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He's the arch storyteller, Sinatra

profiler and erotic adventurer
whose incendiary exposition on
America’s sexual revolution,
Thy Neighbor’s Wife, led to his
exile from the literary elite.

icon

om Wolfe credited him as the founding
father of the New Journalism. He wrote
what has been called “the greatest men'’s
magazine article of all time”. He published
a series of bestselling books, and the film
rights for one of them sold for a then
world-record $2.5m. Yet Gay Talese is
a writer who leaves most British readers
blank-faced. Gay? Is that a real name?
(Yes.) And how do you pronounce that
surname? (It’s Taleez.)

Unlike Wolfe and Hunter S Thompson,
those renowned renegades of observational reportage, Talese never
established a cult audience on this side of the Atlantic. But he played
no less a central role in that golden era of journalism in the second
half of the 20th century, in which writers went toe-to-toe with their
subjects and radically expanded the possibilities of nonfiction prose.

Long before the celebrity interview fell victim to the publicist’s
death grip, Talese produced exquisitely detailed por-
traits of the very famous — people such as Frank
Sinatra, Peter O'Toole, Joe DiMaggio and Joe Louis.
They read like perfectly wrought short stories,
complete with memorably poignant scenes and casu-
ally revealing dialogue. He also specialised in celebrat- ol
ing underdogs, the failed and the fallen — one of his
finest pieces, about the former world heavyweight
boxing champion, Floyd Patterson, was simply enti-
tled “The Loser”.

By the mid-Sixties, Talese had established himself as
America’s foremost magazine writer. And when in
1971 he published Honor Thy Father, an unblinking
exposé of the Bonanno Mafia family that took seven
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Now, recently turned 80 and still
writing, the man who penned the
first chapter of New Journalism
tells Andrew Anthony about

a life that’s stranger than fiction

Gay lalese

years to research and write, he cemented his reputation as a reporter
of exceptional dedication and uncommon insight.

He stood right alongside Wolfe at the peak of contemporary non-
fiction writing — acclaimed, successful and wealthy. He and his wife,
Nan Talese, a well-known literary editor, were one of New York’s
most glamorous couples, to be found in the starry company of people
like Warren Beatty and William Styron. Talese was lined up to take
over from Jerzy Kosinski as the president of PEN [the international
literary and human rights organisation] in America, a position that
would have confirmed his place at the top of literary society. “In
terms of stature, I thought I was on the level of any fiction writer,”
he says like a true New Journalist. “F*** the novelist. I never
thought the novelist was the champion of the world of letters.”

But then one day, walking back with his wife to their well-appoint-
ed Upper East Side house in Manhattan, he happened to pass
amassage parlour. Intrigued, he suggested that they should pay the
establishment a visit. His wife declined the offer, but the next day
Talese returned and availed himself of one of the young masseuses’
dexterous services. Suddenly he had found the subject
for his next book — the sexual revolution that was
rapidly reshaping America.

It was the beginning of an exhaustive — and, no
doubt, exhausting — research process that would make
Talese a running joke, transforming his public image
from astutely committed writer to a notorious sexual
debauchee. The resulting book, Thy Neighbor’s Wife
(inset), took the better part of a decade to complete, and
although it became a huge bestseller and the film rights
sold for $2.5m, the critical mauling it received, and in
particular the mockery that was heaped on Talese, left
the author depressed and isolated. While Wolfe consoli-
dated the success of The Right Stuff with his (>)
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(> international hit novel The Bonfire Of
The Vanities, Talese spent the Eighties in the
depths of a midlife crisis from which, in
a sense, he has only recently recovered.

he man who welcomes me at the

door of his belle époque town

house, just off Park Avenue, looks

in fine health. Physically and sar-

torially neat, he is far more hand-
some and dapper than an 80-year-old has
any right to appear. He tells me that he visits
the gym three times a week and still plays
tennis. The son of an Italian tailor in New
Jersey, Talese started wearing suits in high
school and it’s a rare occasion — his swinging
days notwithstanding — that he’s been seen
outside of an immaculate three-piece, which
in turn is often capped off with an elegantly
tipped hat. The overall effect is as persua-
sively composed as his meticulously con-
structed prose.

He always dresses in the same high style to
go to work, even though his office is located
in the basement of the house. He shows me
around his home of more than 50 years, and
runs through its personal history. Initially it
was divided into apartments and he rented
two rooms on the first floor, subletting one to
his friend Styron, who in turn sublet it to
Philip Roth’s first wife. Gradually, as his
career blossomed, he was able to buy the
apartments and return them to one unified
house. He now has enough space to have one
small room given over to his hat collection.

