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QUOTES


The following quotes were collected recently and over the years, and I am very excited to share them with you.


“I met David Winters when I took his jazz class in L.A. I knew then that he was truly talented and would be a great choreographer. He was soft-spoken, sensitive, funny, and humble, but also, when he moved, he was like a panther: dangerous, strong, and cunning. David did all the musical numbers in “Viva Las Vegas.” He also directed and choreographed my first headlining show at the Rivera Hotel, did my first television special, and received an Emmy nomination. He has been a wonderful friend through all these years.”


—Ann-Margret, 5 time Golden Globe Winner, Emmy Award Winner, and 2 time Academy Award Nominee


“I LOVE you in “West Side Story” David. I watch it every week of my life, it’s my favorite movie….I know every step from it, I wish I was in it. You in that movie…… inspired me so much”


—Michael Jackson ….World #1 SuperStar


“David Winters is one of the most interesting and talented people I know. His ability to ‘think outside the box’ inspired me to take chances in my own musical career. He was a great friend to me in the earliest stages of my career and remains a friend to this day. That, above all else, speaks to his character. Oh my...is he one talented guy!”


—Lynda Carter, The Original Wonder Woman and Singing Star of her own TV Specials


“When you look at the men who have inspired boys to dance—Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, Sammy Davis Jr.—David Winters’s name is high on that list. He was certainly my inspiration. Watching him dance in “West Side Story” changed my life. When I began dancing I soon realized, if you want to be a dancer, you need to be tough!”


—Nigel Lythgoe, OBE (Order of the British Empire), Producer and Owner of “American Idol” and “So You Think You Can Dance”


“The first time I saw David Winters was in 1957 or ’58 when my mother and I went to the Winter Garden Theatre in New York to see “West Side Story.” David played Baby John in the original production, and later he played A-rab in the film. I never forgot his performance. He was strong, energetic, and sexy. Years later when I was producing my TV special, “Movin’ With Nancy,” I knew I had to ask David to do the choreography. He created and performed an extremely athletic number all around the run-down Pacific Ocean Park with a group of dancers that made the lifeless pier live again—and won himself an Emmy in the process! That was in 1967. After all these years, I still treasure our friendship and always hold him close to my heart.”


—Nancy Sinatra, top-selling recording artist


“David Winters, I just want to shake your hand. When I was a kid growing up I wanted to be an actor and a dancer. Everyone told me not to, it was too difficult, and I wouldn’t be a success, but when I saw you in “West Side Story” you inspired me to do it. I just want to shake your hand and thank you for the inspiration! Thank you, David!”


—Henry Winkler (The Fonze), Golden Globe- and Emmy-winning actor


“I know David from our working experience on the film “West Side Story.” David’s sheer presence gave the Jets the strength so important to “the gang”—who they are and what they feel, the important word being feel—very important to the story. His talent as an actor makes everything very real. Humor, pathos, strength, and a wonderful imagination—he has them all. I have great admiration for David! David is the best!”


—George Chakiris, Academy Award- and Golden Globe-winning actor


“David Winters has been one of the most important people in my professional life. He not only gave me my first dancing job on television and my first dancing job in a film, but his encouragement gave me the confidence I needed to continue pursuing a career. He was my first mentor, and I am forever grateful. Thank you, David!”


—Donna McKechnie, Tony Award, Drama Desk Award, and Theater World Special Award-winning star of “A Chorus Line”


“David Winters is a RHAPSODY!!”


—Burt Reynolds, Golden Globe and Emmy Award winning actor “David Winters has excelled in every aspect of the entertainment world—from dancer to studio head. He is an innovator. He has worked with and influenced some of the biggest names in show business for nearly 60 years. His new book, Tough Guys Do Dance, is a must read. You will be enthralled!”


—Robert Davi, multi-award-winning actor and current star of the TV series “Paper Empire”


“Little did I know that taking David Winters’s dance classes at the Coronet Theatre in LA would launch my career as a dancer, choreographer, director, and producer. I had never seen anyone dance like David—WOW! David was my mentor, and my first TV series for David was “Shindig,” and then “Hullabaloo,” with films to follow. I owe him more than words can possibly say. Thank you, David. I am forever grateful!”


—Anita Mann, five-time nominee and one-time winner of the Emmy Award


Announced to the audience every night at Universal’s Amphitheatre and NYC’s Radio City Music Hall: “There is a little guy backstage who never sleeps, who’s responsible for all of this. He is my amazing director and producer, and his name is David Winters. Please give him a really big round of applause! David, come out here and take a bow!”


—Diana Ross, all-time–best-selling female recording artist in the world


“David Winters is my favorite choreographer. We did four films together, starting with “Viva Las Vegas,” then “Girl Happy,” “Tickle Me,” and “Easy Come, Easy Go.” I love working with him, and he makes it so much fun. It’s not like work at all.”


—Elvis Presley, the King of Rock and Roll


“David Winters is one of the most talented film industry professionals that I’ve had the pleasure to work with. He is a genius choreographer and a very talented director. I worked with him on “Dancin’: It’s On!” where we applied technology to enhance the surround sound. David is also a wonderful person to work with and has always been open to new ideas.”


—Tony Bongiovi, award-winning music producer of over 40 Platinum and Gold records


“Thank you David for your AMAZING work on Nancy’s Special. You made her look terrific and your solo dance number was wonderful. I am very proud of her and as her father I wish to simply say a big THANK YOU!” Signed, Nancy’s Dad.


—Frank Sinatra, known as the greatest singer of the 20th century and winner of The Academy Award and The Golden Globe


“I’m so happy David chose to share his interesting life which I am apart of. David, as Baby John, was wonderful in the original “West Side Story”. An artist in every way and now an author. Thank you David.”


—Chita Rivera, 2018 Tony Lifetime Achievement Award winner, 2 time Tony Award winner and 10 time nominee, awarded the Kennedy Center Presidential Award, and holds the all time record for the most Tony nominations earned by a single performer.


“David is an icon! His dancing and choreography are as good as it gets. Working with him in “West Side Story” was an absolute delight! Just don’t play gin rummy with him. You’ll lose all your money!”


—Russ Tamblyn, Oscar nominee and Golden Globe-winning actor


“West Side Story,” the original cast and Jerome Robbins, is the reason I became an actor. I idolized David Winters in the show and had a huge crush on him. Over the years, watching shows he choreographed with Ann-Margret and the movies with Elvis mesmerized me. He produced me in a wonderful role in a movie called “Double Threat.” I had a blast with him. His book, Tough Guys Do Dance, promises to be a classic experience in reading.”


—Sally Kirkland, Academy Award nominee and Golden Globe winner as Best Actress in the film “Anna”


“David Winters has chronicled a huge career within this book! And let’s not forget he started as a child star! What a gift to the world David is! He’s an amazing man, producer, director, choreographer… and a great dancer! David has worked with all the major stars of our time, and you will love reading all about his journey in Tough Guys Do Dance! David Winters is a great talent! An amazing life, a spectacular book! Get it! Read it! You will be happy you did! Tough guys do dance!”


—Joe Tremaine, President of Tremaine Dance Convention, attended by over two-million dance students and teachers and teacher of Paula Abdul, Cher, and Diana Ross


“What an insightful look into the amazing life of David Winters—dancer, actor, singer, choreographer, director, and producer. The depth of David’s formidable talent leaps off the pages of this book and offers performers and non-performers alike a view into the incredible and often insane world of the entertainment industry. On a personal note, I would like to thank David for taking a chance on an unknown ballet/jazz dancer in 1975 for Alice Cooper’s “Welcome to My Nightmare.” It worked out well.”


