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For my wonderful family, especially Mom and Dad





Part I: DRIVEN










Prologue: My True Story


‘My image is someone else’s perception
of what my life is like. It’s not the truth.’


Broadway – Opening Night


Plymouth Theatre, 31 October 2000


The stage manager asked me, ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, I’m okay. Now remember – I’m going to come off stage in between scenes and you’re going to tell me who I am.’


‘Yes – I’ll say, “Now you’re Jekyll” or “Now you’re Hyde”.’


‘You’ll give me my first line and you’ll point me in the right direction?’


‘Yes. Are you sure you’re okay?’


I was far from okay. After forty years in show business, my childhood dream was about to come true. It had been a long journey. Knight Rider had made me famous. Baywatch had made me rich. But Broadway had always been my dream.


When I had stepped on to the sidewalk that night I could see my name in lights over Times Square. At eight o’clock a hush would fall in the Plymouth Theatre, the overture would begin and I would step on to the stage as the lead in Jekyll and Hyde: The Musical. This would be the greatest night of my career, the pinnacle of my success.


And I was terrified.


I was terrified because I was not only an actor playing a role, I had something to prove. I had to prove I was more than a guy who talked to a car, that I was more than a guy in red Speedos running in slow motion across a beach. I had to prove my talent to the world. More importantly, I had to prove it to myself. Walking along Forty-Fifth Street, I remembered the saying, ‘Luck is being prepared for opportunity when it presents itself.’ The question was, ‘Was I prepared?’


At the theatre, I looked in the dressing-room mirror and said to myself, ‘What is wrong with you? Why do you put yourself through this? Are you crazy? You’re in the hardest role on Broadway, singing fourteen songs, playing not one character but two. You’re opening after only five weeks of rehearsals? You must be crazy.’


Yes, I was crazy – crazy with excitement, tension and fear. From the age of nine, I had dreamed of starring in a Broadway musical. And when it didn’t happen for many years I had lived by these words, ‘Never, never, never give up.’


Now I had made it – except I didn’t know if I would be able to speak, let alone sing. I said a prayer, ‘God, just get me through the first note.’


Then the orchestra started playing, the curtain went up and I caught a look at the audience and I realised this was not a dream – this was Broadway. My parents Joe and Dolores were there, my wife Pamela Bach was there with our younger daughter Hayley, my manager Jan McCormack, my lawyers Eric Weissler and Alan Wertheimer, my business managers Bob Philpott and Peter Stoll, my press agent Judy Katz, my friends, my peers in show business, including many other Broadway and Hollywood stars – all of them were there. My mother’s words came back to me, ‘You can do it, David, you were born for the stage.’


The first notes came out of my mouth, ‘Lost in the darkness, silence surrounds you.’ The fear dissolved. The adrenaline took over and I was off and running. I didn’t miss a beat the whole evening, at least I don’t think so – to be honest, I couldn’t remember a thing about the show except a standing ovation and a tremendous sense of relief. We had a huge party at the Russian Tearoom to celebrate my opening night all those years after I had first dreamed of appearing in a Broadway musical.


This book is my opportunity to print something from my heart, to tell the truth about what happened to me on the long and winding road from Baltimore to Baywatch to Broadway – and beyond. And the truth is not to be found in tabloid stories but in my actions: I am a good father and have tried to be a good husband. I love people and the emotional rollercoaster that goes with human relationships. The truth is I love all of the bewildering, crazy and wonderful things that life has to offer.


Let’s get this out of the way: my image is someone else’s perception of what my life is like. My buddy Chuck Russell, director of The Mask, Eraser and The Scorpion King, says, ‘They don’t call them congratulators – they call them critics. They put themselves on a higher plane than everybody else. Their job is to criticise but inevitably the audience decides.’


The fact is that the critics have made a great number of assumptions about me, most of them untrue, while the tabloids have never missed a chance to stir up trouble whenever possible. Because I worked with the most beautiful women in the world on Baywatch, they assumed I must have had the greatest job in the world. This was true up to a point, although nobody knew that the sand was hotter than hell and the water was toxic; that every week we had to bow to the dictates of what was perceived as a horrible sexist show that was becoming more and more popular around the world. Every week we had a girl coming to work with a different breast size, or a different tattoo that had to be covered up, or a different personal crisis that had to be resolved.


I’d look out of my trailer when the assistant director shouted, ‘Rolling!’ and the girls would drop their towels and I’d go, ‘Thank you, God.’ It was assumed by the critics that I was bedding them all. But I didn’t have a great desire to mess around because if I cheated on my wife I knew I would also be cheating on my children and myself. I loved my wife, I loved being married and I worshipped my children.


When I was touring with my band or filming on location, the guys would stay out all night and come back with stories about the girls they’d met in the bars and clubs, and I would grin and they’d say, ‘What about you? What did you do last night?’


And I’d say, ‘I had the minibar.’


Girls would be outside my trailer door clamouring to get in and I would drink the minibar. My assistants got all the girls and I got all the minibars. Many minibars later, it caught up with me. I needed to drink greater quantities to get a buzz. In the end, I got very close to checking out, permanently. Over the years I had this recurring dream that I wanted to get busted, I wanted to stop. I wanted this whole drama to end. I just didn’t know how to stop it. I was running away from my problems and it was killing me. The truth is that I tried to save the world and forgot to save myself.


When people stop me in the street today, nine times out of ten it’s because of Knight Rider. It was a show about heroes, about a man who could change things, about a man who helped others. The Knight Rider slogan was ‘One man can make a difference’. I truly believe that I got the role of Michael Knight for a reason. I was given a power that could be used in a positive way, far greater than anyone could imagine, to help sick and terminally ill people, mainly children who watched the Knight Rider programme and believed in its hero.


