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    Preface: Joe Martelle, the Author’s friendship with Bob


    


    It was Spring, 1985, I was on the radio in Boston with the late Andy Moes. We co-hosted a popular morning-drive Show, the Joe and Andy Family on 98.5-WROR.


    I remember the time quite vividly. It was seven-thirty. We had just gone into our half-hour news break. Five glorious minutes to run to the bathroom, grab a cup of ‘Joe,’ or discuss what the heck we were planning to do with the next 25 minutes of our show! Even though we had a basic outline, we usually followed the ‘flow-of-the-show’ and where the listeners and callers took us, so our precious 5 minute break was usually spent laughing and joking around. This particular morning, Andy & I were leisurely sipping our coffee and kibitzing about a bit we successfully pulled off earlier. Just so you know, and humility aside, we enjoyed our own humor and quite often basked in it. We often told each other, we hoped our loyal listeners enjoyed our show as much as we did! It was fun! Our radio friend, Dick Syatt, who was on the air at ten each morning, down the hall, on our sister station, WRKO, would see us laughing and having a fun time and comment, “You guys are living in Disney World. You are so lucky!” By the way, we agreed!


    The newscast was wrapping up and we were awaiting our cue to go back on the air. Our producer, Linda was in the adjacent studio. Through the control room window, we noticed she was wearing a huge smile, as she shouted over the intercom. “Robert Urich is on-the-line and wants to go on the radio with you!” Pushing the reply button, I laughed, and answered her with a smart-alecky reply, “ya, sure and right after him, put Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep through to us.” “Seriously,” she shot back, “it really is Robert Urich! He wants to go on your show.” At that time, Robert Urich was the big-name celebrity in town.


    His new ABC-Television series, Spenser: For Hirebased on the Robert B. Parker detective novelswas filmed entirely on the streets in and around Boston. Bob was being driven to the filming location site in his motor home. His regular driver, Bobby McGuiness was a loyal listener and had us on that morning, which meant forced listening for Mr. Urich. Evidently, Bob, as our newest listener, liked what he heard. “Who are these guys?” He asked Bobby McGuiness. “They are outrageously funny.” “Joe and Andy,“ McGuiness answered. “A couple of goof balls, but really nice guys. They host Boston’s most popular morning Radio show. Ya, never know what’s gonna come out of Andy’s mouth. He’s like a loose cannon. Joey, as the straight guy, does his best to keep Andy from goin’ over the line. I listen to ‘em every morning.” Evidently, Bob wanted to join in on the fun and craziness that was uniquely part of our daily show. That particular morning, we were doing regular weekly feature, Name that Disease with our physician friend, Dr. Peter Masucci. Every Wednesday, Pete would call in with symptoms of a disease, then our listeners would call us trying to Name that disease. Pretty simple, aye? Well, we’re talkin’ about a couple of simple guys. Boston is one of the medical Mecca’s of the ole U.S.A., and with many medical folks in our audience, we always came up with a winner. The contest was strictly for fun. It certainly wasn’t for the cheap prizes we offered callers for their time and effort. Those itsy-bitty toys found in the bottom of a Cracker Jack box have a higher dollar value. Bob thought he could identify the disease of the week and asked Bobby to call our show. I don’t recall if he correctly named that disease, but do know, we had a fun time with him on the air. Bob was a natural for radio. He was friendly, and funny.


    Since it was the first time Bob and I spoke, we had yet to meet face to face. That would come later, and looking back on it, it’s a wonder we developed any sort of friendship. It nearly ended before it got off the ground. Bob’s initial call to our show was followed by many others, often made when he was on his way to another Boston location site. Much to the consternation of our competition, the Joe & Andy Family became the ‘unofficial home on Boston radio’ for Robert Urich and Spenser: For Hire.


    A few mornings following Bob’s initial call to our radio show, he was headed towards a downtown Boston location site for a day’s shooting on Spenser. It was close by our WROR studio, which back then was located in the Harvard Medical Building at 3 Fenway Plaza. Bob decided to stop by to meet us in person.


    Our receptionist met Bob at the elevator and escorted him down the hallway to our studio. You could tell by the way he walked into our room that the man had confidence and class. When he said “Hi,” I must have had a look written all over my face of I don’t know what the hell TV shows you’ve worked on before Spenser, because I don’t recognize you at all! He must have sensed it. As I reached out to shake his huge hand, which totally engulfed mine, he smiled warmly and with a broad grin that would light up the darkest room, said, in a deep, low voice, “You don’t have a clue as to who the heck I am, do you?” Oh, my word, I thought, the man is clairvoyant! He’s reading my own thoughts! Standing before this giant of a man, now totally embarrassed, I honestly believed I had insulted him before opening my mouth. At any moment, I expected him to either pulverize me, or turn on his heel and vacate our studio faster than a dog on a big juicy ole bone.


    Still gripping my outstretched hand, maybe just a wee bit tighter now, Bob calmly asked, “Joe, have you ever seen Vega$? Explaining in sort of a sarcastic way, “It’s a little television series, that was sort of popular,” and he added without sounding too braggadocios, “Well, I’m the guy in it.”


    Now, perspiring profusely, and wearing a crimson face, I did my best to weasel out of the difficult situation I found myself in. Stammering all over myself, I tried finding the right words. “Bob, you need to know, I’m an early to bed, early to rise radio guy. Getting up at 3 a.m. to do our show means I don’t get to watch a lot of night-time TV. [Keep in mind, this was 1985, before the advent of DVR.] I’m in la la land before Vega$ airs!” Apologetically, I added, “Sorry, but I never watched it.” To my surprise, Bob began laughing and proceeded to give me a huge bear hug! I thought, either, he’s trying to squeeze the living bananas out of me or he’s trying to ease any fears I may have that he was upset by what I said. “No problem,” Bob smiled, and speaking in a low tone said, “My wife Heather and I never watched Vega$ either!” And with that we both burst out laughing! His ability to laugh at himself told me much about the man’s character and from that moment, we became fast friends. Bob was someone I instantly liked. Over time, I learned much about him. We shared many of the same values, including love of family. We both grew up Catholic and had been altar boys and with small town values; we both loved sports, movies, radio and TV and music, good ole songs that our mom and dad used to sing. We also shared a deep appreciation for America and patriotism and what our country stands for. Bob Urich was both spirited and spiritual and a devout Catholic who loved the traditions and rituals of his faith.


