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Foreword


Mel Novak is an extraordinary human being, and you will discover this in the following pages. 


What makes Mel extraordinary is not that fact that he’s a former pro athlete, a gifted martial artist, a street evangelist or a charismatic actor with more than 150 professional credits to his name. Or the fact that he has appeared in films with Steve McQueen, Bruce Lee, Yul Brynner and Chuck Norris, and many other legendary actors and actresses. No, what makes Mel Novak a standout is his incredibly big heart, which is ironic given that he lives in a me-first place like Hollywood. 


I have known Mel for approximately 15 years, and he is without a doubt one of the most giving people I know. If you need prayer or counseling, Mel is there. He’s a man who not only has your back but is also there for your soul. It doesn’t matter who you are, how much money you make, what your social status is – Mel will go to the mat for the Gospel and will go to places where people need to hear God’s message the most.


Mel has regaled me for hours with his stories about preaching on Los Angeles’ Skid Row, rescue missions in the heart of the city and his adventures in some of the most dangerous prisons and penitentiaries around the country. He has ministered to the homeless, drug addicts, murderers, hardened criminals, violent offenders and the hopeless. He has no fear of these places or the people in them for he is under God’s grace and protection. That’s because every time he gets ready to enter these places where others dare not, he puts on his Spiritual Armor and prepares for spiritual battle. 


“Preaching at a church is like a picnic, as my ministry is behind enemy lines,” Mel says. 


When Mel started his prison ministry almost four decades ago, there were approximately 750,000 men and women incarcerated across the nation. Today that number is about two million and an additional 700,000 people on parole. Despite those growing numbers, Mel manages to stand out in the prison yards and cells because what he has to offer is redeeming, hopeful and eternal. 


As a recipient of Mel’s monthly newsletter, I have read miracle after miracle about humans in the most dire and hopeless situations possible; people who are bound to sin, dysfunction and addiction but have broken free from those chains because Mel brings a much-needed message of salvation. Yes, this actor who is best known for villainous roles such as Black Belt Jones, Game of Death, and An Eye for an Eye, is actually a real-life hero and an earth angel to those who know him best. My life has been enriched by knowing Mel, whom I am proud to call my friend and spiritual brother. 


There aren’t too many celebrity memoirs that I look forward to reading but this one I’m going to read, absorb and savor. And I have no doubt, you will too.


 


Marshall Terrill
Author of 30 books, including Steve McQueen: 
The Life and Legend of an American Icon




Preface


When I started this project, I really didn’t know anything about Mel Novak. However, one phone call made me realize this was a very special man. Mel had been looking for someone to write his autobiography and me being a new author, he took a chance. But you must understand something that is deeper and more intrinsic about Mel Novak, Mel can read people. I was already in the media industry, so Mel and I hit it off just fine. Being able to relate to your client is key and Mel and I were becoming fast friends. 


The more I poured over Mel’s life, the more I got wrapped up in not just who he was or his movie career but a story of tragedy and triumph against all odds.As we progressed through the years of phones calls, and the odd videostream, the book would come alive as would Mel. I didn’t have to be there to almost see his eyes light up when we would talk about his story. We would both laugh, and sometimes be close to tears as the wonderful transcript unfolded. Sometimes there would be tough days for Mel. 


You see Mel, went through a lot of stuff physically but, Mel being Mel, he never touched any drug, including prescriptions or alcohol. There would be days where I could tell Mel was in so much pain he just didn’t want to think, but yet with the help of the Lord we would plow through, and he’d be laughing at the end of our session. What melded us together more than anything, was our faith in Jesus. After every session, I would always pray for Mel and then I would tell him I can’t wait to meet you and give you a big hug someday. “You can’t hug me too hard, Dave!” came the reply. 


