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I had his action figure!! Mom picked it up for me at Amvets because she was too poor to buy me one new. My Evel came with broken parts … JUST LIKE THE REAL THING!

—Special Ed V, October 6, 2008,
WTOP message board






You can waste your time on the other rides
This is the nearest to being alive

—Richard Thompson, “Wall of Death”






Contents

[image: ]


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Introduction



  1. Video

  2. Words

  3. Butte, MT (I)

  4. Butte, MT (II)

  5. Married

  6. Insurance

  7. Moses Lake, WA

  8. Orange, CA

  9. Gardena, CA

10. Caesars (I)

11. Caesars (II)

12. Movie

13. Action

14. Toys

15. Famous

16. Butte, MT (III)

17. Deals

18. America

19. Tests

20. Twin Falls, ID (I)

21. Whoosh

22. Twin Falls, ID (II)

23. Rebound

24. Wembley

25. Fort Lauderdale, FL

26. Chicago, IL

27. Hollywood, CA

28. Los Angeles, CA

29. Always, Forever Butte


Acknowledgments

A Note on Sources

Bibliography

Photograph Credits

About the Author

Photo Insert




Introduction

[image: ]

The first biography of Evel Knievel was written in the winter of 1970–71 in three days, maybe four, maybe five, hard to remember, in a house in Palm Springs, California, that was owned or borrowed or maybe just rented by George Hamilton, the actor. The sound of the typing—yes, an actual typewriter was used to do the job—was drowned out by the high-fidelity, 33⅓ vinyl majesty of a series of Strauss waltzes that were played constantly from the latest in stereophonic equipment, each note bouncing off the white walls and white ceilings and white furniture and out the open windows to the swimming pool, where assorted women sunbathed without the stifling confinement of clothes.

The first biography of Evel Knievel, of course, was a screenplay.

The writer was twenty-seven-year-old John Milius. He had been hired on the cheap, a flat fee of $5,000, and asked to pound out a script about a thirty-one-year-old motorcycle daredevil from Butte, Montana, who had begun—but only begun—to capture the attention of assorted pockets of the American public. The deal was enhanced by the delivery of some fine Cuban cigars, secured from Colonel Tom Parker, best known as the manager of singer Elvis Presley, and the promise that upon completion of his duties Milius would be treated to an afternoon of what he called “commercial affection” with one of the undressed women at the pool.

He tore into his work. A macho, firearm-loving graduate of the University of Southern California School of Film, frustrated by the fact that his asthma had kept him out of the Vietnam War, which he saw as the great historic moment of his time, Milius was part of a group of young writers, directors, and producers like Francis Ford Coppola, Steven Spielberg, and George Lucas who were in the first throes of success in the film industry. They were all grabbing ideas out of the air, slamming them down on paper, hurrying, hurrying, trying to get things done in a rush because they didn’t know how long their good fortune would last.

Milius was in the midst of that hurry-hurry stretch of creativity. He had written part of the script for the movie Dirty Harry, starring Clint Eastwood, which soon would be released …

(“I know what you’re thinking—‘Did he fire six shots or only five?’ ” Clint/Harry said in the most memorable monologue. “Well, to tell you the truth, in all this excitement, I’ve kind of lost track myself. But, being this is a .44 Magnum, the most powerful handgun in the world and would blow your head clean off, you’ve got to ask yourself one question, ‘Do I feel lucky?’ Well do ya, punk?”)

 … Work on Jeremiah Johnson, which would star Robert Redford, was pretty much finished, and Milius’s next project was The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean, which would star Paul Newman. The pieces of dialogue for Apocalypse Now (“I love the smell of napalm in the morning”) already were floating around in his busy head. Evel Knievel fit in there quite well too.

The idea of a guy, some crazy son of a bitch, jumping over an ever-growing string of parked cars on a motorcycle was revolutionary, different, funky, extreme. The story offered a combination of noise, smoke, crashes, broken bones, white motorcycle leathers, American individualism, and a long middle finger lifted directly at all forms of authority. This was a definite plus in a time of long middle fingers everywhere pointed at all forms of authority. Add a dash of romance, maybe a warning about trying any of these stunts at home. Shake well. Pour.

This was fun.

“The whole thing was modern and absurd,” Milius said years later. “This character going over trucks on his motorcycle, riding through flaming hoops and all that. I just settled down and did it. I played that one record of Strauss waltzes over and over again. (I love Strauss waltzes.) I wandered around the white furniture, white walls, felt I soiled anything I touched. There was a bumper pool table in the house. I took breaks. I learned how to play bumper pool.”

This was a lot of fun.

[image: ]

Facts were not a problem. Milius had never met Evel Knievel and had never been to the copper-mining splendor/grime of Butte, Montana, but that didn’t matter much. First of all, the foundation of Knievel’s life story was filled with half-truths, semi-truths, and flat-out whoppers anyway, a collection of tall tales designed by the man himself to make people perk up and pay attention. He would say anything to make himself more marketable. Second, the task was not so much to write an actual portrayal of Evel Knievel’s life, but to write a vehicle for George Hamilton to look very good on a motorcycle in the leading role. Hamilton had put the production together, hoping to energize a career that had grown fuzzy in the wilds of network television with a couple of canceled series. He wanted to add a little hair and grit to his perceived image as a well-tanned playboy.

Milius was handed a first script, written by someone else, but hated it and threw it into the swimming pool. (Hamilton eventually made him retrieve the soggy pages.) The basis for a new script was a long magazine article, a few interviews on first-generation videotape, and Milius’s active imagination.

A disclaimer (“based on incidents in Evel Knievel’s life”), tagged on the end of the story, allowed Milius to do just about anything. He invented characters, invented dialogue, invented scenes that never had happened in Knievel’s life. He had a car disappear, swallowed into the hollowed-out, heavily tunneled ground of Butte, directly at an adolescent Knievel’s feet (never happened). He had an aging rodeo cowboy die, thrown from a bull, right before Knievel’s first jump (never happened). He took single sentences from Knievel’s résumé and inflated them into fat, pop-art events, quite different from what actually happened.

The Milius version of the character had tongue planted well into cheek, wry and funny most of the time. A chase with the Butte police, Knievel on motorcycle, police in a too-slow patrol car, was played completely for laughs. The same was true for Knievel’s courtship with his wife as he rode his cycle straight into a sorority house, past the stammering housemother, up the stairs to the second floor, through squealing, pajama-clad residents, and back down the stairs and out the front door with his bride-to-be holding on to him for dear imperiled life. A dwarf with a cowboy hat was written into the script as a friend of Knievel’s. Knievel was written as a hypochondriac, a comic contrast to all of his experience with doctors and hospitals. The language often was outrageous. The paying customers all wanted to see Knievel “splatter,” a comic-strip word that Milius used over and over again.

The story was told in a series of flashbacks as the hypochondriac, madcap risk-taker prepared for his longest jump of all, nineteen cars, all American cars, “not a Volkswagen or Datsun in the row,” at the Ontario Motor Speedway. The ending, after Knievel successfully cleared the nineteen American cars, not a Volkswagen or Datsun in the row, showed him continuing to ride, flying through the air to the edge of the Grand Canyon, his biggest proposed jump of all, the ultimate challenge that he always promoted. Milius gave him these self-inflated words to say in closing:


Important people in this country … celebrities like myself, Elvis, Frank Sinatra, John Wayne, we have a responsibility. There are millions of people that look at our lives and it gives theirs some meaning. People come out from their jobs, most of which are meaningless to them, and they watch me jump twenty cars, maybe get splattered. It means something to them. They jump right alongside of me … they take the bars in their hands and for one split second they’re all daredevils. I am the last gladiator in the new Rome. I go into the arena and compete against destruction and I win. And next week I go out there and do it again. At this time, civilization, being what it is and all, we have very little choice about our life. The only thing really left to us is a choice about our death. And mine will be glorious.



Fade to credits.

Milius shoveled his work to Hamilton, who was staying at the Plaza Hotel in New York, in long daily telegrams. Hamilton pinned the telegrams to the hotel walls, delighted with each arrival. This was his exact vision of the movie. Milius was delighted that Hamilton was delighted. They thought they had put together a suitable motorcycle extension of Easy Rider, the movie that had been a recent cultural and box office hit and made stars out of Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper, and Jack Nicholson.

Hamilton, as soon as he returned to Los Angeles, wanted to show the finished script to Knievel. He found him at the low-rent Hollywood Land Motel on Ventura Boulevard, holed up in a room with a Kotex pad wrapped around an injured leg and a bottle of Wild Turkey in close proximity. Hamilton later described the meeting in his autobiography I Don’t Mind if I Do. The meeting did not start well. He said that Knievel told him to read the script out loud.

“I declined,” Hamilton said in the book. “[I said,] ‘I don’t read scripts. I act them.’


