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C H A P T E R

ONE

I’LL NEVER FORGET the date—February 13, 1991, the day before Valentine’s Day—the most important day in my life, the day I met two young men who would change my life forever: Lee Manelski and David Tomlinson.

Lee Manelski, a handsome, virile guy, was forty-six, the same age as my son Michael. Lee was the son of a former Navy pilot and veteran captain with TWA. Like Michael, Lee followed in his father’s footsteps. Learning to fly before he could drive a car, he became the youngest flight engineer to be hired by TWA.

But flying the huge TWA jets was tame stuff to Lee. Before long he had found a new challenge—aerobatics. This is figure skating in the sky—somersaults; loop-the-loops; flying upside down; spiraling down at breakneck speed, then spinning gracefully to climb the skies again in a gravity-defying vertical line.

In 1987, the year Michael won his second Oscar, Lee won his second National Aerobatics Championship, becoming the number-one ranked aerobatics pilot in the United States.

Now he used every free moment to prepare for the international championships and was flying more than ever, managing to squeeze in time to give lessons to promising new recruits.

That is how Lee met David Tomlinson. David was eighteen, the exact age as Lee’s own son, and not too far off in age from my grandson, Cameron.

Tall, lean and wholesomely handsome in a Leave It to Beaver kind of way, David was crazy about flying. The son of a Continental Airlines pilot, David, like Lee, learned to fly a plane before he could drive. All David wanted to do was spend his time up in the sky. When David decided to learn aerobatic flying, his father suggested he learn from the country’s best, Lee Manelski.

David was just the kind of enthusiastic and talented student that Lee loved. Within half a dozen lessons he had mastered flying upside down, a very hard thing to learn, as it disorients the pilot—lefts are rights, rights are lefts—who must think fast before the gravity-fed fuel stops flowing. By February, Lee was predicting that David was not only ready to enter his first competition to be held in June, but he was sure the boy would win the novice class hands down.

On that eventful day, February 13, 1991, David did the usual thing. He left his school, Thousand Oaks High, to drive to Santa Paula Airport—a tiny airport in the middle of orchard country about seventy-five miles north of Los Angeles—for his lesson. He’d have a long day before it was through—school, aerobatics lesson, and then on to a part-time job at the Moorepark Recreation Department. His plate was full. The school year was rapidly coming to an end. Already he’d had his graduation photo taken and was making plans for the prom. He was excited about starting college in the fall.

Lee too had a busy day planned. On his agenda was giving a lesson to David in “touch-and-go” landings. That night he would be delivering a lecture to amateur pilots at Camarillo Airport. The subject: aviation safety.


My day had also been full.

I had come up to Fillmore, the town next door to Santa Paula, to go over the notes for my third book—my novel to be called The Gift—with my editor, Ursula Obst.

Ursula—Ushi, as she is known to her friends—had been my editor ever since 1987, when she worked on my autobiography, The Ragman’s Son. I loved going up to her tiny farm nestled between the Santa Susana and the Los Padres mountain ranges.

Rural Fillmore is a Garden of Eden, fragrant with the intoxicating smell of orange blossoms, alive with the vibrant green of citrus groves.

I enjoyed eating warm oranges plucked straight from a tree, I loved feeding the horses, and even shoveling the horse manure. It felt good to stroke the smooth hide of my horse Sport as he gave me a condescending shake of his head and went back to chomping his hay. This is the same feeling I had back in my childhood, when my father’s horse Bill was unhitched from the wagon and I fed him hay, oats and water. The smell of hay, the sound of a horse loosening his lips, reminded me of that time, that world long ago, when I so desperately sought to bond with my largely absent father and never succeeded. It is a bittersweet memory.

It was in this environment of tranquillity, with occasional interruptions—a cat jumping across the word processor, or a dog suddenly giving a yelp to remind you that it’s time to take a walk—that I could let my thoughts roam. I closed my eyes and poured out my feelings, which eventually found their way into the characters of my novels.

I was in a jubilant mood when Ushi drove me to Santa Paula Airport for my return trip to Beverly Hills. My friend Noel Blanc, son of the master of cartoon voices, Mel Blanc, and an avid helicopter pilot, had offered to pick me up and ferry me back.

Waiting for Noel to arrive, Ushi and I had lunch at the airport restaurant and watched the little planes buzzing around, landing, taking off. We were watching Lee and David, but I didn’t know them yet. I didn’t know how important they would become to me.

