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Early Life and Career
Roy Harold Scherer Jr. was born on 
November 17, 1925, in Winnetka, 
Illinois. His parents, auto mechanic Roy 
Sr. and telephone operator Katherine, 
divorced several years later after his 
father abandoned them. Katherine’s 
second husband, Wallace Fitzgerald, 
adopted her only son, who then became 
Roy Fitzgerald.



page 2

Throughout his school career, Roy 
struggled academically, but he had a shy 
charm about him that made him popular 
with his classmates. Quiet and reserved, 
he spent much of his free time working 
odd jobs, from paperboy to golf caddy, to 

help support the family. While working as an usher at a 
movie theater, he developed an interest in performing. 
However, he was not cast in drama productions at school 
because of his inability to remember his lines.
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After graduating from high school in 1943, Roy enlisted 
in the United States Navy during World War II. He 

served as an airplane mechanic 
while stationed in the Philippines. 
Discharged in 1946, Roy moved to 
Los Angeles, where he reconnected 
with his estranged father. With 

aspirations of pursuing an acting career, he moved in with 
Roy Sr. and his new wife to be closer to the Hollywood 
studios, where he sought work.
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Despite his efforts to impress talent scouts and movie 
producers from outside the studio gates, Fitzgerald spent his 
days working as a vacuum cleaner salesman, piano mover, 
and truck driver. He used the money he earned to fund the 
professional headshots and new clothing that would help 
him get noticed. Given his good looks and determination, 
Roy caught the eye of studio talent scout Henry Willson. 
Wilson oversaw Roy’s transformation into Rock Hudson, the 
handsome and confident leading man who would become 
one of Hollywood’s rising stars of the 1950s.
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Intermission
• What names have you encountered that have a unique 

origin or meaning? 
• If you were to undergo a star transformation, what would 

your new persona be like? What stage name would you 
choose? How would you alter your personal appearance? 
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Hollywood Star

Despite having the look of a leading man, Rock 
Hudson was far from ready to carry a motion picture 
without any formal acting training or experience. 
Warner Brothers was willing to overlook this small 
detail when they offered him a contract and debut 
role in the 1948 film Fire Squadron. While this 
performance was mostly forgettable, it earned him a 
new contract with Universal Pictures.
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There he was not only given lessons in 
acting, singing, and dancing but also 
in horseback riding and fencing. The 
studio also invested in a nationwide 
promotional campaign featuring Rock’s 
handsome face, with freshly capped 
teeth, in various trade magazines.
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Over the course of his six years at 
Universal, Hudson appeared in nearly 30 
adventure films, starting with bit parts 
and slowly working his way up to meatier 
roles. In 1954, he reached star status 
playing opposite Jane Wyman (pictured) in 
Douglas Sirk’s romantic drama Magnificent 

Obsession. He went on to make several more of these chick 
flicks with Sirk, including All That Heaven Allows (1955) 
and Written on the Wind (1956).
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With his career finally taking off, Rock was cast in the 
critically acclaimed Giant (1956). The film earned him 
a Best Actor Oscar nomination alongside his legendary 

co-star, James Dean. At this point in 
his career, Hudson had become one 
of the most respected and adored 
actors in Hollywood and a major  
box office draw. 
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In 1959, Hudson demonstrated his 
versatility as an actor when he co-
starred with Doris Day (pictured) in 
Pillow Talk, the first of three romantic 
comedies that struck box office gold, 
firmly cementing Rock Hudson as 
a hunky leading man. With their 
delightful on-screen chemistry, the 
pair reunited in Lover Come Back in 
1961 and Send Me No Flowers in 1964.
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To cap his career of 62 film credits, 
Hudson signed a contract with 
Universal Studios to star in the 
television crime drama McMillan 
and Wife in 1971. At the time, he 

was one of the highest-paid actors in television. Rock 
continued to appear in films, on television, and even on 
stage throughout the 70s and 80s, including a recurring 
role on the popular prime time soap opera Dynasty.
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Intermission
• In your opinion, what is more important: talent or hard 

work? Please explain. 
• What word (like beefcake) sums up who you are? How?
• How do you feel about chemistry, either on screen or 

off, a la Rock Hudson and Doris Day? What makes it 
so magical? Explain a time when you found perfect 
chemistry with someone. 
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Can You Guess?
1. Henry Willson, the talent scout who 

discovered Roy Fitzgerald and oversaw his 
transformation into a movie star, changed his 

stage name to Rock Hudson to fit this  
new persona. Can you guess the origin  

of this unique name? 
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Answer:
The Rock of Gibraltar and  

the Hudson River
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2. Hudson’s limited acting ability was 
apparent during his first film, Fighter 