Though a mediocre student who struggled
to attain a university place, Talese was a born
journalist with an almost feverish curiosity
about other people. He started out as
a copyboy at the New York Times and wrote
his first piece on spec about the man who laid
out the electronic news headlines in Times
Square. He quickly worked his way up to be
one of the paper’s main feature writers. But
he looked at Tom Wolfe and Jimmy Breslin,
who worked on the rival Herald Tribune, and
he envied the freedom they seemed to enjoy.

“That’s what prompted me to get out of the
New York Times,” he recalls. “I didn’t want to
work for the paper of record. I didn't want to
be a record keeper.”

So he joined Esquire on contract in 1965,
which was then thriving under Harold Hayes,
the editor who made the magazine the house
journal of New Journalism by commissioning
writers like Talese, Wolfe, Terry Southern and
Norman Mailer. One of Talese’s first assign-
ments was to interview Frank Sinatra. He
flew out to Beverly Hills, only to be informed
when he got there that the singer had a cold
and would be unable to go through with the
interview. As he would later write: “Sinatra
with a cold is Picasso without paint, Ferrari
without fuel.”

In fact, Sinatra was worried that Talese was
going to write about the great man’s Mafia
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A wrriter’s life (clockwise from top left):
Gay Talese on the beat, at a protest march
with civil rights and feminist campaigner,
and Miss America 1951, Yolande Betbeze;
the author with Lauren Bacall at adinner
party for Richard Avedon, 27 September
1993; Fame And Obscurity - both of which
Talese would experience first hand -

a1970 selection of his works and The Bridge,
published six years earlier; the writer with
former president Harry S Truman, 1963;
Honor Thy Father, a Mafia exposé that took
a‘Sopranos’ tack in 1971; heavyweight
man of letters Talese with a heavyweight
champion Muhammad Ali, Havana, 1996

The family portrait
of New York’s Mafia
written from

the inside.

connections, which were then the subject of
national controversy. As far as Sinatra and his
people were concerned, that was the end of
the story. But for Talese, who stuck around
Los Angeles for six weeks, it was just the be-
ginning. He set about interviewing everyone
he could who had ever met Sinatra, painstak-
ingly assembling a wealth of anecdotes and
character assessments. Unbeknownst to the
singer, he also stalked him at a nightclub,
followed him to a boxing match in Las Vegas
and a bar in New York. What emerged from
Talese’s refusal to accept the collapse of his
assignment was a haunting picture of Sinatra’s
loneliness in a subservient crowd, his caprices
and generosities, and the hollow pleasures
and resounding burden of his singular kind
of fame.

It wasn't cruel or sardonic or superior, nor
was it craven or ingratiating. The tone was
instead superbly neutral, an omniscient
third-person narrator alive to nuance and
irony but without Wolfe’s tricksy hyperbole
or Hunter S Thompson'’s hallucinogenic sur-
realism. There was no authorial intrusion; just
pure craft. In a way, it was old-style report-
ing, but with such deep focus that Talese
seemed somehow to pass through the ar-
moured shell of Sinatra’s celebrity and gain
access to the inner sanctum of his psyche. And
all by watching and asking and listening.

Such was Talese’s observational attentive-
ness some critics began to suspect that
he made it up. The whole point of the
New Journalism was that it aimed to bring to
bear the techniques of fiction — character,
description, narrative structure — on the
reporting of reality. But the reality that
Talese reported was often so rich and satisfy-
ing that sceptics suggested he was guilty
of invention.

As someone who has always valued
accuracy and authenticity, he finds the ac-
cusation particularly annoying, not least
because it overlooks the long and sometimes
laborious work that goes into his research
and preparation.

“[Truman] Capote once said that he had
total recall,” he says, explaining his method.
“That’s bulls***. I don’t have total recall but
I remember quite well because I listen. This
kind of reporting is the art of hanging out.”

n the mid-Sixties, he started hanging
out with the mobster Bill Bonanno, the
son of the legendary New York Mafia
boss Joe “Bananas” Bonanno. Slowly,
over the years, the younger Bonanno
let Talese into his life and shared his secrets
and frustrations. The introspective book that
Talese drew from the relationship was ahead
of its time, more like The Sopranos than
The Godfather in showing the mundane con-
cerns and suburban insecurities of the Mafia
men, while not ignoring the violence and para-
noia on which the apparent normality rested.
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Time magazine hailed Talese for his dogged
efforts, calling him “the golden retriever of
personalised journalism”. But from where
could he retrieve his next story? How could
he top organised crime? His way of working
was to explore large themes through individ-
uals. And in 1971, amid the success of Honor
Thy Father, he believed that he had identified
the ever-enlarging theme of his next book -
the dramatic shift in sexual mores that was
underway in America; he just needed to find
the people who would bring it to life. It
wasn't going to be easy. If many Americans
were becoming more liberal in their sexual
attitudes, few of them were keen to publicise
their private lives in what remained largely
a morally and, perhaps more significantly,
legally hostile climate.