Soon enough, we saw Noel’s helicopter approaching. We left the restaurant, walked past the parked planes toward the runway and met Noel and his friend and copilot, Mike Carra, a Beverly Hills police officer.

“Hey, Noel,” I said, “would you believe it? Ushi has never been in a helicopter.”

“Well, we have the time, let’s take her for a ride,” Noel said.

We climbed aboard and flew low over my Garden of Eden, passing over a grove where earlier that morning I had stolen a half-dozen grapefruit that were now stashed in the cargo compartment. We zoomed over Ushi’s house and frightened my horse Sport in his paddock. Sport, unbeknownst to him, was going to star in The Gift.

We passed a small plane in the sky practicing maneuvers. Lee and David’s plane?

Finally we headed back for the airport to let Ushi out. We drifted down to the landing pad by the side of the main runway. Noel kept the blades turning, since we would be taking off for home right away.

Ushi had loved her first ride in a helicopter and yelled her thanks as Mike, the copilot, let her out. She ran across the runway and stood on the side, waving to us as we prepared to lift off.

David and Lee had just landed—Ushi noticed their little plane rolling slowly along the taxiway.

At the same time our helicopter started to rise. Looking out of the window, I admired the view, the mountain range seemingly on fire in the afternoon sun. In my headset, I could hear Noel’s voice reciting the litany at takeoff. It sounded like “The fox tangos with a zebra.”

We started to rise.

At that precise moment, David and Lee were taxiing down the runway, gathering speed for another touch-and-go. They lifted off the ground, starting their climb to the sky. We met fifty feet above the ground.

In that horrible fraction of a second, the rotating blades of Noel’s Bell Ranger helicopter sliced into the wing of David and Lee’s Pitts, ripping it open and exposing its fuel to air. Carried by its fateful momentum, the little plane continued to rise forward into the blue sky. An instant later, the fuel caught fire. The Pitts exploded in a fireball.

The helicopter, its rotors torn off by the impact, crashed to the tarmac.

But we were alive in the tangled wreckage. David and Lee were dead in the smoldering remains.

At that moment I was unconscious. I didn’t know that I had met David and Lee. I didn’t know what they would come to mean to me. I didn’t know that from this day forward I would be asking: Why did they die? Why was I alive?







C H A P T E R

TWO

USHIHADSEEN the whole thing. She had witnessed David and Lee’s fiery death, and she stood frozen by the side of the runway. One of the blades ripped from the helicopter by the impact had flown toward her, crashing into and damaging a parked plane near where she was standing, but she hadn’t noticed.

Wanting to help me get out of the wreckage, she ran through the falling fiery debris, not hearing someone screaming, “Get away, it’s gonna blow!” She scrambled helplessly to the top of the overturned helicopter to reach the door, the engine still running and leaking fuel. Finally, the warnings penetrated: “Get away, it’s gonna blow.”

The person screaming at her was a flight mechanic named Darryl who had been working in a nearby hangar. He ran toward the wreckage. Unlike Ushi, who was oblivious to the dangers, Darryl, a former medic who served in Vietnam, knew that the helicopter could blow at any moment. Yet he risked his life to save perfect strangers. Now that’s a hero.

Darryl passed Mike, the copilot, who had been thrown free from the wreckage and was crawling away, and reached into the cockpit—past the bleeding and badly injured Noel—and turned off the motor.

Atop the helicopter Ushi looked down into the carcass of the passenger compartment. She could see me huddled in a heap at the bottom, one side of my face covered with blood. Her first thought was that I was dead.

Often, when I am asked about the accident today, people want to know what I experienced at that moment. Did I see a long tunnel with a blazing white light at the other end? Sorry, I saw and heard nothing. If it was there, I missed the show.

They tell me that within minutes policemen, firemen and ambulances converged, and that I was moaning, “My back, my back.” Fearing a spine injury, the firemen had to strap me to a backboard before they could lift me out of the wreckage. In such a small space, they had to lower one of their buddies upside down, holding him by the legs so that he could strap me up properly.

While they were working on this awkward task, Ushi called my wife.

Anne was in her office finishing up her work. We had a dinner date with friends that night, and she still had to have her hair and nails done. The phone rang.

“Don’t worry, Anne,” Ushi reported breathlessly. “There was a helicopter crash, but Kirk is all right. He just has some cuts on his face and probably a couple ribs are broken.”

