Will Ferrell
Behind the sophomoric slapstick lie a misunderstood comic genius, an underappreciated thespian brilliance, an introspective soul striving to… oh, never mind. The dude is funny, all right?
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The toughest part of talking to Will Ferrell is getting past his mustache. Ferrell's head is huge—not actually oversized like the well-carved pumpkins atop many of Tinseltown's tiny marionettes, because Ferrell's a big man, six feet three and two hundred pounds, easy, but it's still a massive head—and the mustache has much ground to cover. The first time I mention the mustache, we're eating a late breakfast at a place off Sunset Boulevard. Heck of a mustache, I tell him. 
"Okay—good," he says, warm, friendly. I don't think he actually heard me. He's talking about running the Boston Marathon last April and how, thanks to Old School 's success, he spent the whole twenty-six miles listening to dolts chant, "Frank the Tank"—his Old School character's nickname—as he plowed on past. 
"Kids were running next to me, snapping pictures," Ferrell says. "Runners were running up ahead and then having their buddies stand next to me, snapping. It was insane." 
Blah, blah, mustache, blah. 
Mustache 
. I'm across the table trying to focus on something— anything —except the mustache. No dice. He grew it for the comedy he's filming now, Anchorman , starring Ferrell as a lovable pig of a 1970s local-news stud. So the mustache has an obvious, Dabney Coleman–esque machismo, but there's more to it than that. Way more. It's lush yet disciplined. It's cruel yet not haughty. It's—ah, fuck it. I can't take it anymore. 
Will? Your mustache, Will—it's, it's . . . frightening. 
He stops. Smiles wide. Cackles quietly, an almost silent laugh. 
"Isn't it?" he asks, his voice soft yet proud. "It's a monster." 
It looks like it wants to jump down and start crawling up my leg. Some sort of gay-porno thing going on there . . . 
"And you know how it all started?" he says. "Just the subtle difference of shaving this"—the tip of his index finger traces a clean-shaved strip I hadn't really seen , maybe an eighth of an inch of bare skin between his nose and mustache—"somehow gives it that extra sleaze-plus-cheesy effect." 
He's absolutely right. You can have big talent, good fortune, a sunny, sweet, and sane disposition, but sometimes the ineffable quality that we mortals sense as stardom boils down to no more than this: Will Ferrell is blessed with acreage between his upper lip and nose spacious enough to hold a full-sized—nay, a Magnum, P. I. –sized—'stache plus an insinuating, all-nude band of flesh, stubbled yet creamy. Jesus. 
The whole effect is pretty arousing, I must say. 
"Very much so," he muses. " Very much so. Even when I look at myself in the mirror, I'm completely aroused. I think part of it is this," and again he fingers himself softly on the naked square of his philtrum, the indented furrow of skin under the nose. 
"Engorged," he says, nearly whispering now. "It becomes . . . engorged ." 
Now that you mention it, Will, it does look a little . . . swollen. 
"Should I put a napkin over it?" 

IT TAKES SWAGGER and pluck to balance on the thorny cusp of fame, to dwell in the Hollywood Hills and drive a Toyota Prius, to jump from playing Frank the Tank jogging bare-assed down the street in Old School to playing Buddy, the soul of innocence, a North Pole elf traipsing in yellow tights and a white fur collar to New York City at Christmas in search of his human father in Elf . Hell, it takes pluck and swagger merely to have survived costarring in A Night at the Roxbury , in which Ferrell was forced into a black thong and close proximity with the Darwinian question mark called Chris Kattan. 
But John William Ferrell, all plucky swagger, is nothing if not a survivor. In his thirty-six years of life, he has survived a comfy childhood in Orange County—in coyote-ravaged Irvine, no less. He has survived the rigors of the University of Southern California, huddled with his fraternity brothers around the draining keg, waiting for the pizza man and the last check from home to clear. He has survived a vicious curriculum, emerging with a degree in sports information and a gaudy 2.97 GPA. And thus emboldened, tempered by hardship, he cast fate to the wind, trekked back south upon the rugged 405, and moved into his old room at his mommy's house for a couple of years to gather his strength and decide what to survive next. 
What molds, what drives the man? What flames roar beneath the laughter, the balls-out comedic stylings, the mustache? What inner demons forced Will Ferrell to finally cry out, Yes—yes, I can! 
Kay Ferrell knows. She's Will's mama, and she's visiting the Anchorman set today, watching her boys work. Will's little brother, Patrick—not little, really, just younger; Pat stands six feet five, with a big, plucky plumber's gut swaggering over the belt of his jeans—is here, too, working as Will's personal assistant. Kay, with her quick smile and honeyed voice—she grew up in North Carolina—has a mother's knowledge of Will's murky soul, and she lays it bare. 
"He was born like that," she says. "Very even tempered, very easygoing. His father and I kinda went, 'How'd he get like that ?' You know those little Matchbox cars? Will would line up his Matchbox cars, by himself, and be totally happy. You'd say, 'You wanna go to Disneyland today or line up your cars?' and he'd have to think about it." 
Adam McKay, an ex– Saturday Night Live writer who's directing Anchorman and is good buddies with Ferrell—they wrote the script together—sings a different tune. When I mention interviewing Ferrell, McKay frowns. 
"One-on-one with Will?" he says. "I would not do that if I were you. What you don't want to be is in a contained, closed room with him. That's the worst possible situation to be in. I'll be honest: He's bitten people." 
Paul Rudd, the actor who plays one of Ferrell's news-team sidekicks, overhears this. 
"Talkin' about Will?" asks Rudd. "He bit me." 
Where? 
Rudd undoes his belt and starts to pull down his pants. 
"No, Paul," McKay says. "Just point to it over your clothes." 
Rudd's hand waves over his crotch. "He bit me in the hip," he says. "He bites you in weird places." 