The person who made me realise that helping others was my purpose in life was Randy Armstrong, a fifteen-year-old leukaemia patient who visited the Knight Rider set at Universal Studios in 1983. After his death, I received a letter from him begging me to help other sick children forget their pain. The letter came with a photograph of Randy in his casket dressed in the Knight Rider hat and jacket that I had given him as mementos of his visit. From that moment on, I felt it was a spiritual calling and maybe it explained why I had been chosen as the Knight Rider. It was a much bigger responsibility than playing the hero in a TV show; I actually had to be a hero. My quest, my calling, had begun. From then on, we opened the doors of the Knight Rider set to any suffering child.


On my travels I visited the children’s wards of hospitals in forty countries: I rarely left a country without visiting sick children. It became a mission. The children had absolute faith in the Knight Rider; he was their hero and he could make them smile and forget their pain, if only for a few moments. I’ve held little children as they faced death with a courage that had to be seen to be believed.


There have been many disconcerting and humbling experiences. One Christmas Eve my mother called me. ‘David, a boy was knocked down on a crosswalk,’ she said. ‘Somehow his parents got my phone number – will you go and see him?’


The hospital was right around the corner from my home in Los Angeles. The child was in a coma, oblivious to his surroundings. I asked the parents what they would like me to do. They said: ‘Maybe you could hold his hand and the darkness won’t seem so dark.’ After being with the boy for half an hour, I turned to the parents and said: ‘Can I ask you a question? How do you retain your faith in God when something like this happens to your son?’


They said: ‘Because you came.’


‘What?’


‘David, we know there is no hope for our child but we prayed that his hero would come and, David, you came.’


I fought back the tears and stayed with that boy for another hour. He came out of his coma, looked up and said: ‘Michael Knight’ and gave me a hug. Twelve hours later he passed away.


It has always been the children who are the true heroes and to this day they are still my most loyal fans. SpongeBob rules!


Today I am listed in the Guinness Book of World Records as ‘the Most Watched TV Star on the Planet’, thanks to Knight Rider and Baywatch, pretty funny with a name like ‘Hasselhoff’. I had never perceived Hasselhoff as a name with charisma and power like ‘Steiger’; it was more like ‘Humperdinck’ – funny and a bit of a liability but now I love it. Alexandra Paul, my best friend on Baywatch, once said: ‘You can’t really be an American and not know the name David Hasselhoff.’ On The Simpsons the first words out of Lisa Simpson’s mouth were ‘David Hasselhoff’. Why? Because Jeff Martin, head writer on David Letterman’s Late Show and later, The Simpsons, met me at a wrap party where I posed for pictures with him and signed an autograph for his mother. Ten years later, he told me Lisa’s line was a nod to me.


This book is also about my travels and some of the amazing people I have met along the way. I was at Madison Square Gardens for a big fight when somebody tickled my ear. ‘You’re pretty, Knight Rider,’ a voice said, ‘but you’re not as pretty as me.’


I didn’t have to turn around to know it was Muhammad Ali. Then another voice said: ‘Yeahhhh, buddy, but we love you.’


When I turned around, I saw that Ali was sitting next to Lou Rawls.


Another time, I bumped into Sidney Poitier, star of one of my favourite movies, Lilies of the Field, in a New York elevator. ‘My God, you look like a teenager,’ he said. ‘Don’t you ever age – what’s your secret?’ I was amazed he even knew who I was.


But fame is a double-edged sword: you get the best table in a restaurant but everybody watches you eat. And there is a dark side. F. Scott Fitzgerald said, ‘Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.’ I really wasn’t happy. I had nightmares about losing my marriage and ending up alone. I had nightmares about getting arrested and being in jail. Even though I had achieved worldwide success, there was an emptiness inside me, an aching loneliness. I secretly and desperately wanted to be found out. I wanted someone to make the decision for me; I wanted to get busted.


It took God’s angels to bring me to the brink of disaster and death to get my attention so that I could finally stop drinking and walk away from a marriage that was slowly killing me. And when it happened I felt ten years younger, ten years cleaner. It had taken me so long because I was afraid I would let my public down. I was afraid I’d lose my power, my career and the respect of my friends, but they were all still there, especially the power – the power of love, the power of positive thinking, the power to go forward along God’s chosen path. It was a power I had learned at home from the time of my earliest memories.


This book is about my successes and my failures, my strengths and my weaknesses. And, above all, it is about the hope contained in the Knight Rider slogan: ‘One man can make a difference.’





1 Southern Dreamer


‘I had blind faith that I was going to make it.
I never doubted I would be a star.’


Growing up in Atlanta, I discovered the power of dreams from Martin Luther King. I met Dr King’s children when they came to see a performance of Peter Pan in which I had played Nibs, one of the Lost Boys. Remember Peter Pan singing ‘I won’t grow up’ to the Lost Boys?


I won’t grow up, I don’t want to go to school.
Just to learn to be a parrot, And recite a silly rule.


Those words struck a chord in me when I first heard them. Writing them down again brings back a flood of childhood memories. When I saw Johnny Depp in Neverland I cried like a baby because that was my childhood – dress up and pretend.


‘Dress up and pretend’ became my life, it became my armour, it became my security. It took away my fears because when I dressed up and pretended, everything was all right. And it was fun. I could pretend I was one of the Lost Boys in Peter Pan. I could pretend I was Brutus in Julius Caesar. Then I would go home from the theatre, change my clothes and, back in the real world, hide behind my sense of humour because I was really a shy, insecure, self-conscious little boy.


