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            I am sitting on an airplane with the hors d’oeuvres plate on the folding table in front of me. Crab legs, cocktail sauce, mayonnaise, lettuce leaf, macadamia nuts, lemon wedge, parsley, a fork, paper napkin and a glass of water with ice cubes, all lit from the side window like a little still life. Francis is next to me. George Lucas is leaning over the seat in front of him. Steve Spielberg is across the aisle. Between them they hold the top three film grosses of all time. Jaws is number one. George just said that Star Wars will be number one at 7:05 next Saturday night. Godfather is number three. Between them, their films have grossed over a billion dollars. Steve calls them the billion boys. They are talking about the depression they felt after a big success.

             

            —Eleanor Coppola, Notes: On the Making of “Apocalypse Now”vi
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            Author’s Note

         

         This is a work of nonfiction.

         Any passage presented between quotation marks is a direct quote from an interview, written account, diary, letter, transcript, or contemporary document. Quotes taken from conversations and interviews conducted by the author are tagged in the present tense. Quotes taken from primary and secondary sources are tagged in the past tense. If words are eliminated from the beginning, middle, or end of a single sentence, their absence is marked by an ellipsis; if a sentence or several sentences are omitted, the absence is marked by an ellipsis inside brackets. In all instances, I have endeavored to preserve the meaning of the quotation, as well as its voice and spirit. The sources for all quotations are recorded in the back of the book, along with the sources for any particular dates or details I have judged—if not arbitrarily, then more by instinct than by system—to necessitate “showing my work.”

         Whenever accounts of a particular incident differed in the memories of its various participants, I have endeavored to corroborate one or the other through third-party statements, documentation, or xother evidence. None of the people interviewed for this book were given control over which of their words would appear in the text, or how they would appear.

         Any errors herein are mine alone.
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            Introduction

         

         Hollywood’s biggest year ever turned out to be the same year it lost its head. It works out that way, sometimes. A screenwriter will tell you the best ending is the one that has a beginning sown into it. Or, in this case, the best beginning is the one that carries its own ending within it.

         The Hollywood studio system had been the greatest, and most American, of American achievements. A dream factory built in a single generation by a resourceful melting pot of immigrants, making magic for the masses, generating global goodwill.

         The eight major studios—20th Century Fox, Columbia, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Paramount, RKO, United Artists, Universal, Warner Bros.—reported record profits in 1947. The studios had directors, stars, and crew under binding long-term agreements. They decided what films were made and how. They owned the cinemas. Even World War II had been good for them; every picture sold out and played three, four, six months. Jack Warner, the loudest and most vulgar of the brothers, boasted that those early decades were like “manufacturing money.”1 Men like Jack had the last word and they prioritized the bottom line. xii

         Those men grew arrogant. Greedy. Oligarchies are the death of innovation.

         Studio workers went on strike for better conditions, and their bosses hired strikebreakers and violent security—and lost. Movie star Olivia de Havilland took Warner to court for the right to break her seven-year contract, and Jack tried to blackball her—and failed. Other stars followed her lead and broke for freedom. In October 1947, Warner appeared in Congress as a “friendly” witness to the House Committee on Un-American Activities, along with MGM head Louis B. Mayer and B-movie actor and FBI informant Ronald Reagan, and a month later, Warner and Mayer put their names to a joint statement from the Hollywood moguls, blacklisting the writers and directors, collectively known as the Hollywood Ten, HUAC had held in contempt for refusing to collaborate. Intended as a show of power, it marked the start of a decade of paranoia, division, and recrimination in the film industry. Six months later, the Supreme Court ruled that studios could no longer own their cinemas, separating the making of motion pictures from their exhibition. By the end of that year, 1948, the studios’ profits had been cut in half.

         Television came into American living rooms. European countries imposed quotas and levies on American pictures to protect their own national film industries. The studio system, whereby a handful of big studios controlled the entire pipeline of screen entertainment, was dead—torn down, in less than two years, by the cruelty and hubris of the men who had made it.

         “What’s that saying?”2 asked Jack’s son, Junior, many years later. “Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely. I always think of my father when I hear that. He was the man who fights to get up the trail to the mountaintop and when he gets there rolls rocks down the trail to keep other people from joining him.”

         Jack Warner, who would be the last of the original moguls still standing,3 sat at the top of his mountain and rolled the boulders down. xiiiHe heard the wind of change and figured he could fight it. In the valley below, his fiefdom crumbled.

         “An era ended,”4 wrote critic Charles Champlin, “a marvellous era; a new day commenced, darkly.” xiv

         
            Notes

            1 “manufacturing money”: Jack Warner, My First Hundred Years in Hollywood (Random House, 1965), 249.

            2 “What’s that saying?”: Jean Stein, West of Eden (Random House, 2017), 94.

            3 who would be the last of the original moguls: Foster Hirsch, Hollywood and the Movies of the Fifties (Alfred A. Knopf), 2023, 3.

            4 “An era ended”: Charles Champlin, “We No Longer Go to the Movies,” program for the First Los Angeles International Film Exposition, 4–14 November 1971, Gary Kurtz Papers, Collection 2335, box 79, University of Southern California archives.
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            Twenty Years Later

         

         George Lucas walked through the gates of Warner Bros. the exact same day Jack Warner walked out—at least, that’s how George liked to tell it.1 After twenty years of steady decline, Warner had just sold the place to upstart Canadian businessmen. George drove in through the gates of the lot in the morning and Jack left out of them in the afternoon. One event didn’t cause the other, but they weren’t, in the great scheme of things, unrelated. By late July 1967, the studios were on their last legs. Kids like George Lucas were a Hail Mary pass: a desperate, last-gasp attempt to do something about it.

         George, a brand-new graduate of the University of Southern California’s cinema department, had just turned twenty-three. He was short and skinny and jug-eared, and hid much of his face behind square eyeglasses and a tight, scrupulously shaped black beard. He wore simple clothes in plain, often dark colors. He was handsome in a preppy, boyish kind of way, and though shy, he was vocally sure of his ideas, if not socially confident in himself. His taste tilted to the artsy. He loved the serious documentaries produced by the National Film Board of Canada, for instance, and the experimental films 4popular on the underground circuit, films he thought of as “abstract mood poems.” He had started working with a camera in his late teens, shooting high-speed car races around his Northern California hometown of Modesto, and had lately been gaining experience cutting propaganda films for the US government. He wanted to make films that moved an audience without the need for story or character. Friends described him as having “the temperament of an artist who works alone in an attic.”2 He was not, in other words, the kind of film student who longed to work at Warner Bros., the historical home of Humphrey Bogart and James Cagney, of gangsters and musicals and the Looney Tunes.

         The truth was, he’d won a contest. The Sam Warner Scholarship. Warner Bros. gave it every year to a film student of distinction, and it granted the winner a six-month work-experience contract at the studio. George and his friend and film school classmate Walter Murch had been the two finalists. When they’d met in the hallway before their final interviews, Murch—a rangy, brainy kid from New York—was playing with a pair of mewling kittens, and he asked George if he’d adopt one. Winning the scholarship wasn’t all-consuming to Walter. The same couldn’t be said about his friend. “Look,”3 George said, eyeing the animals, “one of us is going to get this—and the other one isn’t. Whoever does get it, turns around and helps the other if something good comes along.”

         They shook on it. George won the scholarship, and took home one of the cats. Walter took a position doing odd jobs for Encyclopaedia Britannica Educational Films, and waited for George to call.

         First on Lucas’s agenda that first day was a tour of the studio. “Traditionally,”4 he remembered later, “what a student did is go there, and he could choose what department he wanted to be in. You know, the editorial department, script department, whatever.” George asked to be assigned to the animation department, where he was least likely to have to deal with other human beings.

         A staffer led him around the lot. It was “completely empty.”5 They 5wandered quiet, potholed paths between idle soundstages. The paint on the buildings was peeling. The animation building stood deserted save for a caretaker, employed to keep an eye on the equipment no one was using. Seven Arts, the production company that had bought the studio, hadn’t quite got going yet.

         As a result, said George, “my choices of what I was going to do were extremely limited.”6 Only one solitary picture was filming on the lot: a Broadway musical adaptation by the name of Finian’s Rainbow, starring a sixty-eight-year-old Fred Astaire, dragged out of semiretirement to dance on the big screen for the first time in a decade. The crew were, just then, shooting a big number down in the jungle, the adaptable outdoor set at the bottom of the backlot. The Finian’s crew had turned it into the script’s main fictional location: Rainbow Valley, Missitucky, to which Astaire’s cheeky Irish rogue absconds with a pot of gold stolen from a leprechaun.

         George winced deeper with every new word of the film’s description. The thing sounded like his worst nightmare.

         “They’re the only people on the lot,”7 the Warner Bros. employee repeated.

         They assigned George to watch the shoot. Maybe he’d learn a thing or two.