“Read,” Evel demanded and literally put a gun to my head. And cocked it. Read, he said. And so I read. For more than two hours. I gave the performance of a lifetime, as if it might be my last, which was clearly the case. Evel liked what he heard. He liked it so much that he began adopting John’s fictionalized dialogue and style as his own, life imitating art this time. Thank my lucky stars. Problem was that Evel got so into it that he became as grandiose as a Roman emperor.

Fade to credits.



The movie was not a great hit. It was shot in Butte and Los Angeles, released in the summer of 1971. Critics didn’t swallow Hamilton’s change from pretty guy to tough guy. The public was diverted to films like The French Connection, Billy Jack, Fiddler on the Roof, Summer of ’42, and The Last Picture Show. Evel Knievel mostly came and went, made a few bucks for everyone concerned, and was consigned to that long video afterlife that now exists for movies everywhere.

The big winner in the operation was the subject. He received only a reported $25,000 for his rights, but the value of the publicity that came from the movie was incalculable. He was splattered—nice word—across America. His name was spread everywhere in ads, on theater marquees, in casual conversation. The made-up story, added to his own story, pushed his exploits further into the main stage spotlight that he always had craved.

Milius, the screenwriter, finally met Knievel on the set in Los Angeles. He liked him well enough, but really didn’t get to know him. Knievel showed him the scars from his assorted crashes, which Milius thought looked like so many zippers on a human body, strange to behold. Knievel tried to explain the sequence of surgeries, doctors going back through the same openings to readjust bent pins and bones after each calamity, but Milius got lost somewhere in the explanations.

More memorable was a story he heard about Knievel rather than from Knievel. This came from that promised afternoon of “commercial affection” that was the reward for finishing the script on time.

The woman in question was lovely, professional, and probably quite skilled, but Milius never really could be a judge of that. He was young, impetuous, and very fast in his affection. Left with a lot of time on the clock, the couple sat around and talked, covering a bunch of subjects. One of the subjects was Evel Knievel. The woman in question said she previously had been a gift to Knievel for a similar afternoon of commercial affection. She said it had been remarkable mostly for the client’s instructions.

“You don’t have to do anything special for me just because of who I am,” the woman said Evel Knievel said. “I want to be treated like a normal, mortal man.”

Milius was astounded by the words.

The real-life character was even more grandiose, more outrageous, more preposterous, had a larger ego, than the cartoon-style character in the movie. Wow. You don’t have to do anything special for me because of who I am. That would be something a caliph, a count, okay, a Roman emperor or some other libidinous head of state might say. It’s okay. I want to be treated like a normal, mortal man. Maybe the pope would say this to a member of the faithful, maybe a general to a private on KP. A man who rides motorcycles for a living?

Wow.

Who was this guy?

Almost forty years have passed since this first cockeyed tale of Evel Knievel played on the screen of the local movie theater, which no doubt has long since closed and now is a full-service pharmacy or purveyor of designer coffee drinks. The man himself died on November 30, 2007, succumbed to pulmonary fibrosis, a quite different death, at age sixty-nine, than anyone envisioned, and he now lies in a plot at the Mountain View Cemetery in Butte close to the fence, across busy Harrison Avenue from the Wal-Mart where his ex-wife Linda worked not so long ago.

Who was this guy?

Cue the Strauss waltzes. Tell those assorted women—they’d probably be in their sixties now—to put down their grandchildren and get back out by the pool. Clothing is optional.

Maybe we can figure it all out.

The typing begins. Again.


1 Video
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He walks onto the black-and-white screen a few minutes after midnight wearing a zebra-striped leisure suit. There is a quick thought that something might be wrong with the television this late at night. Static of some kind in the neighborhood. An electrical malfunction. No, the stripes only move when Evel Knievel moves. This is his outfit.

He is a one-man test pattern. The collar on the leisure suit is exaggerated, Edwardian, huge. The pants flare out at the end, bell-bottoms. His white leather kick-ass boots, which stick out from the edges of the bell-bottoms, would be suitable for either a well-dressed gang fight or an open-ended night in a Las Vegas cocktail lounge. The stripes on the leisure suit—back to the stripes—are random, run every which way, as if somebody had splashed white paint across a black background. The effect is dramatic. He is a work of modern art, certainly a piece of work, a cat on the prowl.

He is here to be on The Dick Cavett Show. He has dressed for the occasion.

“My next guest is an incredible character,” Cavett tells the studio audience at the Elysee Theater on West Fifty-eighth Street in New York City.


He’s a motorcycle daredevil driver. All his life he’s been doing death-defying feats. Death has nearly defied him several times. His longest jump was fifty yards, a fifty-yard jump over the fountains of Caesars Palace in Las Vegas. This jump did not go well. You may have read about it. Or seen some still photos of it. He has some film with him of what happened. He seems to spend his life, or what he has left of it, it sometimes seems to me, seeing what he can do to shorten it. Incredible things he does … Will you welcome the legendary Evel Knievel.



The Bob Rosengarden Orchestra plays “Daisy Bell” in the background, better known as “Bicycle Built for Two,” a family standard written in 1892. The audience applauds. The “incredible character,” the “motorcycle daredevil driver,” walks across the stage with a slight limp in his left leisure-suited leg.

First impression: he is pool-hall handsome, good chin, prominent nose, steady eyes, sandy hair combed back, semi-serious sideburns. Self-confidence is not a problem. Second impression: if he came to the front door to pick up your daughter, left the engine running in the flashy car outside, he would make you nervous. Third impression: your daughter would be thrilled.

He shakes hands with the shorter Cavett, then turns and shakes hands with a middle-aged black man who wears glasses under a modest Afro. The middle-aged black man is jazz trumpet player Dizzy Gillespie, already finished, the first guest of the night. Dizzy Gillespie! Dizzy is smoking a cigarette.

Everyone sits down.

“How are you?” Cavett asks from behind his desk, then immediately laughs at the absurdity of his own first question.

How are you? How are you? Evel Knievel? How do you ask Evel Knievel, “How are you?” Significant stretches of his life have been spent in intensive care units. He has been in more hospitals than Dr. Christian Barnard or Marcus Welby, MD. He has more stitches in him than a Raggedy Ann doll, enough metal for a full Erector Set. How are you? His X-rays are his calling cards.

“Have you ever been hurt?” Cavett says, flummoxed.

“Yes, several times,” Evel Knievel replies. “Several times.”

The year is 1971. The month is August.

The interview has begun.

The Dick Cavett Show is the ABC entry in a three-network talk show race for the attention of the insomniacs of America at 11:30 p.m. Johnny Carson talks behind a desk at NBC. Merv Griffin does the same at CBS. The Cavett show is third in the late-night ratings, but seen as the intellectual alternative. Cavett attracts the most interesting guests, the newsmakers, the provocative people of the day. The talkers actually talk rather than wink, blink, sing a song, tell a joke as they promote their next endeavor.

Groucho Marx previously sat in the brown leather chair at the side of this desk. Jimi Hendrix. Alfred Hitchcock. Kirk Douglas. Sonny and/or Cher. Orson Welles. Satchel Paige. Bill Russell. Marlon Brando. Lester Maddox. John Kerry, the young Vietnam War resister. Jim Brown. Ingmar Bergman. Woody Allen. Joni Mitchell. Ann Landers. Truman Capote. Little Richard. Janis Joplin. Ralph Nader. Art Garfunkel. Dick Clark. Bette Davis. The list continues. John Lennon and Yoko Ono will be here within a month.

The thirty-two-year-old man in the zebra-striped leisure suit (who has been hurt several times) fits the chair as well as any of them. He is another emerging oversized figure of the moment. The movie about his life, starring George Hamilton, is in theaters across the country. He has played Madison Square Garden, the Astrodome, the Los Angeles Coliseum, a long list of arenas and stadiums and state fairs. He has talked, soared, flipped, bounced, skidded, and crashed his way into the public conversation.


CAVETT: Gee, I’ve heard so much about you … do I detect a slight hesitation in your walk?

KNIEVEL: When I got hurt in Las Vegas, I pushed my hips through my pelvis. That’s what’s known as a central protrusion fracture. And my left leg was pulled out. They put you in traction, pull you. That left hip did not come out. However, I’ve missed a jump like the Caesars Palace jump nine times in five years. And as a result of that, I’ve been operated on some twelve times …

CAVETT: When they say you’ve broken every bone in your body, they actually don’t mean every bone … in your ear and everywhere … but have you broken over a dozen?

KNIEVEL: Oh, yes. I imagine all the major bones except my neck …

CAVETT: All the major bones …

KNIEVEL: Both legs. Both arms. My back twice last year.

CAVETT: Where’s the fun?



No one ever has done exactly what Evel Knievel does for a living. Trapeze artists and tightrope walkers and human cannonballs have made good money forever by challenging fate, by putting themselves in peril, Man versus the Grim Reaper, but he has brought the battle to modern dimensions, motorized it, wrapped it in a 1971 weird modern mix of sport and gasoline, showbiz and derring-do.