The theatre represented freedom, innocence and fun. In the theatre, we were surrounded by people of all colours, beliefs and sexuality, and we accepted them all. It was easy for me to fit in because there was no racial delineation in our house and no distinction between black and white in my mind. Dad was always talking about his best friend, Earl, but I didn’t know he was an African-American until I met him for the first time.


My hero was Sammy Davis Jr, Mr Wonderful, the entertainer who endured racial jibes and threats from gangsters but who never gave up. ‘Just remember,’ he told me, ‘that if you give 110 per cent, the audience cannot fault you. They may not like the repertoire, they may not like you, but if you give 110 per cent every time, you’re a winner.’ His autobiography Yes I Can became a second Bible to me. Here was a guy at the top of his career who lost his eye in a car crash, but who went back on stage with a glass eye and always gave 110 per cent.


Sammy taught me that human beings must have dreams or they will go nowhere; that if you believe in your God-given talent, great things will happen and you will be given the power to help other people make their dreams come true. I was fortunate. From the age of nine, I had blind faith that I was going to make it. I never doubted I would be a star. ‘Yes I can’ were the words I lived by then – and still live by today.


My parents were made for each other. Dolores Mullinex and Joseph Hasselhoff met on a blind date in 1947 and have been together ever since. They were married at St Edward’s Church in Poplar Grove, Baltimore, on 4 June 1949 when she was twenty and he was twenty-five. Dolores was young and beautiful, with long dark hair and a flashing smile. She looked a lot like the actress Loretta Young.


Dad says the reason he and Mom are still married is that they never talked to one another. This is one of his jokes. If things had been different he might have been an entertainer – that was his secret ambition – but he never had the opportunity. He was a child of the Depression when the most important things in life were an education and a job. Dreams had to be sacrificed, although he never stopped working to create a better world in any space he occupied, no matter how big or small.


Me? I was born at Johns Hopkins Hospital, Baltimore, on 17 July 1952, which makes me a Southerner and a Cancerian. I was christened David Michael and raised a Catholic. In our house, everyone talked. Dad was a salesman for Brinks Inc., the armoured car people, and he talked for a living. My sister Diane was two years older than me. At four, she could outtalk Dad. Mom said she should stop talking and give me a chance to say something.


‘And what happened?’ Diane says. ‘David never stopped talking!’


My parents belonged to a generation that believed implicitly in their country and the economic opportunities of the postwar boom. World War II had ended and the troops had come home to start families and tackle the problems of racial inequality and social injustice that had bedevilled American society for generations. I was a baby boomer who grew up during the Civil Rights struggle.


Dad was born in Baltimore in 1925 and named after his father, Joseph Vincent Hasselhoff. His mother, Myrtle, was from a large Irish family, the Concannons, while Joe Senior was the seventh son of a seventh son and, although born in Baltimore, he was half-German. His mother had emigrated to the States from Munich and settled in East Baltimore. The Hasselhoff name is of German/Austrian/Dutch origin. Hoff means house or village; there’s a town outside Frankfurt called Hasselhof. In Germany, people posed with my photograph and said they were related to me.


Young Joe grew up as an only child in a rowhouse at 3631 Kimball Road, Gwynn Oak Park. He went to grade school at St Patrick’s and then to Mount St Joseph High School before being accepted into the University of Baltimore. Joe always regretted not having any siblings but he made friends easily and looked forward to the day when he could start a family of his own. By the age of eighteen, he had developed into a fast-talking, self-assured six-footer with a great sense of humour and a killer mischievous smile, but it was his athlete’s physique that got him a job as a guard at Brinks Inc. for sixty-five cents an hour to help pay his way through college. After graduation, Brinks hired him as a sales representative in Baltimore and Washington.


In 1947, Joe was also working part time for the Baltimore Post Office. It was thanks to this job that he met Dolores on the blind date. One of his Post Office colleagues, Mike Johnson, invited him to his house on New Year’s Eve to meet ‘a girl you might like’. There were just the four of them: Mike and his girlfriend and Joe and Dolores. When the clock struck midnight Joe and Dolores just looked at each other and then shook hands. ‘It was the first time we had met,’ Joe says, ‘and we were too embarrassed to kiss.’


Dolores Therese Mullinex was eighteen years old and lived with her parents, Gertrude Elizabeth (née Taylor) and Winfred Louis Mullinix, and two brothers, Kenneth and Paul, in West Baltimore. Joe and Dolores started dating and after a two-year courtship they were married in June 1949. The newly-weds moved into an apartment that had been built for them at the Hasselhoffs’ house in Kimball Road. Tragedy almost overtook them when Dolores was admitted to Bon Secours Hospital in May 1950 to give birth to their first child. At midnight, Joe received a phone call saying he’d better get over there quickly because Dolores was bleeding badly and might lose the baby. Joe spent anxious hours pacing the waiting-room floor before a nurse informed him that he was the father of a baby girl and that his wife was going to be all right. He wept tears of joy.


Dad learned later that Dolores had almost died and it was only natural that he should be nervous when Mom became pregnant for a second time. Dad was at work when he received the call to go to Johns Hopkins, where he was presented with his son. I was a blond, blue-eyed baby and, according to Dad, I was tall for my age – so tall that, he jokes, I was born on the 7th, 8th and 9th of July. He nicknamed me ‘Smokey’ after my blond hair. Dad drove Mom and me home to Kimball Road and took a few days off work to look after us. He says: ‘When people ask me about David, I say I created him – my wife produced him but I created him.’


I get my outgoing nature, my love of people and my good-natured outlook on life from my father. I also inherited a lot of his sensitivity. My daughters are always saying, ‘Dad, are you gay?’


I say, ‘No, why?’


They say, ‘You cry at everything.’


