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A Moment of Madness – Child Star to Armed Robber?

The Disney Corporation Mission Statement aims for the organisation ‘to be one of the world's leading producers and providers of entertainment and information.’  Adam Hicks certainly contributed to that as an actor and artist.  But, it appears that a moment of madness turned him from skateboarding star to emotionless robber.  In those moments, any entertainment was warped and his alleged actions terrifying.  Now he awaits trial, his reputation as a burgeoning success savaged by one day of recklessness.

His alleged crimes, including holding elderly women at gunpoint, appear inexplicable.  This was a young man who seemingly had everything; a stable relationship, wealth, fame and the choice of making a career in acting, in music or in a combination of both.  Instead, he runs the risk of spending the vast majority of his remaining life behind bars.

Hicks was born into a comfortable home in Las Vegas, Nevada.  He was the eldest child, born on the 28th of November 1992.  He would gain a sibling, Tristan, five years later.  His father Ron and mother Lucy were keen from the outset to support their eldest as he showed interest in acting and performing.  In a house full of animals – cats and dogs were much loved pets - he passed through his early years and started school.  

Young Adam was keen to show off his theatrical skills there and was soon cast in a production of Tom Sawyer.  In the audience was a local talent scout who was impressed by the quality of the boy’s acting, his freckle faced innocent looks and his commitment.  With the support of his parents, Adam began to perform in and around Las Vegas.  He was only seven when his talents reached the ears of the makers of Titus, an offbeat dark comedy show broadcast on Fox.  They were looking for somebody to become the five-year-old version of Titus’ half-brother, Dave,  played by  Zach Ward.  He had distinctive looks, with sharp ginger hair.  Young Adam was ideal and demonstrated a maturity and physical talent for the part.  The comedy was cutting edge, following an unusual sit-com format which began with the adult Titus (stand-up comedian Christopher Titus) delivering a monologue in a black and white, cell like room.  During this element, flash backs to his childhood would be shown, and these often featured the five-year-old Titus and his half-brother.  The role was small, but a good starting point for a young actor with big ambitions. It  also provided regular work and commitment, with the character appearing in eighteen episodes between 2000 and 2002. The show ended when Adam was ten.

When young Adam left the series, bits and pieces of work followed.  He won a small role in the TV series ‘That Was Then’, with his character listed as ‘Boy in Classroom’.  Another minor part followed in The Funhousers, a TV movie. Then, aged twelve, he got a bigger break, playing the son of the lead in Down and Derby, a low budget TV movie about a group of over competitive dads participating in a local derby.  Again, it was a strong performance by young Adam, perhaps the strongest in the film among the juvenile cast.  He was subsequently cast in a major role in another low budget made for children film, The 12 Dogs of Christmas.  Next keeping the canine theme, he won a significant part in the film Shaggy Dog, which starred Tim Allen and Kristin Davis.  He was heading upwards in the world of made for TV films.

But Adam’s reputation would be secured in his following film, where he played the leading role of the bully, Joe, in How to Eat Fried Worms.  This film showed to a much wider audience, and although critics’ reviews were mixed, it was at least big enough to earn such reviews.  It also won Adam, along with his fellow young actors, the prize of Best Young Ensemble in a Feature Film.

By now Adam was fourteen, and moderately well known.  He was developing his interests, rapping, writing songs, playing the drums and also skateboarding.  His next work was in 2008 when he played a biggish role in an adaptation of the works of RL Stine, Mostly Ghostly.  Entering his older teens Hicks got his biggest break.  In 2009 the sixteen-year-old was cast as joint lead in the Disney series Zeke and Luther.  He played the role of Luther.  The series, which ran for three years and seventy-seven episodes followed the skateboarding exploits of the two eponymous teens.  It proved to be one of the Disney Channel’s biggest successes, winning one and being nominated for a further eight awards, although none specifically named Hicks, nor his fellow lead Hutch Dano.  During this time, he also made appearances in some episodes of Jonas, another of the long line of Disney children’s shows.  Next, he was cast in Lemonade Mouth, a 2011 short that was turned into a film the following year.  This film was nominated for two prestigious awards.  The action follows five unlikely band members as they develop into a musical success.  In 2012, he moved away from Disney to appear in an episode of the crime drama Southland but was back on the books of the giant children’s corporation when, amongst some controversy, he was cast in the popular comedy show, Pair of Kings. Leading actor Mitchel Musso had been forced to leave the programme following an indiscretion involving a driving offence, and a new character was created to become a long-lost triplet brother of the protagonists (the premise is that two normal guys found they were long lost kings of a Pacific island).  With his strong Disney background, Hicks seemed like a good choice, but fans were mixed in their reactions.

Unsubstantiated rumours circulated in some quarters that Hicks was developing a drugs problem.  If so, and there is no real evidence that this was the case, then it must have escaped the attentions of Disney, a company desperately keen to promote the clean cut, middle class and all-American values it claimed to hold.  There were also some concerns from certain fans regarding Hicks’ acting abilities – Pair of Kings was a different kind of show to Zeke and Luther, and in some eyes he had become typecast as Luther.