    Bob Urich had a code of honor that was striking. You’d be hard pressed to find a more caring guy than Bob when it came to his family and friends. He was devoted and loyal to his wife, Heather. He loved her and his family more than anything, and once said, “I like my work as an actor, but I love my family.” Bob, could be very direct, but always tried to do so in a respectful way. There was never any hidden agenda with the man. He was a “What you see is what you get” kind of guy. He was every bit a real man with real emotions who wasn’t afraid to show them. Like many of us, he wrestled with his own shortcomings, including his fiery quick release temper, which his brother David witnessed. “Bob could fly off the handle and into a rage in a heartbeat, depending on the circumstances. I saw him lose it a few times. He could blow off steam at the drop of a dime; particularly, when he saw someone treating another person in a disrespectful way. Bob also had an extremely low tolerance for anyone acting really dumb and stupid around him. Woe to the person who hurt his family or him. He could turn his back on you as if you never existed. Once, Heather asked him, “Doesn’t it bother you at all that you never speak to that person anymore?” “Nope,” Bob replied. “I can no longer trust him, so for me, he ceases to exist.“ He was honorable and had a great compassion for people. He was very unpretentious, and witty with a good sense of humor, and who loved to laugh. Bob was very engaging with his friends, allowing them to be themselves. That’s why I believe, even to this day, back when we first met, he appreciated my total honesty about never seeing him on TV. He immediately sensed that I cared less about any celebrity status he had. I liked him from the beginning for being a genuinely nice guy, not some manufactured Hollywood bozo like so many actors who come complete with an out of control ego. Bob was a friendly, down to earth guy, who took great pride in saying, “I’m just a down-home kid from Ohio.”


    Bob Urich was endowed with the greatest gift an actor can have…talent. The viewing audience came to recognize it and made him one of the most popular stars ever on TV. Bob got all that he asked for and more. He certainly had material wealth, but he also had a lot more. He had the love of the people he touched and for my money that made Bob Urich one of the wealthiest people in the world.


    I’m hoping after reading this story of Bob’s life and career, you will see for yourself that my friend, Robert Urich had more than his share of life’s ups and downs, but always did his best to remain thankful for the good times and to remain positive through the not so good. A man who loved his family and friends and in turn was loved by those of us who were fortunate to know him. The world is a better place because Bob was here. Most importantly, Bob was a good and decent man, who accomplished some wonderful things, and who was human like the rest of us. You will soon see that during his relatively short life span of 55 years, Robert Urich did lead an extraordinary life, and why years following his untimely passing, he is still revered and missed so much, by so many, including me. I am honored and privileged to share his story with you in the pages ahead.


    


    The Robert Urich Story, An Extraordinary Life.


    Joe Martelle, December 19, 2016 [1]
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      Left to right: Bob Urich, Joe Martelle [Author] Andy Moes [Joe’s radio partner] set of Spenser: For Hire in So. Boston 1985. Photo courtesy of Author

    

  


  
    Dedication: by Angela Cartwright


    


    April 21, 2002


    This has been the longest week…a nonstop emotional ride through the portals of a person’s life who was not ready to leave, and not ready to stop fighting, to the caverns of grief that a family must face and whose hearts have been torn by the disbelief…After the memorial for Robert Urich, everyone went to Heather’s home and lingered in the rooms and on the balconies exchanging stories. There were some laughs, and some tears and a lot of staring at the green golf course, which spread like a tablecloth in front of them. How many times had Bob driven the course in his golf cart? Isn’t it odd that Bob’s favorite flower, lilacs, only bloom in April and he would pick this month to pass? How many calla lily bulbs had he planted here in front of his library door? My eyes rested on that empty chair on his library porch. How many days were as beautiful as this one. With the cerulean blue sky kissing the phthalo green grass…there would be no mixing colors if this day were to be painted, the colors would be right out of the tube.


    Some of the bouquets were bigger than the front door, those only seem appropriate, for when Bob was in that house, he was bigger than life.


    I hugged and spoke to people, some of them I only see occasionally. Familiar faces passed mine in the hallways, our eyes meeting in compassion and sadness. If I sat down right now I might never get up…if I cried right now I was afraid I would never stop…Heather stood in the entrance of her home for three hours greeting friends, and I knew she felt the same way. I wandered from room to room while the fragrance of lilacs lingered in the air…


    The day was a dialogue of entrances and exits…food was there and then it was gone, wine glasses filled again and again, and the cerulean sky that turned midnight blue, gave birth to a million stars that had stayed dormant during the daytime but now glimmered overhead brighter than usual. I felt closer to the earth, further from the craziness, and the world moved at a gentler pace…You could really see the stars out here too…


    …and I remember nine months ago in Canada. We sat around the fire pit after a gourmet meal that Bob had cooked from the the fresh vegetables Heather and I had gathered at the market stands earlier that day. Bob sat in his Adirondack chair, spread out his legs and leaned back to look at the stars. He was tall and strong and handsome, and we all followed his lead, stretching out our legs and looking up at the blanket of stars overhead. This was a different pocket of the world up here. Bob was so proud of this corner of the world that was his and he loved to share it.


