat-house humor. It was to reading what the free buffet at Billy’s Topless was to fine dining, but who needed Nietzsche when you could have the Knicks and McNuggets? Turn-of-the-century twenty-somethings had lost interest in their old man’s pretentious girlie magazines and wanted something mindless they could call their own, something that didn’t cast such an embarrassing light on the perpetually horny, young, single guy’s need for pornography. Maxim was an immediate success in the United States, trampling its closest competitors in the league.

Guccione’s response was to go in the exact opposite direction. Penthouse was already well on the road to hardcore, gingerly crossing the line one finger at a time, beginning in the late 1980s with various musings on the solo-female-who-doesn’t-think-anyone-is-watching trope, with bona fide digital penetration sneaking its way into the repertoire. Next came genital-to-genital and mouth-to-genital contact, which had always been big newsstand no-no’s. When the retailers didn’t buckle, Gooch continued to cross lines that no other newsstand magazine had dared to, not even Hustler, until he landed on the inevitable full-contact boy-girl and girl-girl romps. By the time Bill Clinton’s dalliance had become headline news, Penthouse, like a wolfman basking in the light of the full moon, had been fully transformed into a hardcore monster and was now bursting at the seams with art gallery–quality spreads that only a few years earlier would have landed him in the hoosegow. Nothing, it seemed, was taboo—dildos, facials, anal penetration, fisting, bondage, genital piercing, extreme humiliation, and what would become the signature riff of latter-day Penthouse: golden showers.

If anyone had been looking, the real turning point came five years earlier, in the twenty-fifth-anniversary issue, although one would have had to be mighty prescient to see it that way: an illustration of a woman in leather boots and bondage gear by the artist Sorayama, something like a down-market Vargas for the Heavy Metal magazine set. A glimmering stream of urine shot from betwixt her legs. Five years later, the  doors were blown off the barn once and for all, as Penthouse gleefully explained that thanks to that one drawing, “a little trickle became an unstoppable flood.”

Headed by a feature called “Pissing Off America,” the Penthouse brain trust sought to make the leap from paintings of women bathing, by Manet, Degas, and Seurat, to Picasso’s study of a urinating woman, La Pisseuse, to Guccione’s newest discovery, “America’s reigning piss queen,” the winner of a nationwide search, who was seen “demonstrating the enthusiasm, talent, and overarching ability that spurred Penthouse editors to select her as the finest female fountain of 1999.”

The pictorial was everything one could ever want, if one were into this sort of thing—women on their backs peeing in great arcing streams; women frolicking in nature, in nightclubs, and on yachts, peeing, peeing, peeing; women pissing into champagne glasses and into their lovers’ mouth . . . and, of course, what pictorial would be complete without a woman letting go of her bladder with a dildo stuck in her ass? “My technique,” the piss queen offered: “I just take in a lot of liquid . . . beer’s my choice.”

“It was erotic and it was hot,” declared Penthouse, and continued with the program, issue after issue. The American reading public did not agree. Circulation flagged, dropping to about four hundred thousand. As Yogi Berra might have said, “If people don’t want to buy your filthy porn rag, you can’t stop ’em.”

By 2003, Penthouse was bankrupt and up for sale. Guccione had sold his prize possession, his art collection, which had been highly leveraged to keep the magazine in business. By 2006, creditors had foreclosed on the house and it, too, was for sale.

“At the end, Penthouse was purely pornographic,” recalls Bob Guccione, Jr. “I think that was sort of a sad ending to his time.”

Peter Bloch, whose authority stopped literally at the water’s edge, says, “When I started, Penthouse and Cosmo were the hottest magazines on campus, as far as sales. By the 1990s, if you carried Penthouse on a campus you could probably get arrested or, you know, cited for harassment, just for having it.

“I went to talk to Bob in the early 1990s when he started this. I said,  ‘College kids like sex. They’re really into sex. But this stuff is really turning them off. They are grossed out by this stuff. We’re turning off the younger readers that we have.’ But when the circulation started going down, he saw that as the way he had to go—really hardcore, and charging extra money for the magazine. I don’t know whether that could have saved it—he drove off his main readers and made it into a very niche magazine. But even at that point the magazine itself was probably making money. At that point we had a circulation of about a million, and he was charging nine or ten dollars on the newsstand, so that’s not terrible. But the thing was, he borrowed all this money, he owed all this money, the house was expensive . . . he only listened to himself, and that was his undoing. He lost everything.”

After Larry Flynt’s team of accountants112 took a good look at the books, Penthouse was bought by a group of investors headed by Marc Bell, who later bought FriendFinder Networks, a massive Internet holding company made up of numerous social media, sex, and dating sites, and folded the Penthouse brand into the new acquisition. For a while Bell floated Mr. Guccione and talked about keeping him on and making the payments on the house, but eventually, it bounced him unceremoniously. During Guccione’s run, Penthouse had earned an estimated $4 billion plus; Forbes had once declared his own net worth to be $400 million. It was at least as big a fall as that of Caligula himself; Guccione was now worse off than he had been when he was scrapping around Rome, drawing caricatures of tourists, forty years earlier.

In 2009, Bob Guccione was diagnosed with lung cancer. Reclusive as he was, rumors circulated that he was destitute in a trailer park in Florida, or living anonymously in a New Jersey suburb. But he was busy dying in a hospice in Texas with his new wife and at least some of his children at his side, including Bob, Jr.

“He’d lost his empire, and he was lying in his bed, in and out of discomfort,” says the younger Bob. “He wanted to get out of the hospital  to get back to painting. It didn’t look like he was going to live after a certain point. We knew he wasn’t. I think certainly he knew he wasn’t. But that’s what he wanted to get back to. And he was sanguine about it.

“He was crushed when he lost the company. He didn’t understand it. Some of it isn’t understandable. Some of it is very understandable—he made some bad business decisions. He held on to an aesthetic for too long.

“I said then, what if he had it all? If he had all the money, never lost a dollar of it, what would it do for him now? What he wants now is to hold the hands of his kids and his wife. And he was at peace with that. He recognized that was all that he wanted—the love of his family. I’m not saying he didn’t have regrets—of course he did. I’m sure he did, anyway. But really, what would an empire do for him now?”

Bob Guccione died on October 10, 2010. He was seventy-nine years old.

 

 

NEW YORK BEGAN a sanitizing transformation in the 1990s, thanks largely to Rudolph Giuliani, who, more than any other mayor (including Lindsay), fit the profile to be Al Goldstein’s archenemy. Giuliani, a former federal prosecutor turned despot mayor, was a sworn enemy of free speech. Never mind the accolades he later received for being around after the 9/11 terrorist attacks—because I promise you, all he did was be around, and then exploit the tragedy to pump up his own megalomaniacal rise—Giuliani was the kind of prick who could have partnered successfully in a three-legged race with Richard Nixon. Thirty-five individual First Amendment lawsuits—some kind of record—were brought against the city of New York and won by the same folks the mayor had tried so hard to silence, city workers, taxi drivers, marijuana advocates,113 and African Americans among them. So brazen was Giuliani’s effort to quash any opinion he did not like,  and so often did the cases end up in higher court after he petulantly appealed every decision lost on the local level, that a federal judge expressed outrage at having become a de facto arbiter for New York City, before venomously reeling off more than a dozen cases of Giuliani policy that were unambiguously unconstitutional.

As a prude, Giuliani was hard to beat. Perhaps he wasn’t as single-minded in his antisex stance as Charles Keating (I say this based solely on Giuliani’s very public adulterous affair, for which he seemed to have no misgivings, even as his wife and children were continually humiliated by his horny, teenage behavior), but he was just as officious when it came to imposing his will on the spirit of the people. Much has been written about his spectacularly failed attempts to close a show at the Brooklyn Museum of Art because of a painting that had offended his delicate sensibilities (as it turned out, he had never even seen the painting; someone had just told him about it), but it was his wholesale scrubbing of Times Square that earned him the ire of Manhattan’s old guard of preservationists.

At the end of the day, closing down the peep shows, movie theaters, and dirty bookstores in Times Square was never about morality; it was about chasing small businesses out of town so the Walt Disney Company could come in and turn what had been a paradise for lowbrow entertainment—and not just porn, but grindhouse goodies from every genre—into a tourist district with a Madame Tussaud’s and a half dozen indistinguishable chain restaurants, making it no different from any other crap tourist district in any other big city.

But that didn’t stop Giuliani from using the bully’s bullshit-rhetoric device of slamming anyone who questioned the legitimacy of his probity as being “pro-porn.” Even as the gentrification of Manhattan for the sake of terrified tourists appalled most of the natives, what elected official was going to risk being seen as embracing pornography and root-root-rooting for the peep shows? Losing Times Square’s naughty retailers and advertisers wasn’t as big a blow to Screw as losing 7-Eleven was to Penthouse, but the fact that this was going on while Rudy’s friends at the New York Post were bleating about the president’s blow job made it that much harder to swallow. Some people, apparently, got to sell sex; others, not so much.

Screw was also being chewed up by the Internet, but not in the give-me-your-hungry, give-me-your-tired, give-me-your-horny-and-cheap way that coaxed customers away from other print pornography—after all, it wasn’t like anyone was using Screw for inspiration. Mostly Screw was being killed by brothels that had figured out how to build cheap websites, obviating the need to advertise in Screw. Worse, the Yellow Pages was now taking ads for “escort services.” It was one thing to be put out of business by competing pornographers and sex peddlers who had the smarts to jump on the new medium, but the fucking phone book? That hurt.

And when the Village Voice—New York’s best-known and most widely circulated alternative weekly newspaper, which also took ads for escorts, rub-and-tug massage parlors, and the rest of New York’s demimonde of delights—became a free paper and took even more advertising away from Screw, it was pretty much all over but for the crying. Despite Al Goldstein’s perverse genius and Screw’s artistic, political, and literary merits, it was a success because it filled a niche. Once upon a time, it was the only place to find a cheap blow job from a woman who looked like a man dressed like a woman. Those days were over. Now you could find that pretty much anywhere.

Business dropped every week, but the truth is, Goldstein could have saved Screw, to some degree. Even though he had lost most of the ads, there was still a fringe element that wanted to be in the magazine—mostly chicks with dicks, but what the hell—and there was still a small but loyal fan base of readers who adored Goldstein’s elevated view of the world. But instead of making any good decisions, or any decisions at all, Goldstein fell back on the worst elements of his Jewish upbringing and his own bad mental health and chose just to complain while everything around him withered and died. Instead of trying to adapt and make a serious effort to move Screw to the Internet, where it could prosper, he simply blamed the new technology for all of his problems. His propensity for good-humored self-flagellation had crossed over into martyrdom—woe is me!—and such was his chemically imbalanced brain that his rage had turned into self-pity. It was as ugly as it was unpredictable.

Like Flynt, Goldstein was a diagnosed manic-depressive whose  worst enemy was often himself. While Screw was tanking, he teetered between bouts of reckless spending and firing editors, alternately fiddling carelessly while his business burned to the ground and exploding at anyone within firing distance. Pretty soon he was down to just a couple of editors and an art director chumming out a weakened version of Screw, overreliant on photos scammed from porn videos.

The worst of Goldstein’s rage was reserved for his son, Jordan, once upon a time the joy of his nonpornographic life. Goldstein was a doting Jewish father and sent his son to the best prep schools, treated him like a scion of royalty, and even yelled at Hugh Hefner when Hef wouldn’t let an adolescent Jordan come to the Playboy Mansion to put on a magic show, as Jewish boys so love to do. Jordan graduated college at the top of his class and went on to Harvard Law School, where he graduated with honors. When Jordan didn’t invite his dad to graduation, that’s when the heartache began.

When I say “heartache,” I mean full frontal assault—here came a barrage of Screw magazine stories and television rants about “that piece of shit, my son Jordan, who the fuck does he think paid for his education?” Goldstein declared him dead, going so far as to suggest where to send flowers. King Lear, Macbeth, Hamlet, Homer Simpson . . . these were all men who enjoyed less family dysfunction than Al Goldstein. The last episodes of Midnight Blue were addressed to Jordan personally. “All I do is talk about how proud I am of my son,” Goldstein laments, before launching the grenades: “You have no courage, no bravery, no fire in your bosom . . . you never worked a day in your life. You are a spoiled kike brat . . . Fuck you, my money got you to where you are . . . You punk, punk, punk . . . you are dead, you fag piece of shit . . . Fuck you, Jordan, fuck you . . .”