         
             

         

         George had only ever come near a feature film set once before, earlier that summer, way out on location in Page, Arizona: Mackenna’s Gold, a Columbia Pictures Western starring Gregory Peck and Edward G. Robinson, and directed by J. Lee Thompson, an English director in his fifties. An old-Hollywood picture made by old-Hollywood people—the cinematographer, Joseph MacDonald, had started out in nineteen thirty-one—for a sizeable $7 million budget. Via more “scholarships,” producer Carl Foreman had picked four film school graduates—two from USC, two from UCLA—to come on location for six weeks and each make a ten-minute documentary about the production. 6

         George’s peers went along with Foreman’s brief: One made a little film about the cowboy horse wranglers, one made a little film on director Thompson, one made a little film about Foreman himself. George, on the other hand, spent his time shooting a four-and-a-half-minute tone poem in the desert. Shots of the orange sun dissolving into close-ups of dry grass and humming transmission towers. Clouds moving in marshmallow time lapse over the barren landscape. George was desperate to direct motion pictures, but this was the only kind of movie he wanted to make. Not Hollywood. Hollywood was calcified, boring. Its idea of creativity was The Sound of Music. George hadn’t particularly cared for movies as a child, anyway. His loves had been loud music and fast cars, stuff that made you feel. He’d have been a race car driver, if he hadn’t crashed his souped-up Autobianchi Bianchina as a high school senior, wrapped himself around a tree and nearly died. That had cured him of his need for speed, and only after that had he fallen in love with film—but underground film, direct cinema, avant-garde, 16mm.

         He rode back to California with the other three students at the end of June, with his experimental movie in his bag and $800 in his back pocket—almost the entire salary that came with the Columbia scholarship, and which he’d dutifully saved rather than spent. George was like that, too. Cautious. Convinced, also, that he was destined for something bigger. He’d held that conviction ever since he’d survived that car crash. He should have died. Three days before his high school graduation, a mediocre student, living an uneasy peace with a strong-willed, conservative father. Spending his nights cruising up and down the Modesto streets, listening to the radio, drag racing, looking for girls. Nothing on the horizon except more road, one night at a time.

         Then came that afternoon. Driving back home from the library, a little fast, in the yellow Autobianchi convertible with the engine he’d punched up himself. An illegal left turn into the road to the family ranch, a Chevy Impala—also driven by a careless 7seventeen-year-old—roaring in at ninety miles an hour from the opposite direction, wide and fast, filling his field of vision. Smashing into George’s cartoon minicar, which suddenly felt as flimsy as it was. The Autobianchi flipped, rolled, bounced, like a ten-cent die-cast Midgetoy. The resonant, rib-cage-rattling crunch of metal grinding and ripping.

         He should have died. The car only came to a stop when it smashed into a walnut tree by the side of the road. In the picture they showed him of the wreck when he woke up in the hospital, nearly two weeks later, his beloved roadster had looked beyond mangled, flipped upside down and twisted like a crushed Coke can against the tree, which had been half uprooted by the impact. His steering wheel was in the grass. His seat hung out, upside down, like a lolling tongue.

         He should’ve died—only he’d been flung from the car on the third of its barreling rolls when his racing seat belt snapped, even though racing seat belts, bolted to the floor of the car, were specifically designed to keep the driver strapped against his seat in the event of a high-speed collision. Instead of remaining trapped inside the car, to be pulped by crumpling metal, George had been thrown free.

         And that should have been when he died, pinned under the rolling vehicle or busted limp against a tree like a puppet with its strings cut. But the rail bar he’d had installed across the convertible, miraculously, shielded him just long enough for him to hit the ground with his chest—his shoulder blade breaking, his lungs bruising on impact, his consciousness knocked out of him. Bright blood poured down his face from a slice across his forehead.

         By the time an ambulance arrived, George’s heart had nearly stopped. His breathing was barely perceptible. Once loaded in the back of the ambulance, George started vomiting; his skin turned blue. It was nearly four miles to Modesto City Hospital. Six, seven minutes, even with the sirens blaring and the late-afternoon traffic clearing out of the way. A long time for a scrawny kid without a heartbeat. 8

         And yet George Lucas had lived. An emergency blood transfusion, two weeks in intensive care, four months in a hospital bed—but he’d lived. As summer turned to fall turned to winter, as the rest of his class attended graduation and, weeks later, helped their families put up the Christmas decorations, George lay up in his bed at Modesto City and thought, “Maybe there’s something else for me.8 Maybe there’s a reason I survived this accident that nobody should have survived … I should be dead.”

         Every day was an “extra day”9 now, he decided—a “bonus.” He had nothing to lose, he could do anything he wanted—because he must be meant for something different. Something special.

         Why else would the universe conspire for him to live?

         
             

         

         Finian’s Rainbow wasn’t special. The Warner Bros. employee sat George down in an empty office on the lot while they made the arrangements for him to observe the shoot. The minutes dragged. Outside was a mild, warm summer day, and here he was, five years after the accident, trapped again between four walls.

         He considered how he might get something worthwhile out of this scholarship he had won. Writing was out of the question—George hated writing. He loved operating a camera, finding something beautiful and interesting to compose for the eye, and he loved editing, leaning over the cutting bed in the dark, handling the supple rolls of film, shaping an experience out of the reels. But camera and editorial were union departments, and the film guilds were a notorious catch-22 to get into. You needed a union credit to get in the union, but you need to be in the union to work on a union picture, which was the only way to get a union credit. All of which meant, in practice, that you didn’t get in at all—unless you knew someone who already worked at the studio to grandfather you in. And once you were in the guild, that was the only job you could do anyway. An editor was an editor and a cameraman was a cameraman. That was 9one reason George had wanted to hang in the animation building: Animators, at least, made their own movies.

         Maybe everyone had been right,10 George thought, when they said there was no point in film school, and that you couldn’t get a job in the industry. Studios might give film students scholarships, but they had never given a film school graduate a picture to direct—never.

         It was only the first morning of six months at Warner, and George was bored out of his mind already. The studio employee had left him with a call sheet for Finian’s Rainbow—a list, issued every shooting day, of the scenes to be filmed; the cast, crew, and materials needed to shoot them; and the tentative start and end times for the work. George picked the form up, intending to read down the roll call of names, but he didn’t make it past the first line.

         It read: “Dir. Francis Coppola.”

         He knew the name. Every film student did. Francis Coppola was only five years older than George, but he was something of a legend already. As a theater student at Hofstra, he’d won awards for his directing and all but remodeled the college’s entire drama department after himself. At UCLA film school, he’d made all the best films and earned a reputation as a screenwriter. One story went that he’d stayed up all night before his physical for the draft, chugging back coffee, hoping being wired and twitchy and then fainting of exhaustion mid-medical would get the army doctors to fail him. As he avoided sleep, he typed out an entire eighty-page feature film screenplay, in one uninterrupted flow, just to kill the time—and then won the prestigious Samuel Goldwyn Writing Award with it. Eventually, he’d ditched UCLA without graduating to go work for exploitation producer and king of the B-movies Roger Corman, and then he had somehow managed convinced Corman to let him direct a black-and-white horror picture to be released on the bottom of one of Corman’s exploitation double bills. Somehow he parlayed that into writing screenplays for the legitimate studios, becoming one of the highest-paid writers in town 10almost overnight, driving a Jaguar and living in a mansion—and then he used his screenwriting paychecks to buy the rights to finance a million-dollar passion project, You’re a Big Boy Now, to direct himself. Just three months before George walked onto the Warner Bros. lot, Coppola had presented that film at the Cannes Film Festival, the only American picture the French selection committee had deemed worthy that year. Only twenty-eight, and his second film had premiered at the world’s most prestigious festival, in the same competition as Antonioni and Volker Schlöndorff and Robert Bresson.

         And then Coppola had only come home and submitted You’re a Big Boy Now as his “thesis film” at UCLA so the university would finally have to give him his degree. A Cannes-approved feature film playing alongside everyone else’s fifteen-minute, 16mm, half-baked shorts. Now, this call sheet said, Coppola was on the Warner lot, making the only picture still going under the new ownership.

         Another name caught George’s eye. Howard Kazanjian, listed as a second assistant director, was a recent USC graduate. He and George were friends, were both Delta Kappa Alpha.

         George decided to give Howard a call. This scholarship sounded like a dud, but maybe Francis Coppola, at least, would be worth meeting.

         
            Notes

            1 that’s how George liked to tell it: Historian Foster Hirsch dates October 31, 1969 as Warner’s official last day at the studio that bears his family name (Hirsch, Hollywood and the Movies of the Fifties, 122). But Jack’s resignation was announced in July 1967: see Vincent Canby, “Jack Warner, 75, Resigns Top Job,” New York Times, 25 July 1967, 31.

            2 “the temperament of an artist who works alone in an attic”: Judy Stone, Eye on the World: Conversations with International Filmmakers (Silman-James Press, 1997), 715.

            3 “Look, one of us is going to get this”: Michael Ondaatje, The Conversations: Walter Murch and the Art of Editing Film (Vintage Canada, 2002), 13.

            4 “Traditionally, what a student did is go there”: Jeanine Basinger and Sam Wasson, Hollywood: The Oral History (Harper, 2022), 592.

            5 “completely empty”: Basinger and Wasson, Hollywood, 592.

            6 “my choices of what I was going to do were extremely limited”: Basinger and Wasson, Hollywood, 592.

            7 “They’re the only people on the lot”: Basinger and Wasson, Hollywood, 592.

            8 “Maybe there’s something else for me”: George Lucas, interview by Oprah Winfrey, Oprah’s Next Chapter, Oprah Winfrey Network, 22 January 2012. 418

            9 “an extra day”: Lucas, interview by Winfrey, Oprah’s Next Chapter.