    The fire popped and crackled with the man-size fire he had built. Heather had brought out graham crackers, marshmallows and chocolate and we had all put in our two cents on how smores were to be cooked. How to melt the chocolate and maintain the integrity of the cookie, regretfully there was not a Girl Scout among us. Bob had delighted in the banter, told us where to place them on the stones to achieve the right blend of flavors, and I remember the firelight dancing on his smiling face. This was the simplest time, the happiest of times, with both our families around us. Bob had just been contracted to write his autobiography, and he struggled with how he would put it into words, this extraordinary life he had lived. He had also been reminded that his struggle with Sarcoma was not over and he would leave in a few days to begin a new treatment. There was hope…


    It was decided that life should be kept as normal as possible the day after the memorial, so I drove out to Heather’s again for her daughter’s birthday party. That morning the birthday girl had asked her mother “if they could glue Daddy back together so he could come to her party.” The little four year old was excited about the princess dress she had received, even putting on the crown and the diamond shoes, she didn’t care much for the visit from Cinderella though. I’m sure she was wishing someone else would visit her. All the presents in the world would not replace the fact that someone was missing. Sadness sweeps over me like a wave on the shore. Bob has moved on now, to a peaceful place where he won’t hurt anymore. Only those left behind will hurt now. But as someone close to me said, “I’d rather live 55 years to the fullest, then 80 empty years.” In that there is comfort. Robert Urich, only 55 years old, really did live an extraordinary life. I sure will miss him.


    


    Bold text indicates Robert Urich’s own words, taken directly from his unfinished Journal, [2] which he had hoped one day to publish in book form. Sadly, he did not live long enough to complete his project. Having personally known Bob Urich, I can attest that he was a pretty terrific guy, a wonderful husband, father, brother and loyal friend who deserves having his story told. In fact, it is long over-due.


    I feel privileged that Bob’s wife, Heather, trusted me with her husband’s memoirs. It was an awesome responsibility that I did not take lightly. In my own research, and writing, I have taken utmost care in transcribing Bob’s words exactly as he wrote them in his personal journal. These are the actual happenings of his life and career, as he remembered, from his years growing up in his hometown of Toronto, Ohio through his life and career on stage and as a film actor and television star and personality. I hope you enjoy reading Bob’s own words as much as I have had in transcribing them for you.


    I also hope you will enjoy reading my personal thoughts coupled with comments obtained from hundreds of interviews with his family, friends, classmates and co-workers. With the late Heather Menzies Urich’s invaluable input, I have endeavored to do my best to complete Bob’s story. As you continue to read on, it is my wish that you will see for yourself that Robert Urich did lead an extraordinary life.

  


  
    Prologue


    An April morning in Southern California


    


    Friday Morning


    April 12th 2002


    


    [Bold typed words and sentences are Robert Urich’s, taken directly from his journal.]


    


    It was a cool, beautiful Spring morning in Southern California. The kind of April day that’s filled with the sweet scent of lilacs, honey-suckle and orange blossoms. The clean fresh ocean breeze off the Pacific ocean permeated the air. The salt stimulated one’s nostrils and taste buds. It was a great day to be alive.


    Playgrounds were filled with the voices of happy youngsters, golfers were teeing off, bike riders and joggers were doing their perfunctory morning work-out, while others busily headed off to work, class or shopping. It was the kind of gorgeous day the chamber of commerce wished they could bottle to include with brochures promoting itself ‘why’ sunny Southern California is the perfect place to live, work and play!


    Suddenly, an ambulance siren breaks the peaceful serenity of the day.


    


    Friday morning


    April 12, 2002


    


    Bob Urich called his older brother, Tom. “I’m in the mood for some home-style Halupki [stuffed cabbage], what’d ya say? I guess mine was the closest to tasting like our mom’s,” says Tom, and knowing Bob had been ill, happily replies, ‘Sure. I’ll fix up a batch and we’ll bring it over tomorrow.’ “Great! Can’t wait! Thanks!” Little did Tom know those would be the last words he would ever hear from his younger brother, Bob. “I prepared the food that night, and we drove up the next day, Saturday,” recalls Tom. “Bob and Heather lived exactly 25 milesdoor to doorfrom my wife Judy and me. Driving, could take anywhere from 30 minutes to an hour, depending on time of day and traffic. On this particular Saturday, traffic was fairly light in the late morning. We were less than a mile from the gated entrance, when we saw an ambulance pass by. I said to Judy, ‘oh God, I hope that’s not Bob.’ ”


    “As we approached the entrance to Sherwood Country Club, the guard at the gate confirmed my worst fears,” exclaims Tom. “It was Bob in the ambulance!”


    


    Noon Saturday


    April 12, 2002


    


    Meanwhile, Bob, lying on the gurney inside the ambulance is fighting to stay alert as he slowly drifts in and out of consciousness. The drip, drip of the I.V. connected to his arm does little to sedate the pain in his chest, accented more from the slightest bump in the road the driver did his best to avoid, but doesn’t. Glancing upwards through the window in the rear door of the ambulance, Bob notices the bright blue sky. It brings back memories of those special Spring days growing up in the small neighborly town of Toronto, Ohio.


    “There is a softness to the air in the Ohio Valley in the springtime, and after a long, dark winter, I could not gulp enough of it down.”


    Suddenly, Bob is jolted from his memories by another bump from a pot hole. The ambulance driver, acutely aware of the seriousness of Bob‘s condition, apologizes. Bob, forcing a smile, shrugs it off as to good ole California infrastructure in need of repair. His thoughts race back, five years or so, to the first time this insidious disease, synovial cell sarcoma raised its vicious little head.


    


    May 1996


    Santa Fe, New Mexico


    


    He was in Santa Fe, New Mexico filming a western series he loved. His dream of starring in a western series of his own had finally come true. Propelled across the land-scape by winds gusting up to fifty-five miles an hour, a tumbleweed appears out of nowhere. Robert Urich’s driver, Billy Cardhart, slows down their 4-wheel drive vehicle to avoid hitting it.


