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FOREWORD


It was a dark and stormy night … no, no wrong book.


It started with a desperate, relatively young director with an opportunity to direct a film, which would, could, and did change his life. That’s me, Richard Donner.


Flashback to 1975. London. Shepperton Studios. A book by David Seltzer called The Antichrist, which became The Omen. I was extraordinarily privileged to have in the cast Gregory Peck. Yes, Gregory Peck, the one and only – a phenomenal actor. And I was going to have the chance to direct him in a film. Also, Lee Remick, a wonderful, special, beautiful lady, and even greater actress. David Warner, an English actor, and star of one of my favourite films, Morgan. Plus, a supporting cast made up of the best that English theatre had to offer.


As great as all these wonderful people were, the true star of the film was a young Englishman named John Richardson. If you haven’t seen the film then you won’t understand this. And if you have seen The Omen, then you have the same respect for John as I did, do and will always have.


The Omen had to have some spectacular special effects. But we also had to keep the audience in a sense of reality, in which all these dastardly deaths and deeds were, if you could believe it, coincidental. We had to sell that in this period, in the life of the film, all hell breaks loose for Gregory and Lee and their family. And those hellish effects were mastered and executed by John.


John’s father was also a master of effects, and hence John does what he does. Often, I remember kidding him when something got tough, ‘Hey, why don’t you call your dad to figure it out?’ He took on the toughest projects and made them so very believable. In my heart of hearts, I feel that John was one of the main reasons for the success of the film.


My relationship with John continued after The Omen to almost every film I did that he was available for. He took on all the effects in North America for Superman. Effects, the likes of which had never been seen before. By the time we got to the US from our English shoot, John had everything arranged. And all I had to do was say, ‘Action.’


On top of all this, John became a very special friend. And we continue our friendship to this day. Hopefully this book will not only give the reader an insight into an unseen part of motion pictures, but also one of its many great hearts.


Richard Donner, Los Angeles









INTRODUCTION


I have been very lucky in my life and career.


I have lived and worked through what I would call the golden age of the film industry. Okay, we didn’t have the luxury of modern technology back in the 1960s and 1970s: walkie-talkies were large, heavy and unreliable; there weren’t any mobile phones or photocopiers and CGI hadn’t been heard of – but we were inventive, and despite budgets being a lot tighter, schedules shorter and reshoots very rare indeed, we also had to look after our own ‘health and safety’ too, and I like to think we were quite good at it all.


I was privileged to work with some of the greatest directors, actors, producers, cameramen, designers and film crews, and I was very fortunate to have the very best special effects technicians on my team. It’s impossible to list them all, but they know who they are, both here in the UK, and in the USA and around the world. I am also proud to say that many of my effects crew have progressed to be very successful special effects supervisors in their own right and I’d like to think I helped them along the way a little.


Through my father, Cliff Richardson, I learned about film-making, explosives, models, engineering and all of the other myriad of jobs that come under the brief heading of ‘physical effects’. He was my mentor and hero.


With my first wife, Jill, I had two children: Marcus, who has followed me into the effects world and still works with me today; and my beautiful daughter, Dominique, who wisely decided to avoid the movie industry and find success in the outside world – I am very proud of her.


Along the way I was very fortunate to live and work with the incredibly talented Liz Moore, and although our time together was cut tragically short, I will forever remember her.


I have also been incredibly lucky to have my wonderful second wife, Rosie, working with me for the last thirty years on over twenty films, including some of the best Bond movies and most of the Harry Potter series; she ran the office, looked after the crews, kept the continuity on set – and kept me in check and sane at the same time!


I’ve made some wonderful friends too, especially Mike Turk, the best boatman in the business, and Phil Hobbs, a wonderful caterer who took over the business from his father Phil Snr and went on to produce Full Metal Jacket for Stanley Kubrick. Mike holds the dubious distinction of being my best man at my first marriage and again, along with Phil, at my marriage to Rosie.


I am somewhat saddened when I look at the business today as it seems to lack the fun, the passion and the job satisfaction that we all took for granted for so long. I realise I’m so lucky and privileged to have spent a lifetime in special effects and I hope the following pages convey that.