We decided in 2020 we were going to finally meet in California, but then COVID-19 ruined that. I was really disappointed but then God broke through and even in the midst of the pandemic laterin 2022, I finally got out to the West Coast.That’s when I had a chance to finally embrace my long-lost friend, brother, and Father. It will probably go down as one of my favorite movements in life, because I love the guy and I want everyone to know who is reading this book, that this is indeed Mel’s book. Mel and I spent many hours and days talking about his life and all I really did was listen, write and put in a few dramatic scenes with a little bit of artistic gratis, but all of it was the way Mel told the story. 


On April 9th Mel drew his last breath and went home to be with those he loved and most of all The One he served and He loved so much.


I am only proud to have pushed the pen and helped bring life, to such a wonderfully dramatic and indeed real-life path.


D. Calyn
Author/Mel’s Biggest Fan



Chapter One

No Baby Steps

There’s something you should know about Serbians – we are lovers, and we are fighters. We love our families, are generous with others, and are mostly a cheerful people…until we are crossed. When that happens, steer clear. Serbs have long memories and we can be stubborn and vengeful. The message here is simple: don’t get on our bad side and everything will be cool. 

[image: TonyAnthony.tiff]

Mel has always been proud of his Serbian background as seen from his personalized license plate.

Like many other immigrants, our sweat and labor helped build the United States at the close of the 19th Century. We quickly gained a reputation as tough, hard laborers who would accept backbreaking jobs in the copper, gold, coal and steel industries. It was dangerous work with minimal government safeguards or union protection. Serbian men are hardworking, old-fashioned and totally dedicated to their families, no matter how large or small. In my father’s case, it was large. Very large. 
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Father: Daniel – “Daushan”
Mother: Anna – “Anka”

My father Daniel (his Serbian name is “Daushan”) left school at fourteen to find a job and financially contribute to his family, which had eighteen kids. My grandfather and grandmother came to America in the early 1900s as part of a huge Serbian migration. They left because there were no opportunities in their homeland and there was barely enough food to eat. In America, there was plenty of opportunity if you weren’t afraid of hard work. My dad definitely fit that bill. 

He busted his tail every day at the steel mill and at the end of each week, placed a check on the kitchen table to go to towards the household. He was a hard worker, a good provider and a dutiful son. Somehow between working and providing for his family, my dad had time to find the love of his life when he was twenty-one. He met my mom Anna (“Anka”) when she was eighteen. They lived on the same street, attended to the same church and even shared the same birthday. Their love was natural, inspiring and enduring. It also resulted in two children.
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Daniel, Anna, and baby Milan (Mel), joined by brother Robert (Radaslav) — Wall, Pennsylvania..

I was born on June 16, 1942 in Wall, Pennsylvania, a borough of Allegheny County about ten miles southeast of Pittsburgh. I weighed about twelve pounds and was so big it was a near miracle that she had another child a few years later. That was my brother Robert (“Radaslav”), who was my best friend growing up. I loved and protected him my whole life. 

We lived in the heart of steel country and that meant every family was in the same boat. Everybody worked and pulled their own weight. We had to in order to survive. There was no use for slackers and if we even contemplated not doing our part, a serious butt whipping was in order. I got the hint at the age of one – that’s when I started walking. My mother was astonished. No baby steps for this guy.

Growing up in the shadow of The Great Depression, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was our family’s hero. We had a framed tin picture of him in our home. As a baby, I was mysteriously drawn to it. I walked towards the picture constantly. Walking at one year of age was considered a miracle, the first of many miracles in my life. 

Ours was a typical 20th century family. My father went to work while our mother was a homemaker and raised the children. Mom was a strong woman and not just in her ability to be a most loving and dedicated mother in raising us. She was a woman of intercession and prayer. Her prayers were the glue that held our family together.

My parents were proud Serbs and they made sure we knew our roots. We exchanged gifts on December 25th, but we celebrated Christmas on January 7th. On that day we had friends over and worshipped at midnight mass. In the morning, we attended church and afterwards Mom would cook up the best Serbian food in the world. It consisted of perogies, barbeque lamb, nut rolls, strudel, homemade bread so many scrumptious delicacies. 

