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    “Steve Ihnat was unique. Quiet would be the leading attribute of his acting. Silence was his power. His gaze was always empowered by his silence. His years of football gave his movement a power and a stealth unmatched. When he broke silence, you listened because that silence gave his words an intensity that babbling would never have. God took him young. I think He feared him.”


    


    Ed Asner


    Los Angeles, California

  


  
     


    


    This book is dedicated to the memory of two important people in Steve Ihnat’s life, two people who have gone on to join him on the other side since work on this book about his life story began.


    


    First, Steve’s sister, Emily Ihnat Mordue. He loved his family with abandon. Emily, a wonderful and loving woman, left this world suddenly in June of 2016.


    


    Steve’s good and loyal friend, and writing partner, Steve Lodge, died in February 2017 after an extended illness.

  


  
    Foreword


    


    When he was growing up in Canada, his “moniker” was Ace. When we met during the auditions for Dragstrip Riot in 1956, it was just plain Steve. He was funny. A kind of wry, poking funny that just pulled us together. He had already been cast as one of the “bad guys” while I was still auditioning. Steve was vociferous about letting the producer and the director know that I was the one for the part, whatever the part was. It worked. I got the part. I had never had a “best friend” before and I sure as hell couldn’t’ve found anyone better.


    Almost immediately Steve and I began discussing our characters and what we could do to make them more real.


    His instincts were incredible. He just knew. And those instincts became more and more honed and evidenced through the subsequent five movies we did together.


    We became roommates. We struggled, grew, laughed, cried and laughed a lot. We cut our teeth hustling and scuffling around Hollywood looking for work. And Steve was forever growing. I began wondering, “Why is a guy this talented not working ALL the time?” It didn’t make sense.


    He did plays, he coached friends and acquaintances, he auditioned for everything. And he just kept getting better and better. He worked construction, dug ditches, stocked shelves in markets, and would somehow find ways to incorporate those experiences into his performing.


    Early on he had spent considerable time at The Pasadena Playhouse where he nourished his love of Shakespeare. Even I benefitted from the Bard’s influence on Steve. He taught me how to fence and the difference between fencing style and rapier style. I think I still have some of the welts to prove it.


    Every Steve Ihnat performance was special and left people buzzing about them. Actor, writer, director. Steve was all of them and then some. God only knows what he would have accomplished had he not shuffled off his mortal coil when he did. It’s been 47 years and from time to time I’ll catch myself asking, “Now, how would Steve have played this?”


    Linda has brilliantly captured all of this and much, much more in her book. Steve was there next to me, pointing out the parts he didn’t want me to miss, as I read it.


    God bless and keep you, Steve. You are missed.


    


    Gary Clarke


    May 2018

  


  
    Acknowledgements & Author's Notes


    


    One night a few years ago my husband and I had settled into bed for the night. We were watching television, flipping channels as we tried to find something to lull us to sleep. Suddenly, my eyes popped wide open as I saw a face on the screen, a face I’d seen before. Many times, apparently. I exclaimed with determined certainty, “I know that man!”


    The show was The Outer Limits. The episode was the first of two segments of “The Inheritors.” The actor I was so sure I knew was Steve Ihnat. Of course I didn’t know him. There was no way I could know him. I’d never met the man. I was only six years old when that particular episode first aired. Yet the more I watched this fascinating actor on the screen in front of me that night, the more I was determined that somehow I already had him in my consciousness. Somehow and some way.


    I’m weird like that. When my mind grabs onto something, or someone, it refuses to let go. So it was with Steve. I couldn’t stop thinking about him; he would be my next biography. My mind wouldn’t let go of him and in some strange way, he wouldn’t let go of me. No question. I’d been looking for someone new to write about, and each time I had considered another individual before this, not a single soul had stuck. Yet…Steve was the one. He was with me and wouldn’t go anywhere until I told his story.


    Trust me, now I do know Steve, as much as anyone can know someone who is no longer on this earth, someone they’ve never physically met. I got so much more than I bargained for when I first began researching the life of Steve Ihnat. He was a man of many dreams, amazing determination, more than his share of confidence and talent, and an abundance of love for family and friends and fellow actors. Yet what really gave me the most difficulty in putting his world back together with total honesty was the underlying mystery which followed him throughout his life, and even into the facts surrounding his untimely death. Steve Ihnat was an enigmatic man who left so much of his story untold, a story which, to this day, continues on with so many unanswered questions.