To Ushi, what she was saying was great news. Only minutes before she thought I was dead. In comparison, a few broken ribs were nothing.

Meanwhile, Anne pictured me as a bleeding and broken mess. She was in shock but pulled herself together and called our sons Peter and Eric. She didn’t want them to hear it from the news media. And, sure enough, as she was talking to the boys, TV and newspaper reporters were already calling on the other line.

Peter and Eric quickly met her at the office, where they prepared to drive up to Santa Paula, a two-hour ride. Panic-stricken, Peter called the police to ask for an escort to get there more quickly. He was told that would not help—rush hour had started, and traffic north of Los Angeles was already bumper to bumper. At the same airport where our helicopter had been scheduled to land, he got a helicopter to fly the three of them to the Santa Paula Memorial Hospital.

I have no remembrance of being pulled out of the wreckage, put in an ambulance and brought to the emergency room. I have no recollection of X rays, CAT scans and the doctors’ examinations. They tell me that when the radiologist said, “We have to roll you over,” I muttered, “I don’t think I’m gonna like it,” and the people in the emergency room laughed. But I don’t remember any of that.

The first thing I do remember is looking up and seeing my wife’s eyes staring at me. This was three hours later. I have no memory of the time in between, even though they tell me I was fully conscious.

The next thing I remember was that they wheeled me in a gurney and put me in a helicopter—just what I needed, another ride in a helicopter! But Anne wanted to move me to our hospital near Beverly Hills, Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. Anne and Eric came with me, along with a young woman doctor. I couldn’t have been that bad off—I remember that she was very pretty.

I don’t know how they got me into intensive care at Cedars. Vaguely, I was aware of flashbulbs going off—the media were doing their job. Then a blur of more X rays, tests, CAT scans. And finally I was left alone in my room.

Now the medication was wearing off and the pain was growing stronger. My back hurt like hell. I couldn’t move in any direction. Trying to lift up my head was agonizing. I just lay there, feeling sorry for myself.

And then the young woman doctor told me off. “You are lucky, Kirk. Pain means you’re not paralyzed. Be happy you can feel things.” Before I could react, she added, “The people in the plane are dead.”

That’s how I found out that David and Lee had died. For the first time I heard their names. Somewhere out there, not too many miles from where I lay, the lives of people who loved them were forever changed . . . and now mine had as well.







C H A P T E R

THREE

IWAS LYING in bed at Cedars-Sinai; every move of my body was agony. I started to curse, but then a wave of guilt came over me. I was deeply ashamed of feeling sorry for myself when young David and his instructor Lee were dead. Dead. I was alive.

“Thank God I am alive,” I said. Then I caught myself. We all say “Thank God” automatically when we have a narrow escape, but do we mean it? I’m not sure I did.

I hadn’t thought about God for a long time. I ran away from Him many, many years ago.

You see, I got frightened at age fourteen by the story of Abraham and Isaac. God orders Abraham to go up on the mountain and sacrifice his only son, Isaac. I remember the picture in my Sunday-school book—Abraham, with a long beard, in one outstretched hand holding a large knife, in the other a frightened little boy. And that kid looked an awful lot like me. A hovering angel was having a hard time restraining Abraham. How could he convince Abraham that God was only testing him?

Wow! Some test! Some God!

That picture stayed in my mind for a long time as I drifted away from religion. I grew up, went to college, got married, but my view of God stayed stuck in a fourteen-year-old’s Sunday-school book.

I have to admit that, as I lay in that hospital bed aching all over, my feelings about God had not progressed much beyond that point. That I paused to say “Thank God” was just a reflex reaction. But, of course, I was sincerely grateful to be alive. Then I thought of the families of David and Lee. If I say “Thank God,” what do they say?

These thoughts began to bother me, but I pushed them away. I went back to feeling sorry for myself. It’s humiliating to be a patient in the hospital when you are conscious and aware of everything. You just lie there with a needle stuck in your veins, and you amuse yourself by counting the drops of liquid falling into the tube. Then you have to take a piss. But the nurse won’t take you to the bathroom. You tell her with a little help you can make it. Ah no, she gives you a bottle to use. They have to measure the exact amount of that precious liquid. So you lie there, helpless, as they stuff you with antibiotics and painkillers.

They are also extremely interested in bowel movements, and they inquire about that several times a day as they point to a shiny bedpan next to you. When nothing happens, the nurse declares that I am constipated from the painkillers and gives me a laxative.