He drives his motorcycle at a high speed off a ramp, over assorted objects, mostly lines of cars, but also buses or trucks or the fountains at Caesars Palace, and he attempts to land on a ramp on the other side. The foundation of his success is failure. The more times he lands in an ambulance instead of on the specified ramp, the more times he is carted away for more reconstructive surgery, the more captivating his show becomes. There are no Harry Houdini tricks, no false bottoms or optical illusions. He makes the jump. Or doesn’t. The times he doesn’t make headlines.


CAVETT: I know you’re sick of being asked, “Why do you do it?” But why do you do it?

KNIEVEL: That’s a standard question everybody asks anyone, is why they do what they do …

CAVETT: There are a lot of nice office jobs available …

KNIEVEL: There are three mysteries to life: where we came from, why we do what we do, and where we’re going to go. You don’t know the answer to any of those questions, and I don’t know the answer to any of them. So I never try to answer that. I do it because I’m Evel Knievel and there’s something within me that makes me do it, and I don’t try to figure it out, I just try to do it the best I can.

CAVETT: Are you curious, would you ever like a psychiatrist to tell you why you …

KNIEVEL: I’ve had a couple of them talk to me. They wound up talking to themselves.

CAVETT: Do they come up with fancy theories, like you show your contempt for death by defying it and by tempting it and …

KNIEVEL: They like to get me in a corner and look at me … I don’t care what they want to talk about: the Vietnam situation, the financial situation in the United States of America, the … anything … the educational system. I talk to them about the stunt work and the life and death of it and how I feel about God, being religious or not, and they don’t know what to think.

CAVETT: They’re more likely to say that you have some hidden loathing of yourself …

KNIEVEL: A death wish maybe. I don’t know. To me, life is a bore. Just doing nothing. I saw a guy working in that tunnel I came through here today. Why would a guy want to stand around in a tunnel for? Could you imagine wanting to work in a tunnel? He should get a motorcycle. Jump through the air. Breathe a little.



It is hard to say why Knievel has attracted America’s attention. His notoriety is a curious fit into a curious time. He is a young Elvis dropped from a previous generation of pegged-pants, duck’s-ass rebellion into the Age of Aquarius, more about trouble and excitement than peace and love. He even dresses like Elvis when he goes to work: white leather jumpsuits, red-white-and-blue stars and bars on the chest, flashy belt buckle with his initials on the front. He wears a cape. He carries a cane. Everything he does is counter to the counterculture. He is showing off, not dropping out, burning hydrocarbons instead of any kind of incense. There is not a mellow bone, broken or unbroken, in his body.

Maybe he fills a need. The Vietnam War is shit, has gone on forever. The politicians, led by Richard M. “Tricky Dick” Nixon in the White House, are shit. Authority of all kinds is shit. Society is shit. A dust of negativity has settled over everything familiar. Cynicism rules. Maybe there is a need for some muscle in the room, some noise, some unvarnished order. Move over, Maharishi. Get that sitar out of the way. Coming through. If the traditional heroes have disappeared, the soldiers and policemen and buttoned-down business leaders, then maybe a vacancy was opened on the pedestal. Maybe this self-invented hero with his self-invented name and his self-invented challenges has taken the spot. Someone was bound to get the job.


CAVETT: Is there one moment where the big kick comes? Do you crave applause, for example?

KNIEVEL: No … I’ve tried to figure myself out. I think when I was a youngster, I tried to impress people, and I got a big kick out of it. Not now. Playing with your life is really not much of a game …

CAVETT: So you don’t need the mob approval.

KNIEVEL: No, I have to be right with myself.

CAVETT: So why don’t you just jump in the desert where nobody’s around? Could you do it and still get the same kick?

KNIEVEL: Oh, I doubt that very much. To be a performer and to be the only one in the world and to take pride in doing what I do, which I do, drives me, keeps me going. I’m certain of that.



He is a one-man ethical dilemma. That is what he is. The romance in his message is to take a chance, to get off your butt, to put down your nine-to-five chains and go for it, whatever it might be. These are solid motivational thoughts perhaps, but the possible consequences in his execution of them are large. He has chosen a career in professional Russian roulette, twirling the chamber and pulling the trigger for public consumption. The choice just about leaves you breathless.

How much reward is worth how much risk? How much do you hate that job at the factory, the office, slicing cold cuts behind the delicatessen counter? Could you ever hate it as much as this man? The price he has paid so far—the injuries, the time in the hospital—might actually work on a balance sheet compiled by a sympathetic accountant. The possible price he could pay, though, would be out of the question.

Then again, that is what he wants you to think. He is selling fear and worry. Fear and worry are good. Marketable.


KNIEVEL: I’d like to get serious for a second, if it’s all right. When you talk about the jumping, I know I’ve been called a lot of things by a lot of people. A crazy man. A con man. But when you head down that long white line, you’d better have made your peace with God or know what you’re doing, because a con man ain’t going to get there.

CAVETT: I was going to ask you—do you think about God?

KNIEVEL: Well, of course I do. I flirt with my life so much, every month, two or three times a month, of course I’m a lot more aware of life and what it involves, I think, than a lot of people are who get in a car and go down and have an accident happen, and it’s something you’re not planning on or suspecting.



The interview goes well. Cavett is a perfect fit with Knievel: the classroom smarty-pants, the mama’s boy A student who will go to Yale, talking with the wiseguy from the back of the room, the future dropout who is still the resident idol and heartthrob in the school. Cavett has the energy of an anthropologist studying an odd primeval culture. Knievel has the patience to explain.

He is not flamboyant in the least with his tone or actions. He lets the words bring the adventure. The simple recitation of the injuries and the dire possibilities, the matter-of-fact mention of the word “death,” do the job. He does not seem at all like a crazy man. Only the things he does are crazy.

The footage he shows of the crash at Caesars Palace on New Year’s Eve 1967, short and blunt and brutal, less than a minute in length, is as mesmerizing as any filmed carnage that has been shipped back from Vietnam. The images are new, different, startling, a real man really being hurt. The viewer has not seen much, if any, of this.

As Knievel’s body flies off the handlebars at impact, as it bounces and rolls, bounces again and rolls, bounces and rolls, he delivers a voice-over play-by-play. He has done this many times now on television and in press conferences, in restaurants and function rooms. This … this film … is what made him famous. He describes his thoughts, his feelings, his pain, as his body continues to travel across the pavement in slow motion.

“That’s pavement?” Cavett asks.

“If you look close, you can see the chrome being scraped off the motorcycle,” Knievel says.

He moves into the plans for his next extravaganza, jumping across the Snake River Canyon in Idaho. No date has been set, but he is going to do it. He wanted to jump the Grand Canyon, but says he was denied access by the federal government, so now it is Snake River. One mile wide. He is going to use a “jet-powered, streamlined motorcycle.” He is going to land with a “ballistically employed parachute.” He rattles off figures about thrust (two thousand pounds) and speed (over three hundred miles per hour). The landing will be upside down. On the rocks. On the other side. This will be his masterpiece. This will be the scariest thing he ever has done.

“That sounds exciting,” Dick Cavett says. “Can I go with you?”

“If you lose a little weight,” Evel Knievel says.

The jokes are nervous jokes.

A canyon. Holy sweet Jesus. An imaginary toe scuffs an imaginary rock over the side. The rock falls and falls, goes out of sight. Still hasn’t landed. Holy Mary, Mother of God. Who is this guy? What is he thinking? A canyon? On a motorcycle? The presentation makes this stunt sound like a climb up the Matterhorn in bad weather, another NASA trip to the moon, this time by slingshot. The enterprise seems totally foolhardy. The sense of doom is bigger than it ever has been.

Which is the way Evel Knievel likes it. Tickets will be available.

“Well …,” Dick Cavett says. Pause.

“All right …,” Dick Cavett says. Pause.

“Good luck,” Dick Cavett says.

He goes to commercial.

The final guest of the night is Averill Harriman, the governor of New York. The governor does not wear a zebra-striped leisure suit.


2 Words
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He was from Butte, Montana, and the voices in his head seemed to work differently from most other people’s voices in most other people’s heads. The voices worked differently, for sure, when he was Evel Knievel, intrepid daredevil, riding that motorcycle over some perilous void, some made-up challenge that could suck him down in an instant, maim or hurt him or snuff him out, just like that, but they also worked differently when he was Bob Knievel, Bobby Knievel, or Robert Craig Knievel, private citizen, putting one foot in front of another on an ordinary summer’s day.

That was because there were no ordinary summer’s days. Not for him. Never. He always lived as if his pants were on fire.

“Go ahead,” the voices said.

“Don’t be shy.”

“Do it,” the voices said. “Do it. Do it, do it, do it. Do it.”