    I could never have written this book without all the help offered along the way. It is always an honor to write such an unvarnished personal story, to have family and close friends open their hearts and memory vaults to me. I will not write a biography without two things on my side — the ability to tell the complete truth of the individual’s life as best as I can, and truth with compassion. I want nothing more than to show the human side of the individual who was seen on television and movie screens, to show their fans who this person was when the cameras shut off.


    I have made a very dear friend thanks to Steve. Sally Ihnat Marshall was the love of his life. Theirs was a true romance for the ages, one of those, “noticed across the room and then together forever” love stories. From our first communication, Sally has trusted me with her memories, writings, photos, and family, and I pray I have done her dear Steve justice.


    Gaby Michel is Steve’s daughter-of-the-heart. From all accounts, he loved her deeply, and she still loves him. She has graciously shared memories that only a close family member could offer.


    In another life, Brenda Mordue-Humphries and I could’ve been sisters. We connected closely from our very first contact. In fact, however, she is Steve’s niece, and memories of her Uncle Steve have enriched his story with a sweet personal depth.


    Steve Makaj, Steve’s nephew, opened his heart to explain family dynamics, giving great insight into Steve and Sally as parenting role models. He, too, loved and looked up to his Uncle Steve, even being named after him, and becoming an actor in his footsteps.


    Wayne Grajeda, Sally’s brother, also saw Steve as a successful role model. As his older brother-in-law, Steve was kind and thoughtful, and Wayne looked forward to a growing relationship with him which, sadly, didn’t have the chance to happen. He shared memories and photos.


    Steve Lodge was a wonderful, loyal friend to Steve. Sadly, he passed away in 2018. He offered me many memories, photos, and source material. I met Steve years ago through another publisher we shared. Little did I know then our paths would cross again. Godspeed, Steve.


    One overall description covers actor, Gary Clarke: hysterically funny. There is more to him, however, and as Steve’s first friend in Hollywood, he was loyal and like a brother to him. I’m so very grateful to Gary for his friendship and thoughtfulness in sharing his Steve with me.


    Ed Asner generously responded almost immediately to my request for an interview. He and his daughter, Liza, thoughtfully gave of their time to help me round out my picture of Steve’s early days as an actor. His memories were invaluable.


    Clu Gulager’s insights offered a wisdom to the memory of Steve’s life that proved to be almost prophetic. He had a clear awareness of his friend’s talent and character.


    Morgan Brittany’s recollections came through the eyes of a child, and were very helpful in showing the fatherly side of a man who was incredibly adept at dealing with children, a man who loved kids long before he had his own.


    Frank Converse had a bi-coastal friendship with Steve that withstood the test of time. Frank was quick to offer his emotions and thoughts on Steve’s intellect and talent.


    Ted Mikels expounded on Steve’s early years in the industry. He thought highly of his friend and co-worker. Sadly, we lost him in 2016. God bless you, Ted.


    Larry Dane was one of Steve’s close friends. He kindly offered memories.


    Linda Goranson and Grahame Woods not only shared recollections of the last major commercial production of Steve’s career, Strike!, but took time from their busy schedules to see to it I was able to view that film.


    Doug Gurney was of great importance in fitting pieces together of the end of Steve’s life. His father was one of the last people to know Steve in France and without Doug’s input, crucial details would never have been uncovered.


    Sandy Brooks’ mother, Joan French, and friend, Irene Chapman, ran Steve’s fan club in Canada. Sandy and Joan shared photos and newspaper clippings from the club’s archives. They were a fiercely dedicated group who stood by him and became friends, as well as ardent admirers of his career. Sandy facilitated everything the club offered to the book’s success, and knew Steve when she was just a child.


    A number of Steve’s compatriots in the industry were happy to share their memories: Bonnie Scott Armstrong, Rona Barrett, James Drury, Susan Hart, and John Schuck.


    Thank you to Dr. Raymond Martinez and son, Vidal, for their correspondence.