Some said Jordan was right—inviting his dad to graduation was fraught with liability. After all, Goldstein was a man who could piss off even the artists and writers who were the direct benefactors of his First Amendment victories—could you imagine four years of Harvard tanked because Dad made a crack to the dean about fucking a Supreme Court justice up the ass? Even Goldstein would have to have admitted that that was a distinct possibility. Nothing was ever easy with him.

Things got even worse with a much publicized trial for harassing  his secretary. Maybe because no one in the government could be bothered to bust him anymore, Goldstein began attacking smaller targets. He needed a fight to survive; he had always said so. He was proud of it. But these were not good battles. Unlike celebrities and politicians, who wisely ignored Goldstein and Screw, private citizens swung back, and Goldstein ended up in a jail cell. It probably didn’t help his cause that he had also been running attack pieces advocating flying airplanes into the district attorney’s office. Honestly, I admired him for still using his paper to rail against authority, but he had lost any common sense. There was no righteous indignation, only ego and insanity. Everything that had once been grand was now petty.

Still, Jimmy Breslin, the greatest columnist in the history of New York City newspapers and an inspiration to anyone who has ever worked a beat looking for a story, wrote at the time that Al Goldstein “is one of four people in the last 35 years who has effectively protected the First Amendment rights of reporters who bring the news to you. The others are Ralph Ginzburg, Larry Flynt, and Lenny Bruce. I know you don’t want to meet them, but you owe them.”

As with Lenny Bruce, Goldstein’s demons became the basis for his shtick, and it became less and less funny as he became more and more obsessive. Meanwhile, Goldstein was being ripped off blind by a sometime girlfriend, a lady lawyer who blew him once in a while to convince him to let her run the business—and that was about all it took for him to trust her. Goldstein had failed in love so many times, and was so desperate for real relationships, that he threw himself into them. He was married five times before Screw collapsed; in his heart of hearts, he truly was a romantic, and looking before leaping was never really his thing. This woman began siphoning his bank accounts while firing everyone who warned him about her or tried to help him sort out his business in any way. And then one day she was gone.

Goldstein had no money left. His legal fees were devastating; bills went unpaid. Midnight Blue was taken off the air. He sold his brownstone. The mansion in Florida was gone. It was all gone—in Screw’s final days, Goldstein was living in his office, now a labyrinth of crap that he had bought during manic episodes. One could hardly navigate the steeplechase of flat-screen televisions, vacuum cleaners, boxes upon  boxes of DVD box sets, video games, and espresso machines. And, inexplicably, he had his stomach stapled—the gastric bypass operation designed so fat pornographers could lose weight in a hurry. It was strange—no one wanted a thin Al Goldstein, least of all Al Goldstein. He was grasping at straws, and it certainly did not make him happy.

One day a rabbi came to the office to talk to Goldstein, to try to broker peace between Goldstein and his son. Goldstein had been on the radio the night before, ranting about Jordan, and the rabbi had heard it and wanted to help find peace for this troubled man. But when Goldstein stumbled out of his office/bedroom and greeted the rabbi in an open bathrobe, pus and blood leaking from the sutures from his operation, the rabbi reconsidered his errand of mercy and fled the scene.

Just a few weeks after Penthouse declared bankruptcy, U.S. marshals came to close the Screw office. They put the cuffs on Goldstein and walked him out. It was over.

What followed was a run of mental institutions and homeless shelters. Some of his friends tried to help him out with small jobs and acts of kindness—his friend Penn Jillette, the muckraking magician, was especially loyal, helping Goldstein when he could—but Goldstein bit pretty much every hand that fed him. He was fired from a job as a greeter at the Second Avenue Deli for sleeping in the basement. Later, he was busted at a bookstore for shoplifting. He was raving and suicidal, his physical health deteriorating. Finally he landed in government-assisted housing in Far Rockaway, the outer reaches of Queens, so remote it might as well be Greenland. He’d come into Manhattan every week or so to see a social worker at the VA hospital on Twenty-third Street, where I went to see him a few times.

After everything, I hardly recognized him. He was gaunt and pale and missing teeth. He was wearing cheap plastic eyeglasses that didn’t suit his face, the kind one presumably gets with Medicare, a sorry replacement for the oversize, ultra-expensive designer glasses he used to wear, like the ones Dean Martin favored at the end of his career, or that Elliott Gould wore in Ocean’s Eleven. Goldstein, once a king, was now just another seventy-six-year-old man.

“I grew up in Williamsburg with the Hasidim,” he said to me softly, “and now I’m back with the Hasidim in Far Rockaway. They’re vile.

“When I was thirty, I got laid three times a day. Now I don’t get laid at all. Why? I don’t have money. I can’t even afford cable television, so I run around with my rabbit-ear antennae. If I get channel thirteen, I lose channel four. It’s pathetic. I haven’t had pussy in years. I have to jerk off once a week just to make sure it’s still there. Men may be turned on by nipples and ankles, but women are turned on by power and charisma, and when I stopped picking up the check, I stopped being fun. It happened to anyone who had just one hit record. It happened to Mike Tyson. It’s the way of the world.

“I’m miserable. I would use a staple gun to do myself in. But there’s too much of me that wants to fuck my son, Jordan. I hope he dies, and I mean a slow death. He’s a piece of shit, and I want to be around just to be an irritant. So I won’t kill myself. But I think about it all the time.”

Sometimes we’d talk about current events—he remained addicted to the news, and made jokes about disgraced golfer Tiger Woods and all the girls he had been sleeping with. “I thought he was great,” Goldstein said, “right up until he went on TV and apologized.” When I told him about the book I was writing, he brought a plastic grocery bag filled with yellowed photocopies of newspaper clippings: “Here I am testifying before Congress, here I am getting busted, here’s a story about me from the Wall Street Journal . . .” It was a different way of archiving a legend than, say, Hefner’s, but Goldstein still clearly cared about his legacy.

“I’m proud of every issue of Screw,” he always told me. “I’m proud of my own excesses. We did exactly what we wanted, and every issue was a masterpiece. It was like Mad magazine. But the bottom line is, I was too crazy. Then again, if I wasn’t, would I have started a porno paper and got myself arrested twenty times? I’m not going to justify this. Certain jobs, you just had better be crazy.”

 

 

HERE’S ONE MORE joke for you: My grandfather is eighty years old. He goes to the doctor and says, “Doc, I’ve got great news: I’m dating a twenty-year-old blonde!”

The doctor says, “You know, that could be fatal.”

My grandfather says, “Well, if she dies, she dies!”

When Hefner made his splash on reality television in 2005, at the age of seventy-nine, with The Girls Next Door, a farcical view of what life in the mansion was like for his flock of “girlfriends” (which numbered as high as seven at one time), he outed himself as a cynical and feckless relic who had fallen hopelessly in love with his own kayfabe. He was, in wrestling parlance, a “mark for his own gimmick.”

Nonetheless, The Girls Next Door—he was still sticking to that old chestnut—was an immediate hit, with more people watching than were reading the magazine, although viewership would ebb and flow dramatically, bobbing from 2.5 million for a season opener to less than a million a few weeks later. But, more important, it wasn’t even men watching this nonsense; it was women sucked in for the soap opera escapades of an over-the-hill millionaire and his pay-for-play roommates. Sure, it was a revenue stream, but it upheld none of the core values of the brand. Rather, it pushed Playboy further into the depths of juvenilia and middle-American mindlessness.

But that was Hef. He had always told us that sparkling conversation was foreplay, and then he went for the most brainless Barbie dolls money could buy. He went the distance to find the most negative-stereotype-reinforcing women that Hollywood had to offer—no little feat—and then lorded over them in his pajamas while they swam naked on his TV show. As one of my gal pals charged when the show premiered, “He obviously doesn’t like real women, so, from where I’m standing, it’s pretty clear he doesn’t like women.”

And then the stories started leaking out. The thin white line of rabbit fur had been crossed by women telling Bunny tales out of school. Before this, oddly, such had been the power of Playboy that no one had ever kissed and told before.

Jill Ann Spaulding—a professional poker player who had been photographed for Playboy.com, had aspired to be a Playmate, and had made it all the way to Hef’s bedroom, before being cut loose from the organization for refusing to have sex with him—wrote a book and wailed in a much circulated interview with celebrity wag Chaunce Hayden that “he just lies there with his Viagra erection. It’s just a fake erection, and each girl gets on top of him for two minutes while the girls in the background try to keep him excited. They’ll yell things  like, ‘Fuck her, Daddy, fuck her, Daddy!’ There’s a lot of cheerleading going on . . . There’s also gay porn on in the background . . . I think he needs to see that stuff . . .”

Like everything else in his life, Hef’s penis was on a schedule. The girls were ushered in on “sex nights,” every Wednesday and Friday. Sometimes he gave the girls quaaludes, which he called “leg openers.”

Beginning with his “primary girlfriend,” who gave him oral sex while the other girls pretended to get it on with each other (in reality, none of them even like each other), they each had a go at his “fake erection.” The finale consisted of Hef’s having anal sex with Girlfriend No. 1, the culmination of which was greeted with a round of applause.

For being on the team, the girls got to live at the mansion and were given a weekly allowance, usually about $2,000 cash, which Hef ritually distributed, pimplike, from a safe in his bedroom. There were also bonuses for breast implants and other sundry personal improvements. Curfew was 9:30 p.m.—no guests allowed.

Izabella St. James was one of Hef’s “official girlfriends” and lived at the mansion for two years, before she broke the code of omertà. In her memoir, Bunny Tales, she described the once-happening palace as decayed and disgusting. “Hef was used to dirty carpets. The one in his bedroom had not been changed for years, and things became significantly worse when Holly Madison moved into his room with him as Girlfriend No. 1 soon after I moved in, bringing her two dogs . . . They weren’t house-trained and would just do their business on the bedroom carpet. Late at night, or in the early hours of the morning—if any of us visited Hef’s bedroom—we’d almost always end up standing in dog mess . . . Everything in the Mansion felt old and stale, and Archie the house dog would regularly relieve himself on the hallway curtains, adding a powerful whiff of urine to the general scent of decay.” Perhaps this was the hell that the final chapter of the legend of Don Juan alluded to.

As for her amorous encounters with Hefner, St. James recalled, “I wanted to see if this experienced King of Sexdom knew anything the rest of us did not. But he just lay there like a dead fish.”

IT’S HARD TO sell magazines. The boneyard is filled with titles that once burned bright. Never mind Oui, Chic, Viva, and Omni—how about Spy, Life, Look, the National Lampoon, Gourmet, Collier’s, and the Saturday Evening Post? Even successful businesses sometimes have a life span. These days, the sun sets daily on the British empire.

Hefner based Playboy on a platform built on Esquire and Modern Man. Penthouse scapped freely from Playboy, and Hustler boosted shamelessly from Screw. T. S. Eliot apparently knew what the fuck he was talking about. But everything in the men’s field descended from Hefner’s initial success, including the bastard stepchildren Flynt and Goldstein and, ironically, a continually revamped Esquire, not to mention the new rash of lads’ mags that were kicking the shit out of the old guard.

Hefner was a pioneer, but he had a bad habit of chasing fads that he did not believe in, e.g., beatniks, hippies, and roller discos, and eventually hired two successive editors who had cut their teeth at his new foil, Maxim. There had always been a cynical facet to Playboy, homing in on the mainstream while simultaneously turning up its nose at the bourgeoisie, but never before had Hefner taken the “if you can’t beat’em, join ’em” route.

Playboy continued to be quite good, if not at the edge of anything particular, and featured excellent writers and illustrators and the occasional blockbuster interview, even if the relative luminosity of the celebrity centerfolds was fading. Would anyone remember who the “Housewife of New York City” was? Warhol was right when he said that in the future we’d all be famous for fifteen minutes, and reality TV and the Internet sealed the bet. But what he didn’t realize was that we’d all be famous for the same fifteen minutes, and it wouldn’t make a difference.