—Sheryl (Mrs. Alice) Cooper, famous dancer and actress


“Just watch David’s incredible 20-second solo from “West Side Story’s” “Cool.” He takes dance steps, turns them into raw emotion, and tells a story. It was the aha! moment when I understood what dance should be about.


“I became his assistant in 1963, at his legendary dance class above the Coronet Theater, where not only the greatest dancers in Hollywood came to train, but so did television and movie stars. I remember Elvis Presley leaning against the open door of the studio to check out Sue Lyon. It was the place to be!


“He knew how to merge traditional jazz dance and the go-go dancing exploding in the clubs onto film and television.


“He took me along for an amazing ride, choreographing groundbreaking TV like “Shindig” and the iconic “T.A.M.I. Show” and films like “Pajama Party, Beach Blanket Bingo,” and “Viva Las Vegas,” to name just a few. It was the jumping-off point of my solo career. Thanks, David…”


—Toni Basil, award-winning producer, director, choreographer, and singer of the multimillion-selling worldwide hit “Mickey”


“David Winters was the brilliant director, choreographer, and the most essential part of my highly successful world tour and movie “Welcome to My Nightmare,” and nearly killed me—okay, beat me to death—getting me dancing. “Tough guys do dance, and he’s one of the toughest, STILL one of the toughest! Wouldn’t mess with him! (said with a smile.) When you’re talking show biz, you’re talking David. He has worked with everyone. David could call anyone in show biz and they would pick up the phone. That’s a pretty good reputation when you can span ballet to Broadway to punk.”


—Alice Cooper, world-famous, best-selling recording artist considered the “Father of Shock Rock”


“David Winters was the idol of any young male dancer, and all wanted to be him—the cool vulnerability and strength. As a choreographer, every young male dancer wanted to do his steps, including me!”


—Dennis Grimaldi, three-time–Tony Award-winning Broadway producer, and Pulitzer Prize winner


“One of the greatest influences on my life as an entertainer was the film, “West Side Story.” And David Winters as, A-Rab, was a monster entertainer in my eyes. Fast forward a few years and suddenly he is introduced to me as one of the Directors of the “Monkees TV Series” and the stage director of the first MONKEES WORLD TOUR. As he guided and rehearsed me through that intense process, it was all I could do to not ask for his autograph. There wasn’t much choreography in our show, per say, but David brought to the staging of our show his inimitable style, essence, and joy de vive that is what David Winters is all about.”


—Micky Dolenz, member of The Monkees and star of the Emmy Award winning TV series of the same name


“David Winters is an inspiration to everyone, whether in the entertainment industry or any other walk of life. He has had success throughout his life as a dancer, choreographer, director, film producer, and now author because he never gives up, he constantly re-creates himself and pushes himself. He has overcome cancer operations and heart transplants and just keeps on succeeding. The man has the spirit of a warrior that just never quits! David, it has been a pleasure and an honor to be a small part of your journey.”


—Gary Daniels, world-champion martial artist


“Doing “Once Upon a Wheel” with director/producer David Winters was a terrific experience. I loved the special so much it was my idea to expand it into a film. We bought two racing cars and had a blast doing the race circuit. A once-in-a-lifetime experience, AND we became great friends.”


—Paul Newman, Academy Award-, Golden Globe-, BAFTA-, and Emmy-winning actor


Your “Raquel” Special was terrific! A wonderful special David. Congratulations on a great show.


—Fred Astaire, known as one of the greatest dancers ever who also won The Academy Award, The Golden Globe, and the Emmy.


“West Side Story!” “Shindig!” “Hullabaloo!” Nancy Sinatra! “The T.A.M.I. Show!” “Viva Las Vegas” starring Elvis and Ann-Margret! “The Monkees!” David Winters is responsible for entertaining my entire youth! And he was just getting started!”


—Stevie Van Zandt, star of “The Sopranos” and “Lilyhammer” TV series and the lead guitar player of Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band


“David Winters, a bona fide dance icon, was and will always be recognized as a very special creative force in Hollywood and the entertainment industry as a whole, having worked with all of the greatest legends to ever exist, such as Elvis Presley, Barbra Streisand, and Diana Ross! David possesses the unique ability to encourage and instill in artists, both amateurs and seasoned professionals, the confidence to see the hope and artistic voice inside themselves—two necessary things most certainly needed to succeed.”


—Shabba-Doo, star of “Breakin’” and “Breakin’ 2”


“I met David Winters when I was a young woman living in London and working for MCA Universal Pictures as a personal assistant. David was there to direct Alice Cooper’s “Welcome to My Nightmare.” I had adored “West Side Story” and was enthralled to be meeting someone so talented and charismatic. David offered me a job as his assistant on a movie he was directing in Hollywood—I couldn’t believe my luck. I arrived in LA and never left. He was the first person to tell me I was smart and could do anything I wanted. I have been a producer for the past 32 years, and I am forever grateful to him and his inspiration. I cannot wait to read his book.”


—Victoria Pearman, Producing Partner with Mick Jagger, at Jagged Films, for 25 years and a Grammy nominee


“David is inspirational…He had a lot to do with inspiring me!”


—Dionne Warwick, three-time Grammy Hall of Famer and award-winning singer


“David is a winner! He was born with all the tools and knows how to use them. His book puts them where they belong—right in your hands. Go ahead, let him sing to you!”


—Grover Dale, two-time Tony Award nominee and Drama Desk Award winner and owner of Answers 4 Dancers


“While directing “The Steve Allen Show” in Hollywood and, at the time, offered my first feature film, “The T.A.M.I. Show,” I asked around as to who was the hottest choreographer in town, and the answer was unanimous: DAVID WINTERS. I went to the Coronet Theater on La Cienega Blvd. to watch one of his dance classes, and it was the experience of a lifetime. We’ve not only remained good friends ever since, but [this meeting] led to a fantastic [working] relationship, not only on “T.A.M.I.” but on “Hullabaloo” and “Lucy in London,” and with Diana Ross and The Dave Clark Five, and being given the opportunity to work with his incredible assistant choreographers and dancers enriched my life beyond words. Working with David was an experience I shall never forget, and needless to say, to this day, I am still a David Winters fan...and friend!”


—Steve Binder, Emmy- and ACE Award-winning director


“David Winters gave me my first job in Hollywood dancing in the Ann-Margret, Elvis Presley film “Viva Las Vegas.” After, I worked for David on every television network in town and with every big star there was. At the time, David was the most sought-after choreographer in Hollywood. While working with David, I learned what it meant to be a professional dancer and especially about how to choreograph. I watched him create dance number after dance number. I gained valuable experience and the confidence to try new things, new challenges, with my dancing and more importantly my choreography. David was my mentor and “teacher by example” the whole time I worked with him. Thank you, David ….I’m so grateful for all you taught me.”


—Walter Painter, award-winning choreographer with 3 Emmy wins and 4 more nominations


“Working for David as a dancer was always a real privilege and a joy. He was talented and compassionate with the dancers. You always wanted to do your very best for David. A talented performer as well as choreographer, director, and producer, he has the background as well as the raw talent to make magic happen on the screen. I have only happy memories of working for David! Great guy. (Great sense of humor, too! Gypsy humor, that is...)”


