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1 HOLLYWOOD’S FAMOUS
EVERYMAN

For his impressive screen performances in Philadelphia (1993)
and Forrest Gump (1994) — two very different films — Tom
Hanks won consecutive Best Actor Academy Awards. This had not
happened in Hollywood since the 1930s, when actor Spencer
Tracy achieved the same distinction. In the decade since these
noteworthy victories Tom has maintained his lofty entertainment-
industry status. The veteran actor. who currently ecarns $20
million per feature film, is one of Hollywood’s most powerful
people.

Tom Hanks is prized as Hollywood’s everyman, meaning that
he is skilled at playing ordinary characters to whom almost
everyone can relate — and he does so in a powerful fashion. Since
Tom first rose to show business prominence in the mid-1980s,
many film critics have compared him favorably to two big stars of
Hollywood’s Golden Age: Jimmy Stewart and Cary Grant. Like
the lanky Stewart, Tom is adept at portraying the man next door,
the type of likable individual you trust right away and want to get
to know as a friend. And, like the sophisticated Grant, on screen
Hanks can be witty, glib, and charming. In discussing the top

movie performers of the last 15 years, Premiere magazine
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Tom Hanks accepts an Emmy Award as
part of a team of directors of the
miniseries Band of Brothers. (Landov)
PER AR FE BRI 52 36 3% ) B 508 B BA AR
R,pMH - N ES U EERE, (K
B Landov)

observed, “You begin to get an
idea of Tom Hanks’s singular
and irreplaceable role in the
history of popular movies when
you 1imagine subtracting him
from that history.”

In  April 1999
Spielberg presented Tom Hanks
with

Steven

the prestigious Lifetime
Achievement award given by the
American Museum of the Moving
Image. The esteemed filmmaker
said of his actor friend and
frequent coworker, “Tom is from
that old-time America, when
tradition and pride in your

country were things you didn’t

scoff at.” On another occasion Steve Tisch, one of the Forrest Gump

producers, observed of Tom: “The man is as nice, as honest, as

professional, as personal, as he seems to be.”

Not Just “Mr. Nice Guy”

Although the unassuming Hanks is persistently labeled “Mr. Nice

Guy,” he is not fond of the title. Says Hanks, “I’'m probably as

nice as the next guy, but you know, I have my moments. It can be

a pain with people having that expectation.” Sally Field, who

costarred with Hanks in Punchline (1988) and Forrest Gump,

agrees that there are more dimensions to Tom than his pleasant
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image presumes. “Yes, he’s very entertaining and funny and easy
to be around. But you know there’s somebody else underneath.
somebody dark.” says Field. “There’s a sad side. a dark side. And
that’s what makes him so compelling on the screen.”

Much of this “dark” side stems from Tom’s unusual
childhood. a complicated time when his parents divorced and
remarried other partners frequently. Within a five-year period,
young Tom gained two different stepmothers and several
stepsiblings and changed addresses and schools repeatedly. This
meant he was constantly the new kid on the block. Traumatic as
that may sound, Tom, an extremely private person who avoids
open discussions of personal problems, publicly shrugs off his
difficult childhood. “We were just a completely more or less normal
broken family. Everybody was married a bunch and everybody lived
different places, and nobody thought much of it.” he says.

As a youngster Hanks never dreamed of becoming an actor.
His great passions were sports and, especially, the U. S. space
program. He hoped one day to become an astronaut. (Tom was
able to live out this fantasy when he starred as astronaut Jim
Lovell in the 1995 movie Apollo 13.) During high school Tom
became intrigued with the theater world and make-believe. Once he
came under the spell of the acting profession, it became the only career
option for this highly imaginative teenager with the self-deprecating —
and goofy — sense of humor. Years later, long after he had mastered
his creative craft, Tom would still remain boyishly enthusiastic about
his choice of professions. “I have this insane job that lets me put on
other people’s clothes and pretend to be somebody else for a time, and

they pay me ludicrous amounts of money to do it.”
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2 ALWAYS ON THE MOVE

Thomas Jeffrey Hanks. a very distant relative of President
Abraham Lincoln, was born July 9, 1956, in Concord, a town in
northern California about 23 miles northeast of San Francisco.
Tom was third of the four children of Amos and Janet Hanks. His
mom was a waitress. His dad (known to friends as “Bud”) was a
restaurant cook who once aspired to be a writer and had always
dreamed of moving to Australia. Those hopes vanished when
Amos married Janet and the two soon became parents. Once
caught in the responsibilities of a sizable household, Amos Hanks
and his family moved frequently as he changed jobs within the
food industry. Meanwhile Janet stayed at home to care for their
children.