Still, Playboy’s circulation hovered around 1.5 million, a far cry from its peak of seven million in the ’70s, but a very decent number in the new millennium. Esquire could claim only half that. Most of Playboy’s circ was discounted subscriptions, and ad revenue was dropping as print went out of vogue and Playboy’s cache as a barometer of hip became pretty much spent. But still, it’s hard to fathom how it could have been pushing that many units into readers’ paws—not to  mention maintaining a multimillion-dollar licensing division—and not be making some coin. I don’t really understand that kind of calculus, but such are the vagaries of corporate culture.

In 2009, Christie Hefner cut herself loose from Playboy and resigned—in the last ten years of her tenure, the value of the company had plummeted from $1 billion to just $84 million,114 the New York Stock Exchange was threatening to give it the boot, and Playboy was looking for a buyer. One can only imagine the steam that came out of Hefner’s ears when the first serious offer was from the new owners of Penthouse.

The truth was, by now, Playboy was barely even a magazine company. It had farmed out its production, advertising, and circulation departments—the very infrastructure of the racket—to an outside publisher. In fact, two-thirds of Playboy’s revenue wasn’t even coming from publishing and was now driven by hardcore video and Internet pornography.

The Playboy Channel had failed as a softcore cable channel but was able to survive with a little bit of rebranding and a little bit of penetration, although nothing like the overheated stuff on the newer Playboy acquisitions—the Spice Network and porn superstar Jenna Jameson’s Club Jenna, both of which produced erotica for cable television, the Internet, and DVDs that waded into the extreme end of the market: midgets in bondage, rape fantasies, teen girls, etc., along with the more straightforward canards of contemporary smut.

The Playboy brand and corporate ID appeared nowhere on the packages or in the credits of the hard stuff—the company did a good job of distancing itself from its big moneymakers, and to know that ye olde Bunny had anything to do with this sort of fare, you would have had to read the scuttlebutt in the Adult Video News, or Playboy Enterprises’ corporate statement. Hef was now living the hypocrisy of the secret pornographer.

In 2010, Playboy hid ten golden tickets in the newsstand edition of the magazine—seriously, golden tickets, a gimmick right out of Willy  Wonka—and the lucky ducks who found them received an invite to a party at the mansion, although nothing was said about what would happen if they were caught sneaking a sip of fizzy lifting drinks or turned into a giant blueberry. Or boob, for that matter. But once again the Playboy brain trust had conspired against itself to aim the brand south of sophistication and the liberating potential of human sexuality, and wound up grazing in a netherworld somewhere between a dated children’s movie and the Make-A-Wish Foundation.

As a final publicity stunt—and what else could it be, unless, sixty-plus years after founding Playboy, Hefner had truly become so cynical as to believe that the best the female species had to offer was a blank canvas—Hef announced his engagement in 2010 to twenty-four-year-old Crystal Harris, whom he had met (where else?) at a mansion party where she was found loitering in a French maid’s outfit.

Interviewed on CNN after their engagement (Hef proposed with a ring hidden in a Walt Disney Little Mermaid music box), Harris appeared more suited to be Hef’s hot, wet nurse than his fiancée. Soon after, in a lengthy feature story, the New York Times Magazine, a publication not noted for its snark, compared Hefner to a mental patient, a wax figure, and “a fairy godfather” and called him “a fossil who doesn’t understand that the sexual revolution ended years ago.” The Times sniffed that Hef employed a double standard when it came to sexual freedom, noting, as Hustler had forty years before in its “Going Down in Bunnyland” piece, that he “never entirely got over” his first wife’s affair, and snipping that he was still bitter about Conrad’s infidelity as well. In the same article, when asked about their sex life, Harris demurred and offered, “He’s much happier just cuddling and snuggling with the dog.”115

And then it was off, just like that, a few days before the ceremony, with Lifetime (a cable channel self-described as “the source for women’s entertainment”) ready to shoot the wedding for a special, and crews and caterers already descending on the mansion like Black Hawk choppers on a Serbian rescue mission.

The news of the breakup came via a series of Twitter blasts, seemingly Hef’s only concession to the modern age. “The wedding is off. Crystal has had a change of heart,” he wrote, although who actually did his tweeting remained something of a mystery.

Emotionally, Hef responded not so much as a man jilted, publicly embarrassed, and made a spectacle of, and more like an eleven-year-old whose baseball game was rained out. He shrugged and fired up the backgammon board. A few days later he was tweeting pictures of his “Kandyland party,” featuring him convalescing in a bathrobe and captain’s hat, drooling over a girl in a miniskirt licking a giant lollipop. There is kayfabe, there is disbelief, and there is icky-poo—the gossip rags and websites sniped at first, but ultimately even the snarkiest and sleaziest of the breed seemed bored and disgusted with the whole affair.

Cynical minds, especially those who spent much of their time watching professional wrestling, smelled a work—a premeditated angle. That is to say, it wasn’t legit. It was all a big publicity stunt to pump up sales of a flaccid magazine and make some noise for Crystal’s so-called music career.

Not so coincidentally, Harris gave Hef the high hat on the same day her new single dropped, a completely undistinguished, semiadult dance confection called “Club Queen,” which she began promoting with the intensity of a national health scare. “I have the utmost respect for Hef and wish him the best going forward,” she said in a statement. “I hope the media will give each of us the privacy we deserve during this time.” And then she was off to Vegas to host a party and hype her new record on the day she was supposed to be married.

Meanwhile, the tweets just kept on coming. Hef was watching this movie or that, bleating endless fun facts about Frank Capra and the results of countless games of Uno with former Playmates. Who could possibly care? It was mundane bordering on comatose.

There was also the small problem of the June 2011 issue, which was to feature “Mrs. Crystal Hefner,” version 2.0 of the Mrs. Playboy–in–the–centerfold gimmick. It was too late to yell “stop the presses”—the magazines were allegedly already in the warehouse and ready to be loaded onto trucks to be delivered to anybody who still gave a  fuck—and so the idea to sticker the covers was landed upon, and the would-be betrothed on the cover would be scarlet-lettered with a large decal that read “Runaway Bride.” Using the title of a Julia Roberts chick flick that most men would roll their eyes at as the hook for Playboy’s biggest issue in years didn’t seem to faze the boss so much as delight him. By now, with its emphasis on soap-opera reality shows and Cinderella-esque walks down the aisle, Playboy seemed less like a men’s magazine than a factory providing fantasy fodder for bored housewives and developmentally challenged teenage girls.

As a final act of grandfatherly largesse, Hef treated Harris and a warren of Bunnies to a trip to Disneyland, which he described in one of his hundreds of thoroughly bland micro-missives as the “happiest place on earth.” Apparently the Bunny had been downgraded and was now playing second fiddle to the Mouse.

It hurt to see the old man in his dotage, so seemingly unaware of the public’s perception of him, lost in his own Xanadu, like Charles Foster Kane, the uniquely American tragedy earned by getting everything one ever wanted. But it was also a queasy feeling to realize that maybe it had been bullshit right from the start. Did he ever even believe his own patter? As much as Hef empowered a certain kind of man, he was smart at a time when smart wasn’t cool. He was a nerd who got the girl back when the best a God-fearing nerd could expect was a sound beating. But he never addressed women with much respect, let alone liberated them. The elevation to pole position of the girl with looks and brains was a put-on, just another shot at one-upping the bound-for-adventure postwar suburban caveman, yet by insulting that which he had promised to exalt—a deeper experience between men and women—Hef did both a disservice. Ultimately, his vision for an upwardly mobile Eden was best manifested in the callow values of Ronald Reagan’s 1980s.

Unfortunately, the unresolved bipolarity of liberal rebellion and conspicuous consumption could lead only to self-obsolescence. Inside the kayfabe crispy candy coating of libertarianism and leisurewear was the chewy center of a man pathologically obsessed with sex, frustrated by rejection, and consumed by a need to sexually experiment long before it was fashionable.

Hef managed to buy back his own magazine from the stockholders, overpaying by at least 20 percent of what the stock was worth. On the one hand, he seemed to be protecting his legacy from the sharks, but on the other, what eighty-five-year-old empties his bank account to buy back a troubled business? Even for someone who had to be painfully aware of his own mortality, it wasn’t very forward-looking.

But this was a guy who had been deeply wounded early on, when he was still on the edges of dorkdom looking in, and had been acting out for the better part of eight decades. “I guess I am overcompensating,” he confessed to the New York Times Magazine. And as any child psychologist will tell you, when you spend all your time trying to be accepted, you never grow up.

 

 

WELL INTO THE 1990s, Hustler continued to deliver the goods—it was funny and filthy and raw, both editorial and erotic content living up to their own promise. As with its peers, its notoriety had ebbed as America had finally caught on to the fact that dirty magazines were not a threat to national security, but to pick up a copy of Hustler was to be reminded of how much fun a girlie magazine pushing at the edges could really be. Along with the usual filth and fury, editorial director Allan MacDonnell and his art directors, John Thompson and Bill Nelson, brought to the fold a roster of contemporary underground artists and comic-book stars, many of whom had been appearing in Screw for years—S. Clay Wilson, Coop, Spain Rodriguez, Joe Coleman, Robert Williams, Georganne Deen, Jaime Hernandez, Dan Clowes, Peter Bagge, Cliff Mott, and Danny Hellman (whose run of fantastic covers for Screw could fill a midsize museum) among them—but who were now filling the pages of a glossy men’s magazine, their low-down art blown out into gorgeous illustrations in the tradition Art Paul had begun.

Eventually Hustler began flagging on the newsstand, same as everyone else in the game, and for all the same reasons. Hustler fans were loyal; they liked their porn writ large and generally believed that the apex of American humor was the twin riffs of a black man’s lips sticking easily to any smooth surface like a suction cup, and the black man’s penis—veiny, enormous, and threatening—which was  alternately a welcome delight or an object of horror to white women. But the number of people who were willing to pay for those kinds of yucks, when they were already spending their discretionary porn dollars elsewhere, was dwindling. Pictures of naked ladies might as well have been hieroglyphics; they were ancient history.

At its peak, Hustler circulation tickled about three million. By the late 1990s, it was down to less than five hundred thousand, but the magazine was still selling on the newsstand and making cash on every copy. What put Flynt ahead of the game was diversifying early, moving away from the mortal coil of magazines, and getting into video—he eventually bought VCA, the leading producer of porn movies—and the Internet in the first wave, in 1995, just in time to grab market share with a brand that, unlike Playboy or Penthouse, had little baggage besides attitude and raw porn.

Hustler-branded porn films were as good as anything on the market. Flynt was consistent with his mark, never dithering trying to figure out what people wanted. The same ridiculously high production values that had made the magazine such a success made his Web presence an empire. If you seriously think that free Internet porn is indicative of how good the medium can be, take a look at Hustler’s websites. You will need no further explanation as to why people pay for this shit.

Apparently feeling nostalgic for the old days, Flynt brought back Bruce David, the editor he had poached from Al Goldstein forty years prior, to run the magazine, but neither was this a Gatsby-like second act; it was just an old dude lucky to have a job. By the end of the century, Hustler was barely a magazine as much as it was its own DVD delivery system—I mean, if you buy a magazine whose greatest feature is the DVD that comes shrink-wrapped with it, then what value the magazine?

The era of the centerfold was over. Men’s magazines—the kind that had once paralyzed the government, the kind that had launched culture wars—were no longer even exciting, they were just tawdry. The very concept of risqué had been shot down. Literature as an outlaw art was a joke. The notion that you might find a Kerouac or an Updike or a Dos Passos in a girlie magazine was as absurd as the idea of young people digging poetry, or of a pinup girl who was nuts for Russian  composers and German philosophers. It was as silly as it was outdated. Opening a new issue of a magazine or waiting for one to come in the mail was a thrill that was long gone. The fact that the girl was naked was no longer even special. We live in a time filled with marvels, but is there any wonder left?

 

 

LARRY FLYNT WAS the last man standing. The Appalachian Chicken Fucker had beaten the odds laid down by Al Goldstein, Bob Guccione, and Hugh Hefner.

Well, maybe not standing so much as ruling from a gold-plated wheelchair, in an office that looks like a combination bank and brothel, circa 1863. There are lush-looking Remington paintings dotting the walls and Tiffany lamps and Chinese vases everywhere, but when you get close, you can see that it’s all window dressing, none of it real. However, as Flynt is fond of saying, “I don’t need taste—I have money.”

