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The whirlwind life of one of old Hollywood’s biggest stars.From the depths of a small mining
village in Wales to a star of Hollywood’s silver screen, Richard Burton broke every rule in his
quest for the American Dream. Burton made sure that he sipped the cup of life at its fullest.
Twice married to Elizabeth Taylor, he is now revealed to have been one of Marilyn Monroe’s
secret lovers. The details of these licit and illicit relationships with Hollywood’s most iconic stars
will titillate and shock both newcomers to Burton’s story and those already familiar with his fame.
Munn’s biography covers everything from Burton’s early days on the London stage, to his star
performance in Broadway’s Camelot, to his wild nights in Hollywood with the likes of Errol Flynn,
Peter O’Toole, and Frank Sinatra. Burton was known for his charisma, his explosive temper, his
excessive carousing, and, above all, his stunning command of stage and screen. This first-ever
look at the real Richard Burton is a must-read for any follower of film, history, and the rise of
celebrity in America.Skyhorse Publishing, along with our Arcade, Good Books, Sports
Publishing, and Yucca imprints, is proud to publish a broad range of biographies,
autobiographies, and memoirs. Our list includes biographies on well-known historical figures like
Benjamin Franklin, Nelson Mandela, and Alexander Graham Bell, as well as villains from history,
such as Heinrich Himmler, John Wayne Gacy, and O. J. Simpson. We have also published
survivor stories of World War II, memoirs about overcoming adversity, first-hand tales of
adventure, and much more. While not every title we publish becomes a New York Times
bestseller or a national bestseller, we are committed to books on subjects that are sometimes
overlooked and to authors whose work might not otherwise find a home.

About the AuthorMichael Munn is a film historian and the author of twenty-five books, including
Stars at War, The Hollywood Connection, and the bestseller John Wayne: The Man Behind the
Myth. As a journalist, he has written extensively on cinema, crime, ancient history, and World
War II. He lives in Suffolk, England. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Review“Goes a long way towards unravelling a complex, troubled character.” —
Stage“After reading this affectionately candid biography, it is hard not to echo Olivier’s response
on hearing of Burton’s death: ‘He was so young, so young.’” —Daily Mail“Munn offers some
choice anecdotes . . . There’s no denying his affection for Burton, who comes across as modest,
generous, and decent as well as irreverent and funny.” —Daily Express --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.
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BibliographyIndexINTRODUCTIONICOULDN’T CLAIM THAT Richard Burton was a close friend
of mine, but he was a good friend. I couldn’t boast that I was his confidant, and yet one day in
1974 in Winchester something traumatic happened that for the next several hours made me his
sole confidant.Before that, I had met him on a number of occasions, the first in 1969 when I was
just 16 and still at school. I had managed to wangle myself a visit to Shepperton Studios for the
day to watch the filming of Anne of the Thousand Days. I had the burning ambition to be a film
director and, just a few years before, had been lucky enough to visit the sets of Othello and The



Dirty Dozen. Those experiences made me realise that I was at my happiest on a film set, and so
I wrote to the administration offices at all the studios during my last few months at school in
1969, asking if I could come and visit any of the sets. I hardly expected to be told to come down
and meet Richard Burton.Burton was, at that time, one of those mythical star actors. It was as
though he didn’t exist anywhere but on a cinema screen. He was as famous as any actor could
be and, unlike today when every film star appears on every TV programme to plug every film, he
was rarely seen on television, or anywhere else for that matter, ready to shatter the myth. I was in
awe of him because I admired him enormously in Becket and as Mark Antony in Cleopatra. Oh,
how I irritated him from time to time because I insisted that not only was Cleopatra much
underrated, which is now the opinion of a good many more than just me, but that his Mark
Antony was an extraordinary performance that displayed something of his power as a stage
actor within the confines of the film medium.So the idea of meeting Richard Burton was exciting
enough to make me feel so nervous that I thought I was meeting royalty. And I was, because he
was playing Henry VIII. I couldn’t understand why he had agreed to meet me. I was taken to one
of the sound stages where he sat on a kingly throne, fully dressed in his costume, sporting a
thick dark beard, looking not too unlike Henry VIII perhaps but certainly looking for all the world
like Richard Burton in another historical costume.A royal ball was being filmed, and he pointed
out to me his wife, Elizabeth Taylor, who was making a brief guest appearance.‘What do your
friends call you?’ he asked me.I told him it was Mick.He said, ‘Then you shall be Mick to me and
I shall be Dick to you.’I was told later that nobody was allowed to call him Dick. It was a nickname
he despised, even though all the Americans would insist on calling him Dick. He said it made
him sound like ‘a phallus’.‘We shall be Mick and Dick, and if Elizabeth comes over, we shall be
Mick and Liz and Dick,’ he said and laughed.He was simply enjoying a tiny word game, but
whenever I met him after that, usually when I was an extra in one of his films, I always said to
him, ‘Hello, Dick,’ and the assistant director would have apoplexy. I would come to call him Rich,
which he preferred.Several years later, when I was with him on the set of The Wild Geese, he
introduced Richard Harris to me and said, ‘Mick, this too is Dick. I am Dick One and this is Dick
Two.’Harris said to me, ‘If you call me Dick I’ll knock your fucking head right off your
shoulders.’Rich said, ‘It’s okay, Mick. That means he likes you.’ Fortunately, he was right. I got on
well with Harris.But back in 1969 there was just Mick and Dick for a short sweet time, waiting for
a highly complicated set-up (well, it looked highly complicated to me) involving many people
performing a Tudor dance. Richard may have been a little drunk; he was certainly very merry
which, as I would later discover, was not how he felt very often during the making of Anne of the
Thousand Days. He suffered from deep melancholy and a conviction that the screenplay was
poor and his performance ‘boring’ – his own description. He was wrong; he was nominated for
an Oscar. And it’s another of my favourite Burton performances.He told me he had been shown
my letter in which I’d said that I had visited the filming of Othello in 1965 and had greatly enjoyed
seeing Laurence Olivier performing and that shortly thereafter I had had the pleasure of seeing
that performance on the screen. I said in my letter that I would like to enjoy that kind of



experience again as I hoped to become a film director. That, it seems, was enough for him to
decide to meet me; he figured I had to have a touch of culture to have been so impressed by
Olivier’s Othello.‘Larry can do what I can’t,’ Rich told me. ‘He can become someone else. I can
only ever make my characters into me. So Henry VIII will be me in tights, a codpiece and a
beard.’I hadn’t learned then, as I did a little later when I began working in the film industry, to
write down at the earliest convenience everything anyone of any import said to me, so I don’t
remember word for word all Richard Burton said to me that day. But the day itself, the feeling of
excitement, and the sense of being at home on a film set has always stayed with me.And the
memory that Richard Burton was prepared to put himself out for me for just an hour or two has
also remained with me. My affection for that usually high-spirited, sometimes sad but
extraordinary man began that day and grew over the years.In 1969 I was only a messenger boy
at Cinerama but I was rewarded by my managing director – a wonderful man named Ron Lee –
with a little work as a film extra which he was able to arrange, and one day in 1970 I was a
London bobby in a scene in Villain with Richard Burton, who promised me that he would get me
work as an extra whenever he worked in the UK, which was not all that often as he, like many of
his peers, was a tax exile. But he kept his promise.It was while he was making Villain that I
witnessed first hand the incredible anger that could be aroused in him – I saw it both on and off
the set.Then in 1974 I went to Winchester to appear as an extra in Brief Encounter and spent an
entire day with him, just the two of us, so he could just get away from everyone and everything.
What happened there formed a sort of bond between us. It wasn’t something that he ever
referred to again after the event, but I could tell it was there, although a certain distance always
remained, which I think he preferred to keep. He didn’t much care for young people, it turned
out.He was a very sick man when we last met on the set of 1984. He was unable to even lift his
right arm, but the power was still there in his acting; it was, most of all, in his voice. His voice had
always been his most valuable tool. It had been the power and richness of the Burton voice that
had first made an impact in his early plays. He used it to great effect in Shakespeare and even
more so on radio. Even when he was appearing to do little but fight off German soldiers in Where
Eagles Dare, the voice was paramount.He seemed to take an immediate liking to me on the set
of Anne of the Thousand Days because I knew whole passages from the film Becket by heart; I
had a long-playing record of dialogue highlights from the soundtrack which I listened to over and
over, so I was able to present him with a very bad impression of Peter O’Toole and for a few brief
minutes I was acting alongside Richard Burton, he as Becket and I as the King. Years later I got
to play the King in that play, and not too many years after that I got to play Henry VIII in Anne of
the Thousand Days. Doing those plays made me feel very close to Richard because he was one
of the few people who gave me the courage to get up and play those kinds of parts.I seemed to
go up in his estimation in 1974 when he found out I had worked on a couple of screenplays for
John Huston, who was someone Rich had tremendous respect for; that seemed to make me
something of a real writer in Richard’s mind – he liked writers enormously. He always wanted to
be a writer himself. However, he wasn’t so impressed when I became a journalist for film fan



