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Epigraph

I knew if they could all be stars,

then I could do the same.

But it’s not what you know,

it’s who you know.

That’s the first rule of the game.

~The First Rule Of The Game (Song)

To make people laugh.

To make people cry.

To make people think.

Then wonder, “Why?”

~The Creative Impulse (Poem)

      Harry Governick
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PREFACE

A Memoir
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What This Is (and Isn’t)




In the Marine Corps, one lesson I learned that served me well throughout life was to keep my eyes and ears open and my mouth shut. My role in life became that of the observer. When I was ambushed and shot in Vietnam, I watched the entire event unfold as though it were a movie. I wasn’t afraid. I was curious.

I never set out to become an actor, much less a “method” actor. If I’d wanted to be an actor, I would’ve aimed to become Jerry Lewis, not Robert DeNiro. But I didn’t set out to be an actor at all. I just set out. And Fate doesn’t ask for permission—it simply casts you.

This book will ring bells for anyone who’s ever watched someone slip into another life—and for those who do it themselves. You’ll find interviews with industry giants, revealing what they’re like in a relaxed setting. The leading question in most of them is, “What is talent?” The answers may surprise you.

There’s a section on method acting procedures as I learned them from the father of the Method, Lee Strasberg—made easy reading to demystify the terminology and show how actors train. For theatre historians, there’s a section on the internationally renowned Actors Studio, with information never before revealed for public consumption.

Much later, on a professional film set, I would watch one of the most revered actors of my generation work for eight weeks — and realize that what he was doing bore little resemblance to anything I had been taught.

Experience what it was like for one man who began as a nobody, and ended up as a very special nobody.

However Fate has cast you, I invite you to come along for the ride.







One note before we begin: The events in these pages are told as I remember them. At age seventy-seven, time has had a habit of shuffling scenes, and memory doesn’t always honor strict chronology. But every moment described here is true.

Product and corporate names mentioned herein may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners and are used solely for identification and explanatory purposes, without intent to infringe.

All photographs and archival materials appearing in this book are from the author’s private collection. Copyright in these materials is held by the author unless otherwise noted. No portion may be reproduced without permission.

Special thanks to Used to Tech for providing the foundational Word template that helped kickstart this project’s design. Their resources are available at: ibit.ly/ZdAko
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INTRODUCTION




Who Am I?

Near the end of my favorite film, The Devil’s Advocate, Keanu Reeves’s character, Kevin Lomax, has lost everything—including his wife—to the seductive machinery of evil. He confronts John Milton (Al Pacino), not yet knowing Milton is both his father and the Devil himself. In a furious, helpless rage, Lomax shoots him. Milton laughs it off: “Get it all out, son!” Then comes the moment.

“Who are you?” Lomax asks.

Milton fires back: “Who am I? Who are you?”

Who am I? That question haunted me long before I ever joined the Marines or stepped on a stage. So let me speculate.

Origins and Oddities

1948: Born to Alvin Governick and Alberta Mae (High) Governick. Half-brother to George Patrick Clement, Jr. (son of a U. S. Marine killed on Saipan in WWII). Brother to Danny (Boono) Governick.

1957: Mom and Dad split. She thought he was lazy. We didn’t know about depression back then. Dad was Jewish but didn’t practice. Still, after the divorce, he suddenly decided Danny and I should be raised in the Jewish faith. We started attending Temple Israel in St. Louis.

That’s where I became The Chosen One.

Not that Chosen One. Chosen to play King David in a temple play.

I didn’t speak Hebrew. I didn’t understand Sunday school (which oddly took place on Saturday). But I did the play. I remember nothing about it—except the regal vermillion robe my stepmother made for me. The play was serious. I wasn’t. I could feel boyhood hero Jerry Lewis filling me with presence.

[image: Photo of my very real 9-year-old face placed over an AI representation of “King David” at Temple Israel.]

(Above: Photo of my very real 9-year-old face placed over an AI representation of “King David” at Temple Israel. )

When I was nine, I didn’t know who Marlon Brando was. Or Montgomery Clift. Or James Dean. Or about Method acting. But I knew who Jerry Lewis was. Jerry Lewis was who I wanted to be when I grew up.

I was lucky enough to see many of his movies—Cinderfella, The Nutty Professor, The Patsy, The Ladies Man, and The Bellboy, to name a few. I copied him constantly, shaping my everyday life around his wild expressions, exaggerated movements, and manic energy. So much so that my dad, a bit of a Bohemian himself, would roll his eyes to the ceiling whenever I pulled a Jerry Lewis face or launched into one of his crazy dances.

Why am I telling you this? Because now, after 50 years as an actor, I see it clearly—it was the Jerry Lewis method that came naturally to me, not the Lee Strasberg method. Lee Strasberg — the man who could take a lump of clay, carve it into Michelangelo’s David… then smash it back to dust. So why did I spend most of my career becoming expert in the latter?

With time and reflection, I realize that while I became an expert in Strasberg’s approach—commonly known as Method Acting—I might have carved out a more illustrious career had I trusted my instincts—the Jerry Lewis Method. If I had simply followed my original impulse—to have one hell of a good time making good people laugh through my work.

1958: Enter Mom’s new love—John Harold Murphy. “Murph.” A union organizer from the old days. Honest. Decent. I soon called him Dad. Let’s call him Dad2. Dad remained friends with Mom, and Dad2, and was welcome in our home anytime. No holiday required. No invitation needed.

Stage Lights and Street Fights

1959: Sixth grade. Two unforgettable moments.

1. Playing outfield. Everyone’s yelling. Jumping up and down. I’m confused. WHAP! A hardball lands squarely on my head, bounces off like it was a rubber toy. I walk off the field. Baseball was not my sport.