            10 Maybe everyone had been right: Basinger and Wasson, Hollywood, 528.
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            Beyond the Rainbow

         

         The whole family agreed: Little Francis had no talent. He was creative enough; he liked to write and have a good time. But he wasn’t his father, Carmine, first flute for the NBC Symphony Orchestra, nor was he his brother, Augie, five years older, handsome and popular and good at everything: school, sports, the arts. “In my family, that’s what the issue was,”1 Francis said later. “My father had talent and my brother had talent. I didn’t and my sister didn’t and my mother didn’t—no one else did.”

         Those were the rules in the Coppola household on 212th Street and 86th Avenue in Queens. A nice house in a quiet neighborhood and, within, a family system that revolved around the dual suns of Carmine and Augie. To be a great man was life’s ambition. Great men, or the idea of them, were everywhere. Right at the end of the block, behind the trees, traffic hummed on the Grand Central Parkway Robert Moses had built and was fighting to expand still. Carmine commuted to Rockefeller Center and took his seat in the orchestra inside Studio 8H to be conducted by the genius Toscanini, earning wages he invested into the Tucker sedan, brainchild of innovative auto entrepreneur Preston Tucker. Francis’s middle name, Ford, commemorated 12the Detroit hospital where he’d been born in 1939, itself named after Henry Ford. “Ever since I was a little kid,”2 Francis said as an adult, “I was raised to be successful and rich. If you were raised as I was, everything you do is to make your family proud of you.”

         Only, he wasn’t sure how. His mother, Italia—or “Mammarella,” as everyone called her—was affectionate and encouraging, but even she respected the family hierarchy: If Francis ever did something good, she thought, it was probably because Augie had set the right example or otherwise led the way. Mammarella knew greatness, too. Her own father, Francesco Pennino, was an acclaimed and widely published composer who, back in Naples in the old country, had played the piano in cafés in accompaniment to one of his buddies, a young tenor by the name of Enrico Caruso.

         By the time he was nine, Francis boasted a face drawn with a cartoonist’s pen—big oval ears and a big nose and a full, smirking mouth, and sweeping eyebrows over Mediterranean, almond-shaped eyes, bright and inquisitive—and hid a growing sense of dread behind it. He was getting older and falling short. Francis’s uncle Anton, by the time he was nine, was singing at the Met, in the choir for Puccini’s Turandot! “Dear Mommy,” Francis wrote in a little letter to Mammarella around that age, “I want to be rich and famous.3 I’m so discouraged, I don’t think it will come true.”

         Then came the polio. A stiff neck, first, and a long wait in the hallways of Jamaica Hospital, kids along the walls, piled in gurneys three or four high. Kids wailing, locked in iron lungs. They sent him home to 212th Street, where he burned with the fever, first, and then the pain, “and then,” Francis said, “you can’t move your legs.”4 He woke up that morning and swung his body over the side of his bed, and nothing below his waist did what he wanted it to do. He crashed onto the floor and had to call for help. It was sometime in the second half of 1948, or maybe it was 1949. Francis, later, would only tell people he’d been “about nine.” He never liked to talk about the 13illness itself. His back and entire left side, from shoulder to foot, remained paralyzed for nearly a year. These were the early years of the epidemics, when everyone was scared, when people avoided someone with polio like it was—quite literally—the plague. A miasmic infection that spread invisibly and struck suddenly and seemed to prey particularly on children.

         Francis, for all his perceived lack of talent, was a loving child who thrived on the warmth of others. Suddenly, he was alone, in his upstairs bedroom over a street that flared with the sounds of children playing games and riding their bikes. No parents would let their kids come up and see him. As he regained his strength, Francis played with puppets and practiced his skill at handling a ventriloquist’s dummy. He watched television—“a lot”5—especially on Sundays, when The Horn and Hardart Children’s Hour, a variety show with a cast of little children, aired on NBC in the morning and Super Circus aired on ABC in the late afternoon, featuring ten-year-old Scampy the Clown. Those were his friends and soon became inspirations. Carmine had a tape recorder he used to put down music, as well as an 8mm camera on which to shoot home movies. Francis experimented with both. He recut family memories into narratives, performed voice-overs and lines of dialogue and sound effects, and synchronized the sound to the picture. The technology captivated him. It didn’t matter what had happened in those home movies; what mattered were the fancies Francis’s imagination turned them into. In time, he got his hands on the family’s 8mm projector, and that was how, finally, he got neighborhood kids to visit: by charging admission. “I had a little movie company there on 212th Street in Queens,”6 he said, the whole process in the literal palms of his hands, from the uncut film to distribution. “I made money out of them, too.”

         Maybe he had some talent after all.

         His luck turned, but like a twist out of the tragic operas his father loved so much, Carmine’s own star fell, as if their fortunes were on 14the opposite ends of a seesaw. By 1951, little Francis was recovered, left only with a slight limp he would retain for the rest of his life, but Carmine was out of a steady job. He had gone to see Toscanini and handed in his resignation.

         “I want to conduct,”7 he told the maestro. He’d watched Toscanini do it for years. How hard could it be?

         “You’re a fool,” came Toscanini’s reply.

         Carmine found his gamble hard going. The Coppolas moved out of the house in Queens, bounced around the country as Carmine picked up a gig on a touring show here, a temp spot conducting an orchestra there. The paterfamilias curdled like milk gone bad. When he was frustrated or angry, which was often now, every part of his face turned downward: the dark eyebrows, the strong hawkish nose, the scowling lips. Brown bags appeared under his eyes and never went away. He took other people’s successes as a personal insult.

         Francis went to the movies. Discovered Eisenstein. He grew tall. His shoulders and chest broadened. Augie was gone by now, studying philosophy at UCLA. It was left to Francis and sister Talia, seven years his junior, to weather Carmine’s unhappiness. Mammarella requested they finish every bedtime prayer with the same incantation: please, God—“let Daddy get his big break.”8

         The Coppolas swung back East and settled, in what was either a cruel irony or another attempt to manifest a better future, in Lake Success, Long Island. Francis, after years of ricocheting from school to school, still felt like a weird outsider. He liked to play with hidden microphones and blow up homemade remote-controlled explosives in his backyard. But he also started to write. Stories, plays, verse. He ghostwrote love letters to pretty girls on behalf of inarticulate friends and charged for the service. He graduated high school and won a drama scholarship to Hofstra. He went up to Nassau County and was one of the university’s star students, writing and directing plays that became campus sensations. He graduated in 1960, went across the country to UCLA, enrolled in the cinema department, and 15quickly became a collegiate celebrity there, too. At twenty-six, he became a well-paid screenwriter.

         By the time Warner Bros.–Seven Arts offered him Finian’s Rainbow two years later, Francis could have picked any other project at the studio. He didn’t like the script, didn’t like the show’s clumsy civil rights politics, didn’t like working for studio executives who questioned his every decision. He certainly didn’t like the proposition of making a musical for $3.5 million in three months when that kind of picture usually took twice the time and twice the money. But he’d said yes anyway. Because if you were raised as he was, everything you do is to make your family proud of you, “and I thought frankly that my father would be impressed.”9

         He called Carmine, who was still on the road, schlepping from state to state with Mammarella in tow. A road show production of Half a Sixpence, a new house every few weeks, staying in places like Chicago’s Croydon Hotel, forty years past its best and scheduled for demolition, where aging vaudeville performers haunted the lounge, the smell of decline sweating off the hallway wallpaper. Francis told his father he was adapting a Broadway hit to the screen for Warner Bros., full of lovely musical numbers Carmine knew and loved already. He asked Carmine to come to California and work on the picture, arranging orchestrations and additional connecting music.

         Carmine couldn’t say yes fast enough. He quit the road and moved himself and Italia to Los Angeles. He was fifty-seven and here, finally, was a break.

         Francis felt proud to be able to offer it to him.

         
             

         

         George went down to the jungle and recognized the film’s director immediately. He was—other than George himself, Kazanjian, and a few members of the cast—the only person around who looked under forty years old. He and George were also the only men on set to wear beards.

         Coppola was filming a musical number entitled “Look to the Rainbow,” staged around a large fake tree, under which sat Fred 16Astaire. His young co-star, the singer Petula Clark, kicked the song off, before Astaire stood and took over. Three choreographed sections followed: In the first, Astaire walked around the set, singing; in the second, he and Clark shared an Irish step dance under the tree; finally, the old entertainer danced away down a country road, the children of Rainbow Valley following him like a pied piper.

         The work didn’t look complicated to George, and yet it dragged, take after take. Astaire and his choreographer, the magically named Hermes Pan, never stopped rehearsing. Kazanjian and an assistant choreographer did their best to prepare the rest of the dancers accordingly. Petula Clark disappeared when she wasn’t needed, going off with some of the other young actors, to light and share a discreet joint off set somewhere.

         Coppola looked every bit the hotshot screenwriter, in his short-sleeve button-down, a chunky watch and ring on his right wrist and hand. He wore hip, square-framed black eyeglasses not too dissimilar to George’s own.

         He did not, to George’s outside eye, look entirely in control.

         
             

         

         Francis called for another take. They’d only given him eight days on location, and his Rainbow Valley was repurposed from Joshua Logan’s Camelot, a bigger-budget Warner musical that had wrapped in the spring. He craved the freedom to experiment—as he had at Hofstra, as he’d been encouraged to by Roger Corman.