—Pete Menefee, award-winning costume designer with 3 Emmy wins


“David, Elvis loved and respected your extraordinary talent, and considered you a good friend. When you choreographed his films and were there on the set with him he felt more at ease and secure.”


—Larry Geller, Hair Stylist to Elvis Presley




FOREWORD


Breathing in a scenario of great anticipation, David Winters takes a giant step forward in a new venture…that of author. His life has been a tale of emotion; a journey thru the arts – a royalty of riches bestowed.


Amazing is this man who conquered our hearts in “West Side Story” as Baby John in the original Broadway production and Arab in the award winning film, among countless of other projects as an actor, producer, director and choreographer to such stars as Elvis, Ann-Margret, Barbra Streisand, Alice Cooper, Diana Ross, Raquel Welch, Lucille Ball, Nancy Sinatra, Michael Jackson, Kenny Rogers and others too numerous to mention.


And now, as he ventures into that new entertainment plateau in his autobiography Tough Guys Do Dance, you can’t help but realize, the power of dreams and the power of soul within that is like a rapidly moving escalator fulfilling a magical trend-setting life indeed for all to enjoy.


Get ready for David’s breath-taking journey. Mesmerized you will become. Escapades are numerous from infancy, escaping death by fire, being shot at by German commandos, meeting his father for the first time at age 7, arriving in the US at age 9 to his first and subsequent Broadway/film/television ventures, his many loves, the mafia, to his fight for life.


What you will come to realize in reading Tough Guys Do Dance, is that David Winters is a risk-taker. He’s a sensitive soul. His courage and stamina to control what is before him defies his lust for life; the dreams of what was yesterday to the dreams of tomorrow’s to come. His talents are epic. Small in stature…he’s larger than life…brilliant is the mind, yet childlike. He’s his own sonnet. To quote Burt Reynolds, “David Winters is like a rhapsody.” Ain’t that the truth!!!


Although David lets you into his private world, there’s so much left unsaid. He hasn’t hardened with time…or has he! His emotions run deep; deeper than most. Like Hercules, he’s stronger than most, yet there’s that childlike vision that has lasted thru time. Like Moses he can move mountains. But here within lies a silent wanderer. And so the story begins in Tough Guys Do Dance.


He began writing this “diary” 15 years ago on paper – many memories of course were lost; still more were uncovered as he dug deep into the centerfolds of his life. Raindrops of tears flooding the pages – happy times were recovered, with blazing impact as he, at times, ran for the danger zone.


With 90% percent burns to his body, the toddler began his 9-lives conquest for life through the years. Today, at 79, his focus is to just make it thru to the next day and hopefully give guidance to those who yearn to achieve. David Winters danced into our lives at a young age. He still dances in our hearts to the melody of “don’t give up!”


To reveal all that is the nature of Tough Guys Do Dance chapter to chapter, would be an injustice to the author and to his many fans. There’s just too much to relate and take in. To say one would be shocked by the “personal” of it all is a complete understatement, as David in reality, is a very private person. In today’s world, he does not take kindly to crowds or to blasts of noise. When he speaks, he speaks in whispers at times until drama takes its course. Then watch out for the sound explosion.


Tough Guys Do Dance is a testimonial; David’s private and luxurious testimonial. What person doesn’t like a bit of drama in their lives! The rush for acceptance sometimes takes its toll.


All of the Hollywood Royalty are featured. And so, this story has to be told and the one who reads Tough Guys Do Dance, becomes a moving participant, feeling every heartbeat emotion and drama; drama definitely.


Picture this: THE CANNES ESCAPE: the bodyguard draws a gun out of his jacket. …oh my God - they’re chasing me. ..I was also expecting a bullet at any second. My heart is beating so fast, what can I do? I see a closet so I quickly close the door and hide in it, hoping I’ve lost them. Like a bad French farce, my foot is caught in a washerwoman’s pail. Now I’m stuck and I couldn’t move if I wanted to.


Now picture this if you can: DANGER TIME IN VEGAS – A drug bust with Linda Lovelace where Elvis, Liza and Sinatra come to the rescue. ..door bursts open and in a couple of seconds a flood of about seventeen heavy guys, shouting and pointing guns storm into our suite. Two of them grab me and throw me to the ground, face down, pressing guns to my temple and screaming “Don’t move and you won’t get hurt”.


Or this…David Winters takes on the role of sleuth in the apparent Bangkok suicide of actor/friend David Carradine and told in no uncertain terms not to express his thoughts. Get the picture!!!


Don’t think for a moment there’s drama all the way…there’s funny episodes too…plenty of them as David has written. Forever the jokester, David’s imagination is one to be reckoned with and I for one, putting them in print would do an injustice.


Why stop here as the rollercoaster ride of David Winters hits many a curve along the way – up and down; round and round you spin with winning many an honor and nominations plenty!!!


“We are excited about working with David Winters,” says Dan Vega, Founding Partner and President of Indigo River Publishing. “He is truly an icon in the film and dance community, and the perception of jazz and ballet would be very different without his influence. David’s autobiography is a testament for the life he has lived and the thousands of entertainers that he personally guided and developed. He shares many humorous and fascinating behind the scenes stories regarding his associations with some the biggest names in show-business. Working with him is an amazing pleasure. Whether you are a student of dance or film, or just looking to take an amazing journey, his book will be one of the most captivating books you will ever read….”


It’s always rewarding when “star” personalities come together to honor their own with wings spread far and wide, encircling with love for a friend, a mentor, a teacher, a fellow performer. So beholding are these written or recorded sentiments that acknowledge feelings shared about that one certain individual that has come into their world and influenced their achievements; giving credit where it is due and so heartily earned.


David Winters, through the years and many a sleepless night has achieved more than one could ever dream of fulfilling. Long live the applause and become a part of the luster of Hollywood and International fame. Enjoy!!!


—Dona Kay, Journalist and Reporter




PREFACE


Fade up from black...


I’m sitting here on my balcony in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, looking at the beautiful view of the river and boats below and the ocean straight ahead. I’m thinking about the last few years of my life, when I’ve been making a film in Florida, “Dancin’—It’s On!” At the same time, I have undergone thirteen heart operations, four of them open-heart surgeries, as well as two procedures for cancer in my ear and another cancer operation extremely close to my left eye and brain.


There were so many times during this period that I thought I would die. In fact, I was once told that I had just twenty-five seconds to live, but I pulled through because I still have lots to accomplish in my life, including writing this book.


I’ve had the most amazing life, and I’ve been fortunate to work with so many superstars, such as Michael Jackson, Elvis, Alice Cooper, Barbra Streisand, Paul Newman, Diana Ross, Josh Brolin, Ann-Margret, Frank Sinatra, Lucille Ball, John Wayne, Sonny & Cher, Bobby Darin, Liza Minnelli, Simon & Garfunkel, Rudolph Nureyev, Dennis Hopper, Burgess Meredith, Kirk Douglas, Pamela Anderson, Nancy Sinatra, Tom Jones, Sammy Davis Jr., James Dean, Mel Brooks, and Dean Martin—the list goes on and on.


It’s taken me over fifteen years to write this story, as every day I remember things that I had forgotten from my past. I would like other people to read it and share with me and enjoy both the highs and the lows, the ups and the downs.


