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About the Author

David Cassidy was born in New York in 1950 to actors Evelyn Ward and Jack Cassidy. David’s career took off when, in September 1970, The Partridge Family aired on American television. He was catapulted to stardom as an actor and as a singer/songwriter, breaking box office records across the world.

Since The Partridge Family, he has had hit records, earned an Emmy nomination for one of many guest starring roles on television, starred on the Broadway stage in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat and Blood Brothers, and in London’s West End in Time. He headlined in Las Vegas for over 2,000 performances and then produced, wrote and directed The Rat Pack is Back!, which has enjoyed a long and successful run in Las Vegas and continues to tour throughout the US.

He has written a string of songs and television themes. Year-round, he continues to perform for his loyal fan base in concerts worldwide. His passion is his love for thoroughbred horses, which he owns, breeds and races. David currently resides in New York and Florida with his family.


About the Book

In the seventies, when he was just 20 years old, David Cassidy achieved the sort of teen idol fame that is rarely seen. He was mobbed everywhere he went. His clothes were regularly ripped off by adoring fans. He sold records the world over. He was bigger than Elvis. And all thanks to a hit TV show called The Partridge Family. Now, in his own words, this is a brutally frank account of those mindblowing days of stardom in which being David Cassidy played second fiddle to being Keith Partridge. Including stories of sex, drugs and rock’n’roll that explode the myth of Cassidy as squeaky clean, it’s also the story of how to keep on living life and loving yourself when the fickle fans fall away.


‘The story . . . is often harrowing, as Cassidy details the terrible emotional, physical and financial toll of the treacherous Faustian pact that is global fame. It should be required reading for all participants of Pop Idol or Fame Academy since it presents some dire warnings about the perils and pitfalls of celebrity’

Scotsman Magazine

‘Brutally frank’

Daily Mail
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Introduction


Henry Diltz (photographer): David is a really interesting guy. He is witty. And he’s intelligent. He’s an Aries, which is kind of a go-for-it sign. One time David told me, ‘You know what it’s like to be an Aries?’ He said, ‘It’s like, if there’s a brick wall in front of me, I put my head down and just go for it.’ I mean, just full speed ahead, and that’s the way he is on stage and that’s the way he is in his life.



I will now attempt, at the tender age of 56, to give you the unadulterated truth about my life and experiences. Although, as a celebrity, I’m certainly not curing cancer or doing anything else earth shattering, hopefully there is something of significance to be learned, insofar as the human experience is concerned. What is unique about my own experience is that the fame happened to me at a truly remarkable time on this planet, a time that we’ll never see again. A time of innocence, of lost innocence, of helter skelter, of purple Osley, of Nixon, of Hendrix, of the Beatles, and, yes, of The Partridge Family. A time of madness and psychedelia, of euphoria, and the silent moral majority. A time of indulgence and of overindulgence.

As children of the 60s, we went into the 70s with insatiable appetites for change. We were witnesses to social revolution as we boogied ourselves through that decade with reckless, careless abandon. ‘’Cause that’s the way, uh-huh, uh-huh, we liked it.’ Actually, we loved it.

And now, with that time long behind us, I have written this from a new perspective, as I am no longer the same person. My life has gone through a tremendous metamorphosis. No apologies; no, ‘Sorry folks, I did it, but I really didn’t mean it.’ With all this in mind, you’re probably now thinking, Oh, it’s a Hollywood kiss-and-tell book! Rather, this is my way of setting the record straight, of providing a measuring stick of true growth to pass along to my children. I am still amazed by it, awed by it, and often proud of it. I have been questioned endlessly for over thirty years about my life and career. However, I simply wish to live in the now. Fortunately for me, I have a great now. Now is where my happiness lives. But, man, did it take me a long time to get over that hump.

When people say to me, ‘Don’t you get sick of being asked the same questions over and over again about what happened when you were on The Partridge Family, and what it was like to be a teen idol?’ I’ve tried answering them this way. It would be like every person who met you, who was introduced to you, only ever asking you about the great touchdown you made in the closing seconds of that one college game on a Saturday in October half your life ago. Of course it was great, of course you’ll never forget it, of course at that moment it seemed like the world was focused on you and you alone. It was your moment. But for you, it’s over. You aren’t in college any more. And as much as they’d like to see you in the cleats, pads and helmet again, it’s just not gonna happen.

In addition to revealing my innermost thoughts and life experiences, I have found photographs never before seen by anyone outside my family and friends – until now. I spent many hours going through boxes of memories and searching through tens of thousands of shots from my friend Henry Diltz’s photo collection, taken over the years when he was my official photographer and travelled the world with me. Some of the photos were sent in by fans; I had never seen them before! I hope you enjoy them as much as I do.

There has been catharsis in the process of writing this book and, yes, even nostalgia, too – sometimes pleasant, sometimes very difficult. What you need to know is that I really do love you all for being there with me then, and for still being here with me now.



1 The Early Years

You want to know my most vivid childhood memory? It’s early 1956. I’m five, nearly six, and I’m playing with a couple of my friends out in the street in front of our house at 23 Elm Street in West Orange, New Jersey. They begin to taunt me with that casual cruelty kids can have.

‘Hey, Wartie, your parents are divorced.’

They called me Wartie because my grandfather’s last name was Ward. And at this time in my life, my mom and I lived with my grandparents, in the same house they had lived in since 1918. We moved back there so she could work on the road, performing her nightclub act with the Blockburn Twins. She did national theatre tours and things, and would be gone for weeks and months at a time.

‘No, they aren’t,’ I respond, unnerved.

I have never heard the word ‘divorce’ before, but somehow I know what it means.

‘Maybe in a play they are, but not in real life.’

My parents, Jack Cassidy and Evelyn Ward, were actors – not very successful ones, but they’d appeared in plays and musicals, sometimes together, mostly apart.

‘They’re divorced,’ one of my friends assures me, like it’s a well-known fact. But nobody I know has parents who are divorced. That just doesn’t exist in my world. I suddenly feel very uneasy. I think that was the first time I can remember feeling naked. I ran into the house for assurance.

Even though I’m sure my mom will say, ‘Don’t be silly,’ I ask her hesitantly if she and my dad are divorced. She takes a long breath and says, ‘Why don’t you ask your father that? You’re going to see him next weekend.’ That was enough for me to feel whole again, at least until I saw my dad.

I don’t see a lot of my father lately. He’s usually on the road, doing plays, as my mother often explains to me. The plays keep him very busy – so busy, in fact, that even when he promises he’s going to come visit me, he isn’t always able to keep his promise. I’m used to that. After all, this is Jack Cassidy we’re talking about, folks.

