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      THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED
 TO MY MOM, EDITH NEEDHAM.


      

   

      

      

      
Previews



      

      

      Thirty Feet High, Upside Down and Going Backward


      

      The explosion must have been second only to the A-bomb. A cannon placed in the floorboard and loaded with four black-powder

         bombs shot the four-door Chevy thirty feet in the air and folded it in half. When I opened my eyes in midflight, I was upside

         down and going backward. I knew this wasn’t going as planned and at any moment there was going to be one helluva wreck. The

         car landed on its roof, which caved in, jamming the doors. But the big problem was that I wasn’t breathing.

      


      

      I saw that the back window had blown out from the impact, so I made my way to it. Gasping for air, I crawled out from under

         the trunk of the pancaked car. At that moment the boys working with me on the stunt came skidding to a stop. I heard one say,

         “Holy shit, he’s alive!”

      


      

      The hospital confirmed that I had a broken back, six broken ribs, and a punctured lung. I counted the missing teeth myself:

         three. John Wayne would have to finish the movie without me…

      


      

      

      

      
Murder? Suicide? Burt Reynolds?

      


      

      After spending eleven days in the hospital, I walked into the house I was sharing with Burt Reynolds all humped over, because

         my ribs couldn’t find their connecting points. Burt told me that if I ever intended to amount to anything I would have to

         straighten up. Even knowing how much those broken ribs were going to hurt, I couldn’t keep from laughing. I thanked him with

         a middle-finger salute and went upstairs.

      


      

      Burt never missed a chance to throw in a funny line, but you’d think he’d have been more sympathetic seeing as how I helped

         him dodge a possible murder rap during the filming of The Man Who Loved Cat Dancing. I was the stunt coordinator and doubling Burt in the movie, and he was starring with Sarah Miles, who was married to A Man for All Seasons screenwriter Robert Bolt at the time. About halfway through the shoot, Sarah’s business manager, David Whiting, came to visit

         her on location in Gila Bend, Arizona. Burt’s birthday was coming up, so I had decided to rent a hall and celebrate with some

         barbecue, a little music, and a lot of booze. The Sunday morning I was preparing for the party, a crew member told me that

         David’s dead body had been found the previous night facedown near a pool of blood in Sarah Miles’s room.

      


      

      When Burt showed up at the hall, I repeated what I’d heard. He asked what I was going to do about the party. I thought about

         it for a second and answered, “I’m sure not going to invite the dead man.” Right or wrong, I forged ahead with the party.

         Needless to say, it wasn’t much of a success, as everybody stood around drinking and gossiping about whether it was suicide

         or murder.

      


      

      The next morning the air was full of suspicion. Sitting by the pool on a rare day off, I started hearing rumors that the sheriff

         was going to arrest Burt for murder—something about some supposed love triangle. I raced out to the set to tell Burt and the

         director, Richard Sarafian, what was happening. We met in Burt’s motor home. When Burt heard an APB might be put out on him, he was

         in shock. Sarafian was concerned about what his star was going to do. I suggested Burt go to Utah, the film’s next location,

         so he could buy some time to hire legal counsel and stay out of the slammer while the law attempted to extradite him to Arizona.

         Burt agreed. How would he get there? I told him to lie down in the back of his motor home and hang on. I knew the way to Utah…

         and as it turned out, our great escape was unnecessary as Burt was never charged…

      


      

      

      

      Cannonballing Coast to Coast in Thirty-two Hours


      

      There was another time we blew across the state line, keeping our eyes peeled for the police. I was behind the wheel of a

         modified Dodge van that had its interior ripped out and was semi-equipped to look like an ambulance. It had red emergency

         lights on the roof and “TransCon MediVac” painted on the side. I had stuffed a full-blown 440 wedge engine under the hood

         and added two extra gas tanks capable of carrying ninety gallons. I’d also mounted three filler spouts, one for each tank,

         to be able to fill them quickly. It was the perfect vehicle for our team—me, the great car journalist Brock Yates, his pretty

         brunette wife, Pam, and Dr. Lyle Royer, whom I had met in a bar on the Sunset Strip—to compete with in the Cannonball Run.

      


      

      The race had been run a number of times. The drivers would disguise themselves and their vehicles to be less conspicuous—as

         if that were possible, racing from coast to coast at a hundred-plus miles an hour. The vehicle covering the distance in the

         shortest amount of time was the winner, and the prize was a trophy and bragging rights until the next race. The only rule

         they had was that there were no rules. The first car in the cross-country race left the starting line in Darien, Connecticut,

         at 9 p.m., followed every fifteen minutes by the next in line. We left at 1:45 a.m. and headed west, with Brock driving. The traffic was bumper-to-bumper. I told Brock we couldn’t win at this pace, so I hit our

         red lights. Now I knew how Jesus (or was it Moses?) felt when he parted the Red Sea. The cars ahead moved to the side of the

         road, and we left New York City in our wake.

      


      

      Around 4 a.m. we were blowing through New Jersey, gobbling up miles in record time. I looked in the mirror and saw headlights

         way, way back there. Brock told me to back off to about eighty and see if they got any closer. Sure enough, the car closed

         the gap and turned on its red lights. We pulled over.

      


      

      Brock and I, both dressed in orange-and-white ambulance attendants’ jackets, got out and walked back to meet the police. One

         officer asked, “Where are you heading? It’s a long way to a hospital in that direction.”

      


      

      Brock casually replied, “California.”


      

      “Why?” the officer asked.


      

      “That’s where the patient has to go,” I said.


      

      The officer looked confused. “Why California?” he asked.


      

      “You’ll have to ask the doctor. We’re just drivers,” Brock said.


      

      Brock and I led the way to the ambulance door and opened it. Pam lay strapped to a gurney with an oxygen mask on and IV needles

         taped to her arm. The Doc, who was wearing a white coat, handed the officer a clipboard with a UCLA Medical Center form filled

         out. The officer looked down at it, obviously confused by the jargon. Explained the Doc, “She has a lung disease.”

      


      

      The officer appeared suspicious. “Why didn’t you fly her?”


      

      “She couldn’t tolerate the altitude,” the Doc said impatiently. “We can’t even take the northern route… too high. Have to

         head to the south.”