For the Serbian Christmas it was customary to invite the first person who came to your door that day for a shot of whiskey. This was usually the milkman or mailman who usually accepted the invitation, albeit reluctantly because it was usually early in the morning. On that same day, Mom could be counted on to bake a coin bread (a baked disc-like bread with a dime inside). The family would gather, hold the bread, and rotate it while praying. Then we would pull to break the bread to see who got the coin. Years later, Mom confessed that she always marked the bread so she knew where the coin was hidden. She wanted either Robert or me to get the coin, which meant good luck for the coming year. I would need that coin more than Robert because in a few years, I wound up in the hospital and was on my death bed.


Chapter Two

Two Legs Are Better Than One

If you talk to any male who was born in a mill town, most likely they’ll tell you that sports played a pivotal role in their life. It certainly did in mine. 

I played several sports and received a total of sixty football scholarships in high school, but I was obsessed with baseball. There were no public parks where I grew up because Wall was not a municipality. It had no amenities, no movie theaters, and didn’t even have a red light. You couldn’t even call it a suburb; it was just a place to live. We played ball on a rough gravel road filled with cinders. One day when I was nine years old, I was running towards a base and tripped and fell. I scraped my leg up really bad. At the time, I pulled the gravel out of my leg, brushed off the pain and continued playing. Little did I know that it was seriously infected at the time. It did, however, swell up overnight. 

I didn’t want to tell my parents because a trip to the local doctor’s office would be painful to the pocketbook. Even as a child, I was sensitive enough to know that money was tight in our household. I did not want in any way to add to my parents’ financial burden. But my mom was like Sherlock Holmes and nothing got past her. While taking a bath, she accidentally walked in and noticed that my leg was seriously swollen. I was forced to spill the beans. Mom immediately took me to the doctor. I thought that I might get a needle poke or prescribed an antibiotic and be on my merry way. That was not the case.

The doctor shut the door to have a private word with my mom. He gently but firmly told her the leg needed to be amputated. My mom didn’t miss a beat.

“No, you’re not going to cut his leg off!” she said sternly and in a gruff tone. The doctor stared back at her.

“If we don’t, he’ll be dead in twelve hours,” he angrily replied. My mom had a retort for that, too. 

“No, he won’t because I’m going to pray,” she said. The doctor rolled his eyes at her; he believed in science, not prayer. With great reserve, he agreed to hold off amputation but did admit me to the hospital. I was there for three weeks and had tubes running through my body and draining my knee. I really hated them and in a fit of anger, I decided to pull a few of the draining tubes. That little move earned me a straightjacket. The staff was angry at me and treated me like someone who had lost his mind. I felt hopeless and bawled my eyes out. My mom walked in at that very moment. Predictably, she was furious and turned into an angry Mama Bear.

“Take it off!” she screamed at the staff. “Take it off now!” They reluctantly took off the straightjacket but banded my knee where I could not pull out the draining tubes again. 

The staff also limited my use of the bathroom and one time I pissed my pants. The nurses laughed at my misfortune. I lashed out at the one nearest me and sank my teeth into her skin. She didn’t laugh for long. I admit I was not a stellar patient, but my hosts weren’t exactly the most hospitable folks, either. 

There was a lot of drama surrounding my hospital stay but I was eventually able to walk out of there. Sure, I was limping but I was alive and was able to prove to that smug doctor that sincere prayer and steadfast resolve can trump science. The evangelist Billy Sunday once said, “There is more power in a mother’s hand than in a king’s scepter.” My mom proved that time and time again.

“Milan, God can make things better,” she said as we left the hospital. “Always have faith in God.”

I never forgot those precious words from my mother. When I came back to the Lord as an adult, I became a trusted prayer warrior for others. 


Chapter Three

The Caped Crusader

With my leg injury healed, I discovered that I had a real knack for athletics and was excellent in almost every sport I played. Sure, I was naturally gifted but I worked really hard at being the best I could be. Baseball turned out to be the sport where I emerged as a real up and comer. 