“Before I started Thy Neighbor’s Wife,
I wanted to write about a massage parlour,”
recalls Talese. “I wanted a guy like me, an
older guy, who’s getting massaged and then
gets masturbated by a young woman of some
intelligence. I wanted those two people to
be representative of two generations, first
in the manual gratification of a jerk-off job,
secondly in how this country changed from
the Fifties generation — sex is dirty — to
the Seventies.”

In an essay he wrote entitled “Origins Of
A Nonfiction Writer”, Talese acknowledged
that one of the attractions of journalism to
the journalist is that it can be “diverted into
serving any number of hidden personal
agendas”. Was Talese using journalistic inves-
tigation as an excuse to get his own personal
sexual kicks?

“The book gave me the excuse to do those
things,” he concedes. “If I didn’t have the
book, I'd have no reason. I was a customer
getting jerked off but getting these stories.
Yes, I'm getting off, 12 seconds of interest on
my part — once I came I forgot about it, even
forgot about it before I came — but I was in-
terested in the story. I had to pay to get access
to the woman. I had to pay to talk to them,
but I was a casting director looking for the
perfect person. Like if you're Antonioni and
you're casting for somebody.”

What mattered most to Talese was finding
subjects who were prepared to forego ano-
nymity. His principle had always been to
write a fiction-like prose with real names -
and if his interviewees were not willing to
supply their proper identities in print, then
they would not make it into the book.

“So many people I cultivated,” he says,
shaking his head, “but I could not get people
to give me their names. They would agree and
then they changed their mind.”

In pursuit of his real-life characters, Talese
began running a massage parlour as a day
manager and another as a night manager to
better understand the workings and personali-
ties of the business. Despite this Method-like
commitment to the subject, two years into the
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novelist was
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research process — which is not long for Talese
- he had made little headway in terms of the
book. But in terms of his own life, he had
plunged headlong into sexual experimentation,
attending nudist saunas and swingers’ clubs as
an active participant.

It was at this point that he agreed to allow
Aaron Latham, a young journalist he knew
who would later script the film Urban Cowboy,
write about his forays into New York’s libidi-
nous netherworld. In July 1973, Latham pub-
lished a long and caustic piece in New York
magazine entitled “An Evening In The Nude
With Gay Talese” which was intent on punctur-
ing the author’s pretensions. Talese was depict-
ed as a vain and lecherous middle-aged man
who had taken rather more than professional
interest in his research, and was indifferent
to the embarrassment he was causing his
wife — who was and remains a revered figure
in publishing.

Latham described Talese’s cavorting in
a nudist spa with a masseuse and a woman he’d
picked up at a literary party. At the end of the
piece Latham reported that Talese and several
others, including the women, went off to
partake in an orgy.

The article caused a scandal and in turn gen-
erated a media spectacle in which Talese found
himself, for the first time in his career, the
object of ridicule. He went on TV to protest
the charge that he was a “prurient [George]
Plimpton”, a participatory journalist who had
gone too far, and all in an effort to satisfy his
own adulterous appetites.

As he would later put it: “If you want to write
about orgies, you're not going to be in the press
box with your little press badge keeping your
distance.” But while this may be true, up to
a point, there was a sense in which Talese had
completely abandoned the press box and had
taken, so to speak, to streaking on the ball park.
In any case, that was the image that stuck
among cultural observers and many of his
fellow writers.

“It was humiliating and embarrassing because
of my life at that time,” says Talese, still smart-
ing from the obloquy 40 years on. “I had two
daughters in school in New York. I had a wife
working in the publishing business and I had
a reputation as a serious journalist, a serious
person, a careful nonfiction writer. And then
that article trivialised me. Everything was su-
perseded by the idea that [ was a dirty old man
who didn't care what his wife thought.”

Ithough hurt, Talese was unde-
terred. He was, however, uncertain
how to continue. He had amassed a
wealth of material, featuring por-
nographers, free-love advocates,
sexual entrepreneurs and most of the key
players who were involved in refashioning
America’s post-war moral landscape. More
to the point, he had persuaded them to agree to
being named. Yet by 1974, despite “many (>)




T T e e - SNy
e =

~ £

\/ K inatre
1

7 . O ,___,.77/ { o 6 .
~ Cen 3 )415? 0/5(07’/6@"’6 \/e-r_ 7 {.h Muveh WAS lef1 * be san of :[ coukd EeT T Mima~ 4T il
otk his Awgh— Hie x{ul}.n of Mustros? (CBS 5#-4); e bresSures —- T Db MoT