Of course the magic elixir decides to work suddenly in the middle of the night. I ring for the nurse, but she doesn’t come. I look over at that shiny bedpan. I just can’t use this thing. I absolutely cannot do it. But I have to do something. I ring again. Nothing.

By this time nature is not to be denied. I can’t figure out how to lower the bed rail, so I climb over it. In the process, I manage to rip the IV needle out of my arm. My back is killing me. I break out in a cold sweat, but I make it to the bathroom just in time.

The nurse comes in and finds me trying to crawl back to bed. She helps me, sticks the needle back in and reprimands me like a little child. My back is aching, but I feel triumphant because the bedpan is still shiny.


Finally, I convinced my doctor that I could do just as well squawking about my aches and pains at home. I am sure my nurses were glad to get rid of me.

At last I was in my own bedroom, which is also my study. This is my favorite place, where I work on my scripts and my books. It’s a haven where I can stretch out on my daybed and dream.

I had a lot of time for that, waiting for the pain to leave me. I would lean back on my pillow and look up at the Chagall lithographs that hang on the wall alongside my bed. It’s a collection of his Bible series that I bought some time ago because I liked the colors and his simple, almost naive, style.

I had looked at them often, but now, for the first time, I actually saw their faces—Abraham, Moses, David. All those old patriarchs seemed to be telling me something, although I wasn’t sure what their message was. Maybe, I thought, I could find some answers in the Bible, but I didn’t think that I could even find a Bible in my library.

I tried other ways of coping with my guilt—“survivor’s guilt,” they call it. I saw a psychiatrist. Then another.

One of them said to me, “Kirk, it seems that you are preoccupied with death.”

“What do you mean?” I asked in irritation.

“You seem to be preparing yourself for death,” he said, sounding like an oracle.

“Well, isn’t all of life a preparation for death?” I retorted, trying to sound like an even greater oracle.

I can’t remember his response because suddenly I thought of something I had written about sixty years before as a teenage poet: “Life is a lock and death the only key.” I didn’t dare quote those lines to him, because I wasn’t sure I knew what the hell I was writing then . . . or now, for that matter. But I suspect that on some primitive level I felt, more than understood, what Albert Schweitzer meant when he wrote: “Thinking about death . . . produces true love for life. When we are familiar with death, we accept each week, each day, as a gift.”

I wondered if David and Lee had done anything to help prepare themselves for death. David’s uncle had died in a plane crash, and Lee’s second wife was the widow of a pilot who had died in a crash at the same airport, so they knew the dangers of flying. But they were young, with so much of life ahead of them. How could they take the possibility of their own death even halfway seriously?

I began to ask questions about them, collected clippings. I learned about who they were. They became real to me—not strangers, not just some faceless victims of an accident.

But still, the thought was ever-present in my mind: They were dead. I was alive.

Why do some people live and others die?

I lay there and I thought about other times when I could have died.

I was ten years old when they began construction on a mill next to our house. To lay the foundation, they dug a trench, five feet deep, which filled with water from a broken pipe. While playing there, I placed a narrow board over the water in the trench and tried to walk across. But I slipped and fell in. I couldn’t swim. I still vividly remember bobbing up and down in the water. I could see my two frightened playmates running away. But Wolfie, one of the older boys, stayed behind and pulled me out. He couldn’t swim either. Why did he do it?

I lay there absorbing the impact of that early memory when the second one came into focus. The year was 1955, I was thirty-eight, shooting The Indian Fighter in Oregon. We were doing a scene where I was standing up in the ramparts of a wooden fort, shooting a rifle through the notched beams, while the stuntmen who were playing the Indians shot arrows with four-inch steel heads at the fort. Those things were sharp! The cameras rolled while I stood on a ledge, peering through slits between logs, firing my rifle. Suddenly, a flaming arrow dug into the beam about six inches from my head. I felt weak all over. That had not been planned. If that arrow had been just six inches closer, it could have ended my life.