Flynt speaks with a slight slur, the lasting effects of a stroke he suffered as a complication resulting from his massive intake of painkillers before his final operation. More important, his name is on the outside of the building, his building, which towers over Beverly Hills. His net worth has been estimated at about $400 million.

“What set me apart from the others,” Flynt told me, “is that I’m a businessman. Guccione was an artist. Goldstein was an excellent writer, but not a good businessman. Hefner just got lucky. He was in the right place at the right time. Absolutely he made a contribution—he was a pioneer. Hef did a great deal for the sexual revolution. You have to give him accolades. He is a very nice guy, pleasant to be around, but he still thinks it’s 1953—he’s still there, and that’s why he is falling apart.”

Flynt had famously denounced religion, but he surprised everyone when he eulogized Jerry Falwell in 2007: “My mother always told me that no matter how much you dislike a person, when you meet them face-to-face you will find characteristics about them that you like. Jerry Falwell was a perfect example of that. I hated everything he stood for, but after meeting him in person, years after the trial, Jerry  Falwell and I became good friends . . . I knew what he was selling and he knew what I was selling.”

“If I were selling peanut butter instead of porn,” Flynt told me, “I’d still sell it with a vengeance.”

In 2000, Flynt was able to achieve what his nemesis Guccione ultimately could not: He opened a casino. It wasn’t as ambitious as a seaside resort, but Flynt defied his detractors, those who said a pornographer would never make the cut, and he got the license. Larry Flynt’s Hustler Casino brings in about $20 million a year. In 2002, he revived the Hustler Clubs; a far cry from the Ohio days, the location in New York City is a ten-thousand-square-foot, velvet-roped moneymaking machine with floating Lucite stages, fantasy rooms, including several “rock-walled dungeons,” a cigar lounge, and a menu featuring sensual massage and $300 lap dances as starters. Flynt’s retail business, Hustler Hollywood—a cleaned-up, trendy, supersized version of the old adult bookstore—sells Hustler-branded vibrators, lingerie, pornography in all its forms, and clothing, including a tongue-in-cheek line of baby clothes. The flagship location is anchored on Sunset Boulevard, beaming a tagline on its facade that even Hugh Hefner could get behind: “Relax . . . It’s Just Sex.”

The muckraking hasn’t stopped. Flynt has published a few books under his name—a conspiracy theorist’s guide to the Reagan years, a history of political scandals—just to stay in the ring. He may have gotten into the politics racket only when politicians brought it to him—unlike Hefner or Goldstein, he had no higher calling or hang-ups—but since then he’s been true to his school, a legitimate troublemaker and potential thorn in the side of any hypocrite or prude. The John DeLorean affair gave him enough gravitas for people to take him seriously when he claimed to have the dirt on Bob Livingston, and a few years after that, when he took on vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin with the parody porn flick Who’s Nailin’ Palin?, it was international news.

As the centerpiece of the movie made about him, Flynt will forever be connected to his legal battle with Jerry Falwell. The People vs. Larry Flynt starred Woody Harrelson as Flynt and Courtney Love, herself no stranger to strong drugs, as Althea, a role that may not have been  much of a stretch but earned her a Golden Globe nomination. The film, of course, is a cartoon, as fancied-up, condensed,116 and idealized as most Tinseltown biopics. After all, Hollywood has never been about the truth; it’s about putting asses in seats. It makes dinosaurs walk and talk; it made Rock Hudson a leading man. If the Larry Flynt film had actually shown what was in Hustler—the vicious, no-holds-barred ghetto humor and colossal, hyperexplicit pornography that made Playboy look like propaganda for a new Disney theme park—I think most moviegoers would have been appalled. But to make Larry Flynt look like a folk hero to the same people who would rather see a dead rat in their living room than a copy of Hustler . . . well, that’s why I love the movies.

After his spectacular descent, Bob Guccione’s legacy is still waiting to be rediscovered. Playboy owned the 1960s, but through the’70s and into the ’80s, Penthouse was a deadly combination of hot and smart. Penthouse continues to be published under its new owners, who initially proclaimed that they would make it “more of a lifestyle magazine,” which in the first part of the millennium was the trending panacea for ailing sophisticate titles, usually perpetrated by publishers who came late to the party and found themselves desperate and without their own personality. Nor did that work—the magazine that says Penthouse on it is now adrift in a sea of fear of its own legacy, frightened by its own identity.

Screw, too, is just a fond memory, dead and buried, a dinosaur born of a counterculture that no longer exists. Free-speech battles are passé to the point of being quaint, and, like Guccione, Al Goldstein enjoys nothing of the reputation he deserves for being so damn good, and so important, for so damn long. Every once in a while a story appears about Goldstein’s trials and tribulations, although usually to honor him not so much for being a fallen hero as for being a cult figure or curiosity. A certain stratum of New Yorkers remember Goldstein wistfully; mostly, however, he has faded into little more than an urban  legend. But every time I see a celebrity-attack piece on a snarky website written by wiseass children who have never been in a fight, I think of Al Goldstein. Not only did Screw elevate the irresponsible hatchet job to an art form, but Goldstein is the missing link between old-school gossip hawks, like Walter Winchell and Confidential magazine, and the kind of poison peddled by Gawker and the celebrity-takedown websites and blogs that have proliferated like bedbugs in the age of instant media.

The last time I saw Al was at the VA hospital on Thanksgiving day 2010. This time, he was in bed in a cheap hospital gown, being treated for a diabetes-related infection he had developed. When I came in with a pile of newspapers that he had asked me to bring over, he tried to get up and his dick flopped out. Well, not really flopped—that would be giving it too much credit. He didn’t seem to notice or care. He was missing more teeth than he had been just a few months before.

He was, however, in pretty good spirits, all things considered. He was funny and charming and trying to flirt with the nurse in a very civil, un-Goldstein-like manner, which was the most shocking thing I had seen him do in years. He seemed fairly centered and humble; he told me he was happy to have lived the life he had lived, better to have lived it and lost it than to have never had it at all, and he sounded like he believed it. He was reverting to his hippie roots, he told me; he didn’t want to be involved with all the negative energy of his past. He was looking forward to getting out of the hospital and was talking, about moving in with an old girlfriend, because he didn’t want to die alone. He told me he had seen his son, Jordan, that they were talking, and he was no longer dwelling on killing himself. But a few days later, he spoke to a reporter from New York magazine and called his son “a piece of shit.” He’ll never learn.

Hugh Hefner’s legacy will survive just as he likes it—the endless string of fawning documentaries about him, his own ceaseless self-promotion, and his roiling public-relations machine will eventually relegate the sad end-of-days reality-show sop and the dive-bombing of his business to a footnote in the broad mind of a public who loves sex but needs a way to express it with a wink and a nod. Hef has become, like an old building, venerable. He may not live up to the kayfabe  mantle he likes to wrap himself in, but he most certainly legitimized sex for polite conversation. And, it must be said, beyond the cynicism of the brand, Hef has remained true to himself—in 2009, even as Playboy was wheezing in the publishing industry’s equivalent of an oxygen tent, he spent $15,000 on the rights to a new translation of Madame Bovary. Like Larry Flynt, Bob Guccione, and Al Goldstein, Hugh Hefner just couldn’t help himself.
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IN A TINY office where the World Trade Center used to cast a long shadow, Chip Maloney sits in a room by himself, making smut. He has been in this racket for over twenty years. He has worked for pretty much every piece-of-shit B-list stroke mag, Hustler wannabe, and cheap squack rag that has ever been foisted upon the American masturbating public. He ran Screw and was Al Goldstein’s much loved ghostwriter, before settling down to edit, among other, less enlightened titles, the culminations of Ben Franklin’s advice on mature women—Over 40 and Over 50—not to mention a series of pocket-size incest-fantasy books. There’s so much shit in his head, he should clean his ears with Pepto-Bismol. He is well respected by all who know him slightly, and has a reputation as a writer who can deliver the goods. No one cares.

Part existential warrior, part Dickensian ghost, he is the last great spirit still haunting the far end of the newsstand, clinging to the old way of doing things. He is absurdly overworked, but there is no money to hire someone else. Fuck Dickens—maybe the scene plays more like Dostoyevsky? Or Melville—Bartleby the Pornographer. This is it. Down in the trenches, he is the last man left. His ticket has been punched. The train is leaving the station.

I got to Chip’s office just in time to see a couple of guys in gray coveralls arrive to start repossessing the copy machines. Like the rest of the office, they were now deemed a luxury. Chip was still going to  cobble the magazines together, although now he was going to do it from home. This is his legacy.

“I came from the University of Oklahoma, with a degree in journalism rolled up in my back pocket—go Big Red!” His twang is still there. “As soon as I got out of college, I came to New York City and applied for about two hundred jobs, the old-fashioned way—responding to ads in the New York Times with paper resumés, and then going on interviews where they insisted you take a typing test. I finally got a gig writing for a local paper in Connecticut, doing concert reviews, movie reviews, live theater, anything that was going on in the Connecticut art world. And then one day I saw a want ad in the New York Times for an ‘adult sophisticate.’ I always loved that—because you know it’s the sophisticated man with his pants around his ankles jerking off.”

The guy who interviewed Chip was Vincent Stevens, the putative honcho of High Society, where I was already working as an editor. It was 1988. Chip and I became fast friends and collegially competitive when it came to the finer points of writing girl copy, drinking whiskey, and smoking dope, all of which we did prolifically. It was nothing to scrape out text for an entire magazine in a day and then toodle off to the bar to scare the living shit out of a bartender who had never seen a couple of twenty-two-year-old smut hacks inhale a bottle of Jim Beam and then try to punk-rock the yuppie karaoke contest. Such was our lifestyle.

“Stevens was a casualty from the disco era,” Chip remembers. “He had that blond, feathered fucking hairdo. He asked me into a little private office and then gave me some dirty pictures to look at, which was kind of bizarre. I was supposed to write some girl copy. I wrote a paragraph, and he looked at what I wrote and gave me a blank stare—I thought I had bombed—and then said, ‘Can you start Monday? We’ll pay $18K.’ I didn’t even negotiate; I was like, Oh my God, you mean every year you are going to give me $18,000?”

I got the same deal but was able to Jew it up to $20,000. I considered it a major victory at the time.

“After four or five years at High Society, I did a couple months at Fox and Gallery. But by then I was also doing a lot of freelance work. I used to make my rent in video reviews. I have written literally thousands  of them. I still do four a month, twenty years later. At one point I was doing thirty a month for the Adult Video News, but I couldn’t keep up the pace. They’d send me a giant box—thirty fucking videos—and you had to actually watch them to write the reviews. You couldn’t steal it off the back of the box. They were hardcore—they knew if you were fudging it.”

While Chip and I are talking, the workers, having disposed of the copy machines, come back for Chip’s computer, but he protests: “Hey, man, I gotta get this incest magazine out.” They don’t seem to understand the importance of what he’s saying. It’s as if he were speaking a foreign language.

“Huh? Wuzza? What is it you guys do here?”

“We put out girlie mags. Here, take some.” That seems to make them happy, and after a few phone calls, Chip’s computer is put on the do-not-touch list.

“Years ago,” Chip says, “porn was like a mainstream business—you’d go to the big trade show in Vegas and you’d see these girls running around with their parents, and their moms are introducing them to porn producers and just begging them, ‘My daughter’s got a great ass. Honey, show the man. You should fuck her and put it on a video.’”

The men are back, looking for something else to throw on the truck; apparently, a handful of porn mags—fifty bucks newsstand value!—wasn’t enough to hold them off for too long. They consider the desks carefully, but they’re so crappy, they aren’t even worth carrying out the door.

“It was a small world in the New York sex-magazine scene back then,” Chip continues. He doesn’t seem to notice that the men are now eyeing his swivel chair. “I knew everybody. My friend Ivan, who was editing Screw, called me one day to see if I wanted some freelance work, and since I usually had at least a couple of stripper girlfriends, I was always looking for more green, so I agreed. But then I was told I had to test-write an editorial in Goldstein’s voice and see if it met with his approval.

“I channeled my inner Berkeley hippie from the ’60s—even though I was a Red State redneck—and spun a hysterical antigovernment rant that I had totally filched from some smelly nouveau-hippie suck  queen who I knew back in Oklahoma, mixed with a lot of bitterness and anger saved up from years of rejection. Goldstein fucking loved it. So for the next couple of years, for fifty bucks a week, I spun his weekly diatribe into a coherent script—his “Fuck You” column in the magazine, his rants on Midnight Blue; I wrote his video reviews and porn-star interviews for Penthouse. It was all kind of organic in a flaky, tree-hugger sort of way.