    Steve Osifchin gave me details about Steve’s family background in what was at the time of Steve Ihnat’s birth the country of Czechoslovakia. His website, http://www.tccweb.org, “The Carpathian Connection,” has extensive information on the people and geography. His help went above and beyond.


    Barbara Peterson is a pioneer in Steve Ihnat fandom and should be recognized as such. Her many webpages on him are partially represented at http://volcanoseven.com/BriefCandle/Bio1.html. Thanks to Barbara for being my “Beginners Guide To Steve Ihnat.”


    Gloria and Wally Rzemienski came to me via the internet after research was underway. Gloria is one of Steve’s many cousins and her husband, Wally, an avid genealogist. They were helpful with family history, and Gloria has become a cyberfriend.


    Randal Wheeler is a man with excellent taste in classic entertainment, and I call him a friend. He was the first person in cyberspace to champion a book on Steve Ihnat, assuring me that, to paraphrase an old saying, “If I wrote it, they would read.” Indeed, Steve’s fans are now making themselves known in great numbers.


    Bruce Kogan has been a cyberfriend for a while. He has dedicated a lot of time to professionally reviewing those films and television shows of yesteryear.


    An author must rely on the kindness of many strangers when doing the research required for a project of this magnitude. Those strangers included: Rachel Bernstein with the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ Margaret Herrick Library; Susan Chicoine with The Old Globe Theatre; Melanie Dawn; Miriam Gonzalez, KOLO News; Amy Gould-Pilz; Trudy Hoffman; Wendy Hopkins; Margaret Houghton; C. Courtney Joyner; Omar la Tuee; Juliana Minsky; Chris Poggiali; Michelle Rio; Jeff Simon with The Buffalo News; and Ed Valtenbergs. If I’ve missed anyone, my apologies. It certainly wasn’t intentional.


    Last, but never least, I could not have completed this book without input and support of a personal nature. Gerry Purcell of the Wetumpka, Alabama Chamber of Commerce offered me his thoughts when I had questions of a business nature related to Steve’s story. Sharon Alexander let me repeatedly bend her ear over issues which threatened to stall completion of the book. She helped me work my way through the roadblocks. Larry Blanks thoughtfully jumped in at the last minute and helped me work out a problem, brilliantly solving it in short order. My cousin, Lou Hansen, will never know how instrumental she was in getting this book to print. Her counsel turned on a lightbulb in my brain that literally brought Steve Ihnat’s story full circle and put the missing links into place. I love you, Lou.


    And as always, complete gratitude and never-ending love to my husband, Tom, who always puts up with me as I dig into the lives of these fascinating folks of Hollywood…over and over and over.


    


    Linda Alexander Prevost


    Montgomery, Alabama

  


  
    Prologue


    


    This starts out as the story of a little boy with oversized dreams, a boy born with the name of Stefan Ihnat. He then became known as Steve, a young man who grew up to become an actor. Not just any run-of-the-mill actor, either, but a highly-recognizable face and name on North American television, as well as in film around the world.


    Steve Ihnat was a dramatic actor teetering on the edge of super-stardom. He was an actor whose every known moment, had Fate handed him a kinder script, would have been written about in all the fan magazines, from his early days into his golden years, and he would have been gossiped over ad nauseam on all the talk shows. His life story would eventually have been sealed into the annals of entertainment history. This opinion was shared by many within the industry, according to such well-known superstars of today as Ed Asner, Gary Clarke, and Clu Gulager.


    Steve’s story isn’t an unusual story in and of itself. Many well-known and talented actors have come and gone through Hollywood since its earliest days. His tale, however, is shrouded in mystery. He lived amidst a period in world history which literally kept him company each step of his life, following him around the world, and even onto television and movie screens. The details which led up to his death could not have been more the stuff of a movie script if Steve wrote the story himself. Steve Ihnat starred in his own real-life mystery, one which remains unsolved to this day.


    He was a man who knew what he wanted from childhood, someone who never once wavered in his intent to get where he knew he was meant to be in life. He never made a back-up plan because he never intended to need a back-up plan. There was never a single thought in his mind he would do anything else with his life except become a self-sufficient, successful actor.