FRAVK Sjantre. Stanpisg at the bar, late at wiht, pals ang fuo bosves \ p fly ot Heez. B Voo o had For Years WmTED A CovER
7 : . , : . T The MA6AZIE g-fQU*PE AD 9 ‘
?'MM i v " e n‘;orf Story oo Linatra — and T WS owable Ho TAlK Hanord Hayes ovT & . :
gl ' ¢ ' i @ - - il N . -
e ?‘/;':,-;‘ T:e:,s:::p,zmx ,{',;Dh/‘:«& P,j‘/i:::’ :ﬁ:;:z”:;,‘ét; i) T pip ot iy TRUT— bt ¢ I Failsa, he wourd wot b reasTey ho W
a Seng, ¢ Wee Sna " FAY. - j
does ast Seemfo e Iu'lzn.,.: s he farks insteed # a blonde, a gl My Fodih Brevse WBT S’ cotd — Fucle HAYES ..
Who SITS sw sTool /o0k,ug ,,5,," hanas She sooks Like q Aan “,,.,r{) ) Y
a [Te mace-oP, which .S, Doesnt LiKE — but wethiig will ra.//‘z G — perwve ”geuwj_’_ erw Hste L |
Please hin anywpry fouicit ; He HAC 4 cotd/ a) Sexy chorrBor man§ ; The TWA  Stewmdbess whea Flyiny iu ‘
Me” fiidan 4 coch .. &y e P ,‘NZFJ e ifm ,Zﬁi’f‘-et B) fUlloF Hopg s ~ (RI1DE with Sinatre = broads, oy Yarrs)
ﬁ’ﬂ /s/ Why His mose Pt this moment Seemed S Displease him Ab ‘ft'__ 0) Arbcle woutd be ma oppertowty ® g’ have T B
fcI: 77‘:4:;:,0&7& Zawg Proste Who wre DARCING... T was MoVED I# [ P _Met=Tere Mahooey wws smysce be coefolo Doa'h Taik To ik —as |
deneiny » aricd 1 Discotieavas or Tavens; or roadsi0Es, Q;:' would T Saw the .m.,lf..p eyactly what I WAJTED — BAR: Iwro amal; Mo Mgl
s Sloo and’ Sevy, and Later, oll ER ngoica, They Freeell 10 ming TA0K pedbous.., bor TRAUK Sinwtre hay o coud

?a h eD , RAKE Love—~ T 3 pellow
B ~ Thanks, 14 W0 Swat PARE, Bo the mosd, The . |

Moed oF g5 . T Myself forr Yenrs hao bu:{:rsobﬁ Ary bnllnm; - klu& He was rn'-fltu‘.-.’ﬁa Wavbgogy (M0 The Peol Poo.m D-F “Tha D”,‘-.’-:
i

ENeration, T theoly . Ows Y RN ol with
zMEQSarL (w A Pfalsa can; D:LT:SN/:::oue,‘“ - &"’ﬁ:?‘ DP“—““:{T" A —Pool. Room Seceng
Aery Tows Meor AT Kno)8) These §ivls )....n«' Sow g8 Swh as e, hAC
7he Mood TOR Lovg  F.S. hAD JowE dor weosing —
th /l(n, w This lm‘/’uécfrx 'fnvM. T;re Whs The M
::‘:l(w hﬂ‘,‘gdxul_ (h't AD Teko Thew Bcfove = pon's &
ows v“‘"hs! )

frank was lrr)rHTsD by mAuy Thi — T o vp AU IS} =
ol y Thiwgs — The CBS Show, COM"{ ) ’
2 ) g Mss, #He D> #e7, T Presems, Cen@ x

n NBC “SpecinL T by The Fim S ssavtt *

weleceme Me AT -rw.;;' Time  He /Zn o mueh pulieiTy—LIeE ; book: AMeush el N S .

Thty> Mreadn beew There — “@4 7aucrd ovT '  AkSo, TSPIEiovs .. 8!; :iugno !EebearsAI:)
R Hows PRam®  How's FRAVK )

5 - R
Al‘n"/{ ‘T‘~Dl‘,} s Y$ g 4 " he »b J_ Thc —‘
T To HEAR -~ F ) S l

i |

7le SorT oF Piice 7 wavrep To Do Feguired Cooperatiow— and) T hod . P
Sreay geamas T rong dret ot s, bl B e ' 2 Awwiety: apmbeaces T (o pes )2 Tack To VAl SPRI
Vead GIth oAC EreepTiaw, ke TALKET coPq ow A rEIO aibvme — all The words [1ypa’s DT Hemee "197".";?32":-.?3)' q THE Lows wALT 1 Aapuoys
Ao Pietures, T folt, were Gudettipaments of The Cliché — FS. T Swipes s TR i Sthe poRbieTy 5 (1T - Q2 bdugibgr R UL
S R P, At S G SR S iyt e el o T o
. He' - How 1) hed oun CETRIT 5 '
Am A great, ADmikeg oF ES. M:u"’ Do Whaterer Ae AmSTS, VR mﬂ:\k"m F‘,,::“Qm-m _all ey mr-ww ST“G .,'"“1- P‘:‘u"r:f?:gts -
% S Dowle - Al € g, 001 = =5
wAS His te - el §hT8 Geerk o O00 Pra" Protect M chisTe- i, Toul