Our neighbourhood is purely middle class, very white Anglo-Saxon Protestant. Very church oriented. Elm Street is made up of unpretentious, closely spaced, single-family homes, with clothes lines in clear view. There are people across the street from us who keep chickens in their backyard. The ‘rag man’ comes down the street collecting people’s old rags and bottles. My friends’ parents are carpenters, plumbers, policemen. I’m the youngest kid on the block and the only one who has begun school at Eagle Rock Elementary School. This is the local public school located about four hundred yards from the Indian reservation near where I grew up. My friends have all been going to Our Lady of Lourdes, the Catholic elementary school across the street. It’s a small, solid kind of place.

My mom never worried about me walking to Eagle Rock or running off to play at Eagle Rock Reservation. As I think back on those years now, it’s almost as if that was another person’s life. For Hollywood . . . gasp . . . distorted who I really am.

I didn’t hate West Orange, because my mother’s family was there. My grandfather was really fantastic. He was more of a father to me than my own dad. Born in 1889, he worked in public service all his adult life, reading meters. My grandmother, Ethel, was like a second mother to me. She and my aunt Marion, along with some other relatives, had factory jobs. My grandmother never missed a Sunday at Holy Trinity Church, which she and her sisters had been attending for decades. My grandmother was the head of the senior choir. They had me singing in the choir as soon as I was old enough.

I’d watch the Yankees with my grandfather. He took me to Yankee Stadium for the first time when I was seven. He didn’t drive, so we had to take a bus and a train. And he was getting on in years. It was one of the biggest thrills of my life. I saw all the greats – Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, Bobby Richardson, Gil McDougald. He took me one more time, in 1960, when we saw Roger Maris. I’m still a sports enthusiast, particularly baseball, and have a good collection of 1961 Yankees memorabilia.

I remember waiting for my father to visit the weekend that I was to ask him the important question. He drove up to the house in grand style in a shiny new Cadillac. So Jack. Even when he didn’t have much money, he always looked the part. My mother used to say, ‘If he had fifty dollars, he’d spend forty on a suit for himself and leave ten for us to live on.’

When he arrived, I remember him bundling me into a bulky overcoat – it was winter – and saying exuberantly, with a wave of his hand, ‘We’re going to New York!’ He could make it sound as if he had just invented New York and was about to make a present of it to you. He had so much charm you couldn’t help but love him.

Before I started school, I’d spend almost every day in Manhattan with him and my mom and we would go to all the matinees. The first time I went to New York City was when my father was starring in the Broadway show Wish You Were Here. I was only three and a half, yet I remember him in the back seat of a taxi saying, ‘You have to be quiet during the show.’ But when I saw my dad come out on to the stage I got excited and shouted, ‘That’s my daddy!’

I can remember his presence so vividly. I knew when I saw him standing on the stage, with his arms spread out, singing, and everybody clapping for him, that I wanted to be a performer, just like him. And as I grew older, maybe a part of me even believed that if I became a performer like he was, it would bring us the closeness we never had.

My first impressions of show business are wonderful and inextricably linked in my memory with him – bright and gay and buoyant. My primary childhood memories of West Orange – coloured by my dad’s absence so much of the time – are that it was grey and drab. Even when I was as young as six, I secretly felt that I belonged much more in the bright-lights world of my father in New York than in West Orange. My mother felt that way, too. That’s why she left home as soon as she could and headed for Broadway.

We lived less than 20 miles from New York City. On this particular trip, as my dad and I drove there on Route 3, passing the marshlands of Secaucus, New Jersey, I finally asked him the big question.

‘Are you and Mom divorced?’

I knew he would say ‘No’ and then everything would be exactly the way it was before my friends had started taunting me. But, instead, he paused, drew his breath, and said, ‘Yes.’

Whatever problems I have today with trusting people, whatever problems I have with dealing with rejection, with loss – and I’m hypersensitive about abandonment, about needing people around me to be consistent and loving – have their origins in that moment.

When I heard him say that, and learned that they had been divorced for over two years, I could hardly keep myself together. It felt like every part of my body came unglued at once and I began to shake and convulse out of pain, fear and rejection.

I was stunned that he had decided to leave me and my mother – and hadn’t even bothered telling me. And with that first lie comes the first time you know that you can’t trust people. When I found out that I’d been deceived by my own parents, I was so devastated that I’ve never completely recovered.

It couldn’t have taken much time to drive the rest of the way into Manhattan, but in my memory it took hours. Dad said he would still come and see me. But throughout my growing-up years, he never did come around very much. I felt shunned, like I’d done something wrong. I was a very sensitive kid.

I’ve largely gotten over the pain of it. But I recognise that it still lives inside me. It’s just like when you cut yourself. At first it’s really sore. Eventually it heals over, but you’re left with a scar. Now, years and years and years later, the scar is still there, but after 15 years (on and off) in psychoanalysis – three and a half of them intensely, three times a week – trying to heal myself, to rid myself of some of the darkness and heartache I’ve felt through the years as a result of my father’s selfishness, the pain has subsided. I now understand that those years in therapy weren’t about me being a miserable sod. I really had an interest in being a detective and discovering who I was and why, and finding out what makes me tick.

I’m basically a very positive person, and want to believe people are of good intent. But trusting love has always been a difficult thing for me. This is true of almost anyone who has come from a broken home and has not had much contact with a parent who left. There’s a certain naïvety in unconditional trust because, for the most part, as we all learn, people disappoint you. To paraphrase Carole King, you can expect to have pieces of your heart torn out along the way, and people will desert you.

When I became famous, I never had a doubt about whether people liked me for me. There is a certain amount of intuitiveness that I’ve always had about whether people are good or bad. Most of the time, I have surrounded myself with people who know me and were friends of mine before I was successful. People used to say, ‘Boy, you can’t tell who your friends are.’ I said, ‘Oh, yeah, I can.’ Consequently, those closest to me now are my brothers, my wife, my son, and a few close friends.

My father got married again in August 1956 to actress Shirley Jones, whose career was going much better than his. She had starring roles in the film versions of Oklahoma! (1955) and Carousel (1956). She and my father had met in a stage production of Oklahoma! They made their home in New York until 1957 then moved to California, which meant I saw even less of my dad. There he began getting some guest shots on television.