magazines, but that didn’t make him any less kind or considerate towards me. In fact, I may have
been the only film fan magazine journalist he ever allowed to interview him (I only did one formal
interview with him).So that’s something, in brief, of the kind of relationship I had with Richard
Burton. And in writing this biography of him I have my chance to set down some of my own
personal memories of him, of the things he said to me, and also the memories of many who had
known and worked with him and who I had either met briefly or had got to know during the years
I was working my way through the film business.I remember he once said to me, ‘I always
believe that if something’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well.’I replied, ‘That’s like a line out of
Becket.’ (Well, it was almost a line out of Becket; it was actually, ‘I love doing what I have to do
and doing it well.’)He said, ‘And it’s true. So even when you don’t feel much like it, try and do it
well, whatever it is. And do it in as quick a time as you can, before you get bored.’There was one
particular thing that Richard did very well indeed: he lived. He enjoyed living and doing it well.
What he hated was being bored and being a bore. In his later years he endured sciatica, arthritis
and chronic depression but he continued to live life to the max before he got bored or boring.He
always said that his lifestyle would kill him, so when the end came, I think, perhaps, he didn’t feel
that all he had enjoyed had been in vain. Alcohol was one of his great pleasures. So was sex.
Reading was one of his greatest pleasures, and that surely came with no threat to his health.
Acting, though, was not one of his greatest pleasures. It was just something he discovered he
could do which earned him good money, but he would have preferred to have played rugby for
Wales, or have been a great writer. Nevertheless, when he acted, he tried to do it as best he
could, and when he had done it as best he could, especially on the stage, he then grew bored
with it. He had done it well and that was all that mattered. He looked for the next challenge.From
time to time he spoke of death. He said he could sense it would come sooner to him, before he
grew old. He knew that alcohol was gradually killing him. He told me once, ‘Most people are
afraid of dying. The trouble is, they are also afraid of living. Don’t be afraid to live, and then
perhaps you won’t be so afraid of dying.’He lived, loved and lusted his way through his mortal
existence, all the way to the moment he died. That, in itself, was a considerable achievement.
But he achieved so much more. There are those who maintain that he squandered his talent. I
think they’re wrong.I’d like to add a quick note about someone who was a great friend of
Richard’s and a friend of mine too. He was Brook Williams, son of actor/writer Emlyn Williams;
Williams senior was one of Burton’s greatest friends and mentors. Brook was almost like an
adopted son to Rich. He appeared in many of Burton’s films, always in bit parts, his name often
not even appearing on the credits. Brook became a close friend, confidant and virtually a
personal assistant to Rich.In 1987, three years after Richard’s death, I sat with Brook to do a
lengthy interview for a book I always hoped to write about Richard Burton. Every now and then
over the years he’d ask, ‘Written that book yet?’ and I’d say, ‘Not yet, Brookie. Hope to do it
soon.’It’s now 20 years since that interview, and Brook is no longer with us; he died in 2005. Two
years since his passing, I can at last say, ‘Done it, Brookie.’Michael Munn, 6 June 2007Chapter
OneFROM THE LAND OF HEROESRICHARD BURTON WAS proud of his surnames – both of



them. He was Burton and he was also Jenkins. Both names meant much to him.He was born
Richard Walter Jenkins on 10 November 1925, in the mining village of Pontrhydyfen. He was the
12th child of miner Richard Walter Jenkins, nicknamed Dic (the Welsh abbreviation of Dick), and
even better known as Dic Bach, meaning Little Dick, because he hardly stood more than five
feet.‘My father looked a lot like me,’ Rich told me one day when we were lunching at a pub in
Winchester in 1974. He’d opened up, without too much prompting, about his father and of his
early life as a coal miner’s son.Dic Bach had always lived in Pontrhydyfen and had worked in the
mines since he was a lad. His family, friends and neighbours knew him as a bit of a scallywag
who drank too much and kept everyone entertained with his hilarious tales told over a dozen or
more pints in the Miner’s Arms.His wife was Edith, ‘a religious soul with fair hair and a beautiful
face’, said Rich, although he only knew that from a few photographs and the hearsay of his
friends and family; Richard hardly knew his mother for she died when he was not yet two. She
was liked by everyone, and in common with most of the locals, she was a strict Methodist who
went to chapel every Sunday.She had been a 17-year-old barmaid at the Miner’s Arms when she
married 24-year-old miner Dic in 1900. There was a class distinction even in that part of Wales at
that particular time; Dic was a Jenkins and Edith was a Thomas, and the Jenkinses were
beneath the Thomases, so her parents disapproved of Dic.‘My parents could sign their own
names,’ Rich told me. ‘They were the first in either family to not sign with an X on the marriage
certificate.’Edith had not been married a full year when she gave birth to their first son, Thomas
Henry, in 1901. Then Cecilia arrived in 1905, Ifor in 1906, and then a girl, Margaret Hannah, who
died a baby, followed by another girl, also named Margaret Hannah, who also died. Such were
the risks of childbirth at that time in that place. Children were born at home, and some died there.
William was born in 1911, then David in 1914, and Verdum in 1916, Hilda in 1918, and then
Catherine in 1921, Edith in 1922 and Richard in 1925.From the moment he could crawl, Richard
was on the heels of his mother wherever she went, and if he lost sight of her, he cried. Despite
her many children, Edith kept the house clean and everyone fed, and she remained outwardly
cheerful. But she aged quickly, losing her pretty looks through constant childbearing and working
too much for too many hours each day, not just in the care of her own family but also doing
laundry for others as a means of supplementing the family income, which was whittled away too
often by Dic Bach’s heavy drinking.Rich remembered how his father ‘used to go off on a “bat”’.I
asked him if he meant his father went off to play cricket.Richard laughed and then explained:‘A
“bat” is a bender of legendary proportions. He would be gone for up to three weeks. He’d
disappear on a Friday and sometimes for a week, two weeks or three weeks and then he would
turn up all of a sudden. He’d be standing in the kitchen door, covered in chicken feathers
because, you see, his last bed before coming home was some chicken coop. But he would smile
as his anxious children tried not to look so delighted to see him for our mother had told us to look
helpless and hungry and sorrowful and to make him feel the guilt of the world. But he only ever
smiled effulgently.‘His oldest children would put him to bed and he would whisper, “I’ve got
children in a thousand. Good as gold they all are.” My oldest sister, Cis (Cecilia) nursed him



when he was ill so my mother could take care of the rest of the family.‘Another time he came
bursting again into the kitchen where we all lived, all thirteen of us [children and mother], and he
held an orange rope and on the end of this orange rope was a greyhound so old it had no teeth
and could barely walk without fighting for breath. The miner’s loved greyhound racing. It was
forever the way to everlasting fortune. And my father had bought this dog believing it to be the
solution to our everlasting poverty, and announced, “Boys and girls, our troubles are over.” The
dog dropped dead a few weeks later.‘He loved watching rugby, but he rarely made it to the
match because he’d visit every pub en route.’Rich, like his brothers, like all the boys of the
village, grew up knowing that they would probably all follow in the footsteps of their fathers by
leaving school and heading straight down the mines. Or they might find work in the steelworks of
nearby Port Talbot. They might then become victims of pneumoconiosis in the lungs, which was
common to the miner, or tuberculosis, or crippling injuries sustained in pit falls and
explosions.Dic Bach was himself a victim of an explosion. Burned all over, he came home
wrapped in bandages from head to foot with only his eyes and nostrils left uncovered. His
daughters nursed him, bathing his body in olive oil.The girls would be just like their mother; they
would marry and have children. Life was not intended to be easy for any of them. So the men
drank and sang and told stories. And that’s what Richard Burton grew up doing. Rich forever
drank and told stories – the same stories over and over – like the one about the day Richard’s
grandfather had picked the winner of the Grand National. He used his winnings to buy drinks for
everyone at the Miner’s Arms. Said Richard, ‘They sang and drank and it was a mighty and
legendary celebration and the winnings were tipped down the throats of happy miners that night.
Then my father got behind my grandfather’s wheelchair and began the long climb up the hill to
the house. It was an heroic ascent, but they reached the house where my father reached for the
front gate, and in a moment he had let go of the wheelchair, and suddenly my grandfather was
careering down the hill and he was crying, “Come on Black Sambo! Come on Black Sambo!”
until he was brought to a sudden and permanent silence when he hit a brick wall. I am sure when
they buried him, he was still smiling from his triumph with the horses.’I couldn’t help but laugh
when Rich told me this really very tragic tale. His stories were pure entertainment. He couldn’t
bear the memory of it as a tragedy and so he had told it as a humorous and heroic tale. Heroes
were important to the Welsh.Perhaps he preferred to dwell on the heroic memories because his
earliest memories were more about death than life. His mother, Edith, gave birth to a 13th child,
a boy called Graham, in October 1927, and a few days later she died. It was a miracle she had
survived the birth of 12 previous children. She died, Richard said, of ‘puerperal fever’, or more
bluntly, lack of hygiene. She wasn’t a dirty woman. She was fastidiously clean. The coal dust
from the mines got everywhere. The men trod it in to the house and breathed it in; the air and the
ground were peppered with it. Edith fought a losing battle against grime and dust and muck, that
13th birth stole her last ounces of strength and infection set in. She was 42.Richard always felt
that the doctors failed her and he rarely trusted doctors ever again. Through his life, despite his
many illnesses and ailments, he resisted seeing doctors.He grew up frustrated that he had so