his MoIn sho, AT S0, Pas Done i Al — 3 ren o male 2
Ne Ras money; pownr; 7eleat. 1 folt Aot Tint e T T# wesw'T FE= B oreis elf - FEAR swily]

g . A MN-hwan«vaL v ¢ ABouT D(Qﬂb) @-’ . 2 v N

S eF by Ao ko e ‘"-;0'2 e *Shon K0 " o “Eo CoopERAToA Ao - fUeRsupg ﬂ;’
. : vy Gy 2N 7 ; 2E  WAS Wo Coobi— . ‘A

E?—P,’, A:a»:is wﬂﬂ?’-v‘f;": —Mé r.,Z Jﬂf{f’,ﬁ:ulff sj2, Dabisy 7 bhas /l?f’f:a@_f g_’"*'._;"‘ ::re‘ ”bsat’;‘—”;b,‘f‘.. b T o, el ?CI{‘“?‘J (m“:‘:)

- Seen b ve UE . eooeq STAE— 1T s 0

Y"“Jb’iﬁ;?u M:’\/’;‘@‘{' Forest #ills; : A/gf J%’%g P:;::ED,’ Pavwds PiAMS L Aé;‘f&ﬁw‘,‘“.' f‘:{*,i'

. . 3 Asipkeer > % < LR G0 - ~3~ pmy Phovc THPD 2 Reem bugien

G AT Tiikys Salesw = W Paproug ~ He ™ i F Kilgollon Died G F,;’?S:, | 59 2o bgge

;"MPS( il sty Thf B”G-K“ h' ‘”:‘ b’ﬁ I'H vab (< S esfqurant — Descrpts

g S G The B rchensal. beo: e

'-F?!“"s ot~ B.Lgl*‘_JEP wep ¢ ! 4 ol 461”.‘ faar p 3 ) wate vaE U 19‘ TA catls ‘witd

we o foon New Jeagey — w00K) = Pocci; Devlem ; AL Silomwi; Holsal: 7) B Aot il

MARey [ faR LAdY ! 8 warer Covan  wank V’»\ll:.‘:'la :

a,— @@@ ’ SewGs — 1),*/.;.,, - AN — v i —» 10 gk ol

and ﬁfm’«//mu#.xv{ Teislent e ns = 5 STomps oJTT: (1 R S Ty,

—— DeyTee. Allpus mzhg2ei7.  “Covid? .3 8 (2 s e e

g= OWhmwa cAaus Moteq Rodid

Gy Tl Theliom. 7, on If-/miv.-ﬂmm

oo THE T#ahaw Hugpcar 172 Qb Tets& sy,
G Jawe HoAG. SToRy . THe ALARASTEC RiE)
G Pupad.le - Ling* ‘Niasutall * *fook'?

64 GQ AUGUST 2012



D Dlo)lﬂg L“Eﬁahp evev
Voo — i, T Lee Dodds o
Nahe) Covns) APAND . ¥ foonisy veactn
a Ml\ WiTh Samg 9UTS. AT AN enemd , bUT A Friewy whe Kwew FS.
* BAD been clote ... wouid reves( Gomethivg .. We MAIE A DATE T
r‘c‘;’fxox‘“'l bﬂ'l AoV Jb ... AT DAug T0RZ, Beot
;aL 2m Dick'g (AUeQ LaT,
BAKALYAA) //TBRVEW ~- . 14TEaRusTED by Mabsoeys phove, ‘é ol
By my owd_Necvewness \fear Hak Mdouy wAs TJIow-d me.

16 (M) (ES waTengo i AT Dickie BS. M}J

Smeae DB Tal
CWiidy L2

i A DRUG STORG

|

R bewé practically A .:nrnvﬂ "W
AFTER bes [k Y

DRVE ovT B KEC T

1T Weo - FUCK EVERYRoRY — WHY MTUST" AN

T An weT ALY

TRip Te RvauuK Tdos Qm_\, = fssfgh;;::'f L
~THE g
09— " The Juwiss ‘““*’“f‘ if,;pu{
— - L
B Fﬂou\( is Hapry !/
(D~ heewe AT NBC = T"oum The