He proceeded in everything he did without reservations, without qualms or second thoughts. The mechanism for internal debate did not exist. He was a man without filters. The same permission, no, encouragement that allowed him to kick that fat bike into gear at the top of a ramp and shoot off into the unknown allowed him to have a daily breakfast belt of Wild Turkey bourbon, make it a double, to lie, to cheat, to boast about his various sexual conquests after describing family life with his wife and kids, to gamble, to preen, to piss away every last cent he ever earned on cars and boats and planes and, sure, buy another round for the boys … and a little something for that woman at the end of the bar.

“Do it,” the voices always said.

“Sure,” he always said.

No matter what it was.

He followed his inclinations, his wants, his desires, as if they were instructions on how to rearrange the Red Sea. Adventure and misadventure were wrapped in the same daily package under the heading of “action.” He lived for action, lived for danger, for conflict. If there was no action, he made it happen.

Drive with him on an idle afternoon in his hometown or in any of his adopted way stations, L.A. or Las Vegas or Fort Lauderdale, Florida, or anywhere else, and chances were good that the speedometer would go past 100 and the trip would end up somewhere strange. Play golf with him and the bets would become larger and larger until you stood over a putt that could cost you $1,000 or $5,000 or whatever figure made you really nervous. Drink with him and the night would never end. He established the pace, the tone, no argument allowed. You had to keep up or float away. Work for him and there was about a 100 percent chance that you would be fired at some point. (There was also a 75 percent chance you would be rehired.) Work out a deal with him and there was a good chance … well, cash all checks in a hurry.

“He told me I’d done a great job,” a welder in Butte who fixed the hitch on Knievel’s trailer once said, words that began a fairly common refrain. “He said the work was so good that he wanted to buy me dinner. He’d take me to dinner and pay me at the same time. I should go back to the hotel, take a good shower, and meet him in the lobby at seven o’clock that night. So I went back to the hotel, took a shower …”

Uh-oh.

“I suppose I still could be waiting. Except that was thirty years ago.”

His relationship with money was curious. He not only stole when he had no money, but he sometimes stole from friends. When he had money, he not only would squander it, but sometimes squander it on the same friends. Money was everything to him. Money was nothing. Money somehow was both of the above. He was a one-man tornado when it came to money. His own. Or anybody else’s.

He eventually reached a level of success where he bought Italian sports cars on whims, nothing more than that, bought an eighty-foot boat because he needed a place to stay for a night. He leased jet airplanes. He had a bulletproof golf cart built, armor-plated, because he kept making holes in the fiberglass body of the previous golf cart when he hit a bad shot, then swung his club at the cart in anger. He built a house on the sixteenth fairway of the Butte Country Club, stables and horses in the back. He bought jewels and fur coats, carried his magic cane that would unscrew at the top and reveal three ready-to-drink vials of whiskey.

He would take a $20 bill, crumple it into a ball, and throw it out the window of the moving car. Just like that. Money was nothing. Money was everything. Money somehow was both of the above.

“Bobby robbed me,” the owner of the Acoma Lounge, a Butte bar, once said, back at the beginning. “That hurt because we were friends. The place was broken into during the night. I just figured it was Bob.”

A few weeks later, someone broke into the Acoma Lounge again. This time the robbery happened in reverse. The robber left the amount that had been robbed the first time, plus $100. The owner, in Knievel’s presence, remarked on his good fortune. Just to see what Knievel would say.

“Aren’t you going to buy a round?” was what Knievel said.

His personal relationships depended on his moods. His moods could change in a moment. Smart as he was—and everybody pretty much admitted he worked from a well-disguised intellect—he still could be profane and stupid. He could be incredibly rude. He also could be canny, clever, shrewd. He could be thoughtful, but seldom quiet. Never shy. Never reserved. A friend from his early motorcycle time in California, Skip Van Leeuwen, told him years later that money had not changed him a bit: he was just as arrogant rich as he was when he was poor.

Arrogance made him an expert at everything, even things he didn’t know. He always figured that the best advice came from his gut, not from someone on or off his payroll. This got him into assorted stretches of hot water, eventually landed him in jail and killed his career. He seldom apologized for anything he did or said to anyone. He seldom backed away or backed down from a challenge.

He lived for the challenges.

“I have a proposition,” he would say to a stranger, a new listener, when a lull came to conversations. “I bet you …”

There always would be another proposition, another bet. There usually would be a twist somewhere in the outcome, a trick. The football game on the television might be shown on a tape delay. Something like that. The trick would make Bob Knievel, Bobby Knievel, Robert Craig Knievel, eventually the famous Evel Knievel, the winner. The loser would not be happy with the twist.

“I’ll bet you that my penis is soft longer than your penis is hard,” he suggested more than once, an example of a proposition handed to a new listener.

The words might be a little rushed, slightly garbled, the emphasis on some parts of the proposition, not on the others. The new listener would hear what he wanted to hear, usually a slightly dyslexic arrangement of the sentence. Sure, he would bet on that. His penis, hard, had to be longer than this guy’s penis was soft. The new listener would conjure up an erection by some means, show the bulge in his pants to Knievel, and prepare to collect the bet.

“Not so fast,” Knievel would point out. “My penis will be soft longer than yours is hard. That was the bet. You can’t keep that erection all day. You thought the bet was supposed to be that your penis would be longer hard than mine was soft? Why would I bet on something like that? You must have heard wrong. Pay me.”

The new listener would have a choice: pay or fight. There would be no big ha-ha-ha, fooled you, don’t give me any money, just a joke. Pay up and shut up. That was the rule. The moment, the tension, would arise out of nowhere, totally driven by Knievel. He created the situation. He controlled the outcome. He would not budge. What would this guy do in response? What next? This was the action, the challenge. This was the reason for the bet in the first place. Anything could happen.

The daredevil life was a full-time occupation. At least it was for this daredevil.

Always had been.

A story. The two cousins played together so often, they thought they were brothers. Bobby Knievel was five years old, and Pat Williams was six, and on this day they were in the kitchen of Bobby Knievel’s grandmother, Emma, in the house on Parrot Street in Butte. The linoleum floor had been shined, and the two cousins were in their stocking feet, sliding across the high gloss the way kids do. Maybe they were whooping a little bit, bouncing off each other, in the process.

Pat Williams was in awe of his younger cousin, a tough fact to admit when the year’s difference in their ages was a sixth of his life, but true. The kid not only had an easy athleticism about him, but also had a quirky mind and boundless energy. He would and could do anything. Five years old. He was a brass band all by himself.

One of his less attractive attributes, alas, was a tendency to pinch other people. He not only liked to pinch, he liked to pinch as hard as he could for as long as he could, simply to see the reaction from his subject. The reaction from Pat Williams, whom he had pinched often, was anger. Pat Williams had told his cousin, again and again, how much he didn’t like to be pinched. Bobby Knievel continued to do it.

In fact, he did it again in his grandmother’s kitchen. As the two boys slid on the floor, he came up from behind and pinched Pat Williams as hard as he could and held on. Pat Williams turned around and hit him with one punch, hard as he could, to the stomach.

Knocked him out.

It was an amazing punch, really, probably went straight to the solar plexus. Bobby Knievel made the sound a balloon makes when the air suddenly is released, pfffffft, then went straight down. His head hit the linoleum, blam, and then his eyes rolled backward, and then they closed and he didn’t move. A trickle of blood came from one ear. Pat Williams yelled at him to wake up, wake up, at the same time fearing the worst. One cousin was convinced he had killed the other cousin. He would spend his life behind bars.

Wait.

Bobby Knievel started to move.

Yes.

He came back in stages, the way knocked-out people did in the movies. He twitched a little, moaned a little, seemed to tip a big toe back into consciousness, then wade forward. A curious smile appeared on his face as his eyes finally opened, thank God. He said nothing, even as Pat Williams kept asking if he was all right. He pulled himself upward, still smiling, and assumed something that looked very much like a football lineman’s stance. He stared straight ahead.

A pantry door had been left open, just a bit, on the other side of the room. Bobby Knievel suddenly sprang from the stance, ran as absolutely fast as he could across the linoleum floor, socks or no socks, put his head down, and, ka-pow, hit the pantry door headfirst and was knocked out again. Same sequence. He fell backward, hit his head again on the floor, eyes rolled back and closed. He was out again.

Pat Williams didn’t know what to think. Was his cousin dead this time? No, the recovery process was also repeated. Bobby Knievel had the same small smile, same stare when he opened his eyes. Except this time it was directed straight at his cousin.

“You see, Pat,” he said, “nobody can hurt me.”

Five years old.

Where did that come from?

“Jesus Christ,” the six-year-old Pat Williams said to himself as he looked at the five-year-old Bobby Knievel. “There’s something wrong with this guy.”

This guy was different.

He was from Butte, Montana, and television made him a star. Once he ducked under the rabbit ears and climbed into the living rooms of the United States through that open twenty-one-inch window in the final hours of 1967, the first hours of 1968, he pretty much made himself at home for the next decade. People never had seen anyone quite like him. Not up close.