little to remember her by, but he was told by his family and others who knew him that he cried
endlessly for his dead mother. So he concentrated on recalling how his father was a lovable
rascal; he wasn’t, of course. Dic Bach neglected his family before and after Edith died.Because
Dic Bach was unable, or unwilling, to take any kind of responsibility for all 13 children, the two
youngest boys moved in with older siblings who had already moved out to make homes for
themselves. Graham went to live with the oldest brother, Tom, who was 26 and working as a
miner and was married and living in Cwmavon, a few miles down the valley.Rich went to live with
his oldest sister, 22-year-old Cecilia, or Cis as he liked to call her. Cis was married to miner Elfed
James, and they lived in Taibach, a district of Port Talbot. ‘I’m told that from the time I moved in
with Cis, I never cried again for my mother,’ he told me.A good deal of English was spoken in
Port Talbort where Rich learned to speak it. His first language was Welsh; few people spoke
English in the valley. It might have been a toddler’s version of Welsh, but it was unquestionably
Welsh.Cis and Elfed had no children. Elfed was a fine, solid father-figure, although Rich would
grow to give him merry hell. Cis loved her little brother deeply. He could do no wrong in her eyes.
He adored his sister, never confusing her for his mother; she always remained his beloved sister.
She bore up well for Richard’s sake, but she was grief-stricken over the loss of their mother.
Being the oldest sister, she did all she could to maintain the Jenkins home back in
Pontrhydyfen.Cis, Elfed and Richard lived with another family, the Dummers. Margaret Dummer
was Elfed’s sister. The house where they all lived in Caradoc Street was full but happy. Elfed
was, unlike Dic Bach, a responsible man, and his sister became ‘Aunty Margaret’ to Richard. He
remained close to her until she died.The Dummers had a son, Dillwyn, who was about the same
age as Richard, so the two grew up like brothers.‘We shared everything,’ Rich told me about his
adopted brother. ‘If one of us was ill, the other would share his bed so he would catch the same
disease. We kept nothing for ourselves: our bicycles, our illnesses and our relatives. Elfed’s
parents lived very close and so did his other relatives, and so I had more uncles and aunts than I
could have ever needed. It was even slightly incestuous because my grandmother on our
mother’s side and Elfed’s grandmother were sisters. That made for one happy family.’Richard
didn’t lose contact with his other siblings or his father because he visited the Jenkins household
in Pontrhydyfen as often as he could, and his siblings would often take turns to come and visit
the James family. Dic, without Edith, was even less of a father, neglecting his children and yet
always loved by them; he shifted between his older daughters who had homes of their own.‘My
sisters raised themselves,’ Rich recalled. ‘My brothers did as they pleased, able to care for
themselves. It was a strong family of strong people. My father was the weak one. The chapel in
Pontrhydyfen was maintained and cleaned by the family. I am proud that my family were always
well thought of in the village, and always remembered. I may have become the one with the fame
and the success as well as the failures and the excess, but my brothers and sisters were
heroes.’Living next door to Cis and Elfed was Margaret Dummer’s mother-in-law, Dillwyn’s
grandmother. She was, he recalled, the most ‘terrifying member of the entire extended family.
When she caught Dillwyn and I telling lies, she held our hands on the hot iron gate of the fire’.



She was a devout Welsh Christian; her method of punishment must be regarded as highly
questionable. ‘Very quickly I learned how to act my way out of trouble and often avoided getting
my hand burned by declaring with absolute conviction, “Dillwyn did it,
Grandma.”’Understandably, Rich and Dillwyn preferred to get a straightforward beating from
their respective male guardians.The two boys had the job of carting coal through the house to
the back yard. Coal was the one thing that was never in short supply; the local mines ensured all
the families in their employ had plenty to keep their fires burning through the winters. But the one
small fire in each house was hardly enough to warm every room, and Richard recalled, ‘I
remember the cold. I remember how the bedrooms were as cold as ice. The condensation on
the windows turned to ice. I’ll never forget how cold I was at times. I can’t bear the cold now. I can
stand being out in the cold but only when I know I can go inside and be as warm as toast.
Whatever happens to me in life, I will never be as cold again.’There was little money to go round,
even though the men of this household didn’t drink away their earnings the way Dic Bach
continued to do. Nevertheless, nobody went hungry. They lived on sausages, pies, cheap meat,
faggots, plenty of potatoes, bread and cawl which was a Welsh dish made from lamb chops and
vegetables. Later as a millionaire, Richard often preferred to eat a dish made from seaweed
called lava bread; he called it ‘colliers’ caviar’. But his favourite meal was always sausages and
mash, as Susannah York discovered many years later when the Burtons came to call on
her.Susannah told me this story over dinner one evening down in Devon during the filming of
The Shout in the late summer of 1977:‘My husband Michael and I invited Elizabeth and Richard
down to our house for the weekend. Richard said he had a better idea. Why didn’t we join them
on their yacht? I was relieved, really, because how do you entertain the world’s greatest
entertainers? Unfortunately, Elizabeth phoned to say there was something wrong with the yacht
and could they come and see us after all. I tell you, I just didn’t know what to expect. I thought
they’d turn up with an entourage. Fortunately, only one car turned up – their Rolls. Elizabeth
stepped out carrying four bottles of Jack Daniels rye whiskey, and then they sent their chauffer
away. It was pouring with rain and the first thing Elizabeth wanted to do was go for a walk in the
woods. When she came back she was soaked. I couldn’t think what to cook them for dinner until
Richard asked for bangers and mash. That’s what he wanted, and to him it was like a gourmet
meal. There was still a lot of the Welsh child in him.’Even then, as a millionaire with a Rolls-
Royce, Richard harked back to his childhood by demonstrating his singing, and also by showing
off with a special party trick. Susannah told me, ‘I invited a few of my friends over and after
dinner we sang Scottish songs. Richard was boasting that he was the only person he knew of
who could put a whole egg into his mouth, close his mouth and not break the egg. It had been
his very special party piece for years until this night when a few of the other men proved they
could do it also.’Cis and Elfed, being strong Methodists, took Rich to chapel every Sunday. He
told me, ‘You haven’t heard the real beauty of the Bible until you have heard it in Welsh.’He sang
at the top of his voice. The hymns were all in Welsh; throughout his life he continued to sing
those Welsh hymns. He was always proud of his blood heritage. He said, ‘There is nobody like