2. Walking home with my violin (music was my sport). A kid—maybe five years older—WHAP! —punches me hard in my left ear. It still rings, 66 years later. I held back tears until I got through the front door. Then I let go. Older half-brother George, a great boxer, went looking for the guy. Never found him. But he started teaching me how to fight. By high school, I was getting good. By Sophomore year I was defending all the little guys from all the school bullies. Even some seniors.

It was 1959 when I gave up violin and 1961 when I became a “hood.” Vaseline in my hair. Shiny. Slick. Ridiculous.

1962–1966: Normandy High School, St. Louis. If it weren’t for gym, music, and art, I’d probably still be there. Failed Geometry, Algebra, and Biology because math and science didn’t interest me. Failed English, because I refused to read Hamlet. Said it bored me. Truth was, I was dyslexic. They didn’t know about that then. But I still managed to read all 24 Tarzan books. I became a cross between Jerry Lewis and Tarzan.

At Normandy, Ms. Colleen Wilkinson must have seen something in me. Caught me running down the hall to go home, begged me to replace a no-show in her rendition of the film Tammy Tell Me True. I liked her. Had her for homeroom. Everyone knew she had dated RFK, Sr. I accepted the challenge. No wardrobe. Rushed makeup. One line I remember: “Miss Tammy, what’s happening?!” The audience erupted with laughter. I turned to them, flashed a billboard-sized smile, and soaked it in. No training. No technique. Just instinct. I broke the fourth wall. Nobody cared.

The effervescent Karla Copeland played tammy. A powerhouse. We spoke during the writing of this book—nearly sixty years later. She reminded me she had to whisper my lines to me for the rest of the play that night. That must’ve been a hat trick. After that, I learned them. The hell with dyslexia.

I was hooked. Without auditioning, Ms. Wilkinson cast me again—Meet Me in St. Louis. Grandfather. The St. Louis Post Dispatch came to rehearsal and snapped a photo of us on stage. The next day, there we were in the newspaper. Unbelievable. Then The Children Are Listening, which toured churches. It was at this time I learned that doing plays was a great way to meet girls. Mom was proud. Dad raised his eyebrows and said, “You should’ve been a cartoonist.” Dad2 just wanted us happy.

One night around 10 pm Ms. Wilkinson came driving up to our house with a carful of girls from the troupe. They were singing loudly, “We love you Harry! Oh, yes we do! We love you Harry! And we’ll be true! When you’re not near us, we’re blue! Oh, Harry, we love you!” Mom came flying out of the house with a broom raised high above her head, screaming, “You all get out of here! Get out! Do you know what time it is?!” Years later Mom told me how she regretted doing that.

June 6, 1966, I graduated. Somehow with a C average.

Two weeks later, I joined the Marines.

Play acting was over—for almost ten years.

War and Wild Encounters

June, 1966. While other seniors at Normandy High School in Saint Louis were making plans for college, I was watching newsreels about the "police action" in Vietnam. Black and white memories frozen on celluloid. Much more interesting than any John Wayne movie. It didn't look like a "police action" to me. It looked like war. I was fascinated by the visual images before me, gripped to my very soul by the sense of urgency calling me to duty: My country needed me.

I secretly joined the U. S. Marine Corps. I did not discuss it with my family. Mom's first husband was a Marine killed on Saipan during World War Two, when a hand-grenade blew up in his hand.

Later that evening, after Mom closed up the bar she worked in, she and Dad2 burst into my room waving the note I had taped to their bedroom door about my enlistment. Mom was hysterical, sobbing pitifully, begging me to reconsider. But I was determined. The next day I cancelled pre-enrollment at Southeast Missouri State University, and mentally । prepared for my upcoming adventure.

I excelled in boot camp at San Diego and Camp Pendleton.

My most vivid memory there was when I was ordered just before graduation by D. I. Alfred McClymonds to take one of the recruits in my squad, a gentle misfit named Hahn, over to the obstacle course to run it over and over until he got it right. If he failed, he wouldn’t graduate. He graduated boot camp. 60 years later Al McClymonds and I are friends on FaceBook.

After earning P. F. C. in boot camp, I went for further training at Camp Pendleton. When it was learned I was going to Vietnam, Mom came to visit me for a weekend.

We had liberty together in San Clemente and Hollywood, where we got drunk. I assured Mom I would be alright in Vietnam. With us on liberty were several friends from training, who Mom made friends with, and who later were killed in action.

By March, I was in Vietnam. It's odd that I can't remember where I entered the country, or what I did those first few weeks. My first recollection is guarding a bridge outside the base camp, watching the the other men playing in the stream with the Vietnamese girls, wondering why everything was so quiet.

I had no interest in the Vietnamese women, because I had gotten engaged to be married during boot camp leave.

After a few weeks of peace, our company packed jungle gear and started moving toward the D. M. Z. After arriving at another base camp somewhere up North, we started going on night ambushes. One night I will never forget.

Our company, Foxtrot, 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines, started a long walk along some railroad tracks at dusk. We had a new Lieutenant leading us. The officer stopped at one point, and ordered half the company to set up an ambush along the tree line beside the tracks.

Then we moved on. It became very dark, and we walked for a couple of hours, detouring into the jungle, and eventually ending up back on the tracks.

Thirty feet ahead, a grenade exploded on the tracks like a burning pinecone, sparks flying outward before the darkness swallowed them. We all hit the ground and started firing into the tree line. I did not fire, I just observed, like it was a movie or something.

Then I could hear men yelling from the tree line and from the tracks, "It's us! Cease fire!" We had gone in a large circle and walked into an ambush by our own men.

Helicopters came to evacuate the wounded. It was quite a site. I'm not sure if the Lieutenant was embarrassed by his mistake, but after the helicopters left, we went ahead with our plans to set up the ambush. I remember thinking at the time how foolish it seemed to try to set up an ambush at this point, since everyone in a five-mile radius must have known we were there.