In high school, people started taking notice of my physical prowess. Without bragging too much, I could do it all: hit, catch and pitch. I was also a good leader on the field and inspired everyone around me with my can-do spirit. The coaching staff, teachers and my teammates respected me, but my athleticism also caught the eye of the opposite sex, which made me strive to be even better. 

Speaking of the opposite sex, they were catnip to me and eventually became my true weakness. I dated a lot throughout my life, always treating women with dignity and respect. My mom drilled into me: “You don’t touch that girl…you treat a girl with respect just like you would a sister.” 

Well, I never had a sister…

Like most kids of that era, I did have interests in other things than sports and the opposite sex. I had taken up the violin and was a decent musician. I even earned praise from my music teacher, but I couldn’t take the teasing of my peers who called me “Jack Benny” and made screeching sounds with their voices. It was my brother Robert who not only stuck with it but was the real musician of the family. I decided sports was my meal ticket and let him become the “rock star” of the family. But after a year or so, he stopped taking lessons and eventually sold his mandolin. He used the proceeds to buy a new first baseman’s mitt, which he put to good use. 
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Mel and his late brother, Robert.

After Mom cooked an awesome Serbian meal, my brother and I would do the dishes each night. There were times that I talked him into flipping a coin, double or nothing, so whoever lost would get stuck with then entire cleanup chore. More often than not, I won. 

As I stated before, we weren’t well off financially, so Robert and I shared a room. We had to keep the bedroom tidy, making the bed each day and making sure it didn’t get out of control. We also had our fair share of chores. We shoveled coal into the basement of our home for our heat source during winters. Dad would also help when he could, but he was still working at night. So was Mom. During the winter months, it got dark by the time we got home. One night Robert had to come home when both our parents were out. I was waiting in our bedroom closet on a dark evening when Robert was six or seven. He didn’t think anyone was home and did not like to be alone in the house, especially when it was dark. So, he whistled as entered the closet to get his pajamas, pretending to whomever that he was not afraid. When he moved back the drapes that covered the closet, I came out screaming, hoping to scare him. It worked. He grabbed his heart and fainted! I then realized what a terrible prank I pulled and apologized. Robert told me unless I gave him some money, he was going to tell my parents what happened. Luckily, I had some change and I gave him his hush money. He kept quiet. Thankfully… 

Radio was a big part of our lives and Robert and I listened together in our living room. Our favorites were The Lone Ranger, The Shadow, The Green Hornet, Inner Sanctum, and Robert’s favorite, Superman. We listened faithfully each week. One day while listening to Superman, our mom gave Robert the task of going to Chester Gliganic’s grocery store to buy some things needed for dinner. Robert ran down and then back up the hill as fast as he could so he wouldn’t miss much of the show. When he arrived home, I pranked him again: I told him that Superman had died. Robert was devastated and fell on the floor crying. We’re talking serious waterworks.

“How did he die?” he asked through the tears. I informed him that Superman had run into a lot of kryptonite and was no longer protected from death. After I had wrung every last tear out of Robert, I let him in on the joke. At least he didn’t faint and ask for hush money.

Despite our closeness, Robert and I knocked heads from time to time as brothers do. He was our mom’s messenger when she wanted me to come home. He was like a homing pigeon and would usually find me with my friends. 

“Brver, Muver wants you,” he’d say, which broke up my buddies. They’d use that to taunt me repeatedly.

Robert would also get me in trouble with my parents with his tattle-telling. I usually deserved it. Despite our sibling rivalry, we were tight. When we were older, we grew even closer. Robert never called me Milan or Mel. He’d always address me as “Brother.” It was that way until his passing, which occurred in 2021. His death still breaks my heart but our relationship was substantial and meaningful. We enjoyed a lifetime of brotherly love. He now resides in my heart. 