      


      

      We could see them mulling over the dilemma. If they delayed us and something happened to the patient, it would be on their

         heads—which is what Brock and I were counting on. Finally one said: “Okay, go ahead, but keep your speed down. Emergency or not, you’re going way too fast. You’re endangering half the

         state.”

      


      

      After they left, we jumped in the van and Brock turned to Lyle and said, “Nice going, Doc,” as I mashed the gas and asked

         that engine for all it had.

      


      

      And the idea for a movie was born: What if we put Burt Reynolds, Dom DeLuise, and Jack Elam as the Doc in the van—with Farrah

         Fawcett as the patient—and had them race across the country on the big screen against Cannonballers Terry Bradshaw and Mel

         Tillis in a stock car, Roger Moore doing James Bond in an Aston Martin, Dean Martin and Sammy Davis, Jr., dressed as Catholic

         priests in my Ferrari, Jackie Chan in a rocket-powered Subaru, a couple of good-lookin’ ladies in a Lamborghini, and anyone

         else willing to challenge the law…

      


      

      

      

      Bootlegging Coors from Texas to Hotlanta


      

      High speed played a part in the Smokey and the Bandit movies, as did Jackie Gleason (Sheriff Buford T. Justice), but to the day he died I don’t think he ever knew my name. When

         things were hunky-dory, he called me “Pally,” and when he was unhappy, it was “Mr. Director.” While I was preparing to shoot

         the first Smokey, Jackie called and said he had a few questions about the movie and wondered if I could come over to his hotel to discuss things.

         An hour later I rang his doorbell, wondering how this was going to work out. The Jackie Gleason we all knew answered the door

         dressed in slacks and a sports jacket with a red carnation in the lapel. I stuck out my hand and introduced myself.

      


      

      Invited in, I took a seat, and we made small talk for a few minutes. Then I told him I had been working all day and sure could

         use a drink. He apologized, and we moved to the bar. He fixed the drinks, and we toasted to a good shoot. I told him how much

         I’d enjoyed watching him on The Honeymooners. I think he had a story about every episode, and we drank a toast to each one. That’s a lot of episodes. Finally I told Jackie I had to get

         up early for the first day of shooting. As I headed for the door he said, “Now, don’t you be late.” I promised I wouldn’t

         and said goodnight. On the way back to my hotel, I wondered what he’d wanted to talk to me about, because not one word had

         been said about Smokey.

      


      

      The next morning I arrived on the set and found Jackie sitting in his chair, legs crossed, wearing the same clothes as the

         night before. He might not have taken his clothes off, but he had removed his shoes, because now they were on the wrong feet.

         As I approached he said, “Hi, Pally,” raised his coffee in a salute, and tipped over backward. He got up laughing and said

         it was time for him to get dressed and made up. As I got to know him better, I learned that all he wanted was some company

         and a drinking partner…

      


      

      

      

      NASCAR, the Skoal-Bandit, and Voodoo


      

      When I started my NASCAR team, I made Burt Reynolds my partner and named the team the Skoal-Bandit because of the popularity

         of Smokey and the Bandit. No race car had ever had its own name, and it turned out to be a stroke of genius. By 1984 the Skoal-Bandit team was on

         fire. Our driver, Harry Gant, was winning races and scoring lots of top tens. He was running in the championship race against

         his two main competitors, Dale Earnhardt and Terry Labonte. I hatched a plan to get Skoal some PR.

      


      

      I called a press conference in a tent, where I had two toy race cars sitting on a table, one that looked like Dale’s and one

         like Terry’s. Incense was burning, and atmospheric smoke floated out from beneath the table. I proceeded to stick pins into

         the cars. The story made all the race magazines and newspapers—because Earnhardt’s engine blew up halfway through the next

         race. Personally, I didn’t think my voodoo act had anything to do with his engine blowing. The following weekend our truck was parked

         right next to Dale’s. When he saw me, he said, “Don’t leave.” He went into his truck, returned with two shock absorbers, and

         formed them into a cross, saying, “I got you covered, Needham!” And then he laughed.

      


      

      The PR was so outstanding that I came up with a new voodoo plan. I hired an actor from Atlanta, flew him to Charlotte, and

         dressed him in a top hat and tails. He wasn’t just any actor; he was a black Shakespearean actor. I told him that as I walked

         through the garage area, he should follow six feet behind me. When I stopped at Dale’s car, I wanted him to move in close

         and stare at it. Then we would do the same thing when we came to Terry’s car. He did exactly what I asked. As we passed Richard

         Petty’s car, his crew chief, Dale Inman, was sliding under Richard’s car just as he caught a glimpse of my voodoo doctor.

         He immediately slid back out and stared at the guy. By the time we reached the other end of the garage area, the speakers

         were blaring “Hal Needham! Report to the NASCAR trailer!”

      


      

      The officials in the trailer looked at me as if I was crazy. Then one of them told me, “If you don’t get that guy out of here,

         there might be a riot.” I thanked the actor, rushed him into a limo, and put him on the next flight back to Atlanta. Though

         my well-being might’ve been in jeopardy, the PR was bigger than ever before…

      


      

      

      

      Speed of Sound: 739.666 MPH


      

      A toy company contacted me about making a Hal Needham Stunt Doll and asked me to stage a PR stunt to launch it. I was the

         son of a sharecropper with eight years of education. What a shock it would be to people I grew up with back in the hills of

         Arkansas to see a Hal Needham doll. The toy company had just dumped Evel Knievel, and they wanted me to do something spectacular to make my name better known among young boys. That was

         all I needed to hear. Boys like macho, and they like speed. Bill Fredrick, who had designed a rocket-powered truck I used

         for a river jump in a GM commercial (my first broken back), was building a car to break the sound barrier with a land vehicle.

         All he needed was a little cash to finish the car. I talked to him, and he agreed I could drive the car if the toy company,

         Gabriel, would supply the money to finish the car and fund the necessary runs. A deal was struck with CBS to cover the run

         on CBS Sports Spectacular. Wow. Big publicity if I broke the sound barrier. I told the toy company the plan, and they bought in.