Since I naturally see everything like a film, let’s flash back to… The beginning…


Lights…Camera…Action…




CHAPTER 1


My Roots in England


It all started in London, England, where I was born on the 5th of April 1939, which incidentally is the very same birthdate as three of my all-time favorite movie stars, Spencer Tracy, Bette Davis, and Gregory Peck. I was born the first son of Samuel and Sadie Weizer, and arrived just in time for a world war, the number-two edition, which started just five months after my entry onto this planet.


My father was a furrier by profession and had joined the British army to fight the Nazi filth at the outset of hostilities when I was one year old. Consequently, I didn’t get to see him again until 1946 when I was seven years old. During those war years, my mother rarely heard from my father and at times didn’t know whether he was alive or dead.


As an Aries, a fire sign, I have always been fascinated with fire, and as a one-and-a-half-year-old, I began my interest in a very dramatic fashion. It was a cold late-winter morning, and my nanny had positioned me in my highchair in front of the fireplace to make sure I didn’t get too cold from the bitter English weather. She added more coals to the fire and stoked the glowing embers to encourage the blaze, then wandered off to the kitchen. As the flames crackled and licked around the hearth, I leaned forward, with childlike fascination, towards the flames and tumbled, soundlessly, headlong out of my highchair, straight into the raging fire. At that moment, the nanny returned to see me cradled in the flames and let out a piercing scream, unable to move.


We are shooting the next shot from inside the fireplace to give the audience the maximum effect of the burning baby.


My mother, who had been in the study writing a letter to my father, came running into the room past the motionless but screaming nanny, grabbed the coal tongs, hooked them to my tiny leg, and yanked me out of the hearth. She raced to the kitchen and turned the faucet on to douse my smoldering clothes and body. Apparently, through all this, I didn’t make a sound. I must have been in shock. I was rushed to hospital with burns to ninety percent of my little body, but at least I was still alive.


So traumatized was I by this horrible experience that I remained silent through the whole ordeal. It would be another eighteen months before I uttered another sound. The scars have since faded, but I still have one scar on the outside of my left arm and a small one under my chin as permanent reminders of that awful day.


My mom told me that whenever she took me to the hospital to see the doctor, which was once a week, I would cry soundlessly. She never knew whether I would ever talk or utter another sound again. At three years old, I did finally talk, thank God.


The next scene is shot with a handheld camera to add to the horror.


One afternoon, during the Blitz days of 1940–41, my mom had taken me up to Hampstead village, not far from the center of the city, to visit my grandparents when an air raid started.


Hear the sound of a wailing banshee as the air-raid sirens kick in.


I can clearly remember being terrified as the bombs began falling all around us. Dodging falling masonry, my mom ran along with me under her arm trying to make it to an air-raid shelter. Buildings were spitting out burning embers like confetti. How we survived I’ll never know. It was like being in a raging hell.


Even though I was just a little baby on my mother’s arms, the awful stench of burning buildings and flesh is fresh in my mind, just as clear as childhood smells like Mother’s cooking, fairground popcorn and hotdogs, or the distinct smell of burning leaves in autumn. Some aromas just stay with you, deep in the subconscious, conjuring up otherwise forgotten events.


Whip pan to establishing shot of the Isle of Wight.


In the summer of 1942, when I was just over three years old, my mother moved us to the Isle of Wight, on the south coast of England, thinking it would be safer for us, which for a while it was. But one cloudless, sunny morning, as two of my nanny’s children and I were peeking into a Rolls Royce parked next door, we heard the unmistakable sound of an airplane. We stopped what we were doing and looked up into the clear blue sky to see a German plane heading towards us. We had no idea that it was a German plane, so it held no fear for us. We stopped what we were doing and simply watched it, totally fascinated as it got nearer and nearer.


Then, without warning, it began shooting at us. Bullets kicked up the dirt all around me and the other children, and we all simply froze. Why the German pilot would want to shoot at three harmless children I can’t imagine, but that’s exactly what he did.


My nanny came running out onto the veranda and screamed, followed seconds later by my frantic mother, while, out of nowhere, two unarmed American GIs came running from around the corner, right towards us.


Fast cuts between the plane, me and the kids, the nanny screaming, the GIs, my crying mother, us, the plane, the GIs, etc.—again and again!


Now swell the music as the GIs gather us up in their arms and run with us, full speed, across the lawn to the house, a distance of about fifty yards.


The plane could have shot at us more, but for some reason it didn’t. With us in their arms, the GIs dove headfirst under the veranda, quickly followed by my terrified mother and equally terrified nanny. In the arms of the GIs, we could see the German plane as it flew towards us once more. Then it dipped its wings in a gesture of arrogance and flew off back from whence it had come. I can only assume that the plane had run out of ammunition, but as a child, I believed that the brave, unarmed American GIs had frightened him off. It makes a great scene for a movie, but not for real life, especially if you’re the kid. As far as I was concerned, those heroic GIs won the day. From that moment on, I decided that I wanted to go to America and be an American, all because of those two big GI Joes who, I was convinced, had saved our lives, and all without guns, just like my comic hero, Superman. Just three years old, and I’d had two dramatic and narrow escapes from death. (This could definitely be viewed as an action movie.)


Following that incident, my mother decided to leave the Isle of Wight and move us to Enfield, a suburb of London, figuring we might be safer. The Germans were dropping bombs on us all the time. It almost seemed like some sort of sick game, called Kill the English in Their Houses. Almost every night we would hear the wail of the banshee, that’s the air-raid sirens to you and me.


As young as I was, I can clearly remember the screaming of the bombs as they came hurtling down, followed by a deep, thunderous rumble as they smashed into the buildings and exploded, sending flames and debris high into the sky. This was followed by the staccato clatter of the yak-yak guns (anti-aircraft guns) pumping their responses into the night sky. You never forget the sound of those bombs—ever. I couldn’t understand it as a young kid: Why did they want to kill me? What did I ever do to them?


Sometimes Mom and I had to travel up to the city, and the air-raid sirens would sound off. The air-raid wardens would herd everybody on the streets towards the underground subway stations, where we had to stay until the all-clear was sounded. We sometimes spent the entire night sleeping underground with hundreds of other mothers and children. The government had provided bunk beds along the platforms for this purpose, and the trains would run as usual, with commuters coming and going as we slept, or tried to sleep, at any rate. It was a lot safer than being above ground. Mothers would tie string leashes around their children so as not to lose them in the confusion and hysteria.


During air raids, the city of London was completely blacked out, and sometimes I would open the blackout curtain at home just a sliver and look up into the sky. There were bangs and flashes everywhere from the anti-aircraft guns and shafts of light from the searchlights picking out the invading aircraft. It was amazing, an awesome sight for a young child to behold, and although it was extremely scary, it was also very exciting.


Every once in a while, I would see a parachute open in the middle of all this and a man come falling towards the ground. Maybe the parachutist was one of ours; maybe it was one of theirs—I never knew. I remember thinking that if it was a German, his war was over and that was a good thing for us.


Underscore the next scenes with music.


Despite the general hatred for Hitler and the Nazis, in Britain there was still an undercurrent of anti-Semitism rife throughout British society, which added insult to injury for Jews who were born and bred in the British Isles. My mom had a millinery shop in Cockfosters, the borough where we lived, and every now and again a local racist hooligan would throw a brick through the shop window or daub the walls with anti-Semitic slogans, like “Get out of here, Jew,” which, given that my father was away fighting the war like so many other British Jews, was particularly upsetting for my mother.