the Welsh. We were oppressed and exploited, poor but rich with our language, suppressed by
the mighty English. I grew up among heroes who went down the pits, who played rugby, told
stories, sang songs of war, composed the greatest poetry.’Eventually Cis and Elfed moved into
their own house, where Cis gave birth to a girl. Life wasn’t easy for them, as indeed it wasn’t for
anyone in that community, but Richard had no complaints about his childhood. Elfed treated him
like a son, but while Cis forgave Rich any indiscretion or sin, Elfed found himself increasingly
having to punish Richard who was always tearing his clothes which Cis had to mend because
they couldn’t afford new ones. And he was always wearing out his shoes too.At the age of five,
he began school at Eastern Infants School, which was just around the corner from his home.
When he was eight he was sent off to an all-boys school where 50 children packed into a
classroom.After school, he would stop to play football without first going home to change his
clothes. Elfed impressed upon him how expensive those clothes were to replace and would
attempt to punish him, but Rich would tell his sister, ‘Sorry, Cis, I just got carried away,’ and he’d
promise to come home and get changed in future. But he rarely, if ever, did. Nevertheless, Cis
would defend him because, as Richard would say, ‘where I was concerned, she couldn’t help
herself.’Richard’s great hero was his brother Ifor who continued to live in the Jenkins household
and was one of the village’s great rugby players; a good solid Welsh hard man. ‘Heroes were
vital to our way of life,’ Rich said. ‘To play rugby as well as carving out the mines was a sign of
great heroism, and my older brother was my greatest hero. I worshipped him.’Ifor was someone
all of Richard’s later, rich friends would know and admire. Sir Stanley Baker told me, ‘Ifor was a
wonderful brother to Rich and a fine man. He had to leave school when he was 13 to go down
the mines. But he could do anything, and he escaped from the mines and became a builder. He
was strong, very fit. And like Rich, he loved poetry. I think maybe Ifor influenced Rich in that way.
He was Richard’s hero, and if the hard man of the family could read poetry with great beauty,
then that was good enough for Richard; he would read poetry too.’One of Richard’s most
treasured Christmas presents was a bicycle from Ifor. ‘It was a thing of beauty and I went
everywhere on it. It opened up the world for me. I went to Swansea and Newport and Aberdare
and Mountain Ash; just me and my bicycle. I was so proud of that bike, and I was so proud of my
brother who gave it to me.’Rich came to the notice of a teacher, Meredith Jones, because he had
become an avid reader. Some boys thought Jones was a rather tough bully of a teacher, but
Richard wasn’t afraid of him; Rich was quite fearless and always remained so.He might have
been developing a taste for culture, but at the age of eight he was as naughty as any of the boys,
getting up to typical schoolboy pranks. He was quick witted and eager for fun, no matter how
mischievous. One day he and Dillwyn borrowed one of Dillwyn’s grandfather’s pipes that still had
tobacco in it, and they set up a tent in a field and sat inside to smoke for the first time.After that
they would buy a pack of five cigarettes on their way to the local cinema. It was called The Cach
– or ‘shithouse’. The Cach had to be regularly doused with insecticide. Watching a film on a
Saturday afternoon was the highlight of the weekend. The cost of admittance was paid for by
Richard’s and Dillwyn’s guardians, and they always had a little extra money to buy sweets which



they usually spent on cigarettes.In his prepubescent years, Rich drank and smoked. Elfed was
teetotal, so he frowned upon the youngster’s boozing. There were arguments. Rich admitted he
showed little respect for Elfed, a good man but one overruled by a wife who doted upon her little
brother.By the time Rich was 12, most of the girls of the town seemed to be in love with him.
Stanley Baker said, ‘I heard how he would come home from playing football and find Cis dealing
with a girl crying because Rich had promised to meet her. He liked the girls but he loved rugby
football. That was his great passion. He told me he would have preferred to play for Wales at
Cardiff Arms Park than play Hamlet at the Old Vic.When Rich was 11, Meredith Jones coached
him through his scholarship exam which gained him entry to the Port Talbot Secondary School
in 1937. There he excelled at rugby. Unlike most of the young big-built men who played rugby
and were generally well over six feet tall, Rich stood only five feet nine and a half inches, short
by rugby standards. ‘What I had was speed. I could run fast. I had to because if I wasn’t fast
enough, heavier and bigger men would bring me down and crush me.’ He developed back
trouble early on in life because of being occasionally crushed beneath a pile of heavy Welsh
rugby players, and it was something that plagued him all his life.It was common for the men from
that environment to develop problems with their bones, either from playing rugby or simply
working in the mines. Ifor also suffered from back problems, and it was further damaged during
the Normandy landings.Brook Williams told me, ‘It was on the rugby field that Rich displayed his
growing ability to land a good punch. He saw a friend being picked on by a much bigger
opponent and when the referee wasn’t looking, Rich, despite being towered over by the bully,
punched him hard and laid him out. He was now a hero to others; not only could he play rugby
but he could fight too. But he was never a bully. He only picked on the bullies.’And that was
something he did all his life. He didn’t stand for anybody picking on somebody less able to take
care of themselves. In fact, he once stood up for me.It happened when I was an extra on the film
Villain. I was given a policeman’s uniform to climb into and very strict instructions given by an
assistant to the assistant of the assistant to the assistant director, which was, ‘Under no
circumstances speak to the star of the picture. You are just an extra.’We stood about for a long
time. I remember the sun shone but it was cold. For us mere extras, there was no hiding place.
But for Richard Burton there was a caravan.For some reason he chose not to stay inside it and I
watched him emerge from his caravan. There was the man I had met a couple of years earlier
when he was playing Henry VIII. I’d talked with him for a couple of hours on that day, but I knew I
wasn’t to say a word to him on this day. Then, suddenly, I noticed that I had caught his eye. I was
sure he couldn’t have remembered me from my day on the set of Anne of the Thousand Days,
but he began to walk towards to me.I reached into my pocket for one of the cheap cigarettes I
could afford, put the wrong end in my mouth and lit the tip. I realised my mistake just as he
reached me and he was immediately holding out a packet of what were obviously very
expensive cigarettes.‘Here,’ he said, his rich voice giving cadence to a mere word, ‘have one of
these.’I had been instructed not to talk to the major star under any circumstances, so I shuffled
my feet and looked in another direction.‘I’m offering you a cigarette.’ His rich voice was louder



and just a little irritated. I ignored him.He suddenly said, ‘Parla inglese?’Very slowly and patiently,
he said, ‘Do – you – speak – English?’I have Italian blood and look slightly Italian; I looked even
more so when I was young.I glanced at him quickly and nodded.‘Then bloody well say
something.’Making sure the assistant director wasn’t looking, I said with lips that barely moved
like a bad ventriloquist act, ‘I can’t.’‘Why the bloody hell not?’‘I’m under orders.’‘What
orders?’‘From that man.’ I made a sly nod towards the assistant of all the other assistants to the
assistant director.Richard Burton grabbed my arm and firmly but gently dragged me over to the
accused and said, ‘Did you tell this young man not to speak to me?’‘Of course I did,’ replied the
assistant.‘Why?’‘Because he’s just an extra.’‘And that makes him – what – a turd? Which is
exactly what you are.’ His rich voice cut through the air.The assistant director to all the others
opened his mouth to protest, but Richard cut him dead. ‘Let me make this clear, if you treat any
… any of the extras here like turds, I will personally see to it that you are removed from the set
and you will never, ever, work in this fucking business again.’The assistant to all other assistants
retreated.Richard Burton said to me, ‘What an incredible arsehole he is. Now, take one of my
cigarettes and smoke with me.’I took one his cigarettes and reminded him that we had met
before. He quickly remembered. ‘Ah, yes, you are Mick and I am Dick. Well, Mick, let me buy you
a coffee.’I suddenly felt on top of the world. The assistant must have felt under it. From a
distance, he gave me a glare that told me he would hate me for the rest of his life as I strolled off
with Richard Burton towards the catering truck where he didn’t actually buy me coffee because it
was free, but he nevertheless said, ‘A coffee for my friend here, and one for me.’We stood in the
sunshine, smoking expensive cigarettes and drinking good coffee.‘Of course,’ he said, ‘extras
aren’t supposed to talk to the principal actors because we’re supposed to be the stars. But I try
not to be up my own arse. But I saw you and wondered if you were an actor doing extra work just
for the money.’‘Me? An actor? Oh no. I’m going to be a film director.’‘I see. Well, I’ll tell you what.
When I come back for my next film, if you’re not directing pictures, I’ll see to it you get work as an
extra, if you’d like. You may well find you’ll fall into acting that way. How does that suit you?’I
couldn’t believe that Richard Burton was offering me this opportunity. ‘I’m very grateful,’ I said.
‘But I think I’ll probably be directing films soon.’ There is nothing like the optimism of youth.He, of
course, knew more about his business than I did, and he said, ‘Well, I’ll make a deal. If, by the
time I come back here to make another film, you’re not busy directing anything, let me find you
some work.’And at that point the assistant to whoever called me away to be herded with the rest
of the extras, while the principal director came over to talk to Burton. But before we parted, Rich
shook my hand. And he was as good as his word. He was a hero to me – from Wales, a land of
heroes.Chapter TwoTHE TURNING POINTAT SCHOOL RICHARD JENKINS became the kind
of hero for others that Ifor was for him. He became captain of the school cricket team, did well at
table tennis and also played court tennis, coached by Ifor. He was, apparently, thought to be
destined for an international cap as a rugby player.But his academic achievements were a lot
less. He wasn’t a failure, but he was never able to reach the heights that he achieved on the
sports field. However, he did prove he had a brain when he began answering back to one of his