Waiting in ambush was incredibly tense, especially since the enemy already knew where we were, but we didn't know where they were. I expected at any moment that night to be surprised by the enemy. I certainly knew he wouldn't be surprised by us. But nothing more happened that night.

Between ambushes, in camp during the day, I would write letters to my fiancé and family, drink beer, and do various duties assigned to me. In the beginning I made only a few friends. Something in my inner psyche warned me that making friends was not a logical plan.

On one Operation, I was in the jungle for two weeks during one of the non-stop monsoons. We were on the move continuously, stopping only to remove the clusters of leeches we would attract from trees, land and water. Even when we stopped to eat C-Rations, we didn't remove our boots to dry out our feet, since it was pouring rain anyway.

Eventually, I got “immersion foot”, a condition that caused the skin of my feet to peel off layers at a time. I was sent back to base camp to recover, and get “jungle boots”. But at camp, supply could not find one pair of boots my size, because I have high insteps. I wrote a letter to brother George in Saint Louis, and he sent me World War One aviator boots. The kind that laced up to my knees.

While at camp, I learned that we were going on a very special and dangerous Operation near Cambodia. I wrote to my family, asking them to send me a . 45 pistol, which was not legal for us to carry unless designated by our job. I still find that regulation strange.

Just before we left for the Operation, I received from Pete Vassel, a Colonel in the Saint Louis County police department, a beautiful black and Pearl Handled . 45 pistol, which I hid in my backpack.

Before I left for the Operation, I met a friend from Saint Louis who was in camp with a different company—Echo, 2/9. Tom Burke.

He had contracted Jungle Rot, and was advising me to get it myself, and rub dead flies in the wounds to keep it infected. He assured me this would help keep me at base camp. Tom was a person I had looked up to in Saint Louis as an example of manhood. He was a few years older than I, and I rather idolized him as a hero-type. He gave me a prayer written on a piece of paper, and told me that if I said the prayer every day, I would be safe. I believed him, and followed his advice. Except for the dead flies. That was Tom’s Irish sense of humor in full exhibition. The prayer worked.

Only twelve of us started up North on this Operation.

Our duty was to cut a path through the jungle to allow passage by the remainder of the company. I was “promoted” to Ammo-carrier for the machine gunner, since someone before me had gotten killed doing it.

For almost two weeks, we cut through bamboo and grass and vines. We would move all day, and rest at night, one person sleeping for every one person who stayed awake.

One night, on a jungle mountain top, it was my turn to sleep. I never really slept fully, of course, with the uncertainty of waking up, but as I was laying with my head on my rifle, the most frightening event in my life happened. The deathly silence of the jungle was suddenly shattered by the most ear-piercing, soul-wrenching scream I ever heard.

Instantly, we were on our feet and ready for combat. At that same moment, a four-foot-tall mountain ape tore straight through our circle. No one fired a shot, but I must say that the desire for sleep vanished for all of us right then. I’ll bet the ape passed on that story for generations.

At dawn, we moved down the mountain, to a small stream at the base of the hill. While some kept guard, others filled their canteens with water from the stream, "purifying" it with Halazone tablets.

The Sergeant noticed bare footprints in the mud on the streambank, and cautioned us to quietly move out.

Keeping fifteen feet distance between us, we started to walk along the streambed.

Suddenly, we were ambushed from across the stream, a distance of about twenty feet.

Everybody hit the ground. Although we couldn't see our enemy in the thick vegetation across the stream, everybody in my group started firing in that direction, and tossing grenades.

Everybody—except me.

I had hit the ground behind a large tree stump, and immediately noticed I had been shot in the right knee. I peered above the stump to observe the action. Again, I felt as if I was watching a movie. The rifles sounded like toys. I was like a detached observer watching a scene of great interest, with great curiosity. I don't remember being afraid, just analyzing the absurdity of my situation.

I saw one of my friends get a bullet in a smoke grenade he had hanging on his suspender. It blew up, spewing smoke and blood everywhere.

The ambush lasted for what seemed like thirty seconds.

Afterwards, the Sergeant sent men across the stream to search for enemy bodies. All they found was blood on the leaves and grass.

I used my KA-BAR knife to fashion a cane from bamboo and walked about a half-hour to a bomb crater, where we were to be medevacked.

I was under the influence of Morphine, and liking it.

At the bomb crater site, a helicopter hovered about a hundred feet overhead. A cable was lowered with a life vest attached to its end. The vest was fastened around me. The Sergeant handed me my rifle, and ordered me to hang on to it while I was being lifted. I can't remember anything about the Sergeant, but I gave my . 45 to one of my friends in the squad, and asked him to hold on to it until I got back.

As I was hoisted into the air, I remember thinking what a good target I now make for any snipers in the jungle below me. As my rifle slipped out of my hands, I laughed. The Morphine had taken away the reality of the seriousness of my predicament this May 7, 1967.

I remember going to sleep in the hospital in Danang just before the doctors operated on my leg, then waking up in the Philippines a day or so later.

I was sent from there to the Naval Hospital on Guam to recover.

A month or two later I read in the Stars and Stripes that 80 men were killed and 256 wounded in my unit in Operation Kingfisher somewhere near Cambodia. As I recall, they were attacked by ten-thousand North Vietnamese Regulars. Fate had other plans for me.

At the time I considered that God had been with me.

I received a Purple Heart, and because Mom came to visit me there, I was stationed on Guam for the remainder of my tour in service.