My thoughts turned to a day in Palm Springs when I was forty-one years old. Mike Todd, a colorful producer who was living around the corner from us with his new wife, Elizabeth Taylor, invited me to fly to New York with him in his private plane. He was to receive an award there, but Elizabeth had a terrible cold and couldn’t fly. En route we would stop in Missouri and visit President Truman, a pal of Mike’s. The trip sounded like fun, and I agreed to leave with him the next day. But my wife Anne was against it. She hated the idea of me flying in a small private plane. We had a bitter argument. “Why don’t you take a commercial flight and meet him there?” she asked. I tried to explain that the fun of the trip would be flying with Mike. The argument became more intense; in the end, I didn’t go. Anne and I weren’t speaking with each other the next morning as we drove back to Beverly Hills. I turned on the radio and listened to Mozart as we silently sped down the freeway. The music was interrupted by a bulletin—Mike Todd’s plane had gone down in a storm; Mike and everyone on board had been killed. I pulled over to the side of the highway and looked at Anne.

Why wasn’t I on that plane?

Next my thoughts turned to Spain. I was shooting a movie with Yul Brynner, The Light at the Edge of the World. It was 1970 and I was fifty-three, still a young man. I was staying in Cadaqués, next door to Salvador Dalí. The day he came to watch the shooting, we were doing a scene in the woods. We had constructed a hut on rocky terrain. The scene called for me to be on the roof of this hut when I get shot. I was then to roll off the roof onto the rocks below, or so it would appear on film. Of course, a mattress was placed on a scaffold constructed just below the roof and out of view of the camera. For further insurance a stuntman was standing there to break my fall.

I rolled off the roof too fast, the stuntman couldn’t stop me, and I fell on the rocks below. I suffered a concussion, but, like so many people in shock from an injury, I didn’t even know it—I didn’t feel any pain. I insisted they wipe the blood off my head; then I climbed on the roof again and did another take. After that, I passed out and was taken to the hospital, where I didn’t regain consciousness for several days. Again I was lucky. Many people under the same circumstances don’t ever come out of a coma, but I did, complaining that I was hungry.

After the helicopter crash, I was told that a significant amount of scar tissue from that concussion appeared on-screen in the CAT scans.

Now, in bed, recovering again from another terrible accident, I asked, How many chances does a man get?

When you become a movie star, you create an image for the public. They begin to believe it, and you start buying into that fiction yourself. In some ways, I had come to believe that I was one of the tough guys I played. I should have paid more attention to how often my characters died on the screen!

Tough Guys was the title of the last movie I made with Burt Lancaster.

Poor Burt. A year before my accident he had suffered a stroke, and his right side was completely paralyzed. He could make guttural sounds, but he couldn’t speak. He spent his days in bed or in a wheelchair. I thought a lot about him as I lay in bed. Was this the end of the tough guys? In one way or the other, it was the end. Because certainly we would never be so tough again.







C H A P T E R

FOUR

TWO WEEKS after being released from the hospital, I had to put my aches and pains aside and go out into the public spotlight. The occasion, months in the planning, was the banquet for the American Film Institute Lifetime Achievement Award, of which I was the 1991 recipient.

It was a prestigious award—only one was given each year—and I was proud to be chosen to join the ranks of James Cagney, Orson Welles, Alfred Hitchcock, Fred Astaire and other greats.

But I was in bad shape. My back was still black and blue, and so was my face. For the event, a makeup man had skillfully covered my black eye. Stiffly I entered the ballroom to be greeted by loud applause and a sea of smiling faces. It felt good. The most difficult part of that evening was having to endure the congratulatory slaps on the back. Every slap sent jabs of pain through my body.

I tried to sit erect throughout the ceremony. I was genuinely touched by the many complimentary things that were said by stars such as Tom Cruise, Sylvester Stallone, Richard Harris, Danny De Vito, Dana Carvey, Lauren Bacall, Jean Simmons, even my son Michael. But what meant the most to me was that my grandson Cameron, an avid baseball player, had given up his practice to see the old man receive an honor that had nothing to do with baseball.

It was a great evening, but I was happy when it was all over. With Anne, I wended my way through the crowd, carrying the heavy silver star they gave me. I was exhausted, and in pain, and really didn’t feel like smiling, but I did—a modest, friendly smile, I hoped. All I could think about was returning to bed. My back was killing me.

The next day it still hurt, and the next week, and the next month. No matter how carefully I followed doctor’s orders, no matter how much I pampered myself, the pain would not go away.

After more tests, I was told that the impact of the crash had compressed my spine, and I was shocked to learn that I had lost almost three inches in height. The compression aggravated old injuries and spurred into action nerve endings that had nothing to do before. One nerve tract—the sciatic—travels from the spine through the hip to the knees, and it can cause trouble in any number of spots. My back ached, my hip was immobilized and my knees felt like old doors with rusty hinges.