Whatever, the third series of the show was less successful than the first two, ran to twenty-two episodes and was then cancelled.  Hicks decided it was time, at the age of twenty-one, to tackle some more adult and challenging material.  He appeared in the major TV show, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation in 2013, but the following year the first of two tragedies hit his family.  His brother, Tristan was eighteen, and driving a car with a seventeen-year-old girl on board.  The car crashed, and the girl was thrown from the vehicle and killed.  Tristan ran from the scene and was later arrested.  Adam covered most of his brother’s legal fees and bail from the case.  He then supported him at his parole hearing.

Even more tragically, in 2015, Lucy Hicks died unexpectedly of a heart attack.  Adam was devastated.  His mother had had a short illness, to which Adam had alluded on his twitter account.  Then, shortly before his twenty third birthday, she died.  Adam tweeted:

‘My biggest fear as a child became a reality.  R.I.P mom.  Everything I do now is for you.  Love you always and forever.’

Following his role on CSI, Hicks had worked on three projects, appearing in The Boy Next Door – a very un-Disneyesque film (perhaps he was trying to escape from the slightly goofy roles for which he had become known.  He followed this by appearing in the TV series Texas Rising and an animated film, Up on the Wooftop.  Indeed, work was flooding in for the young actor, although he was unable to make the breakthrough to the very top level of the film and TV world.  He appeared in the family film, Little Savages.  He was cast in the leading role of Diesel, appearing in all twenty episodes of the cult science fiction series, Freakish.  He played Clint, another important part in the 2017 release of the film Windsor.  His most recent role was a leading part in the film Shifting Gears, due to be released later this year.

The tragedy of the loss of his mother, and the unfortunate incident involving his brother apart, it seemed as though Adam Hicks had it all.  Regular work, a growing reputation (IMdB rate him the leading current actor from Las Vegas), a personal worth estimated at over three million dollars, and an (apparently) steady relationship with his girlfriend, twenty-three-year-old actress Danni Tamburo. What could be better for a young man?  He was earning leading roles at the top of the B standard of movies, and surely a major breakthrough could not be far away?

Why then, in early 2018, would he appear to be willing to throw it all away, if indeed, the accusations against him prove to be true?

Perhaps the answer could be linked to the point that Hicks’ life was not the dream it appeared to be.  Things seemed to come to a head in 2017, when he was arrested twice, once for allegedly assaulting his girlfriend, although that relationship recovered and the Tamburo did not press the matter.  He was also charged with discharging a firearm with gross negligence, although this too was not taken to court.

Combine this with a childhood that was far from typical, the pressures that would come with frequent time out of school on filming work, the loss of his mother at a relatively early age, the rumours of problems with drugs and the difficulties incurred by his brother, and a picture begins to appear.  How accurate that image might be is something we will need to wait to find out.

Certainly, the younger Hicks seemed to have two good early relationships with girlfriends.  As a sixteen-year-old, he spent two years with Brianna McCraken, before they separated in 2010.  Later, he was linked with Chelsea Ricketts, who appeared in an episode of Zeke and Luther.  She was a great comfort to him, according to reports from those close to his family, when his mother passed away.

But he is certainly not the first young star to go off the rails, if indeed that is what has happened (at the time of writing, he has been charged but not yet faced trial or been convicted of the alleged offences).  He joins a long – too long, many would argue – list of child stars of TV and film who found that fame and attention at a young age was something with which they could not cope.

Of the many young actors whose lives spiralled downwards, some may hold closer resonance to the potential case of Adam Hicks than others.  Brad Renfro was just an eleven-year-old when he was cast to play the title role of the adaptation of John Grisham’s successful crime novel, The Client.  He starred alongside Susan Sarandon and Tommy Lee Jones in the film, which was directed by the film maker Joel Schumacher.  Renfro held his own against the two Hollywood stars, avoiding the mawkish sentimentality of some child actors, instead coming across as a tough but vulnerable kid from a very impoverished background. Unlike the case with Hicks, in fact Renfro’s own upbringing was tough, with his grandmother taking responsibility for his care.

With a success under his belt, Renfro went on to star in a number of films, including the gritty Sleepers, which focused on child abuse, and starred opposite Ian McKellen in Apt Pupil when he was sixteen.  But by then, he had already had his first run in with the law, having been caught with his older cousin in possession of illegal drugs.  Matters soon fell apart for Renfro, more drug offences, theft and alcohol related crimes plagued him, and by his mid-twenties – a similar age to Hicks at the time of his arrest – Renfro was dead, dying from an overdose of heroin and morphine.

A similar route and fate befell the fine young talent River Phoenix, when he died from drug related abuse at the age of just twenty-three.  

Young stars falling from grace is not just a recent phenomenon.  Little Bobby Driscoll’s tale is as tragic, even though his collapse happened in the early 1950s.  Driscoll was the classic ‘cute’ boy of the post war years, and like Adam Hicks saw his career rise through the Disney brand.  Starring roles in films such as Song of the South and Treasure Island saw him win a ‘miniature’ Oscar as a young star of the screen.  But soon after turning thirteen, puberty hit hard, and nobody wanted a child star with a broken voice and acne.  His career fell apart, and with it his life.  Drugs entered his existence, and pot soon turned to heroine.  There were no more films, and at the age of just thirty-one, he was found dead, penniless and alone in a disused apartment block.

At least, for Hicks, matters have not fallen to that extent.  But who can guess what caused the events for which he and his girlfriend were arrested on January 18th, 2018?  Where cases have had longer for experts – psychologists and so forth – to look at them, some patterns have been noticed.  One of the most obvious, but often ignored, factors is that the film and TV
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