Wort
L OW ST u. 1_1'121\3
Dov

qQ Dmmgw i the SosS o Ewos-- BrAD - Hewu T

\ $ed A FusT '"v“'lh Thhe MA«L/ ™

e —
Suwh'a hapoy (- refer B

g@E

IN Dressw 6 Room (HBE) -
G Dosersc - el SAvDde

QT TAK T2 FS™.
G we'll 6o T Figh
G Trand P""(f PaTiceso s

Nolé- BrAd—
No. e~
Fiiga

N®. 2. Essay
7.5, Ve

r‘b'u vadby

ch -

— domments

No.ja- P 2-08, P9

-1 u Wiy he Tust kets us Loe
B T w05 OF TWB MOTES
really

i

[_”I" 3 N-T ovr WoRk
Wt "J

IF VE Covid b§1ﬂl /'7"""

"uaT DADDY /-‘1 _ N0l B

Nave Semettnie

¥'k¥" e e
Brav Devrge - on rrmK MO Jé
Teon AT  TFE— sqre e 3&9/
s IACHET S = """ For Ggeo t Eﬁ)

- fette AEAOS 1T
!,,,/:)Iarr,;g/jf 2rSive 1P Liv s momead TE f"/‘/f rom_."
345 Exrpre
PRl Love
L Dow'T ChosE tim
“7HEY IMITATE Hran
e con DT Dhenzey  (Reothy ? )
§- Mo Gault . e Fgae
Jo- AL il For Him

“

3. ¢
J’WN' kelle, — (- W5 weT omty mm—r-/yr Pmr( Aﬁ‘*

juswr“ wa= Mo, f6-P
Vice Chpamn = MO 16~

T o~ Frowk |- Hs Evswg phe SoOUDS-To

A

A/GD' 73

»
]
u

9

0

-

b=]
o
O

0
)
o

<

g

=
)

<
[}
&
o
o

2
<]

=

o

|
|

— WS Theary ’
% <
Pat e ||

= ff&KF’k( WIh A Sfvau:

No.1g
(/ Jipmemeeeee——— (HE TERED
a7 [ Tymr i Now Mty . (oo ///,,/hv, -
J s Ads UeLy Peapate —
175 - Mpwencys’ TRICTS, LADY DPosK ,,2//% 7 cor s
A - Y e o Beonece..
Vs - = ey BiSp Epa T ST peyr 72 =’

= lneR e S ATHEL o SHYS up
5 /;:154«,41‘ t/uoi ?n /,r(;‘,ﬂ_/, A,WA/,
VA /A /g//f/ Ao Comenss! Lo - /‘//8’[‘]
p7 . dbmmr ATER A7 —
Foyps Specch. — 72 MC — ==
27 o T~ Maw off 7 sy TS

SAHTIRA QA, R.cndles ~

2 & }75 (Piceres
PG (B) F5 teses Féeo ol ”/@

Pilo- TAIK Te | VEE TAIER =
Doty - ey MTE - K PIskes s 7o forle,
¢ /2- f‘af-—«m<%—7z"“1”/“”"

oA M- ﬁ&w- Mprins. Lo

D A/G A

u, -

l| ll

e

NO. q _
= ON FloaT with Urw lul. D 1
@V'°kv W"“ GET THis Fuskne PetvRe OVER w T \
|
R
ph.e :rqcoh_ NoA4-\ = THE Tavg
.UL\-1 T#

Frank f. atea m‘ws a DAy Ln
Los Av ele.s-— RESVMES Filnivg * Ass A
= Sreve Reus! ( vﬁ'
@ o ‘F'_'",tm_.—~ No 33 P, W%
. STHE FAT DiIRECToRAL
'..%?;E MmACANE = Likes \T. ! 0
f;.he(/ or fﬁmuel\ cwnea-i‘.r': Cﬁ%nt? /ua.}‘n‘ﬁ.
H‘lm 2491

avh" on Q/«M
[rora-pey .-
. vy FAGA- 2(- )2/~
" Dow T HiT M 'Bl@/ ’l |
% Km‘»
(“I:A‘ Cay s
‘\

\
Tigedss .

!up M a chaim
A0 ereages

Yoo /(QU( /m 3 Fr ot G
Lovw

m-

7
i‘;:! 0/~.~ »ml.; h want VAV -

Me and my shadow:

HEROES

mau i é
ECORD /A
(o CHLOIgE - 5,

- THE wWith N));dc%
= Tni,& mf’k §- = Sm/.'ca/.‘ - .‘Ls'~ /

&

.