Squadron (1948), as he struggled to deliver 
error-free his one and only line: “Pretty 
soon you’re going to have to get a bigger 
blackboard.” Can you guess how many 
takes he needed to get the scene right?
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Answer:
38
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3. In addition to having his teeth capped, 
Hudson underwent surgery early in 
his career that impaired his ability to 
sing. This caused him to talk through 
King Arthur’s songs in a 1977 touring 
production of Camelot. Can you guess 

the objective of this surgery?
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Answer:
To make his voice deeper,  

Hudson had vocal cord surgery. 
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4. In 1957, Rock turned down three roles in films 
that went on to receive both commercial success 
and critical acclaim. The actors who embodied 
these memorable roles were Marlon Brando in 
Sayonara, William Holden in The Bridge on the 
River Kwai, and Charlton Heston in Ben-Hur. 
Can you guess the movie Hudson appeared in 

instead, which failed at the box office?
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Answer:
A Farewell to Arms
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5. Rock Hudson went to great 
lengths to ensure his appearance 
lived up to his movie star image. 
Can you guess what he hid from  
his fans when he was in public?
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Answer:
He had to hide his eyeglasses,  
which he needed to remedy  

extreme nearsightedness. 
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6. Famed Hollywood gossip 
columnist Sidney Skolsky was 
reportedly impressed by Rock 

Hudson’s good looks and physique. 
Can you guess what name he coined 

in tribute to the attractive actor? 
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Answer:
Beefcake
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7. Hudson appeared in five movies that were 
recognized by the National Film Registry. They 

were Winchester ’73 (1950), All That Heaven 
Allows (1955), Giant (1956), Pillow Talk (1959), 
and Seconds (1966). Only 25 films per year are 
selected for this rare honor. Can you guess the 

registry’s primary selection criteria? 
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Answer:
To be selected, a film must  
have cultural, historical, or  

aesthetic significance. 
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Illness and Death
After years of heavy smoking and drinking, Rock Hudson 
began having health problems. In 1981, he suffered a heart 

attack, which halted his work for more than 
a year. Having recovered from his resulting 
bypass surgery, Hudson made appearances 
in a few films and television series, including 

Dynasty, but his health continued to decline. In June 1984, 
after visiting a doctor about a lesion on his neck, he was 
diagnosed with AIDS.
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At the time, little was known 
about the disease except that it was 
lethal and that it typically afflicted 
homosexual men. Rock and his 
agent Henry Willson had gone 

to great lengths to conceal his personal life from the 
world. They even arranged for him to marry Willson’s 
secretary Phyllis Gates in 1955 to quiet the growing 
rumors, but the truth would ultimately emerge.
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Despite initial denials and a claim that he was suffering 
from liver cancer, Rock Hudson revealed his illness and 
homosexuality to the world on July 25, 1985, a full year 
after his diagnosis. He became one of the first celebrities 
afflicted with the fatal disease, and he used the platform 
to increase public awareness of AIDS. Hudson spent the 
remaining months of his life surrounded by family and 
friends in the privacy of his Beverly Hills home before 
passing away of an AIDS-related illness on October 2, 
1985. He was 59 years old.
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In addition to his star power, Rock 
Hudson will be remembered for 
his courage and advocacy on behalf 
of those afflicted with AIDS. His 
$250,000 donation helped launch the 

National AIDS Research Foundation (NARF)—known 
today as amfAR (The Foundation for AIDS Research)—
which is committed to supporting AIDS research, HIV 
prevention, treatment education, and advocacy.
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