         “I was faking it,”10 he said later. He’d come in with the best of intentions, but the picture had ground his ideas out of him by the second week of shooting. It wasn’t just the lack of time and money. Francis was also contending with Astaire, who was a gentleman but uncomfortable with such a young director, who he thought of as a “hippie,” even though Francis was a married man who brought his elder son to set and vastly preferred espresso and red wine to smoking grass. He was dealing with Hermes Pan, who disapproved of Francis’s roving camera and tendency to improvise the dancing. He was dealing with 17Petula Clark, whose publicist husband kept asking to rearrange her shooting schedule to maximize her tax position back in Britain. There was the English entertainer Tommy Steele, playing Og the leprechaun, who kept slipping into his extroverted shtick, mugging and hamming it up and derailing scenes Francis wanted subtle and quiet.

         The schedule slid past him. He had to keep the whole picture in his mind even as they shot the scenes out of order, in “little pieces.11 And that’s the whole game of directing,” he remembered. “Directing takes a lot of concentration and being able to be blind to certain problems and just focus where you should be focusing.” He had never had so many different things to focus on, and he knew he was failing, at least some of the time, and failing some of the time was enough. A great picture, after all, is an accumulation of the correct choices.

         The pressure made him indecisive, and doubting himself made him impulsive. Kazanjian, as second AD, was in charge of keeping the day-to-day filming running smoothly. He would draw up a call sheet, only for Francis to turn up to the lot in the morning, veins laced with strong double espresso, in the mood to shoot something else entirely. Or Francis would conceive of a genuinely great shot, something that called for special resources, “a Titan crane or … more or fewer dancers,”12 but then neglect to tell anyone about it until it was time to shoot, when he’d turn to Kazanjian and ask where his crane and dancers were. Kazanjian felt like he was spending half his time on the phone, or running from department to department, covering for his director’s screwups. Occasionally, he told Francis they couldn’t shoot what he wanted to shoot—you can’t film a dance number the dancers haven’t rehearsed yet,13 he’d say. Then Francis turned gloomy and self-reflective, and filming slowed further.

         The shoot had started on June 26 and was scheduled to end in late September, but Kazanjian could tell they wouldn’t finish on time. The weekly cost reports would show “set striking and construction”14 as the culprits, though the reality was more complicated. The film would turn out fine, if unexceptional. Everyone could just see its 18driving forces—Coppola; Astaire; Pan; the now departed Jack Warner, who had green-lit the damn thing and chosen both the director and his stars—were on different pages. Francis, oftentimes, didn’t seem to be on the same page with himself.

         
             

         

         Astaire danced. Astaire sang. Look, look, look to the rainbow, follow it over the hill and stream … Coppola called cut, conferred with his star or the heads of department, and the crew reset.

         As he waited between setups, Francis spotted the skinny kid in a sweater talking to Kazanjian. He wasn’t hard to pick out. For starters, he was young and bearded, and for seconds, he didn’t appear to have a job to do. Another hippie, Astaire might have said.

         The crew went for another take. During the next break, Francis noticed the skinny kid was watching him, “always looking at me.”15 He walked over to Kazanjian, who was setting up the next shot.

         “Who’s that?” Francis asked, gesturing in the newcomer’s direction.

         “Well, he’s observing you,”16 Kazanjian answered.

         Francis turned and walked to the kid, who was now, with great focus, watching the crew. “What are you looking at?” Francis asked.

         “Nothing much,”17 came the reply. There was a gentle tremor to his voice, the hint of a nasal whine, at odds with the self-possession in his manner.

         Kazanjian shuffled over. “George, this is the director, Francis Coppola. Francis, this is George Lucas.” He explained George was from USC, had won the Sam Warner Scholarship, and had been assigned to observe the shoot.

         “Can I hang around?”18 George asked Francis. It was Coppola’s set, after all, not Warner’s, or Seven Arts’, or Kazanjian’s. George believed a movie belonged to its director.

         “Sure,” Francis answered, “as long as you let me know if you have any suggestions or ideas about how to shoot the picture.”

         It sounded like grace. Truth was, Francis could use all the suggestions and ideas anybody had. 19George hung around for about a week, growing friendly with Francis. Then he went to Kazanjian and asked to be taken off the picture.

         “I have no interest in Hollywood movies,”19 he said. “I have no interest in watching these people do this stuff, it doesn’t interest me.” It wasn’t Kazanjian’s call, so George went back to the production department. He asked, again, to be assigned to the animation department.

         They reminded him there was nothing active being made in the animation department. George answered that he didn’t care. He’d seen cameras lying around in the animation building, as well as short ends—sections of unexposed film shorter than a full roll, which studio pictures didn’t use but film students were accustomed to making the most of. If he could just get in there, with only the caretaker to worry about, he’d find a way to borrow a camera and some film and use his six-month scholarship to, stealthily, make a movie. He’d done that kind of thing at USC all the time, working the system to get more than the Department of Cinema allocated. He’d have a picture in the can before the Warner–Seven Arts brass even knew what he was doing.

         He was waiting for approval when Francis, visibly upset, found him.

         “Why do you want to get off my movie?”20 he asked.

         “Well,” George answered, in his adolescent quiver, “’cause it’s boring, and, uh, there’s nothing to do.”

         “Look, stick around, and I’ll give you something to do. Come up with one good idea every day.”

         Neither of them could remember, years later, whether something in Francis’s tone had convinced George, or whether there had been more of a back-and-forth. Maybe the Warner production department had simply turned down George’s request. Either way, the next day, George was back on the grass set in the jungle, this time with a Polaroid camera around his neck. He’d start by scoping out the set; then he’d take a picture, let it develop, and bring it to Francis. How 20about this angle for a shot, he’d ask. Francis liked that. It was proactive, actually helpful.

         “You’re doing it all wrong,”21 George told Francis about a setup one day. Francis liked that, too—the “chutzpah.”

         Francis started taking George to dailies, so he’d have someone beside him whose judgment he could trust. “That really was my strength,22 editing picture,” George recalled. “Francis’s strength was working with actors and writing, and so, in the end, we became a good match.”

         Good—but not perfect. Francis was nearly six foot tall, overwhelmingly Italian. He looked perpetually rumpled, with a booming voice and free with a curse word. He was a married man who adored his sons, four-year-old Gio and two-year-old Roman. George was five-six, soft-spoken, always neatly, if casually, dressed, fond of burgers and milkshakes. He lived, “more or less full-time,”23 with his twenty-one-year-old girlfriend, Marcia Griffin, an assistant film editor with a wispy voice and a sweet personality. Francis was pragmatic; he’d made his first movie paychecks rewriting and recutting soft-core nudie flicks on the sly. George resented working for hire so much that even this brief time on the Warner Bros. payroll seemed to pain him. Francis’s larger-than-life gregariousness, his showmanship, were run through with a streak of shyness. George’s introversion, his tendency to pepper conversations with an old-fashioned gee or gosh, barely hid the pulsing purpose that powered his decision-making.

         Late in the evenings, after wrap, Francis and George and Kazanjian sat in the director’s office, nominally planning the next day but, more often than not, shooting the breeze and planning the future. Francis wanted to make personal films, like the Europeans. He was under contract at Warner Bros.–Seven Arts to write several more films: an original called The Rain People, as a vehicle for actress Shirley Knight; a passion project entitled The Conversation, about a surveillance man on his fiftieth birthday, tormented by the dark consequences of one of his wiretaps; and an adaptation of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. He was thinking of directing The Rain People next; 21after that, everything depended on the success of Finian’s Rainbow. The Conversation struck him as a daunting challenge, and he kept picking at its script. The idea had come to him in a conversation with filmmaker Irvin Kershner, who was sixteen years older than Francis and liked to engage with younger filmmakers, many of whom affectionately called him “Kersh,” including George, whom he’d taught at USC. As a child, Francis had enjoyed eavesdropping on family and friends using little radio microphones, and Kershner had told him about Hal Lipset, a San Francisco private detective notorious for the ingenious ways he taped incriminating conversations—once hiding a microphone in a bar of soap to record a private conversation between two men naked in a steam room, and later demonstrating how an even smaller transmitter could be hidden in the olive in a martini glass, with a fake toothpick as an antenna.

         Francis conceived The Conversation as a noir about a man a bit like Lipset, only haunted by the way his recordings are used—and torn when he begins to suspect a couple he has been paid to record are in mortal danger. The film would be bleak—about guilt and consequences and ambiguous moral dilemmas. Francis wanted Marlon Brando for the lead. He wasn’t sure what kind of picture it would be beyond that, but that was both the fear and the attraction. Some filmmakers—like George—started with an image. Others, of which Francis was one, started with an idea, and behind the idea a question. Oppugnant impulses weren’t a sign of confusion to him, but of promise.

         George brought friends from USC to hang out: Walter Murch, but also a burly, bombastic young writer named John Milius. Francis’s old UCLA classmate Carroll Ballard dropped in. They, too, had movies they dreamed of making, but they all knew Hollywood was a closed shop, accessible only by personal favor or nepotism.