In 1961 Amos and Janet, already married for 10 vyears,
became parents for the fourth time with the arrival of their son
James. By then the emotional and financial pressures of domestic
life had badly damaged the couple’s relationship. One day in
January 1962 Amos disappeared without informing his children
where he was going. When he finally returned home a month
later, he had been to Reno, Nevada, where he filed for divorce
from Janet. That night, without explanation, he told his three

oldest kids (Sandra, Lawrence, and Tom) to gather a few of their
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belongings — at most there was room for each to bring along only
one or two favorite toys — and to hurry out to the pickup truck in
the driveway. (Jimmy, still an infant, remained behind
permanently with Janet Hanks. ) Amos drove his three children to
Reno, where he had already found a new job as a hotel/casino
chef and had rented a small basement apartment. Amos enrolled
Tom in the Holy Child Day Care Center in Reno because, unlike
the older children, Tom was too young to be on his own while
Amos was working.

There were soon new changes in the fragmented Hanks
household. On April 23, 1962, four days after Amos’s divorce
from Janet became final, he married his landlady, Winifred
Finley, who was recently divorced and had five children of her
own. Suddenly Tom and his siblings had a whole new family.
However, their dad, who was never good at communication, did
not explain this latest change. Overnight Tom and the seven other
children were sharing the cramped basement quarters of a small
house, while the newlyweds lived upstairs. Years later Hanks said
of the disorienting setup, “I remember in school we had to draw a
picture of our house and family and I ran out of places to put
people. I put them on the roof. I drew dad in bed, sleeping, since
he worked so hard in the restaurant.”

After a time the family moved to a larger house in
Sacramento, California, then to one in Pleasant Hills, California.
Of Amos’s three children, Tom best adjusted to the ever-changing
domestic situation. As the new Mrs. Hanks observed of the five-
year-old boy, he “could roll with the punches.” Tom had his own

take on being the youngest member of his overcrowded household,
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saying in later years, “You could get lost in the shuffle or you
could be a loudmouth. I chose the latter route.”

Within two-and-a-half years Amos and Winifred divorced.
Once again, without providing any real explanation, Amos had his
trio of children pack their belongings, and they drove off into the
night, this time to Oakland, across the bay from San Francisco.
This move was especially disruptive for the now more mature and
aware Tom. His defense mechanism was to put his second family
in the past. In 1984 Hanks told Us magazine, “I wouldn’t
remember their names if they showed their faces today.”

For a time the Hanks family stayed in San Mateo, California,
with Amos’s sister Mary, who was a devout member of the strict
religious group called the Nazarenes. After their unstructured
childhood the bewildered children had a tough time following the
rules and order in their aunt’s household. Said Tom:“We weren’t
allowed to watch the Three Stooges; there were an awful lot of
rules ... awfully long prayers.” On occasional weekends and
usually for all the major holidays Tom and his siblings would be
sent by bus to their mother, who lived in Red Bluff, in upstate
California. Because these visits were infrequent, Tom rarely saw
his younger brother Jimmy, who lived with their mother. Thus,
the two boys were virtual strangers to one another. They didn’t
become friendly until the late 1980s. By that time Jimmy had
followed in Tom’s footsteps, also becoming an actor.

After a few months the Hanks moved out of Mary’s home,
relocating to a series of small, low-rent apartments, many of them
in Oakland. Since Amos Hanks spent long hours at his restaurant

jobs, the three youngsters were left pretty much to their own
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devices. This undisciplined routine was fine for Tom, who
enjoyed the companionship of his brother and sister. He would
later insist that this lonely upbringing had little ill effect on his
psyche: “The coolest place to be was at home, because we were
always cracking each other up. I was surrounded by goodness. ”

Discussing the offbeat nature of his childhood, Tom noted,
“We did our own laundry. We supposedly had to keep the house
clean, though it never was. ... We were completely unsupervised,
but we got into surprisingly little trouble.” Tom loved spending
hours in front of the TV, losing himself in shows such as Star Trek
and news coverage of America’s missions into outer space.
Another favorite activity for the Hanks household were those
evenings when Amos would toss a mattress on the back of his truck
and drive the family to a local drive-in theater where, reclining in
the truck bed. the father and children watched movies.

As the youngest of the three children living with Amos, less
was expected of Tom around the house. He says, “Because I had
less at stake, I developed an observational point of view.” This
behavioral attitude carried into adulthood., where Tom feels more

comfortable in social situations being the onlooker.

A Sudden Change

In 1966 Amos Hanks was studying to teach food and hotel
management at a local vocational college. He recently had met
Frances Wong, a waitress and a divorced mother of three girls.
The two soon fell in love and married. While her two older
daughters went to live with their father, Frances’s youngest child

became part of the new household. Contrary to Amos’s
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expectations, his own children were quickly disillusioned by the
latest change in their lives. Frances was very organized and tried
to convert her stepchildren to her extremely disciplined ways. It
created domestic chaos. A frustrated Sandra soon moved out,
choosing to stay with her mother. Tom and his older brother
Larry set up headquarters in the basement of their new home,
only mingling with the others at mealtimes. Later Larry moved to
Red Bluff to be with his mother and sister.