      


      

      A few months later we were at Mud Lake in Tonopah, Nevada, ready to break the sound barrier—more than 700 miles per hour.

         We would make a few slow runs to check out the car and, not incidentally, me. On the line for the first run, I listened as

         the countdown went from ten to one. I hit the throttle. Wow. What a kick that thing had. It was a peroxide rocket that developed

         full power in five milliseconds. Thank God we had the pressure up only about 20 percent, because the car still hit the speed

         traps at over 250 mph. It scared ol’ Hal just a tad.

      


      

      By 10 a.m. the car was back on the line, refueled and ready for run number two—at a higher pressure to feed more fuel into

         the catalyst, which would mean more speed. This time I was better prepared for the jolt of energy leaving the start line.

         I hit the pedal and was launched across the lake. Things zipped by pretty fast, and at the end of the run I was told I had

         been clocked at 357 mph.

      


      

      I thought we were going in leaps and bounds toward our objective of 700 mph. CBS, on the other hand, was worried that it was

         going to take too long and wanted more speed faster or they would have to pull up stakes and leave. The toy company wasn’t

         going to like this: no TV show, no PR. We had to do something. I walked over to Bill and told him we had to go for it. “Boost the pressure,” I said. “Let’s show them some real speed!”…

      


      

      

      

      
Hooper and Blowing Up Half of Alabama

      


      

      When people see my movies, I want to get their adrenaline flowing; if I don’t, I haven’t done my job. Hooper was the story of a stuntman, so I wanted to put in every stunt I could dream up—a motorcycle sliding under a moving semi,

         car jumps, fire, fights, high falls. In the final scene a city is hit by a major earthquake, causing panic in the streets

         as Burt Reynolds and Jan-Michael Vincent race a Trans Am through the chaos to a final rocket-propelled jump. This would be

         the master shot of all master shots. I had thirteen cameras placed all around the area, with a major stunt set up to happen

         right in front of each one of them—and half of Alabama being blown up in the background. The final camera would be positioned

         in a chopper with me, because that was the only seat in the house where you could see the whole thing unfold…

      


      

      

   

      

      

      
1



      

      Sharecropper’s Son


      

      As a sharecropper’s son living in the hills of Arkansas during the Great Depression and using a mule’s ass as a compass to

         guide me up and down cotton rows, I never figured I would write a book about my life. But considering what I’ve accomplished,

         a lot of people told me to commit it to paper. So here goes.

      


      

      They say ignorance is bliss, and I agree. How do you know you’re poor if that’s the way you’ve always lived? If your neighbors

         live the same lifestyle you do, then it must be the norm. Our home was average for a sharecropper’s family of seven, a two-room

         log house that had a fireplace for heating and a woodstove for cooking and warming bathwater. Growing up, I’d never heard

         of water being piped into a house. We had to carry every drop we used from a mountain spring five hundred yards down the hill.

         At six years of age, carrying two one-gallon buckets of water uphill, it felt like a mile. The toilet was two holes in the

         ground in a small shack about fifty feet from the house. The only light at night came from two kerosene lamps we used sparingly.

         That meant no favorite books being read at bedtime, but that didn’t really matter because we couldn’t afford to buy books

         anyway. Kerosene cost money, of which we had very little. My family’s yearly income averaged $400.

      


      

      Our transportation was a wagon pulled by a team of mules—or walking. The only place to go was to town, which consisted of two buildings: a combination grocery store, post office,

         and gas station, and the cotton gin next door. Socializing with your neighbors didn’t happen. At the end of the day you were

         so tired, all you wanted to do was eat supper and go to bed. Besides, it was four or five miles to the nearest neighbor’s

         house.

      


      

      One family that lived about nine miles from us was apparently rich. My stepdad, Corbett, had been there one time and told

         us of their wealth. He said they had a five-room house, lots of hogs, and milk cows. Their cotton field was so big they had

         to hire help to pick all the cotton. They also had a car. Now that really got my curiosity up. I had never seen a car, only

         pictures of one. But we never had the time or a reason to travel in that direction, so my curiosity would have to wait.

      


      

      Each morning while Mom was cooking breakfast, Corbett, my sister Edwonia, my brother Armin, and I would pick wild berries

         and fruit. We always planted a huge garden. As the tomatoes, sweet corn, potatoes, okra, and green beans ripened, Mom would

         can them to get us through the winter. With no electricity for refrigeration, we also had to can all our meat, which came

         from the two hogs we butchered each fall. By the time the snow fell, Mom had canned around three thousand quarts of food,

         all on that little wood-burning stove.

      


      

      Rabbits and squirrels were also a big part of our food supply. My brother and I had a dozen rabbit traps. At night we would

         bait them with corn and set them, and the next morning before daylight we would “run the traps” to check our luck. If we caught

         a rabbit, that meant we would have rabbit, biscuits, molasses, and gravy for breakfast. If not, it would be biscuits, molasses,

         and gravy.

      


      

      In the afternoons my brother and I would hunt squirrels with a .22-caliber rifle. Accuracy was prized. My stepdad didn’t want

         to hear that we had missed a shot, because that meant no squirrel for dinner and one less shell that had cost him half a cent. Squirrels are very sneaky. They can hide in a tree so that it’s

         impossible to see them. When you approach, they scurry around to the opposite side. So my brother and I would tie a piece

         of string to a bush and then walk to the other side of the tree. We would wait quietly for a few seconds. Then by pulling

         the string, we’d shake the bush real hard and watch the top of the tree. Sure enough, the squirrel would come around to our

         side and bingo!—squirrel for dinner. My brother and I always hoped for two or three squirrels, because one didn’t go very

         far with seven stomachs to fill.

      


      

      Another source of food was fish. We lived thirty feet from the Red River. Sometimes mom would tell me to catch perch for dinner.

         I used a cane pole with a cork and baited the line with a worm. Perch are about the size of your hand, so it takes about four

         per person to make a meal. Seven times four equals twenty-eight perch, which usually took two to three hours to catch. We

         also fished with a trotline, which is a heavy line attached to a tree, stretched across the river, and tied to another tree,

         with hooks tied at three-foot intervals. Not knowing the fish’s appetite for the evening, we gave them a choice. We baited

         one hook with a worm, the next with a fat caterpillar, the next a grasshopper, and the last with a small tree frog. We would

         run the line every three or four hours throughout the night and note which kind of bait was missing. That told us what looked

         appetizing to the fish, so we would rebait the hooks with their preferred food.