I remember when my grandfather and grandmother took me to see a famous Jewish singer, Sophie Tucker. She was known as “the last of the red-hot mamas.” She was adored by the British public and the armed forces alike, for her earthy performances and morale-lifting songs. On the way home, we were riding on a trolley bus and I was sitting next to Grandma, holding a red balloon that she and Grandpa had bought for me outside the theatre. My grandpa was speaking Yiddish to my grandma, enthusing about Sophie Tucker’s performance, when a young man standing next to him, vindictively and for no apparent reason, stubbed his burning cigarette straight into my balloon, causing it to burst loudly and giving me a huge fright. As a young child, I was naturally distraught and burst into tears.


I can remember my grandpa getting into an argument with this horrible man and saying to him, “If you have a problem with my being Jewish, then take it out on me, not my little grandson.” Everyone in the trolley car looked at us like we were the bad guys, instead of the nasty piece of work who burst my balloon. After that incident my mother and grandparents decided that it would be better for me to get out of the big city and sent me away to a Jewish boarding school, Aryeh House, not far from London on the south coast near Brighton Beach. Every day, the class would take a walk en masse for our daily exercise, but whenever we passed by a certain Catholic school, they would pour out of the school gates and jeer and throw insults and stones at us.


Cue sound effects of rocks hitting little bodies.


We wanted to pick up the stones and throw them back, but our schoolmasters wouldn’t allow us to confront them. They ordered us to ignore them and keep walking, which for feisty young boys was very hard to do. When I told my mom about it, she was furious and decided to remove me from that establishment and enroll me in a Catholic school further along the coast, under the principle “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” However, I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone there that I was Jewish; otherwise, they would have thrown me out. Even so, it wasn’t so bad, and I liked singing the hymns in church, mainly because they were in English and I was able to understand them.


Many people in England blamed the war on the Jewish people. The Jews seemed to be everyone’s scapegoat. My parents were not particularly religious, so I never understood why being Jewish was such a bad thing to other religions and why we were so persecuted. My religion might have been Judaism, but I was English and so were my parents. My father was like thousands of other North Londoners: he supported his local football team, Tottenham Hotspurs; he voted for the Conservatives in the elections and loved the king and the royal family. So what was the problem?


World War II affected my entire life in a way that I have never been able to get over. To this day I won’t buy a German car or go to Germany, other than on necessary business, yet I have many German friends. I am obsessed with the Second World War unlike anything else in my life, and constantly tell my children all about it. They listen politely, but I know they’re not really interested, and maybe that’s a good thing, who knows? What I do know is that I never want anyone to forget what happened to so many good and innocent people. War brings out the worst and the best in people, and I’m sure there are thousands of stories of unsung heroes from WWII yet to be told.


Fast forward to 1945–1948. The war has ended, and thankfully we won.


I remember my mother packing a suitcase, taking us to King’s Cross station in London, and getting on a steam train bound for Leeds in the north of England. Having done the rounds of my dad’s family, which included ten brothers and sisters, we were going to spend a few days with my mom’s family.


Like most children, I loved steam trains. I can remember the huge plumes of steam bellowing out from the engine as we chugged along rhythmically through the beautiful English countryside. Everyone was celebrating the end of the war. Flags and balloons festooned the stations and houses everywhere. People were singing and dancing on the platforms and in the streets as we puffed by. At each stop, people would wish us well, laughing and smiling, and offer us food and drink.


After so much darkness, it was magical. Suddenly, the world was bright, and in one fell swoop, the gloom had gone. It seemed like the whole world was celebrating, which of course it was. My aunt and my grown-up girl cousins were there to meet us at Leeds station, screeching excitedly and talking with funny northern accents as they hugged and kissed us. It’s hard to imagine what it was like to feel that rush of joy that accompanied the end of hostilities. No more bombs, no more blackouts, and, most importantly, no more fear. Everyone was happy to be alive, and we felt like we all belonged to one big happy family.


I remember the street parties that took place across the entire country. Tables would be laid out along the whole street, and everyone who lived on that street attended the party. In my aunt’s street, they had set up stages for entertainment at both ends of the block. There were spam-and-cheese sandwich triangles, hot sausages, iced buns, fairy cakes, bread-and-butter pudding, jelly and Carnation milk, custard pies, lemonade, and orange squash—what a feast for a small boy to behold. They must have used up all their food quotas for months to come, as rationing was still very much in force, but nobody cared. They just wanted to have fun. After everybody had their fill, various entertainers danced and sang, did conjuring tricks, and told jokes. People fell around laughing and carrying on. I didn’t understand the jokes, but I laughed along with everybody else, regardless. It was magical. Somebody had made an effigy of Hitler and had hung it from a pole with a rope attached to its neck and then set fire to it. We all cheered at this sight, and the whole block burst into dance. They carried on dancing long into the night, which was also a first for me, being only six years old and being allowed to stay up late. What bliss. From that time on, I always associated dance with joy, happiness, enthusiasm, and, most of all, freedom. The only downside to our celebrating was, despite the fact that the war had ended, my father had still not come home.
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My mom and dad, Sadie and Samuel





Then, in 1946, with my seventh birthday soon approaching, my mom woke me up early one morning and said, “Time to wake up, Putchkey (my mom’s love name for me). I’ve got a surprise for you downstairs.” Naturally, I thought it was a birthday present, albeit a little early.


I wiped the sleep from my eyes and jumped out of bed excitedly. I ran down the stairs, straight into the living room; and, lo and behold, there was my mother standing by the window next to a big man dressed in a khaki soldier’s uniform. Mom had been contacted by the Home Office. It seems that at the end of the war my daddy had been in a hospital, with shell blast from a grenade that was thrown at him, and he had trouble remembering the simplest of things, like his family and our address. When she met my dad at the train station, he walked right past her. He didn’t even recognize her at first, but she ran to him, and like a scene out of a war movie, she hugged and kissed him many times over.


Backlight the scene and bring in the hero theme music.


The morning sun was streaming through the window, putting them in semi-silhouette and making it hard for me to see his face clearly. “Putchkey,” said my mother, beaming a broad smile, “say hello to your father.” He moved towards me, and as his face came into focus, I recognized him as the man in the picture I had kept on my sideboard for six years. To me, he looked like one of the heroes in the movies that my grandpa had taken me to see. I’d dreamed of this moment, what I’d say and what I’d do, but I did nothing, I just stood there frozen to the spot. He bent over me and swept me up into his big arms and held me out in front of him. He just stared at me without saying a word and then pulled me to his chest and hugged me so hard I could barely breathe.


“Are you my daddy?” I wheezed, struggling for breath.


“That’s right, son,” he said in a booming voice. “I’m yer dad.”


Then Mom joined us, and the three of us just stood there for what seemed like hours, holding on to each other, with Mom sobbing quietly. As for me, I’d never been so happy in all my young life. My daddy was back from the war at long last, my mom was smiling constantly, and we could leave all the lights on with the curtains open without being scared of German bombers. Life was good at last. And I finally had a daddy.