“I know getting paid fifty bucks sounds like it was 1972 or something, but it was 1992. I was spending the three hundred dollars a week I made to bed topless dancers in thirty-five-dollar motel rooms all over Connecticut, and that didn’t even include the Colombian party favors they all demanded, so every extra fifty helped.

“When Ivan finally announced he was getting out of the business, I was offered the editor’s job by Al himself. Well, ‘offered’ is kind of the wrong word. Al told me if I didn’t take the job, I would be fired.

“It was fun. Al was old-school New York, from another time. I know a lot of Screw staffers hated him with a passion, but most of them were thin-skinned borderline personalities to begin with, so it didn’t take much to ring their crazy bell. Al operated without any filters whatsoever, but it was usually very funny—in a Marquis de Sade sort of way. I was from a brash, loud, and large family who elevated dinnertime ball-busting torture to an art form. That’s why I think Al and I got along so well—I missed that. And I got to say anything I wanted to about public officials, heads of corporations, celebrities, whomever, without any fear of reprisal, because I wasn’t Chip Maloney, I was Al Fucking Goldstein. The stuff I said about Mayor Giuliani, prosecutors, newscasters, the CEOs of American Airlines, Mercedes Benz, AT&T, newspapers, television networks . . . I remember saying something in one of Al’s weekly editorials about Manhattan district attorney Robert Morgenthau being a desiccated old corpse who slept in a sarcophagus and was ritually reanimated for trials with sacred Egyptian herbs or some nonsense, and that bit actually made it into an article in Newsweek or Time or one of those shitrags, and that supposedly pissed him off. I thought it was funny that the reaction from the DA was always so vigorous and vitriolic—no matter how minor the charge, they threw the book at Al.

“It used to be, if you wrote something and it got printed, even in some shitty jack mag like Screw, people took it as gospel. It shows how mighty the pen really is, and how fucking stupid people really are. Every time Al got hauled off to the calaboose by the fuzz, there was always a gauntlet of waiting reporters—we tipped them off, of course—and I thought to myself, Look at this friggin’ circus I helped to create, and in New York fucking City! Not bad for a fat lush from Oklahoma!

“After Screw I was back at Gallery, for four years. Gallery was run by a couple of spoiled rich kids, Russell and Brian Orenstein. It was started by their father, Sheldon, who started it thirty years earlier with F. Lee Bailey. Sheldon was part of the corrupt political machine in Chicago that got Kennedy elected—he was a lawyer and F. Lee Bailey was his partner. Their big thing was ‘the girl next door’—that was their hook. I think they wanted to fuck around on their wives, so they figured they’d start a girlie magazine, which a lot of these guys did back in the ’60s and ’70s.

“These were small businesses, but they stepped in shit and made a lot of money quickly, and they didn’t think it would ever end. Over the last ten years, the sons took over these companies from their fathers, who built them, and then, being incompetent, silver-spoon fucking sniveling asshole cocksuckers, ran their old man’s business into the nearest piece of ground they could find. They were arrogant, always the smartest guys in the room; they never listened to their employees about going online. It was always ‘Why am I spending money on something I can’t put my hands on? It’s just a magic box, there’s no money to be made there, so we’re not putting any money into it.’ Now, the only people who read the magazines are, like, eighty-year-old puddin’ heads in trailer parks in the Midwest. They’re the ones writing these letters I like to put on the wall in my office. They write in crayon, do little drawings . . .”

This is all that’s left of Dian Hanson’s old employer Mavety—they couldn’t even afford to keep a hole-in-the-wall office in a neighborhood destroyed by terrorists.

“I’m doing Juggs, Tight, and Black Tail, plus the MILF mags—Over 40 and Over 50—but Family Lust and Family Heat make the most money. They’re digest-size and printed on cheap newsprint. We pay a  grand total of fifteen hundred dollars to the writer to give us an entire book, and they sell thousands of copies every month for six bucks each. The cover lines are my favorite things to do”—he grabs a pile of books, delighted to be able to share—“‘My Heart Belongs to Daddy and So Does My Pussy,’ ‘Mother Blows Best,’ ‘No, Dad, It Wasn’t a Dream.’ But it’s almost dead. I’ve been doing nothing but porn for twenty-two years and have worked for just about everyone who matters in this business. I’ve been Al Kaholick, Rip Anvil, Ottis Toole, Adolf Presley, Vic Tayback, Ivan Keyhole. I’ve used a hundred different pseudonyms. I was Brick Taffeta when I was doing gay porn. I haven’t made a new resumé since 1988, and never needed to.

“One of the reasons I am good at it is I am still a big fan. I love it. I consume it. I’m good at this job because, like most porn fans and hardcore pervs, I hardly ever get laid. And now that we’re closing the office, I’m going to be able to fulfill my real dream, which has always been to produce porn magazines at home, with no pants on. That’s gonna be great. Really, I’m a Method actor in the truest sense.”
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1 Particularly explicit paintings were covered with metal screens, which would be opened for the price of a few coins, and then only for “people of mature age and respected morals,” and thus the modern peep show and pornographic hypocrisy were born.



2 Founders of Time, the National Review, Mad, and New York, respectively.



3 A “synchronized soundtrack” was something like playing a record album along with the movie. It actually wasn’t all that synchronized, and there was no dialogue, just music. This was the apex of motion picture technology in 1926, so if you are ever called upon to make a list of one hundred things that Hugh Hefner is older than, you may begin with “the talkie.”



4 So, here we go objectifying women, a not-so-subtle subtext of this salvo. This is where it gets sticky, because, frankly, a lot of women don’t understand pornography, even the innocent cheesecake pinups of the war era, or why men look at the stuff or feel like they need it, and many women find it disgusting. Which, of course, much of it is, or has become, as time and the incessant onslaught of sex-driven popular culture have eroded the lines between civil and crude, between irreverent and irresponsible. But this is not supposed to be an argument about the relative harm or vice of pornography; there is plenty of that elsewhere. I know this book is bound to piss someone off. You can choose to laugh and cry with me, revel in it or spit on it, close-read it under advisement, burn it on the steps of city hall, or just ignore it, but goddamnit, Mabel, I wish someone would objectify me.



5 This was no joke. In 1944, the war in Europe was still raging. By year’s end, the Battle of the Bulge would begin churning out casualties—the single bloodiest battle of the entire conflict.



6 Corporal Hefner certainly knew about birth control. His employer, the U.S. Army, had made sure of it, producing a series of scare films and posters warning of sexually transmitted diseases after soldiers in World War I set all sorts of records for contracting syphilis, gonorrhea, and every exotic form of the clap one might fall victim to during wartime. The new tagline cast by the bards at the Pentagon was “Don’t forget—put it on before you put it in.” Wacs and female personnel got another curriculum entirely—they were forbidden condoms and were taught “abstinence only” as the best way to prevent disease.



7 Here, Kinsey verifies what everyone in the dirty-picture business has known since the first cave dude started scribbling frisky frescoes on his walls: that masturbation is the number-one sexual outlet among males across every conceivable age, race, class, and distinction, and if humans as a species (unlike the monkeys at the zoo) did not feel the need for some degree of privacy while pleasuring themselves, they would do it even more. More interesting, college boys spent more time yanking it than those whose educations pulled up short.



8 It needs to be said right here that Kinsey was a creep. I’m no moralist, but from where I stand, his behavior was, to use my favorite term, icky-poo. Kinsey urged his students to have group sex with him, along with his wife and staff, and produced what amounted to porn films in his attic in the name of “research,” which was just a load of crap—it was voyeurism, plain and simple. Of course, I have no problem with anything that happens between consenting adults, but getting your rocks off under false pretenses is just plain rotten. Mostly Kinsey had good intentions, but he had an agenda: namely, to use his gig as a license to do whatever he wanted with whomever he wanted, and with impunity. Nice work if you can get it, but people are bound to get hurt along the way. And then there were those charts about “orgasms in children,” info glommed from almost a dozen pedophiles whom he chose not to report to the authorities. But, you know, nothing can be permitted to slow down the engines of science.



9 One of the problems with the Kinsey scale is that its method of scoring relied only on past sexual experiences. So if you were a man who had been with only one woman or only one man, you were either a “zero” or a “six.” Like a pitcher in baseball who has not yet recorded three outs, a virgin would be unrateable. Of course, lots of full-tilt frilly boys start out playing with girls, and lots of married suburban dads with wood-paneled station wagons and finished basements (not to mention Republican congressmen, televangelists, and the occasional governor from New Jersey) wake up midlife, only to discover that they have been living a filthy heterosexual lie.



10 The Report claimed that 50 percent of all married men had gone off the reservation. Hef would have to wait a few years, until 1953, when Kinsey dropped his follow-up, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, to know for sure what he had suspected—that 26 percent of married gals had been disloyal and had knocked boots with someone with a different last name.



11 In the official Hefner bio, his specific IQ score and the word genius are always front and center, posited as evidence supporting Hef’s intellect as the catalyst for the sexual revolution. Consider this from the introduction to Playboy’s deluxe package of its issues from the 1950s: “Playboy became so much a part of our lives in the second half of the 20th century that it is difficult to determine what came before it, or indeed, to consider if there was ever a time before Playboy.” It goes on to compare the first issue of Playboy to the invention of the steam locomotive (“it must have had a terrifying aspect to those who first saw it”) and gives sole credit to Hefner for making “legitimate the sexuality of young women.” It’s a tough line of patter to swallow. For her part, superfeminist Gloria Steinem—with whom I agree on very little—said, when refusing to be photographed with Hef at a dinner for the American Society of Magazine Editors’ Hall of Fame in New York where they were both being feted, “It’s like a conservationist being given an award with a head of a timber company.” In this case, I have no argument.



12 Eldon later remarked that Hefner “found it an interesting experience.”



13 Lest we forget: Esquire’s loss was the world’s gain.



14 Actually, it was T. S. Eliot who wrote, while criticizing a playwright who he thought had cribbed too much from Shakespeare, “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take; and good poets make it into something better, or at least something different.”



15 Stag was published by Martin Goodman and his Magazine Management Corporation, a high-volume, low-rent pulp factory that pumped out hundreds of titles a year—everything from Westerns and violent detective yarns to tales of romance, war stories, and true-crime sagas (not to mention Tarzan rip-off Ka-Zar) before getting into the men’s category with Male, For Men Only, and Stag, which by the early ’70s had reinvented itself as a post-Playboy XXX-RATED porn rag, and which occasionally employed future superstar scribes Mario Puzo, Bruce J. Friedman, and Mickey Spillane. Goodman’s more enduring contribution to popular culture, however, was founding Marvel Comics in 1939 and hiring a young punk named Stanley Lieber, soon after to be better known as Stan Lee.



16 By 1935, Esquire was already enough of a cliché to be the subject of a Harvard Lampoon satire: “Esquire—The Magazine for Morons.” Those precocious Crimson pranksters were prescient in shredding the shallow macho of Hemingway and the faux sophistication and ubiquity of Fitzgerald, and in calling out the entire, unbending genre in its parody cover lines, which pretty much distilled every men’s mag of the next forty years down to its threadbare skivvies: “Clothes—Naked Women—Sex—Blood—Thunder.”



17 Great Technological Achievement Department: The gift of the remote control was delivered unto man by the Zenith Radio Corporation in 1950, in the form of the handheld Lazy Boy box, which was connected to the TV by a wire. Six years later, those same gods gave us the wireless Zenith Space Command, opening up the final frontier for male sloth and sports watching and pretty much forcing the Russians to launch Sputnik.



18 Among other notable publications launched in 1953 was TV Guide, which came out with ten regional editions and had a circulation of more than 1.5 million copies per week.



19 Why lavender? This from Wikipedia: “The colors described as lavender or floral lavender may both be used to symbolize decadence in the sense of lifestyle devoted to sensual enjoyment of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll music (according to taste, some may prefer opera or classical music), sumptuous art with rich colors and complex Byzantine-like designs, rich gourmet food, and fine wine.”