Met Bob Hope face-to-face two years in a row. The second time at a private luau in a U. S. Army general’s backyard—invited because I was the driver for Rear Admiral Philip P. Cole, Commander, Naval Forces, Marianas. Ann-Margret was there. I was still not used to such short mini-skirts. As Bob Hope would love to say in his shows, when pointing to Raquel Welch or Ann-Margret: “This is what we’re fighting for, eh boys?” I was fighting for my family and country. Bob Hope found me in the kitchen, eating alone. We talked. I told him I’d met him the year before, when I was transporting wounded men. His plane was set to take off, but he stopped it—just to come onto my bus and talk to the wounded. I was in awe of what he did for them.

I was discharged two months early to go to college. When I got to the University of Missouri at Saint Louis, the campus was actively involved in anti-war demonstrations. When they found out I had gone to Vietnam, classmates called me the usual names, "Baby killer,” etc. I got into a fistfight with one of the students there, and beat him up severely. He had accused me of lying about my experience in the war.

One day the school held a moratorium on classes to protest the war in Vietnam. I was in the Physics Auditorium to listen to four professors rally the students against the war. I listened as they each took their place at the podium. Afterward they asked for questions. I raised my hand. When they called on me, I asked if I could take a place at the podium. They allowed me to speak to the group.

I gave a ten-minute impromptu speech which essentially pointed out that the professors, although possessing PhD's in their respective fields, knew no more about our reasons for being involved in Vietnam than they had read or heard in the media, and I advised that if the student body wanted to protest the war, they should do their own research, and draw their own conclusions, instead of being manipulated like little puppets.

To my surprise, the professors agreed with me, and the student body gave me a nice ovation.

Yep. Purple Heart in Vietnam. Somebody found a Kryptonite bullet and shot me with it. I suspect it wasn’t friendly fire.

1969–1970: University of Missouri, St. Louis. Russian Language.

1971–1972: University of Missouri, Kansas City. Still Russian. Wore a derby hat. Soon, my philosophy classmate, Cindi Lukrofka, told me everyone on campus was talking about “the guy with the hat.”

One night, drunk on beer, I wandered into a rough bar downtown. A man was roughhousing a woman. He walked away, into the restroom. I approached her and asked, “Is that clown bothering you?”

She said, “That clown is my husband.”

I apologized. Told her I’d go into the restroom and apologize to him directly.

As I reached for the door, it opened. He stepped out.

“Sir,” I said, “I saw you at the bar and thought you were going to hurt the lady. I called you a clown. I didn’t know you were married. I just wanted to apologize.”

He was Mexican. Blue eyes.

“You looking for trouble?”

“No. That’s the last thing I want.”

“You sure you’re not looking for trouble?”

“Yep. Just wanted to clear things up.”

He expertly withdrew the knife I was unaware he had been holding at the very tip of my stomach. Folded it. Pocketed it.

“Then you can buy us a beer.”

His name was Blue Sanchez. We closed the place. Blind drunk, I invited them back to my apartment. As I walked across the parking lot toward the apartment, Blue snuck up behind me, knife to my throat.

“You know I could kill you right here, right now?”

Marine training kicked in.

“You could. But then we couldn’t drink the Budweiser in my fridge.”

He laughed. “You’re okay, man. You’re okay.”

Inside, they marveled at the place; furnished, 2 bedrooms, one-bathroom, living room, utilities included ($115/month). It seemed as if they had never seen a place this “nice”.

He and his wife were touring my basement apartment as though they were at Disneyland. Blue asked if I had any guns. I lied. Said no. But my . 44 black powder pistol was half-exposed under the blanket in my bedroom. He saw it. Grabbed it. Cocked it. Pointed it at my head.

“You told me you didn’t have any guns!”

“Hey, man. I just keep that old ball and cap under the cover in case somebody breaks in.”

“I could blow your head off.”

“Go ahead, if that’d make you happy.”

He shifted aim two inches left and fired.

BLAM! A six-inch deep hole in my concrete wall. Dust and debris were raining everywhere.

Nonchalantly, I quipped, “Now what’s my landlord gonna say about that hole in the wall?”

Now his wife was pointing a . 25 caliber pistol at me. Blue didn’t know how to unload the ball and cap. Ordered me to do it. I got a screwdriver, sat on the couch, dug out the lead balls and powder.

Still drinking. Still calm. Carried on a casual conversation while I continued to dig out the bullets. I went diving with sharks alone at night on Guam. Hammerheads. Tiger Sharks. Panic was not in my DNA.

Blue looked at his wife.

“Honey, I damn near shot his head off, and all he could worry about is what his landlord’s gonna say about the hole in his wall.”

I thought, “Hey, Blue… I pay too much here, anyway.” Call those thoughts  my “inner monologue”, as a method actor would acknowledge.

As they were leaving, he wanted to “borrow” the pistol. I told him that wouldn't be such a good idea because I would have to report it to the police. She still had her pistol pointed at me. I let him. They left.

I was safe. Angry. Called my brother Danny. Next day, he and Tim Burke showed up from St. Louis—shotgun and . 357 Magnum in hand. We went back to the bar. Blue was gone. I never saw him again. Lucky for both of us.

That summer, I took some time off to make money bartending in St. Louis. The “Penalty Box”, next to an ice-skating rink where the St. Blues Hockey team practiced. They came in to get drunk after.

One day a routine customer, Mac, came in after being gone a few weeks. I asked where he’d been. “California. I got into a Budweiser commercial.” Turns out he was out there for some kind of convention, met James Garner at a car dealership where they were filming the spot. After striking up a conversation, Garner invited him in as a background (extra) actor. I was stunned. I thought maybe one day I would get into a commercial. If Mac could do it anybody could. Even me.

1974–1975: Washington University, St. Louis. Russian Language. Junior year. Too many snobs.

Then my best friend, Kirk Kirkpatrick—Corky—called. Said he was going to California. Told me I should come. “I can’t just quit my junior year.” “Yes you can.” So, I did. After all, he was my best friend.