Many doctors examined me. I had more film of me in X rays than I had in movies. Dr. Ted Goldstein shook his head when he looked over the X rays. “You did most of your own stunts in movies, huh?”

“Yes, I did.”

“I can see them.”

“So fix me up.”

He laughed. “I’ll give you some anti-inflammatory drugs, because I don’t want to operate on you—I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

He recommended I cut down on activities if I wanted to feel less pain—say, nine holes of golf instead of eighteen. I was angry. This was the best modern medicine could offer—“Don’t know where to begin . . . anti-inflammatories . . . cut down on golf”?

Friends recommended I try some alternative treatments. I heard about a doctor in Santa Monica who was supposedly responsible for phenomenal cures with acupuncture and herbs. While the thought of needles being stuck into my body didn’t exactly thrill me, the prospect of being constantly immobilized by pain was far worse, so I made an appointment.

My initial visit didn’t exactly inspire confidence. Or maybe it was just me.

Things didn’t go badly at first. The Chinese doctor appeared appropriately stoic, and his hands were steady. The needles were frighteningly long, but they were also very thin, as thin as hairs—you could hardly feel them being stuck into your body.

The thing about acupuncture, if you haven’t had it, is that they put those things in and then they leave you alone for a half-hour while the needles work their miracle cure. You have become a human pincushion. You are sternly instructed not to move; don’t even think about getting up.

I was happy enough, lying on my stomach, starting to doze, when the bed started to shake. It took me a second to figure out that I was in the middle of another Los Angeles earthquake. As a fifty-year resident of this Jell-O bowl, I am not bothered by a small earthquake. But this situation was unusual.

What should I do? Get up, go for cover? But what of the needles in my back—would they break?

Fortunately, the temblor lasted only a few seconds.

Acting as if nothing had happened, the Chinese doctor came in, took out my needles and sent me home. On my way out he handed me a plastic bag containing herbs that he said must be cooked following directions and then drunk as tea three times a day. Skeptical, I took the bag home.

When I looked inside, the so-called herbs startled me. The mixture looked like scrapings from the forest floor—pieces of bark, leaves, eyes of newt, stuff like that.

You had to boil the mess a long time, and it made the house stink. Strained, as per directions, the “tea” tasted the way it looked—like boiled dirt.

Although I went back a couple of times, I didn’t notice any miraculous results. I guess you have to be a believer. So I gave it up.

I went back to maintaining the most comfortable position I could find—lying stretched out on my back in front of the TV. From that vantage point, I watched others play golf or baseball or football. But there comes a time when even an avid sports fan OD’s on TV. When that happened, I would turn off the tube and just stare at my Chagall prints.

Chagall is an artist I identify with. I like his childlike style, his floating figures. The other parts of the house are filled with other painters, all of them fine. But Chagall is something special.

I met him years ago in the south of France at the Hôtel du Cap. I’ll never forget those blazing blue eyes darting in every direction, like those of a curious child. My wife brought him a page from an art book with one of his small paintings reproduced in the center of the page. She asked him to autograph it for me. He smiled and took it home with him. The next day he gave it to me; he had extended the painting in the center to fill out the entire page, creating a new original, and he dedicated it to me. I was delighted. It now hangs in my room.

He invited Anne and me to his home not too far away, and he guided us around, pointing out his paintings on the walls. We stopped in front of one depicting a large, buxom woman who dwarfed a little man standing next to her.

I pointed to the woman. “Who is that?”

“My mother,” he answered with extreme pride.

“And who is the little man?”

“My father,” he answered, almost contemptuously.

I was surprised to learn that Chagall came from Vitebsk, a town in the Pale of Settlement where Jews were confined in White Russia, not far from Mogilev, the town my father came from. And guess what? Chagall and my father left Russia the same year, 1910. Chagall went to Paris and became a world-famous artist, and my father came to this country and became a ragman. Jews have diverse talents.

Of course, when I was growing up in upstate New York, I rarely asked my father or my mother about their backgrounds, about Mogilev, about the people they left behind, about my relatives, about my grandparents. As a matter of fact, I can’t remember hearing more from my father than, “Come here . . . go there . . . take this . . . pick up that . . .”

You don’t learn much from that.