It was kind of strange, having a man in the house, even though he was my father, given that I had never had the experience before, other than visiting my uncles for short periods. Also, Dad didn’t say much, if he spoke at all. I wanted him to talk to me so badly, but he never really did. Mom told me to be patient, as Dad had had a hard time during the war and it would take a bit of time to adjust. Even though I was only seven, I could relate to that and settled for just having him back with us.


A couple of days after he got back, my dad came into my bedroom where I was reading a story book, and without any explanation, he said, “This is for you, son,” and handed me a German dagger. I put down the book and took the dagger from him. I remember it being very heavy and big in my small hand, but it was an awesome sight to behold. It was black with a diamond-shaped white inlay. Inside the inlay was a bright-red Nazi swastika. He said that he’d taken it off a German soldier after a battle somewhere, but never elaborated. In fact, he never talked to me about it again. I often speculated to myself on the fate of the German who had owned the dagger, about whether my dad had taken it from him in hand-to-hand fighting in a life-or-death struggle or after he was already dead. Either way, my dad was always a war hero to me. Later I discovered that he was one of the soldiers who landed on the beach on D-Day and that he had been in communications and was always behind enemy lines, the most dangerous place to be. He was later awarded two medals, which my younger brother, Marc, still has.


Years later my mom confided in me that Daddy was a very different person from the man who’d left and that even though she loved him dearly, she missed her pre-war husband, who was supposedly more gregarious and fun-loving and who loved to dance. God only knows what he must have gone through and experienced. He was always very quiet and introverted, and I found it hard to imagine him as a happy-go-lucky kind of guy. I always wondered what went on in his mind when he thought about the war. He didn’t talk much, but when he did everyone would listen because he wasn’t the kind of man to waste words.


As a young man, my father had been a boxer, and during his short but illustrious career, he won twenty-two fights in a row and never lost a fight. But coming from a respectable middle-class Jewish family, boxing was not considered an acceptable pastime. His family made him feel guilty about it and encouraged him to quit, feeling that it was beneath his station to indulge in such a low-class sport.


I remember many occasions when Dad would endeavor to teach me boxing with real boxing gloves. Thinking back, those were the times when he spoke to me the most and when I felt the closest to him. He seemed to come alive at these moments. To this day, I still love to watch boxing matches, especially world championships.


During one of these sparring sessions, my dad told me a story that has stuck with me all these years. He told me that I was actually named after his oldest sister, Davora. Years earlier, when he had been working in his fur factory, he heard somebody calling his name. He asked the other workers who were in the same room, “Who called my name? Which one of you called me?” Everyone just looked at him like he was crazy. Although he thought it was strange, he returned to his job, nailing a fur skin to a wooden table to stretch it out. Again, he heard his name called and asked who had called him. Everyone thought he was joking and ignored his question. A third time he heard his name being called. At this point, he stopped what he was doing, put on his coat, and went to his parents’ home, where his older sister, Davora, was bedridden with cancer. As he walked into her bedroom, she looked at him, smiled, and died. He was told that Davora had been calling his name all afternoon. They were very close, as she was the oldest sister and he was the youngest brother, the child in the family. She had known she was going to die and wanted to see him before she passed. Miraculously, he had heard her voice. When he told me this story he still seemed very touched by it, and I was glad that he shared it with me. It was one of the few times he actually opened up to me.


As my family settled into life after the war, my mom and dad and I loved to go to my grandparents’ house every Sunday for family lunches. It was bang in the middle of Hampstead Heath, surrounded by woodland and wildlife. Their spacious house always seemed to be full of my aunts, uncles, and cousins, and rang out with loud, booming classical music, which put everyone in a great mood and made our Sunday lunches joyous affairs.


My grandfather would make great ceremony of carving the Sunday roast, and my uncles would tell funny stories while my aunts would pretend to be outraged, filling the dining room with shrieks of laughter. After lunch, all the younger kids would flood out onto the heath and run through the woods and up to the pond at the top of the heath to look at the model boats that people would sail every Sunday. After running ourselves ragged playing “catch,” we would head back to the house for a traditional English meal of cucumber sandwiches, various buns and cakes, and, of course, a nice pot of tea. After tea we would all settle down in the big, comfortable living room filled with soft, lumpy sofas and easy chairs; and my grandmother, Jenny, would play one of her favorite operas on the gramophone. We would all sit back and listen respectfully as she sang along. Unlike my cousins, who thought it was a terrible bore, this was the part of Sundays that I loved the most. While they fidgeted, I would listen, enraptured by the beautiful vocal strains and orchestral music filling the large room. This didn’t go unnoticed by my grandmother.


Grandma Jenny surprised me by taking me to visit a synagogue. We weren’t really a religious family and rarely, if ever, went to synagogue, except every once in a while on the high holidays. Shortly after we entered the synagogue, a large man stood up and started singing with great power. He had the most beautiful voice I had ever heard. My grandma told me that he was my great-grandpa and he was a cantor at this synagogue. He was amazing. When he stopped singing, we left.


Grandma was a wise woman, and when she saw my reaction to her father’s singing she decided to take me to the theatre. My first experience at a theatre was with her when she took me to the Covent Garden Opera House, a famous theatre in the heart of London’s West End, to see the opera Faust, written by the German composer Charles Gounod. We arrived at the theatre at seven thirty in the evening and joined the long queue reaching halfway around the block. A troop of Cockney Pearly Kings and Queens in their sparkling costumes appeared on the street to entertain us. Every part of their attire was sequined with glistening pearl buttons laid out in lace-like patterns. They looked beautiful. They tap danced and sang for us, with their chirpy cockney voices, and when they finished they came around with the hat to collect money. This was my first encounter with live entertainers, and I loved every second of it. I remember Grandma giving me a whole penny to give to them. The Pearly King called me his “old cock sparrow,” and I was thrilled.


We eventually made our way through to the grand entrance, up some equally grand stairs, and out into what seemed like Aladdin’s cave. We were high up in what the English call the “Gods,” the upper balcony of the theatre, with a perfect view of the stage. I remember the vast auditorium filled with elegant men and women, plush red seats with gold fittings, and the moldings and carvings on the walls and ceilings. The grandness of the decoration was like something out of a fairytale for a young, impressionable boy, and I was stunned by it all.


We found our way to our seats, and no sooner had we sat down than the lights began to dim, the orchestra struck up the intro, and the curtain started to lift. Suddenly, the stage was flooded with light and filled with colorful characters singing at the top of their voices. I thought my heart would pop out of my mouth with excitement, and I sat there spellbound throughout the entire performance. After the show, I left the theatre in a daze, my mind dancing with the sounds and images I’d just experienced. We got on the trolley bus in Charing Cross Road and headed back to Grandma’s home. Sitting there in the dull lights, as we rumbled through the foggy streets of a perpetually grey London, it seemed to me like it had all been a dream, such was the reality shift. It was on that ride back, with my grandmother humming the tunes from Faust, that I decided, at the ripe old age of seven, what I wanted to do when I grew up.


Cue applause. Cross-fade audience clapping.


I wanted my grey world to be filled with color. I wanted the bright lights and the applause.