teachers because he quite simply felt that he was in the right and the teacher was in the wrong.
Such behaviour was frowned upon, but nobody could claim that Richard didn’t answer back
politely.In January 1941, he landed the role of Mr. Vanhattan in the school production of George
Bernard Shaw’s The Apple Cart. ‘I was terrible,’ he told me. ‘I was playing an American and had a
thick Welsh accent which I couldn’t disguise. I tried an American drawl, but it only made me
sound like a Welshman with a stammer. It didn’t spur me on to want to be an actor.’Cis and Elfed
now had two daughters as well as Rich, who was becoming more of a handful for Elfed. Richard
said, ‘The allowance I got each week would mainly go on cigarettes and beer. When I needed
extra cash to take a girl out, I borrowed from Cis.’ The money Cis loaned him came from her
housekeeping and he was never able to repay her. He would take girls to the pub or sometimes
to a dance, but he was not, as his image as a womaniser might suggest, a young man keen to
sow his oats. Rather than ravishing the local girls, he treated them with great respect and they
swooned as he spoke poetry to them. That’s what attracted the girls to him; he had natural
charm and a certain elegance. He may have had a handsome face, which grew more handsome
with age, but in his teens his neck was constantly breaking out in boils and his face became
increasingly pockmarked, but none of that put the girls off one bit.He seems to have held back
from being sexually active too soon; he said that he didn’t lose his virginity before he was 16.
Maybe part of the reason he was not as active as one might suppose was because a simple
caress from a girl that passed over one of his boils made him scream in pain, and that was often
enough to send the girl fleeing home in a panic.Elfed was doing all he could to keep his family
clothed and fed, but Richard was squandering money on tobacco, booze and girls, and making
no effort to earn a wage of his own. Elfed had just cause to be angry but he couldn’t count on Cis
to back him up. ‘My dear sister thought I could do no wrong, even though she knew I did enough
wrong to warrant the verbal lashings of Elfed,’ said Rich. ‘He knew, I should think, better to try
and lay a hand on me. I would not have stood for that.’In 1941 Elfed became ill and was laid off
work. He had no choice but to take Rich out of school and get him a job by using his influence
with the local Co-operative committee and thereby landing Rich a job at the local Co-operative
store. At the age of 15 Rich became an outfitter’s apprentice in the men’s clothing department,
earning 28 shillings a week. He said:‘I was humiliated. It was not the kind of work a miner’s son
should have been doing. I hated it and took every opportunity to break all the rules. When I had a
delivery to make, I spent hours out of the shop, stopping off to chat with friends and family, or to
pop into the pub. Everything was rationed – the war was on then – and everyone had clothing
coupons which they had to offer up along with their cash. I pretended to forget to take coupons
from many of my customers, allowing them to come back another time and buy more than their
rations allowed.‘The only benefit I got from that job was learning how to fold a suit properly. I still
fold all my suits properly … professionally. I can’t bear to see someone do it badly, and I have to
show them how it’s done.’Meredith Jones opened a youth club in Taibach, having secured funds
from the Glamorgan Education Authority. Rich was encouraged to join and it was, in his own
words, ‘the turning point in my life’. He recalled:‘The club met in the Eastern Elementary School,



a building which had been condemned. The gloomy lighting was gas and the roof leaked. We –
the boys – did what we could to fix the place up, mending the skylight blinds so they could be
drawn during the nightly blackouts.‘We even managed to open our own canteen, supplied
largely by the American military which was stationed nearby at Margam Castle. We also learned
to box. I could already use my fists. We found a pair of boxing gloves, and my friends Gerwyn
Williams [who later became a Welsh rugby international] and Trevor George started boxing with
them. Just the one pair between us.‘Then I did my first play. Leo Lloyd, who ran the club for
Meredith Jones, put on a production called The Bishop’s Candlestick, a one-act play adapted
from Les Miserables. It was all done in mime, and I got the role of the Convict. The stage was
created by laying blackboards across tables and desks. I was persuaded by Leo Lloyd that
acting was infinitely fascinating. I had never thought of it before, but he taught me the
fundamentals of acting. He was quite tough on me because, perhaps, he could see the potential
in me which I didn’t see at all at the time. I had anger and discontent in my life, and he
channelled all that into making me do plays. I could see that acting was a way to escape not just
from my environment but from real life which, when you’re 15 and 16, seems so bleak and
uncompromising. I learned that becoming someone else somewhere else in a different time was
an escape.’In April 1941, a local cadet force, Port Talbot 499 Squadron of the Air Training Corps,
was formed. Meredith Jones became a flight officer and coached the squadron rugby team
which included Richard. Having learned how to play on the streets, Rich now began to learn how
to play on the field, according to the rules.The commanding officer, Philip H. Burton, the English
teacher from the secondary school, was someone who would become the most influential
person in Richard’s life. He was considered to be something of an eccentric bachelor, living
alone in lodgings, and speaking clear English with just a hint of a Welsh accent which made him
odd indeed, being the son of a miner from Mountain Ash. His parents were actually English and
he had to learn to speak Welsh at school. He, like his parents, was an Anglican, not a Methodist
like most of the locals.He was 14 when his father was killed in a mining accident. With a keen
intellect and no wish whatsoever to go down the mines, he graduated from the University of
Wales at Cardiff with a double honours degree in mathematics and history, and in 1925, at the
age of 20, he began teaching at Port Talbot Secondary School. He started as a maths teacher
but realised he preferred to teach English. He also had a great love of theatre and would later
have success as a writer, producer and actor at the BBC Radio studios in Cardiff.Brook Williams
told me, ‘Philip Burton had a Pygmalion complex. He sought to find those who were in need of
him.’Richard said, ‘I had become impressed by Phil. I admired the way he spoke English, and he
wasn’t afraid to demonstrate his love of books, poetry and plays, and that struck a chord in
me.’Philip Burton had no girlfriends. He was a very private person and something of an enigma
to all. He took it upon himself to take boys under his wing from time to time and nurture them,
such as Owen Jones who, with all the help and support of Philip Burton, won a scholarship to
the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) and from there played Shakespeare at the Old Vic.
During the war Jones enlisted in the RAF and was killed in 1943.Despite the enjoyment Richard



got from the club, he was growing ever more belligerent at home. He hated working in the store
and blamed Elfed for his misfortune. When he wasn’t at the club, he was at the pub drinking
heavily. At the age of 15, he was learning how to consume large quantities of liquor. ‘I wasn’t
unusual,’ he said. ‘It’s what all the miners did.’‘But you were not a miner,’ I said.‘I should have
been; I was a miner’s son.’So I asked Richard, ‘Why didn’t you get yourself a job down the
pits?’‘Maybe I would have, but suddenly I was back at school.’Actually, it wasn’t all that sudden.
Richard worked at the Co-op for about a year before Meredith Jones took steps to secure him an
education which Jones felt Rich would need if he was going to go on to acting. ‘Acting seemed
as good as any idea,’ Rich told me. ‘I went along with it, and for a while that was my ambition. Or
maybe I just pretended it was; anything to get out of working at that bloody store.’ Rich swore
that he couldn’t remember if he really had ambitions to act back then.Jones and Llewellyn
Heycock, a local county councillor and the Chairman of the Glamorgan Education Committee
who had provided the funds for the Taibach Youth Club, recognised that with his love of culture
and his resourcefulness Richard was totally wasted at the Co-op where he would undoubtedly
be spending the rest of his working life. He was as tough as any of the locals and could box and
play rugby, but he also had a great mind and he read avidly; he possibly also had a vague idea
that he might become an actor. It was a mind, Jones and Heycock reasoned, to be nurtured, and
that meant Rich had to go back to school in 1942.He detested the idea of going back to school
at the age of 16. He had been humiliated enough by being made to work in a shop, but to go
back to school was, to him, a far greater humiliation. And the school wasn’t keen to have him
back, but Jones and Heycock persuaded the reluctant headmaster to readmit him.Rich found
himself in a class of children a year younger than him, and so he saw himself as a man among
boys. His disapproval was displayed in a moment of frustration on his first day when he hurled a
gym shoe across the classroom and smashed a window.He said, ‘I think that being sent back to
school made me more rebellious than ever.’ He would sometimes turn up in the morning reeking
of the beer he had consumed the night before, and then he’d be sent home. His behaviour didn’t
impress his teachers, so he told them he had decided on becoming a teacher. ‘I had no intention
of really being a teacher,’ Richard said. ‘But it was a good move to say I was. They went a little
easier on me.’He had come to realise that life seemed to rely on a series of networks. His family
was a network in itself, and during his childhood years that network served him well. But it let him
down when he most needed it, or so he felt, when he was made to work in the Co-op. That job
was itself the result of a network of which Elfed was a part, and it did him no good. Then he
realised that Meredith Jones was part of another network which got him back into school, a
move he couldn’t see the value of at the time, but he would later.When he finally became an
actor he would discover that there were networks that he had to use or avoid depending on the
desired outcome. He still had no real ambition, although he did have dreams of playing rugby for
his country. What he wanted most of all was to be his own man and be independent. He would
take care of himself, but more important still, he would, when he could, take care of others.Philip
Burton was still teaching at the secondary school and he was asked by Jones to keep a special



