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As we approach the 60th anniversary of the release 
of Dr No, Steve O’Brien investigates how unknown 

actor Sean Connery was offered the part of a lifetime

Benjamin Fisz is a name 
unfamiliar to most 
Bond fans, but, in many 
ways, he’s as important 

to the story of the franchise as 
anybody who actually worked on 
it. For it was he, a lowly Polish-
born B-movie producer, who first 
floated the name of Sean Connery 
to Albert ‘Cubby’ Broccoli and 
Harry Salzman during their frantic 
search for James Bond 007.

It was on November 3, 1961 
that this working-class Scot was 
unveiled as the star of Dr No, the 
first in a planned series of movies 
based on Ian Fleming’s James 
Bond novels. The hunt for the 
inaugural big-screen Bond had 
turned into a major headache for 
its two producers. Fleming only 
referred to 007’s appearance in two 
books, both noting his likeness to 
songwriter Hoagy Carmichael, but 
the character’s ladykilling charm 

The man
who would be

BOND
Sean Connery joined the Royal Navy aged 16 (top) 
and Bond (right) rose to the rank of Commander.
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and moneyed background (Eton and 
the University of Geneva) pointed 
towards an actor blessed with 
matinee idol looks and a debonair 
charm. Those early choices, from 
Cary Grant to Richard Johnson to 
Patrick McGoohan, seemed more 
natural fits, only they all turned 
the job down. But Sean Connery 
had never been on Salzman and 
Broccoli’s radar. In 1961, there was 
little on his CV that even remotely 
resembled a private school-educated 
Naval officer-cum-secret agent.

In the comedy On the Fiddle, 
made a year before Dr No, Connery 
played a wide-eyed gypsy who 
gets dragged into a series of cons 
cooked up by the spivvy Horace 
Pope (played by Alfred Lynch). 
The role was about as un-Bond as 
it’s possible to get, yet the movie’s 
producer, Benjamin Fisz, clearly 
saw something in the 31-year-old, 
something way beyond all those 
rugged, salt of the earth roles he was 
typecast as.

CHANCE MEETING
It was at a dinner party at a club 
in London that Fisz found himself 
sitting alongside Harry Salzman 
and his wife, as well as On the 
Fiddle’s film editor Peter Hunt. 
During the evening, Salzman 
confided in Fisz how frustrating the 
search for Bond was becoming. Fisz 
leaned over and told him he was 
working with someone who might 
well fit the bill. 

Hunt, who would also end up 
editing Dr No and indeed every 
Bond film up until On Her Majesty’s 
Secret Service, screened a couple of 
reels of On the Fiddle for Salzman. 
The producer was suitably intrigued 
and, in October 1961, Sean Connery 
was invited to EON Productions’ 
offices in Mayfair for a meet-up 
with Salzman and Broccoli. 

“Connery walked into our office 
and had a strength and energy 
about him I found riveting,” Broccoli 
reflected later, while Salzman said: 
“Cubby and I went through, I’d say 
over 200 actors. I liked the way he 
moved… He moves extremely well.”

Both admitted it was Connery’s 
self-confidence that wowed them. 
“He’s got balls. In 30 minutes he 
sold us both,” Salzman admitted. 
“He walked like the most arrogant 
son-of-a-gun you’ve ever seen – as if 
he owned every bit of Jermyn Street 
from Regent Street to St. James’s. 
‘That’s our Bond’, I said.”

While the two producers were 
utterly convinced of Connery’s 
star wattage, United Artists were 
less sure, and tried to persuade the 
pair they should continue their 
search. But Salzman and Broccoli 
stood their ground and, at the end 
of October 1961, Connery inked his 
multi-picture Bond deal. It was a 
head-spinningly quick turnaround. 
On the Fiddle hadn’t even finished 
post-production and already its 
second lead was cinema’s first 
James Bond.

The suits at United Artists 
weren’t the only ones sceptical of 
Connery’s casting. Bond’s creator, 
Ian Fleming, was also unsure of 
the actor’s suitability, saying, “He’s 
not what I envisioned… I’m looking 
for Commander Bond and not an 
overgrown stuntman.” (It’s claimed 

by Fleming’s stepson that the 
author favoured the actors David 
Niven and Edward Underdown, who 
would later appear in a small role in 
1965’s Thunderball.)