    Bob shifts a little in his seat and Billy, a quiet turn of a man from Seminole, Oklahoma, seems to sense something is on his mind.


    When Bob arrived in Santa Fe to begin filming The Lazarus Man, Billy had signed on to drive him to and from the series location at the Hughes Ranch. As is the case with most people upon meeting congenial Bob for the first time, the two became fast friends. Billy mentioned to Bob he was one of his favorite actors, and he came out of retirement especially to drive him. His kind gesture moved Bob and made him feel special. After all, Billy had driven all the big stars that had come to Santa Fe to make westernsHenry Fonda, Kirk Douglas and one of Urich’s favorite pop singers, Dean Martin. Yes indeed, ole Billy Cardhart enjoyed his work as much as they enjoyed theirs.


    Now, as they drive along buffeted by yet another of Northern New Mexico’s legendary dust storms, Bob senses that Billy was keeping one eye on the road and the other on him. “It’s gonna get worse,” the old-timer says. It’s something Bob already knows. Up at the crack of dawn, he always kept an eye on the forecast while swilling down half a pot of coffee and reviewing dialogue for the upcoming days work on the set. This particular morning, Urich grimaced as the meteorologist speculated that by afternoon the winds could be gusting to seventy miles per hour.


    The weather in Santa Fe sure is a lot different than back home in Toronto, Ohio, Bob thinks to himself, desperately trying to ease the pain, by shifting his weight as he lies on the stretcher in the speeding ambulance. His thoughts drifting back to his hometown.


    “Down over the hill, down by the river bank was dangerous, forbidden territory, for there was always the chance you would run into the Locke brothers, Arrie And Zannie. As tough as they were mean. They were always lurking and always looking to pick a fight. Down over the river bank was the low river bottom flood plane, dark and over-grown with reeds and tall grasses growing out of the rich verdant soil.”


    Jumbled thoughts of his days ‘back home’ race through Bob’s mind, nearly as fast as the ambulance, which is speeding towards Los Robles Hospital.


    “Some of the old Polish and Slavic men in the neighborhood had staked their claims, using this fertile land for large vegetable gardens…a good place to steal a warm tomato or two, or a cucumber. Usually, when I ventured there, I’d peal them with my Hopalong Cassidy pen knife, which I carried fastened to my belt with a recycled watch chain that kept me from losing it should it slip out of my pocket.”


    Bob, smiles slightly thinking how he took to carrying an old kitchen salt shaker in a faded army surplus knapsack for just those occasions.


    “Those old gardeners knew more than tomatoes. On dark, cool, moonless nights in autumn, pumpkins and hard corn for throwing on porches on Halloween were ours for the taking.”


    


    Saturday, late morning


    April 13, 2002


    


    Robert Urich has collapsed in his home, after coughing up blood and is having difficulty breathing. “Do you want me to call 9-11?” anxiously asks his wife, Heather, as she tries her best to remain calm at the frightening sight. “Yes,” is Bob’s only reply.


    He is now being rushed by ambulance to the nearby Los Robles Medical Center in Thousand Oaks, CA. The hospital is just a few miles away. Drifting in and out of consciousness, we can only imagine, Bob’s thoughts are of times past…of his years growing up in his hometown of Toronto, Ohio on the banks of the mighty Ohio River. Stories of the river were exchanged and passed down from generation to generation.


    “As children, we all heard the story of the night watchman at the power-plant loading dock, who slipped while taking a cigarette break, and being swept away. His body was found three days later, several miles downstream at Brown’s Island. During the great flood of ‘36 the river rose to record levels. Those who heeded the warnings from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had their belongings loaded into rail cars.” The rail-line occupied a favorable position about a hundred feet above the town itself. “My grandfather, a wiry stick of a man with a shock of white hair with many fine qualities, cursing in his native Slavic tongue was not one of them.” “His only precaution [against the flood waters] was to put the chickens in the kitchen. ‘The river, he bellowed, would never come into the house.’


    “He and my grandmother, affectionately known as ‘Baba,’ and their thirteen childrenseven sons and six daughterswatched the powerful river rise from a second-story bedroom window, and then from the rooftop as their neighbor’s house was lifted from its foundation by the surging waters and floated down stream. All of my grandfather’s chickens perish in the great flood of 1936.”


    


    It all happened such a very long time ago, as Bob desperately tries clearing the fogginess from his mind…and his time spent filming The Lazarus Man in Santa Fe.


    


    May 1996


    Santa Fe, New Mexico


    


    Billy turns off Interstate 25 onto New Mexico Highway 285. It’s the short cut to Clines Corners. If you kept going, you’d end up in Roswell, New Mexico, famous for the extra-terrestrials you probably read about or watched on television, who touched down there in the 1950s. It’s a hilly road, winding through a valley of low-growing junipers and sage. In the distance is a broad plateau, scarred by a now defunct gold mine, the tailings still visible for miles by the naked eye.


    Billy Cardhart was a great source of wisdom and entertainment for Bob Urich on those long drives out to the various ranch locations. One story is how he was born in the oil fields near Seminole, Oklahoma. “The country doctor rode out from town in a horse n’ buggy to attend to my mother,” Billy begins with a grin. “I was delivered on the dirt floor of a tent, which was part of a tent city similar to many that sprang up during the oil boom of the ‘20s and ‘30s. “ ‘You done it right Mrs. Cardhart,” the doctor proudly exclaimed. ‘You have ‘em small and let ‘em grow.’ ”


    Billy Cardhart’s Uncle Irvin Medlock had owned the Kaiser-Frazier car dealership in Mallberg, Arkansas. He also spent his spare time preaching a Halleluiah gospel of fire-and-brimstone under a small tent on the outskirts of town. “Uncle Irvin fancied himself a man of God,” says Billy, “and was persistent in his attempts at my redemption, regularly urging me to visit one of his weekly Friday night revivals. Tired of my uncle’s constant pestering, I agreed to attend one of his prayer meetings.