It’s true: I cry at game shows. A new car? – I break down.


My single-mindedness and my work ethic come from my mother. She’s a strong woman, very determined, incredibly and brutally honest. She spotted my natural affinity for performance when I was nine years old and gave me all the encouragement I needed to get started in show business. ‘I saw you had talent,’ she says, ‘and gave you a little shove.’


My first memory is a happy one. I was being bathed in the kitchen sink of Gramma Myrtle’s house in Kimball Road near Memorial Stadium, home of the Baltimore Orioles baseball team. Gramma splashes water over me and I remember laughing at something through the open window – a horse! In those days, milk, vegetables and groceries were delivered to the back door by horse-and-cart. The tradesmen would ring a bell to attract the householder’s attention and then run up the back stairs and dump their produce on the kitchen table. I remember hearing the bell and seeing this huge brown horse peering at me through the window. I was around two and a half years old at the time. I still smile when I think about it today.


Living in the family house at Kimball Road enabled Joe to save money and three years after his marriage he moved us to a typical rowhouse with white steps in West Baltimore. By now there were three children, Diane, me and baby Joyce. When I was four in 1956, Brinks offered Joe a promotion to general manager south, based in Jacksonville, Florida. He asked Dolores how she felt about moving away from her family and friends. It was a big move for Mom to make with three young children but she readily agreed that Joe should grab the opportunity. He moved us to a long, low house surrounded by trees at Holly Oaks, Jacksonville, and went on the road for Brinks, opening up new offices at Tallahassee, West Palm Beach and Miami.


For the next six or seven years, we returned to Baltimore to spend summer vacations with our grandparents. I used to stand by the bus stop waiting for Grandpop, as we called Grandpa Joe, to come home from his work at an attorney’s office so we could play games. One afternoon while he was taking a nap I put my cap-gun to his ear and pulled the trigger. The gun went off with a loud bang and Grandpop woke up with a start. He yelled at me and I ran like hell, terrified that I’d done something awfully wrong. I hid in the closet for an hour until he had calmed down. It should have taught me a lesson about playing practical jokes on people, but I still had a lot to learn.


For kids in Baltimore, the best days of summer were spent at the amusement park at Gwynn Oak Park on the big dipper and the Ferris wheel. For me, nothing was more exciting than climbing one of the telephone poles outside Memorial Park to watch Brooks Robinson on third base for the Orioles. In winter, I travelled up to Westminster to see the Baltimore Colts football team at their training camp. Johnny Unitas, the legendary quarterback in the No. 19 jersey and black high-topped boots, was my main man. I pestered Mom for a ‘Johnny U’ crewcut.


I still rooted for the Orioles and the Colts after we moved to Jacksonville, a sprawling town on the St Johns River in north-eastern Florida. By this time, I had another sister when Jeannie was born in 1956. As the only boy among four children, I started playing up to attract attention. At Christ the King Elementary School, I couldn’t resist making fun of the nuns. One of the Sisters of St Joseph would waggle her finger at me and say, ‘If you don’t stop talking, David Hasselhoff, you’ll have to stay behind and clean the windows.’


I’d shake her hand and say: ‘Gee, Sister, I love cleaning windows.’


There were moments of delicious humour, such as the day my friend Neil Bell was misbehaving in church. One of the nuns hissed, ‘Neil!’ and every kid within earshot kneeled down. As an altar boy, I spent quite of bit of time with drinking, smoking priests but never suffered any form of abuse. At home, our house was filled with love and laughter. We never went to bed hungry and we never woke up in fear of our parents.


At age seven, I got my first taste of show business when an advertising agency that was looking for a family with a collie dog phoned Dad. We had a collie named Lassie and Dad agreed to hire her out for a $50 fee. The agency was making a commercial for Texaco, the gasoline people, and the idea was that Lassie would be filmed jumping through the window of our station wagon on to the back seat.


Lassie, however, refused to budge. The only person who could control her was me and the only way to get her to co-operate was for me to lie down on the back seat and call her. Lassie then jumped through the window and the cameraman got his shot. I was fascinated by the whole process of seeing this little movie being made – the camera, the lights, the slate – and then watching it on TV.


The feeling that I was destined to act grew stronger when I saw my first show at the Children’s Theatre in Jacksonville. I looked at Mom and said: ‘That’s what I want to do.’ I wanted to be a musical comedy star. I wanted to go to Broadway. I knew in that moment that this was my calling. Having been denied opportunities herself, my mother gave me every encouragement. We soon had a row of costumes and props in our basement at Holly Oaks. My sister Joyce recalls: ‘There was always a lot of imagination going on in our house. Mom pushed us all and we all tried out for shows. The whole family was involved.’


I fell in love with performing. The first part I played was Major Domo in Rumpelstiltskin at the Children’s Theatre. Mom made me a suit with an Elizabethan ruffed collar and pinned some medals she had bought in a thrift shop on my chest. I carried a broom handle with a painted rubber ball on top. My sister Diane also made her stage debut in that play as one of the Miller’s children.


My one line in Rumpelstiltskin was: ‘Enter the king.’ These were the first words I ever spoke on stage. The date was 18 April 1962 and even at age nine I had no fear of being in front of an audience. This first experience of acting was more exciting than anything I had ever done, although I needed some reassuring words from Mom when kids at school teased me for having worn make-up on stage.


Off-stage, I craved the same buzz as I got performing. I became addicted to excitement. After reading a book about a great hunter in Africa, I went on safari around the garden, shooting squirrels and birds with a BB gun. Not having a brother, I converted Joyce into one; she became my buddy and, although she was too pretty to be a real tomboy, we did a lot of guy stuff together. She also became the butt of my silly pranks. I once had a pet alligator, which escaped in the house one day and created panic among my sisters. There were more hysterics when I threw the beast into Joyce’s bath and she chased me out of the house screaming ‘Are you crazy?’. ‘I hated that alligator,’ she says.