Fleming’s comment seemed 
more born of snobbery than 
anything else. The author came 
from an upper-class family and 
was educated, like Bond, at Eton 
and the University of Geneva. He 
clearly thought of James Bond as 
an idealised extension of himself 
and saw little kinship between 
himself and the son of a cleaner and 
lorry driver. Connery even had two 
tattoos, ‘Mum & Dad’ and ‘Scotland 
Forever’, inked on his arms. David 
Niven he most certainly wasn’t.

What Fleming couldn’t foresee 
was how Dr No’s director Terence 
Young would help mould the young 
actor into the suave secret agent. 
Born in Shanghai and educated, 
like the movie Bond, at Cambridge 
University, it’s often observed that 
the big-screen 007 is modelled more 
on Young than the literary version. 

Though it was the 
role that shot him to 

stardom, Sean Connery’s 
relationship with Bond 
was always a rocky one. By 
the time of You Only Live 
Twice (1967), Bondmania 
had gripped the world and 
Connery was tiring of the 
attention, finding himself 
being chased by paparazzi 
in Japan and even 
allegedly being snapped 
on the toilet. Announcing 
he was done with Bond, 
the search began for 
a replacement. 

Only On Her Majesty’s 
Secret Service (1969), 
headlining new 007 
George Lazenby, failed to 
set the box office alight 
and so a desperate EON 
approached Connery to 
return for 1971’s Diamonds 
are Forever (1971), waving a 
$1.25 million cheque under 
his nose. He said yes and 
donated the fee to charity.

After filming, he told 
one newspaper, “I’ve 
always hated that damn 
James Bond,” and claimed 
he’d never make another 

Bond movie, words that 
came back to haunt him. 

Never Say Never Again 
(1983) saw Connery, then 
53, return to the role. 
It had been set up by 
Kevin McClory, a writer 
and producer who, by 
co‑creating the storyline 
for Thunderball, had the 
rights to the story. The 
remake of the 1965 film 
would go head to head 
with EON’s Octopussy 
(1983) starring Roger 
Moore, but lost the 
box‑office battle. 

Connery never played 
007 on screen again after 
this, but he did return to 
the character in 2005, 
voicing him in Electronic 
Arts’ From Russia with 
Love video game.

 

CONNERY ON BOND

In On the Fiddle, Pedlar Pascoe 
(Sean Connery) helps Horace Pope 
with his money-making scams. 

Ian Fleming (above left) was not 
convinced Connery was right for the 
part. Sean with Ursula Andress (left).



RETRO10 11RETRO

RETRORETRO Cover star

“He was a bon vivant,” recalled Dr 
No actress Ursula Andress. “We 
had Champagne all the time. Dom 
Perignon, caviar…”

“Terence took Sean under his 
wing,” revealed Lois Maxwell, who 
played Miss Moneypenny. “He took 
him to dinner, to his tailor, showed 
him how to walk, how to talk, even 
how to eat.”

Even Connery acknowledged the 
role Young played in helping him 
find the character. “I think the most 
important element in the whole 
series, apart from Fleming himself... 
was Terence Young,” Connery told 
Mark Cousins in the BBC series, 
Scene by Scene. “I think he was the 
greatest influence. Terence had 
really identified very much with 
being the grand seignior. He took 
me on the trip to get our clothes and 
everything and it was an eye-opener. 
The budget on the clothes was 
astronomical in relation to the film 
but he was right, Terence, because 
there was a look about it. We had 
shoes handmade at Lobb’s, and no 
cufflinks, a special fold-back button, 
and I used the Windsor knot.”

What’s amazing, looking back at 
Dr No 60 years on, is how assured 
Sean Connery is in the role. Just 
a year before, he’d been that naïve 
gypsy in On the Fiddle, as well as 
a cat burglar in the British noir The 

Frightened City (1961). Only 10 years 
before he’d been a professional 
bodybuilder. And yet, here he was, 
wearing that Savile Row suit like 
it was a second skin, and looking 
every inch the sophisticated, but 
ruthless 007. As he sat there at 
that baccarat table at the Le Cercle 
casino, a Morland cigarette dangling 
from his lips, and uttered those 
three iconic words, “Bond, James 
Bond”, the character was born.