      


      

      Blue channel catfish were the best eating, averaging between one and a half and four pounds. With a little luck, we could

         catch dinner for three or four nights. But I always hated it in the middle of the night when I heard Corbett yelling, “Wake

         up! It’s time to run the line!”

      


      

      The weeks were long, and though Sunday wasn’t a day of rest for us, we would quit working a few hours early—not because God

         rested on the seventh day, but because we were bone tired. One Sunday, Corbett said he sure wished he had a newspaper to see what was happening in the world. I saw an opportunity to

         step up and do a good deed, so I volunteered to walk to town to buy the paper. It was only four miles, because I would take

         the shortcut through the woods instead of sticking to the road. It was agreed that I could make the trip as long as I didn’t

         lollygag around the store and got home before dark. Newspapers in our area weren’t printed daily or weekly but monthly. If

         you bought last month’s paper, it was half price. Corbett said last month’s issue would be fine; that way we could save a

         nickel. He gave me a dime in case there weren’t any month-old papers and I had to buy the current one.

      


      

      Dime in hand, I headed through the woods toward town. There wasn’t a trail to follow, but I had walked to town with Corbett

         a number of times, so I felt confident I would recognize various trees, creeks, and hills. On the walk my mind would wander

         into fantasyland, and then I’d snap back to reality and look for the landmarks to guide me. Once I reached town and bought

         a month-old paper, I got to talking to the store owners. They had two boys about my age, and I joined them outside in a game

         of marbles. We were laughing and giggling and having a ball. After several games their father came out and suggested it was

         time for me to head home.

      


      

      I knew I had played too long and that darkness was approaching fast. I grabbed the paper and hit the road at a dead run. As

         I reached the turnoff to the shortcut, I hesitated. The road would be easier to follow, but I knew it made the trip two miles

         longer. I decided to take the shortcut through the woods. At first I had no problem, but as it got darker the landmarks were

         harder to recognize. My heart pounding, I saw the bogeyman in every shadow and behind every tree. My mind and eyes were playing

         tricks on me, but I knew I couldn’t panic. I had to find the landmarks that would lead me home.

      


      

      Just when I thought I was lost for sure, I heard a dove call. It was time to man up, and no matter what, show no sign of fear.

         I knew that sound was my brother and sister looking for me. When we were calling each other, we would cup our hands and blow

         through them, which sounded just like a dove.

      


      

      I answered their calls and homed in on the direction they were coming from. When we met up, I asked without the slightest

         quiver in my voice what they were doing out there. They said Mom and Corbett were worried that I might have gotten lost. At

         home I kept up my brave front and told them I had just been taking my time, but I’m not sure if they believed me.

      


      

      During the winter the Salvation Army would bring a big truck of groceries and used clothing to town. Mom and I would stand

         in line to get a few pounds of beans, some lard, and a sack of flour. Best of all, they would give each child a piece of hard

         candy. I learned from experience not to bite into it, as it would be gone in no time. Instead, I would let it melt in my mouth

         to make it last longer.

      


      

      My mom made biscuits and gravy using the flour and lard they gave us and the milk from our one milk cow. If the cow was dry,

         mom used water for the gravy. It wasn’t as good, but it was food. Believe me, we never had any leftovers. Mom mixed only enough

         batter so each of us could have two biscuits. For lunch and dinner we’d have beans and corn bread. If there was no meat to

         flavor the beans, she would use a hunk of lard and some salt and pepper. We raised our own corn so we’d have enough cornmeal

         to get us through the winter. When the beans ran out, we had corn bread and buttermilk for both lunch and dinner. We would

         crumble the corn bread into a bowl, pour buttermilk on it, add some salt and pepper, and call it a meal. I was too young to

         realize how important the donated flour, beans, and lard were at the time.

      


      

      I don’t know how we would have survived without the help of the Salvation Army. Not only did they give us food, they occasionally

         gave us used clothing. It didn’t matter what size it was, someone in the family could wear it. If not, Mom would alter it

         so it fit… kinda. I remember one time, Mom and I stood in line for an hour or more. It was bone-chilling cold, and I was shaking.

         After the lady behind the counter gave us our goodies and we started to leave, she said, “Just a second,” and disappeared

         through a door. She returned with a coat and handed it to me. “Try this on,” she told me. It was a bit too big but warm, and

         I grew into the coat before it wore out. I will never forget the tone of my mother’s voice thanking her.

      


      

      Making a living and keeping food on the table were our priorities; education took a backseat. If and when we attended school,

         we had to walk about four miles. We went to school November through February, and sometimes into March, depending on the weather.

         Once winter broke we would plow, plant our crops, and cultivate them until the middle of July. We’d go back to school for

         a few weeks while the crops matured and then drop out again at harvesttime. September and October we spent picking cotton,

         gathering berries, canning food, and cutting firewood for the winter. Before we knew it November had arrived and it was time

         to go back to school.

      


      

      My brother Armin and I were hired as the school janitors. Our job was to arrive at school an hour early, sweep the floor,

         carry in firewood, and build a fire in the potbelly stove. The money was good: $2.50 a month. But there was a problem. Many

         days our farm chores outweighed the necessity of going to school. But we still had to walk the eight miles to and from school

         to do our job, which made us change our minds about being janitors. We asked to be replaced but were told that nobody else

         wanted the job, so we would have to continue. We came up with an idea. The next morning we built a fire in the stove and placed

         a handful of .22-caliber shells deep in the ashes. The kids said that when the first shell exploded, it blew the stove door

         open, sending smoke and ashes all over the place. It scared them, but after two or three shells went off they figured out what was happening and

         it became funny. Armin and I were fired.