We’d go down to the river near our house and play with the giant toads while keeping a lookout for alligators. We’d see alligators – fully grown ones – walking down the street. Lassie was too smart to get caught, but another boy’s pet dog went swimming in the river and was grabbed by a huge alligator. A bunch of the neighbourhood kids hopped into a boat with our BB guns and tried to rescue him. We shot the alligator many times but the pellets just bounced off his hide and it was too late to save the dog. Our parents went ballistic. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ Mom said. ‘If you fall in the water, you’ll get eaten!’


My craving for excitement was getting out of hand. I set my parents’ lawn on fire so I could see the firemen put it out. The fire didn’t seem to take hold and I was walking down the street when one of my neighbours shouted, ‘Hey, your house is on fire!’ I ran back and helped to put the fire out with a hose but not before it had burned part of the garage. I didn’t admit to that little prank for about forty-five years.


I was a pretty rough-and-tumble kid, although I wasn’t into fighting. I spent all my spare time performing in plays while everybody else was into sports. As I hadn’t grown up in Jacksonville, I didn’t have a lot of close friends at school; most of my buddies were children I’d met in the theatre. The theatre was considered effeminate and one of the older kids in the neighbourhood used to come over and tease me. He would knock me down and sit on me and I’d cry and when he let me up I’d run upstairs to Mom.


One day I said: ‘Mom, the kid across the street is really bullying me.’


She said: ‘You can’t come in the house until you go over and deal with it.’


I said, ‘Mom, this kid is bigger than me and he is gonna kick my butt.’


But she would not let me in the house. I remember crying outside the locked door.


She said, ‘You’re going to have to stand up to this boy sooner or later.’ I got so angry about being locked out that I ran across the street and absolutely jumped on this kid and knocked him down. Unfortunately, he got up and then he beat me up, but Mom said, ‘Good – you stood up for yourself. You can come in now.’ That kid never touched me again – I had learned a valuable lesson.


On vacation, we’d drive up to Baltimore for a few days and then the whole family would migrate to a sixty-acre farm at Eldersburg, near Sykesville, in the idyllic countryside north of Baltimore. The farm was owned by Mom’s Uncle Herbie, who held open house over the summer. Gramma Myrtle knitted all five of us little berets to wear on the farm. They were supposed to be in the Orioles’ colours of black and orange, but Gramma was colour-blind and they turned out purple and orange. We were the only kids in Maryland in purple and orange berets.


Uncle Herbie’s farm was a mystical place way back in the woods beside a river. We’d go picking blackberries and strawberries in the fields. One of our expeditions ended abruptly when we disturbed a beehive and Jeannie was stung eighty times. Uncle Herbie also killed a black snake which was so long that fourteen people were able to hold it. We accumulated pets: apart from Lassie, we had Hoppity the rabbit and Sydney the squirrel. And then there was Ducky-poo, a duck that followed us all the way home from the river to the farmhouse and refused to leave. The big event of the week was when the ice-cream truck came bumping all the way out from town over that rutted dirt road just for us kids.


Every night I’d take a shower, yet wake up with muddy feet. I couldn’t figure out why until Mom told me I was sleepwalking. They’d hear me get up and, as it was considered dangerous to wake a sleepwalker, follow me out of the house into the yard. Mom’s brother, Uncle Kenny, followed me all the way across a field before he managed to turn me around and guide me back to the house. Other nights, they’d hear me get up and find me watching a blank TV screen. This was happening every night; nobody except me was getting any sleep. Finally, when they were all exhausted, they solved the problem by locking my bedroom door.


From the very beginning, Dad had been recording all of our activities with a movie camera. These home movies provide an unfailing picture of my childhood from the time we dressed as cowboys and cowgirls playing in the garden when I was a three-year-old. There’s me in a white suit for my first communion; there we are playing croquet on the lawn; there’s me making waves as a budding surfer (a forerunner to Baywatch); there’s us trick-or-treating at Hallowe’en; there’s a Fourth of July party; there’s the whole family at Thanksgiving. There is a lot of hugging and everyone always seems to be laughing. Like my dad, I’d already adopted the persona of family clown, making faces at the camera and generally losing my self-control. Dad sometimes constructed little scenarios for us to act out: prisoners in a castle escaping from captivity, or a dozen kids walking in Indian file with our heads through the rungs of a ladder.


Joe travelled great distances for Brinks but he still loved taking the family on road trips. Most weekends we visited a sacred Indian site or a ruined monastery or some other landmark. We visited a six-column, pre-Civil War mansion at Stone Mountain Park, Georgia, which turned out to be eerily similar to the house I bought in California many years later with the money from Baywatch.


One film clip shows Mom getting into our red station wagon for one of these road trips. Her hair – now blonde – is neatly permed, her make-up perfect, the skirt of her print dress slightly flared. She is the epitome of the American mother of the ‘Ike Era’, that golden time when the American Dream became attainable for many ordinary people. It was also the era when African-Americans demanded equality. Gramma Myrtle came from a white society that had been raised on the Jim Crow system of segregation under which even the amusement park at Gwynn Oak Park was off-limits to African-Americans. We’d pass a ‘Coloured only’ water fountain and I’d say, ‘What does that mean, Gramma?’


And she would say, ‘It’s for black people. They’re nice but . . .’


I truly didn’t understand.


