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Introduction

Heath Andrew Ledger was born on April 4, 1979, in the Australian city of Perth. He came from a fairly typical, well-to-do Australian family; his father Kim had a respectable profession as an engineer, and his mother Sally was a teacher. It was Sally who chose the name Heath, after Heathcliff, the main character in Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights. She had previously named Heath’s older sister Kate after another character in the book.

Heath grew up a relatively free spirit and spent much of his time roaming the beaches of Australia’s western shores. Here, he learned to swim and picked up the popular Australian pastimes of surfing and snorkeling. Yet not all was well in the Ledger household, and soon fractures began to emerge between Kim and Sally. Just as Heath turned ten years old, his parents divorced, and he and Kate went to live with their mother, only seeing their father on the weekends. Heath initially didn’t mind the divorce. He even saw a silver lining in the midst of this storm cloud by virtue of the fact that he suddenly had two houses to go to. Even as a child, Heath was always on the move, and he liked the idea of being able to shift gears and head off to stay with one parent or the other.

Along with two houses, Heath was soon also part of two growing families, as both his father and his mother remarried. Each set of remarried divorcees had a child between them—Ashleigh and Olivia. These new additions meant that Heath would be the lone brother among three sisters. “I learned respect for women, and patience,” he later explained. “You grow up with all those women around you . . . you learn to wait your turn.” As a testament to the love and closeness he felt toward his family, he had “KAOS” tattooed on his wrist. The word is actually a tongue-in-cheek acronym that represents the names of his female family members—Kate, Ashleigh, Olivia, and Sally. No matter what hand life dealt him, Heath Ledger would never forget the loving chaos from which he had come.


Chapter One

Early Life in Perth

“Heath doesn’t want to squash an ant. He worries about everything, from an insect dying onward. He’s very soft inside. We’re the only father and son I know who hug and roll around on the floor of the airport when we meet. We’re huggy, touchy people.”

—Kim Ledger

The first primary institution that Heath attended was Mary’s Mount Primary School in Gooseberry Hill, but he soon moved on to the prestigious Guildford Grammar School, situated some nine miles (fourteen kilometers) from Perth. The school was something of a legacy institution in the Ledger family since both his father as well as his uncles had attended the school in quick succession. Heath’s uncle Hayden, in fact, held the distinction of receiving a record number of canings from the school’s principal.

At any rate, by the time Heath began attending the school, it was already about a century old, and in the well-worn halls of Guildford Grammar, students typically entered the school in kindergarten and stayed on all the way until their high school years. It was a strict school whose uniform-clad students were supposed to have every second of their day accounted for. Heath’s day typically began at 8:25 am, when attendance was taken. Between 8:30 and 9 am, Heath and his peers were herded into the Chapel of St. Mary and George. This would be Heath Ledger’s regular routine at Guildford from 1987 to 1996.

Along with academia, the school also had a component that geared students toward a potential career in Australia’s armed forces. This option allowed students to study life skills such as martial arts, navigation, and how to use a gun. Although Heath liked physical activity, he decidedly disliked anything connected to the military. “I didn’t want to fight,” he said. “I thought it was strange that they were teaching kids to shoot automatic weapons.”

As such, sports seemed to be the more natural outlet for him, and though he played a number of different sports, it was in field hockey he would really excel. Heath’s father Kim even became a presiding officer over one of the teams he played on from 1990 to 1992. Kim was quite excited about his son’s prospects at the time, as Heath’s team had managed to win 21 out of a total of 28 games in 1990. Impressed with this feat, Kim openly wondered if perhaps the young Heath might one day take part in the Olympics.

In 1992, however, father and son reached a crossroads as it pertained to hockey. The team began to come under financial and even environmental constraints. The latter of which erupted when the hockey club to which the Ledgers belonged was found to be in violation of the natural spawning ground of a rare and endangered breed of turtle. Lest the turtles be disturbed, restrictions were placed on where and how the team could practice. Heath’s father became increasingly discouraged by these developments and soon decided to quit coaching altogether, and his son dropped out shortly thereafter, too. Nevertheless, Heath soon developed other plans.