[image: Me, George Dad and Danny. Right: Me, George and Mom. 1951. It was a humble beginning for us in the early years.]

(Above Left: Me, George Dad and Danny. Right: Me, George and Mom. 1951. It was a humble beginning for us in the early years. But we had love keeping us together. Even after they divorced. )

Dad had been working for his dad as an upholsterer and ended up going solo as a slip-cover repair person. When that job didn’t work out so well, he tried selling siding at the Varn company in St. Louis. It was owned by Mom’s sister Marge, and her husband Gil Varn.

But dad was prone to sleeping late during most days. I believe he suffered from depression, but nobody knew about that illness in those days. It was called, “The blues”. Or, “laziness.”

[image: The author's mother Alberta with her new husband, John H. Murphy. ]

(Alberta Governick before she became Alberta Murphy with John Murphy (Dad2. ) Mom was tending bar at “Dopey Towers”, owned by sister Lou and husband Jim Parrish. 1958. )


“Dopey Towers” was named after the dwarf named Dopey who lived in a feature length cartoon titled Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. After Mom divorced Dad because she believed he was lazy and didn’t want to work, she arranged to work at Dopey’s. Jim and Lucille Parrish (Mom’s sister) owned it. Mom moved three blocks away from the tavern so we could be close to her in case there was an emergency.

I still remember the phone number: Harrison 7-9308. We called a lot because we wanted to hear her voice. I was ten and Danny was 9 when she was working there. George was in high school by this time, leading a life of his own.

[image: ]

(Above: Playing second fiddle next to the brilliant Barbara Russell. Sixth grade, my last year playing in the school orchestra. 10-years after this, I learned Bluegrass. Photo taken: 1959. )
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In its day, a .44-caliber cap-and-ball revolver was a beast of a sidearm — the kind of iron that announced itself the moment it cleared leather. It wasn’t delicate or refined. It was heavy, all steel and purpose, built for men who needed something that would end a fight decisively in an era when the world was far less forgiving.

The cylinder held six massive chambers, each one big enough that you could feel the weight of the charge even before it fired. When the hammer came back, it didn’t click — it cocked, with a mechanical finality that made everyone within earshot pay attention. And when it fired, it wasn’t a polite crack. It was a deep, concussive boom, the kind that punched the air and left a hanging cloud of smoke drifting like a warning.


(Dear Ms. Colleen Wilkinson—Drama / Homeroom teacher at Normandy High School in St. Louis, MO. She loaded a car with some girls from school, drove to our house at 10 at night, loudly singing, windows down: “We Love You Harry, Oh Yes We Do”, to the tune of “We Love You Conrad”, from the play “Bye Bye Birdie”. Mom woke up, got a broom, rushed outside in her nightgown and started after the car with the broom swinging wildly through the night air. “Do you know what time it is!?”, she screamed at the carload of admirers. Years later she admitted feeling guilty about doing that to my first fan club 😊. )
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[image: Karla Copeland, 1966 Normandy High School yearbook picture. ]




[image: Tom Gifford, A fellow student in my art class, knowing about my obsession with the Tarzan book series, drew his impression of me,]

(Above: Tom Gifford, A fellow student in my art class, knowing about my obsession with the Tarzan book series, drew his impression of me for my High School graduation yearbook. )


[image: Platoon 2231 at MCRD San Diego, 1966, Center, between the flags: Alfred McClymonds.]

(Above:Platoon 2231 at MCRD San Diego, 1966, Center, between the flags: Alfred McClymonds.) 

[image: Waiting in line in boot camp for “something”—shots probably?]

(Above: Waiting in line in boot camp for “something”—shots probably?)





[image: Boot Camp Graduation: Marine Corps Recruit Depot—“MCRD”, San Diego, CA. —1966]

(Above: Boot Camp Graduation: Marine Corps Recruit Depot—“MCRD”, San Diego, CA. —1966 Top left: Alan Mitchell, Harry Governick. Bottom left: Dave Baumstark, Lenny Miller.)

[image: Tom Burke in Vietnam with the author.]





(Above Left: The incomparable Tom “Stoney” Burke. Friends from St. Louis, we found each other up near the DMZ in Vietnam. Tom was legendary among the Marines, and legendary in St. Louis. Meeting up with him was like meeting up with a brother. Finding each other was pure luck. He gave me a prayer which he said would keep me safe. )
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(Above: 1967: At the Governor's Mansion on Guam. Left to right: Guam Senator Flores, Harry Governick, I. U. O. E. Local 3-San Francisco & Guam Business Agent Fran Becker, Alberta "Mom" Murphy. Waiting for lunch with Governor Manuel F. L. Guerrero. Mom’s visit to Guam got me stationed there. )

[image: ]

(1967: At the U. S. Naval Hospital, Agana, Guam. From PFC to Lance Corporal. Colonel Dickenson presents my promotion. He arranged orders for my assignment on Guam—Marine Liaison office, U. S. Naval Hospital. )

May 5, 1967. The Friday before I was wounded, Mom was having what could only be called a nervous breakdown back home in St. Louis. She’d been overwhelmed all day by a premonition Nthat something had happened to me. My stepfather, John Murphy—Murph—did everything he could to calm her, telling her it was just nerves, nothing more.

But she couldn’t shake it. She cried throughout the day, repeating over and over, “Something has happened to Harry. I just know it.” Finally, Murph decided to take her up to our clubhouse at Portage des Sioux for the weekend, hoping the change of scenery would settle her.




On Saturday night, in the middle of a party at the clubhouse, the phone rang. Mom froze and said, “I know that’s about Harry.”

Murph answered. It was my brother Danny calling from home. As Murph listened, the color drained from his face. He held back tears, hung up the phone, and finally said, “Harry’s been wounded. He’s all right. He’s on Guam.”