Farewell Caped Crusader… 


Chapter Four

All My Trials

Robert and I were close and had many things in common, but it was very apparent we were two different people by the time we reached secondary school. We both attended Westinghouse Memorial High School in Wilmerding, Pennsylvania. While I excelled in all sports, Robert excelled in academics (but did play baseball). 

Our roles were clearly defined: Robert was the brain, and I was the athlete. I was also my brother’s keeper and I stuck up for him. I remember when he got beaten up by a school thug, I immediately went into enforcer mode. I found out who the perpetrator was, hunted him down and straightened him out. I scared him so bad that anytime he saw me or Robert coming down the hall, he would turn around and go the other way. Another upperclassman bullied Robert and when I found out, he tried to join the Army. Smart guy.

I played football, baseball, basketball in high school. I’m not bragging but excelled in each one. I was a flanker in football for good reason – I was fast. I ran a 100-yard dash in 9.7 seconds. I could run and juke anyone trying to take me down. Sometimes the other team would have to have two guys cover me. I was also a punter, and they called me, “The Rainmaker” because I would kick these perfect high spirals that would just glide out of bounds at the ten-yard line. I was very accurate, and my coach loved that. Defense was another position I loved because it meant that I could sack the opposing team’s quarterback. I enjoyed every aspect of the game, and we won several championships. 

As previously mentioned, I received approximately sixty football scholarships, includingMichigan, Florida, University of Pittsburgh, Stanford and the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. As much as I loved football, baseball was where my heart was. And I was supremely talented. So much so that the Pittsburgh Pirates tendered me a contract. My parents wanted me to go to college and get an education like my brother Robert, but I knew it wasn’t for me. Playing professional sports was my dream and my dream was about to come true. 

Before the season started, I wanted to get a job. Back then, professional sports were nowhere near the level it is today in terms of pay and exposure. It wasn’t uncommon for professional athletes in that era to hold a summer job. I got one at the steel mill, figuring it would keep me in shape until spring training. I told the foreman I wanted a job that would push me to my physical limits. A smile danced across his blue-collar face.

“Kid, I got just the job for you!” he said. I should have known by the smug smile on his fat face what I was in for. He gave me exactly what I asked for. I ended up shoveling sand for eight hours a day. 

By the time spring training rolled around, I was in the best shape of my life. But I never wanted to see another shovel as long as I lived. The same went for sand. The mill could pound sand for all I cared.

When I took to the baseball diamond, I pitched up a storm. So much so that I tore my right rotator cuff. It was my shot at the majors and I was not going to take myself out. I never told anyone and tried to play through my injury. Of course, that rarely works. I wore my arm out to the point where it was apparent, I needed surgery. I finally conceded and agreed to have an operation. The doctor was mystified.

“I can’t believe you are still playing ball,” he said. “You must have a huge tolerance for pain or you are just plain crazy, Mel. You need surgery immediately. You have a major tear in your rotator cuff.”

I wasn’t very happy about the news, but an athlete knows when something isn’t right with his body. I wasn’t just alarmed – I was flat out nervous. And for good reason because what was about to come was going to be one of the hardest and nightmarish trials of my life. 

Three doctors performed what was supposed to be routine surgery, but each botched the operation. After one surgery I went into shock and almost died in recovery. I was so delirious that they even summoned a priest and a chaplain to give me my last rites. My father was in the room and he was aghast and broken. His usual strong eyes were downcast and trying to summon up strength. He looked around the room, searching for answers but found none. Tears started flowing down his rough cheeks. That’s the only time I ever saw my father cry. It broke my heart but it confirmed how much he loved me. His concern gave me more strength.

I believe it was the constant prayers of my mother that kept me here on this planet. When I finally came to, I was laying on a table in a 37-pound body cast and felt like a suit of armor. The pain was unbearable, constantly shooting throughout my entire body. My mind began playing tricks on me when my parents left and I was all alone. I wondered if I was going to die, if I would fully recover, or play pro baseball again. 