    Shortly after taking my seat on a hard wooden bench next to family, friends and grizzly oil workers in search of salvation,” Billy recalls, “a couple of ladies from the congregation removed Uncle Irvin’s shoes and began washing his feet. And now, Uncle Irvin, with his feet still wet, and filled with the Holy Spirit began jumping from bench to bench, while shouting in a wild frenzy, praises of a loving and forgiving God!”


    “After the revival meeting,” Billy continues, “ I stayed to help clean up, stacking chairs and reflecting on the evening’s events, while Uncle Irvin busily and happily, counted the take generously donated by those of a giving faith.


    ‘Well, Billy, his uncle asked, ‘were you filled with the Holy Spirit?’


    “Yes sir,” insisted Billy.


    “Any man who could jump from bench to bench like that with wet feet without breaking his dang neck, has got to have God on his side!”


    


    Stars or locals, the Spring weather is no respecter of persons in Santa Fe. Blustery skies can turn to snow storms as late as May, and newborn calves have frozen to death overnight on the open range as temperatures unexpectedly drop well below freezing. But, the most dangerous and least predictable seasonal change is the wind; wind that will blow incessantly from sunup to sundown and sometimes throughout the night, lashing at the mountains and the valley floor and hoisting blinding dust clouds that light from the most powerful halogen headlamps can’t penetrate.


    “This is shaping up to be such a day,” says Billy in a slow drawl, and Bob detects a sense of verboten in the ole timers voice.


    Peering out the window of the 4-wheel drive vehicle, Bob thinks to himself…


    “Springtime comes reluctantly to these parts. Cold winds blow down from the majestic Sangre DeChristo and San Juan Mountains, which climb to thirteen thousand feet above Santa Fe, a long-time artist’s haven and now a weekend refuge for Hollywood types. Writers, producers and directors come here for the solitude, the spectacular sunsets and the vast sky that seems to be held up by the mountain peaks. Oprah, Gene Hackman, Carol Burnett and Brian Dennehy — all have second homes here.”


    As beautiful as the mountains and Santa Fe can be, there’s no place quite like home, as Bob’s memory cells momentarily click away from Santa Fe and back to his Ohio roots.


    


    Saturday


    April 13th 2002


    


    Lying on a stretcher in the back of a speeding ambulance, bound for the local hospital in Thousand Oaks, California, Bob Urich is lapsing in and out of consciousness. A time his active mind is recalling various moments of his extraordinary life.


    “The old men of Toronto Ohio had staked their garden claims, but to the youth of the neighborhooddown over the river bank’ belonged to the Locke brothers. The Locke brothers controlled their domain with iron fists and bad attitudes. Their territory included the slag pile, an Edison power plant by product of gritty, glass-like ash left over from burning coal. While not officially ‘down over the river bank,’ the slag pile was close enough to be ‘down over the river bank,’ to suit the Locke brothers definition of their territorial boundary if they caught you there.”


    The slag pile extended out from River Avenue, across from St. Joseph’s church where Bob was an altar boy. It’s also where he attended grammar school. “The pile was approximately a quarter of a mile long and half as wide. It dropped sharply on one side to an open grassy field and on the other side to the mouth of a ravine that filled during rainstorms in summer, and emptied into the river below, and at the edge of the slag pile was the Ohio river itself, swiftly moving and extremely powerful.”


    Life itself is like the ebb and flow of a mighty river, complete with its twists and turns. On this beautiful Spring day, Bob Urich is fighting for his life, in the back of a speeding ambulance, yet, his mind travels back to his youth on another spring day on a bluff high above the Ohio River. From his vantage point, Bob spent many hours day-dreaming, and his unspoken relationship with the river continued through the years. He was inextricably drawn to the body of water by forces both basic and primordial.


    “Even though, I could not quite see the river from my bedroom window, I could forever feel it’s ubiquitous presence…dark, swirling currents that could carry you away. At thirteen years of age, I was inextricably drawn to this body of water. Often, I used the only excuse my parents considered legitimate for going anywhere near the river…fishing. I would tramp along the soft, sandy bank, cut branches from the river willows to cradle my fishing rod, cast homemade sinkers as far as I could out into the current, and wait for the familiar tap, tap, tapping on my line.


    The tapping usually meant a catfish was calling, or the long, steady, real zinging pull signaled the more desirable white and black carp, and sometimes golden or a red carp like the ones you see nowadays in ponds in front of sushi restaurants. After supper, I would sit by the river until dark, staring out into the flowing river and dream of where it might take me. The Ohio flowing majestically into the mighty Mississippi at Cairo, Illinois, down through Memphis and on to New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico.”


    But the serenity of the riverbank just as often meant trouble, Bob writes in his journal.


    “It was where you went to play with matches and smoke homemade cigars rolled from the broad leaves of a local tree we knew only as the ‘stogie tree.’ It wasn’t unusual for a trip to the river to end with torn jeans and a bloody nose. Growing up in Toronto, we had some great fist-fights. It was the main recreation outside of high-school sports.”


    The Ohio River is where a youthful Robert Urich experienced a paradigm shift of life-changing magnitude. It was there, that he discovered with utmost certainty and clarity that he would be forever caught in another kind of current, a current of passions and dreams that would last a lifetime. “Someday, I would be an actor!”


    


    Saturday


    April 13th 2002


    


    The speeding ambulance pulls to a stop directly in front of the emergency entrance to Los Robles Regional Medical Center. Doctors and nurses are at the ready. Bob is rushed inside to intensive care. Initial results are inconclusive, but it doesn‘t look good.