(roow)  Brad Dcyn‘s.g Jr—3
(f’ml {:U’

é;%f? “ Mows_ [jot¥ fwt?“h; "@

/) Quere 2%3/44 _Dau /a5 —HomE
(See ugh3E /Pé‘fé'{)

2) e was Yreat -
3) Tale [/,&W_ [2s=27

4)7alk Tom Liflie 6=

£ T D'hmore g6~ S
Savicoin —  24-
Larrr (CueSE The BATAD)
26-9

2) 3
) At

MNOo.dY.e Tk - N 27: ¢
CHAMG-0pS5 — 4 See aqy- 1)

- Ms Jus7 = ﬂngluy i‘[fe

/Ju J? %‘lf/ﬂc LeT  ESyy
— (To losetty =) - 2f-C
Pétonection s OF BRIGE FS 7;,,«.(

-2
i ol ef o oy ! |
29-d - /!tﬂ-nr H-MW Eu:sau)
No.3o- Retve~r T® HeEw YoRK

- A.30

CcolteceTiou S— THeo

Ne.3 - Ty - Fﬂ?\t
No. 32. Preead + Fre oy

" Slum KID
« MSTHER GocDioyKS
s famon ThKeS AFTEL mE

-——fkm(@d-ﬂ -, %Mfl

AUGUST 2012 GQ 65

"y



HEROES

(>)months of pondering behind his typewrit-
er”, as he would admit in Thy Neighbor’s Wife,
“he had been unable to write a single word”.

That confession comes in the final and most
startling section of the book, in which Talese
writes about himself in the third person at
Sandstone, a utopian sexual community
located in the Topanga Canyon hills outside
of Los Angeles. As Talese stays scrupulously
outside the narrative for the first 500 pages
of the book, his sudden arrival at the end is
disconcerting, and all the more so because he
recounts his orgiastic adventures at the
commune in the dry tone of a dispassionate
reporter, as though he were indeed in the
press box rather than performing on the floor
in a tumescent tangle of bodies.

Overall, the book, including Talese’s
walk-on role, presents a vividly optimistic
impression of sexual liberation in all its forms.
When Talese began his research in 1971,
a strong current of intellectual thought main-
tained that the ending of sexual repression
would usher in a new era of human fulfil-
ment. By the time the book was finally pub-
lished in 1980, such grand dreams were all
but spent. Many previous sympathisers had
grown concerned with the sordid side of the
sex business, and the early feminism of Betty
Dodson (a fellow Sandstone habituée), which
preached a “c**t positive” approach to
sex, had been replaced by a more antagonis-
tic critique of female sexual exploitation, ex-

emplified by Andrea Dworkin’s anti-pornog-.

raphy movement.

While Talese accepts that Thy Neighbor’s
Wife captured a moment that had passed,
he is reluctant to dwell upon the negative
aspects of pornography and the sex industry.
He prefers to focus on the emancipatory and
enlightening aspects of the experiment.

“I met Alex Comfort [the author of The Joy
Of Sex] at Sandstone,” he says, “so I did meet

Sketch book: In his office in 1991, Talese studies
the Post-It notes forming an outline chart of his
nonfiction book Unto The Sons (1992)
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‘Everything was superseded
by theideathatlwas adirty
oid man who just didn’t care’

educated people. When I was researching
that book, even though I was not liking the
publicity, I felt Ilearned things about myself.
I got to like men and feel comfortable with
men. How many of us, aside from gay men,
actually embrace other men when we're
nude? You know it can be done with a great
deal of comfort and real fraternal feelings
and that’s what I got out of living as a nudist
at Sandstone. I became friends with new
people to the point when you can actually
kiss a man on the mouth and have your arms
around him and genuinely feel fondness. You
don't have to have blow jobs and anal sex. If
they want to that’s fine. I wasn't inclined that
way and the men I chose might have been
inclined but not with me. But it didn’t inhibit
us. For an Italian tailor’s son this was new
stuff for me, believe me. What I discovered
was how wonderful it was to feel a male
body. Yes, women were there, we were
having a foursome or sixsome thanks to the
research. It was research but it was also per-
sonal. It was both.”

hat of Nan, the woman

who had earned the commis-

eration of Talese’s critics,

what did she make of it all?

One afternoon at Talese’s
house I asked this question and he responded
by calling his wife down from upstairs
to answer for herself. Like her husband,
she is youthfully well-preserved, and also
gamine-pretty with a room-
warming smile.

The furthest she ever went
in joining in Talese’s research,
after incessant prompting, was
to attend a nudist colony in
New Jersey. She found the ex-
perience absurd. “I told him,
‘I don’t know why you're inter-
ested, but I'm not interested.”

“You were interested when
I used to call you from an orgy
at Sandstone,” Talese butts in.

“1 know it,” she says. “He
would call me and I would have
a picture of him — I don’t know
why, I always thought of you
with your sneakers on and all
these writhing bodies. I thought
it was pretty silly.”

Silly or not, the book was an
instant bestseller when it was
finally published and William

Friedkin was lined up to direct the film,
the rights of which had sold for that world-
record amount of $2.5m. None of which
pleased Talese. He considered the film
money unearned, and as it turned out the in-
famous financial disaster of Heaven’s Gate
left Thy Neighbor’s Wife's cinematically
stillborn. What really got to him, though,
was the manner in which the book was
dismissed by critics and frowned upon by
literary society.