By age 10 Tom had had a mother, two stepmothers, and had
resided in 10 different houses in five different cities. One result of
all these moves was that he had learned how to adapt to new
schools and classmates quickly. Although he was quite shy by
nature, he developed the outward personality of a class clown.
However, Tom was wise enough to never overstep the bounds with
his instructors: “If the teacher wasn’t laughing, I'd shut up,” he
has said.

A few years later Tom attended Bret Harte Junior High in
Oakland. By this time he had acquired the flexibility to mingle
with a variety of social groups at school. However, beneath his
mask as a jokester, he felt insecure. He considered himself an
outsider who had been left alone far too often. As an adolescent,
he still devoted a great deal of his free time to watching TV,
especially anything to do with outer space. When Stanley
Kubrick’s movie 2001: A Space Odyssey was released in 1968, Tom
was so excited that he saw the feature 22 times at local theaters.

At age 14 Hanks joined the First Covenant Church, a
Fundamentalist Christian group in Oakland. It gave him a sense of

belonging and acceptance that he badly needed. He particularly
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thrived on the social aspects of
the group. but after a few
years he drifted away from the
organization. reasoning. “When
you're young and idealistic,
you tend to view things in
absolute terms, and the
absolutes didn’t pan out, even
within the confines of that

place.”

Opening New Vistas
At Oakland’s Skyline High

School Hanks remained an

average student academically.

As a boy, Tom was fascinated with
space travel. This interest led to his role
with a sharp sense of comedic in the film Apollo 13 many years later.
. .. . ( Photofest)

timing, he participated in a  gysay, pigx ARG ERER, BN
few sports activities, including 2 & ZEFRMERT BE(FIRT
135 ). (3kE Photofest)

Still thriving as a class clown

soccer and track. ( Now

approaching his full height of 6 feet, 1 inch, his track teammates
called him “Lanky Hanks.”) For a while, when school was not in
session, he was employed as a soda vendor at the Oakland A’s
baseball games. Although he had a girlfriend during his high
school years, the future actor later acknowledged that he was not
popular with the opposite sex:“I was a little too geeky. a little too
gangly, and much too manic.”

Inspired by a friend’s performance in a high school play, Tom
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decided to give theater a try. He enrolled in Rawley Farnsworth’s
drama class at Skyline High, eventually taking six courses with his
new mentor. Under Farnsworth’s guidance, Hanks worked as
stage manager for a school production of the musical My Fair
Lady. Later. for the school’s presentation of Tennessee Williams’s
Night of the Iguana . Tom had a small role as the bus driver.

Farnsworth was one of the first to note that Hanks had a
special charisma onstage. that he was one of those individuals
“you can’t take your eyes off and you want to see everything they
do.” Next the teacher cast Tom in the comedic part of Sir Andrew
Aguecheck in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. Under Farnsworth’s
supervision, Hanks learned that to become a good performer, a
newcomer must try a variety of roles. Then, no matter how
successful he might become. he should always reach for fresh
acting challenges. These were valuable lessons that Tom kept in
mind. especially once his screen-acting career began to flourish in
the 1980s.

In his senior year at Skyline Hanks had a pivotal role in the
Rodgers and Hammerstein musical South Pacific. For Tom’s
rousing performance as Luther Billis, he received the school’s
equivalent of an Academy Award. In years to come Hanks would
always credit Farnsworth, as well as fellow classmate John
Gilkerson, for being very supportive of his early acting ambitions.
In fact, when Hanks accepted his Oscar for his role in
Philadelphia in 1994, he credited these two men as inspirations
for his award-winning performance in that film.

In these early days of his acting career Tom tried to create a

stage persona for himself. For example, on play programs in his
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senior year Hanks spelled his first name “Thom.” He soon decided
this name change was pretentious and returned to the normal
spelling. '

By Tom’s last year at Skyline he was living away from his
family, boarding with a single mother (whom he knew from his
church group) and her three children. To earn spending money
Hanks worked weekends and during the summer as a bellman at
the Oakland Hilton Hotel. The job was a lot of fun for Tom,
especially when he had opportunities to drive screen legend Sidney
Poitier to the airport in the hotel limousine, or carry luggage for
the likes of singing star Cher or tennis champ Billy Jean King.
Some of these often-amusing celebrity encounters would crop up as
anecdotes when Hanks began achieving fame as a screen actor in
the 1980s and was making the rounds of the late-night TV talk

shows.

On to College
Because Tom achieved only a C average throughout high school,
his options for college admission were limited. Of the three
schools to which he applied, he was only accepted at Chabot
Community College, located in nearby Hayward. Tom was still
unaware of what career path he wanted to take. He claimed he
was “waiting for something to conk me on the head and say, ‘This
is the direction you want to go in.’” By now Tom was again living
at home with his dad and stepmother.

At Chabot Tom initially did not participate in campus stage
productions, but he frequently visited San Francisco or Berkeley

to see plays performed. One day he encountered his high school