    


    May 1996


    Santa Fe, New Mexico, The Hughes Ranch


    


    “Billy turns the SUV off the highway and through the gates of the Hughes Ranch, slowing to say “howdy” and “good morning” to the ranch foreman’s wife, who watches over the main gate from the cozy confines of a double-wide trailer with a cup of coffee in her hand. Lying beneath the trailer is a black lab, her constant companion. He barely lifts his head as we pass on by. He’s accustomed to all manner of strangers coming and going.”


    “Kevin Costner was launched into stardom on this ranch by his colorful performance in Silverado. And, the entire western town set was painted a monochromatic gray for Bruce Willis and the movie Last Man Standing.” “As we approach the set, Billy finally asks the question that has been on his mind since he picked me up: “ ‘Why the pained expression, Robert?’ ”


    When I don’t reply, he gives it his best guess.


    “They’re going to pick up the show, ya know.”


    “The show he’s referring to is The Lazarus Man. We just finished its first season, and renewal time is always tense for the cast and crew of any show.”


    “ ‘They’d be damn fools not to renew,” he continues. “Everybody I talk to says, ‘you drive Robert Urich? We sure do like that Lazarus Man series of his; you tell him that for us.”


    “Oh, it’s nothing,” I say, but not very convincingly. Billy is using his best amateur psychology to try and lift me out of what he thinks is some sort of deep, dark pit of series-renewal dread.


    “ ‘They either will or they won’t,” I reply. Referring to whether or not the western series will be picked up for another season. “I’ve done all I can, Billy. Now it’s up them.” “ ‘Well it sure is something that‘s on yer mind,’ ”he says, “ ‘you making faces like that. I never seen you complainin’…ever. Always ready to go, always leadin’ the way! Hell’s bells, that’s why they call you a leadin’ man, ain’t it?’ ”“Thanks for the kind words, Billy, but that’s not why I’m making faces,” trying to reassure him that everything was fine.”


    “ ‘Then what is it?,’ ” he asks again?


    “Oh, I might as well tell him, I silently think to myself, or he’s going to nag me through eternity…“Got this lump way down in my abdomen…it’s got me a little worried.”


    “ ‘You want me to take you to the hospital?‘ Billy asks in an almost pleading way.


    “No time today, Billy, but I’ll check it out soon, I promise.”


    “ ‘A lump’s a lump,’ ” he says.


    “His concern for the network, The Lazarus Man, and everything else suddenly pushed aside.


    “I know.”


    “ ‘You gotta take care of you, your family and then God,’ urges Billy, “and the rest of them can just go straight to hell.’ ”


    “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” I say, smiling. [Bob doing his best to ease Billy’s fears.]


    “I was somehow cheered by the thought of ‘the rest of them going straight to hell.’ ”


    Bob & Billy drive the rest of the way in silence, except for the wind that howls outside, gathering clouds of dust and dirt, obliterating the sun and any chance for warmth.


    “None of that lump stuff matters. Today, I’ll put on my worn leather chaps and buffalo coat and ride my gray horse, Steel. Don’t give two shakes about no damn lump today.”


    Suddenly, Bob Urich, seems reconciled to the matter…at least for the moment.


    “Today, I get to be a cowboy!


    I’m The Lazarus Man.”
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      Bob standing in shadow on porch on his TV series The Lazarus Man, Santa Fe, New Mexico. Photo courtesy of James Baquet

    

  


  
     


    


    Part I:


    ‘Bob played by the rules’

  


  
    Chapter 1


    The Gem City and growing up on the Ohio River in Toronto…Ohio!


    Heavenly Bodies & Bob’s horoscope


    


    “I think my longevity as an actor has a lot to do with where I come froma blue-collar town in Ohioand how I was raised: to work hard and respect other folks.” Robert Urich


    


    Toronto, Ohio, population around 8,000 when Bob Urich was growing up in the 50s and 60s. Not, Toronto, as in Canada, where Urich’s wife, Heather was born, no, this Toronto is in Ohio; along with the neighboring states of Pennsylvania and West Virginia, they encompass an area known as the tri-states. Toronto, Ohio is nestled in the picturesque upper Ohio River Valley of Jefferson County with the majestic Ohio River flowing along its Eastern bank. Toronto is within a 2-hour drive to four metro cities; Pittsburgh is a 45 minute drive across the river to the East, Cleveland, a 2-hour drive NW, Columbus is 2 hours to the SW and Wheeling, WVA less than an hour to the South.


    As legend goes, Mike Auver Myers, a scout during the Revolutionary War, was awarded the land [3] for outstanding service to his country. Later, his brother, George sold the land to John Depuy, who laid out the town and named it Newburg. The village consisted of about 30 buildings, mostly saloons, stretched from Main Street north to Clark and covered several blocks. The primary job was hard labor working on the docks and boats which plied the Ohio River. Therefore, a need for the many saloons which freely poured liquid libation to quench many a dry, dusty throat.


    In 1856, the Cleveland-Pittsburgh Railroad was laying its lines on the Ohio side of the river. Since it already had a station called Newburg, the village station was named Sloan’s Station in tribute to William B. Sloan, who owned a large farm in the southern end of the village, and gave the railroad the right-of-way to cross his land for their tracks. With the railroad and with access to two major roads leading out of the village into the more populated countryside, Newburg continued to grow. How did this village get the name Toronto? Well, by 1881, the town had grown large enough to incorporate.


    Another legend states, the name Toronto was suggested by Tom Daniels, owner of the Great Western Fire Clay Works, along with several other businesses. He was also on the board of many other businesses and banks in the community. Tom Daniels partner, and chief stockholder in the Great Western works was W.F. Dunspaugh, a native of Toronto, Ontario, Canada. With the increase in sewer pipe and brick works in the community, an increase in business, the valuable river trade, and the large number of people moving into the area, the locals felt it was time to incorporate. The village needed a new name. Is the picture coming into focus, yet?