John Richardson









CHAPTER 1


PIONEERING DAYS


I can honestly say that if it wasn’t for my father, I would never have thought about embarking on a career in the film business let alone be sitting here now with an Oscar, having enjoyed over five decades working with the likes of 007, Harry Potter and Superman, and a whole roster of wonderful directors including Richard Donner, James Cameron, Chris Columbus, Richard Attenborough, Billy Wilder, Ken Russell, Fred Zinnemann, Lewis Gilbert, Ron Howard, John Glen; and producers Cubby and Barbara Broccoli, Carl Foreman, John Dark, Joseph E. Levine and David Heyman, plus so very many wonderful crews in all four corners of the world.


Dad, better known as Cliff Richardson, was born in 1905 and started out in the film business in 1921 when his older brother Fred got him a job at Gaumont Studios in the Shepherd’s Bush suburb of west London. The studio had opened six years earlier as the first specifically built film facility – which underlines just how much in its infancy the movie industry in the UK was. My father was at the very centre of things at, arguably, the most exciting time in this burgeoning business.


He actually started out as a prop man when the job description was a much more general one, entailing pretty much every task you can think of, from painting a set to putting up scenery and cleaning the glass in the roof – they were making silent movies back then and the stages were basically huge glass greenhouses to ensure as much natural light as possible flooded into them; soundproofing wasn’t needed. I know he also had to help run the make-up department at one point and on another occasion described how he was asked to help add some ‘processes’ to the photography – that fateful day marked his entry into what we now call ‘special effects’.


It was on a film involving Field Marshal Kitchener’s ship sinking in 1916, during the height of the First World War, and there was a small set featuring a ‘cut-out’ depicting a section of the sea, behind which was a ‘sky’ backing and they placed a model of the boat in-between the two. It was mounted on two sticks with someone below moving them along – all looking a bit like a home-made puppet theatre. Dad was underneath, lying on the floor, holding a rubber bulb full of talcum powder and at the very moment the torpedo was to hit the ship, Dad squeezed as hard as he could, blasting the smoke-like powder into the air to signify a direct hit, and an explosion. The boat then slipped down behind the sea cut-out. It was both effective and convincing, and its simplicity proved also to be its brilliance.


That was, as far as I’m aware, the beginning of special effects and model work in British movies.


I’m not quite sure whether Dad was contracted to Gaumont full-time, as he seemed to move around quite a lot between other studios such as BIP (British International Pictures) at Elstree, Worton Hall in Isleworth and, later, Ealing. He may well have been ‘rented out’ by Gaumont as and when productions came up requiring his skills, but whatever his employment status he soon developed a unique and natural flair for this new area of film-making, becoming one of the pioneers of the profession.


Amongst the more notable productions he was involved with were Alfred Hitchcock’s The Manxman (1929), and a big location film (maybe the first to shoot in such a far-flung part of the world?) called Timbuctoo (1933). Unusually for producer BIP, which had a reputation for churning out cheap and cheerful quota quickies (B-movies made specifically to adhere to the 1927 Parliament Act of ensuring a certain number of British films were screened in cinemas), they gathered enough of a budget to film in Africa. The plot centred on the main character believing Timbuktu is one of the most remote and mysterious places in the world and, after falling out with his fiancée, he decides to go and live there. Much of the story is set up as a travelogue of the African terrain, its natives and their habitats, which of course would have been unknown to and unseen by audiences of the time. It sounds quite idyllic but to reach the location Dad had to cross the Sahara Desert, and in doing so contracted malaria and dysentery, which plagued his health for years afterwards.


Dad worked at Ealing Studios from 1932 to 1947, which were then being run by the great Michael Balcon. He worked on many productions including The Next of Kin (1942) with locations in the more pleasant and easy-to-reach St Ives in Cornwall. There were obviously explosion requirements detailed in the script, as Dad stored boxes full in a garage nearby, but somehow the sea air got to the flash powder and when Dad visited the garage with the prop man one day to pick up some supplies, they noticed smoke coming from the boxes. Without hesitation, Dad pushed his colleague out and shouted, ‘Run!’ Moments later the whole garage went BANG and despite being tens of feet away, Dad ended up with quite bad burns and was in hospital for several weeks, enduring the so-called treatment of having olive oil poured over his burns. Fifty years later, I ended up with similar burns from flash powder and know all too well just how painful it is.
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My father, Cliff, working on the model boat
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A very large but small-scale model, with the aircraft hanging on wires
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Another view of the model: note the cloud formed by cyclohexylamine and acetic acid spray
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On the set of The Bells Go Down. The water jets from the hoses are small perspex rods
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Showing the minute detail and small scale of the model
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An excellent and very detailed model my father made for Bedelia at Ealing Studios


Dad remained at Ealing throughout the Second World War in a ‘reserved occupation’ as film-making was considered very important to the war effort, and Ealing Studios was one of the few film complexes that remained open during the hostilities, making morale-boosting and propaganda movies such as Ships With Wings (1941) and The Bells Go Down (1943) (on which Dad obtained his first screen credits) – the models they built were quite fantastic. In fact, it was at Ealing that Dad met and started working with a cameraman named Roy Kellino, who pioneered and specialised in film model work, and who was the son of W.P. Kellino, a famous film director of the silent era.