20 Harrison also famously took a payoff from scumbag Hollywood talent agent Henry Wilson to keep his star Rock Hudson out of the lavender light. Wilson gave Harrison $10,000; plus, he dropped a dime on two of his other clients: almost forgotten TV star Rory Calhoun (whom Monty Burns would later compare to a dog in an episode of The Simpsons), who had once been convicted of armed robbery, a bit of dirt that actually helped Calhoun’s career as a tough-guy actor, and teen heartthrob Tab Hunter, who was arrested after a “limp-wristed pajama party, strictly for boys” when he was a teenager (“Tab Hunter’s ‘Disorderly Conduct’”). The story did no harm—Hunter was able to dodge what could have been a career killer by perpetrating a studio-fabricated romance with his costar Natalie Wood, although insiders snickered that “Natalie Wood and Tab wouldn’t.”



21 When Kefauver got done with comic books, he turned his moral ardor toward pornography and pretty much chased pinup goddess Bettie Page—a mainstay in the early Harrison titles and, by 1955, when Hef put her in the Playboy centerfold, the most popular pinup girl of all time—out of the business, along with photographer Irving Klaw, whose fetish photos established Page as a subcultural icon for bangs-wearing punk-rock babes and their rockabilly boyfriends for generations to come.



22 After dallying briefly, trying to play along with the newly formed Comic Code Authority, Gaines got out of the comic business and turned his most successful title into a magazine, an adult medium beyond the CCA censors. It was called Mad.



23 Fair and Balanced Department—Generally, among comic-book geeks and free-speech zealots, Kefauver and Wertham get the usual douching reserved for right-wing moralists. But in fairness, both of these guys also made some pretty solid contributions: Kefauver was the only southern Democrat not to support segregation and was a staunch supporter of civil rights for African Americans, not to mention the prime mover behind legislation requiring pharmaceutical companies to disclose the side effects of their drugs—try finding a conservative these days willing to fight that racket. As for Wertham, whose name is still as reviled among comic-book fans as Haman’s is among Jews on Purim, his writings about the effects of racial segregation were used as evidence that helped decide Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court case that declared separate schools for whites and blacks unconstitutional. Just sayin’.



24 I remember that at my high-school graduation when Jennifer W., a nice Jewish girl whom up until that point I had really wanted to fuck, gave the valedictorian speech dismissing the’60s as the age of “hippies and yippies” and the ’70s as one of “junkies and punkies,” and, finally declaring the ’80s as a decade of hope, the bloom was off the rose, and I started thinking more about getting with the weird punk-rock girl who lived across the street.



25 Source: The Century of Sex: Playboy’s History of the Sexual Revolution, 1900–1999, by James R. Petersen, edited by Hugh M. Hefner.



26 It’s sad, but if the average media-savvy intellectual can barely get past Hefner and Flynt in the “Name a Famous Editor” game, then we aren’t exactly going to hit the jackpot surveying for famous art directors. Off the top of my head, and giving myself only a moment to respond, I came up with (not counting Art Paul) David Carson, who did his unwitting part with his iconoclast magazine, Raygun, in creating a mob of pretentious design brats who thought that if Carson could play fast and loose with the rules of typography, then they certainly were entitled to the same freedoms—except, of course, like most followers of any practical art form, they were overreaching and didn’t have the chops or patience to learn the basics of form and space and the fundamentals of communication to make that leap, much like a generation of spoiled kids with electric guitars who thought they could master the blues by listening to Led Zeppelin. Also George Lois, who, according to the lefties at the New York Times, created what is “considered among the most memorable propaganda imagery in any medium and certainly the most provocative in the history of the magazine industry” with his run of covers for Esquire in the ’60s, featuring Muhammad Ali, Andy Warhol, and Richard Nixon, among others. You would know them if you saw them. He also, unfortunately, created the “I Want My MTV” campaign, which puts him in the camp of the enemy. And Mike Salisbury, who seems to have rebranded a fair part of the latter half of the twentieth century, including work for Rolling Stone and Playboy, and designed about a zillion movie posters, for everything from Alien to Raiders of the Lost Ark, and who is legendary for being the bright light behind Michael Jackson’s glove gimmick, an accomplishment that I am going to refrain from commenting on here. A few other graphic designers not famous for magazine work also sprang to mind and deserve airtime, too: Jamie Read, who did the ransom-note lettering for the Sex Pistols’ record; Reid Miles, who designed the astonishing catalog of Blue Note album covers; and Saul Bass, whose title sequences (e.g., The Man With the Golden Arm, Vertigo, Anatomy of a Murder, the James Bond films, etc.) remain at the zenith of cool. I just think it’s kind of sad how commercial designers—and that includes the guy who designed the soup can that Andy Warhol “appropriated”—contribute so much to our world and yet remain anonymous.



27 Heller was the first art director of Screw, a progenitor of the hippie-funk, postcommunist, porn-sleaze, underground agitprop style that was the magazine’s hallmark in its early days. Often considered the best thing to ever come out of Screw, Heller went on to become a heralded professor of design, writing more than eighty books on the subject, and served time as an art director for another famous Jewish publisher, Arthur Sulzburger, and his inky samizdat, the New York Times.



28 Soon after the first issue dropped, Hef got a letter asking when they were going to “wise up and start running a few stories written later than 1889.” The writer of the note was Ray Russell, whom Hef hired almost immediately and who would become Playboy’s executive editor.



29 About $8 billion in 2010 dollars.



30 Nine years later, Denham published her novel, My Darling from the Lions, and in 1975, the truly startling AMO came out, about a “feminist Centerfold from outer space who visits earth to teach spaced-out sex and equality,” and was described as no less than “a women’s liberation classic” by the Library Journal. In 2006, she dropped a well-received tell-all, Sleeping with Bad Boy: A 1956 Playboy Model’s Escapades with James Dean, Hugh Hefner, Norman Mailer, and the Famous Writers of the 1950s Beat Generation, in which she described fucking Hefner as “a good ride, a steady canter, although somewhat cold.” She also spilled on her other literary conquests, James Jones (“abnormally small penis”); Joseph Heller (“married, hot kisser”); New York Times literary critic Anatole Broyard (couldn’t keep it up); Philip Roth (“on fire”—score one for the Jews!); and many more, confessing that when she hit a literary soiree, she aimed herself at the most famous writer in the room and did her best to get him home to fuck him, a strategy the New York Times piquantly called “phallotropic.” Her conclusion at the end of the day, however, was that “what these hotsy male writers knew about love was nada.”



31 Honestly, I find the painting a lot more attractive than the girl, which makes me wonder exactly where I fall on ye olde Kinsey scale.



32 In 1957, the FBI did pay a visit to the Playboy offices, as well as to Hef’s estranged wife, Millie, to press her about her husband’s subversive activities, an operation that yielded zero. Overall, Hef’s FBI file is a giant mess, beginning in 1955 with the usual Cold War paranoia and running right through to 1980. Not atypical of the Bureau blather that fills the file is a memo that summarizes Martin Luther King’s 1965 interview: “King rambles on and on, speaks considerably of his religious beliefs . . . but actually says nothing . . . typical King double talk and is another classical example of the unbounded duplicity of this false prophet.” Hefner really got Hoover’s goat when he attacked Hoover’s antiporn crusade as a ruse to distract the public from the Bureau’s inability to rub out organized crime. The man in charge of keeping the file, Milton A. Jones, head of the FBI’s crime records division and a church deacon when not being paid by the government to read girlie mags, considered Playboy’s editors “moral degenerates” who published “high-priced trash.” His final advice to Hoover: “Ignoring these garbage collectors appears to be the best means of putting their rantings in proper perspective.”



33 Okay, let’s play another game: Quick, name a famous poet whose career began after, say, 1980. Got it? Don’t worry, I couldn’t name one either. The closest I came was Billy Collins. After that, it was Rod McKuen.



34 The Playmate, Yvette Vickers, went on to have bit parts in both Attack of the 50 Foot Woman and Attack of the Giant Leeches. In 2011, her mummified body was found in her California home. According to authorities, she had died a year earlier from heart failure and was discovered only when her neighbors noticed piles of uncollected, yellowed mail, and spiderwebs strung across her door.



35 From Kerouac’s “To Harpo Marx”: “When did you steal the silverware and bug-spray the guests . . . Was your vow of silence an Indian Harp?”



36 Exactly one year earlier, Time magazine had declared the Beat Generation pretty much over and done with when it knowingly reprinted part of a fake interview famed jazz critic Ralph Gleason had conducted with a fictional beatnik named Shorty Pederstein. Gleason riffed that Shorty had “deserted the beard-and-sandal set of the Beat Generation, now boasted a Nob Hill address, clean shaves and tennis togs.” Said the made-up man himself, “We eschew the verbal shorthand popularly supposed to be the language of this in-group, and we reject the death-wish symbolism of the dark shirt and black stockings.” The story was picked up as legit by the UPI press bureau, which wrote: “San Francisco’s famed ‘beatsters’ are shaving off their beards. Jazz Musician Shorty Pederstein explains, ‘The beard has lost its effect and is now respectable. To wear a beard is no distinction. Not to wear a beard is the strongest pattern of nonconformity.’” 37 The actual “Pepsi Generation” ad campaign began in 1962 and shared with Hefner a few upbeat refrains, namely, We’re different, we’re alive, we are the next fun-loving generation. For its time it was, like Playboy, a break from previous marketing styles and a model for the future, in that it commodified a lifestyle as much as it did the product.



37 I’m reminded here of the old Woody Allen joke that “if sex isn’t dirty, then you aren’t doing it right.”



38 Which happened on Star Trek in 1968 when Kirk smooched Uhura—although it bears noting that Kirk didn’t kiss her of his own free will; he was forced to by a “sadistic race of psychic humanoids” who had taken over his brain.



39 Hef would get married again . . . but not until after a murder and a stroke jogged him loose from his bachelor moorings. Stay tuned.



40 And for the women in the audience who had turned The Sensuous Woman into a best seller, the kayfabe was flawless. Although she claims not to be all that in the looks department (actually, she paints a self-portrait just a few degrees north of King Kong—“heavy thighs, lumpy hips, protruding teeth, a ski jump nose, poor posture, flat feet, and uneven ears”), she can’t get past the first page without declaring that “some of the most interesting men in America have fallen in love with me. I have received marriage proposals from such diverse personalities as a concert pianist, a best-selling author, the producer of three of America’s most popular television shows, a bomb expert from the CIA, a trial attorney, an apple grower, a TV and radio star, and a tax expert.” As gimmicks go, it was irresistible.



41 Somehow, the fourth of her proprietary penis-licking techniques, the Whipped Cream Whirl, escaped my memory. But when I picked up an old copy of The Sensuous Woman—purely for fact-checking, of course—I was reminded that “J” was no less pragmatic than she was erotic. “If you have a weight problem,” she offered, “use one of the many artificial whipped creams now on the market (available in boxes, plastic containers, and aerosol cans) and forgo the coconut and chocolate.”



42 In 1973, the court decided in Miller v. California that for something to be declared obscene, it would have to pass a three-pronged text, proving that, taken as a whole, the work must not only appeal to “prurient interests” but also “lack serious artistic, literary, political, or scientific value” and depict or describe, in “a patently offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined by applicable state law.” What actually constituted “obscenity,” then, was still completely vague and therefore tough to prove.



43 In my last book, I suggested sodomizing the Pope with a loaf of marble rye and no one batted an eye. It was almost disappointing.



44 Dexedrine is a very decent drug, basically the main ingredient in ladies’ diet pills, but good enough for even tough guys like Johnny Cash and the leather-jacketed Hamburg-era Beatles when taken in quantity. But the real stuff, as any hardcore beatnik could tell you, was the chemical-soaked paper element found inside a Benzedrine inhaler, which could be easily removed and then chewed and swallowed. The most romantic Benzedrine myth has Jack Kerouac writing On the Road in a three-week Bennie-fueled jag. The most harrowing description of its effects—including “the voices,” well familiar to anyone who has abused amphetamines—can be found in James Ellroy’s book My Dark Places.