         Summer turned to September. War raged endlessly in Vietnam. Jim Morrison, who had been Francis’s roommate at UCLA, took his band, the Doors, on The Ed Sullivan Show, to sing their number one 22hit “Light My Fire,” and he sang the word higher live on air, even though Sullivan’s producers had ordered him not to, because higher suggested drugs and lawbreaking. Network television was just that stuck-up. It was puritanical censorship, repressed and repressive. Sometimes, for all his ambition, Francis thought George was right. How could you make anything truthful for a system like that?

         George told Francis about the underground cinema of the Bay Area, where he’d grown up. Francis floated the idea of their moving to San Francisco together, to make personal films there. It’d get them away from Hollywood. One day, Francis opened his closet and showed George what he’d been stashing inside: film stock, reels, bits of equipment.

         “Someday when they finally throw me out of here,”24 he said, “we’ll have enough and we can make another film.”

         “Film is power,”25 Francis told Milius. “If you have enough film, all you need is a camera, and I have one of those, too. I can do anything I want.”

         I’m willing to die by his side,26 Milius thought. Francis had that aura.

         The Finian shoot spluttered to a wrap on November 4, weeks late, $1.5 million over budget.27 Francis, worn out, left the technical postproduction to Warner–Seven Arts staff. The studio gave him permission to move ahead with The Rain People. In late January ’68, the abstract science-fiction film George had made as his graduation project at USC, Electronic Labyrinth: THX 1138 4EB, won the top prize at the third National Student Film Festival. Best animated student film went to Marcello, I’m So Bored, directed by Milius. George had edited that one, too. Everyone at USC had known Lucas was a standout talent—“he was special,”28 says one of his classmates—but the awards were covered by the trade and mainstream press, and now George’s name appeared, however briefly, in the copies of Daily Variety and the Los Angeles Times delivered to every Hollywood producer’s front step. Time magazine ran a feature profiling George and Milius,29 alongside an intense twenty-five-year-old NYU film school 23graduate named Martin Scorsese, whose first feature, Who’s That Knocking at My Door, had recently premiered at the Chicago International Film Festival.

         George’s ball began rolling. Mike Medavoy, a hungry agent at the boutique agency General Artists Corporation (GAC), read the Time magazine article, “and I went and asked my secretary,”30 he recalls, “to see if any of them [were] in the Western phone directory.” Milius was, “and he had just done a short film with George Lucas. And then, you know—there was a list of names, and I just wrote the names down.” GAC had about twenty clients on the books, and only two, the actors Tony Bill and Carol Burnett, were under fifty. “As a young agent,”31 Medavoy said, “I seized on the notion that the only way I would ever have any leverage was to sign up the young filmmakers I believed would revolutionize the business.” He snapped George and Milius up.

         Sometime in February, as Francis was casting The Rain People, George paid him a visit. He told Francis that Carl Foreman, the producer of Mackenna’s Gold, was interested in producing a feature-length version of THX 1138 4EB for Columbia Pictures. It meant working for a Hollywood studio, but George needed the opportunity, and he needed the cash. His father had lent him the money for his tuition. Graduation had come and gone. George Lucas Sr. expected to be paid back.

         “Don’t go over there and work for them,”32 Francis admonished George. “I’ll get you a job to do it over here.” He liked “the stinky kid,” as he had started calling him. He could tell George’s nascent star was rising.

         “You’ll come along on The Rain People,”33 Francis told George, weaving a strategy out of thin air, as he would do time and time again throughout their friendship. “I’m gonna make this tiny movie with about fifteen people. You can be the assistant art director, the assistant director, the assistant camera, and the assistant everything, and you can write your script, and you’ll get paid to write your script if 24you can work from four to six in the morning. We’re just gonna travel around the country and torch some cars.” They’d be far away from Hollywood and its meddling executives. George could write in peace.

         George liked that idea, and he liked the idea of working with Francis. There was only one problem.

         “I can’t write,”34 he said. “I’m not a writer.” He told Francis he had planned to co-write the feature with Matthew Robbins, a friend from USC who had come up with the original idea for THX 1138.

         Francis shook his head. “If you’re ever gonna be a director, you’ve got to become a writer,” he said.

         “I’m an awful writer,” George protested. “I hate plots. I hate screenplays.”

         “You have to learn,”35 Francis insisted.

         George thought for a moment. Driving around America with a small crew, working on a guerrilla-style shoot, getting paid for it … that did sound like “a great idea,”36 he remembered later. He had started to wonder if he could shoot his own feature film as far away as Japan, eventually, to give it an otherworldly feel. Maybe, doing it Francis’s way, he could learn to work for a studio like Warner Bros. without having to live in LA.

         “Well, okay,”37 he said finally. “Okay, we’ll do it here.”
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            Reality Ends Here

         

         When Bill Couturié first transferred to the University of Southern California’s Department of Cinema, he was sent to the edge of campus, to take his classes in a barn. “The editing rooms were literally stalls for horses,”1 he remembers. “I think the hay was out of it, but it was still very primitive. Funky, funky, funky.” Alumni and faculty alike recommended not telling anyone in the industry you were attending a film school. Kids enrolled in the cinema department to watch movies and smoke dope or to dodge the draft, or both. Some—the driven ones—enrolled to get access to cameras, lights, and film. A film degree from USC wasn’t worth the paper it was written on, but an outstanding, award-winning short film might open doors. This unproven theory was based on the young career of one—just one—alumnus of the department.

         “I was there two years after George,” Couturié says. “That’s how it was. Life at USC was broken into BG and AG: before George and after George.”

         Lucas had arrived at the film school in the fall of 1964, crashing at a friend’s place in Malibu. An old racing-circuit acquaintance, the Oscar-nominated cinematographer Haskell Wexler—twenty-two 26years George’s elder—was his only contact in the film industry, met on the track when George was a car-mad teenager, and Wexler had promised him a part-time job to pay his way. Once in town, George learned Wexler couldn’t honor his offer, not even at his own company, because George wasn’t in the union. George felt the sting. He was, at heart, a small-town child of the ’50s. He believed in quintessential American virtues of meritocracy, individualism, and freedom—in this case, Wexler’s freedom to hire whoever he wanted, as well as George’s own freedom to take that job and prove himself good enough to hold it. Hollywood, he felt, had already “shut [him] out,”2 and he found it “extremely unfair.” Then and forever, he had a way of taking things personally.

         He presented himself at the USC campus, his wallet considerably lighter than he’d expected and his outlook gloomier. The incoming class numbered about eighty students, double the enrollment in ’63, which itself had been double the size of the year before that. On the first morning, the head of the camera department, Gene Peterson,3 stood up in front of the young men—and they were nearly all men—and shook his head.

         “I don’t know what you guys are doing here,”4 he said. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to achieve, but here’s my advice: get out now. You can still get your money back. Because there are no jobs for you.”

         “All of those teachers then were in their late thirties to late forties,5 maybe early fifties,” remembers Walter Murch, who, along with George, was part of that incoming class. “And they had been riding the sled of Hollywood downhill since 1946. Here we were twenty years later, which was basically their entire working life, and it had been one of Hollywood descent, and they had taken refuge under the umbrella of a university … They were very cynical about Hollywood and didn’t hold out much hope for us.”

         On the second day of classes, about a third of the students failed to show up. Murch did come back, but only because he was on a 27scholarship. “From my point of view,” he says, “they were paying me to go, so … I’ll stick it out. But we were all afraid, somewhere, of—what will happen when we graduate?”

         The son of still life painter Walter Tandy Murch, the younger Walter had grown up on Riverside Drive in New York City, recording sounds he found in the wild on a tape recorder, cutting and juxtaposing music off the radio with noises he picked up holding his microphone out the window. Like Francis, Murch was of the first generation for whom portable film cameras and sound equipment were “available as consumer item[s],”6 he recalled, and he experienced what he called “a kind of delirious drunkenness” at his ability to take “ordinary sounds and arrang[e] them rhythmically, creating a kind of music on tape.” You figured it out as you went along.

         Murch, keenly intelligent and ravenously curious, sailed through prep school on the Upper West Side and moved to Baltimore to study liberal arts at Johns Hopkins. There he became friends with a kid from Pennsylvania named Caleb Deschanel, as well as Matthew Robbins, also from New York, who hailed from a family much like Murch’s: middle-class, artistic, supportive. In their next-to-last year, as nineteen-year-olds, Murch and Robbins set off for Europe, enrolling at the Sorbonne in Paris. They took classes in art history and French literature, “sending our work,7 our essays, back to Johns Hopkins to get credit,” Robbins says. “And it was while in Paris that we got involved in movies, because of the Cinémathèque,” the famous film center and screen archive spearheaded by preservationist Henri Langlois. “You could go for, like, six francs or something, and see three movies for six francs, it was insane—and then take a break at like six o’clock and come back at seven and see three more movies and come out at half past midnight.” They rode their motorcycles through France and Italy, through Spain, North Africa, and Greece. They met girls, absorbed the Nouvelle Vague, Carlos Saura and Jean Rouch, Fellini and Antonioni.

         “I came back to the United States buzzing with the idea of film,”828Murch remembered. They still had no idea what they were going to do with their lives, until one day Robbins’s older brother Daniel, a Fulbright scholar who worked as a curator at the Guggenheim, got involved. “If you really want to go to a film school,”9 he told Matthew, “there’s only three: there’s NYU here [in New York], there’s UCLA, and there’s USC.”