I also wondered where God was in this equation. It seemed, in my eighteen-year-old mind, that this was not only unfair but that He had totally abandoned me as I lay in that hospital bed for the next two weeks. My mom was right there at my bedside, encouraging me to seek God’s face.

“Milan, God can make things better,” she said. “Always have faith in God.” 

I’m not going to lie – I was very bitter about my situation. I developed a terrible attitude and held it against God, the church, the doctors, and anyone else I deemed was worthy of blame. But as far as bad news went, the worst was yet to come and would cut me far worse than any doctor’s knife. 


Chapter Five

Moving On

After my discharge from the hospital, I went back for a follow-up appointment a few days after. I was trying to be as optimistic as I could be, smiling through the pain. I asked the doctor when I might be able to play ball again. The doctor looked at me snidely.

“You’re not going to be able to play ball again, or do anything again,” he started off. “Your shoulder is shot and won’t be able to use it for the rest of your life.” 

His words initially shocked me. Then they enraged me. I grabbed the smug SOB with my good arm and stared at him.

“You don’t care about people,” I said. “You misdiagnosed me and now you don’t care!” Unfortunately for me, his prognosis seemed to ring true because of his botched work. I was pretty hopeless in my attitude towards life, but regardless of my sore attitude my family continued to believe in me and my decisions. It essentially boiled down to this: I could listen to that smug doubter or I could prove him wrong. I was not going to be a cripple. I was going to get my life back. I was going to prove him wrong and then stuff it in his face.

I thought I was done with the whole hospital thing but a few weeks later I had a raspy throat. I didn’t think much of it – maybe a cold or something. Like always, Mom knew better. 

“Milan, you need to go to the doctor,” she said. “This is not right.”

When it rains it pours. 

What I thought was a cold ended up being polyneuropathy, the simultaneous malfunction of many peripheral nerves throughout the body. Infections, toxins, drugs, cancers, nutritional deficiencies, diabetes, autoimmune disorders, and other disorders can cause many peripheral nerves to malfunction. I had several polyps in my throat and it required surgery.

After the surgery, I couldn’t talk for almost two months. And the polyps didn’t go away after that. I ended up getting growths for the next decade. But I had an ace in the hole. I had a praying mother who never stopped believing that God was able to heal me. 

It wasn’t an easy road, and I am happy to say that through these troubles and tribulations never once did I turn to try and escape through drugs or alcohol. I truly believe that’s one reason God honored me. After having 10 surgeries – yes, you heard that right, 10 of them – they never came back. I guess those damn polyps finally got the message: Mom was never going to stop fasting and praying for me.

Despite those setbacks, I forced myself to go down to the local YMCA and started working out. At first, I could barely lift a half-pound, but the people in the gym, who all knew me when I was a pro-athlete, encouraged me. 

“Come on Mel, you can do it Mel!” they’d say. And thank the Lord, six years later I was lifting again and had full use of my arm. After I had fully recovered, I marched to the doctor’s office – the same one who told me that I would be a cripple – and flexed my muscle for him. 

He couldn’t believe my arm had healed. Then asked if he could document it for a medical journal article he’d write and take credit for. I was disgusted by the request.

“Shame on you!You almost destroyed my life!” I yelled.“You said I would never be able to use my arm again and you delivered the news in the nastiest tone you could muster. Now you want to put me in YOUR medical journal?” 

I’ve since forgiven the doctor for the hatchet job he did on me but that day I had to vent to get some closure on the incident. I had to forgive him – not for him – but to set myself free. 

I was starting from Ground Zero again and had to rebuild my life from the ground up. I went from a professional baseball contract to digging ditches or doing whatever I could to survive. Even though I was 24 years old, no one wanted a rehabilitated athlete. There were too many following in my footsteps who were injury-free and willing to please. I had to face it: my athletic career was behind me and the sooner I accepted this, the better. But fate kept calling me back.
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