    He did that even though his last name was, at best, difficult to spell, and nearly impossible to pronounce when casting agents saw it on paper, or called him with a job. That name made sure that his Czechoslovakian heritage preceded him before his face was ever seen. Those who doled out the roles of a supposedly make-believe world created for the screen found it an even bigger task to match Steve Ihnat’s name with his face.


    But, oh, that face! That face became his saving grace, quickly making him well-known in North American entertainment. Those behind the scenes of television — casting directors, directors and producers — discovered that despite the challenge his name might create in finding him in their Rolodex, each time they used him in a production, Steve Ihnat proved his worth, and then some. His acting skills were more than evident, and audiences began wanting to see him again, and again.


    Even viewers who hadn’t yet caught onto his name but repeatedly caught sight of him on their TV screen, and the majority of them were women, these people would suddenly brighten when they recognized that face. It wasn’t long before bona fide fans made it a point to learn and remember who this man was, and they made it a point to know him by name so they could scan their television guide for him every single week. They would pull out their marking pen and circle any featured show with that unusually-spelled name listed as a guest star.


    Sometimes there were difficult choices to make. Steve Ihnat quickly became such a busy performer he was seen more than once on any given night, on more than one show. These were the years before shows could be recorded, and usually only one television set was owned in each household. His resume filled up fast and in but a few years, he became of the busiest character actor guest stars on television. Soon, he veered off into television movies, and then on to the big screen, while never forsaking his small screen fans. He worked simultaneously in television and film, and then found himself doing even more, sidelining behind the scenes on the film set. He was on his way, almost seamlessly adding “writer, director, and producer” to his already-full resume.


    Sadly, in the midst of a career on the fast track to make Steve Ihnat one of those names which could never be forgotten despite the passage of time, he was ripped away from the world of entertainment. At a young age, he died while on a trip to Cannes, France, reportedly from a heart attack.


    Steve Ihnat died alone. He was in Cannes to attend the Cannes Film Festival, working on distribution opportunities for a movie he made titled Do Not Throw Cushions Into the Ring (1970). Just prior to leaving the United States for the trip, he was cleared by a physician, and declared to be in excellent health. Yet suddenly, he was dead, and the world would never get the chance to appreciate the full body of his artistic potential.


    As his stepdaughter, Gaby, said about this man she called her beloved Daddy Steve, “You don’t have to know him to enjoy a story about coming from nothing, making your dreams come true, gaining the respect and admiration of your peers, finding the love of your life, creating a family and dying at the most prestigious film festival, all by the age of thirty-seven.”


    This is the story of a little boy who grew into a youngster who became quite the man, an actor who unquestionably left his mark on the world of entertainment history. This is the story of Steve Ihnat, a rising star who died far too soon.


    This is also a multi-layered love story …between a man and a woman; and between a man and his children — first, a little girl he never knew he needed in his life until she became his daughter; then, an infant boy whose birth thoroughly awed him, a miraculous act beyond anything he had ever experienced, or any part he ever played on a make-believe stage.


    This is a traditional celebrity biography on one hand, but it reads in an untraditional fashion. Steve’s story is a cautionary tale of Hollywood, its pitfalls, struggles, and outrageous highs and lows.


    Yet in the end, this is most certainly a deep and troubling mystery story, a mystery which endures, a mystery which even today stars rising star, Steve Ihnat, in his greatest role. Ever.

  


  
    Chapter One


    


    On the 7th of August, 1935, a baby boy, Stefan, was born to Andrej and Maria Ihnat, reportedly in a thatched hut with a dirt floor in Jastrabie, near Michalovciach, Czechoslovakia. Theirs was a poor, tiny town, surrounded by forests and meadows, and there are questions as to how well his parents were able to take care of their family. In some reports, resources were limited at best. Other information has indicated his father had enough money to keep his kids clothed and fed.


    In either case, they did the best they could with what they had. Living conditions in their part of the world at that point in history were less than desirable, and baby Stefan was bitten on the ear by a rat. There was no way to keep rodents out of their living area despite regular efforts. Stefan’s older sister may have attended the small local school, an establishment which was in session only during the winter. All children from a very young age were expected to work in the fields in the summertime.