Cross-fade to a future me taking a bow on a brightly lit stage.
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Me at 7 years of age





On many occasions, I would stay over with my grandmother and sleep with her in her big, soft, warm bed. I would snuggle up to her, and she would send me to sleep with stories from all the various operas that she knew. It was magical, a great way for a kid to go to sleep, and it fired up my imagination. I would conjure up vast landscapes filled with people singing and dancing, just like at the opera. I pictured myself amongst them, dancing and singing. I guess I got that from my mother, who had begun a stage career only to be pulled off the stage, quite literally, in the middle of a performance, by her father when she was just seventeen years old. It’s funny how things work out. Being deprived of her youth and her husband for almost seven years took its toll on my mother, who felt that her best years had been stolen from her by the war.


The years following the war were called the Austere Years, and, my God, were they austere. Although there were no bombs or fear of the postman bringing bad news, there was still wartime rationing, which meant luxuries of any kind were few and far between. I guess the austerity got to Mom, and she wanted to leave England and all those bad memories behind her and move to a brand-new country. My dad just wanted a quiet life, so South Africa was chosen as the likely place to emigrate to because of the weather. Also, there was reportedly a good fur trade there so my father could make us a good living. Two weeks before we were to sail, my mom decided it would be America instead, so on April 5, 1948, my ninth birthday, we set sail from Southampton on the SS Aquitania bound for New York City and America.


The Cunard Lines’ Aquitania was one of the top ships of its day. It was the third-largest and second-fastest ship afloat and was more like a floating city than any ship I’d ever seen, and living on the Isle of Wight, I’d seen a few. Bands were playing, and there was a tremendous, infectious excitement in the air as thousands of people pushed to get aboard. Balloons were flying everywhere, and people were shouting “Bon Voyage.” As I stood on the afterdeck, staring down at all the merriment happening on the dock, I tearfully thought to myself, “Will I ever see England again?” Mom said we had over a hundred cousins in America, and I couldn’t wait to visit them all. Couple that with the fact that it was the land of those fantastic G.I. Joes who saved my life that unforgettable day on the Isle of Wight, and it was: yippee, America, here I come!


Helicopter shot of boat leaving and at sea.


It was dark when the SS Aquitania finally slipped anchor and steamed out into the strait of Solent, heading for the vast reaches of the Atlantic. Since it was dark, I didn’t get to see dear old England for the last time, and that made me tearful all over again. The following morning, I woke up very early, and I could see the sun glinting sharply through the porthole. I hopped out of my bunk, dressed in my warmest clothes, and slipped out of my cabin, heading for the back of the boat. I had hoped to see England far in the distance, but as in the lyrics “What did I see? I saw the sea,” there were no green hills and no white cliffs, just endless boring sea, but as I looked over the side, I saw a large school of dolphins breaking the surface alongside the ship. There must have been at least twenty or more swimming a little faster than the ship. It was the first of many beautiful things I would witness in my life, but remains, strangely, one of the most memorable.


My mom learned that a young Scottish man in third class had died suddenly, leaving a wife and child to fend for themselves. On arrival in America, the wife would not be able to afford a funeral for her unfortunate husband, so the captain had offered to bury him at sea. If we wanted to pay our respects, the burial ceremony would be held at 9:00 a.m. the next day. A collection was being organized to help the widow and her daughter with their expenses, to which my mother and grandmother gave generously. The next morning, as we made our way to the back of the lower deck for the ceremony, we could feel the ship slowing under our feet as we stepped out into a miserable grey morning. It could not have been more depressing. It was cold and damp, with a chilly mist hanging in the air like a shroud. The ship eventually came to a complete standstill, and the crew and others attending the ceremony crowded onto the decks above the burial point. The widow and young daughter looked pitiful standing in the grey mist next to the body that was covered with a Union Jack flag. A lone piper in full Scottish regalia walked slowly around the deck, making that mournful and haunting sound that only bagpipes can make. The sight and sound of all this served to make me extremely sad, and my lip started to quiver as I fought back the tears. Then the captain gave a eulogy that had everybody reaching for their hankies, while the ships bugler played “The Last Post” as two crewmen stepped forward and tilted the board on which the body was resting, and it slid out from beneath the flag into the icy Atlantic waters below. I can still feel the icy chill of that sad occasion whenever I think about it.


Also on our crossing to America, we stopped to help a man whom the ship’s captain had spotted in a dinghy floating in the middle of the ocean. He had some disease, and the cargo ship he had been on did not have a doctor or a nurse. Knowing that our ship would be passing that way in a couple of days, they had set him adrift. As crazy as that sounds, it was a fact and one that we all witnessed, as the ship actually stopped right in the middle of the open ocean to pick him up.


My family was pretty well off, so we travelled on the ship in first class, but I liked to sneak down to third class, where all the Scottish and Irish people sang and danced all night. They knew how to have fun, not like first class, which to me was very boring. The rich people would just sit around and gamble all the time and never seemed to smile very much.


Extreme wide shot of New York City… Helicopter shot of the Statue of Liberty. (It’s quite a sight when you see the Statue of Liberty and New York City for the first time.)


As the Aquitania pulled in, the air was filled with excitement and anticipation. We had heard about it, but had never before seen a skyscraper like the Empire State Building. We weren’t allowed to stay in the USA, so we moved on to Toronto, Canada, where we lived for a while.


A film montage showing passage of time… Dissolve to...


Four years later we returned, and not knowing where we wanted to live, we took a bus tour of thirty-six American states. Miami Beach, Florida, was chosen as our new home, but the humidity wasn’t comfortable for my mom, so we moved to Brooklyn, New York, where Dad bought a luncheonette on the corner of Ave. U and East 21st Street. Mom enrolled me in PS 234 Cunningham JHS, nearby. What I remember most from that school was when we were all herded into the hallways by our teachers during the air-raid drills and made to sit up against the wall till the drill was over. All the other kids used to joke around and enjoyed the break from classes, but for me it was different, as I recalled the London bombings and it brought back the horror of the war. I would sit against the wall and cry as the other kids made fun of me. They had no idea what I was going through mentally. It was pure torture. I was also admonished by my teachers, who were not aware of my background. At times, people can really be cruel.


While watching TV in those early days, I used to get up and dance alongside all the performers on the tube. I was especially inspired by Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire. But whereas Fred Astaire was smooth and sophisticated, Gene Kelly was more athletic and wore street wear with his muscles showing, so I could relate to Gene Kelly easier. Like all Jewish mothers, my mom wanted me to become a lawyer or a doctor. No way, Jose. My mind was made up. The only thing I had to do was figure out a way to realize my dream. According to my mom, I had been dancing since I was two years old. She would look at me in amazement, as she had no idea where I was getting the steps I used to do. She had never taught me any dances at all. She always told me my dancing talent was God-given, but both my mom and dad were wonderful dancers and used to dance together socially. So, obviously, it was in my genes, and I was more and more determined to find a way to accomplish my dream.


We were living close to the Coney Island boardwalk, so I used to watch the local black kids shine shoes with a rag and a little spit and polish. I studied how they snapped the rag, making this wonderful sound. I found myself an old orange crate and rebuilt it into a shoeshine box. After I mastered snapping the rag, I was ready to start my first business venture, but I couldn’t tell Mom because I knew she didn’t want me to go into show business. Anyway, as well as shining shoes, I would dance and sing and tell jokes. That went down really well with the customers, and the first day I worked I made five dollars, which was a lot of money in those days for a twelve-year-old kid. I immediately enrolled in a dance school near us called Mac Levy’s. After my second tap class, they put me on a local TV show and told me that they had nothing more to teach me, that I was a natural dancer and should really take professional lessons in New York City.