“I made a lot of money but that was even
worse,” he says. “That put me in the trash
category. I had to withdraw from PEN, even
though PEN is supposed to defend the right
of literary freedom, because I'd become too
notorious for those pricks. After the book
was published, it changed me. I wanted to
clean up my act.”

He decided he was going to write a book
about the car industry — a subject that seemed
safely distant from controversy. “I thought if
I had a book on the automobile business,” he
explains, “it would get people to forget about
the sex business and I would then regain
what I had lost.” Then his best friend David
Halberstam mentioned that he too was going
to write a book on the same topic. The
ensuing dispute caused Talese to stop talking
to his fellow writer for the next 13 years,
though they managed to resurrect their
friendship before Halberstam died, with cruel
irony, in a car crash.

As it happened, after 18 months of work on
the book, Talese decided he wasn't really in-
terested in cars. He was in despair. He felt
his career was over. In the words of his
psychiatrist, he had committed “literary
suicide”. And he resented the way in which
his wife had emerged as the hero of the
drama. “She got a lot of wonderful articles
about her pegged to the book. She became
a public figure as a result of that book — the
suffering wife and great editor despite being
married to me.”

One day when Nan went off to London
on business, Talese decided to disappear to
Europe. “I went to Italy with my career in the
s***pile,” he says. He didn't want a divorce
but he felt that his marriage was finished.
In Italy he took up with the young interpreter
he employed, an affair that lasted on and
off for years, and which, he implies, still
continues to this day. He remained based in
Italy, researching a book on his ancestors,
Unto The Sons, for most of the following
five years.

Photograph Marianne Barcellona; Time Life Pictures




hen Talese returned to America and published
Unto The Sons, he still felt unsettled and excluded.
He struggled to re-establish his journalism. At one
point, in 1999, having watched a women’s football
match between America and China, Talese resolved
to write about the Chinese player who missed a decisive penalty. So
without warning or a commission he flew to China and stayed for
five months. The piece never materialised, at least not in print.

Nan'’s attitude to these sudden departures seems to be the same
pragmatic acceptance she has displayed towards Talese’s affairs. “I've
always loved writers, even at school,” she says. “I wanted to live with
Gay and he didn't want to get married or have children, so I made
sure it wouldn't affect his writing. I think in marriages you either
give 100 per cent or it doesn't work. I don’t think people change.”

Three years ago, the couple celebrated their 50th wedding anni-
versary. Talese believes the secret of their union is mutual respect.
“Love can come and go but respect is what holds people together,”
he says. “That’s the most important thing. It’s certainly never sex.
Sex is never the issue.”

He is currently working on a book about his relationship with
Nan, provisionally entitled A Nonfiction Marriage. Or he would be
if he hadn't been sidetracked by his first love, journalism. Over the
past year or two, Talese has begun writing for the New Yorker,
whose editor, David Remnick, has been an admirer of his work since
the Esquire days. “He combines the short-story form with the legs
of a newspaperman,” said Remnick, for whom he has written about
the Russian soprano, Marina Poplavskaya, and Tony Bennett’s
musical liaison with Lady Gaga.

‘He combines the short-
story form with the legs
of a newspaperman’

David Remnick, editor, New Yorker

When I visited him, he was immersed in a piece on a baseball coach
as he prepared to fly across the country to interview the coach’s
sister. He had no idea what he would bring back from the trip, which
could prove to have been a wasted journey. Talese estimates that 80
per cent of his research is barking up the wrong tree, but he con-
tends that it’s the only way to find the right tree. His relentless
energy shames that of writers half his age.

“What am [ writing about in this book? An old guy who was once
a young guy, and the same woman,” he says, sorting through files
in his basement study of his various works in progress. “The
problem is if I have a heart attack, it’s not going to be any fun to
do the book. I'm thinking, what am I doing this thing for the New
Yorker for — I might be dead. Maybe I'm making the wrong decision,
I don't know. But I figure I don’t know that I can’t do both.”

A couple of years ago Thy Neighbor’s Wife was republished in
America, where it is now widely recognised as a modern nonfiction
classic. The pall of infamy has finally dispersed from around Talese,
leaving only a sharply observant writer in a finely tailored suit. He
shows me to the door. It’s 7pm. He and Nan have a dinner party to
attend and he’s ready for his evening Martini. Outside, Manhattan
burns with illuminated promise, a city in which hard work and
a good story can still find their just reward.

Sinatra, wrote Talese, “makes old men feel young, makes them think
that if Frank Sinatra can do it, it can be done; not that they can do it,
but it is still nice for other men to know, at 50, that it can be done”.

Talese makes young men feel old, but it’s still nice to know that,
at 80, it can be done. @
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