My dad and Shirley lived quite comfortably. They were even considered rich, thanks largely to Shirley’s earnings. She went on to appear in movies like April Love (1957), Never Steal Anything Small (1959), Elmer Gantry (1960), for which she won an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress, Two Rode Together (1961) and The Music Man (1962). After she won the Oscar, they moved into a 40-room mansion on five acres in Bel Air that had belonged to Merle Oberon that must be worth $20 million today. I remember visiting my father once in the early 60s and counting the shoes in his closet. He had 104 pairs! Even at the peak of my success, I don’t think I ever had more than five pairs. I’m happy with two. But he was so self-indulgent. A self-absorbed man, I came to understand as I got older, who expected everyone in his life – his children, his wife, the people he worked with – to deal with him on his terms. His reality. The world according to Jack.

Although my childhood was marred by my sense of abandonment, I was inspired by my father’s phenomenal sense of the theatrical. He was the epitome of grandeur and had a certain charisma and a genuine connection with all people – he treated every human being on the face of the earth the same way, no matter how high or low they were on the social or financial scale. I guess this was because he needed everyone to love him. He didn’t ever discriminate. Treating everyone equally, and truly feeling no prejudice against anyone is all I knew from my upbringing.

His grandiose persona as a human being had an enormous influence on me and my brothers. We each inherited a lot from him. Shirley has said I’m like him in so many ways – I walk like him, I talk like him, I move like him, my gestures are like his. My mother had also told me that a lot. He taught me the work ethic I live by, in addition to the responsibilities of being a good role model, knowing how to deal with people, how to connect with them. He had all those qualities. I always had ambition, but he raised the bar for achievement.

My mother, Evelyn, was born in 1923 in West Orange, New Jersey. Prior to her birth, her mother and father, Ethel and Fred Ward, had five other children die as infants. When my mother was ten she got very, very ill with strep throat. They thought they were going to lose her but her life was saved by penicillin, which had just come on the market. As a result, my mother was pampered, babied, protected, doted on; she became their life. She was treated like a little princess, which is a dangerous thing for a child. When the real world smacks you in the face, it’s a very difficult pill to swallow. My mother has suffered the pains of accepting her beauty, accepting her talent, but not accepting her lack of real success. She did accomplish quite a bit as an actress and a singer–dancer in the theatre but, much like my father, her frustration was that she was never a movie star.

My mother was a genuine innocent. She believed in right and wrong and in doing good. She had to accept her parents’ very staunch religious beliefs and was a black sheep in that environment because she went to New York and became a showgirl and worked at the Roxy as a Roxy-ette (she was too small to be a Rockette at Radio City Music Hall). But she was magnificently beautiful, sang wonderfully and danced very well. She aspired to be a Broadway musical comedy star, much like Ethel Merman, Gwen Verdon and Mary Martin, only more beautiful.

My mother was always aware that I was different from most of the other kids we knew. She also knew that my father was different. And that she was different. After all, it was a small town and people looked at show-business people as being a separate breed.

My father, unfortunately, was not kind to her and was not willing to support us financially after the divorce. My mother had to take him to court a couple of times because he refused to pay child support, claiming he couldn’t afford it, even though when he and my mom were first married, he had thought nothing of sponging off my mom’s parents, living with them rent-free. He had washed his hands of us emotionally as well as financially. My mother loved me and cared for me as much as she was capable of, bearing in mind that she, too, was extraordinarily narcissistic. She wanted me to have a relationship with my father but was stunned and hurt by his leaving her.

My father was raised in Jamaica, Queens. As a child, he was an Irish tenor and performed all over Queens with the church. Later on, he was hugely influenced by the movies of the early 30s. When he saw John Barrymore, he realised that’s who he wanted to be. Barrymore was the prototype of the Jack Cassidy we all knew. My dad wanted to get out of a very tough environment. He used to tell me that he had to either give the local kids a dime so they wouldn’t beat him up when he went to school or he had to fight them.

He came from working-class Irish Catholic stock. According to family lore, his mother, Lotte, was a really hard nut. Everyone said she had ice water running through her veins. She bore my father exceptionally late in life, in 1928, when she was 48. She was unhappy to have this unwanted change-of-life child; she seemed embarrassed by him, as if she believed a woman her age shouldn’t be having sex any more, much less children. And she rejected him, handing him over to a woman a few houses away, who nursed him and looked after him. He once told me he couldn’t remember his mother ever kissing him.

My father, I’m sure, was damaged goods from the moment his mother rejected him. The various psychological problems he had, including that insatiable need of his for attention, no doubt had their origins right there. As did the fully fledged mental illness he would develop later in life.

His father, Willie Cassidy, a railroad engineer, was by all accounts a wonderful man. When I was a lad of about eight or nine, he always made me laugh. A big drinker, but lovable. He had a remarkable sense of humour. And he was a notorious rogue. He was quite the womaniser, according to my aunt Gertrude, my dad’s sister. She claimed that he had a woman at every stop. Eventually, I began to hear talk from various people that my own father also did his share of philandering. Nothing people told me about my father has ever really surprised me. He was a larger-than-life kind of guy.

He invented himself early on, that dashing, debonair, devil-may-care guy, but the transformation wasn’t complete until he appeared in the starring role as the womaniser, Kodaly, in the Broadway show She Loves Me in 1963. He took on that persona in real life, but there was a significant part of him that was still the blue-collar working guy. He could sit in bars and entertain the boys for hours, and yet he could dine with kings and queens. You never knew who you were going to get with my dad.


Patrick Cassidy: I think David has the ups and downs my father had. My father’s highs were incredibly high and his lows were unbelievable. My father was diagnosed a manic-depressive. He was a complete puzzle of narcissism and I think David suffers from that too. I think we all suffer from it. My father’s narcissism was so huge that you couldn’t help but get wrapped up in it and have it affect your life. I think David is constantly battling with that.



My father was tormented his whole life by not being recognised as a genius, except by the people who really knew him and worked with him. He was driven to be famous because of his work, not simply for fame’s sake like so many people today. What’s so fascinating about the culture we live in now is that it’s celebrity-obsessed, fame-obsessed. It’s no longer about what you do to become successful. The craft mattered enormously to my father and he passed that along to me and all of my brothers.

My father was eventually revered as one of the finest American theatrical actors. But he wanted to be a movie star and he never accomplished that. He wanted to be a leading man. He wanted to be Barrymore. Ironically, he got to play Barrymore, in W. C. Fields and Me, during the last two years of his life, when he was very, very unstable. He was taking pills to keep him up and then sleeping pills to come down – with alcohol added to the mix. He was diagnosed later on in his life as bipolar (manic-depressive), and he would often go into a deep depression. If he had lived 20 years longer, there would have been medication for him. He was magnificently gifted and kind and good and wicked and cruel – all this in one human being.

Yet, for all his flaws, I worshipped him. He could be an incredibly affectionate man. Being around him was an intense experience – in both the good times and the bad. As a child, I always wanted to be like him.