         Murch found the concept of a moviemaking school “incredible, delicious, almost absurd.”10 He applied to all of them and, “miraculously,” won a scholarship to USC.

         Los Angeles it was, then: Robbins applied and was accepted, too. Murch, newly married, set off cross-country with his wife, Aggie, on the back of his motorcycle. Robbins loaded his Ducati in the back of a Volkswagen bus and followed. They found apartments right next door to each other, between USC and Chinatown to the north, and headed off together, black spiral-bound notebooks in hand, to see where they would be studying. USC was a private school with, Murch remembers, a reputation as “a finishing school” for Hollywood’s elite.

         “We arrived at this campus with palm trees and a big tower which had a globe on it, to symbolize ‘world learning,’ and it was just so incredibly vulgar to us,”11 Robbins says. They followed directions across the property, through a Spanish gate, and finally found a board-and-batten shack, built, using leftover barrack lumber, as a temporary classroom building during World War II, and never since improved upon. A sign over the door read: “Reality Ends Here.”

         Unlike crosstown UCLA, where the cinema department was folded into the theater department and the curriculum favored artistic expression, USC’s program emphasized the practical and technical aspects of filmmaking, or learning by doing. But the equipment was old and insufficient. The cameras were old navy-surplus Kodak Cine Specials, black-and-silver rectangular boxes that jammed all the time. Many of the light meters didn’t work because their glass was 29broken. The dozen or so Moviola editing machines had the look of antiques, film stock rationed as if a world war were still going on.

         “It was,” Robbins says, “kind of a dump.”

         
             

         

         Murch was in the darkroom one afternoon, developing some pictures, when the door to the hallway opened and closed and a short, skinny kid in glasses entered the room. Murch couldn’t quite make him out in the dim red light, though he’d seen him around: George Lucas didn’t speak much, but he had an intense presence. Murch kept working on his photographs as George stood against the wall and watched him.

         “You’re doing it wrong,”12 George said finally.

         “Get out of here,”13 Murch growled back. “What do you know?”

         He soon found out. Early in 1965, the students directed their first shorts, in Herb Kosower’s animation class. The assignment: to create a one-minute film, using only still photographs cut together to convey a sense of either movement or emotion. Everyone went out to take a few photographs and assembled them into a sequence, awkwardly reaching for some semblance of dynamism or feeling. George, in contrast, pulled over fifty photographs from back issues of Life magazine—including shots of Martin Luther King Jr., dead soldiers, the KKK, Bela Lugosi, a basketball jump shooter, monkeys, puppies, a public health announcement entreating readers to “Help Stamp Out Runny Noses,” policemen unleashing dogs and horses at fleeing African-Americans, a swimsuit model standing in tall grass, couples embracing, and the word LOVE, atomized into abstract, extreme close-ups—and shuffled them together, smash-cutting and dissolving. He double-and triple-exposed a dancing woman so her hair seemed to bounce. He panned from faces to hands to create the impression of someone waving, and across crowd shots to give the feeling of people running. He inserted a skip, a fraction of a second long, over a close-up of an eye, to make it look like it was blinking. 30He broke down one photograph—showing a policeman, his dog, and a Black civilian—into three close-ups: the civilian’s startled face, a white hand clutching his collar; the policeman’s clenched features, eyes hidden behind sunglasses and cap visor glinting; and finally the German shepherd’s open, lunging jaws, from which George almost immediately match-cut to another policeman’s baton as it swung for a man’s head. The four images and their juxtaposition created an immediate, visceral impression of violence. George set his images to percussive calypso music taken from the main titles of Marcel Camus’s Orfeu Negro. Few of his fellow classmates had even thought of using a soundtrack, let alone considered the technical challenge of creating one. George, meanwhile, perfectly timed every one of his cuts to the syncopated beat. He interrupted the score near the end of his allocated minute to play the film’s only line of spoken soundtrack: a preacher shouting over a crowd to “please not the oppressor, for Hate stirreth up strife, while love covereth all sins!” The film ends with three title cards slowly receding from view: “ANYONE FOR SURVIVAL” and “END,” dissolving into a question mark.

         Where did this kid come from?14 Murch asked himself. He’s a Modesto farm kid. How does he know how to do this stuff?

         “Nobody there, including the teachers,15 had ever seen anything like it,” George said later. It was his first proper assignment, and already, “I realized I was able to run circles around everybody else.”

         Suddenly, he had a lot more friends in the class. “If you went up and saw a student film and said,16 ‘Gee, this is kind of a boring film,’ you just didn’t ever associate with that guy,” Murch said. “But if you went and saw an exciting film, you became friends with this guy. That was the way we all got together.” George’s films weren’t just exciting; they were—as Robbins put it—“the most electrifying things you had ever seen.”17 A small group coalesced fast and firm around him. George bonded with Murch over their shared love of editing and related to Howard Kazanjian’s stolid friendliness and no-frills dependability. Willard Huyck, who had come to USC to study 31journalism, then switched his major to cinema without telling his parents, became a friend because they both loved fine art and the French New Wave. In his second year, needing a roommate to split the $150 rent on a place in Benedict Canyon, George took in Randal Kleiser, who also loved fine art. Kleiser would come home in the evenings and find George painting, canvases “like Margaret Keane,18 the girls with big eyes.” He figured Lucas would become a production designer.

         “George made a few friends at USC and decided that’s about all he needed for the rest of his life,”19 Huyck said. He was driven. He didn’t do drugs. He didn’t party. He made films, “ate it and slept it 24 hours a day,” he admitted. He’d found his calling, the reason he had dodged death in the wreckage of his Autobianchi. “There was no going back after that.”20

         “George was a quiet person at USC,”21 remembered Kazanjian. “A quiet and patient person, until he [got] fired up.”

         Or, as Murch puts it: “Yeah, talented.22 But, you know … kind of a blowhard.”

         George also befriended John Milius, a blustering, larger-than-life Jewish twenty-year-old, born in St. Louis but raised in affluent Bel Air. Milius, who claimed surfing as his religion and dying in Vietnam in a blaze of glory as his life’s ambition, was five foot eleven but gave the impression of being several inches taller, a bear of a young man with a round face and a strong nose and hairy forearms the size of many people’s thighs. He longed to join the pantheon of great, larger-than-life writers he lionized—Hemingway, Faulkner, Steinbeck, Kerouac—and, before failing his army medical due to chronic asthma, had dreamed of enlisting with the marines to “go prove [himself] in battle.”23 In truth, he was a privileged young man, raised by a father who had become so rich selling shoes in Missouri he’d retired and moved the family to California when he was only fifty-six. The closest the young Milius had ever come to danger was the months he’d spent, as a boy, at Lowell Whiteman boarding school 32in Steamboat Springs, Colorado, skinning rabbits and sleeping under the stars with other well-off boys sent away for being troublesome at home. He’d chosen USC for film school, he said, because it trained the elite. As if making black-and-white short films were a director’s equivalent of being accepted into West Point.

         Along with George, Milius was the star of that class, the one his peers thought most likely to succeed. His tastes ran much more mainstream than George’s. The two of them liked to sit on the grass outside the film buildings and chat girls up as they walked by, though Milius did most of the catcalling. He teased George for doing so much chasing women and so little catching them, though no girls ever stopped for him, either. George protested that he did fine for himself, even dismissed his alleged conquests as “dumb things.”24 This was before George finally got a part-time job, working as an assistant to the editor Verna Fields, a USC teacher who also cut newsreel and propaganda footage for the United States Information Agency. At Verna’s, George met Marcia, another assistant; she was small and lovely, with dark hair and elfin ears. She had a joyful sense of humor and happily identified as a “motormouth.”25 Milius, along with everyone else, was jealous of George for claiming her attention. He told George his girlfriend was prettier than him, smarter than him, and, worse still, a better editor than him.

         When Milius wasn’t trying to get laid, he and George held court on that same grass, surrounded by other film students, and talked movies. One day, everyone was out there praising Stanley Kubrick’s Cold War comedy Dr. Strangelove, and they got to talking about ideas for a similar satire of the Vietnam War. Milius brought up Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness, a book their screenwriting teacher had told him was so unadaptable for the screen, even Ben Hecht and Orson Welles hadn’t been able to crack it. “It was like waving a red flag in front of a bull,”26 Milius remembered. He told his classmates that he had first read Heart of Darkness in Colorado, in the middle of winter, laying a trap line, carrying a knife and a rifle. He felt that, 33to survive in the woods, you had to become the woods, the same way that to survive the jungle, you had to become part of the jungle.

         “You give yourself to that anger,27 that’s exactly what Heart of Darkness is, and Kurtz had become part of that,” he lectured. “He’s given himself to these forces, he’s befriended them.” Milius had friends coming back from Vietnam, and he was so inappropriately, obscenely jealous. He plied them with questions about the experience. They spoke of being swallowed up by something primordial and visceral; of doing drugs to cope and experiencing the savagery of war like a psychedelic trip. All the fresh, groundbreaking stuff that people like Verna Fields had to censor and edit out.

         That would be how he would adapt Heart of Darkness, Milius said: in Vietnam, as an allegory. Kurtz as America, consumed and corrupted.

         “You should write this down,”28 George said.