    As mentioned, enterprising, Tom Daniels, no doubt looking after his own business interests, proposed the name, Toronto. No surprise, aye? Evidently, other townsfolk liked the name too. No pressure involved. They voted on the proposal and on January lst 1881, Toronto became the official name. However, it took the village 51 years to reach the required population of 5000 or more to qualify as a city which finally happened on January lst 1932.


    As far as Toronto being called, the “Gem City,“ there are several legends floating around the banks of the Ohio River. Here’s legend #1. Ohio riverboat captains would land on the towns banks to load their barges. The town’s diverse industries provided them with ’one-stop’ shopping, so they dubbed Toronto as a ‘gem of a place.’


    Legend #2, according to Toronto (OH) native and local historian, Carolyn Walker, “The term was first used in 1906 by the publisher of the town newspaper, The Toronto Tribune. The story handed down is that prior to electricity, the area was blessed with lots of pure natural gas wells and so the streets were lined with gas lamps. There is a street that follows the river,” Walker says, “called River Avenue. Once the gas lights were lit, their reflection would shine on the river and the river boat captains would say, ’the lights sparkled like ’gems’ on the water.” You pick the legend you like best.


    


    In a June 1998 phone interview with Larry Jordan, Editor of Midwest Today, Bob talked about his hometown. “Toronto, Ohio is an industrial area of brickyards and steel mills. How often,” Urich says, “did I have to explain the bizarre duplicate geography of the two Toronto’s over the years.” When he moved away and out into the world, he was always asked the same question. ‘Born in Canada?’ “ Nope, not in Canada,” he’d reply with his infectious grin. “This one‘s thirty-nine miles west of Pittsburg, Pennsylvania. Across the Ohio river, and you’re in West Virginia, coal mines, brickyards and steel mills. It’s blue collar all the way. They shot portions of Robert DeNiro’s film The Deer Hunter only fifteen miles from here. That’ll give you some idea of what the area looks like. Yup, Toronto, Ohio,” Bob points out with obvious pride, “my hometown.”


    Robert Michael Urich entered our world one week before Christmas, December 19, 1946. Dr. John A. Metcalf delivered little Bobby promptly at 2:40 p.m. at Gill Memorial Hospital in Steubenville, Ohio, a neighboring town to Toronto where Bob grew up.


    It was about a half-hour drive from Gill Memorial Hospital in Steubenville to the Urich home in North Toronto. Car radios were the ‘in’ thing, following World War II and if the Urich’s car radio was turned on, they surely would have heard the popular hit song, To Each His Own. [4] No less than four different versions were recorded in 1946 and all placed on the pop music charts.


    Pop vocalist and bandleader, Eddy Howard topped the music survey at #5. His version was followed by fellow band-leader and tenor sax player, Freddy Martin. His rendition peaked at #17. The Ink Spots, a popular group of the 30’s and 40’s which paved the way for future R&B artists and Doo-Wop groups came in at #25, and rounding out the Top-40, singer and film star, Tony Martin’s placed at #40. In 1946, all four versions of To Each His Own were played over and over again on America’s radio stations. Therefore, there’s a good chance, baby Bob and his parents heard the song on their ride home from Steubenville to Toronto.


    


    Bob Urich was a music lover. He had a rich baritone voice which complimented the choir in high school, and later in his career, on Broadway, in the musical Chicago. [5] Bob’s friend and Toronto High classmate, George Melhorn, who today [2016] is Professor of Music at Franciscan University in Steubenville recalls, “Bob had an excellent baritone voice. He enjoyed most types of music, with a special fondness for old-fashioned ballads.”


    In an interview in June 1998 for Midwest Today, Bob describes himself as a singing fool. “I sing like you would just never know,” he says, laughing. “I grew up sitting around campfires with my aunts and uncles and my parents who sang all those old ballads, like Carolina Moon [6] and my whole musical taste has been influenced by all those old fashioned kind of songs. I always look for something with an emotional content in the music I sing.“ Bob also enjoyed pop hits by Sinatra and fellow Ohioan, from nearby Steubenville, Dino Crochetti, more popularly known as Dean Martin.


    Did Bob Urich have a favorite song?


    One night, Heather Urich was watching the classic film Casablanca when a light bulb suddenly beamed brightly in her head. “I remembered, if Bob had an all-time favorite song it would be As Time Goes By [7] from that movie. He was always singing it. Jimmy Durante did a cover of the song and Bob loved it.


    “Bob was always bursting out in song,” she says, “anything by Dean Martin. He would sing lullabies to our kids and make up songs for them when they were little. Here‘s one that was the night-time prayer, every night:


    


    “I love mommy. I love dad.


    Thanks for all the fun we’ve had.


    Thanks for the birds up in the sky.


    Thanks for all the things that you and I can do.


    ‘Cuz, I love you.”


    


    For those who believe in the heavenly bodies to instruct and guide, please take note. It may be difficult for some to fathom, but more often than it seems plausible, a person’s personality and temperament can be directly credited to the alignment of the planets at one’s birth. You be the judge, as we take a close-up look at Robert Urich’s astrological chart. Birthdate: Thursday December 19, 1946. Time 2:40 p.m. (local Ohio time) Sagittarius is Bob Urich’s zodiac sign. Ascendant in Leo and Midheaven in Taurus give Bob his handsome and rugged persona. I think we can agree this one is on target. Moon, Venus and Jupiter in Scorpio all combine to give him his intensity, magnetism, and predisposition for investigation and research. Bob was a vociferous reader, who enjoyed learning new things. He had a wide-range of interests, but particularly enjoyed science and technology.


    Moon in Scorpio needs passion and intensity on a daily basis. Bob’s wife, Heather agrees and says, “Bob needed passion and intensity every day. The description fits him perfectly!” Behind the stolid façade is a morally conscientious Sun in Sagittarius and a blunt and philosophical Mercury in Sagittarius. Sagittarius types love to travel and study outdoor recreational activities. BINGO! We hit the jackpot on this one. Bob was an avid fisherman and hunter. He loved hiking, camping and all things outdoors, which made him a natural for hosting television’s National Geographic, which he did for several seasons winning a Cable Ace Award in 1992. Sagittarians value honesty and freedom and higher spiritual learning.