    World War II loomed large in the lives of the Ihnat family long before the birth of Stefan. Their country, Czechoslovakia, was on the verge of falling in desperation to Hitler before the baby was even four years old. The family escaped their country and on March 11, 1939, about three days before the country was declared to be under “executive power” of Hitler’s army, four-year old Stefan, his parents, a brother, Vincent, and sister, Susan, managed to gain passage on the last available boat bound for Canada via New York. They settled in the town of Lynden, in Ontario, and slowly learned how to build a new life, a life which provided them so much more promise.


    The growing little boy became known as Steve in this English-speaking country. He probably would have followed the same path his father walked, becoming an honest, hard-working dairy farmer, except such a life never suited him. Somehow, even as a small child, he had it in his head that he wanted to do something far-reaching, beyond the simple life into which he was born. Young Steve held high, complicated expectations for himself.


    Nonetheless, as he grew older, he didn’t really rebel, at least not outwardly. His older brother, Vincent, died in a tragic accident and so, for many years, his family had no idea Steve wasn’t looking toward the day when, as the oldest living son, he would inherit the family farm. He dutifully did his share of the daily chores — bringing in the crops, baling the hay, thrashing wheat and oats, and, with his mother, taking their home-raised produce to sell at the local market.


    He never complained or shirked his responsibilities yet his mind was usually elsewhere. One of his many tasks was to take the grapes grown on their farm and see that they were sold, and he always did what was expected of him. Always. With each passing day, with each job, and as his body strengthened and matured with all the physically hard work he undertook, he looked ahead to find that one opportunity which would take him well beyond the confines of his limited small-town life. He knew there was more out there for him. There was a bigger world. He was convinced he was meant to do so much more with his life. Lynden was a nice place to grow up but it was too small-town for the high-dreaming Steve Ihnat.


    None of Steve’s family arrived in North America with any knowledge of the English language. At a young age Steve and his sister learned enough to speak and write, and they were immersed in the English-speaking culture of the Lynden school system. Another child, Emily, had been born since they moved to Canada. She was still a baby, and English would be her natural language outside the home.


    The kids made friends, and Steve interacted with people at the market as he helped his mother sell homegrown products. Even at this young age, before he was a decade old, he was working the farm, he was competent, and fully aware of what was expected of him. His parents knew just enough of the language to get by and they needed their kids to help them communicate. Their native language was always spoken amongst the family.


    


    A few years later, Steve went to the United States with his mother, visiting a cousin named Mike Bosko. Her family, whose name in the Old Country was Buskova, came to North America and settled in New Jersey, as had her husband’s brothers and his wife and children. This is likely the first time Steve ever entered the States except for docking in New York when they left Czechoslovakia. He was five feet tall, and one of his sisters made the trip with them. They stayed for about a month.


    By his early teen years, Steve still had his sights set on an occupation he expected would transport him far beyond the confines of his hometown of Lynden. Years later as an adult he remembered those earliest days on the farm as he kept his eyes on something much different. About his daring, lofty aspirations, he said, “I think wanting to act started when I was about 14 as an escape valve to my environment. I…decided I wanted to be everything in life. Acting is the best way to do it.”


    He always had tunnel-vision. He took care of the jobs required of him by his parents while his mind stayed focused far ahead on his dream. It was his regular practice to dramatically spout Shakespeare at the top of his lungs as he rode the tractor. His words, “As I worked in the fields I found myself…memorizing plays in which I played all the parts. I had plenty of open space in which to train my voice, and since I was all alone, I could pantomime and ham it up to my heart’s content.” When he would get ready for bed in the evenings, he’d stand in front of the mirror and play out his own imaginary scenarios.


    Steve and his sisters, and friends, had the great outdoors of Lynden in which to roam, sledding down the hills at the back of their property in the frigid cold of the Canadian winter, and riding bikes and getting muddy and dirty in the streams in the warmer seasons. Lynden was a sleepy, friendly community of mostly farmers whose kids invented their own amusements most of the time, and there were wide open spaces for them to do exactly that.