eye on Richard. Philip Burton detected a considerable sense of culture and intellect in Rich
where others saw only the rough boy who drank, smoked and played rugby like a
champion.Chapter ThreePHILPHILIP BURTON SET his sights on nurturing young Richard
Jenkins; Phil, as Rich always referred to him, was to become his Svengali. Rich, recognising that
he had been singled out and seeing his chance to find a way out of the valleys, began staying
behind after class to discuss the poetry of Dylan Thomas, Gwyn Thomas and R.S. Thomas, and
the plays of Shakespeare with Philip Burton.‘I don’t think I really knew then that I wanted to be an
actor,’ Richard told me. ‘But it was an idea that appealed, and it was something that I thought
might be a way out of the poverty trap one finds oneself in living and working in the valleys.’They
seemed an unlikely pair. Philip was very clean and tidy, and Richard was always a mess with
socks that stank of sweat.‘I was quite calculating,’ said Rich. ‘I told him that my mother had died
and I was living with my sister and didn’t get on with her husband. I felt that this was the one
person who could help me. If I went back to working at the store, I would drink myself to death,
and if I went down into the mines, I would never escape.’The irony of what Richard told me – that
he might drink himself to death if he stayed in the valleys – was not lost on himself, and he
added, ‘So I got away from the valley and proceeded to drink myself to death elsewhere.’Philip
Burton began inviting Rich home for tea each evening and they would spend hours talking about
books, poetry and theatre. ‘The seeds of culture were already there,’ Richard said. ‘That
wonderful man made sure they grew into something lasting.’In 1943, one of the lodgers in the
house was called up for the war and a room became free. Philip suggested that Richard might
like to take the room. He talked it over with Cis and Elfed, saying that he would take Richard into
his own personal care.Before long Philip Burton was calling Richard ‘son’, and Richard was
calling him ‘father’.Immediately, this scenario begins to sound highly suspicious. Philip Burton
had no girlfriends. He lived to find boys who would become his personal protégés. And he was
suggesting that Richard move in with him.Cis was delighted that Richard might find a way to
better his life, and Elfed was relieved that he would no longer have to endure Richard’s difficult
behaviour, and so they consented. Rich was ecstatic, and in March 1943 he moved out of the
home he had known for so many years and into a room next to Philip’s.You can’t help asking the
question: was there more to it?Richard’s own explanation was that the poverty that engulfed
virtually all who lived in Port Talbort was such that an arrangement whereby professional men,
such as Philip Burton who had risen out of the working class and attended university, could
personally give something back to their community by helping others escape the cycle of
poverty that was the Welsh miner’s life. It was, said Rich, ‘not an unusual arrangement in Wales
during the first half of the 20th century’.Richard said often, sometimes without prompting, ‘I’m
not a homosexual’, as if the question hung over him.As far as Richard’s sexuality goes, those
who knew him recognised that he was a prime example of sheer heterosexuality. A long series of
conquests with women, famous and not so famous, have accompanied his journey from his days
in the valley, through Hollywood and beyond. He exemplified a certain kind of manliness that
sprang, perhaps, from the mining community where only the most rugged men were completely



admired.Men like Philip Burton could be admired for their intellect and sense of culture, but he
impressed the common Welshman far less than the man who could endure the mines or walk
away from a bone-breaking rugby tackle. Richard had intellect but could also take the body
wrenching. He could also drink and smoke heavily along with the men from the pits, and he was
something of a womaniser even at an early age. He was a little like all things to all men – or all
Welshmen.When he took a girl out, he was less likely to have his way with her and more likely to
spout Dylan Thomas. The Welsh always liked their cultural heritage, and Rich made good use of
it when pursuing the girls. His voice was beautiful even as a teenager, and his native accent was
broad. He could recite poems in Welsh, and the Welsh girls loved him for it.Philip Burton decided
that he would mentor Richard who was reading a book each day, or so he claimed. He learned
from Philip how to lose his Welsh accent, or at least speak with a theatrical English accent. Philip
taught him how to breathe, how to project, how to appreciate Shakespeare.But what did Philip
expect in return? He certainly hoped to see Richard succeed; that’s without question. But did he
require something more than dedication and ambition from his young protégé?There were some
who thought so. Perhaps most outspoken among them was Sir John Gielgud. I was acquainted
with Sir John for a number of years, and we often talked of the actors he had known, worked with
and who were generally his contemporaries, such as Laurence Olivier and Ralph Richardson.
And Richard Burton, who was not so much a contemporary but a star pupil.Gielgud once told
me, ‘Philip Burton was a very decent man with the most honourable of intentions for Richard.
Richard must have known, as I am sure he did, that Philip Burton was a homosexual.’This topic
came up over lunch in a Norfolk restaurant in 1979. Sir John didn’t talk openly with reporters
about his own sexuality, even though it was a matter of public record after he was arrested in
Chelsea for soliciting a homosexual act in a public lavatory in 1953 for which he was fined £10.
But by 1979 I wasn’t interested in a journalistic career – and never had been – and my
relationships with theatre and film people had become considerably more casual than a show
biz writer might have expected. I didn’t record anyone on tape unless it was a formal interview.
But if it was a casual conversation, I made notes of what was said, not for publication, but for my
own sheer delight and pleasure; for me, knowing people like Gielgud, Olivier and Burton was like
mingling with demi-gods. I have the greatest admiration for their talents.And so Sir John and I
chatted about Richard Burton and his mentor, and somehow the subject of homosexuality in the
theatre world came up, and Sir John was quite frank in telling me, ‘I made an approach [to
Richard Burton] and he very kindly and gently rebuffed me.’I asked him if he knew for sure if
Philip Burton was a homosexual, and he said, ‘Oh I know he was.’ And when asked how he
knew, he said, ‘There is a network. There are all kinds of networks. If one is Jewish, there is a
Jewish network and somebody who is Jewish can make his way, and everybody in that network
will know. And if one is sexually inclined in some way, there is a network of like-minded people
they can trust and who will help.’One of the great theatrical managers was Hugh ‘Binkie’
Beaumont, a homosexual, as many of the leading figures in British theatre were – and are. Today
they are able to be more open about it than in the past. Beaumont gave chances to many actors,