WE'RE PAST the mustache now. Our eggs are cold. Ferrell's reminiscing about moving back home after USC to try comedy and acting classes and regional theater. Ferrell caught his big break not long after he joined the Groundlings, L. A.'s version of Second City, when Lorne Michaels came west hunting fresh SNL meat. Ferrell made it past the first audition and got ready for the callback, which began with a meeting with Michaels in New York. 
"I had read how Adam Sandler, in his meeting with Lorne, had humped a chair and had him laughing so hard, he signed him on the spot. So I thought, I'm gonna go in there and be funny. I had a briefcase full of fake money, and as Lorne starts talking, I was gonna open it and start stacking piles of money on his desk. 'Lorne, you can say whatever you want, but we all know what really talks. And that's cold, hard cash. Now, I'm gonna walk outta here. You can take the cash if you want. Or not.' And then just leave and not come back. 
"So I walk in with the briefcase, and I can tell right away the atmosphere is tense. It's just all business. Lorne's there, Steve Higgins, the producer, is sitting there, and I'm carrying this briefcase, thinking, I don't think the money thing's gonna work. 
"Lorne goes through everything, and he says, 'Steve, anything you'd like to say?' And Steve just goes, 'Nice briefcase.' " 
Ferrell laughs that almost silent cackle of sheer delight. 
"What I recognized when I started doing comedy was that I'm probably not the wittiest, not the fastest on my feet, but the one thing I can guarantee is that I won't hold anything back. It was just funnier to me, and it played funnier, when instead of just yelling at someone in a scene, you're yelling to the point where you're losing your voice—that one extra step. If that's what's called for within the context, isn't that our job as comedians?" 
Thoughtful and intelligent, sure, but what Ferrell's really talking about now is his ass, which gets far more screen exposure in Old School than the complete filmography of Harvey Keitel's cock. And while it's evident from his clothed work in Old School and Elf that Ferrell's much more than a sketch comic, that he's a strong big-screen presence and an actor ripe for grown-up roles, not to mention a huge back-end chunk of change if he does Old School 2 , the real question is— 
Did they have to shave your ass, Will? 
"No, no. It was just ready to go." 
No makeup? 
"I don't think there was, and now that you bring that up, I think I missed an opportunity. I should have requested powder." 
Did you have an ass double? You know, a stunt ass? 
"There might've been. I bet there was a stunt ass standing by in case I chickened out and lost it. They must come across that, where someone's like, 'I can't do this. I didn't realize you meant totally naked.' So I think they did have someone." 
The critics loved you, Will, but they dissed your ass. 
"I know, I know. I got beat up a little bit. I didn't think it looked that bad." 
No, not bad. Maybe a trifle doughy. 
"But I got comments from the actresses. I mean, maybe they were just being nice, but across the board they were like, 'You got a cute butt, Will.' So that's the only critique I need to hear." 