He was a character straight from the dusty back roads of self-promotion, from the land of carnival shows and fast talk, three-headed goats and cotton-candy excitement. He didn’t have a talent, really, couldn’t sing or dance or juggle pie plates, but his fearlessness, his courage or craziness, depending on the point of view, was certainly different. The size of his guts, his nuts, his stones, agates, crokies, testicles, family jewels, balls—the balls of a giant, biggest balls on the planet, etc., etc.—attracted instant attention. The size of his mouth kept that attention.

He could talk. Yes, he could.

“He always was talking,” Jack Kusler, who grew up in Knievel’s neighborhood in Butte, said. “You couldn’t shut him up. He was always the best, the best in everything. He was the best motorcycle rider. He was the best skier, the best skater, the best athlete. He wasn’t the best in any of them. He was the best bullshitter. That was the only thing he was best at.”

“He could talk to anyone,” Rodney Friedman, his onetime boss at Combined Insurance, a door-to-door operation, said. “He wasn’t afraid to talk to lawyers, doctors. A lot of guys are intimidated by education. Not Bob. He went right in there. And women just loved him. He’d go inside a beauty salon, and he’d sell everyone in the place. They’d all be laughing. He had that charm. Good-looking guy. They’d all buy policies for their husbands too.”

“He knew how to get attention,” Doug Wilson, a producer at ABC’s Wide World of Sports, said. “He was the world’s greatest barnstormer. Everyone always would compare him to Muhammad Ali, the two athletes who got all the attention at the time. The difference was that Ali had the mythology and tradition of the heavyweight championship to help bring attention. Evel Knievel had nothing. He generated every bit of attention that ever came to him.

“These were the two athletes who dominated their time. Ali succeeded in an established sport. Evel invented his sport.”

He landed in front of the cameras at exactly the right time. Ten years earlier, 1958, he would have been stranded on the county fair circuit, his voice gone hoarse, his body battered, as he tried to gather a live crowd each night and sell tickets all over again. In its grainy infancy in 1958, television, black and white and limited in all it could do, never could have captured the danger in his performances. If he had arrived ten years later than he did, in 1978, he would have had to fight his way through a crowd to find attention as technology opened the field to more channels, more sports, more attractions. Color! Instant replay! UHF! Choices! Daredevils were everywhere.

In 1968 he was a revelation. The viewers of America still watched the three networks with happy dedication. There was no cable, no satellite, no pooh-bah on the couch with a clicker. There was no clicker. The shows that were successful were giants, huge, a weeklong parade that went from Bonanza, The Ed Sullivan Show, and the controversial Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour on Sunday night through Gunsmoke and The Andy Griffith Show (Monday), The Red Skelton Hour (Tuesday), The Beverly Hillbillies (Wednesday), The Dean Martin Show (Thursday), Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. (Friday), all the way to The Jackie Gleason Show and The Lawrence Welk Show on Saturday.

If a man could force his way onto the screen, on any network, he was assured of a good audience. If he could force himself onto the right show, the numbers were staggering. Knievel never had his own show, but with frequent appearances on Wide World, mixed with talk shows like the one with Dick Cavett, with news reports, sports reports, with comedy walk-ons, with whatever came along, he was able to deliver his life story to the American public in well-watched installments.

He was reality television before reality television was invented, an outrageous and outspoken personality who became prime water-cooler conversation on a Monday morning. An American Family, a twelve-part series in 1973 on PBS about Bill and Pat Loud of Santa Barbara, California, their disintegrating marriage, and their five kids, especially their gay son, Lance, would be seen as the start of the reality trend, but Knievel certainly was in the territory before these people arrived. The costs were low to televise what he did, the ratings were high, the story dramatic and intimate.

“It’s hard to imagine now how big he became, how he was such a cult figure,” said Dennis Lewin, former senior vice president of production for Wide World of Sports. “Evel, Ali, Monday Night Football, Howard Cosell. They were all huge. Everything was anti-establishment at the time. Evel was a reaction to that. He really did believe in America … He always was a real package. He always delivered. He always did it.”

“He was part of seven of the ten highest-rated shows in Wide World history,” Doug Wilson said. “People loved him.”

There was no competition. He was a strobe light brought into a darkroom. There were no home computers. There was no Internet. There was no Facebook, no Twitter, no YouTube, no sports sites, no porn sites, no MapQuest to tell a person where to go, no Google to answer all other questions, no dark hole to capture time and attention. The home computer would not start to appear until 1978. Watch Evel Knievel or, oh, read a good book.

There were no video games. There were no Mario Brothers, no Ms., no Mr. Pac-Man, no space aliens to be handled, no Grand Theft Auto, no Wii, no joystick, no Xbox, not even Atari. The video game Pong would not be introduced until 1972. Watch Evel Knievel or play a good board game of Chutes and Ladders.

There was no ESPN, so there was no SportsCenter, no Baseball Tonight, no highlights package featuring great athletic plays in a twenty-four-hour cycle. The replay camera had been invented but was costly, primitive, and used sparingly. ESPN did not begin operation until 1978. Watch Evel Knievel or watch, oh, American Fisherman.

There were no extreme sports. Surfing had been around forever, and the Beach Boys sang about it every day on the radio, and the 1966 movie The Endless Summer had made it even more appealing, but most American kids did not live next to an ocean. The skateboard was around, but very low priority. The polyurethane wheel, the basis for all good tricks, would not be invented until 1972. The first national snowboard race would not be held until 1982. Even motorcycles were in a low evolutionary stage. The first U.S. motocross event was held only in 1966. If you wanted to see someone flipping and flopping, flying through the air like a largemouth bass on the end of some fifteen-pound test line, you pretty much had to, yes, watch Knievel.

He was different. America always has loved different.

A story. The two cousins went in separate directions through the succeeding years. They lived at different ends of Butte as kids, made different friends in different neighborhoods, went to Butte’s two different high schools, then to different career paths. Bobby Knievel, of course, became what he became, storied in word and song and Saturday afternoon television. Pat Williams went to the University of Montana and the University of Denver and eventually became a nine-time congressman from Montana, which was pretty good because Montana only had two congressmen for much of his time, then only one.

The cousins did remain in touch, linked by age and familiarity, by common knowledge. Family stuff. When they would bump into each other somewhere in Butte, somewhere in the rest of America, they would pick up the easy and natural dialogue from those childhood mornings and afternoons on Parrot Street.

“You’re sure good on those takeoffs,” Pat Williams would say about his cousin’s new occupation. “You’re not so good sometimes with those landings.”

“And you’re still an asshole,” Bobby Knievel would declare.

Williams always saw his cousin as an engaging rascal. There was nothing hidden about his deviousness. He had an attitude that should have made any buyer beware, tied to his track record of sometimes shady dealings. What saved him was a twinkle in his eyes, a little stage laugh, a sort of “heh-heh-heh” that made all sins smaller, got him off a succession of hooks. Trouble that he was, he was fun to be around. He lit up people’s dull lives.

“I came back to Butte after college with a little MGB sports car,” Pat Williams said. “That was really different in those days. I think I might have been the first person with an MGB in Butte, maybe all of Montana …”

Williams was getting into the car when Knievel drove past, braked fast, and double-parked. What kind of car was this that his cousin had? Very sharp. Let me drive it. Williams said the last thing he would ever do in this world was let his daredevil cousin drive his good-looking sports car, oh, no, never, and of course they were taking off in a moment, Knievel at the wheel.

The speedometer and the tachometer were spun to numbers never seen previously in this particular car. The speeds were two, then three times and maybe more above the limit. The cornering, while terrifying, seemed to be very good. Three minutes into the test drive, coming down the original street, Knievel spotted three men standing around his double-parked car. They clearly could not move their own car because it was boxed in by Knievel’s car.

“Hey, what are those guys doing with my car?” Knievel asked.

He hit the brakes on the MGB. He turned the wheel hard left. The sports car went into a 180-degree turn, accompanied by 180-degree squeals and the 180-degree smell of burning rubber. The car skidded, squealed, sent the smell through the air as it flew sideways at Knievel’s car—Pat Williams braced for the grand crash and demolition of both cousins’ cars in one accident—and stopped, yes, a foot short. Perfect.

“What’s the problem?” Knievel asked the three strangers.

Just like that.

“Are you scared before you do this stuff you’re doing?” Williams asked once.

“I’d better be,” his cousin said. “Yeah, I’m scared every time. That shows that I’m not crazy. If I was crazy, I wouldn’t be scared.”

The cousins would run into each other, say, at Stapleton International Airport in Denver, headed in their different directions. Pat Williams would laugh as the rods and plates inside Knievel’s body sent the metal detector into high dudgeon. (“It’s okay, Mr. Knievel,” the attendant would say. “Come right through.”) They would run into each other at the 5-Mile Bar in Butte, Knievel surrounded by people, buying them drinks. They would meet anywhere, and Pat Williams would want more attention, more time, because he liked his cousin, still was fascinated, but more time wasn’t possible because now the world was fascinated.