A lot of people I’ve met over the years assume that Shirley Jones and Jack Cassidy raised me. This is far from the truth. When Shirley and I appeared in The Partridge Family, the network got a lot of publicity mileage out of the fact that Shirley played my mother on the show and is my stepmother in real life. Even today, I’ll meet fans who assume I had this fabulous showbiz upbringing, raised by movie stars Shirley Jones and Jack Cassidy. They don’t picture me back in West Orange.

I was sort of scrawny and looked young for my age. I played in Little League and all that stuff but I had severe eye problems as a kid. I had to wear corrective lenses for a while due to a wandering eye caused by two deformed eye muscles and I was also extremely far-sighted. I used to go twice a week after school with my mom or my grandmother on the bus down to South Orange to the eye doctor. They would do different treatments and exercises with me to try to strengthen my eye. Kids would laugh at me and call me cross-eyed. Eventually, when I was eleven, I had an operation to fix the problem. But until then, the older kids were very physically abusive to me.

I also had a certain learning disability that was never diagnosed when I was younger, which is why I was unable to do well in school academically. If I was interested in a subject, I excelled in it, otherwise I couldn’t concentrate at all. As a teenager, I found myself lost. I had to fit in to the public-school system and I couldn’t do it. School wasn’t made for people like me, who already knew what they wanted to do when they grew up.

I never developed great reading skills. I wasn’t a good student. I clowned around a lot in school. I found ways to make myself the centre of attention. By being a screw-up. I always felt somehow ‘different’ from my classmates. It wasn’t just because I was the only kid in school whose parents were in show business (although that was weird enough to my friends), or the only kid I knew whose parents were divorced (which carried a stigma in the 50s). I had two very, very different parents from anyone else. My parents were ‘artists’ and my father was half crazy. I never felt like I fitted in. And I knew I was different not because of the clothes I wore or my haircut, but because I thought differently.


Shirley Jones: David had a lot of difficulty as a child. He was a very sensitive little boy. He was not very open to me because he felt I’d really taken his father away. So my meetings with him were a week or two in the summer and maybe a few days over the Christmas holidays when he would come and stay with us. He was always very polite, very sweet – almost to a fault – because he was trying to be on his best behaviour. His father was a big disciplinarian. Jack was really from the old school of spare the rod and spoil the child.



I think when my father periodically decided to play disciplinarian in my life, he was trying to make up for the fact that he was so rarely in my life at all. He was guilt-ridden his entire life because of his behaviour, his lifestyle, his treatment of his children, his treatment of his wives and the distance he put between himself and his brother and sister. Despite being brought up Catholic, he was not a guy who could go to church; he wouldn’t go to confession.

I remember he came and visited me when I was about seven or eight and he brought me a black-and-white television set. For a kid to have his own television set when he was eight years old was so unusual. Not every home had a television at all, and I had my own 18-inch TV. It looked like a rocket ship; it was really cool. I watched a lot of sports, and in the afternoons and in the evenings I’d watch the popular TV shows The Three Stooges, The Lone Ranger, Mighty Mouse and Sky King.

I started visiting my dad in California when I was nine. I’d spend a week or two with him during my Christmas vacation. Christmas was always a big deal to my dad. He loved it. I guess it was the happiest time in his childhood. He dressed a tree, there was always music playing and he loved to buy gifts. This was his way of compensating for not being there the rest of the year. Generally, Christmas was one of the saddest times in my childhood because, from the time my parents split up until I started seeing my dad in California, both my mother and father were gone. My father was rarely around for the holidays.

What other early memories of my father do I have? Well, I remember him taking me to a restaurant and downing 17 Scotch and sodas. He seemed to handle it back in those days; he just seemed to be in very good cheer. His mood would become even more expansive. I felt good being around him at those times. As I got older though, I realised he was an alcoholic (even if he never acknowledged it), as was one of his brothers, as was their father, William Cassidy.

My father wasn’t the type to say, ‘I’m proud of you,’ or to give me much confidence. He wasn’t good with stuff like that. But I really adored him. So, I might add, did my younger brothers, Shaun, Patrick and Ryan – the three sons he had by Shirley – although we all suffered the consequences of his habitually putting his own desires first. Even though my dad’s marriage to Shirley Jones eventually ended in divorce in 1975, I don’t think Shirley ever really got over him any more than my mother did. Or my brothers. Or me.

The reason I now spend time every day with my own son is that I was cheated out of that time with my father. Everything he did with me, I now do the opposite with Beau. I couldn’t live with myself any other way.



2 My Dads

In 1961, four years after my father moved out to California, my mom and I followed. I was 11. I’d spent summers and Christmases with my dad since 1958, so California wasn’t really new to me. I loved the idea of living there.

My mom did it partly because she figured it would be good for her acting career. She had had some success in New York – the high point was when she succeeded Gwen Verdon in George Abbott’s production of New Girl in Town on Broadway – and it was reasonable for her to want to try Hollywood. That’s where the money was. The big show.

But, mostly, she moved for my sake. She knew I needed more contact with my father. My grandfather, for all his virtues, couldn’t really take the place of my dad. I was growing up wild and undisciplined. My mom was great, but she was a lax disciplinarian. If she was tied up with a play in New York or on tour, she couldn’t always be there for me. I was getting into a fair amount of mischief. A psychologist might say I was ‘acting out’ my anger at my dad. My mom was worried I might be on the road to becoming a juvenile delinquent.

We moved to a little street called Crestview Court in West Los Angeles, right off Beverly Glen. It was a small Spanish-style house – maybe 1,200 square feet. I began fifth grade at Fairburn, near where we lived. My mom was getting some acting jobs – in plays and occasionally TV shows like Ben Casey or Dr Kildare – to pay the rent. Barely. Then, in 1962, she married director Elliot Silverstein. She’d been seeing him for about five years in New York. He was then working primarily in television, on such classic 60s television shows as Playhouse 90, Omnibus and Naked City. He would later make his mark directing such feature films as Cat Ballou (1965), The Happening (1967) and A Man Called Horse (1970). My mom pretty much gave up her acting career after she married him, and tried to spend more time being my mother and his wife. Her life became invested first in Elliot’s career, and then in mine.

The first couple of years, Elliot tried very hard to fill the void my dad had left. I know it can’t have been easy for him. Elliot graduated from Yale as a theatre major. He was an intellectual and an artist with the highest integrity. He was incredibly good to me. He challenged me intellectually. He challenged me morally. When he began to date my mother, my initial reaction as a young boy was that he was going to take my mother away. As I got to know him, I began to feel really comfortable with him. I found him to be a good role model and a true parent, a loving, caring, giving disciplinarian.


