




Clockwise from left: Jane’s 
activism peaked in the 
1970s; she was arrested in 
Cleveland on fraudulent 
charges which were 
eventually dropped; at a 
welfare rights rally; her new 
book is a mix of revelation, 
activism and science.  

Lily Tomlin 
(below), Sam 
Waterston (far 
left) and author/
activist Maude 
Barlow (left) at 
Jane’s Fire Drill 
Fridays protests.
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Trailblazer

“So, I wasn’t scared, 
but I had a feeling that 
putting my body on 
the line and aligning 
myself 100 per cent 
with my deepest values 
would be empowering. And it  
was. And so many people who  
were with me who had never done  
it before said that they felt 
transformed by doing it.”

As an amusing aside, the former 
queen of aerobics also used her cell 
time fruitfully, doing wall squats. 
“Hey, you gotta seize the opportunity 
when you can,” she jokes. 

Finding Jane
But the transformation was also 
elemental, representing a new chapter 
in Jane’s life with the shackles of 
partnerships cast off. Did she feel she 
was now able to be her own self?

“God it’s about time, right? If not 
now when?” she says with a hearty 
sigh that breaks into a chortle. “It 
took me into my 70s to be able to 
stand on my own two feet, but part of 
the reason I can do it is because I’m 
not in a relationship and never will be 
again … It’s over. I’ve closed up shop. 

I’ve had a lot of husbands, I’ve had a 
lot of lovers, been there done that …
my best self is when I’m alone.”

While she was in jail, Jane met a 
woman who had worked on a climate 
protest with Jane’s second husband, 
Tom Hayden, before he died in 2016. 
The speech he made back then was 
probably his last, pondered Jane.

“I admired him so much, he was a 
very skilful strategic organiser,” she 
explains. “To be truthful, though, I’d 
been privately wondering if I could 
have gotten up the nerve to move to 
D.C. and launch Fire Drill Fridays 
were Tom still alive. I had always been 
in awe of his �erce intelligence and … 
always feeling myself the student to 
the teacher. I knew that if I had gone 
to him and asked him if I should do it 
he might have said no … I might well 
have backed off.”

In the heart of this incisive actor, 
orator and activist there has always 
been a painful dose of vulnerability 
which has prevented what she calls 

own narrative,” she admits. “None of 
my marriages were democratic because 
I was too worried about pleasing. I had 
to be a certain way in order for them 
to love me. I had to look a certain way, 
but different for all of them.”

Jane’s son, Troy, who is now 47 and 
of course an actor, recently said that 
his mother is in a constant state of 
reassessment. Does Jane agree? 

“Uh huh,” she says quietly. “I feel 
compelled to do it to become better, 
to be the best. You can’t make your 
life longer but you can make it wider 
and deeper.”

Jane says that she was an old 
20-year-old, sad and joyless, and  
I wonder now how she would counsel 
her younger self. “I would say it  
gets better. It’s really hard, Jane,  
to be young. You’re not alone, just 
understand that it’s normal that  
you feel these things. It gets easier 
when you get older but especially if 
you work real hard to understand 
yourself, to take responsibility for the 
mistakes you made and to try to learn 
from them. Also, to understand why 
your parents were the people they 
were so you can forgive them. This is 
what you have to do and your old age 
will be much better than it is now.”

Over the past decade Jane has 
started to really value her growing 
group of female friends. “I can be 
more authentic with them. They’re all 
smarter and braver and more strategic 
than I am, so I always learn from 
them. I learned from my husbands too 
but I just let myself be more real when 
I’m with my women friends.”

Today she is “the whole Jane with 
agency over my own life” and it’s 
something she only started to feel in 
her mid- to late-70s, she says. “It is a 
life’s work. Yes it is. I’m still a work in 
progress … When I watched my dad 
die I felt that he had a lot of regrets.  
I do not want to get to the end of life 
with regrets and I know the regrets 
will not be for what I did, they’ll be 
for what I didn’t do.” AWW

What Can I Do? The Truth About 
Climate Change And How to Fix  
It, by Jane Fonda, published by 
HarperCollins, is out now.

“being authentic” and I sense it’s 
something Jane is only now coming  
to terms with.

Although from the outside her life 
looks pretty charmed, it has been an 
emotional ride, in�uenced �rst by her 
complex childhood family dynamics 
and then by husbands whom she 
always felt “I had to please”.

Jane’s mother, Frances, committed 
suicide when Jane was 12. She had 
bi-polar disorder and was being 
treated in a hospital at the time and 
snuck a razor blade in. “My mother 
was a very complicated woman, very 
beautiful but she always seemed sick,” 
Jane told documentary maker Susan 
Lacy. “We’d be sitting in the living 
room and her hand would be 
trembling and I didn’t want 
her to feel bad so I would 
make my hand tremble too 
… I  think my father was not 
the person she ever should 
have married. He was not 
kind to her.”

Jane and her brother, Peter, 
(who also became an 
acclaimed actor and died in 
2019) were told that their 
mother had died from a 
heart attack. Peter was 
crying but Jane took it on 
the chin. “People would say 
‘God, Jane – isn’t she 
amazing, she’s so strong’ …
that was approbation and 
became my modus operandi 
– keeping it all in.” 

Her father remarried and 
Jane was sent to boarding 
school. Henry Fonda was 
cold and distant with his 
daughter and she felt 
constantly judged by him 
and thought she was 
somehow unlovable. “No 
one ever talked about my 
mother,” she adds. 

Fortunately, Jane loved school, 
especially history and Roman and 
Greek mythology. But she says it was 
reading about how Romans would 
gorge themselves and then purge that 
introduced her to bulimia. It started 
as a secret game with her roommate, 
Carol, and developed into a life-long 
addiction with bouts of anorexia and 
bulimia, later coupled with Dexedrine 
in her 20s, which made Jane manic 
and speedy. “Mothers are often 
blamed for that, but 
for me it was my 
dad,” she says in  
the documentary.  
“I made him 
ashamed. He thought 

I was fat because I didn’t look the way 
that he wanted me to look.”

Jane famously acted opposite her 
father in his last �lm On Golden 
Pond. “It was about the reconciliation 
of a hard dad and an emotional 
daughter,” she says. While the two 
didn’t ever really talk about their 
dif�cult relationship, there is a well of 
love in the �lm that speaks volumes.

That need for approval from her 
father also seeped into her three 

marriages, to Roger Vadim, Tom 
Hayden and Ted Turner. “It took 
me a really long time to �nd my 

“IT TOOK ME INTO MY 70S TO BE ABLE 
TO STAND ON MY OWN TWO FEET ... MY 

BEST SELF IS WHEN I’M ALONE.”
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