45 A not atypical writing sample: “We’re applying 16th Century religion to a 20th Century world; a more sophisticated time requires more sophisticated faith. There’s no logic in the belief that a man’s body, mind and soul are in conflict rather than harmony with one another, and the idea that man was placed upon this world, but not expected to accomplish anything while here, seems especially inane. In man’s success, and in his struggling for success, others benefit as well as he, himself; and civilization—and sometimes truth or beauty as well—gets advanced another notch. If it were not for this, if man were not allowed to struggle and dream and accomplish wondrous things on this little planet, there would be no point to his existence here at all, and it would require a very strange and calloused God to play so pointless and cruel a joke on all mankind.”



46 The “me generation” “’70s” weren’t so generous as to even last an entire decade. They ended with an abrupt plop and extended blurrrrrrp, in 1980, when Ronald Reagan took office and the Fairlight synthesizer became a popular facilitator for gooey power ballads.



47 In 1972, while running for president on an independent ticket, Wallace was shot, a failed assassination attempt that left him in a wheelchair. Shortly afterward, he was featured in a Screw magazine subscription ad with the banner headline “If I Could Walk I’d Run for Screw.” “Screw is the only paper in the nation dedicated to cripples—mental, emotional, and physical,” ran the text. “I can sit in my chair and get everything I need in a single copy of Screw . . . why I even picked up a few pointers on sex tricks with a colostomy bag. I subscribe to Screw cause I like their free-wheeling spirit. And they’re printed on pure white paper.” Wallace sued Screw’s editor and publisher, Al Goldstein—but thanks to New York Times Co. v. Sullivan, the case that guaranteed First Amendment rights to spoof politicians, that was presumably explained to the hotheaded racist by his lawyers, who at the end of the day did not want to lose face to a filthy Jew pig like Goldstein. Wallace knew he was beat and settled for chump change, $5,000, which Goldstein was glad to pay to avoid the expense of actually going to court. More recently, Goldstein told me, “He had no choice—I was going to move our offices uptown and have the trial in Harlem. They would have murdered him.”



48 He had the Allman Brothers play at the White House, for chrissakes.



49 Also infamously on the Help! team was future Hefner nemesis Gloria Steinem, who worked on wrangling the ridiculous celebrity covers. If anyone ever tells you that she doesn’t know how to laugh, you now know better.



50 Help! was published by Warren Publications, helmed by Jim Warren, who would become well-known in the ’60s and ’70s for his comic horror mags, Eerie, Creepy, and Vampirella, but his first stab at newsstand glory was in 1957 with a Playboy knockoff called After Hours, which lasted all of four issues. The swan-song issue, however, featured a story on monster-movie maven Forrest J. Ackerman, who would soon become the brains behind Warren’s greatest title, the legendary fan mag Famous Monsters of Filmland. Ackerman—who filled the book with a proprietary blend of bad puns, e.g., referring to the reader’s column in his magazine as “Fang Mail,” and to the famous skyscraper as the Vampire State Building—was also one of the great early proponents of science fiction (he coined the term “sci-fi”) and would be a prime mover in the careers of Playboy habitués Ray Bradbury and Charles Beaumont, to name but two.



51 MM died in 1962, most likely a suicide, although conspiracy theories continue to swarm regarding her affairs with the Kennedys, various gangsters who whacked her as revenge for the Kennedys’ meddling in their business, and her inside knowledge of alien spacecraft that had crashed in New Mexico. She was buried in Los Angeles’s Westwood Memorial Park, in the Corridor of Memories; Hugh Hefner now owns the plot alongside hers.



52 NB: Although they have a lot in common, Ginzburg diverges from the Playboy dogma when he talks of “love” as freely as he does about “sex.”



53 The vagaries of the female orgasm remained a source of fear for the American male—the word clitoris did not even appear in Playboy until four years later.



54 Jack was Jack Nichols, the cofounder of the Mattachine Society of Washington, D.C., and Florida, who, along with his partner, Lige Clark, led the first gay-rights march on the White House in 1965 and would later effectively help lobby the American Psychiatric Association to rescind its perverted and dangerous definition of homosexuality as a mental illness.



55 Goldstein was fond of pointing out that when it came to publishing, aside from Screw—which he always said was a success not because of him, but in spite of him—everything he touched turned to shit. Known as the Goldstein Curse, his nearly 100 percent failure rate became legend. Over the years he started almost a dozen other titles that all died quickly, including X, Smut, Mobster Times, Homo/Ramrod, Bitch, Sex Sense, and National Screw, a glossy magazine attempted in a partnership with publishing legend Lyle Stewart, which seemed like a good idea at the time but died a hard death in front of a public unwilling to engage in such recklessness. Not limited to destroying things for which Goldstein himself was responsible, the Goldstein Curse pretty much ensured that anyone who ever got involved with the Jew pornographer, friend or foe, was fucked, Goldstein’s favorite examples being his long-term adversaries John Lindsay and Richard Nixon.



56 In 2005, I wrote Barr’s obituary for Screw: “In a world where a nice pair of tits and a pretty face are a dime a dozen,” the eulogy began, “Candy Barr rose above the rank and file of B-girls, go-go dancers, and would-be pin-ups with style, smarts, and sensuality that would dazzle Hollywood starlets even as she became the all-time favorite jerk-off fodder for Screw’s founding masturbator, Al Goldstein.”



57 By the time Wife No. 5 gave him the ol’ heave-ho, he was already broke.



58 Highlights include Goldstein’s performing enthusiastic oral sex on a rack of ribs and using a canister of aerosol whipped cream as deodorant. But, generally speaking, when not in the throes of madness, Goldstein adheres to my own favorite rule, that “a real mensch is only rude on purpose.” It just happens that in his case it happens very often, and very publicly.



59 Miller broke Goldstein’s heart when he called Screw “a joke.”



60 Ha ha.



61 We’d see this again and again—next in 1972, with the National Commission on Marihuana and Drug Abuse, which was the panel Nixon appointed to study the effects of “marihuana.” The commission came back with the determination that “neither the marihuana user nor the drug itself can be said to constitute a danger to public safety,” and recommended that Congress decriminalize the use and distribution of marijuana for personal use. “Homosexuality, dope, immorality in general,” Nixon spat, “these are the enemies of strong societies. That’s why the communists and the left-wingers are pushing the stuff: They’re trying to destroy us.” Nixon refused to even read the report and tossed it in the garbage. “You know, it’s a funny thing,” he whined to his chief of staff, Bob Haldeman. “Every one of the bastards that are out for legalizing marijuana is Jewish. What the Christ is the matter with the Jews, Bob? What is the matter with them? I suppose it is because most of them are psychiatrists.”

Fourteen years later, under Ronald Reagan, Attorney General Ed Meese put together a commission to tackle the still-unsolved problem of relentless pornography’s turning a nation of good Christian souls into depraved sexual delinquents. Even though the panel was stacked with antisex ringers, it failed to show any connection between violence and pornography—their very raison d’être. Meese dismissed the findings, never mind that it was his own handpicked panel, since “common sense” dictated otherwise. Meese later resigned as attorney general, disgraced for his involvement in a defense-contractor lobbying scandal that had put a ton of dough in his pocket.

Eleven years after Meese, another study on marijuana was ordered, this one by highly decorated ex–Vietnam soldier General Barry McCaffrey, now acting as President Bill Clinton’s drug czar and no stranger to controversy. He was the author of a plan to pay off television networks to include antidrug messages in their regular programming without acknowledging that the messages had been paid for by the government. The producers of prime-time TV shows ER, The Drew Carey Show, Seventh Heaven, and Beverly Hills, 90210, among others, received $25 million

in taxpayer money, before the story broke and the ensuing outrage shut down the operation. McCaffrey also ran a clandestine government agency that developed and distributed false news stories, also violating a congressional ban on covert government propaganda. Soon after, he would be accused of war crimes, for ordering an unauthorized attack during the first Gulf War. At any rate, when his report on marijuana came back with the sober conclusion that marijuana was not “a gateway drug,” and that alcohol and tobacco were in fact the true gateways to harder stuff, that, too, got pooh-poohed right into the presidential wastebasket.



62 Which reminds me of an old joke: If I had five members, my pants would fit like a glove!



63 In a particularly wonderful act of “détournement,” what the Situationist International used to call “turning the capitalist system against itself,” Earl Kemp and William Haimling published their own illustrated version of the report by the President’s Commission on Obscenity and Pornography, using works cited in the report to pepper the pages with the same stuff the commission had been ogling for the duration. They were both sentenced to a year in prison for the prank.



64 Nixon, caught on tape, explaining All in the Family to Bob Haldeman and press secretary Ron Ziegler: “The writers are predominantly Jewish . . . They wrote this show for the purpose of making the hard hat look like a boob.”



65 In the interview, Goldstein also talked about his famous blow job with Linda: “There I was with the world’s greatest cocksucker, and yet it was a very lonely experience. I was sweating. She was hot. But it was false, because it was not spontaneous . . . It finally dawned on me that this was a nonmonetary gift from the distributors for my review . . . It was like working. I felt like a hooker faking an orgasm with a john. I left there feeling sad.” A better blow job, Goldstein expanded, was to be found at the local porn theater: “Up in the balcony you can find whatever sex you want . . . One guy who blew me was an old man who took his teeth out first. It was fantastic, better than Linda Lovelace. Most guys are better cocksuckers than women anyway.”



66 T. S. Eliot must be twirling in his grave by now.



67 Sometime during the lead-up to the trial, Buckley decided he’d had enough of this madness for one career, and sold his share of the business to Goldstein for $1 million.



68 The Arlene Herson Show is a local cable celebrity-interview show hosted by the somewhat dotty doyenne Ms. Herson, a conservative Jew who favored the kind of red suits Nancy Reagan once made Republican en vogue. It is such a marvel of an underappreciated genre—the public-access cable television show, which places Herson in the same plasma pool as Al Goldstein’s Midnight Blue and the long-running bisexual porn hour well-known to everyone who has ever lived in New York, The Robyn Byrd Show—that Ms. Herson deserves a closer look, even though, unlike Mr. Goldstein and Ms. Byrd, she is clean, clean, clean and would never take her shirt off on television, let alone go down on her guests, who, I should add, have included real A-listers, like Tony Bennett, Sammy Davis, Jr., Harry Belafonte, Walter Cronkite, Placido Domingo, and on and on. She is also good pals with two ex-presidents, both named George Bush. How a good Republican like Herson ever became friends with a filthmonger like Bob Guccione is beyond my comprehension. Among her other credits, she was the producer of “the award-winning musical 1776, featuring members of Congress.”

Herson’s cable show always begins with absolutely the worst canned music and primitive video titles that seem to leap from her Commodore 64 and cascade across the screen. The whole opening sequence could have easily been the inspiration for The Simpsons’ Eye on Springfield—especially the parts where she’s having a laugh with Dom DeLuise and the puppet Lamb Chop—and it makes me think that the Smithsonian or the Paley Center in New York should open an entire wing dedicated to the subculture of local public-access cable TV shows. Herson sells DVDs of her show on eBay—eighty bucks for a thirty-minute episode, which is a complete rip-off, especially for her tour of the Guccione mansion that hardly gets past the front door—although she was nice enough to let me Jew her down and gave me the whole Guccione file, two hours’ worth, as a journalistic courtesy for just $100.



69 By the time I wrote for it, in 1986, it was being published out of a two-room office on a crappy block in the West Thirties and run by low-level gangsters.



70 Keeton gets her own segment on The Arlene Herson Show, where Arlene introduces her as “president of Omni, the leading science publication in the world,” which is a lot of kayfabe bullshit, of course, but Keeton talks girlishly about falling in love with Tarzan and why she digs the space program. It’s a far cry from showing off her husband’s expensive stuff. Despite her lousy reputation for being difficult and impatient, she seems genuinely down-to-earth here, where she isn’t cast next to Bob.



71 Which isn’t to say that women didn’t want to read about sex—they just weren’t gung ho about what are known in the trade as “cock and balls” titles. Playgirl, which fell into this category, albeit with a less sophisticated, less erotic approach than Viva, was launched in 1973 and survived into the twenty-first century before being relegated to the paperless existence of the Internet. But, as everyone knows, no women actually bought it, and it was, whether the well-meaning editorial staff liked it or not, kept in business by small-town gays who had no other options on the newsstand.



72 Hustler: “Have you ever had a homosexual experience?” Cock: “Only with a Klansman . . . I don’t dig that sort of action, but it was for a good cause.”



