S P U R L E DI T I O N S
I A M N OT AS H A M E D
Barbara Payton was born in Cloquet, Minnesota, on November 16, 1927.
She began her modeling and acting career after she moved to Los Angeles
with her husband. In 1949 she starred in her first film – Trapped – and soon
after took the lead role in Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye alongside James Cagney.
Payton had high-profile love affairs with actors Franchot Tone and Tom
Neal, which culminated in a brutal fight between the two men and Tone’s
hospitalization. Her love life unraveling, in 1952 Payton attempted suicide
in New York City after an argument with Tone. Soon after, her acting career
began to decline, with Payton appearing in low-budget films and on the
covers of tabloid magazines. She escaped Hollywood’s noxious influence
and lived in Mexico, where she wrote poetry; she later returned to Los
Angeles, where she became destitute and increasingly dependent on alcohol
and pills. Payton was arrested for writing bad checks and worked as a prostitute to support herself. In 1961 she was evicted from her apartment, and
a year later she was arrested for solicitation. She worked with journalist Leo
Guild on her memoir, the cult classic I Am Not Ashamed, published in 1963.
Increasingly unstable, in 1967 Payton moved back into her parents’ home
in San Diego and died from alcohol-related causes at the age of thirty-nine.
Leo Guild was an author, press agent, and gossip columnist. His works
include The Fatty Arbuckle Case (1962), Black Bait (1975), Josephine Baker
(1976), Cons & Lovers (1977), and Carlotta (1980). He died in 1997.
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In 1950, a year of unspectacular note in history, except for a
Korean skirmish, I was sitting on top of the world and going
higher.
My peculiar acting talents were worth $10,000 a week and
I was in constant demand. Boy, everyone wanted me. I know
it sounds unbelievable but it’s true that Gregory Peck, Guy
Madison, Howard Hughes and other big names were dating me.
Almost everything I did made headlines.
One escapade resulted in a headline, “BARBARA TAKES
NEAR
-NUDE SUN BATH – JUDGE COMPLAINS.” I was
such hot news the papers didn’t even have to use my last name.
Everyone knew who Barbara was. It was like “Ava,” “Lana” or
“Frankie.”
I was in love – crazy in love – with one man, Tom Neal. And I
was engaged to (and later married) the actor with the most class
in Hollywood – Franchot Tone.
In other words I was the queen bee, the nuts and boiling hot.
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The odds were a million to one I’d grow old with twenty servants, three swimming pools and a personal masseuse plus an
adoring husband. You should have taken the odds.
Today, right now I live in a rat-roach (they’re friends) infested apartment with not a bean to my name and I drink too much
Rosé wine. I don’t like what my scale tells me. The little money I
do accumulate to pay the rent comes from old residuals, poetry
and favors to men. I love the Negro race and I will accept money
only from Negroes.
Does it all sound depressing to you? Queasy? Well, I’m not
ashamed. I have hope. I don’t live in rosy-hazed memory. I look
to the future.
I guess I’ve got to fill you in on the roller coaster ride from
happy-town rich to happy-town poor. I always have a little too
much wine in me but you can bet your tootsies that every word
is true. I’m too old to bullshit the public.
It’s hard for me to start at the beginning and go in a straight
line to the end. But I can come up with a lot of scenes and you
put them together for your ticket on the roller coaster.
There was my picture on the front pages of every paper in the
country. I was one of the six “Baby Stars” most likely to succeed.
There was Piper Laurie, Mona Freeman, Debbie Reynolds, Mala
Powers, Barbara Bates and yours truly. That was in 1949. The
other five are still fulfilling their promises. Me, I goofed. It was
an exciting year. I was the only blonde among the six. That was
something special. It was my first big break. Teenagers with gaping mouths stuck autograph books in my hand and begged for
autographs. Producers asked me to share their bed with them.
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Big stars told me I was hop-skip-jumping up the rose-colored
path to marquee heaven. It was my first brush with fame and I
loved the smell of it.