gay or straight, including Richard Burton. Homophobia was not something any aspiring British
actor should suffer from.‘I know Philip Burton was homosexual because he was a part of this
network,’ Gielgud told me with characteristic gentility and a gracious smile as he so often gave.
‘My dear, there isn’t anyone who isn’t homosexual in theatre that I do not know about.’So Philip
Burton was homosexual, but did that make his relationship with Richard in any way salacious?
The actress Mary Ure, with whom Rich had a very casual affair when they made the 1959 film
Look Back in Anger, once confided in me that Rich had told her that Philip had made a pass at
him. She said it was a very offhanded, casual sort of pass, and that Richard had simply made it
clear that he was not inclined to accept.Even Stanley Baker, who I knew briefly in the early
1970s before lung cancer finally took him, had referred to Philip Burton as ‘Richard’s adopted
father who wanted to be much more’.How, then, did the young Richard Jenkins cope with being
in close proximity with a man who was attracted to him? I can only hazard a pretty well-educated
guess because of the various things Richard said to me. For instance, he said that many in the
world of English classical theatre were homosexual and bisexual. ‘What is it to me what they do
in their beds as long as they give pleasure in performing on the stage where it counts. I don’t
bloody care about their sex lives, and I hope they wouldn’t care about mine.’Richard, then,
believed in live and let live, and even said to me on that day in Winchester in 1974, ‘We should
never judge others. We have enough sins of our own, so I try not to cast stones. We all have to
work together, and as long as the work is good, then John Gielgud could be a cat burglar for all I
care.’ He was talking in general terms, saying that it didn’t matter to him what people did in their
lives outside of work, and I take that to mean it could just as well apply to people’s sexual
preferences.He was very aware that he was attractive to some men; he had first noticed it, he
said, when he was at college in Oxford. There were men who just wanted to be his friend
because he was a good storyteller and a great drinker, and then there were some who simply
found him attractive. He told me, ‘I was different and attractive; that’s no idle boast. There were
young men who obviously liked each other’s company, and they sought mine too. Later I would
discover how important it was to be attractive to women and men, not for personal reasons but
because when you are on the stage or on the screen, you have to appeal to all – men and
women. Maybe that’s to do with looks, or maybe it’s what they call star chemistry. And if you have
talent and some luck, you can have success. Never underestimate physical attraction. It opens
doors.’So he had no prejudice about gays, despite having come from a Welsh Methodist
background where homosexuality would have been heavily frowned upon. In fact, as Stanley
Baker told me, it would have been ‘invisible to them because they wouldn’t believe that such
things went on’. So Cis and Elfed most likely never even questioned what Philip Burton may
have secretly desired; all Cis knew was that he was a man who could help her beloved brother,
and all Elfed cared about was that he wouldn’t have to put up with Richard’s belligerence
towards him any longer and he would no longer have struggle to feed and clothe Rich ever
again.But it must have come as a shock to Richard when he discovered that his mentor had
more on his mind than mentoring. I never asked Rich about that, but I did ask Brook Williams



who said, ‘Rich was very smart. Very sharp. He knew Phil was his ticket to something better, and
he had the charm and kindness not to reproach Phil but simply deflected his suggestion or pass
or however it came – because Rich never elaborated it to me – in such a way that Philip would
have not felt ashamed and Rich would not have felt threatened. Anyway, Rich was a fine boxer
even at that age and he could have dealt a blistering blow to anyone, but that wouldn’t have
been his way. He would have dealt with Phil with kindness and real affection, for he was fond of,
immeasurably fond of Phil.’Rich, though, was only 17, and I wondered how at that age, he could
have behaved so maturely. Sir Stanley Baker told me, ‘He may have been young in years but his
mind was years older. Getting to know Shakespeare as a boy will do that, I think. He looked and
behaved older than he was, and maybe he had an old soul within him. At 17, Rich was a man,
not a boy, and a very clever man.’He was certainly clever enough to know that he could maintain
a relationship with Philip Burton so he could learn all he could from him and escape from the
valleys. It was in part manipulation but it was also true affection. The intellectual Richard Jenkins
obviously had power over the physical Richard Jenkins.But that still didn’t explain everything
about Richard’s sexuality. Too often I heard him say, and so did others, ‘I am not a homosexual’.
Was he protesting too much?Richard explained it, I think, without my asking the question when
he told me, ‘When I became an actor, everyone – men and women – looked at me like I was a
potential conquest. You understand?’I didn’t, so he added, ‘Acting is what homosexuals love to
do. I think perhaps that acting is something that appeals to the latent homosexual. I did not wish
to be a homosexual and I bloody well wasn’t going to be one. The truth is, I was afraid of it. I
drank because I was afraid of being a homosexual. I drank because I hated wearing make-up.
Make-up isn’t for men, but it is for actors. I find myself telling people over and over, “I’m not a
homosexual”, so there will be no confusion.’There could certainly be confusion to the women
whom he bedded and some he wedded, like Sybil Williams who became his first wife and
endured his many affairs with leading ladies such as Jean Simmons, Lana Turner, Claire Bloom
and Mary Ure, as well as those who were not his leading ladies, like Marilyn Monroe. And there
was, of course, Elizabeth Taylor, his second – and third – wife, followed by wife number four,
Susan, and wife number five, Sally. Not to mention God knows how many theatre usherettes and
studio office girls.Sex, for Richard, was, as he put it, ‘one of the greatest pleasures life has to
offer, and I enjoy getting as much of it as possible’. He was testosterone-driven, being a true
man of the Welsh mining communities. But he was not a typical one-night-stand kind of man.
Well, not often. He retained some of that Methodist morality, in his own kind of way, and he made
every girl feel like they were the only one for him … at that time. Mary Ure told me, ‘Richard didn’t
just want to fuck. He liked to wine and dine and recite poetry and make it memorable. He was
irresistible. You knew you were only in it for the short haul, but he made you feel the most special
thing in his life at the time.’Rich elaborated on this for me: ‘It must be the greatest pleasure, and
to be with a woman makes me feel special, so I want her to feel special too.’I asked Mary as
someone who would have been considered an authority on the subject if Richard was a great
lover. She laughed and replied, ‘He is not the best lay I ever had, but he was the most charming.



He has great charm and wit, and he has no hesitation in propositioning a girl. Other men can
spend days or weeks getting to the point even if they know they haven’t a chance, but not Rich.
He has a system which always gets results.’It might be assumed that women were the only ones
who ever provided Richard with his greatest of pleasure. But that didn’t stop him experimenting.
In Winchester, during a discussion about how he perceived acting to be a primarily homosexual
craft, he told me out of the blue, ‘I gave it a try once.’‘Gave what a try?’ I asked.‘Intimacy with a
man. How can you know you don’t like caviar if you never tried it?’He didn’t like it. I asked him
when his act of intimacy took place; he said it was during his time in the RAF. ‘There develops a
special bond, you know. I have heard actors say they find it when they do a play or a film, but I’ve
never known the bond to be as strong as when I was in the RAF.’When he was stationed at an
RAF base at Babbacombe, on the south coast near Torquay, in 1944, he was able to secure
single sleeping quarters for himself, while all the other recruits had to share. One night Rich
burst into the quarters of Tim Hardy – later well known as actor Robert Hardy – in a state of
panic and told him that a terrible thing had happened and that he was sure he would be court-
martialled.Legend has it that Richard had been caught entertaining the wife of a senior officer.
But that version of events was never confirmed, and Rich certainly never dwelt on it. But that day
in Winchester he told me that it hadn’t been the wife of an officer he had been caught with, but
the officer himself. Richard Burton had his one and only homosexual experience. It was probably
his last because, he said, he hadn’t enjoyed it.‘I was scared to try it again,’ he said, ‘because
what terrified me most was that I might have come to like it. Many do. But even those who do, like
Olivier, suffer tremendous guilt about it, so what’s the point if you are going to suffer from guilt?
And then there are those who have to keep it secret, like [Michael] Redgrave and dear Alan
Bates. Denholm Elliot is another.’ Those Rich mentioned are gone now. Their sexuality made for
good gossip fodder, but in the theatrical world that they inhabited, nobody cared, and a later
generation of actors have not felt the need to hide their sexuality, such as Sir Derek Jacobi and
Sir Ian McKellan.Back in 1974, when Rich was referring to the likes of Olivier and Redgrave, he
said: ‘They are people in torment. I never want that torment. And frankly the idea of being a
homosexual scared me. But I was saved by a profound knowledge which is that women are the
only beings on God’s earth that drives my lust. Now isn’t that a wonderful thing?’If Sir John
Gielgud was right and Philip Burton was a homosexual, it made no difference to his relationship
with young Rich. Phil was not the man Rich wished to experiment with, and when the experiment
came with an officer in the RAF it only served to prove to Richard Burton that he was not a
homosexual.Chapter FourFROM JENKINS TO BURTONBEING MENTORED BY Philip Burton
was not an easy ride for Rich. Burton demanded his full attention to details such as diction,
interpretation and delivery. The rich tones that became Richard Burton’s trademark were always
there but they only rang clear when he recited poetry, which was the foundation that Philip
Burton built upon. He coached Rich through long passages of Shakespeare, particularly the
monologues, often late into the night.‘Shakespeare was the best way to learn English,’ Rich told
me, ‘and the best way to learn all about acting.’He also had to learn to curb his temper. Philip