Whenever I shined shoes, I would find out the entire plot of a film currently showing in the cinemas; then I would tell my mom all about the movie, thus covering for the time I was shining shoes. One day, after telling her about a film I had supposedly just seen, she said to me, “Okay, now tell me the truth. What were you doing today?” This time I told her the truth, that I was on the boardwalk shining shoes, and asked her how she knew I wasn’t at the cinema. She said my aunt had seen me, and that this was not acceptable for members of our family. She said if I really wanted it that badly, she would take me to the city for lessons on one condition: that I had a bar mitzvah on my thirteenth birthday, which was coming up in three weeks. We shook on it. I didn’t know how to read Hebrew, so I memorized the entire book in the short time I had left. I also sang it instead of reading it, making it feel a little more like showbiz. I was a boy soprano, and the reaction was wonderful. In fact, the synagogue offered me a job singing on the high holidays for $250, a huge amount of money. My dad and my mom were beaming. When I reminded Mom of our handshake deal, she stood by it and enrolled me in a New York City theatrical school for children, Charlie Lowe’s.




CHAPTER 2


New York City and Show Business


Extended-tracking shot along the tracks of the BMT subway in Brooklyn… Dissolve to shot of subway car arriving at the 49th Street and 7th Ave. station in NYC…


The Academy Award-nominated actor, singer, and dancer Elliott Gould and I first met in 1952 when we were both about thirteen years of age. Now many decades later, we’re still friends. We were both attending classes at Charles Lowe’s School of the Performing Arts, run by a lovely old Vaudevillian, Charles Lowe, and his wife, Kasha. Their school was different from all the others, as they taught their students to have personality when they performed, not just dance steps. Charlie was famous for this. Some parents would take their shy kids to Charlie just to loosen them up, without any thought of their going into show business. He was incredible at bringing out these inhibited kids. Charlie liked to have us perform even in class so that we got used to an audience. This was a great idea. Even after all these years, I still remember some of his songs and routines. Charlie developed a lot of kids who went into show business. The atmosphere was like a social club. We all were friends with each other, as were the mothers. We rooted for each other, and it was like a second family. In addition to Elliott, Christopher Walken, then called Ronny, and his brothers Ken and Glen were also classmates of mine. The Walkens were professional and worked all the time.


Whenever a young kid was needed for some engagement, the agents would always call Charlie first. I got a lot of jobs thanks to Charlie. My first was as an extra in the film “The Clown,” starring actor and comedian Red Skelton. I’ll never forget the placard that was on the casting director’s desk at MGM Studios when I went to audition for that job: “IT TAKES 20 YEARS OF HARD WORK TO BECOME A STAR OVERNIGHT.” So true!


The school was located in the basement of 1650 Broadway, on 51st Street near the famous Brill Building at 1619 Broadway and 49th Street. Totally devoted to show business, mainly the music business, the Brill Building was filled with music publishers, agents, songwriters, record companies, and production companies. Almost everyone who went in and out of that building was in show business: song writers such as Burt Bacharach, Neil Sedaka, Carol King, Gene Pitney, Buddy Holly, and Neil Diamond—you name ’em. Likewise, 1650 Broadway was filled with showbiz companies and music industry people.


Next door to the school was Hanson’s Drugstore, a legendary combination luncheonette and makeup store, where everyone in the industry would hang out and where all the Broadway performers and chorus girls would come to buy their makeup. It was a bustling, energized place, and I loved it. Hanson’s would be a part of my life for many years to come.


I was interested in taking some Afro/Cuban jazz classes, so I also joined the Savilla Ford Dance Studios on Broadway and 44th Street in NYC. In my class, I noticed a stunning girl named Joyce Livingstone. She had a beautiful body and was a terrific dancer. She noticed me, too, and we found ourselves looking at each other quite a lot. After class one day, we started talking to each other about dancing, and she told me she was twenty-one years old. When I told her I was thirteen, she said that I seemed older when I spoke. One thing led to another, and we wound up having a soda together. Then she invited me to her apartment and introduced me to some great music. This became a regular thing, and she taught me a lot about music and rhythms. In fact, she taught me a lot about a lot of things. The inevitable happened: we kissed, and that led to making love. What an experience, what an explosion! And what a physical relief. That day changed my life forever. It was so beautiful with Joyce. She was so gentle, so sensual, so careful to make it right for me. She knew how impressionable I was, and she didn’t want to ruin it in any way. We knew that it wouldn’t lead to anything, so we enjoyed it for what it was: a beautiful meeting of the minds and bodies.


One day I got a chance to perform at Zimmerman’s Hungarian Restaurant on 46th Street when a talent scout from NBC-TV came up to me and asked if I’d be interested in being on TV. A few days later, I was in his office and got the leading role in a segment of the TV series “The Big Story.” Was I excited! So was my mom. She was so happy for me. Mom even arranged for me to get my first four-picture composite as a dancer made. After this show, and because of its exposure, I got a lot more roles on TV shows and then my first Broadway show.
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My first dancing composite
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My favorite acting shot from when I was 13 years old
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My first award, at 13 as Brooklyn Star of the Week, presented to me from Namm-Loeser’s Department Store







CHAPTER 3


“On Your Toes,” My First Broadway Show


I auditioned for the 1953 revival of “On Your Toes,” and I was chosen to play the part that Donald O’Connor played in the film version. I was over the moon, and so was Mom. The show, written by Richard Rodgers and Lorenzo Hart, would be choreographed by the great George Balanchine and directed by the even greater George Abbott. I would only be in the first two scenes because my character in the play grew up. Bobby Van would play the older me in the show, the part that Ray Bolger played in the film.


I showed up for rehearsals and met Mr. Balanchine, Mr. Abbott, and Mr. Rodgers. Three legends in my first show—wow, I was so nervous. Mr. Balanchine and I went off with the two actors who played my parents. Mr. Balanchine explained to us that he was not a tap dancer, so we would have to choreograph our song-and-tap-dance number ourselves. And where I had my solo parts, it would be up to me to do whatever tricks I thought were my best ones. I was stunned. My first Broadway show, and I was just fourteen years old and would have to choreograph my own dancing. As they say, necessity is the mother of invention, so I did it.


Getting dressed for the show was a problem as there were not enough dressing rooms at the 46th Street Theatre to go around, so they put me in with all the chorus girls. I must say that getting ready for the show was almost the best part of the job.


Also featured in the show was the brilliant Elaine Stritch, whom I used to watch in awe every night as she controlled the stage. She was the winner of numerous Tony Awards, Drama Desk Awards, and the Laurence Olivier Award. Sadly, she recently passed away. You may be gone, Ms. Stritch, but you are not forgotten! Thank you for all the lessons you never knew you gave me.


For my first-ever Broadway show, my number “Two a Day for Keith and Three a Day for Lowe” opened the show and got a fabulous reaction from the crowd. But the rest of the show was a bit too old fashioned for the critics, and the reviews were not what we call “money” reviews.


Our next shot is of an empty theater from the audience’s point of view.


At the first matinee, there were more people on stage than in the audience—definitely a bad sign, I’d say. That night my stage parents and I were given two-week’s notice. I was really distraught, and I cried and cried. Joshua Shelley, an actor in the show, comforted me. He said, “David, when one door closes a thousand others open up.” What he said made a lot of sense, so I went out into the world to find those other thousand doors. And you know what? He was right.
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