My letters back to my parents in Texas were like honor
scrolls that they stuck on the wall with Scotch tape. They had
their doubts about me before this. At seventeen and still wearing
bloomers, I dragged in an Air Force Captain (John Payton) who
wanted to marry me. Now – right now! I must have really been
something. I think my folks were too scared by his insistence
to say no. And I also think they felt it would take an Air Force
Captain to keep me under control.
Even he couldn’t do it. He said, “Honey, where do you want
to go on our honeymoon?” When I said, “Hollywood,” it was
the first step to the end of our marriage. It made no sense. Why
should I be married to just one man, have a dull life and raise a
family when I could have all that glamour?
But I didn’t know what life was all about in those days. Sex
was something delicious but a mystery. The inevitable happened.
Pregnancy! I was so damn mad at John (even though it was as
much my fault) that I ordered him out of the house.
He had to go back to camp anyway. So there I was – a pregnant
seventeen-year-old alone in Hollywood. The responsibilities of
motherhood didn’t bother me. I filed for divorce and decided to
become a movie star. Just like that.
And you know if I had it to do all over again, I’d do the same.
It’s all in heaven, in a little black book with neat lines. You are
what you are and there’s no out. You do what you have to do.
So that’s how it all started. If I hadn’t worn a low-cut gown at
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a dance so that a gawky Air Force Captain noticed me, I’d never
have gotten to Hollywood. So, brethren, hark. Next time you go
to a dance be careful how you dress. You just might end up a
Hollywood star.
Envious kids used to ask me in those days, “How do you become a star? Is it talent? Pretty face? Is it body? Is it who you
know? Who you sleep with?” Well, it’s a little of each and don’t
let anyone tell you differently.
I had a body when I was a young kid that raised temperatures wherever I went. Today I have three long knife wounds on
my solid frame. One extends from my buttocks down my thigh
and needed, I don’t remember, how many stitches. But, like they
say – “A stitch in time saves nine” – so they are all healing.
How did I get them? Some drunk got mad at something I
said, or I did something to get someone mad. It isn’t very clear
to me. I’ve got to be more careful in the future.
But to get back to my glamorous past. I try to think of what
was my biggest moment – my biggest thrill. I think it was in
1950 on St. Valentine’s Day. I was going to start a big movie
with Jimmy Cagney the next day and I went with Franchot Tone
to the opera. I wore a mink stole he had given me and I was
dripping ice (diamonds). We marched into the Opera House
and it was like everyone had suddenly been struck silent. People
stopped whatever they were doing and just stared at us. We were
the most glamorous thing since Lily St. Cyr’s pasties. And we
took advantage of it. Franchot and me, we just stood there and
let them gape for a moment. It was heaven.
After that it was up, up, up. Jobs, money, power, romance,
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and a great future. You may think I was spoiled. I wasn’t. I had
servants but I cooked, and good, too. I collected antiques and
my home was something to see. Not like this dump. Look at
it – empty bottles, holes in the ceiling, broken-down furniture.
Except for this gold chair. I saved it. No matter what happens,
I’m holding on to it. It reminds me of things.
Well, I had my baby. That was back home in Texas. I loved
him so much I could die. My son’s in Germany now being educated. He’s a fine boy. I want him to be proud of me. I hope he is.
I was young and beautiful and Hollywood had warmed my
blood. I had to get back. My parents agreed to take care of my
boy. I flew into town on colorful dreams. Golly, I think every one
of them came true. It was like I had three wishes – or ten wishes –
and one after another like a magic show, they came true.
I became good friends with Ava Gardner and Lana Turner.
We three were in Palm Springs together. We were drinking and
laying around with not many clothes and talking about things.
Ava was married to Frank Sinatra in those days. He was screaming crazy about her. Well, he didn’t approve of the way we were
carrying on like that and one night he came in and caught us all
together. Well, I jumped out of the window and into the bushes
but he caught Lana and Ava together and he was mad as hell. It
got into the gossip columns and contributed to the end of their
marriage. I was always in scrapes like that.
You see, I was always where the action was. But I think about
this time, way inside me, I started to get doubts about my career.
I was getting good parts but nothing big seemed to happen. I
had the bug and I had to be a big star, talked about, adored,
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