         Milius started doing just that, in scraps of scenes and ideas that came to him over the coming weeks. He kept the central throughline of Heart of Darkness as a guide: As Charles Marlow, in the novel, travels downriver into the “blank spaces” of Africa to find Kurtz, an ivory trader who has “gone native,” so Milius’s own Marlow, renamed Willard, would go into Vietnam to recover or terminate Colonel Kurtz, a Special Forces officer who has gone insane. But Milius refused to read Conrad’s book again so he would be inspired only by the emotion he had felt in the woods in Colorado, and he wasn’t sure how to shape the journey itself, what anecdotes to use, what tone to strike.

         “Put all the neat stuff in it,”29 George said.

         By early summer, Milius was getting somewhere. One hot day, he sat on a bench under the sun with classmate Mike Rachmil and said, “Mike, I want to run this by you.” He told Rachmil he was writing something set in Vietnam and calling it Apocalypse Now, a riff on one of the more popular slogans on hippie peacenik badges of the day, “Nirvana Now.” George was maybe going to direct it, in a cinéma vérité, low-budget style, like Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers, which had come out the year before. 34

         Rachmil said sure, he’d listen.

         Milius told Rachmil to imagine coconut trees, seen in a haze. Rock music on the soundtrack. Skids of helicopters, as Milius wrote in his draft screenplay, hard shapes that glide by at random. And then, without warning: bombs, the jungle ripped apart in a bright red-orange glob of napalm flame.

         He pitched Rachmil the whole story while they sat on that bench, from first frame to last. It took him two hours. Rachmil, sitting sweating under the sun, hung on every word, “spellbound.” All he could think was:

         This is insane.30
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            The Fear That Thrills

         

         The first minute of George Lucas’s Electronic Labyrinth: THX 1138 4EB is all black screen. The next minute and a half is made up of grainy close-ups, in the style of a surveillance camera, showing a man and a woman communicating, almost unintelligibly, over a radio. The strings and Gregorian chanting of the Yardbirds’ “Still I’m Sad” kick in over an endless card of the endless title. A runaway in an all-white jumpsuit, the numbers 1138 tattooed across his forehead, runs down a maze of all-white passageways, tracked every step of the way by an electronic surveillance system. Torturous mind-control techniques are applied through speakers and screens.

         It was an alienating, anti-commercial short film. On the student circuit, it played like a blockbuster. At UCLA’s red-brick-and-tile Royce Hall, where the National Student Film Festival awards were held the evening of Sunday, January 21, 1968, crowds of curious kids from colleges up and down the coast turned up to see it—and to catch a glimpse of George Lucas, the graduating student rumor said was apprenticing under Francis Coppola, himself the biggest celebrity in the film school community. 36

         Invisible in the throng that night sat a wide-eyed twenty-one-year-old with a mop of brown hair and the eager, expressive enthusiasm of a teenager. He was in his third year at California State College in Long Beach, pursuing a bachelor of arts. Cal State didn’t have a film department. That bummed him out. Young as he was, he had made dozens of shorts and thought of himself as a filmmaker already. To tell the truth, movies were Steven Spielberg’s whole life.

         But he looked around himself as the theater filled, and his heart sank. As a seventeen-year-old in Phoenix, he had written and directed a whole feature film, Firelight, for five hundred bucks, shooting weekends and in the evenings after school, devising all the special effects himself for a story about scientists chasing UFOs. They had even shown it at the local cinema. The paper had celebrated him as a precocious prodigy. The summer of ’67—around the same time George and Francis met—Steven had gone on the bus tour at Universal Studios, snuck off during a bathroom break, and somehow convinced Chuck Silvers, the studio’s head librarian and head of editorial, to issue him a three-day pass around the lot so he could come back and see how everything worked.

         “The only thing I want to do,”1 Steven told Silvers, “is direct before I’m twenty-one.”

         Silvers had encouraged him, told him his dream was “really original and terrific.”2 Surrounded by real film students inside Royce Hall, however, Steven no longer felt very original. “I realized that there was an entire generation coming out of NYU,3 USC, and UCLA,” he said later: hundreds of kids as young as he was, as talented as he was, as hungry as he was, who shared the same dream and studied in environments where they could exercise their creativity. From being ahead of schedule, he suddenly felt like he had fallen behind.

         Of all the films shown that night, THX 1138 4EB blew his mind and filled him with dread. It made him “jealous to the marrow of my bones,”4 he said. “This little movie was better than all of my movies combined.” At the end of the night, feeling like a fraud and an outsider, 37Steven filed out of the hall and followed a small pack as it made its way to the after-party. There, he sought out the director of THX 1138. George was only a year and a half older than him, but the gulf was daunting. He’d won the National Student Film Festival award, been on real film sets, worked with Coppola. He could even grow a full beard, for God’s sake.

         Steven inched forward to George, introduced himself, and told him how much he admired his film. As he told it later, he and George vibed right away. “We just became friends,”5 he recalled. George’s experience was different. When he and Steven crossed paths again, almost exactly a year later, and Steven brought it up, George confessed he couldn’t remember meeting him at all.

         
             

         

         Steven Allan Spielberg, born a week before Christmas in 1946 in Cincinnati, Ohio, had lived all over the place and never really fit in. His dad, Arnold, worked as an electrical engineer, and the family, which consisted of Steven, three younger sisters, and their mother, Leah, followed him wherever the work called.

         In the early days of 1952, just weeks after turning five years old, Steven saw his first movie on a big screen, in Haddon Township, New Jersey. His parents told him they were taking him to “The Greatest Show On Earth,” and little Steven was so excited—he had never been to the circus before. He imagined a big-top tent, elephants, giraffes, a lion tamer. Instead, he found himself standing with them outside a building in town, waiting in line for hours in the freezing cold with dozens of other people. They filed into the structure, and Steven saw rows and rows of red seats, all facing a big red curtain. He took his own seat by his parents, and within minutes, the curtain parted to reveal a huge screen. Steven’s chest stung with betrayal.

         “You said you were taking me to a circus,”6 he whined.

         Soon, however, he was spellbound. He didn’t understand much of the story on the screen, the grown-up dialogue and interpersonal tension, but he was dazzled by the Technicolor hues, the huge, emotive 38faces, the staged circus acts. Near the end of the picture, the circus train crashes into another locomotive, a loud, violent collision, a horrible wreck that pushed Steven back into his seat as if he’d felt the whiplash himself. He sank down, averted his eyes, reached blindly up for his parents. He muttered that he wanted to leave. “It was a really terrifying, traumatic thing,”7 he said later, “and it never left me. My first movie was a movie that scared my pants off, and I’ll never forget that.”

         And he didn’t. As soon as he stepped back outside into the dark gray cold of January, his small hand in the warmth of his mother’s palm, the train wreck took on the quality of a dream, just as real and just as false. His parents told him it hadn’t really happened. No one had been hurt. Steven went home to his own electric train set. He laid it out so it would crash, over and over again. His father told him to stop or he’d have to take the train away. Steven didn’t stop. He made the little wrecks bigger and bigger. He found new, creative things to crash the locomotive into. He tinkered with speed and the layout of the tracks, and studied the way the boxcars and cabooses tipped. For the first time, he took a fear and asserted control over it. It wasn’t happening to him; he was happening to it. “I was the one causing something,”8 he remembered, and immediately, his mind made a connection: “something that was going to maybe have a chance to scare other people, but no longer myself.”

         Movies, little Steven found, walked the line between wonder and terror like a tightrope. And the people who made them—people Steven learned were called “directors”—controlled the emotion. Directors weren’t scared of the unknown. They led you into it and decided what you would find.

         
             

         

         In New Jersey, Steven attended Hebrew school and went to synagogue. He was eleven when his family moved to Phoenix, Arizona. A neighboring family welcomed them by standing out in front of their house, chanting, “The Spielbergs are dirty Jews.”9

         There didn’t seem to be any other Jewish kids in Steven’s new 39school. Around his birthday, every house in the neighborhood was strung up with lights and decorations, front windows bright with a lit-up pine tree—every house except his. A week after his own birthday, every kid in town ran out into the snowy street with their own presents. New bikes, new sleds, new comics. Except him.

         He already lived prey to many deep-seated, private fears. His nails were perpetually chewed to the quick. He was petrified of the dark. He was anxious in confined spaces. He had such a keen imagination he came up with things to dread faster than a hack writer had ideas. He was scared of the uncanny tremor of the strings inside his mother’s piano. He was terrified of the tree outside his window, swaying and creaking at night, and the shadows it threw, like monsters, onto the wall of his bedroom. He was terrified of the clouds in the sky, morphing into “gigantic fists, gigantic faces.”10 There was a slowly expanding crack in the plaster above his closet door, and Steven, who didn’t understand the house was just settling, was sure it was some kind of portal, a gate unspeakable horrors crawled through at night, to hide in the closet, behind the furniture, under the bed.

         The simple facts of reality were terrifying, too. That family, out on the sidewalk. The rest of the neighborhood, who went along with it. Steven’s whole life, he’d been around older Jews who spoke of “the Great Murder.” In Cincinnati, there’d been a group of them who didn’t speak English in Steven’s grandmother’s living room one day, there to learn the language from her. One of the men extended his arm and showed Steven the numbers tattooed against the skin. The man bent his forearm and turned the 6 into a 9, and then back. So much of life felt that way. Light as a magic trick, heavy as unspeakable pain. Something awesome and otherworldly moving unseen, just out of frame, and it was unclear whether it was wondrous or apocalyptic. The line between the two, little Steven felt in his gut, was thrillingly and terrifyingly fine.