    An outhouse, built by Steve’s dad, served to take care of personal needs while the family was in the thick of their daily routines of work and play. A dense grove of trees at the back of their land gave the kids all sorts of places to hide and create imaginary scenarios. Steve’s father also built a large barn in back of the main house. Besides providing a practical home for their farm animals and the crops they took in, it served as a perfect place for youngsters to engage in hide-and-seek, sneak a kiss, expand their imagination, and while away their free time. An exterior wall of the barn, years later, showed where many had etched their names or initials, or the young loves of a number of generations past.


    Steve played football in his middle school years, an occupation which might have had the power to remove him from his adolescent reality and bring about a new, more exciting one. After about six or so months of playing halfback for the Hamilton Junior Tiger-Cats Football Club, he was forced to give up the sport due to a significant injury. Sports proved to not be his ticket out of his small town life.


    A few years later, Steve won a drafting scholarship to Westdale Collegiate in Hamilton, just a short trip away, and he finished out his high school years in “the big city.” Going to school every day in Hamilton, leaving the small-town atmosphere of Lyndon for the nearby bustling business center, where there was activity far beyond farming to attract the teenager, helped solidify his desire to depart from the slow, quiet country climate. He would do something more intellectual with his life beyond the farm. There was now no doubt in his mind.


    There wasn’t a moment when that urge to act ever left him. With each passing year, he still stood in front of his mirror every chance he got and performed scenes from plays, or created his own. He began writing snippets of scenes. He would carefully listen for all sorts of accents when he was out in public, and then mimic them when he was by himself, reciting dialogue in every dialect he could come upon. Steve Ihnat was single-minded and focused to a fault. He went to the movies every chance he got, and he said he was “living out my fantasies there…My environment at the time didn’t satisfy me.”


    When he finally finished his last year in school, his high school yearbook indicated his nickname was “Tarzan,” and his favorite pastime was “meeting his girl at lunch time.” Steve had only gone to Westdale for one year yet he managed to cement a place for himself in a short amount of time, clearly becoming comfortable among the other students and fitting right in, with them accepting him wholeheartedly. He made friends without any difficulty.


    His senior photo blurb stated his true ambition was to become the “head draftsman at the Steel Company” but he would probably end up “designing French bathing suits.” Much of this detail was pure silliness as was expected of graduating seniors. If one were to base his aspirations on nothing more than what was written in his yearbook, it would have shown Steve to be destined to little more than the norm for the average young man living in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada. His professional intentions, however, went far beyond his hometown, beyond becoming a draftsman in his comfortable world, even beyond the country in which he lived, but he wasn’t yet ready to publicly announce this insistent, nagging call he felt to be on the international stage and to become a name known to many.


    He felt as if he had to pay homage to drafting as a formal occupation for the sake of his hardworking parents who did everything they did for their children. After all, he went to Hamilton on a drafting scholarship to satisfy his family. Instead, the change in schools served to enhance his dissatisfaction with what his parents wanted out of him, and also with where his life was clearly headed if he didn’t change the course it was on. And soon.


    


    By utilizing the scholarship to its fullest potential, Steve figured out that his family would get student tax benefits from the government for his schooling while, at the same time, he could buy himself extra time to plan his next steps. This proved to benefit his parents, as well as him, and the analytical and careful examination of his life’s path led him first to a job with Ontario Hydro as a draftsman. He needed money if he wanted to make these changes. Taking the job padded his wallet and built up his savings to make his travel to California, the place where dreaming about being a professional actor could be turned into a reality.


    All this while, never once did he give up. On the contrary. He was carefully making these preparations. His every move was well-considered. He even used some of the salary he received to take night courses in theater arts. He enrolled at the Players’ Guild of Hamilton to seriously learn the craft. His sister said he and a friend made a trip to Hollywood during this time. He wanted to test the waters and learn the lay of the land. It was a quick jaunt, just a visit to see what the place was all about. Steve loved it. He was hooked.


    In 1956, back in Canada, he got a break. Those acting lessons with the Players’ Guild paid off and he was cast in the part of Tony Abbott in Heaven Can Wait, a play put on at the Guild. This was Steve’s first official acting job and if he hadn’t already been in love with the whole idea, winning this role in a stage production made it official. The experience brought about the realization that this was a life he could not live without, and he wanted more of it. “I knew this was the only thing I wanted to do with my life.”