      


      

      Strange as it sounds, we looked forward to going back to school, because it was a lot easier than the work we had to do at

         home. I had one teacher who either really liked me or felt sorry for me because we were so poor. Many days at lunchtime she

         would give me part of her meal, saying it was more than she could eat. As I look back, I think she brought more than she needed,

         knowing I wouldn’t turn down her offer. I later found out she had wanted to adopt me. Poor or not, my mom would have no part

         of it. I often wonder where I might have ended up if Mom had said yes.

      


      

      In 2004, a few months before my mom died at the age of ninety-seven, she told me that when she was pregnant with me, she knew

         her first marriage was coming to an end. One more mouth to feed would only add to her problems; maybe an abortion would be

         best. She lived in Memphis, Tennessee, at the time, and her downstairs neighbors talked her out of it, telling her, “Edith,

         you never know. This might be the child that will always be there for you.” The neighbors’ last name was Brett, so my mom

         named me Harold Brett Needham. I was happy to take care of her until the day she died.

      


      

      You might say my stunt career started early. One day when I was eight years old, my brother and I were sent to town to pick

         up some commercial fertilizer. A neighbor who lived five miles down the road asked us if we could take his wagon and bring

         back a load of fertilizer for him, too. He told us he sure would appreciate it. So off to town we went.

      


      

      I was driving the family wagon and my brother was driving the neighbor’s. After loading up, we headed home. I began wondering

         which team was the fastest, so my brother and I decided to find out with a little race. The mules weren’t exactly Thoroughbreds, but they ran pretty good. The only problem was going

         to be the sharp turn up ahead. Who would slow down first? Answer: neither one of us. I was on the outside of the turn. Just

         as I was pulling ahead, my wheels caught a rut, sending the wagon sideways and causing it to flip over. I was thrown off and

         landed hard, though nothing was broken. I lay on the ground and watched my team of mules head for home as fast as they could

         run, dragging the wagon, which was disintegrating piece by piece.

      


      

      My brother stopped for me. I jumped in his wagon and chased after my team. A short distance later we found the mules grazing

         as if nothing had happened. I unhooked them from the wrecked wagon, mounted one, and led the other home.

      


      

      I knew I was in for some kind of whipping from my mom, as my stepdad never laid a hand on us. Telling a little white lie wouldn’t

         work because the evidence at the scene told the whole story, so I fessed up and took my medicine. My mom gave me the whipping,

         and then she cried, both because she gave me the whipping and because she knew how much it would cost to repair the wagon

         and buy more fertilizer. It hurt more to see Mom cry than the whipping did.

      


      

      My stepdad was a thief, a hustler, and a crook, but he had to be to feed seven people during the Depression as a sharecropper.

         No one was lower than a sharecropper. Here’s how it worked. A farmer had an extra house—if you could call it a house. It was

         usually a log cabin with two rooms and holes in the walls that had to be filled with mud to keep the cold out. The roof always

         leaked, which meant you had pots sitting all over the place to catch the drips. The house came with four or five acres of

         farmland. The sharecropper would move into the house and cultivate the land. He could keep everything from the garden, but

         he had to split all money from the sale of the cotton sixty–forty—with the sharecropper getting the sixty.

      


      

      But my stepdad worked out a way to keep all of the money. Before the crop was harvested, he would go to another part of the

         county and make a deal with a different farmer to sharecrop the following year. The day he collected the money from the cotton

         gin, he’d come home and load our few pieces of furniture onto the wagon. He’d tie the cultivator behind the wagon along with

         our milk cow and throw us kids on top. As soon as darkness fell it was adios, farmer! And we were off to our next home… with

         all of the cash.

      


      

      That was the way we existed until 1941. I was ten years old when World War II broke out. My stepdad went to St. Louis, Missouri,

         to work in a defense factory and seek his fortune. He promised to send for the family as soon as he had a place for us to

         live and a couple of extra bucks. In the first letter we received, Corbett enclosed two train tickets so my older brother,

         Armin, and my sister Edwonia could go to St. Louis. He told us he could get them jobs, and that would help pay for Mom, me,

         my little sister, Gwen, and my baby brother, Jim, to join them. The plan worked. In just two months we boarded the train to

         St. Louis. It was packed with servicemen, and there were no seats. As my mother stood in the aisle holding my baby brother,

         a young soldier saw her and gave up his seat. I hung on to the back of Mom’s seat as the train rocked and rolled along.

      


      

      After a couple of hours I decided the floor would make a good seat, and a short time later the sandman threw sand in my eyes

         and out I went. Then someone shook me. I looked up to see a young soldier. He said he was tired of sitting and wanted to stretch

         his legs. Would I hold his seat? Willing to help the military in any way I could, I took his seat and fell back asleep. It

         was one in the morning when we arrived in St. Louis and my mom woke me. We exited the train with our cardboard boxes and burlap bags, a sight that invited plenty of stares from people in

         the station. My brain would not accept the message my eyes were sending: there were lights by the millions, trains everywhere,

         and too many people to count.

      


      

      How he did it I didn’t know, but Corbett made his way through all those people toward us. Boarding a streetcar, we headed

         for our new home. I found an empty seat and sat by the window in utter amazement as the lights, houses, cars, and people went

         by in a blur. Twenty minutes later we got off at Grand and Olive Streets. More lights, department stores, even movie theaters.

         Wow, what a place to live! Then I was told we were transferring to a bus, which would require another twenty-minute ride to

         the house. I asked, “Just how big is this city?” Corbett and my mom thought that was funny.

      


      

      From the bus stop, it was only two doors down to our new home in a two-story brick building. We lived upstairs. The only problem

         was that the toilet was in the basement—but that was better than the two-holer back in Arkansas. And it flushed, so you didn’t

         have to hold your breath. We had four rooms: a kitchen, a dining room, and two bedrooms. I suggested we might even be able

         to rent one out but was quickly voted down. In the basement, along with the toilet and shower, was a furnace. Every day a

         truck came by selling coal by the bushel—no more woodcutting! Oh yeah, we also had running water in the kitchen and a four-burner

         gas cookstove. What more could a boy ask for?

      


      

      That first night in bed, I lay there trying to imagine what this new life would be like.


      

      The next morning after breakfast Corbett gave me a nickel and told me to go to the store up the street and ask for an Eskimo

         Pie. I asked what that was, but got no answer and was told to run along. I walked out our door, turned left, went a hundred

         feet to the first street, turned right, and crossed at the intersection. There was the store.