Apart from sports, he displayed an early interest in art and poetry. The walls of his room and family home were filled with abstract pieces painted all throughout his childhood, and before long, he started developing his acting abilities as well. Heath loved movies—especially old American movies—and had a special love for American musicals, such as Singing in the Rain. Feeling inspired, he soon put his acting skills to use.

The first role for the then-ten-year-old Heath Ledger was his portrayal of a donkey in a theatrical production at his school. Heath was quickly on to bigger and better things, and shortly thereafter, he was given the starring role in a production of Peter Pan. His pursuit of the arts was not always encouraged by the people around him, however, and he would later claim that “a few teachers at school tried every opportunity to discourage my participation in drama, basically telling me I was wasting my time.” This only served to make him more determined to go his own way and prove his naysayers wrong.

Heath’s talents were soon recognized, and he was elected captain of his school’s drama club. He also took up dance. At first, he did so mainly to gain some awareness and control over his body movements on stage, saying, “When I started doing theatre I was really self-conscious of what my body was doing and where my hands were and what my feet were doing.” Dance proved beneficial in other ways, too, as it gave Ledger an outlet for his seemingly endless supply of energy.

Before long, he spread his love for dance to his fellow students when he managed to convince 60 of them to enter a nationwide high-school dance competition. Usually, only all-girl schools would enter the competition, but here was Ledger, choreographing a whole routine for a boys’ team. “I got 60 farm boys who’d never danced before up on stage, and we won!” he proudly remembered, though he did admit that “We were doing it just to get out of school and go to the competition so we could meet all those girls!”

Heath would keep right on acting in the meantime, and it was during a performance at the age of 15 that he managed to catch the eye of an agent by the name of Annie Murtagh-Monks. Monks bore witness to a Heath Ledger performance in a high school production of the Shakespeare classic Hamlet. Upon seeing Heath in action, she came to believe that Heath had both the looks and the talent necessary to succeed. Even so, she was convinced that he would need some guidance along the way. It was with her help that the young Heath Ledger would soon be steered into a few minor bit parts on TV.

In 1991, Heath showed up on the set of a series called Clowning Around. The plot of the series revolved around a kid with aspirations of being a circus clown. The main character, Simon Gunner, bounces from one foster home to another while he pursues his dream of becoming a clown. Heath’s part in the series was quite negligible—he simply played the part of an extra who wandered around in the background for a scene or two before delivering a brief line at the very end. The part Heath played was of such little consequence that his name wasn’t even mentioned in the credits.

A couple of years later, however, Heath was cast for the Australian television production of Ship to Shore. The TV show was a kind of adventure series which featured young people living on an island just off the coastlines of Perth. For this program, Heath reprised the role of a character referred to simply as “Cyclist.” Heath would later describe his performance in the show as “terrible,” but he was still young and learning, and it was in proving grounds like this that he would eventually come to perfect his craft.

It was the strength of his performance with Ship to Shore that led to Heath being cast for his first larger role in a 1996 television series called Sweat. The show was centered around an academy for talented young sports enthusiasts. After auditioning, Heath was actually offered two roles and had the choice of being either a swimmer or a bicycle rider. He went for the latter, a character by the name of Steve “Snowy” Bowles.

This was nothing like his previous walk-on role as “Cyclist.” The portrayal of Snowy was a complex and dramatic role for Heath to master, and his character would deal with many complicated issues. It was actually the first time that an openly gay teenager was portrayed on Australian television. His father later commented, “He had a choice of two roles: one a swimmer, the other a gay bicyclist. I was thinking to myself, ‘Yeah, he’ll choose the swimmer.’ Then he told me he chose the gay role. His response was it was more of an acting role. ‘If I want to get some sort of recognition, this is the one I should be doing,’ he said. He wasn’t fazed by any of the other stuff.”

Although this ground-breaking TV show served as a great platform for Heath to be noticed, the overall reception of the show was poor, and it was canceled after a short run of 26 episodes. For a brief period in the aftermath, Heath became terribly discouraged, but it didn’t take long for him to rebound. At just 16 years of age, Heath Ledger was more than ready to conquer the world.
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