STAR PRESENCE
Dr No was a smash and made Sean 
Connery a star almost overnight. 
And even Ian Fleming came round. 
As that first Bond film was lensing 
in Jamaica, the author was hard 
at work on his tenth 007 novel, On 
Her Majesty’s Secret Service. As 
a tribute to Connery, he revealed 
in the book that Bond had Scottish 
ancestry, a touching way of working 
the actor’s soft Scots burr into the 
canon of the character.

Benjamin Fisz, who died in 1989, 
gets too little credit now for seeing 
what so many other filmmakers 
failed to recognise in this unrefined 
ex-bodybuilder. His (criminally 
short) Wikipedia page doesn’t even 
mention James Bond. Yet without 
him, Sean Connery may never 
have become the Oscar-winning 
star he did, and the 007 franchise, 
with Edward Underdown or David 
Niven as its likely leads, could have 
staggered to a close after one film.

Connery may have grown to 
despise the character of James 
Bond and the franchise he was 
handcuffed to, but without his 
characterisation of Ian Fleming’s 
vodka-martini-swilling hero, we 
probably wouldn’t have had 60 
years of big-screen Bond. When 
Connery died in October 2020, the 
then-reigning 007 paid a poignant 
tribute: “The wit and charm he 
portrayed on screen could be 
measured in megawatts,” Daniel 

Craig wrote. “He will continue 
to influence actors and 
filmmakers alike for years to 
come. Wherever he is, I hope 
there is a golf course.”

Born: July 31, 1920, London, 
England
Died: December 6, 1992, Kent, 
England
Debut: Reverend Christopher 
Spoke in I Done a Murder (1951)
Screen credits: 116
Best known for: Having 
served in the Army during the 
Second World War (and spending 
four years as a POW in Japan) 
Herbert made an authentic soldier 
in The Cockleshell Heroes (1955), 
The Bridge on the River Kwai 
(1957), The Guns of Navarone 
(1961) and The Wild Geese (1978).
Where else have I seen 
him? He was also the menacing 
baron who killed the troublesome 
priest (Richard Burton) in Becket 
(1964) and a rebellious sailor in 
Mutiny on the Bounty (1962). 
Herbert was equally at home in 
comedies such as Barnacle Bill 
(1957), Casino Royale (1967), and 
three Carry On films. He appeared 
in TV programmes such as The 
Saint and Dixon of Dock Green. 

PERCY HERBERT

007 CONTENDERS
CARY GRANT

The Bristol-born 
Hollywood star was 

a friend of Cubby 
Broccoli’s (so 
much so, he was 
best man at his 

1959 wedding 
to actress Dana 

Natol) and was the 
producer’s pick for Bond. 

Except Broccoli knew getting 
Grant would be a one-movie deal 
and that he needed an actor to 
commit to multiple films.

RICHARD 
JOHNSON

Johnson 
was the first 
choice of Dr No 
director Terence 
Young, but the actor was 
forced to turn down the role as 
he was under contract at MGM. 
“Eventually they offered it to 
Sean, who was completely wrong 
for the part,” Johnson recalled. 
“But in getting the wrong man 
they got the right man, because 
it turned the thing on its head 

and he made it funny. And 
that’s what propelled it 
to success.”

PATRICK MCGOOHAN

McGoohan was already a huge 
TV star thanks to his role as John 
Drake in the British 
spy series Danger 
Man. A devout 
Catholic, he 
reportedly 
turned James 
Bond down on 
moral grounds.

PETER ANTHONY

In 1961, the Daily Express 
ran a competition to find the 
big-screen James Bond, whittling 
down more than 1,000 applicants 
to a final six, all of whom 
were screen tested by EON at 
Twickenham Studios. The winner 

was model Peter Anthony, 
though despite Broccoli 

saying that he had “a 
Greg Peck quality that’s 
instantly arresting”, 
it was decided that 

casting someone with 

no acting 
experience was 
way too risky.

ROGER MOORE

The future James Bond was 
initially touted as a possible 
007 for Dr No. Moore claims 
he wasn’t approached at the 
time, and Broccoli said in his 
autobiography they chose 
not to audition him as, 
“I thought him slightly 
too young, perhaps 
a shade too pretty.”

Left: Sean Connery 
with Lois Maxwell, 
who played Miss 
Moneypenny in 14 
Bond films. 
Below left to right: 
Sean once rejected 
an offer to play 
professional 
football, but 
later took part in 
charity matches. 
A young Sean in 
a bodybuilding 
contest. Terence 
Young filming 
Thunderball.