      


      

      I went in and made my purchase. Ice cream bar in hand, I left the store. Uh oh, I thought, I’m lost. I was completely turned

         around. Sitting down on the curb, I ate the Eskimo Pie, which beat the hell out of any homemade ice cream we ever tried to

         make. Then I waited for something good to happen. After a few minutes my mom stuck her head out the window and called my name.

         Well, I’ll be! That’s where I live.

      


      

      Getting to school could have been a real problem because it was five blocks away, but the good thing was I could stand at

         my front door and see the building. My sister took me the first day, and I’d never seen that many kids in my life. My school

         in Arkansas only had one room for all eight grades and no more than twenty kids total. Most years there would be three or

         four grades without students. In St. Louis I must’ve had thirty kids in my class alone.

      


      

      One thing I learned in Arkansas was how to work, so it didn’t take me long to land a job at a neighborhood grocery. I would

         stock shelves, sweep the floor, and make deliveries from three o’clock until six, which was closing time. My pay was fifty

         cents a day. Another job I had was setting pins in a bowling alley. In those days, when the bowling ball hit the pins, they

         fell into a pit. After the ball and pins came to a rest, the pinsetter would jump into the pit, put the ball in the return

         ramp, and send it back to the bowler. He would then pick up the pins and place them in the rack to be set for the next player.

         We were paid ten cents for a complete game. If you were fast and didn’t mind working your tail off, you could set two lanes

         at once. On a good night I could make five bucks.

      


      

      There was a slight element of danger to the job. All the bowlers knew that the signal to throw the next ball was when the

         pinsetter jumped up on the back of the pit wall and lifted his legs. But every once in a while, I would be in the pit working

         and look up to see a ball and pins flying at me. To let the bowlers know that was a no-no, I would spit in the finger holes of the ball and send it back to them. They always got the message.

      


      

      I worked hard, but when a buddy of mine told me I could get a job at Sportsman’s Park, the stadium where the St. Louis Cardinals

         and Browns played their home games, I applied. They hired me to sell soda pop, and I earned twenty cents for every twelve

         sodas I sold, bringing my take to five or six dollars a day! I began work an hour before the game started and prayed that

         they didn’t go into extra innings, since it was a lot of walking up and down stairs carrying two buckets of soda. Nobody had

         to rock me to sleep when I got home; I was plumb tuckered out. The good part was that I got to keep everything I made. Mom

         and Corbett worked in a defense plant, so I didn’t have to contribute my money to support the family.

      


      

      For the first time in my life I had money to invest. I was only thirteen years old, but it was big-time to me. My mom suggested

         I buy war bonds that the government was selling to fund our troops. For $17.50 you could buy a bond that paid $25 at maturity.

         Even though I wasn’t very good at math, I knew that was a good deal.

      


      

      One day that summer Mom told me to get dressed, I had to go meet somebody. I asked who, and she replied, “Your dad wants to

         see you.” I thought, why? I didn’t know my birth dad, and he sure hadn’t put any food on the table up to now. What was to

         be gained by this reunion?

      


      

      At my aunt’s house I met dear old Dad. He was six feet one, a good-looking man with wavy hair and a lady-killer smile. There

         was no hugging or crying—hell, I didn’t know this man. The conversation was limited to “How old are you now?” What a dumb

         question; he should know that answer. “How’s school?” I told him fine, even though it wasn’t. We had lunch, and I went home.

         It was a long four hours.

      


      

      Dad had remarried and owned a neighborhood bar. His wife, Mae, was really nice to me the few times I spent the weekend with

         them. Dad thought a big day for me was to go barhopping while he introduced me to all his drinking buddies. Back at his place,

         he would tend bar at night. I had the run of the place until about ten o’clock, when Mae would tell me it was time to go to

         bed. When Dad got up late Sunday, he would drive me home. Big deal. What about a ball game?

      


      

      He knew I worked at the ballpark selling soda pop. I was always reciting the batting averages of every player on the team—who

         was hot with the bat and who was in a slump—and it was obvious I was a fan. I thought how nice it would be if he’d buy a couple

         of tickets so I could sit and really enjoy a game. But he just chose to buy drinks for all his friends as we barhopped around

         the neighborhood.

      


      

      It was interesting to watch as he would introduce me to someone who would say, “I didn’t know you had a son.” He would always

         come back with “I got two sons and a daughter.” There were always questions like “Where have they been? I’ve never heard you

         talk about them.” I always waited for those answers.

      


      

      School in St. Louis was difficult for me. In Arkansas I had finished the fifth grade, but in the big city I had no idea what

         they were talking about in their fifth grade. I just showed up every day and sat there. A few years later I graduated from

         the eighth grade—but just barely. The following fall, diploma in hand, I headed for high school. About a month into ninth

         grade my English teacher, dear Miss O’Brien, pulled me aside. “Hal, you’re not learning anything in school. You might as well

         not be here,” she said. I told her I agreed and thanked her for her advice.

      


      

      That was the end of my formal education.


      

      To say the least, my mom was quite upset. She cried and told me I would never amount to anything without an education. It

         always hurt me to see my mother cry. I promised her I would get a job and work as hard as I could to climb the ladder of success.

         I had eight years of education, and all I had ever heard growing up was: “You can’t do that; you’re too small. You can’t do

         that; you’re not smart enough.” But you know something? I just never listened to those folks.
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      The Making of a Stuntman


      

      I had no idea what I was going to do once I left school behind. I looked through the want ads and eventually found a job climbing

         trees for a tree service. Little did I know that this job would be a building block in my career as a stuntman. The job paid

         $1.05 an hour, and it was full time. I worked fifty-four hours a week, and my take-home came to about $45. Heights didn’t

         bother me, so I took to the trees like a squirrel. As a matter of fact, that became my nickname.

      


      

      It looked as if this ladder-to-success thing might take a long time, but I kept my promise to my mom and worked hard. I stuck

         with it for three years, and they made me a foreman and gave me a raise to $1.50 an hour. Problem was, after becoming a foreman

         there was no more ladder to climb. The next-highest-paying job in that company was to own it, so I decided to move on.