must have impressed upon him how lucky he was to have a second chance at school, and Rich
began to behave himself. Behaving didn’t include stopping drinking or smoking. They were
social habits. It never occurred to anyone that at such a tender age Richard was on his way to
becoming an alcoholic.Philip produced two plays in 1943, one at the school, Gallows Glorious,
and one at the Air Training Corps, Youth at the Helm. He cast Richard in both and gave him
private rehearsals in the front room that went on late into the night. With two plays to rehearse as
well as lessons in Shakespeare, Richard Jenkins had little opportunity to be out drinking and
wenching, so in a way Philip did manage to curb some of young Richard’s habits.In August 1943
an advertisement appeared in the local paper: the Welsh writer and actor Emlyn Williams was
seeking Welsh actors, including a boy, for a new play, The Druid’s Rest, to be produced in
London by H.M. Tennent Ltd, run by the legendary Hugh ‘Binkie’ Beaumont.Philip put Richard’s
name forward, and Rich was duly given an audition in Cardiff. Philip went with him and, among
scores of other hopefuls, Rich had a meeting with Beaumont’s casting director Daphne Rye. She
was, apparently, struck by his riveting eyes set in a pockmarked and boil-scarred face that
looked like it had been purposely sculpted as the epitome of a Welsh boy.She selected him to go
forward to the next interview to be held by Emlyn Williams. Another Welsh boy at those auditions
was Stanley Baker who told me, ‘Rich had such audacity. When Emlyn Williams asked him what
he had just done on the stage, Rich said that he had just played Professor Higgins in Pygmalion.
He still had a thick [Welsh] accent and he passed the audition.’Years later, Emlyn Williams told
me that he felt any young man ‘who could lie so convincingly had to be a talented actor’.There is
actually some confusion over whether Richard did or did not perform in a production of
Pygmalion directed by Philip Burton. It’s very possible that Philip coached Richard in English by
getting him to perform scenes from Pygmalion in their home, and maybe Philip was Professor
Higgins and Rich was Eliza Doolittle. The true situation was, after all, not unlike that of Higgins
and Eliza, the main characters in Pygmalion. Or it may be that there really was a school
production of Pygmalion in which Richard played Professor Higgins; the record is unclear. Emlyn
Williams believed there had been no such production.Richard got the part in The Druid’s Rest,
playing Glan, the elder son of a publican. Before rehearsals began, Philip had embarked upon a
course of action that would, he hoped, allow Richard to go to university. He was convinced that
Rich had improved enough academically to succeed at university, and sure enough, when it
came time to take the final exams at the secondary school, Rich passed in seven subjects.The
problem was how to pay for Richard’s university education. The war proved to be the solution.
The RAF ran a scheme whereby they offered suitable recruits a short university course at Oxford
or Cambridge. Most recruits came from the Air Training Corps, so the commanding officer of the
Port Talbot 499 Squadron, Philip Burton, was able to put Richard Jenkins’ name forward.As a
recruit in the Air Force, Richard would not only go to university but he would be paid as well. The
only drawback was his background. No university was likely to accept a working-class miner’s
son. So Philip came up with a solution. He sought to adopt Richard as his legal son.Dic Bach
approved; he had hardly taken any active interest in Richard’s upbringing. Cis and Elfed and the



rest of the family also agreed. But there was a major problem that Philip came up against. By law
there had to be a minimum of 21 years between the age of the adoptive parent and the child,
and Philip was 21 days too young. There was a solution. Philip could make Richard, who was still
a minor until he reached the age of 21, his ward, thus giving him custody of Richard with the
requirement to feed and clothe him, and give him the right education.
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Ann F., “A sympathetic telling from a protege and friend. Munn was a longtime friend of Burton's
whom Burton also helped in his acting career and Munn shows loyalty and affection, even while
admitting Burton's flaws of drinking, a quick temper, and a limited capacity for marital fidelity.
Still, the Burton who emerges from this book is a compelling and at times tragic figure. For much
of his life, he endured chronic and agonizing pain and he lost the dearest members of his family.
He was generous to his friends and surprisingly humble in his self-estimation.While there are
certainly more comprehensive biographies of Burton and ones that provide more insight into his
acting, this is still a compelling biography that gives a strong sense of the person behind the
tabloids and screens.”

C. M Mills, “Author Michael Munn has published this informative, gossipy and insightful
anecodtally rich tale of the complex Richard Burton. I have Welsh blood in my family and have
always enjoyed reading about those fascinating Celts! Tom Jones, Anthony Hopkins, Dylan
Thomas and Emlyn Williams always capture my attention when they are the topic! My favorite
Welshman, though, has to be Richard Burton (1925-1984) What a man! Just consider:a. He had
the best voice in all of Shakespearean acting and English was his second language!b. He was
an RAF veteran and studied literature at Oxford for six months.c. He was formally adopted by
Teacher-Director Phillip Burton. His family name was Jenkins and he was the 12th of 13 children
born to an alcoholic Welsh mining father.d. Burton excelled at boxing, rugby football and
cricket.e. Burton was nominated for an Oscar six times but never won the statue!f. He wed five
times including twice to Elizabeth Taylor. He had two children by his first wife Sybil. He never got
over the guilt of leaving her and their children for Elizabeth Taylor.g. Burton was a very heavy
drinker and had epilepsy.h. Burton was a womanizer who loved sex with the likes of Lana Turner,
Marilyn Monroe, Claire Bloom and his five wives. He was always unfaithful to the woman he was
involved with at the time.I. His great film roles include turns in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf;
Cleopatra; My Cousin Rachel; The VIP's; The Comedians; The Night of the Iguana; The Robe;
The Desert Rats; The Longest Day; The Taming of the Shrew; Doctor Faustus.j. Burton had a
brilliant mind and was a voracious reader. His ability to memorize long swathes of Shakespeare
and poetry is astounding.k. Burton hated prejudice of all kinds.m. He was never knighted by the
Queen of England.n. Burton had a vicious temper and could be rude and crude in speech.
British journalist and celebrity biographer Munn knew Burton and in this book he shares many
great stories about Richard Burton. A fun read!”

Susann Descutner Kaspersen, “I still miss Richard Burton.. I love reading about anything to do
with Richard Burton.  A great actor, a scoundrel, another great read about this fascinating man.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “An intimate book. So many times, biographies are like a grave yard service
where the minister/priest/rabbi didn't know the person very well. This was an intimate look at



Richard Burton by a friend. It was sweet.”

D. Saverino, “To be or not to be..... Richard Burton's life was like many of the Shakespearian
plays that he starred in, essentially a tragedy that is brought about by a fatal flaw. In Burton's
case, it was his drinking. This book contains a very balanced analysis of his life, focusing on his
personal relations and how his choices affected those that were close to him. Was he a good
person? No. Was he generous? Yes, to a fault. It was these dichotomies that make the tragedy of
his life so compelling to read.”

bluebell, “Seems like a very down to. Earth man  and cared for others .Loved his family .”

Sage, “Real m a n. You never knew how sad people of fame lives are so high and so low.
Eternity is a long time to live in regret.”

Jack Ladde, “This is the Burton biography to buy. If you want an academic review of his films and
roles, go elsewhere. If you want an intimate portrait of the man told through his own lips and the
accounts of his friends, then this is the one to read.I'm not ashamed to say i wanted all the
stories of his affairs and conquests, his drinking, his night with Errol Flynn in the brothel -and this
book has it all.The writer met and knew him over a number of years and has some nice personal
moments to describe. The book is structured in such a way that though it follows the chronology
of Burton's life, there are constant snippets from later giving a glimpse of how Burton felt about it
all.I am an avid reader of all kinds of biographies. This is up there for interest and ease of
reading. I found myself telling my wife little stories, even though she always reads them after
me.Burton comes across as a complicated character, which is true of most people, and so i was
relieved the writer hadn't reduced him to some kind of shallow image. Burton isn't always
likeable - his womanising was a selfish trait that must have brought a lot of pain to others - but
the author's own respect for the man comes across in a warmth and respect that manages to
avoid rubbishing him while telling some hard truths.I may look into the diaries after reading this,
but I doubt they will provide such an entertaining read. Well worth purchasing.”

Joan C, “Worth buying. Very well written, by somebody who knew Richard Burton. You really get
a glimpse of the man, and such a complicated man at that. Recommended.”

Eva Walters, “Interesting biography of a very troubled man. This biography of Richard Burton
tells part of his story from the point of view of a colleague who didn't really know him very well.”

Jilly Turl, “RICHJ7. A must to read if you are a Richard Burton fan.”

The book by Michael Munn has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 77 people have provided feedback.
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