    Mars in Capricorn gives Robert Urich his earthy and sensual nature and his ability to plan and organize.


    Saturn in Leo with Pluto gives Bob showmanship and leadership qualities, a smoldering pride or arrogance, and much personal power and authority.


    Uranus in Gemini is the lighter side of Urich, giving him wit, humor, intelligence, good looks and a lot of charm.


    Neptune in Libra wants beauty, peace and harmony for all. Finally, those born under Bob’s sign are natural artists, poets [he enjoyed writing poetry], musicians, and psychologists (he loved helping others and freely offered advice, whether one wanted it or not.) Pluto in Leo people, like Bob, go all out in matters of the heart or where children are concerned (that’s our Bob!!). They are exceptionally creative and dramatic (take a look at some of his work and you will see). They often find their niche in the acting or entertainment fields (need we say more). Still a non-believer in Astrology? For more info, go to www.librarising.com/astrology/celebs/roberturich.


    Here are a few additional points about Bob’s birth sign. Turquoise is his modern birthstone for the month. According to Tibetan origin which dates back over a thousand years, Onyx is his mystical birthstone. In Chinese astrology, Dog was Bob’s mythical animal sign and fire was his element which may account for his ‘fired up’ attitude and passion for life. As for the dog sign, Bob loved dogs and enjoyed the companionship of several over the years. Call it coincidental or not, but during his TV career, he was the on-camera commercial spokesperson for Purina dog chow for many years.


    Bob Urich’s birth a week before Christmas is probably one reason why he came to enjoy the holiday so much. The day he was born the spirit of Christmas was everywhere. Bob’s older brother, Tom recalls, “our home was beautifully decorated, both inside and out. Christmas songs were constantly played from the radio and records, sung in both English and Slovak.” Carols no doubt soothed baby Bobby lying in his crib. As a young boy, Bob loved everything about the holiday, both the religious meaning with the birth of the Christ child, to the secular side; Santa Claus, exchanging gifts, and decorating the Urich family Christmas tree. As an adult, Bob enjoyed playing Santa by surprising family and friends with visits and phone calls. “He was very serious about his role as Santa,” says his wife, Heather. “He would almost go into a zen-like mode when he was preparing. Western Costume Company made his outfit. It was beautiful. He had a long leather strap with bells, so he jingled as he walked. His beard was made with real hair. Bob even had a make-up artist show him how to do the make-up. We’re talkin’ serious stuff here folks,” she laughs. “We spent a few Christmases at the cottage in Canada, and he would go up and down the lake as ‘Santa. ‘ He always began by knocking on windows. By the time he came through the front door the kids were in a frenzy. It was years before the kids figured it out. Why is dad never here when Santa comes?? The kids who are now adults still remember that with such fondness. One Christmas Eve, Bob went over to Tom Selleck’s mom and dad’s house because he knew Tom was going to be there. He had already warned Tom’s parents, Martha and Bob Selleck, that he was coming, but not Tom. When Bob arrived as jolly ole St. Nicholas, “Tom yelled, ‘Don’t let him in! You don’t know who that is!’ ” “It’s alright, dear,” Martha exclaimed, “It’s Santa.”


    “Christmas music would start the day after Thanksgiving,” says Heather. “I have boxes of Christmas music on CD. What was Bob’s favorite Christmas movie? She thought and asks, “What’s the one with Bing Crosby and Rosemary Clooney,” shaking her head trying to remember, “Oh yes, White Christmas,” she says. “The Irving Berlin classic.”


    Bob and Heather’s daughter Emily remembers one of the funniest Christmas Eves ever. “We were living in Utah and went to Midnight Mass at the Cathedral in Salt Lake City. The whole congregation was singing and filled with joy. This elderly lady in front of us was belting her heart out as well. All of a sudden her false teeth flew out and landed on the pew in front of her. Now, this story is even funnier, because my dad was always so serious in church due to his strict upbringing, but on this one occasion he laughed so hard he cried. Maybe he cried, because he was trying really hard not to laugh. I also remember, when I was five or six and we lived in Andover [MA], and we had a Christmas party and the whole family was there. There were more than twenty of us. It was great. My Baba, dad’s mom, cooked all her traditional Slovak dishes. That’s the last memory I have of the whole family together at Christmas. It was a great night!”


    If all this isn’t enough to convince you of Bob’s love for the holiday, let’s throw this into the mix. Christmas was reflected in his performances. In 1979, he hosted Merry Christmas from the Grand Ole Opry with Loni Anderson and Barbara Mandrell. During the 1980 Christmas season, Bob’s TV series Vega$ featured an episode called, “Christmas Story.” In 1993, he hosted A Musical Christmas at Walt Disney World. In 1996, Bob starred in the Christmas TV movie, Angel of Pennsylvania Avenue. Probably, the most important reason it was Bob’s favorite holiday is because his son Ryan was born on Christmas Day. One more reason why Bob enjoyed the Christmas holiday. Frank Capra’s Christmas film classic, It’s A Wonderful Life was first released two days following Bob’s birth.


    


    Sadly, not every Christmas was a joyful one for the Urich family. On Christmas Eve, 1964, Bob’s cousin, Mikey Urich, was killed by a drunk driver. As fate would have it, Bob’s younger brother David witnessed the entire tragedy. “I think I was still in grade school, and around 13,” says David. “Mikey was a couple of years my junior and was around eleven. Our Christmas Eve was always a big family event. We went from home to home to celebrate and this particular year it was at my Uncle Mike and Aunt Betty’s house, Mikey’s parents. Their home was right across the alley-way
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