      


      

      One day I saw one of those Uncle Sam posters, where he’s pointing at you and saying “I Want You.” In the background paratroopers were floating through the sky. The Korean War was in full swing, and I decided this was a

         job for Needham. Whip North Korea. I could probably do it by myself. I arrived at the recruiting office early the next morning

         to enlist. Three days later, I was on my way to basic training at Fort Riley, Kansas. I was young and tough and loved the

         challenges they put me through. Sixteen weeks later, I was sent to Fort Benning, Georgia, for paratrooper school. I couldn’t wait. After all, heights

         didn’t bother me, and they guaranteed that my chute would work. What’s to fear?

      


      

      After finishing jump school, the cadre told me I was the toughest thing that ever wore a pair of jump boots. With jump wings

         on my chest and bravery in my heart, I ventured across the state line to a bar in Phenix City, Alabama, where a five foot

         ten truck driver proved them wrong. As my buddies helped me out of the bar, I told them he’d sucker punched me. That’s my

         story, and I’m sticking to it.

      


      

      The army then shipped me to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, to be a part of the 82nd Airborne, America’s Guard of Honor. That

         was great, but what about Korea? I also took arctic training at Fort Drum, New York, desert training in Texas, and went on

         so many other maneuvers in North Carolina that I couldn’t count them. I soldiered hard and made platoon sergeant.

      


      

      Again I asked, “What about North Korea?” My company commander told me that there was only one regimental combat team of troopers

         in Korea, and they had graduates of jump school, as well as 16,000 members of the 82nd Airborne at Fort Bragg and another

         16,000 from the 101st Airborne at Breckenridge, Kentucky, to draw on for replacements. Since they had made only one combat

         jump, with few casualties, there was little demand for replacements. My chances of going to North Korea were slim to none.

      


      

      I was thinking if I’m not going to fight, why am I training so hard? I decided to find something else of interest to do. I

         volunteered for every army school I qualified for: leadership school, NCO (Noncommissioned Officers) school, chemical warfare,

         light and heavy weapons, and Ranger training. But what intrigued me most was a request for volunteer NCOs with fifty jumps

         or more to test a new parachute. It may seem a little risky to jump with an untested chute, but if it failed to deploy, you knew your reserve chute had been used for years, thereby giving you

         better than a fifty-fifty chance. Good enough for me.

      


      

      Most often when the Airborne started a training maneuver, it began with a simulated combat jump. On one maneuver, as we boarded

         the C-119, I was surprised to see my battalion commander climb aboard. I was the jumpmaster, and I knew I had to mind my p’s

         and q’s. I noticed one of the new men, fresh out of jump school, shaking violently, as if he had the chills. I asked him what

         was wrong, and he said he was scared. I told him that there were forty-three other guys who felt the same way. He told me

         he wasn’t afraid to jump, but they had given him a 60-millimeter mortar to jump with.

      


      

      Since this was only a maneuver, I didn’t think it was worth taking the chance of causing this trooper to have a problem. I

         told him to take the mortar off and have the plane crew give it to the ground troops when they picked up the next load of

         jumpers. The colonel wanted to know what was happening, and I told him.

      


      

      “Sergeant, your company will need that mortar when they land,” the colonel instructed me.


      

      I thought, is he kidding? This is play war, not real war. He suggested that I give the scared trooper my rifle so that I could

         jump with the mortar, and then we could exchange them once we landed. Fine with me.

      


      

      As I hooked the mortar onto my harness and strapped it to my legs, I realized it was packed too long (the scared trooper was

         six inches taller than me), and so it dragged on the floor when I stood up. I couldn’t walk with it on, and for sure wouldn’t

         be able to jump up and out the way I had been taught to exit the plane. I would have to stand in the door and roll out headfirst—definitely

         the most dangerous way to exit the plane. The green jump light came on, and I rolled out.

      


      

      The next thing I knew, I was wrapped up in my shroud lines. My parachute had no chance to open. I was rolling and tumbling through the air. Scared—but calm enough to look for a way to

         save my life—I pulled the rip cord on my reserve. Then all hell really broke loose. As I tried to throw the reserve parachute

         away from my body so it would open, it kept tangling up in my shroud lines. That’s the last thing I remember.

      


      

      When I woke up on the ground, I thought I was being barbecued. There’s a rule that if a man is hurt, you throw a smoke grenade

         near him so the medics will know someone needs help. They must have thought I needed a lot of help, because there were ten

         smoke grenades burning around me.

      


      

      After I lay there a couple of minutes covered in parachute silk, I sat up and pulled the chute off my head just as the medics

         arrived.

      


      

      “Lie down, man, you should be dead,” one of the medics said. “We have to take you to the hospital.”


      

      “I think I’m okay.”


      

      It turned out I was. The doctor couldn’t find as much as a bruise on me. Still, he sent me back to the barracks and ordered

         that I not go back into the field. When the troops returned, they had numerous stories about what had happened during my jump

         as I rolled and tumbled through the air wrapped in my reserve chute. Most important, they told me my reserve opened partially

         about a hundred feet above the ground. Everybody believed the mortar I had strapped on had flown up and knocked me unconscious.

      


      

      Payday in the army was the first of the month, and by the fifteenth most of us were broke. That gave us fifteen evenings to

         polish our brass and spit shine our boots. Sometimes on weekends, to make a buck, I would pull KP (kitchen police, washing

         pots and pans in the mess hall) for someone who had an extra ten dollars and no desire to clean pots. The same was true for

         pulling guard duty.

      


      

      Another way to pick up an extra buck was sewing: GI-issued uniforms never fit. Therefore, all the troopers wanted their uniforms

         tailored and would take them to the post dry cleaner for alterations. One night at the Combat Club, after about six beers,

         my buddy Reid and I decided to go into the tailoring business. Even though neither of us had any experience, we figured we

         could learn how to do it cheaper than the cleaners and would get lots of business. We knew a civilian couple; the husband

         was the chairman of a big company, and his wife—not out of necessity—was a great seamstress. She agreed to show Reid and me

         how to tailor a uniform. The chairman thought it was so hilarious that he volunteered to loan us the money to buy a sewing

         machine, and his wife gave us permission to work out of their home. Reid and I would pin the uniforms for tailoring during

         the week and on weekends do the sewing under the wife’s watchful eye. We charged half the price asked by the cleaners at the

         fort. We didn’t get rich, but we had more money than most of the troops.