When I was a kid in school, I remember the beginning of a song we sang in the first grade: “Over the river and through the wood, to grandfather’s house we’ll go . . .” The songbook had a drawing of a beautiful, spirited horse prancing through the snow pulling a sleigh filled with happy children with rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes. They seemed ecstatic to be heading to their grandfather’s, whom I envisioned as a jolly old man, not unlike Santa Claus, with goodies for all of them. How I envied those kids. I had no grandfather—or a grandmother either.

I knew nothing about them. All I had were my mother’s vague stories of drunken cossacks racing through the town on horseback, hitting the heads of old Jews not spry enough to get out of the way. From these stories I got the idea that the birthplace of my parents was a little shtetl covered with ice and snow.

Later, from the Chagall paintings of his Russian period, I would learn just how it looked. I could stare at them and make them come to life, remembering my mother’s tales. My father came to the town to marry my mother and impressed the people with his strength. He took a large tub of water normally carried by two men and brought it to the house single-handed. That scene was imprinted on my mind. I could see the townspeople gaping in awe at Pa’s prodigious strength, but where were Grandma and Grandpa?

Where were my ancestors? Ma and Pa were like Adam and Eve—no one came before them.

So I struggled through life with no heritage.

When I traveled to Moscow as an American movie star I tried to find the places where my parents were born. I knew the name of the place in Russian was Mogilevska Guberny. When I asked the Soviet officials about it, they burst out laughing. It seems that Russian comedians use Mogilev the way comedians here use Podunk or Paducah—to refer to a place where the hicks come from. Its citizens don’t have the reputation for being very smart, because during the great migration at the turn of the century, half of them left to make a better life—in Siberia. Thank God my father wasn’t among that bunch.

Of course, by the time I went looking, the Jewish settlements near Mogilev were long gone—the Nazis made sure of that—so my ancestors seemed like wisps of fog in a dim past.

I was glad when Michael’s son Cameron was born. He at least would have grandparents.

And yet, I was damned if I was going to be called Grandpa! That was the name for some old geezer. And so, from an early age I taught Cameron to call me Pappy. It doesn’t connote age the way “Grandpa” does. In fact, you’re not quite sure what it means.

When Cameron was five years old, someone asked him, “Isn’t Kirk Douglas your grandfather?” and he answered, “Yes, but his real name is Pappy.” Good boy, Cameron.

You must understand, I always wanted ancestors, but I didn’t want to become one!

Then Michael—maybe because he was now a father and aware of a sense of family—started asking me questions about my ancestors. I was embarrassed; I had no answers.

There is nothing like pain and confinement in bed to summon melancholy thoughts. Who were my ancestors? Where had I come from? Michael’s questions haunted me.

And then, like a sign from heaven, the early-morning sun hit the Chagall Bible prints on my wall. For a while, I watched the dust particles dancing along the beam of light reflected off the glass panes of the framed prints, and then I saw them. I mean I had looked at them many times before, but this was the first time I saw them. I recognized them.

My God, here were my ancestors! They go back for thousands of years and are more famous than movie stars. Chagall had caught them perfectly: Abraham giving his blessing to Isaac. Rebecca, with her favorite, Jacob. Moses, suffused in golden light, holding the tablets of the great commandments on Mount Sinai. Solomon, the wisest man on earth. Rachel, Ruth, Esther. David—who slew Goliath—playing his harp. There were musicians in my family, warriors, poets, lawgivers.

I was up to my ass in ancestors!
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IHAVE ALL these ancestors because I am a Jew. A Jew! A role often uncomfortable for me to play.

When I was a junior in college I had a friend, Fred Parrott, a graduate student. Fred was far from a handsome type, with a skinny frame and buck teeth. We were a strange combination, Izzy Demsky (that was what my parents changed Issur Danielovitch to in order to make it sound more American), undefeated collegiate wrestling champion, and this undernourished gentile weakling. One afternoon, as we were engaged in one of our typical discussions on life, he stopped and looked at me strangely. He shook his head and said with a tone of great pity, “How awful it must be to be a Jew.”

My immediate response was to laugh. It wasn’t so bad. I was getting good grades in school, I was president of the student body, I had a beautiful girlfriend. Poor Fred had made no particular mark of distinction on anything, and he had trouble getting a date.

But later, in my room, alone with my thoughts, I agreed—it was awful being a Jew.