         Phoenix was where teenage Steven’s sense that he was different metastasized into shame. Compared to life in New Jersey, being a Jew 40in Arizona was like being an alien on planet Earth. He rode his bike down the suburban streets in 1957 and 1958—white picket fences, sprinklers spitting over emerald green lawns, kids playing catch with their dads in dry hot weather all year-round, the orange hue of the air so different from the gray back East—and desperately wanted to fit in. “I was not like everybody else,”11 Steven said later of the lesson Phoenix taught him. “I just wanted to be accepted. Not for who I was. I wanted to be accepted for who everybody else was.”

         He rejected the conservative button-downs his parents wanted him to wear. He told his classmates to call him “Stevie,” or Steve. For a time, when he was alone, he duct-taped the tip of his nose back toward his forehead, hoping to get rid of his “schnozz.”12

         He found a purpose entertaining the neighborhood kids. He told scary stories about the bogeyman and invited boys to his basement, where he’d built a guillotine out of a shoebox and decapitated his toy soldiers. He laid out a huge table for war games between little green GIs and plastic cowboys and Indians, choreographing the action like a play. When a toy was hit by an arrow, he hammered a nail through it, splattered the dying hero with ketchup.

         Most of all, he made movies. When Steven was about twelve, his father, overworked at the local RCA plant, let him operate the family Kodak Brownie, an 8mm home movie camera. He filmed family getaways, jumping out of the car before they arrived at the campground so he could shoot establishing shots of his father parking the vehicle. He set up his Lionel train set and re-created the climactic wreck from The Greatest Show on Earth. He earned his Boy Scout badges by making a short stop-motion film about a gunfight. By the age of thirteen, he had begun directing an entire forty-minute war film, with friends as his cast and crew, which would take him three years to finish—but he saw it through, filming weekends. Other kids turned fifteen or sixteen and got cars and played sports and chased girls. Steven stuck with his movie. Directing was how he made friends. Behind the camera, he could boss around the kids who usually bullied 41him on the playground, made fun of him for his flattop and his big eyeglasses, which looked even bigger because he was so scrawny. He screened the movies at home, collecting coins for charity. His little sisters sold popcorn and Popsicles. He took to thinking of himself as a film director. It wasn’t a hobby, or an aspiration. He simply was.

         His new identity was a barrier against the heavy silences and resentful nighttime arguments at home, where Arnold and Leah were on the long, painful road to separation and divorce. Steven’s father went away on business more often than before. His mother’s exuberance—she played music, she danced, she ripped up and down the neighborhood in her army-surplus jeep—gave Steven joy, but also made him stand out even further from the crowd. She was in love with Arnold’s friend and former assistant Bernie Adler. Steven found out when he was cutting together footage from one of the family camping trips and he saw the way Leah and the ever-present Bernie acted when they thought no one was watching. He pulled his mother into the dark closet he used as an editing room and showed her, hoping for an explanation. Leah fell to the ground, crying.

         “Please don’t tell your father,”13 she begged. “Please don’t tell your father!”

         Steven didn’t tell. Years later, Leah and Bernie would marry. Some of the more conservative, repressed neighbors whispered, unkindly, that it wasn’t clear who the Spielberg children’s true father was.

         Steven escaped into his movies, comics, and science-fiction magazines. And the sky.

         He loved the telescope in the backyard. He cherished the night his father, years earlier, had dragged him out of bed, a thermos of coffee in one hand and blankets slung over his arm.

         “Come with me,”14 Arnold whispered.

         He hurried Steven to the car in his pajamas. Steven trembled, more in fright than at the cold. They drove a half hour in the darkness, out into the desert, and then, as Steven remembered it, suddenly there were dozens of people on their backs in the sand, eyes turned skyward. 42Arnold pulled the car over onto the side of the road and killed the engine. He led Steven to where the people were and spread the blankets onto the ground, laid out his old army knapsack as a pillow. They both lay down. Arnold pointed at the sky, and told Steven a comet would soon appear, predicted by science and men trained to study space. He told him everyone else had stayed up into the middle of the night to see it, too.

         For a moment, nothing happened. The stars shone intensely. A canopy of bright desert dust floated eerily in the air.

         Something flared, burned brightly against the sky, and disappeared.

         And then again.

         Like falling stars, Steven thought.

         He was still only eleven. The Spielbergs had just moved to Phoenix. His parents had yet to drift apart from each other. The world made him feel alone, but home didn’t. Yet.

         A meteor shower lit up the sky.

         Steven’s memory of the night would grow and glitch over the years. Sometimes he remembered it happening in New Jersey. He claimed Arnold’s naming of the shower was set in stone in his mind, though in some interviews he recalled a Leonid shower and in others a Perseid. Sometimes he remembered he had wondered about the source of the lights, and others he said he had decided, there and then, that he would one day make a film about a benevolent force coming from the stars. Sometimes the crowd was two hundred, sometimes more; Arnold would chuckle and shake his head and say that, as far as he recalled, no one else had been out there with them.

         The sky filled Steven with the same rush that had overwhelmed him that other time his dad had taken him somewhere dark and unexpected, surrounded by other people who knew better than him what to expect. The circus that wasn’t a circus, back in Haddon Township. The black screens of the cinema and of the sky both 43came to life, and Steven Spielberg felt confusion, awe, excitement, and fear.

         The kind of fear that thrills.

         
             

         

         Steven turned sixteen. He finished his war film, called it Escape to Nowhere, and entered it into a statewide amateur film competition. It took first prize, a reward that consisted not of money, but of a near-professional kit of filmmaking equipment: a 16mm Kodak film camera, a set of lenses, and a collection of film books. Arnold couldn’t afford to buy all the 16mm film he knew his son would tear through, so he had Steven exchange the Kodak for an 8mm Bolex H8 Deluxe. It was a chunky matte-black beauty. When Steven donated the books to the school library rather than hoard them, Arnold—also fueled by guilt over his absences and the fraying of his marriage to Leah—bought him a projector and a sound recorder. Suddenly, Steven wasn’t just a filmmaker in his own mind. He had a filmmaker’s gear. And filmmakers made feature films.

         Still just a high school sophomore, Steven painstakingly wrote out a sixty-seven-page script entitled Firelight, inspired by that night watching meteors flash against the sky. The screenplay told of a scientist in a troubled marriage who crosses paths with a UFO expert investigating alien abductions. Steven borrowed kids from the school drama department and filmed for six months, all over Phoenix and out at Camelback Mountain, on a budget of $500 generously and entirely provided by Arnold and Leah Spielberg.

         Steven came up with a myriad of effects, using makeup and quick dissolves for a scene in which the UFO expert is disintegrated by the aliens, or placing floodlights high up on the sidewalk to mimic moonlight in the countryside. He recorded sound effects from home and laid them over the raw film. In the end, the film ran longer than two hours. They screened it at the Phoenix Little Theatre on March 24, 1964. Even though the Little was a struggling playhouse anyone could make use of—just a decade earlier, L. Ron Hubbard had 44booked the very same main stage for repeated lectures on a new science he had “discovered,” which he called Scientology—the achievement felt momentous. Steven was only seventeen. The screening was packed. Statewide news outlets covered the event, called him a prodigy and hyperbolically compared him to Cecil B. DeMille.

         The very next day at the Spielberg home, a “For Sale” sign went into the front lawn again, luggage filled the trunk of the car, and Steven waved goodbye to his friends. The family moved to affluent Saratoga, California, where Arnold was starting a new job at IBM. They were the only Jews there, too. Saratoga High was gentile, preppy, and cruel, and Steven remembered his final high school year as “hell on Earth.”15 He got beat up every day. Got used to the hot sting of being hit in the face, the taste of gravel and blood in the back of his throat. On at least one instance, a classmate passing him in the hallway threw a handful of coins on the ground and ordered Steven to get down on his knees to pick them up. “You want it, don’t you?”16 the boy sneered.

         There was no relief at home, either. Arnold and Leah’s anger at each other was evident now, like a creature that had been lurking in the depths finally breaking to the surface. Arnold knew about Bernie. Divorce proceedings began and turned ugly. Vietnam hung over everything. In December 1964, Steven turned eighteen and registered for the draft; in March of the following year, American troops landed in Da Nang, and by the end of December, nearly two thousand Americans had died there. Steven longed to show someone Firelight, blow their minds, get a job directing at a film company, but only college could keep him out of the war. He dreamed of film school, but his grades weren’t good enough for USC, UCLA, or NYU. He found a place at California State College at Long Beach, which didn’t have a film department—but it was, at least, only an hour’s drive from every Hollywood studio.

         His parents split up almost the same month as Steven graduated from high school, another time a milestone of success was shaded 45with sadness. Arnold took a lease on an apartment in Brentwood in Los Angeles, and Steven moved in with him. In the fall of ’65, he started classes at college. Within two years, he had snuck off the bus on the Universal lot, met the studio librarian Chuck Silvers, and began ditching classes.

         Being enrolled at college kept him out of the draft—but nowhere did it say he had to attend.
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