“I was somewhere, and I clipped out a story about Bob,” Williams said. “He was having trouble with the people who ran the Astrodome. I forget what it was about. He was threatening not to jump. The wording made it sound like he was going to jump over the Astrodome, not in the Astrodome. I put the clipping in my wallet. Saved it.”

At one of those occasional extemporaneous meetings with Knievel, Pat Williams took out his wallet and took out the clipping and read it aloud and said, “What kind of shit is this? You’re going to jump over the Astrodome?” They both laughed. The conversation continued for a while, and as the cousins said good-bye again, Knievel took out his own wallet and also unfolded a newspaper clipping. This was a story about Pat Williams, a state assemblyman in Montana, running for Congress.

“What kind of shit is this?” Bobby Knievel asked. “You’re going to run for Congress?”

Pat Williams was flabbergasted again.

This guy always could surprise you.

He was from Butte, Montana, and his life was a grand, sloppy American saga. It was one of those morality tales filled with immorality, lust, a certain amount of violence, greed, fame (and the loss of fame), twists, hairpin turns, and more than an occasional “I told you so.” It could have been written long ago by Theodore Dreiser, by Frank J. Norris, by John Steinbeck, then brought up to date with golf and motorcycles, with go-go dancers and Playboy bunnies, pinball machines, bars and lounges, private jets and press conferences, toys that went whirrrrr and shot off into the night. A substantial dollop of religion was available to be added or skipped at the end by the writer.

“There is no king, no prince, no president, no athlete, nobody that has ever lived a better life than I have,” the famous daredevil said often, one of the many stock quotes he would repeat in interviews and speeches.

Was he right?

He was from Butte, Montana, and he traveled a long way, met a lot of famous people, made and spent a lot of money, kissed a lot of girls. That was for sure. He was from Butte, Montana, and he never left, no matter where he went, his horizons constructed by his point of view. That also was for sure. He was from Butte, Montana, a different kind of man from a different kind of place, a skyrocket of a character who flew across the sky, bright and dazzling, spectacular for a moment, then fell apart in full public view and dropped back to the ground, his life following the same arc as one of his many jumps.

He was from Butte, Montana, and that was the most important fact of all in understanding how everything worked. He was from Butte, Montana.


3 Butte, MT (I)
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The public face of Butte, Montana, in the middle third of the twentieth century belonged to a woman named Jean Sorenson. She was called “Dirty Mouth Jean” by people who knew her well and also by people who had spent but a few minutes in her company. There was little argument about whether the name was appropriate.

Born in 1907, matronly in appearance as she moved into her fifties, sixties, yes, her seventies, Jean Sorenson turned swearing, cursing, into a personal art form. She not only cursed like a U.S. Marine drill sergeant, she cursed like the entire platoon on a ten-mile hike in inclement weather. Foul words fought each other to come out of her lips first.

She was the proprietor of the Stockman Bar at the corner of Wyoming and Galena, a low-rent drinking establishment in a city that prided itself on the number and history of its low-rent drinking establishments. A former prostitute, former madam, she was a link to Butte’s rip-roaring past, a one-woman tourist attraction. She kept a petrified walrus penis, three feet long, behind the bar for protection.

“This here is a genuine walrus dick,” she would tell patrons. “Got it from a fucking Eskimo. He was hung fucking near as good as the walrus.”

That was Dirty Mouth Jean.

She charmed even the most earnest churchgoers with her consistent vulgarity, did a great business as she filled her bar with businessmen, day laborers, visiting firemen, neckties and blue jeans, anyone and everyone in a noisy mix. She often boasted that she had had sexual relations with every miner from Alaska to Mexico during her time as a prostitute. She used other words for “sexual relations.”

Her reputation was enhanced by the rumor that she had shot her first husband dead in the long ago and the known fact that she had drilled her second, common-law husband, Ted Record, with the same result on July 1, 1959, then successfully pleaded self-defense. She was not a woman who was afraid of violence. She pretty much was not a woman who was afraid of anything. She kept a loaded, hammerless Smith and Wesson .32 behind the bar, next to the walrus penis, in case problems too large for the penis to handle might arise.

On November 8, 1978, after more than thirty years at the Stockman, that kind of problem landed. Three young men, released from the Army in Fort Lewis, Washington, were forced to spend a night in Butte in the middle of their bus trip home. They decided to spend that night drinking, a decision that eventually led them to the Stockman and Jean after a number of stops. They ordered three Lowenbrau beers. Jean said she didn’t serve Lowenbrau beer. They ordered three Miller beers. Jean said she did serve Miller beer, but wouldn’t serve a Miller to them, wouldn’t serve any beer, in fact, wouldn’t serve the three men.

One of them was black.

It should be noted that Jean’s off-color language often contained unflattering words to describe African Americans. Though Butte traditionally had been a great beef stew of races and nationalities, men drawn from all over the world to work in its copper mines, the sight of a black man walking the streets was still a curiosity. Few black men lived in Butte because black men historically were not hired for the mines.

“Are you refusing to serve me because I’m black?” the young man asked.

“If you’re looking for a reason,” Jean replied, “that’s as good as any.”

The men became agitated. Jean bypassed the walrus penis and pulled out the hammerless Smith and Wesson .32. Accounts varied on what happened next, about who pushed the issue, who was the aggressor, but the results were not debated. Jean shot one young man dead, wounded a second, and the third escaped out the door.

She eventually would be sentenced to ten years for manslaughter, would serve two, but the very next night she was out on bail and back at the Stockman, running the show her way. A drunken patron, talking about the trouble, advised her to purchase a larger gun, said she needed a .45, maybe something larger than that. Maybe a shotgun. The drunk persisted with his advice.

Jean knocked back her favorite drink, sloe gin mixed with Squirt in a small glass. She always called the process “taking a douche.” She slammed the glass on the bar.

“When they put that motherfucker in the hearse,” the public face of Butte, Montana, said, “he wasn’t wiggling, was he?”

This was the city where Robert Craig Knievel was born on October 17, 1938.

The charm of Butte always was the fact that there was no charm. This was never one of those traditional western destinations like Cheyenne, Wyoming, or Santa Fe, New Mexico, like most of the places on the far left side of the forty-eight-state map that were wrapped up in cowboy culture with the long-ago gunfights at some old corral, with cattlemen and sheepherders, solid folk who called each other “partner.” No, Butte was more like a gritty piece of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, or Youngstown or Toledo, Ohio, maybe even a borough of New York City, maybe Queens lopped off its urban roots and transported to one of the highest points in the Rocky Mountains and left to try to survive in a largely inhospitable environment.

“An island entirely surrounded by land” was one oft-quoted description.

Born in greed with the discovery in 1864 of assorted mineral deposits along the Continental Divide, then called “the Richest Hill on Earth” when massive amounts of copper ore were found three hundred feet under the ground in 1882, Butte became a gathering place for young and hard men who worked hard and dangerous jobs. They came from all over the world, these young and hard men, desperation and daydreams sending them to the coldest spot in the continental United States (an average 223 days below freezing every year) to live a mile above sea level and to work as much as a mile below the ground.

The daily job, from the beginning, was an eight-hour descent into a reasonable facsimile of hell. The bulky clothes worn up on “the sheets,” the outside, the jackets and scarves suitable for the frozen streets and sidewalks of normal Butte living, were replaced underground by minimal clothing in “90 by 90 conditions”—90-degree temperatures, 90 percent humidity, a wet, nasty, tropical depression far from any white sand beaches.

Perils were everywhere. A rock could fall at any time and kill a man, just like that. Or maybe leave him a quadriplegic. So perilous were the rocks, they were called “Duggans,” named after Larry Duggan, a prominent Butte mortician on North Main Street. They also were called “widow-makers,” a noncommercial term that nevertheless brought Mr. Duggan to mind.

Floods could happen in an instant, everybody doomed. Fire was a constant possibility. Dynamite, used often, had obvious dire potential, especially when a stick or three or five would not ignite with the rest of the package and lay buried and dangerous to whoever might work in the area. These unexploded dynamite sticks were called “requiem masses,” another grim term. Normal workplace accidents brought about by a trip or fall, or perhaps the misuse of a hammer or chisel or other tool, were a worry. Especially in a confined area, dank and dark, a claustrophobic hole. A constant drip of sulfuric acid off the walls added to the discomfort, burning holes in clothing and skin. The smells underground also could be staggering, the disposal of human waste always a problem.

No area of the United States ever was mined as extensively as the seven square miles directly under Butte. In 1916, the time of peak production, 14,500 men, one-fifth of the city population, worked in the mines, harvesting minerals from over 2,700 miles of excavations. The ground constantly shifted from all of this activity. The shifts brought the constant fear of cave-ins. The fear brought the name Duggan to mind again.