Joe and Dolores, however, belonged to a generation which was determined to change things; they voted Democrat and were big supporters of President John F. Kennedy when he was elected to the White House in 1960. They brought us up to respect people irrespective of the colour of their skin. Dad answered my questions whenever I read stories in the Florida Times-Union or saw TV news film of violence against the peace marchers or freedom riders. Jacksonville’s most violent day was Axe Handle Saturday – 27 August 1960 – when children and young adults taking part in a peaceful protest against segregated lunch counters at two department stores were attacked with axe handles and baseball bats by members of the Ku Klux Klan.


At the end of 1962, we moved to Atlanta when Dad was promoted to regional manager for the whole of the South. The city was built on a granite ridgeline deep in the northwest Georgia woods. As the nerve centre of the Confederacy, it had been blasted to pieces by siege guns and then burned to the ground by General Sherman during his ‘March to the Sea’ in 1864. We lived on Harris Circle in the middle of a forest, with Civil War bunkers behind the house. We built forts of rocks, engaged in pine-cone fights with other kids and swung across deep ditches on vines. In late spring, the dogwood would burst into blossom and we could walk to our school, St Jude the Apostle in Sandy Springs.


Atlanta, home of Gone with the Wind and Coca-Cola (and later CNN), was no cotton-and-corn hick town; it was an ahead-of-its-time, thriving black-and-white metropolis with a rich culture. I threw myself into acting at the Academy Theatre, Buckhead, which had been founded in an old TV film studio as Georgia’s first professional theatre. Under the guiding hand of actor/director Frank Wittow, it offered a wide range of traditional and experimental plays.


This was the age of Beatlemania, although my own tastes ran to Broadway musicals like Oklahoma! and West Side Story, in which the songs were acted out on the stage. My voice was trained to hit the back seats of the theatre without the aid of a microphone. With Diane and Jean, I auditioned for 110 in the Shade, a musical based on the Broadway play The Rainmaker, and all three of us were selected for the children’s chorus.


The musical takes place during a drought in a dust-bowl western state and the music and lyrics were by Harvey Schmidt and Tom Jones, both Texans, who had perfectly captured the lilting rhythms of rural America. The Atlanta production featured Dale Robertson, star of the TV series Tales of Wells Fargo, as the fast-talking rainmaker Bill Starbuck, and the Broadway actress Eileen Brennan as Lizzie Curry.


The show was held at the open-air Theatre Under the Stars near Stone Mountain and, except for the final night, it rained throughout the two-week run. Dressed in raincoats and sheltering under umbrellas, the audience giggled while the actors complained about the heat and Dale Robertson sang about the possibility of making it rain. He thought it was the funniest thing that had ever happened to him.


One of the other child actors, Gary Enck, opened a theatre in the basement of his house – the Valley Circle Theatre, a full-blown, non-Equity, twenty-four-seat house, where we performed many shows including Annie Get Your Gun, Blithe Spirit, Oliver! and Once Upon a Mattress. We even had our own little orchestra. Gary became my hero because I was eleven and he was all of thirteen. I remember thinking, ‘Wow, this kid is cool.’


My greatest acting experience was in The Fantasticks, which to this day is my ultimate fun experience on the stage. Written by Tom Jones and Harvey Schmidt, The Fantasticks had opened at the Sullivan Street Playhouse in New York in 1960 and when it closed its forty-two-year run in 2002, it had become the longest-running production in the history of the American stage. After watching my performance in The Fantasticks, Mom had kissed me and said, ‘You’ve got it, David – you’re going to be a star.’


Our musical director knew Tom Jones and Harvey Schmidt and we travelled to New York to see the performance and meet the composers at Joe Allen’s restaurant on West Forty-Sixth Street. On that trip, I stepped on to Broadway for the first time. From the moment I saw it, my dream was to appear in a musical comedy on a Broadway stage.


Back in Atlanta, I met Martin Luther King’s children, Yolanda, Martin Luther III, Dexter and Bernice. Dr King, an Atlantan by birth, had led the public sit-ins and bus boycotts that had forced civic leaders to desegregate the city. On 30 August 1961 nine black children had been enrolled in all-white high schools. That afternoon, President Kennedy praised the city and urged other communities ‘to look closely at what Atlanta has done to meet their responsibilities’.


I was in my schoolroom two years later in November 1963 when news of JFK’s assassination in Dallas, Texas, was broadcast over the public address system. Children burst into tears. Our teacher told us to get down on our knees and pray for the President and his family. JFK was a Catholic and the news hit me hard: our hero was dead.


In ninth grade, I graduated from St Jude’s and went to the Marist School at Chamberlee-Dunwoody on Atlanta’s urban fringe. The school, owned and operated by the Society of Mary, or the Marists, was both Catholic and military. The worst students were enrolled there because no other school would take them, but it also had the brightest students because it offered the best education available in that area.


The mission of Marist School was ‘to form the whole person in the image of Christ through instruction grounded in religious values, the teachings of the Catholic Church and the spirit of the Society of Mary’. The school motto, I used to joke, was ‘Genuflect and salute.’ I had the dubious distinction of getting terrible grades but was also considered one of the top students because I was the lead in all of the school plays. I was an outstanding student with a C average – and a D in self-control.


The night before my thirteenth birthday I slipped into our garage in the middle of the night and pulled aside a blanket. There it was: the hottest little go-kart you could ever see. I went back to bed but couldn’t sleep, knowing I would have to fake surprise in the morning. Everything in this life is connected in some way and that go-kart was an omen that driving was going to figure large in my future. I was the only kid on Harris Circle with his own set of hot little wheels. I built ramps and made jumps and roared down the street with Joyce or Jeannie between my legs. The ramps got higher and higher and I’d turn the kart over or crash it. It got to the point where you could only turn left because the right steering bar had been so badly bent. I was a crazy driver but I had a knack for it. I was King of the Road – the Atlanta Flash. Obviously it was prophetic – I was the Kid Knight Rider.