    His name was in the paper with the tag, “newcomer.” His picture was featured, as well. The play was put on at his alma mater for three consecutive nights. Steve had a leading role, not a bad deal for his stage debut.


    In later years, A.C. Mullock, a member of the Players’ Guild staff who eventually went on to become the honorary President, spoke of Steve. He met Steve at an Open House and told him about the “Heaven Can Wait” casting call. “I’d never met a person more set and determined that he was going to become someone, stage-wise,” Mullock said about Steve.


    Mullock remembered him as a young man with a clearly defined plan for himself. “He had a tremendous drive and he worked like a fool. His English wasn’t very good and I had a recording machine. He used to come out here on his way home from work and read his part over and then listen to it. He just worked fanatically, no matter what happened. He was 100 percent dedicated to what he was doing.”


    It wasn’t long after, in an almost immediate turnaround, when Steve finalized his idea to move away from Canada for good, to make the separation from the life he’d always known. His parents were not happy with his decision. They were always certain he would grow out of this idea. They counted on their belief that he would never leave them, and in due time he would settle down to run the one hundred-acre Ihnat family farm. In later years, he told a reporter, “This was a real close-knit European family, and when I tried to tell them I wanted to act instead of taking over the farm, Mom and Dad literally thought I was crazy.”


    Steve had only $900 in his pocket and no promise of work on the other end but, determinedly, he made a permanent move to the United States despite the deep disappointment to his parents and sisters. Canada had recently experienced a political upheaval with the election of a Prime Minister from the Progressive Conservative Party for the first time since 1935. The moment was as good as any in Steve’s eyes. “The reason I left home so young was not any kind of anti-Canada feelings. I just knew I had to get far away from my parents if I was going to get my career started without constant battles.”


    Steve Ihnat landed in Los Angeles on a student visa, as a Czechoslovakian citizen previously residing in Canada, with nearly-empty pockets and nowhere to live. Yet as far as he was concerned, life was wonderful.


    He was only in his early twenties but he was certain about what he wanted out of life. He started out as a pauper, working at many odd jobs to support himself. “One thing I had going for me in the survival struggle was that I used to trim trees for the lands and forests department [in Canada]. There’s a real shortage of skilled gardeners in Southern California and the hourly rates homeowners will pay is fantastic.” Steve made plans to take classes at the Pasadena Playhouse before he left Canada for Los Angeles. Steve’s tree-trimming skills proved to be a life saver and in short order he had such well-known customers as Rosalind Russell and Carl Reiner. Others followed.


    None of them seemed to mind that Steve had to secure jobs where payment went unreported to the government because of his then-visiting student status in the United States. A few months after his arrival, Lady Luck tapped him on the shoulder.


    “The first time I checked with the immigration department in L.A.,” he told a reporter, “they said they didn’t have any Czechoslovakia quota openings and I didn’t qualify as a Canadian citizen. But then they phoned me out of the blue to say they had found two extra Czech quotas and did I want one? I sure did.” It is unknown why, after living in Canada for nearly twenty years, he had not become a citizen.


    Steve Ihnat came into the country at a difficult time for someone born in the Eastern Hemisphere. For him to attempt to become a legal resident of the United States in 1952, his personal history would have been scrutinized. This was the early days of the Cold War. Just a few years earlier, the Immigration and Nationality Act, otherwise known as the McCarran-Walter Act, had been passed, integrating a number of different laws governing who could, and could not, come into the United States and either live, or stay.


    There were a large number of refugees left in Europe as a result of World War II, people still desperately wanting to flee to a better life. The United States government believed there could be a threat from communist infiltrators and laws put in place reflected this concern. A quota system was utilized based on country of origin, with stringent numbers of people allowed in to the United States each year from the restricted Eastern Hemisphere. These numbers were doled out month by month by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).


    The McCarran-Walter Act did establish a preference for skilled workers who intended to become permanent resident aliens. Steve’s plan was exactly that, possibly to eventually become a full-fledged American citizen. He proved himself to be an able-bodied, intelligent young man, likely a productive addition to the fabric of the society of the United States, and was welcomed into the country. He had been a resident of North America for most of his life, a fact which likely cemented his legitimate intent.