Elliot Silverstein: David was a normal, generally very good, kid who occasionally got into a little bit of trouble. He was a very curious kid. I remember that there was a hose coiled up on the lawn and David turned on the water and the hose whipped around. He wanted to know why it did that. We sat on the lawn and I explained to him about Newton’s law. Newton’s law is every action has an equal and opposite reaction and that applies not only to physical things but also to social behaviour. I was very surprised at the way he listened. He listened very hard to things like that. He was really absorbing it.

I remember one night in our house in West Hollywood and David was sitting on a sofa and was being very quiet. I was sitting in another chair reading something. He said, ‘El?’ I said, ‘Yeah?’ And he said, ‘Who am I?’ And I said, ‘What do you mean, David?’ He said, ‘Am I David Cassidy or am I David Silverstein?’ So I said, ‘Of course, you’re David Cassidy and you always will be David Cassidy.’ He let out a sigh of relief. He was relieved that he knew who he was.

The biggest problem David had back then was the same kind of problem any kid has, staying in school and not playing hooky. I remember one time I got a call saying he hadn’t shown up for school. I confronted him and it turned out that he’d played hooky. He denied it at first. I gave him a lesson and said, ‘You’re grounded for a month, but not because you played hooky. It’s because you lied about it.’ I think that stuck with him for a long time. That was one of the more important moments in his moral maturity.

There was a conflicted relationship between David and his father. I remember one time in particular, early in my marriage, when David, his mother and I were planning a little trip. His father called and wanted David to be with him that weekend. I told him that we’d already made plans. Jack got very emotional and didn’t care about that. He made some threats that he was gonna come over and take possession of his son. When he arrived, I told Evelyn and David to get in the back room. When I opened the door, Jack was standing there screaming, ‘I want my son!’ I told him we had plans but he could see David any other time he and David wanted to be together. There was no restriction on that. Jack was very upset by that. That was the kind of terrible situation that this poor kid had to deal with. His mother told me that when Jack used to wrestle with David he’d never let David win. He was very competitive with David. So I tried hard when we were together to let David win at least part of the time.

I’d just finished a television show with Sal Mineo and he took a liking to my wife and me and to David. David set up the drums that Sal gave him in his room and that began a nightmare. David couldn’t stop playing those drums. I couldn’t work, I couldn’t do anything. Finally I had to arrange with his mother that David could play his drums only at a certain time of day. Then he formed his own garage band. Playing drums and being in that garage band were the first signs of his interest in music. Of course, his mother had great musical talent and his father was a prominent actor and singer, so David had all the right genes and his talent was beginning to flower.

When his mother and I got divorced, David was kind of caught between us. He did the right thing and sided with his mother and I lost contact with him for a while.

I was moving from one location to another and had found some eight millimetre home movies from the time before I married his mother. There was some footage of him when I let him get behind the wheel of the car we had and back it up five feet. I wanted to instil a sense of power in him. I think he felt powerless from his relationship with his father. I also had a boat and put him in charge of the helm and let him steer. When I found all these movies, I didn’t know where he was. I called everyone and finally found [his] manager and she passed on my phone message. He called me a few weeks later and I gave him copies of the footage. David and I arranged to meet and it was very emotional. I was stunned and shaken by the number of emotional memories he had. He even remembered a saddle he got when he first became interested in horses. He explained how conflicted he had been back then, between me and his mother, and I understood.

I have no children and I feel he’s a part of my family. My relationship with David has been an enormously emotional one. We’re very, very close today. David is knockout of a performer, but I’m more interested in him as a decent, honourable, caring person with very high values, which involve a great sense of social integrity.



As recently as four or five years ago, I reached out to Elliot and basically poured my soul out to him. I told him how much I missed him and how much his influence, love and care meant to me, and how much I had appreciated all that he did for me as a stepfather. We bonded again and he is someone whom I have the utmost respect for. He doesn’t have a family of his own; I’m his family, and my family is his family.

It’s hard even now to compare my father with other dads. I know he wasn’t great in a lot of ways; he was terrible. He wasn’t there for any of my Little League games. He promised he would be, but only showed up once – for half an hour. I can still hear his voice, telling me over the phone, ‘Honey, I’m not going to be able to come to this one, but, remember, I’ll be there in spirit.’ Gradually Shirley and I became a little closer. I came to see that she was really a warm, giving and consistent person and that she recognised how unreliable my father was and didn’t want me to get hurt. She knew who he was; he was the same with her kids.

Around Christmas 1962, when I was 12, my father went on an overnight father–son camping trip with me. My mom and Shirley nagged him until he had to make the decision to go with me. It was a camping trip in the snow, at a Boy Scout camp up in the San Bernardino Mountains. Now, my dad was used to staying in digs like the Plaza and the Sherry Netherland hotels when he was in New York. He lived in a huge mansion with a pool, guesthouse, servants’ quarters, the works, in Bel Air, California.

He showed up for the trip dressed like David Niven. He was wearing a brand-new outfit – sheepskin gloves, boots, silk scarf. He must have bought them at the most expensive store in Beverly Hills. His hair, as always, was absolutely perfect. Everybody else’s dad is just, ya know, dad. Flannel shirt and jeans. But not Jack. We drove up to the mountains, to the forest, and we built our tents, and then sat around the campfire listening to the Scoutmaster tell stories. About nine o’clock we said goodnight. It was freezing. All the fathers went into the cabin together. I just couldn’t imagine my father in that funky cabin.

At about six a.m. we all got up. The other dads start coming out of the cabin. The first thing they do is look at me, smile, pat me on the back and say, ‘Your dad. What a guy! He kept us up all night telling jokes and stories. What a father! It must be great growing up with him. I’ve never met anyone like him! Your dad’s in there holding court.’

And I’m thinking, Yeah, that’s really great. I’ve seen him like four times this year and he can’t even spend this time with me! Somebody said, ‘Oh, by the way, don’t get concerned when you see his hand. He picked up a hot poker in the middle of the night. He was building a fire for us.’ Pure romance, my dad.

Apparently he’d brought some booze with him. He was passing the Scotch around while the kids slept. My dad sat by the fire telling show-business stories. Just being one of the guys. He could do that for days! He had such a cunning wit. He knew, seemingly, everybody in the business, from Cole Porter to Stephen Sondheim. I was proud of him, but our one big weekend wound up becoming his big weekend. I don’t remember the ‘us’ part. He had a need I couldn’t quite understand: always to be the centre of attention, an insatiable need always to be ‘on’.