We were a tight-knit family, and Murph didn’t hesitate. He sent Mom to Guam that July so she could see me before I was sent back to Vietnam. Her presence on the island caused quite a stir, and before long Colonel Dickinson had me stationed there permanently.

For the next two and a half years, I was assigned to the Navy. I spent fourteen months at the Naval Hospital, working with the Marine liaison. My job was to help the wounded coming in from Vietnam.

The following fifteen months, I served as the Admiral’s driver.

During that time, I did no inspections at the Marine base and never had to requalify with my rifle. In short, I was with the Navy. The Marines were at the other end of the island doing what Marines do.

I was busy scuba diving—day and night—living what felt like a tropical dream. My remaining time in the Marine Corps was, in many ways, a paid vacation on paradise.

Mom’s visit to Guam may very well have saved my life.

In January 1968, the Tet Offensive devastated much of my company. Many were killed. Many were wounded.

I was spared.

Mom knew before anyone else did. She always did.
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SECTION ONE: THE LONG AND WINDING ROAD

When I was discharged from the Marines, I didn’t know where I was going. Two and a half years of college came easily, but I didn’t want it. I didn’t set out to become rich. I didn’t set out to become famous.

I just set out.




I found myself in places I never would have chosen. At least, that’s what I told myself at the time.




But Fate doesn’t ask for permission—it leads you where it wants you.


[image: FATE]

What's Fate Got To Do With It?

From Fan To Friends

Do you believe in Fate? I never thought much about it, but:




When I was ten, Ray Walston was the Devil, mesmerizing my younger brother Danny and me when Dad took us to the drive-in to see Damn Yankees. Danny and I weren’t the least bit interested in Gwen Verdon — maybe Dad was.

When I was thirteen, I saw Salome Jens in Angel Baby. Her performance was stark, raw — so real it startled me.

When I was fifteen, Dad took Danny and me to see Irma La Douce. I was old enough to be drawn to Shirley MacLaine, but Jack Lemmon commanded my attention — more in the Jerry Lewis camp than the Brando (or the future De Niro) camp, yet thoroughly entertaining.

When I was seventeen, one of my favorite shows was Mission: Impossible. Martin Landau’s presence made an impact on me, and I had a serious crush on Barbara Bain. I didn’t know they were married.

That same year, another favorite was Run for Your Life, starring Ben Gazzara. His acting was magnetic.

Also when I was seventeen, I also saw A Patch of Blue with Shelley Winters. Her performance riveted me — she was completely believable.

These actors were giants to me — larger than life, untouchable. I had no way of knowing that every one of them would eventually cross my path. Some I would work with. Some I would learn from. Some I would call “friend.”

Looking back, it’s hard to call it coincidence. The pattern was too precise, the timing too perfect. Fate may not ask for permission — but sometimes it feels like it’s been planning the whole thing all along.

The next two pages include an introduction letter from Backstage Magazine and Jack Lemmon’s written response to the interview. At that point in my life, I had changed my name to Harry Michaels, convinced it would be easier to remember.

You might wonder how I came to write that article in the first place. Fate had a hand in that too — but that part of the story comes later.

Now back to What’s Fate Got To Do With It? How is it possible that the actors who made such a lasting impression on me in my youth would later become people I met — and, with some, befriended? What force in the universe made sure I crossed paths with them?


[image: An introduction letter from Backstage Magazine used to “get me in” to prominent places where I might meet agents and casting directors.]

(Above: An introductory letter from Backstage Magazine used to “get me in” to prominent places where I might meet important people.)


[image:  A signed letter I received from Jack Lemmon.]

(Pictured above is a letter I received from Jack Lemmon. We were to meet for the interview backstage at the Brooks Atkinson Theatre where he was starring in the play Tribute. He showed up late, but later worked it out.)


[image: ]


[image: Inside the Movie House: Watching Jerry Lewis in "Cinderfella" ]


[image: Family watching "Mission Impossible" on 1960s television. ]
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IUOE Local 12: Trust Fund Confidential

When I first landed in Los Angeles, I was living in Glendale with Kirk Kirkpatrick—best friend forever. One night we were in a tavern in Santa Monica. At the bar was movie star Jon Voight. Kirk resembled Voight. He walked up to him at the bar and said, “People say we look alike.”, to which the actor responded, “Oh, no, you’re much more handsome.” Kirk replied, “I know.”

It wasn’t long before Kirk decided to move to the ocean. He was selling cars at Palisades Chevrolet. He called me one day: “I love my new job. Today I took Olivia Newton-John for a test drive in a car she liked.” I was duly impressed. I was surviving on unemployment from Missouri—which, conveniently, paid more than California’s rates. Naturally, that money evaporated. Dad2 to the rescue.

Since I was sixteen, I’d been working off and on in St. Louis with Local 513 of the International Union of Operating Engineers. Until 1974, Dad² was the President/Business Manager of the local.

An election, some say rigged by some post office manipulation, unseated him. But the International had too much respect for “Murph” to let him go. They created a position for him in Washington, D. C.

Dad² had connections with Operating Engineers’ officials all over the country. He asked Bill Waggoner, Business Manager of Local 12, if there was anything for me there. Bill—a terrific gentleman, and close friend of Dad²—hired me as an auditor with the Trust Fund office.

My job was to track down money owed to the Fund by delinquent employers. It was surprisingly interesting. The pay was great, and my graphic skills came in handy when I redesigned some of the office forms. Between that and my boss, Mario, teaching me valuable accounting skills, I was becoming a favorite. Things couldn’t have been better. I still didn’t know how I was going to break into acting, but at least the bills were paid—and I had money to spend.

Not for long. One morning I arrived early and found a movie being filmed in our conference room. I asked Mario what was going on, and he said a production company had rented the space for a week to shoot a scene for High Velocity, starring Ben Gazzara, Britt Ekland, and Alejandro Rey.