73 “More than just a place to drink. You can make your own sandwiches from our 10 cent smorgasbord. Dance and laugh with our hostesses and just have a good time.”



74 Could be the advent right here of celebrity poon shots and sex tapes, soon to be a recurrent riff in the business, the highlights of which included disgraced Olympic skater Tonya Harding’s wedding-night videos peddled by Penthouse and the slew of crap Al Goldstein sold on Midnight Blue, e.g., the Rob Lowe sex tape, Chuck Berry’s golden shower of hits, and the largely discredited Barbra Streisand stag tape. The most storied, in certain circles, anyway, is the one we’ll never get to see: Jane Fonda fucking Ted Turner with a strap-on dildo. I know two former Hustler editors who claim to have seen it—the would-be seller of said tape brought it to their offices, demanding $1 million, before disappearing—and gave it terrific reviews.



75 As someone who has contributed numerous feature stories to Hustler, I find this critique particularly irksome.



76 Rock band the Black Crowes later boosted the image for the cover of their album Amorica.



77 More than $120,000 in 2011 dollars.



78 For those of you too young to remember, the Equal Rights Amendment was a proposed constitutional amendment to specifically protect the rights of women, who are not expressly mentioned in the document. It was a real sticking point for conservatives who felt that women had it just fine as is, and that this sort of liberal hoo-haw could only lead to abominations like unisex bathrooms.



79 Also indicative of Hef’s lack of business sense, he hired his seventy-six-year-old churchgoing father as the company’s treasurer. Interestingly enough, Guccione, too, employed his father, sixty-nine-year-old Anthony Guccione, in the same role.



80 From Keith’s memoir, Life: “So Hugh Hefner thought it would be a laugh to invite some of us over to the Playboy Mansion. I think he regretted it. Hugh Hefner, what a nut. We’ve worked the lowest pimps to the highest. The highest being Hefner, a pimp nonetheless. He threw the place open for the Stones, and we were there for over a week. And it’s all plunges in the sauna, and the Bunnies, and basically it’s a whorehouse, which I really don’t like.”



81 Well, more or less. Hef has also said about this time, “I was exploring the outer limits of my sexuality, and it included bisexuality. But I never really had an emotional connection with a man.”



82 Another old friend of Hefner’s, who had booked him at the Playboy clubs at a time when black comedians were still not being booked regularly at integrated clubs.



83 Hustler, like most monthly magazines, had about a three-month lead time, so, just to keep the continuity straight here, the Easter Bunny cover had been shipped to the printer a few months before Flynt was shot.



84 Let’s get rid of the elephant in the room right now. Everyone always asks, “But what about his dick?” Flynt says it works and that, with the “aid of a penile implant,” he has been able to enjoy sex. That’s enough for this journalist, but feel free to address further inquiries to Larry Flynt, c/o Hustler magazine, Beverly Hills, California.



85 And let it not go unnoted that they both fell for strippers, although you would have to be pretty high yourself to imagine Kathy Keeton ever scoring drugs in an L.A. dive bar.



86 Which, apparently, is how snow is made on a Hustler photo shoot. Hard to imagine Playboy or Penthouse giving up the ol’ kayfabe and making fun of itself like that.



87 About $50 million in 2010 dollars.



88 Although it is difficult to say fairly if I would have enjoyed McDowell as much in Caligula if I didn’t already equate him with Alex from A Clockwork Orange. Eight years later, he had lost a little bit of the rose of youth, but he was still plenty childish and petty in his pleasures.



89 Depending on what version you get. There are at least a dozen—there is the legendary uncut version (210 minutes) that no one seems to have seen, the “unrated” original version (156 minutes), the R-rated version (a nifty 105 minutes), plus endless variations for foreign markets, another R-rated version for cable TV, a recut twentieth-anniversary edition, and, most recently, the Imperial Edition. Personally, for maximum impact, I recommend the unrated original.



90 As Guccione noted, “Enough to make Ben-Hur fifty times over.”



91 Stratten, who apparently spent a lot of time skating when she lived in Vancouver, could also be seen doing laps in “Playboy’s Roller Disco and Pajama Party” television special, another ridiculous example of Hefner’s trying to co-opt the zeitgeist, no matter how shallow. Lousy with rainbow suspenders, hot pants, and gigantic Afros, the big stars were the Village People and Wayland Flowers and his puppet Madame. Needless to say, the show was dated the second it hit the air.



92 Do I need to tell you that no one did?



93 Which did not stop Playboy from running several Stratten stories over the next year or so and featuring her postmortem in the videos Playboy Playmates of the Year and Playboy Video Magazine No. 4. As for the Fosse movie, Star 80 (such was her fame that there was also a made-for-TV Dorothy Stratten flick, Death of a Centerfold: The Dorothy Stratten Story) is a pretty good picture, most notable for Eric Roberts’s oily sleaze-take on Snider, although we shouldn’t fail to mention Mariel Hemingway’s perfectly vapid performance as Stratten (not to mention the boob job she got just for the role), or Cliff Robertson’s stolid version of Hefner, which apparently delighted the man himself not at all.



94 I concede that he may have had a point here.



95 I swear I didn’t set out to write a book about Jimmy Carter, but there he is, besting Larry Flynt in the ’76 presidential elections, gushing to Playboy about his lusty ways, sitting idly by while his sister brings pornographers to Christ, and warning Americans of the central spiritual crisis of the times.



96 Bob Guccione and Penthouse remained unrelenting in their commitment to and coverage of the former, and began excellent reporting on the latter.



97 Years later, after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, he got right to it: “I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way, all of them who have tried to secularize America . . . I point the finger in their face and say, ‘You helped this happen.’”



98 It’s hard to pinpoint exactly when Rolling Stone went from being a genuine rock ’n’ roll voice to being an industry-hype tool and movie-star puff machine, but the first sign of the apocalypse came in the thick of the yuppie era, what former Rolling Stone scribe Hunter Thompson called the “Generation of Swine.” I refer you to the infamous Rolling Stone “Perception/Reality” ads that appeared in publishing trade mags, designed to lure in big money from ad buyers who thought maybe Rolling Stone was just another posthippie hangover best left to die quietly somewhere between the acrylic bong and the lava lamp.

The ads went something like this: On one page, under the headline “The Perception,” there was a photo of left-wing loser George McGovern. On the facing page, under the sobriquet “The Reality,” was a picture of commander in chief and trouncer of all things liberal Ronald Reagan. The “reality,” the ad claimed, represented the true Rolling Stone reader. Another featured the preferred chariot for Woodstock Nation, a VW minibus (“perception”) facing the totem of all things Gordon Gekko, a shiny new BMW (“reality”). Things really got icky with an ad juxtaposing Bullwinkle the Moose with a can of mousse—not the chocolate kind, but the stuff yuppie men who feared the freak flag put in their hair to attract girls called Muffy and Binky. (I am actually a little unsure as to why Bullwinkle was targeted as a low-rent, passé icon, but whatever. According to Rolling Stone, he was simply not cool. There was no indication of how the magazine felt about his pal Rocky the flying squirrel.) The ultimate sellout to the enemy featured a map of Canada (“perception”) placed against a recruitment brochure for the U.S. Army (“reality”). All of which supports my theory that “reality” is for people who cannot handle professional wrestling.



99 The shots were originally offered to Hugh Hefner, who turned them down because he did not feel right running photos without the consent of the model—and, of course, he was sensitive, and rightly so, to the fact that she was the first black Miss America. He didn’t feel so diffident about Madonna a little later that year, who had just hit with “Like a Virgin.” He ran her unauthorized prefame nude shots and put her on the cover—as did Guccione—making Madge the only person ever to be on the cover of Penthouse and Playboy simultaneously.



100 One apocryphal story says that the shutdown was triggered by his old man’s demanding that Bob, Jr., put flash-in-the-pan pop star Pia Zadora on the cover. (Guccione was good friends with her billionaire junk-bond hustler of a husband, Meshulam Ricklis, who had pretty much paid for her career out of pocket.) Later, Bob, Jr., told me that “it was a real contention between us. He never insisted I put her on the cover, but, tougher to refuse, he asked me to. I agonized over having to let him down but came back to him and said absolutely not; it would destroy the magazine and make everyone’s hard work, especially mine, worthless.”



101 The danger of an obese pornographer’s working across the street from the Donut Palace was so great that Goldstein once bribed the manager $500 to never serve him again, but Goldstein was back the next day with another $500, for a dozen chocolate creams to go.



102 Prescription drugs were another matter—Goldstein had a bag of pills to rival Elvis Presley’s, including various antidepressants; Valium; Xanax; numerous tranquilizers; medication to control his blood pressure, diabetes, and cholesterol; and, of course, the aging pornographer’s best friend, Viagra.



103 Grutman was last seen here representing Bob Guccione in his cases against Flynt, a fact that, frankly, leaves me with a spinning sensation in my head. Mr. Moral Majority Falwell had to know that his lawyer was a pornographer’s mouthpiece, just as much as Grutman, if he had any allegiance to Guccione whatsoever, had to know that he was now working for the enemy, and even if he shared Guccione’s antipathy toward Flynt, and if Falwell had hired him for exactly that reason, getting in bed with Falwell was, not to put too fine a point on it, creepy.



104 As for Goldstein, everything he touched, with the exception of Screw, continued to turn to shit. Not content with having missed with other sex titles, he launched newsletters dedicated to his other obsessions: electronic gadgets (Gadget) and cigars (Cigar). Neither lasted very long.



105 By now, Keating had completed four and a half years of a twelve-year sentence for more than one hundred counts of bank fraud, racketeering, and conspiracy; was let off because of a technicality; and then pleaded guilty to more counts of wire and bankruptcy fraud; but was sentenced only to time served. In a lengthy profile, the Chicago Tribune referred to him as a “hypocrite who masked his greed with phony piety.”



106 They would remain separated, with Conrad and the kids living out in the backyard, but wouldn’t actually be divorced for another eleven years, in 2009, after the younger of the two sons turned eighteen.



107 Think about this: In 1953, when Playboy began, Clinton, born in 1946, was seven years old. He got to college just in time for Playboy’s best years. His predecessor George H. W. Bush was born in 1924 and was twenty-nine years old in 1953, twenty-three years older than Clinton, and already married for longer than Clinton had been alive. This was geologic time in terms of culture shift, and a huge transition point in bridging what had become a generation gap between the president and the people.



108 What the hell is wrong with this guy?



109 Seriously, what the hell is wrong with this guy?



110 The nastiest part of the whole affair is that Clinton turned out to be a complete cad, selling out Lewinsky faster than he could zip up his pants and letting her swing in the breeze, denying that he ever “had sexual relations with that woman,” since, under some ridiculous definition of “sexual relations” that only a lawyer could have concocted, getting a blow job didn’t count—only if he had been the one with the penis in his mouth would he have been guilty, which I am now thinking would have been pretty cool, but highly unlikely, for this southern boy. Later, under extreme duress, Clinton admitted that he had had an “improper physical relationship” with the intern, but by that point, I don’t think anyone was all that impressed.



111 NB: I am casting no aspersions on said hooker, but rather on her employers for being hypocrites. Nor do I accuse her of “bringing down” the governor. Let it be clear, he did that all by himself.



112 Peter Bloch told me that Flynt’s team was by far the most professional one he had seen, once the magazine was up for sale.



113 And here we come to my own appearance on Midnight Blue, which I consider a career highlight. At the time, I was the publisher of marijuana magazine High Times; Goldstein and I smoked a bomber of a doobie while he offered to fuck Giuliani’s wife as a favor to him. It was edited into about eight parts and ran for almost two months. For a while there, I was getting a lot of smiles on the street.



114 She paid herself $2 million in “severance” on her way out. This is one of those “vagaries of corporate culture” that I do not understand.



115 In a “Talk of the Town” piece in the New Yorker, the future Mrs. Hefner shrugged when asked about her sex life with the old man, but gleefully offered that he ate instant chicken noodle soup every day at 5:00 p.m. sharp. Such was life at the mansion.



116 The role of Flynt’s lawyer, Alan Isaacson, played by Edward Norton, is a composite of Alan Isaacman, who really did defend Flynt in the Falwell case and a few others, including Gene Reeves, the local attorney who was shot alongside Flynt, and, of course, Herald Fahringer, the Joe DiMaggio of the First Amendment.
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