Every day started with a question for the miner headed to work. Every return home was a relief.

“Once you got on that cage [to be lowered into the ground], you never knew you’d come out of there,” Victor Segna, who started working in the mines in 1922, said. “You never knew it. You got on there and you got down there, you may come up and you may not.”

The mines, it was claimed, averaged one injury or one death per day in their early operation. Statistics were unreliable, downplayed because the city and mines and everything that touched them were pretty much controlled by the Anaconda Copper Mining Company, a monopoly, but 559 men were listed in state records as dead from fire or accident in the mines between 1914 and 1920. A substantial part of that mortality figure came from one of the worst mining accidents in U.S. history, on June 8, 1917. The spark from a miner’s carbide lamp onto a piece of insulation started a fire 2,400 feet belowground that killed 163 men at the Speculator mine. Virtually all of them suffocated.

Accidents happened all the time. One study by the Bureau of Mines predicted that if a man worked ten years in the mines he had a one-in-three chance of being seriously injured. He had a one-in-eight chance of being killed. A poignant accident happened on September 3, 1911, at the Black Rock mine when eight children, “nippers,” whose job was to bring damaged tools to the surface, were killed when their cage went out of control and they were crushed to death.

“When the mine whistles blew in chorus,” an old-timer said, “every woman in Butte whose old man was down in the holes would throw a shawl over her head, grab a couple of kids, and hit out lickety-split for the mine he was workin’ in—dead certain that he was being buried alive.”

The long-term prospects for the miners were even worse than the treacherous short term. The average miner never lived much past fifty years of age. Many never reached fifty, dead from silicosis, a lung disease sometimes called “miner’s consumption.” The advent of the pneumatic drill brought constant clouds of heavy dust that filled the mines and began to scar lungs as early as two years on the job. Statistics were obscured for death by silicosis, often recorded as death by tuberculosis, but families knew the truth.

“Nobody had a father,” Muzzy Faroni, son of a miner, remembered at the bar of the Butte Country Club. “Everybody’s father was dead, sometime in his forties. My father was dead. His father … his father … his … I think back on my neighborhood … nobody had a father.”

None of these perils stopped the line of ready replacements. The next surge of young and hard men always arrived to take the place of the previous surge. Living somewhere on the other side of an ocean, any ocean, thousands of miles away, the newcomers had heard the tales of jobs, money, opportunity, in the mines of Butte. They purchased a one-way boat ticket and they came. The economics was what mattered, not the danger.

Mostly single men, they were stuffed close together in the vertical, tight city that was so different from other cities in the West. Homes and rooming houses were built as close as possible to the mines to keep the cold return from work in wet clothes—subzero temperatures after a day of 90 degrees underground—as short as possible. (Pneumonia and other cold-related diseases were also perils.) Businesses were built close to the houses. A fire in 1895 had destroyed most of the business district, and wood-framed buildings had been banned, so the replacements were large and formidable, built of brick and stone.

The Irish and Cornish settled in Corktown, Dublin Gulch, and Centreville, local neighborhoods. The Italians settled in Meaderville, the Finns in Finntown, the Germans in Dogtown, the Croats and Serbs in the Boulevard and Parrot Flats, the Chinese in Chinatown, and the slums of the Cabbage Patch were open to just about anyone. A survey in 1918 found that Butte residents had been born in thirty-eight different countries, merchants from merchant nations following the great rush of miners, the population estimated now at close to 100,000 people, more than Houston or Dallas or Phoenix, a major stop for the five different railroads, which sent thirty-eight trains per day through the city. The foreign smells from foreign foods, the foreign words from foreign languages, the little eccentricities of different races from different places, were woven into daily living.

Not much planning had been involved in any of this. The city almost grew by itself, built to service the needs of the young and hard men who lived day to day, taking that long trip into the ground at the start of every shift, one misstep away from a visit to Mr. Duggan. Risk-takers every one of them. Butte was a city built for risk-takers from the beginning. Yes, it was.

This was the city where Robert Craig Knievel was born on October 17, 1938.

The life outside the mines in Butte was fast, as fast as any fast life in any big city in the country. Faster. If the population was tilted heavily toward young single men, and if young single men were the people with money, well, the services offered were services that young single men might enjoy. Whoopee.

Butte not only was a wide-open place—212 drinking establishments were already listed in the 1893 city directory—but reveled in being that way. Prostitution was legal, the sites ranging from plush parlors to Spartan, anonymous rooms called “cribs,” often located in basements. Gambling was illegal, but tolerated everywhere without repercussion. The drink of choice after a day in the mines was a Sean O’Farrell, a shot of whiskey backed by a beer chaser. The fun proceeded from there. If tomorrow should be the bad day in the mines, well, tonight would be a wonder.

Novelist Gertrude Atherton, who wrote a 1919 best-seller about Butte called The Perch of the Devil, said that an hour was only forty minutes long in the city. That was how fast life seemed to fly. When the mines employed three shifts, work around the clock, the parties also never stopped. The owner of a new bar would throw the keys down the toilet or into the street in celebration of the grand opening. There was no need for keys, no need for locks. The bars also were open twenty-four hours.

“I have never seen a town as wide open as Butte!” famed reformer Carrie A. Nation declared when she arrived on January 23, 1910. “I have never seen so many broken hearts! I have never seen so many homes consumed to keep up the saloon! If I could touch a button and blow all the saloons in Butte to hell, I would do it in a minute.”

She and members of her Women’s Christian Temperance Union had taken hatchets to bars and houses of ill repute across the country. If she planned on doing that in Butte, she was mistaken. Two days after her arrival, as she tried to convince bartenders, half-dressed working girls, and patrons at the Irish World, a saloon, brothel, and dance hall, to give up their lives of sin, she tangled with owner May Maloy. Carrie said some Jesus words and wondered how May could not have some compassion for those young girls whose lives she was ruining. May said a bunch of those Dirty Mouth Jean words and said that Carrie had to leave. There was some pushing. Carrie A. Nation’s bonnet was askew as she left.

“It’s a shame you should attack an old woman,” the sixty-one-year-old reformer shouted.

She never took the ax to another establishment. Butte was known forever as her Waterloo, sending her to retirement. Bigger and more well-known sinful districts might have existed in bigger and more well-known cities—in San Francisco, say, with the Barbary Coast, or on Bourbon Street in New Orleans—but Butte was tough to top, “an island of easy money surrounded by a sea of whiskey,” in the words of Jere “The Wise” Murphy, the police chief from 1893 until 1935.

The whiskey was poured in places named the Bucket of Blood, the Graveyard, the Cesspool, the Good Old Summer Time, the Pick and Shovel, the Alley Cat, the Beer Can, the Open All Night, and on and on. The Atlantic, which was huge, ran for a city block from Park to Galena Street and boasted that it possessed the longest bar in the country. Fifteen bartenders worked that longest bar at the same time. Stanley Ketchel, who became middleweight champion of the world, started his boxing career at the Casino. That was how big the Casino was.

The bars offered food, entertainment, conversation, and definitely games of chance, starting with keno, a game invented within the city limits. A man could play cards, bet on the ball games back east, bet on the ball games at the high school, bet on what color horse or car might come up the street next. The get-rich-quick mentality that had founded the town in the first place took a walk every night.

The Butte bar scene was memorably described by Jack Kerouac in his novel On the Road, written in 1951. He expanded on that description in “The Great Western Bus Ride,” an article published in the March 1970 edition of Esquire magazine five months after his death at age forty-seven in St. Petersburg, Florida, from cirrhosis of the liver. This was a night in Butte:


Arriving, I stored my bag in a locker while some young Indian cat asked me to go drinking with him; he looked too crazy. I walked the sloping streets in super below-zero weather with my handkerchief tied tight around my leather collar and saw that everybody in Butte was drunk. It was Saturday night. I had hoped the saloons would stay open long enough for me to see them. They never even closed! In a great old-time saloon, I had a giant beer. On the wall was a big electric signboard flashing gambling numbers. The bartender gave me the honor of selecting a number for him on the chance of beginner’s luck. No soap. “Arrived here twenty-two years ago and stayed. Montanans drink too much, fight too much, love too much.” What characters in there: old prospectors, gamblers, whores, miners, Indians, cowboys, tobacco-chewing businessmen! Groups of sullen Indians drank red rotgut in the john. Hundreds of men played cards in an atmosphere of smoke and spittoons. It was the end of my quest for an ideal bar. An old blackjack dealer tore my heart out, he reminded me so much of W. C. Fields and my father, fat, with a bulbous nose, great rugged pockmarked angelic face, wiping himself with a back-pocket handkerchief, green eyeshade, wheezing with big asthmatic laborious sadness in the Butte winter night games till he finally packed off for home and a snort to sleep another day. I also saw a ninety-year-old man called Old John who coolly played cards till dawn and had been doing so since 1880 in Montana … since the days of the winter cattle drive to Texas, and the days of Sitting Bull. There was another old man with an aged, loving, shaggy sheepdog who ambled off in the cold mountain night after satisfying his soul at cards. There were Greeks and Chinamen. The bus didn’t leave Butte till dawn. I promised myself I’d come back. The bus roared down the slope and looking back I saw Butte on her fabled Gold Hill still lit like jewelry and sparkling on the mountainside in the blue northern dawn.