A movie company? In our office? With Ben Gazzara—one of my favorite actors from Run For Your Life? Once again, Fate had opened the door to film making this time literally across from my accounting desk. It felt like something scripted by divine accident.

I asked Mario if I could take the day off to watch the filming. He said no—if I’d asked the day before, he would have given it to me, but he couldn’t replace me on the spot. Then he went into his office.

I went into the conference room to watch a movie being made.

That was the moment I chose the dream over job security—right in front of the very industry I’d come to L. A. to join.

Ben Gazzara wasn’t there that day, but Alejandro Rey was, along with several corporate-looking actors gathered around our conference table. I told the director I worked there, and that because it was my dream to be an actor, I’d love to watch. I promised not to ask any questions. He welcomed me.

This was thrilling. I didn’t have to go looking for a movie set—one had come to my office, and I was watching them film behind closed doors. I spotted an actor I thought was Ray Milland from the early days of Hollywood. During a break to reset the lighting, he caught me staring. I walked over. “Mr. Milland, I’ve been a fan of yours for years.”

He chuckled. “My name is Stacy Keach, Sr. You may have heard of my son, Stacy Keach, Jr.”

I was embarrassed and in awe at the same time. As a former boxer, I’d been floored by his son’s performance in Fat City—a film about two struggling fighters in Stockton, California: Billy Tully, the washed-up veteran battling alcoholism, and Ernie Munger, the young hopeful navigating early life. Bleak, powerful, unforgettable. And here I was, talking to the father of the star. Mr. Keach gave me his card—he produced “industrial videos.” At the time, I had no idea what that meant. As it turned out, I’d end up doing several over the years. There’s good money in acting in a video teaching people how to safely drive their Ryder trucks.

During another break, an elderly actor introduced himself as James Bacon. I’d never heard of him, but he was in a movie, so I was happy to talk. He asked if I feared losing my job by choosing to watch the filming. I told him I’d come to L. A. to be an actor and didn’t care if I lost the job.

When lunch rolled around, I walked out of the conference room to find Mario waiting with a sad face. He handed me my final check—I was fired. I told him not to worry about it; I had no hard feelings. This was one of the best days of my new life in L. A.

When the crew returned from lunch, they asked what had happened. I told them I’d been fired. They offered condolences; I told them this—what they were doing—was what I wanted to do. They made me feel like I belonged.

Later that day, I asked Mario if he’d report that he laid me off instead of fired me. He liked me, and he knew I’d gotten the job through his boss, so he agreed. That meant I could claim unemployment benefits in L. A.

The next morning, the phone rang. It was Bill Wilson. Not the founder of AA. Bill from the Trust Fund office, laughing before he even said hello. “You’re in the paper—front page of the entertainment section.”

Turns out, James Bacon wasn’t just an actor—he was the James Bacon, Hollywood columnist for the Los Angeles Herald Examiner. No wonder he’d been asking so many questions. Just not the most important one—my name.
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[image: The author was mentioned in the Los Angeles Herald Examiner in 1975. ]
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The First Time Ever I Saw His Face

One day I saw an ad for actor training at a theatre company somewhere in Hollywood. I walked in one weekend and met a man in the front office who tried to sell me on the school. Scattered loosely on his desk were a dozen photo composites of various actors. He said they taught there.

I memorized the name and phone number of one of them—back then you could find a personal number on a photo résumé. I didn’t trust the man in the office; he was trying too hard.

I called the actress from the résumé. Her name was Barbara Ann Walters. She had the perfect look for commercials—pretty in a common-sense way, educated, confident, endlessly camera-ready. She’d played a hundred roles in ads: laundry detergent, breakfast cereal, paper towels. The kind of face that sold America back to itself with a smile and a wink.

Barbara taught from her apartment in Downey, California—and now she was teaching me the basics. After just a month, she handed me a monologue from Anton Chekhov’s The Boor (The Bear).

The monologue

I was performing the piece from instinct, letting the words shape my feelings. It seemed every unfortunate romance in my life—three engagements, three implosions—fed the performance with just the right amount of righteous indignation. Instinct. Not training. Jerry Lewis, not Robert DeNiro.

SMIRNOV: I don’t understand how to behave in the company of ladies. Madam, in the course of my life I have seen more women than you have sparrows. Three times have I fought duels for women, twelve I jilted and nine jilted me… I loved passionately; I loved madly, passionately… until now the devil knows I’ve had enough of it… Enough!

I caught Barbara’s gaze mid-monologue and felt a flicker of doubt—was I pushing past performance into something raw, too personal? Then I hit the second volley:

Black eyes, passionate eyes, ruby lips… for all that, madam, I wouldn’t pay a kopeck! … From the tiniest to the greatest, they are conceited, hypocritical, chattering… One sparrow is worth ten of the aforementioned petticoat-philosophers… But the worst of all is that this crocodile imagines it is a masterpiece of creation…

Somewhere in that tirade, I began imagining Barbara as the woman who had jilted me when I was a Marine in Vietnam. Was I executing a substitution before I’d even heard the term? I worried I might actually be frightening her—but I kept going, suspecting that maybe that was the point if I wanted to be a professional actor.

May the devil hang me upside down if there is anything to love about a woman! … You have the misfortune to be a woman, and naturally you know a woman’s nature; tell me on your honor, have you ever in your life seen a woman who was really true and faithful? Never! Only the old and the deformed are true and faithful. It’s easier to find a cat with horns or a white woodcock, than a faithful woman!

By the time I finished, my blood was up and I didn’t know whether I’d just acted—or just had a personal breakdown in front of a stranger.

Barbara didn’t hesitate. She looked at me and said, matter-of-factly:

“You need Strasberg.”