My father began taking me with him on summer stock tours for maybe a week at a time, when he could, which sure beat hanging around Los Angeles over the summer vacation. I not only got to see more of my dad, I saw different parts of America and different aspects of show business. I became a savvy, sophisticated kid.

Looking back, I’m sure it bothered my dad that his career was then so greatly overshadowed by Shirley’s, although he wouldn’t have admitted it. She was in demand for films; he wasn’t. In Hollywood he was still, in effect, ‘Mr Shirley Jones’. That began to change when he starred in the Broadway musical She Loves Me in 1963–4 and won a Tony Award; after that, his career began to take off. But in 1962 Jack Cassidy was not considered a star. However, he expressed great pride to me in being what he termed a ‘working actor’. It was an honourable profession, he stressed, just not an easy one. He always said that I could expect a similarly long, slow struggle to master my craft and gain respect and recognition from my peers. I accepted that reality.

He was doing enough guest roles on TV shows by then that people were beginning to know his face. In 1961 and 1962 alone he appeared in episodes of the popular TV series Alfred Hitchcock Presents, Wagon Train, Hawaiian Eye, Bronco, Hennessey, Maverick, The Real McCoys, Cheyenne, Surfside 6 and 77 Sunset Strip, and also lent his distinctive and cultured voice to the soundtrack of a cartoon special, Mr Magoo’s Christmas. That’s a lot of work.

My dad didn’t have to tell me that he had become a credible actor; he was always acting – and quite grandly. The Jack Cassidy persona the world saw was probably his finest performance of all. If you remember any of his talk-show appearances with Johnny Carson, Mike Douglas or Merv Griffin, I’m sure you saw him as this ultra suave, charming, refined man. But in reality, as I’ve said, he came from a tough, working-class background and simply invented the man you’ve seen.

As I spent more time with him, I came to realise there was one person whose opinion he valued, whose esteem he sought even more than Shirley’s. And that was Ruth Aarons’. He worshipped her. And she him.

Ruth was my dad’s manager, and Shirley’s manager too. It’s as if she was almost always part of our family. And she always took an interest in me. I found her entertaining and engaging with a great sense of humour. She was attractive, but looked kind of tomboyish. She was almost always by herself. People presumed she was gay; only at the very end of her life was I aware there was a man in her life. When I was a kid, she could talk to me easily about things that really interested me – music, sports, and so on – in a way that other adults couldn’t.

And there didn’t seem to be anything about show business she didn’t know, which shouldn’t have been surprising, since both her father, Alex Aarons, and her grandfather, Alfred Aarons, had been famed theatrical producers. Her father, in partnership with Vinton Freedley, had produced such smash Broadway hits as Lady, Be Good!, Oh, Kay!, Funny Face, Hold Everything and Girl Crazy and had built and owned New York’s Alvin Theatre, though he lost his fortune in the stock market crash of 1929. As a little girl, Ruth sat under the piano at parties at which the likes of George Gershwin and Cole Porter entertained. When she was in her teens, she had become a table tennis world champion. By the late 40s she had become a theatrical manager and I believe she may have been the first female to accomplish that. She had very few clients, but didn’t need many. They were all successful. She was so personally involved in the development and maintenance of her clients’ careers that most stayed with her forever. They knew her touch was golden. And she would do anything for them. By the early 60s, she was working with Celeste Holm, George Chakiris, who later found huge fame in West Side Story, Janis Paige, Shirley, and my father.

She was vibrant, wise and sophisticated. Class, real class. Someday she would be my manager and, consequently, one of the most important people in my life. But that was still a half dozen years or so in the future. Back then, she was still just Auntie Ruth.




3 Those Swingin’ 60s

Maybe I should have been in school that day, but I used to cut class pretty often. Bored, mostly. I was walking through Westwood Village in Los Angeles, when I heard the news that President Kennedy had been shot. I was 13 years old on 22 November 1963. That day still carries a certain weight for me. It’s the sense of loss again. I couldn’t believe we didn’t have our President any more.

As people heard the news, the streets emptied. People who’d been out shopping quietly went home. I’d never seen Westwood totally deserted like that.

That date marks the beginning of what we think of as the 60s – those turbulent years when everything in our society seemed to be changing. Up until then, it had been damned near inconceivable that anyone would kill a president. And then Martin Luther King, Bobby Kennedy and Malcolm X were all assassinated.

Did the shooting of JFK make it easier for the others to carry out cold-blooded murders? Did it somehow make it easier for many of us – in ways large or small – to consider breaking laws or codes of conduct? Did it contribute to the unravelling of the social fabric? Back in the 50s it was as if nobody except real criminals broke the law. We all stayed in line. Butch haircuts, pressed shirts. And now, in the 60s, all laws, all rules, all codes of conduct seemed suddenly open to question. Restraints were loosening throughout society. A lot of the changes in those years were excessive. There was an element of madness loose in our culture – think of the killings, the lives lost to drug overdoses. Tune in, turn on, drop out.

But to me, the 60s were about freedom. There was the Free Speech Movement and, of course, the struggle for civil rights. The 60s also saw the birth of the modern feminist and gay rights movements. Everyone was seeking freedom and justice. Drugs were perceived as something that would help liberate us, expand our consciousness.

Did I feel a part of that growing movement, the counterculture? Was I anti-war? You better believe it! I, like many others, didn’t understand what America was doing in Vietnam. My mother and I were both strongly opposed to the war; she said if I was drafted, we’d move to Canada. I couldn’t imagine myself going to Vietnam; I wasn’t exactly the military type. There was a draft lottery to select those who would be called to go to Vietnam. Fortunately, at 19, I lucked out. I was not selected, so I was not called to serve. The peace symbol really meant something to me, to all my friends. I was, at the time, considered totally unpatriotic. To me, a child of the 60s, a patriot was somebody who blindly supported the government’s increasingly militaristic policies.

The establishment was trying to keep the younger generation in line, to keep the lid on all of the growing pressures for change. Back then, wearing your hair long – and I was the first in my school to start doing so – symbolised some degree of allegiance to the counterculture, which seemed to make adults feel threatened. Adults wanted to control how kids wore their hair, as if, by doing that, they could control the kids’ thinking. If everyone’s hair was cut short and matted down with Brylcreem, then rebellious impulses would be similarly under control.

My stepfather didn’t approve of me letting my hair grow longer. He got even more upset when I later dyed it blond. The gap between us grew wider and wider as the 60s wore on.

When I started University High School in 1965, I was ordered to the vice principal’s office because the length of my hair was questionable. He made me shake my head in front of him, saying that if a single hair on my head moved, I wouldn’t be allowed to enrol. And it wasn’t even that long then. But that’s how seriously they were cracking down. They were drawing a line.