Here's the truth: He's sane, this guy. And sweet , the sort of square who met the woman who later became his wife—Swedish bombshell/actress Viveca (she's really an art-house auctioneer, but Will asked for a favor: "There was a picture of Viv and me in People at the Old School premiere, and it said, 'Will Ferrell with his wife, Swedish actress Viveca.' Wow . A one-name Swedish actress. I want you to perpetuate that")—dated her briefly, and then actually stayed pals with her for six years before their romance bloomed. 
"I knew when I met her: She's the one. I'm just gonna wait. I'm just gonna wait for her to come around the bend." 
Nowhere in Ferrellville do you sniff the self-loathing and nervous narcissism that fuel a standard-issue funnyman. Anchorman is six days from wrapping, and the cast and crew have been working twelve-hour days all week, but you don't just visit the set—built inside the shell of an old vacated furniture store in Glendale—you hang out , along with family, friends, and producers' kids so young, they've yet to sprout their horns. 
"Usually, six days out, everyone's really intense and stressed out," says Christina Applegate, who plays Ferrell's love interest. " This job—not one day of yelling. No one has raised their voices. It's the best job I've ever had. Will's surrounded in okayness. He's just grateful to be able to do what he wants to do." 
Fine, but what's it like kissing the mustache? 
"It's gross and exciting all at the same time. It's horrible. It's so disturbing, I've had nightmares about it." 
Ferrell and McKay waited years to shoot this script. When their chance finally came—due in large part to Old School 's box-office success and Ferrell's burgeoning star power—they didn't want to spill a drop of fun. 
"I think some people put so much weight on it that it becomes overbearing," Ferrell says. "We always had the philosophy that if we ever got to do this ourselves, we wanted to avoid creating an atmosphere of pomposity. We just can't believe that these things we thought of three years ago—now we're actually gettin' to do 'em. Hopefully you're creating stuff that will make people laugh, but we're not changing world history—and now that I've said that, I'll probably be driving a UPS truck two years from now." 
Unlikely. Ferrell's heading to New York City soon to star in Woody Allen's next movie. After that, he's starring with Ed Harris in a small, dark film by off-Broadway playwright Adam Rapp. He's also being mentioned as the lead if the latest attempt to film a version of A Confederacy of Dunces ever gets off the ground. And he has read that Sofia Coppola's a big Ferrell fan. 
"But I won't work with her," he says. "I'm just letting you know, I will never do that." 
And, of course, DreamWorks would like to churn out an Old School sequel, but Ferrell's not sure that reincarnating Frank the Tank is what he wants to do. 
"It'd be great to be in a position where you can make choices regardless of money. My tastes are always gonna lead me to go for the amazing project where I'm being paid in Turkish cantaloupes. So now that I'm in the back of some people's minds as maybe having the potential to do other things, we'll see. You know, it's tough, a comedian saying, 'Yes, I would like to cross over and do this other thing.' You run the risk of sounding obnoxious. That having been said, Yes . I would. I would love it." 

He's sane. He's sweet. And he loves his dogs. He and Viveca have three—a Lab, a boxer, and a pointer—and he breaks the news that they're expecting a human baby, their first, in March. 
"We didn't want to do a press release or anything," he says, half apologizing. 
And that, along with work, just about covers it. He's too busy working to plan another marathon. He isn't returning his trainer's phone calls. 
No other hobbies? No interests? 
"I don't have the humidor or an antique-pistol collection. Not yet. You know what? I swear to God, you know what's fun for me? To go through my pile of bills and statements, put a game on, and shred documents." 
Shred documents? 
"Yeah. Shred documents. That's a great afternoon for me." 
What are you shredding? Scripts? 
"No—bank statements, those sorts of things. I love shredding documents." 
What kind of shredder? 
"It's not high-powered. We've gone through about three of 'em." 
Is it one of those that sits on the wastebasket? 
"Sits on the wastebasket, yeah." 
Then what? 
"You throw it out." 
No special steps between shredding and throwing out? 
"No, it goes right into the recycling. So that's a hobby." 
C'mon. Shredding documents is not a hobby. 
"Well, it's like a hobby." 

The last time I see Ferrell, he's in New York City to do Conan O'Brien's tenth-anniversary special. He's talking about the pleasures of working with Bob Newhart, who plays his North Pole papa in Elf . 
"We would wrestle every day during the shooting—full body, Greco-Roman. Don't let Bob fool you; he's spry. He'll get you in a headlock quicker than you'd think. I would just jab him in the eyes. That's not fair, I know, but Bob is similar to a wolverine—pound for pound the fiercest animal on the planet. You don't wanna get down on the ground with him, so I would disable him that way." 
It's late afternoon, and he's having a bite to eat, sitting alone in a dressing room wolfing a plate of take-out chicken. The good news is the mustache is long gone. The bad news? He's dressed as a lap-dancing leprechaun: black shoes, green kneesocks, an emerald-green satin shirt, a matching Speedo, and—thank God—a robe. Although he happily flings it open to prove that he's still wearing the Speedo. 
Ferrell's bit for the show—reprising a former appearance—consists of humping Conan's leg and sliding down it to shine Conan's shoe by rubbing it violently with his ass crack. 
Seriously, Will, is there anything you won't do? 
"Absolutely. The photo shoot we just did for you guys—the photographer had the idea of doing The Thinker , but totally nude. I was like, 'Sam, it's a great idea, but I just don't wanna do it.' " 
Dude, you just dry-humped Conan O'Brien's shoe for an audience of millions. 
"I don't know why there's a difference. I guess because it's a lasting image in a magazine, and this just seems more fleeting." 
By the way, I saw the Ping-Pong photos. Nice camel toe. 
"Ah," he says with a wicked grin. "I didn't know that I had one going. But it's not a bad thing. That's kind of the essence of who I am. That's good. That's okay." 