At 26, with no formal acting or theater training, I had never heard of Lee Strasberg. I looked him up in the Yellow Pages and found a grainy, black-and-white xerox photo—you’ll see it later in this book on the last page of the Strasberg Institute Newsletter. To me, he looked like Albert Einstein. How could this man be an acting teacher?

Curious, I stopped by the school, liked what I saw, rented an apartment on Yucca Street—just 100 feet behind the building—and enrolled in Beth Brickell’s class. She was the star of a TV show called Gentle Ben and that’s all I needed to know. Studying with a star!

On the next page, there’s a photo of me at a bookstand on the corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Highland, taken August 14, 1975, at 2:30 in the morning. Back then, Daniel’s Restaurant stood almost directly across from the Strasberg Institute—open 24 hours, a perfect haunt for night owls. Even P. T. Barnum, greatest showman on earth—the king of spectacle—would’ve been a regular. The food was great, and it was a short stumble from my Yucca Street apartment. More about Daniel’s in the chapter titled: HOLLYWOOD NIGHTS: BEAT IT!

Under the photo on the next page is my original Lee Strasberg Theatre Institute ID card from the Hollywood Boulevard location. I even have another from the Institute’s current Santa Monica Boulevard home—that story later.


[image: 1975: The corner of Hollywood Boulevard & Highland Avenue.]

(Above: 1975: The corner of Hollywood Boulevard & Highland Avenue. )

[image: My first ID card from the Strasberg Institute.]

(Above: My first ID card from the Strasberg Institute.)
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The Lee Strasberg Theatre Institute: One Tin Soldier

Anyone with money could study at Strasberg. That was part of Lee’s philosophy — beginners and veterans in the same room, learning from each other. I wasn’t intimidated by the idea. I’d just come off a freewheeling life as a street-fighter, a boxer, a U. S. Marine whose war stories might keep you up at night, and two and a half years of college that left me disgusted with the bias of the instructors and snobbery of the students.

Fear wasn’t in my vocabulary. And like any former Marine, I was on a mission: follow it through until I found out where it led.

I’d picked my apartment for one reason—it was exactly 100 feet from the Strasberg Institute. No traffic, no excuses. If the doors were open, I could be inside in less than a minute. And I was—sixteen hours a day, most days of the week. Even when I wasn’t in class, I was in the building, soaking up its pulse.

The teachers were outstanding, and I was learning “method.” But I wasn’t just a student. The staff soon realized I could draw, type, play guitar—and, maybe more importantly, that I was easy to get along with. That opened doors. Before long, I was more involved in the life of the school than I ever expected. Thinking back, I still get goosebumps. If I want to.

The energy at the Institute was electric. Everyone was hungry—to learn, to grow, to be ready for the moment their break arrived.

My first teacher, Beth Brickell—elegant, precise, and quietly funny—had starred in the TV series Gentle Ben. She loved watching us wrestle with “cold readings” and improv, pushing us to pull truth out of the air in the moment. I couldn’t believe I was a student of a television star.

Among my classmates was Playboy Playmate, Miss July, 1975—stunning, of course. My St. Louis buddies would’ve turned green with envy, but for me, it was just another sign I’d landed exactly where I was meant to be.

Every day felt like a scene I’d stumbled into without a script—but somehow knew all the lines. This wasn’t just school. It was my front-row seat to the life I’d come to L. A. to live.

One night, Beth asked Miss July and me to sit opposite each other in the straight-backed chairs that were standard issue at the Institute. The instructions were simple: just observe each other. No words. No script. Just presence.

At 26—with all my hormones intact—I knew exactly where my focus landed. My gaze swept from her crystal-blue eyes down to her toes, then back up again. When it reached the center of her presence, I didn’t look away. I held it.

She started to fidget, which only sharpened the exercise. Actors were taught to embrace emotional and physical presence without self-consciousness—so I stayed with it. No hesitation. No apology.

After all, sex is something two actors who barely know each other might have to play.

Eventually, Beth burst into laughter at my partner’s growing discomfort, pointing out that this was exactly why the exercise was necessary.

After class, Beth offered me a ride home in her Mercedes convertible. She didn’t realize home was just a hundred feet away. When I asked her to drop me at the end of the parking lot behind the school, she gave me a curious look. “You live here?” I gestured toward the building.

“Where else would I live?”

Dominic DeFazio was my favorite teacher at the Institute. He taught “pure Strasberg”—nothing diluted, nothing skipped—and that was exactly what I wanted. Dominic believed the actor’s instrument wasn’t just the body or the voice, but the nervous system itself. His classes felt less like theater school and more like a kindergarten class, with Dominic as the playful teacher and us as the happy kids, eager to get onstage and throw props around—willing, curious, and always ready for anything.

The first two hours of his twenty-student class were devoted to exercises. Hour 1: We always began with Relaxation. You’d start at the temples, letting the muscles go soft, then move down the bridge of the nose into the eyes, into the thick jaw muscles, the chin, and the neck. These were the places where mental tension liked to hide.

If
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45 Wesat 45th Street #4024
New York, New York 10036
July 21, 19738

Dear Mr. Lemmon,

What advice could you give the actor just starting out

in a career in Theatre?

Sincerely,

Harry Wichaelsa

There is very little advice beyond a few general observations.

Pirstly, if possible, get a good general sducation. It
is more valuable than concentrating solely on the theatre
or film and more important than sacrificing that education
in the hopes of obtaining professional experience at an
early age.

Secondly, try to gain knowledge through the creative and
interpretive art courses that most colleges offer these
days. That is where the majority of young writers, directors
and actors are learning the basics. Beyond that you can
only hope to eventually get small parts in theatre, film

or television to gain experience and to be seen by casting

agents, producers, etc. /
g
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