I was already someone who was anti-establishment. So was my good friend Kevin Hunter. We’d hang out in Westwood Village every day after school with some other guys – Ross Nogen, David Greene. We were wild. We were the rebels. We started wearing bell-bottoms because everyone in the older generation wore straight pants. It was all about freedom, about self-expression.

We didn’t like that we had to dress the way they dictated if we wanted to get an education. So when we first heard about ‘love-ins’ – celebrations for hippies and people who aligned themselves with the philosophy that any behaviour or form of dress (or undress) was acceptable – you can bet they sounded more attractive to us than school.

As far as I was concerned, California was the place to be in the 60s. It was really the hub in terms of the whole social/sexual revolution. What people in the Midwest were reading about in magazines or following via radio and TV, we were witnessing and experiencing. My appetite to be a part of the culture, the new social culture, the new musical culture, was really keen.

I tuned in to watch the Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show and the next day I said, ‘Please, Mom, let me get an electric guitar.’ At that time, I was playing drums and had just begun to play the guitar. I’d play in garage bands and little combos. We’d get together and play Beatles songs. But I didn’t want to be a professional musician, I just loved to play. What the Beatles did for me when I saw them on Ed Sullivan was make me want to be in a band with three other guys and do what I eventually ended up doing with The Partridge Family – influence millions of people. I’m not comparing the two in any way. It’s just that the Beatles inspired people.

My musical heroes through the 60s also included the Beach Boys, Eric Clapton, John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers, B.B. King, Albert King, Albert Collins, Marvin Gaye, Otis Redding. And, of course, Jimi Hendrix. He was the greatest performer of the era. I went to see him with my friends Kevin Hunter and Sam Hyman when I was in high school. He played the Hollywood Bowl, opening for The Monkees. We watched him from up in the trees to get the best view. He was electric and angry. He was not enjoying the fact that he was playing to a bunch of teenyboppers.


Sam Hyman: The Hollywood Bowl was a gorgeous place to see a concert. The night lights would be reflecting in this huge pond in front of the stage and it was just beautiful. Hendrix had such a magnetism and appeal that people starting rushing to the front and jumped in the pond and the water started to get on stage. All of a sudden he had to stop and he said, ‘Hey, whoa, cool it, we’re going to get electrocuted.’ Because of that, they cemented the pond up shortly thereafter.



Jimi had soul. He was so charismatic as a performer, and had a sexual presence that no one else had at that time. He had broken through in England with Hey Joe and somehow I got a copy of it. And then I saw him at the L.A. Forum twice and I saw him at Devonshire Downs. You know how he inspired me? Not so much as a guitar player, but as an individual. It was at the time when individuality was heralded and it confirmed to me that you could be an individual and be willing to reveal yourself as a unique songwriter, singer, performer. That’s why, decades later, he’s seen as the great innovator.

Jimi blurred all the lines. Was he R&B? Yeah, he was an R&B guitar player. Was he a rock guitar player? Yeah. Was he a soul guitar player? Yeah. Was he pop? Yeah. He was all of that. Most of his audience was white but that didn’t matter. Back then, there was very little musical prejudice in terms of defining culture by colour, race or theme. We were exposed to so many different musical influences. You could hear Petula Clark, Otis Redding, Cream, the Beach Boys, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Louis Armstrong and Marvin Gaye on the same radio station, and often even on the same stage, because they were great artists and they made great records. Unfortunately, if you turn on the radio today, you’re going to get hip hop here, jazz there, R&B somewhere else. Music and art are much more segregated today even though it all comes from the same place.

Steve Ross, a friend who played guitar in the first garage band I was in (and would be an important friend for many years to come), turned me on to guitar. We could jam on basic blues or a Hendrix number for an hour and a half at a time. I’m sure it stunk, but to us it was the stuff.

When I was in bands, we started off playing Beatles’ songs. But I progressed from being a real pop music fan, like any average kid, to listening to rhythm and blues, which was deeper, more authentic. I then moved on to hardcore acid rock – Hendrix, Clapton, Jeff Beck, Peter Green, John Mayall, Paul Butterfield, Mike Bloomfield. The music of the era reflected all the social changes that were happening, the whole social revolution.

Because of The Partridge Family I became publicly identified with a kind of sweet, lightweight, mainstream pop music. I was the antithesis of that. I wanted to be on the cutting edge of pop culture.

Drugs, of course, became a big part of the youth movement. We came to think of drugs as recreational, fun, something that could expand your mind, make you more loving and enhance sex. And drugs were new, something my generation did that, generally speaking, the previous generations didn’t do. In the 60s my friends and I went to rock concerts and saw Cream, with people selling – and some even giving away – acid. I went to a party up in Laurel Canyon one night in late ’66 or early ’67 and Janis Joplin was there. She was a big deal at that time, but she was there getting high like everybody else. Sunset Strip in Hollywood was a gathering place for people who shared that philosophy and were really committed to change. Hendrix and Joplin were role models for teenagers in the revolution that I identified with.

When I was 15 a friend of mine who was a few years older offered me and Sam Hyman our first joints. I already knew how to smoke, of course – I’d been smoking regular cigarettes since I was 13 and would continue to do so until I was 20 – but this was something different. Pot was just coming on to the scene as far as kids my age were concerned. None of my friends had yet seen pot or even talked about it. Don’t forget, this was 1965 – we’re talking about the period just slightly pre-psychedelia, pre-Haight-Ashbury, before Life magazine reported that people were experimenting with LSD, which was how, as a curious ninth-grader, I first learned that LSD existed. Drugs would really explode on to the scene in 1966 and 1967. In 1965 I didn’t know much about marijuana at all, except that there were some jazz musicians like Gene Krupa who’d messed with it.

The first time I smoked a joint, I felt like a real derelict. Sam and I had gone to visit this unbalanced guy down by the railroad tracks around Sepulveda, a pretty funky neighbourhood. The guy had an alcoholic mother; Sam and I bought her a bottle of Cutty Sark, as our friend had suggested, so she wouldn’t care what any of us were doing. We went around to the back of the house and he showed us these two wilted, hand-rolled cigarettes. I thought they looked bizarre, really sleazy. But I was a curious, adventurous lad. I rarely had anything to do except go to school. And this older guy showed us how to smoke pot – inhaling real deeply and holding it in. And I was profoundly affected by it. I got hammered.

Eventually, I told my mom I smoked dope. She surprised me when she told me that she and my dad had actually tried it back in their early theatre days and so she knew it wasn’t hell, although she hadn’t cared for it. I was impressed that mom thought so ‘young’. Because she’d been brought up in and around the theatre, I guess, nothing really shocked her. She was open-minded compared to most adults. So she was really my friend, I felt then. My pals from school all used to tell me how cool my mom was. She was really good-looking, too, which probably impressed them. She looked like Elizabeth Taylor. She was a knockout.