The sporting houses, congregated around Mercury Street, the area called Venus Alley, were treated as local industry. Two blocks from Butte High School, on the edge of the business district, they were a part of the community, passed every day as if they were so many exotic hardware stores. They were more memorable to visitors from out of town than to locals, visitors like comedian Charlie Chaplin, who first stopped in the city in 1910 and came back more than once. “The red-light district of Butte, Montana, consisted of a long street and several side streets containing a hundred cribs, in which young girls were installed ranging in age from sixteen up—for one dollar,” Chaplin recalled in his 1964 book My Autobiography. “Butte boasted of having the prettiest women of any red-light district in the West, and it was true. If one saw a pretty girl smartly dressed, one could rest assured she was from the red-light quarter, doing her shopping. Off duty, they looked neither right nor left and were most acceptable.”

Butte was a man’s city, an all-night city, a city where money meant good times and a lack of money meant getting your hands dirty. Butte was a city where women painted their faces and sold their evening’s attention on an open market. Butte was a city where con men conned, where policemen and politicians often accepted sealed envelopes for services rendered or not rendered. Butte was a city of fistfights and braggadocio, tall tales and sporting propositions. Butte was a city where alcohol made the wheels go round.

This was the city where Robert Craig Knievel was born on October 17, 1938.

A story. A nineteen-year-old Irishman, Patrick Keough, from the copper-mining town of Avoca, County Wicklow, arrived in town in 1906 with the same idea as everyone else: to see what small part of the riches in the ground might stick to his hands. He had followed the up-to-date advice from home: “Don’t stop in America. Go straight to Butte, Montana.” Fifteen-year-old Elizabeth Hagan, accompanied by her father, arrived at approximately the same time, clutching a lace shawl wrapped around her shoulders by her tearful mother at the docks in Belfast. She was part of the tradition that the eldest daughter leaves first with the father when the family decides to emigrate.

Patrick Keough went to work in the mines, taking his chances, and Elizabeth Hagan got a job cleaning houses, and eventually they met and one thing led to another, as often happens, and they were married in 1912. They built a family consisting of four girls, Mary, Elizabeth, Ann, and Katherine, and a late-arriving boy at the end, John Patrick, also called Charlie. Life was fine until the Depression hit in 1929 and copper prices fell through the floor and Patrick’s job disappeared with them.

Forced to find an alternative way to support their kids, Patrick and Elizabeth tapped into the prosperous, but illegal, field of bootlegging. Prohibition, now a decade old, had done little to slow the fast Butte pace. Bars like the M&M were simply renamed “cigar stores,” and nothing changed as they did their same solid business. Laws were laws, though, and the revenue agents did catch a few traffickers in forbidden fluids. Patrick eventually was one of them.

Facing both federal and state charges, he was kept in the local jail. Elizabeth, called Lizzy, felt bad for him. To improve his sagging spirits, she decided to provide him with a taste of the family product. She painted the insides of a baby bottle white, let the paint dry. She then poured in some spirits to improve her husband’s spirits.

On visiting day, she brought baby Charles and the baby bottle to the jail. While Patrick held Charles, she handed him the bottle. He started to feed the baby.

“No,” Elizabeth said. “You should test the bottle before you ever give it to the baby.”

“Aw, I hate milk,” Patrick said. “You know I hate milk.”

“Well, you should test this milk,” Elizabeth said, staring straight at him. “You should test it now. Do it right now.”

Patrick took a pull on the bottle. His eyes registered great surprise. He spit the whiskey onto the ground.

“Jesus Christ, Lizzy,” he said in Irish brogue, “are ya trying to get me sent to San Quentin?”

In 1937 Ann Keough, the third of Patrick and Lizzy’s four daughters, married Bob Knievel, the second of Butte businessman Ignatius Knievel’s two sons. Bob Knievel was twenty-one years old and she was seventeen, and the plan was to start a family and live in Butte.

This was the city where Robert Craig Knievel was born on October 17, 1938.

The Knievel name was well known in Butte. Originally from Halle Westfalen, Prussia, Knievels had settled in Antelope, Nebraska, as farmers in the 1880s, and spread out in succeeding years. One of the landing spots was Butte. Anton Knievel became one of the city’s leading businessmen, the owner of the Butte Potato and Produce Company, which had a five-story warehouse on the corner of Iron and Utah Streets. He was a charter member of the Rotary Club, the Chamber of Commerce, and the YMCA, and a stout parishioner of St. Patrick’s Church.

Ignatius, his younger brother, who followed him to Butte, was decidedly less successful. Drummed out of the family produce business for some shady dealings, he became a tire salesman, then a car salesman. He focused on foreign cars in later life, with Knievel Imports, and eventually became the first Volkswagen dealer in the United States on the far side of the Mississippi River. He was called “Iggy” in Butte. Iggy Knievel.

Iggy Knievel was married to Emma Brown, an Iowa girl, and they begat Robert, called Bob, in 1917 …

Robert Knievel, called Bob, grew up and married Ann Keough, and in 1938 they begat the second Robert, also called Bob, later to be called Evel …

And that was the short version of the family tree …

Tidy …

Except the newest branch was shaky.

Bob Knievel, Iggy’s son, was not ready to become a husband or a father in 1938 at age twenty-one. And he definitely was not ready to become a father a second time, which pretty much was a certainty when Ann became pregnant within a month after she had delivered the first baby. Responsibility and then more responsibility loomed as a lifelong straitjacket. Bob reacted.

Ann worked during the second pregnancy at the American Candy Shop in uptown Butte with her mother and sisters. The family-run establishment was huge, three stories that included a dance hall, a restaurant, and an ice cream and soda shop. The ice cream and soda shop was a gathering spot for young people, especially young women, jukebox music in the background, a place where gossip ran free.

A lot of the gossip concerned Bob Knievel and girls. Reports came back about this girl, that girl, a succession of girls, a succession of embarrassments for Ann. Bob was a hound. No doubt there were confrontations. No doubt there were tears. Ann waited out the end of the pregnancy, delivered Nic, a second healthy baby boy, then stepped away from the embarrassments. She filed for a divorce as soon as possible.

It was a familiar story, two people married too young, at least one partner not ready to settle down, but this time the words were backed by fast and irreversible action. Bob Knievel soon took off for California, settled in the Sacramento area, drove a bus and raced cars. Ann Keough/Knievel took off for Reno, Nevada, a place where Butte residents tended to relocate to escape the cold. She eventually lived on the edge of show business in Reno, sang a bit, sang sometimes with the Mills Brothers, appeared in some local plays, did impressions. Each partner married again in the new locations, new lives. Each started a new family. Bob had three daughters. Ann had two. Neither had another son.

The sons they did have together, oh yes, Bob and Nic, wound up with the dinner check for everyone else’s liberation. They were left in Butte to be raised by Ignatius and Emma, their paternal grandparents. This did not go well. Ignatius was forty-eight years old when he suddenly had two babies under the age of two in the house again. Emma was forty-six. They were overmatched from the beginning.

Ignatius was bipolar, people later decided, sometimes open to long conversation, but sometimes silent for months. He didn’t have the temperament for the job. Emma tried, everyone said she tried, and everyone said she was very nice, smart, a reader of books—but she was no match for two restless, nonstop boys, especially the older one. Bob Knievel, Bobby Knievel, needed action. The house, Ignatius and Emma’s house at 2511 Parrot Street, was too quiet, too controlled, too cuckoo-clock cautious and dull. Maybe if the young Bob lived in some wilderness somewhere, some Great Plains outpost of the immigrant Knievels in Nebraska, it would have been okay, boredom on the outside matched against boredom on the inside, but that was not where he lived. He lived in Butte, Montana.

He became a classic semi-orphan Butte kid, same as all of those semi-orphan kids whose fathers had perished from working in the mines. He was different, perhaps, because his father had gone to Sacramento, not some place described in the Bible, different because his mother also had disappeared, but he was the same because he did what all of these other fatherless kids did in Butte. He went to the streets for his education, for his concepts of right and wrong, good and bad, winning and losing. In this manliest town in America, he learned the manly life in a hurry, with heavy emphasis on the vices as opposed to the virtues, the physical over the cerebral, the importance of gambling, drinking, stealing, cursing, talking all talk, walking any walk, standing as tall as possible at all times and finding a compliant if not necessarily good woman for a good roll in the hay. He was a true child of Butte, Montana.

This was the city where Robert Craig Knievel was born on October 17, 1938. There was no wonder in his hometown about why he was the way he was, or why he became what he became.
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