The saddest memory of all these years was walking into my parents’ room in our Jacksonville house to find my father sitting on his bed. He was crying. Dad told me that Grandpop had died. The sight of Dad’s pain somehow took away my own tears. I hugged him and prayed that I would never have to go through the same experience. Grandpop was only sixty-two when he passed away in 1961. Both of Mom’s parents were already dead. When Dad had heart trouble in his seventies, he had a quintuple heart bypass that saved his life. He’s still my best friend, my mentor and my guide; to this day, we see each other or talk on the phone every day. His positive attitude and sense of humour have always seen me through rough times. He is The Man.





2 This Thing Called Love


‘All I wanted was to act. That didn’t
frighten me. Girls did . . .’


Sex was a mystery to me. Girls would tell me I was good-looking and it was like they were speaking a different language. It never occurred to me to take advantage of them. I was a funny, outgoing kid but I was also sensitive and painfully embarrassed about my skinny legs. I didn’t wear shorts for six years because somebody made a remark about them.


My first girlfriend was Lucy Nouse when I was twelve years old. I was so shy that I’d write down things to say to her on the phone but when the big moment came, I’d panic and fluff my lines. It was agony. One night she had a party and the lights were turned down low so we could dance and I could kiss her. The Beatles were singing ‘And I love her’ but I was too scared to make a move. Self-consciousness was a curse and I was sure it had something to do with sex.


An older boy said sex was all about hormones. ‘What are they?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘but something is giving me pimples. It’s got to be hormones.’


Then Mary Ellen, the girl next door, kissed me in our laundry-room and I started to think there might be something in this sex business after all. When a crop of pimples broke out on my face and I grew some fuzz on my chest, I figured that my hormones were finally working.


There was no time to explore the possibilities of Mary Ellen before we were on the move again. Brinks promoted Dad to executive vice president in Chicago, and in early 1968 we moved into a large house at 222 South Spring Street, La Grange, Illinois. Diane stayed in Atlanta with Gramma Myrtle to finish her senior year of high school, then they both joined us in Chicago. Mom was expecting another baby and my fourth sister, Lisa, was born in July 1968.


The move meant that I went from a Catholic military school in Atlanta to a Chicago public school, a fairly traumatic experience. We lived close to my new school, Lyons Township High School, whose motto, Vita plena, meant ‘the quest for a fulfilling life’. There were problems with my schoolmates from the very first day when I turned up wearing a red sweater and matching red socks. I thought I looked cool, although I soon changed my mind when guys nudged each other and said, ‘Hey, who’s the dork in the red sweater and red socks?’


Hasselhoff? What sort of a name was that? I took a lot of stick for my name but I told Dad I would never change it. In 2000, I showed him a copy of the Guinness Book of World Records and said, ‘You’ve got one of the most famous names in the world.’ Payback is a wonderful thing.


Meanwhile, Chicago was full of surprises. My sisters and I burst out laughing when we heard Midwesterners saying ‘ruff’ instead of ‘roof’. But it was no laughing matter when I boarded a bus and heard people use the word ‘Nigger’. It absolutely floored me. Living in the South, especially in Atlanta, had given me a completely different attitude towards black people. We would never use that word under any circumstances. I soon learned that Chicago was the most heavily segregated city in the North.


In all my previous schools, I had been brought up to believe that you had to be a Catholic to get into heaven; if you didn’t believe in Jesus Christ you were going to hell. After my first week at Lyons Township, I said to Mom: ‘Gee, there’s a lot of people in my class who are going to go to hell. They aren’t Catholics and some of them are real nice. I think I’m gonna go to hell with them.’


Our house was two storeys with porches front and back and a large basement. It was about a hundred years old and looked like the spooky house in Psycho. Jean was convinced the basement was haunted and we older children fed her fears with lurid ghost stories. ‘You guys sure liked to scare me a lot,’ she says. Uncle Herbie now lived with us. He wore a brown sweater and a mischievous grin and claimed to see Spaniards in his bedroom.


The sex thing was still bothering me. In church, I became aroused every time I kneeled down prior to taking communion. It was incredibly embarrassing. I wore long blue pants, shirt and tie and I’d try to arrange my clothing so no one noticed. Luckily, this only lasted for a short time, but I missed a lot of communions.


I still couldn’t have a conversation with a girl without blushing. I did plays with girls but I didn’t know how to date them. It was strange; I could perform a solo song-and-dance routine on stage or recite Shakespeare in front of hundreds of people but I could not go in front of my class and give a vocal report without playing the clown. I guess it was because I wasn’t very confident in my schoolwork.


At sixteen years old, I was six foot three inches tall. I threw myself into the theatre morning, noon and night. My ambition was to get to Broadway as quickly as possible and I learned the scores of the latest musicals playing on the Great White Way. My grades started to slip but it all seemed worthwhile when, in my junior year at Lyons Township, I was awarded an apprenticeship with the Troupe of American College Players. That summer, I worked in three main stage productions with the troupe at Grand Lake, Colorado.


All through my junior year my parents drove me to acting classes, singing classes, dancing classes and music classes (I played the guitar and drums). They also drove me for an hour and thirty-five minutes after school to the Shady Lane Dinner Theatre at Marengo, Illinois, where I took part in dinner theatre. The manager would bus in senior citizens and we’d do shows like When to Water the Milk. I always played a kid’s part; it was paying work and I was good at it. I found a real sense of peace, freedom and security on stage. Homework? I’d do that in the car on the way to the theatre.