Over the next few years, I was to discover I was deeply sensitive to almost any kind of drug. As a teenager in high school, I found myself experimenting with all sorts, as opportunities arose. It became an important part of my life, part of my zest for living. I was reckless, wild. We were young kids experimenting with pot, hash, psychedelics, mescaline, THC, speed, Tuinal and more. In 1966–7, when I was 16 and 17, I’d take speed maybe once a month, or once every couple of weeks, and sometimes go on a binge for two or three days. Maybe some diet pills or something. My body always reacted violently to amphetamines, though; I was never able to handle them well. Everybody I knew in school experimented with drugs. Now that I have my own kids I shudder to think about it.

In 1967 I hitchhiked up to Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco with Kevin Hunter because we’d seen it on the news. We spent a couple of days and nights there smoking weed and taking acid. We’d heard it was the place to be and we considered ourselves to be tuned-in guys. I had just finished eleventh grade, although I guess I looked about 12 years old. But I had pretty long hair and I felt a part of the whole hippie movement. Kevin and I figured we were just like those older guys, except that we were still living at home.

We stayed at this place right off the Haight. The door was open to us. Hippies everywhere. It was a crash pad – a small room with people sleeping on the floor. There was one really weird-looking guy wearing a white robe. He was probably 98 pounds; he looked like a skeleton. He was clutching this bottle that must have held a hundred pills, like a miser with a purse. Every so often, he’d flip the top open, take a couple of pills, then flip it closed. His mind was obviously lost already.

We crashed in this room on the floor that night. In the morning, the guy was gone but his shoes were there along with the bottle that had two little pills left in it. I wondered what had happened to him from taking so many pills, I wondered if he had died. Nobody knew.

Later that day we went to Golden Gate Park. As we walked in, someone handed us some purple Osley acid. Free. It was the summer of love and we were at a love-in. I think either Jefferson Airplane or Iron Butterfly was playing. We were too ripped to know. We hitched back home. Kevin and I had hardly slept the whole weekend, maybe two or three hours a night, and we were blown away from the acid and the hitching. I went up to my room and slept for twenty-one hours. My mom just assumed that this was all normal teenage behaviour.

LSD wasn’t even illegal when I first heard about it. We tried it because it was part of the cutting-edge culture of the time. I also experimented with peyote buttons, which come from cactus and are hallucinogenic. I can remember holding a friend’s hand during a bad trip. I watched people who were not terribly secure really lose it.

I think my psychedelic experiences, by and large, were with the wrong people or in the wrong environments. If you’re not in good shape to begin with, believe me, LSD’s not going to make it any better for you. Some people have told me that they enjoyed blissful, beautiful, magical psychedelic trips. But I didn’t. I think I often took it with guys who were lost – the most insecure, sad, lonely, desperate guys I could have picked – kids from school or people I’d met hanging around a pool hall I used to go to. One druggie friend I knew had tried to commit suicide a few times.

I had an appetite for living on the edge from the time I was 13 or so. I’d take a bike on my way home from school, paint it or fix it up a little, use it for a month or so, and then guilt would take over and I’d return it. A while later, I’d swipe another one and do the same. I’d always return them or I couldn’t have lived with myself.

Stealing wasn’t really a part of my life. It was more that if I saw a rule of any sort, I’d think, Let’s see, how can I break this? Or bend this? Being told not to do something was an enticement for me.

My mom had me go to a psychologist for a period of time when I was using drugs. In the 60s, that was considered a very sophisticated, intellectual way of dealing with children. I basically manipulated the psychologist, so my mother would be told I needed more love, trust and understanding. As far as I was concerned, the only problems I had were how I was going to get through the school year without doing any homework and how could I pull the wool over my parents’ eyes so I could continue having the lifestyle I wanted?

I was very good at being a teenager. I was good at getting away with anything – staying out all night, messing around, lying to my parents, all the while trying desperately to act older than I was – until the arrival of Judgment Day, the day report cards came. I wound up having to go to summer school between tenth and eleventh grades, and then again between eleventh and twelfth grades, and then again right after twelfth. I got kicked out of two high schools for cutting classes. My parents didn’t know what to do with me.

I wound up getting sent to what they called continuation school, which is what they had in Los Angeles for incorrigibles who were too young to drop out of school legally. There were students with a lot of emotional problems. There were a lot of losers. I saw guys who brought guns and knives to school, guys whose future was clearly a stretch in San Quentin.

Everybody is a jerk to some degree in their teenage years. Everyone I’ve ever met, who has been honest, has told me of their irrational or outrageous behaviour during that period of their lives. Rebelliousness was the norm. OK, so I didn’t want to go to school. I wanted to play music. I’d much rather stand out on the street and get an education there than sit in a classroom and learn things I was never going to use. I’ve never once found a use for the algebra I learned.

I scratch my head when I hear what courses my son has to take in school so he can go to college. And I think, When he’s 25, is he going to need geometry or chemistry? Is he going to learn the things that we use as tools in our lives? What we should learn is how to be parents, how to be married, how to coexist with each other and other cultures, or we’re not going to have a planet any more.

I couldn’t take the continuation school any longer, so I begged my mom.

‘There is a private school called Rexford where they let you grow your hair, where they let you be who you are. They encourage individuality. Let me try it there and I promise I will work hard.’

I went to Rexford for my last year and a half and I actually flourished a little bit. There were only five to twelve kids in a class. I began drama classes, too, which I loved. The teachers related to me. It sparked my interest.

Kevin was already going there when I enrolled midway through my junior year. He was wild, but he had a lot of gifts. He had a great mind, was an artist, a very good writer, and he was a great pal. He’d make up all these great characters with names like Jackson Snipe. I mean, who could forget a name like Jackson Snipe? Kevin had a tape recorder. We’d get high and write and act and tape ‘radio shows’ together. A lot of our creativity, we believed, came out of beer and drugs. We played two homosexuals in some really silly one-act plays. We wrote plays together, which we performed in drama class and for our graduation. We were headed, or so we presumed, in pretty much the same direction: acting.

By our senior year in high school, 1967–8, Kevin was occasionally getting high on heroin. And I, foolishly, tried it with him. Once. I was into experiencing as much as I could back then. So we went out and bought a dime bag of heroin and shared it. I never used a needle. I just snorted it. I became very dark and slow. I could see how you could become a human wasteland very quickly, and I wanted no part of it. Way too bleak.
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