    Steve’s study with the Pasadena Playhouse helped him get small guest roles on television in his early days. Out of the $900 with which he arrived in Hollywood, about $700 went directly and immediately into acting lessons. He followed through with his original plan when he got to California by building upon the acting class credits from the night courses he’d taken with the Players’ Guild in Hamilton. This experience allowed him acceptance into the Pasadena Playhouse. Not only did he find himself immersed in learning acting techniques but also different ways of dialogue and dialect, facial expressions, how to stand and walk and talk, and even how to fence.


    The Playhouse proved to be more than just a starting place for Steve’s career. It introduced him to one of his longest-lasting friendships, a relationship which remained close through to the end of his life. He and Gary Clarke clicked as if they had known each other forever. They were two young men, both single, struggling actors, determined to make it big. Both had a sense of humor which complimented the other, bawdy and fun loving, and sometimes, downright outrageous.


    Gary explained how they met. He was doing theater work in Glendale, and an agent named Byron Griffith was in the audience. He was impressed and asked him to do some scenes for him and decided to help Gary get work. Another of Griffith’s clients was Connie Stevens, with whom Gary did his first read-through.


    He got a call from Griffith one day, telling him about a teen movie in pre-production, and he could probably get him a part as one of the good guy gang members. Did he want it? Gary did what he had to do to get to the audition and he secured the role. The next day Griffith called back to tell him the production lost the lead actor, and did he want to take on that part instead? Hell, yeah! Once again, Gary made his way to the set, again had to audition and, in fact, auditioned for five days straight, after which he was finally awarded the role.


    It just so happened Steve Ihnat was also agented by Byron Griffith and was sent to the same audition. He had already won the part of the bad guy, so he was on the set during those days as Gary read for his new leading bit. Gary said Steve would sit there and watch him, and encourage him. Connie, who had also been given a part, urged him on, as well. The three of them began forging their longstanding friendship.


    Gary saw a lot of talent in his new buddy, this Czech-turned-Canadian-turned-United States resident. They ultimately found an apartment and moved in — going for casting calls together, chasing girls together, always laughing and honing their craft together. They were constantly telling jokes, and pulling jokes on one another. Gary remembered Steve was a master at ad libs and could make up a story on the spot. He could pull off almost any accent, able to listen and faultlessly copy the sound and tone. Gary often heard him talk to his family in their native Czech, noting Steve could slip in and out of a comfortable native accent seemingly without conscious thought.


    Gary’s family lived in Los Angeles, and Steve became a regular at his mother’s dinner table, along with Gary’s brothers, Pete and Mike. She adored him and she called him Steve Ignats. He and Gary always had empty pockets, so being fed by his mother was almost part of daily life for the guys. They’d stroll in her door and say in unison, “We’re broke. What’s for dinner, Mom?”


    Or they would find other ways to be fed by Gary’s family. His grandfather was an extraordinary cook. He loved to barbecue and Steve could be found at their table eating short ribs during any given family get-together, along with his parents, cousins, Pat and Delores, and his brothers. Steve was just another member of the clan as far as they were concerned, just another son.


    Gary and Steve did some other things, too, some of which they weren’t always very proud. Still, Gary couldn’t help finding humor in the memory. When they first started living together, they shared an old two-story house in mid-Hollywood with O’Dale Ireland, known as Dale. The house was rent-free for them. The owner just wanted bodies in it so it would not stand empty and possibly be vandalized. The three young men had little money between them at any one time and they got creative or, as Gary said, they would not have eaten.


    Gary recalled how they often procured their dinner. “We pooled our money,” he said. “Sometimes $1.50. We’d go to Ralph’s Market wearing big jackets. Maybe I’d get the meat…three filet mignons. That would be about twenty bucks. I’d stuff them in my shirt. Steve got the veggies. Then dessert…all that went under his jacket. Dale, our other roommate, got the cigarettes. He stuck those in his pocket.” Gary laughed. “That was in the day of the tight bell-bottom fad. His pants were so tight you could tell his religion.”


    They paid for milk and bread and walked out of the store. They did this regularly and, somehow, managed to never get caught. They’d take their feast to their
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