The following year Jerry Wilcox, the high-school basketball coach, grabbed me on my way to class. ‘You’re a sophomore and you’re six foot three inches tall – my God, it’s incredible. You should try out for the team.’


I was up for the lead in I Remember Mamma and was spending all my spare time learning my lines. ‘I’m an actor,’ I said. ‘I’m not really a basketball player.’


‘No, no, no – you don’t understand. We have a fantastic team but we really want you to try out for it.’


‘Look, guys, I am an actor, I am not a basketball player. I know I’m tall but I’ve got white man’s disease – I can’t jump, I can’t shoot.’


But they insisted so I tried out for the team. After about half an hour the coach came over to me and said: ‘You know what? You’re an actor!’


I still can’t dunk.


Our acting coach (and director of most of our shows) was David L. Thompson, who lived two doors from us in La Grange. Mr Thompson believed in me. As my first mentor, he taught me commitment, dedication and hard work. He was a rough, tough guy but we became friends and he cast me in a new show every month, an invaluable experience for a budding actor. I was Brutus in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and beat the two top contenders to take over the leading role in I Remember Mamma. Performances were held at the student-owned recreation centre of the Lyons Township Youth Organization, known as the Corral, in Willow Springs Road, adjacent to the school’s South Campus. At the Corral, I reprised my favourite show The Fantasticks with a cast including Bill Stetz, now a talented Los Angeles photographer and still a dear friend.


It was in 1968 that I fell in love for the first time. Sandy Burke was the blonde, blue-eyed daughter of conservative parents. Her father was a former marine, a real ball-breaker of a guy with a handshake that could crack walnuts. Sandy and I started dating after she had given me a little help with my schoolwork. I could read Julius Caesar, work out the plot and memorise the lines but I could not figure out what algebra was all about; algebraic symbols looked like hieroglyphics to me. Sandy helped me. I sat behind her in class and started sweet-talking her so I could look at her maths tests. She let me cheat off her and I invited her out on a date.


Sandy was petite and very cute, and didn’t know anything about sex either. On prom night we’d both had too much to drink and decided to experiment. We went back to the basement of her house but she passed out at the vital moment. I started to panic; visions of her ex-marine father bursting into the room and finding me with his naked daughter ran through my mind. There was only one thing to do. I knew that Sandy’s bedroom was on the second floor so I loaded her on to my back and carried her upstairs. We had to pass her parents’ bedroom on the way but fortunately the door was shut. I carried Sandy into her room and dropped her on to her bed. She didn’t wake up, so I pulled the covers over her and sneaked out of the house.


Next day, I called her to see if she was all right.


‘Did anything happen?’ she asked.


‘No, it didn’t – but some of your clothes are under the couch in the basement.’


‘Thank you for looking after me.’


Unfortunately, Mrs Burke was listening in on the other line and we were busted. The ex-marine ball-breaker started looking at me in a curious way, but didn’t try to break us up. Sandy was quiet and reserved, while I was quite shy around people and that provided us with a strong bond of togetherness. We became inseparable, although after that one false start, we never got around to consummating our love affair. We remained virgins.


After graduation, Sandy’s parents were relieved when she went off to college in Denver and I headed for Michigan. Next time I came back to Chicago I had grown a moustache and had an Afro haircut. Sandy, who had gone to a very conservative university, thought I was either gay or out of my mind on drugs. I was neither – I had just turned into a long-haired thespian who loved blacks, greasers and hippies. I didn’t smoke dope or drink heavily – only beer at parties – but I knew our relationship was doomed. Next time there was a dance, I was performing in a show and couldn’t accompany her. She went with another guy and ended up marrying him.


In 2000 I was doing Jekyll and Hyde on Broadway when a guy and a girl walked up to me after the show. It was like a flashback.


The girl said: ‘Hi, I’m Sandy Burke’s daughter.’


And the guy said: ‘And I’m Sandy Burke’s husband. I married your girlfriend.’


I said: ‘Congratulations.’


The daughter looked like a clone of Sandy. Let’s do the time warp again!


Back in Chicago in May 1969, I donned a green cap and lederhosen with long socks and trod the boards at the Corral as the star of a musical called Wooden You, based on the Pinocchio fairytale. According to the show’s posters, Wooden You was about ‘Pinocchio and Esmeralda searching for the path to Truth, Justice and the American Way’. For me, however, it was excruciatingly embarrassing, standing there in my shorts with my finger in my ear.


I graduated from Lyons Township High School in 1970 at a time of great social upheaval. Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy had been assassinated; America had put a man on the Moon and the country was divided over the Vietnam War. The cult movie was the druggie road odyssey Easy Rider, starring Dennis Hopper, Peter Fonda and Jack Nicholson.


David Thompson talked me out of going straight to New York to pound the boards of Broadway. ‘You’ve got a terrific amount of talent but it’s raw,’ he said. ‘It needs to be developed and the way to do that is to get a well-rounded college education.’ Mr Thompson had already shown me that an actor needs discipline to be really successful. The reason that many successful actors behave like children is that we are misguidedly allowed to do anything we want. We have people to cover up for us because we are making money for the producers and investors: we’re the engine that’s pulling a massive train worth millions of dollars and they need to keep that train running, sometimes to a fault. I tell my children, ‘It’s show business, with the accent on business.’


My high-school grades were too low to get me into an accredited university – something I regret to this day – but I dreamed of being accepted by the Julliard School, the prestigious music, dance and drama academy in New York’s Lincoln Centre. I travelled to Manhattan and stayed with an actor friend who was pursuing his dreams on Broadway. On my first night, he informed me that he was gay and took me to a gay bar, the Pickle Barrel, to meet his buddies.
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