      


      

      The most sought-after extra-income job was one that needed a considerable amount of start-up money. Here’s how it worked.

         Say a soldier got a three-day pass or just wanted to go to town and blow off some steam but he was broke. He would find someone

         with cash and borrow money, promising to pay back the loan plus 50 percent interest. Loaners had to make sure they got paid back the moment the borrowers came out of the pay room (the captain’s

         office). It was not unusual to see eight or ten guys waiting as the borrowers came out and the loaners demanded their money.

      


      

      One weekend Reid and I were telling our civilian friends what easy money this was, and the husband suggested he supply the

         financing. Reid and I would loan out and collect the money and split the profits fifty–fifty with our financier. What a deal.

         Back at Fort Bragg, Reid and I let it be known that we had money to lend. Business boomed. The first month my take was more

         than I got paid. Word spread that we had plenty of money, and soon we were loaning out two to three thousand a month.

      


      

      Then the captain threw a wrench into the gearbox. Each month before we got paid, the captain gave a payday talk: don’t get

         in trouble, don’t go AWOL, don’t catch the clap, and so on. This time he announced that he would no longer tolerate a line

         of loan sharks outside his office collecting money on payday. As he went out the front door, I went out the back and caught

         him. I explained that Reid and I had loaned three thousand dollars that month, and if we didn’t collect it as the troops came

         out of his office, we wouldn’t get paid back. I promised that if he would let me collect this month, I would quit lending

         money. He agreed to this one time, but never again. I thanked him and took my position at his door to collect my money for

         the last time. That evening when dividing up the profits with our civilian financier, we told him the story and thanked him

         for his help. I knew it was back to KP, guard duty, and tailoring uniforms.

      


      

      A couple of months passed, until one evening I was in my room when I heard someone call the barracks to attention. Knowing

         an officer had entered, I got up to see who and why. It was the captain. He said, “At ease” and came directly to me, asking

         to speak to me in private, in my room. “Sergeant, do you have any money?” he asked. I told him I had less than fifty dollars.

         He wanted to know if I could come up with five hundred dollars that night. I assured him I could, within the hour. He told

         me he would be waiting in his office and left.

      


      

      Reid and I drove to our financier and told him we were back in business, but we thought it would be best not to charge the

         captain interest. I returned to the captain’s office and handed him the envelope with his cash inside, saluted, and left.

         I’d brought back an extra thousand and started loaning it immediately. The following payday as the captain counted out my

         pay, he just laid an extra five hundred dollars on top. Not a word was said. From that day on the captain borrowed money from

         me on a regular basis and allowed me to stand in front of his office to collect on my loans.

      


      

      You know, as a soldier, I thought I would see combat, and when this proved not to be true, I began to think that a career

         in the military was not for me. After three years I decided it was about time to get out of the army and head back to St.

         Lou. About thirty days before my discharge the captain called me into his office and gave me the re-up speech that all NCOs

         got from their company commanders. He told me he would soon be putting another rocker (stripe) on my arm, and he ran down

         all the benefits of the military—medical, retirement, not to mention three hots and a cot.

      


      

      “Captain, I have one major complaint,” I said. “It’s the C rations we have to eat while we’re in the field. I fed a can to

         a dog, and he went around for a week licking his ass trying to get the taste out of his mouth.”

      


      

      The captain wished me well, and thirty days later I was on my way home.


      

      I returned to St. Louis in June 1954 and looked over my resume—eight years of formal education, three years in the tree-trimming

         business, and the skills I had learned in the army. I knew I wasn’t qualified to be a brain surgeon, and I figured I would

         have to do something dangerous to make money. I considered becoming a smoke jumper, but when I found out that smoke jumping

         didn’t pay enough relative to the risk, I decided the best thing to do was go back to climbing trees. My former employer welcomed

         me with open arms. Why not? Anybody with the nickname “Squirrel” should be a tree climber. Things went along okay in the beginning, but it wasn’t long before I grew restless.

      


      

      One hot and sticky afternoon, I hit the ground after trimming a gigantic elm tree. My clothes were soaked with sweat. I sat

         down next to the pool for a well-deserved cigarette, and the lady of the house came out in a huff. “Young man,” she lectured

         me, “if you insist on getting in my pool to cool off, at least you could take off those filthy boots.” Though I hadn’t been in the pool and didn’t plan on jumping in, I apologized and promised that

         next time I would remove my boots.

      


      

      As she stormed away, I thought about my buddy Bob Brooks. He had been to California twice and kept telling me it was the land

         of milk and honey, with cool ocean breezes and beautiful women in bikinis. He was always begging me to go with him to the

         land of opportunity. Now seemed like as good a time as any. Besides, while I was in the service, my mother had moved to Santa

         Ana to be close to my sister Edwonia and her husband, who was in the navy and stationed in nearby Long Beach. I finished my

         smoke, walked over to my crew, and asked if anyone wanted to buy my climbing gear. One of them said, “They may call you Squirrel,

         but you still need your gear, unless you’re going to do something else.” I told them I was indeed going to do something else:

         I was going to California. Between them, they bought all my gear. I called Brooks and told him I was in. I packed three pairs

         of jeans, a half dozen T-shirts, a razor, and a toothbrush, and we hit the road early the next morning.

      


      

      The trip wasn’t easy. We figured we had enough money, but after replacing two blown tires and a fuel pump we got concerned

         about running low. We decided sleeping in the car would be necessary. Then a speeding ticket from the Texas highway patrol

         cut our food money in half; hot dogs and hamburgers would have to do.

      


      

      I arrived in Santa Ana at ten at night, and it took a while to find my mother’s house. Mom was surprised to see me, to say

         the least, but happy. I think. We sat around and talked for hours. Brooks and I took a financial inventory. I had less than

         $10 and he had about $40. We made an executive decision: find a job in a hurry!
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