I remembered as a little boy running home crying to my mother, blood running from my nose: “Ma, Ma . . . big Johnny beat me up. Why does he hate me? He said I killed Jesus. I didn’t kill him. I didn’t. I don’t even know who he is.”

I remembered trying to get a job delivering the local paper, the Amsterdam Evening Recorder. It was an easy job—every home in the richer section got the paper. You just went down the streets throwing a paper at every door. Two blocks, and you were through. But I couldn’t get that job. They didn’t want Jew boys delivering their paper. Why did they hate me?

At that time there was no use trying to get a job in the carpet mills, the industry that dominated the town. They didn’t take Jews either.

Going to Hebrew school each day after attending regular school was a dangerous adventure. Running home, I had to evade the gangs on the corners of East Main Street, lurking to beat me up.

My first month in college, I remember being invited to have dinner at the Alpha Tau Omega fraternity house, a prelude to becoming a member. I was excited. I got scrubbed up, borrowed a jacket and tie, and waited in the downstairs office as the other kids went down to the cafeteria for dinner. Everything quieted down, and I waited. The kids were coming back from dinner, and I waited. Nobody came, nobody called. The next day I learned that they had thought that the Demsky boy was Polish. When they found out I was a Jew they didn’t want me.

Of course, when I became a star on the wrestling team and the president of the student body, they were willing to make an exception. They would give me “house privileges.” This meant that I could pay rent and live at the fraternity house, but I would not be allowed to attend the brotherhood meetings or, heaven forbid, exchange the secret handshake. I despised all that bullshit, and, of course, didn’t join. But, you know, it hurt. All those episodes hurt. I was the little kid who gets hit with a rock and says, “Ha, ha—it didn’t hurt.” But it did.

Sometimes people thought they were paying me a compliment when they said, “You don’t look Jewish.” I didn’t take it as such, but I do remember once telling somebody that I was only half-Jewish. Did I think that would cut the hurt in half?

When I left college for New York to seek my fortune, I legally changed my name to Kirk Douglas. Did I really change it because I thought that Issur Danielovitch wouldn’t look good on a marquee (unless I became a ballet dancer)? Or did I hope that the change would make me more acceptable? I don’t know, but I do know that the name Kirk Douglas proved a mixed blessing.

I will never forget my invitation to become a member of the Westside Tennis Club when I first got noticed in Hollywood. Lex Barker, better known as Tarzan, showed me the facilities and then whispered confidentially, “Of course, Kirk, you understand, we can’t run a club the way we do back East. Here we have to let in a few Jews.” When I retorted, “I am a Jew,” he became flustered. He wasn’t a bad guy; that was just the way it was. Or is it still that way?

I think back. Why did I say to Lex Barker, “I am a Jew”? I was born that way, sure, but I now had a nice Scottish name, and people said I looked like a Norwegian. (In fact, when I tried to get a job in the Yiddish theater in New York, they told me, “If we have a part for a Nazi, we’ll call you.”) I was circumcised, of course, but, in America, most men are. I didn’t observe any Jewish religious practices, except for fasting on Yom Kippur. (In The Bad and the Beautiful it was difficult making love to Lana Turner on an empty stomach; of course, nobody knew it.) So why did I have to admit it?


As I look back on my life, I realize that I often express my deepest feelings through make-believe, through a role that I play in a movie or on the stage. It’s as if I face myself only obliquely.

My first attempt, back in 1980, at expressing myself more directly—through a character of my own creation—was in a novel.

I started to write a story about a little Jewish boy named Moishe. He and his sister Rachel are inmates in a concentration camp. Like so many Jews—like Kafka—he asks, What crime have we committed? Why are we here?


Rachel’s voice was hardly above a whisper: “We’re here because we’re Jews.”

For a long time nothing was said, and then Moishe broke the silence. “Let’s not be Jews.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You just said it—we’re here because we are Jews. So let’s not be Jews.”

“We were born Jews—you were named after Moses, our great leader. We will always be Jews. Now go to sleep.”

Moishe pulled the covers tightly around him. He looked up into the darkness and thought, I don’t want to be a Jew. He hoped that Rachel wouldn’t hear his thoughts.


As I read those lines that I had written years ago, I wondered how much of it was what I personally felt. I don’t know.

I toyed with publishing the novel, but in the end I put it away in a drawer, unfinished. I didn’t know at the time that before I could complete that novel I had a more basic kind of examination to go through. Before I could start writing novels, I had to write my autobiography.
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