Meanwhile, I came along in 1946. My first memories are probably of Spitfires flying overhead in the late 1940s and I remember standing on West Drayton bridge in Middlesex, with my mother, watching them soar across the sky. I remember the bridge because it formed part of our regular walk to West Ealing where the Lido cinema stood in all its glory, just off the Uxbridge Road. I was particularly excited whenever we went to the Lido, none more so when late one afternoon we took our seats to watch Walt Disney’s Bambi (1942). But there was a power cut – not uncommon in the post-war years – and after sitting in the pitch dark for an hour, not having seen a frame of film, we left for home. I was quite upset, as you’ll appreciate.


Sadly the Lido was demolished in 2005 and a block of flats called Lido House stands there now.
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My father loading a cannon for Captain Hornblower
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An early snow machine in the back garden, the chemical (metaldehyde) for which is now widely used today


It’s funny the things you remember, sometimes just fragments of memories, such as playing on the railways sidings, watching large firework parties on the green every Guy Fawkes Night, and my father bringing his work home with him – giant rubber frogs appeared in the garden, every bit as big as me; a snow machine filling the lawn with white stuff in the middle of summer; and once, just once, a huge explosion in the conservatory at the rear of the house which blew out windows and made a real mess of Dad’s hand. He’d been mixing chemicals in a pestle and mortar when, I guess, the friction became a little too much. Mum was hysterical, a condition she achieved with relative ease it must be said, and that ensured it never happened again.
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My father showing me a giant frog that he had made at Ealing Studios in about 1950
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My father making some kind of potion in the conversatory, which he later blew the glass out of


My arrival coincided with a period of post-war optimism in the film industry with studios such as Pinewood, Shepperton and Elstree reopening for business, and turning out scores of films to entertain the masses – and they certainly needed some light relief after six years of conflict. Dad, being quite a canny businessman, realised his career would hold more opportunities if he could move between studios and productions – so he went freelance. He worked on a few fairly nondescript films before taking on perhaps the biggest of his early career, Captain Hornblower, in 1950. I remember it particularly because, as a very young boy, he often took me over to Denham Studios where they were shooting huge exterior scenes on the water tank, with the wonderful galleons in all their grandeur with massive sails raised, firing canons at each other. Once I was rowed across the tank between the vessels, and somehow managed to get a splinter down the side of my fingernail from the side of the boat; it took a very large ice cream to stop my tears.


Hornblower was made long before computers had been thought of in film production and there was no such thing as CGI or digital effects, so everything was done for real, in camera and that included making the rather sedate water in the Denham tank look like it was the high seas. How did Dad do it? Well, he acquired three Mosquito aeroplanes from the RAF – they had a few they weren’t using any more! – chopped their wings off and mounted the remaining bodies on rigid frames which were firmly attached to the ground. He then employed three RAF mechanics to run the engines. Of course the planes had nowhere to go, nor any means of moving, and figuring in a bit of Newton’s laws of motion, Dad knew the massive wind created by the propellers would sweep across the tank, lifting the sails of the galleons as they travelled, but although he had the huge horsepower of six engines at his command, the slightest breeze from the other direction could turn the sails inside out! He never underestimated Mother Nature, and today, even with our advanced equipment and computers, we’re still at her mercy.


Although the trade was already known as special effects by this time, there weren’t too many people working in the field. I remember Dad often speaking about Poppa (Percy) Day at Shepperton, who was an artist who found a niche for himself in matte painting and special photographic effects in 1919 – way ahead of my father. Essentially he painted on glass, perhaps to add extensions or foregrounds to sets, and these glass plates were placed in strategic positions in front of the camera and married up to the sets behind, in perfect perspective. Poppa Day went on to work on many huge and important films such as Things To Come (1936), The Life And Death Of Colonel Blimp (1943), Black Narcissus (1947) and Anna Karenina (1948) to name but a few. Nowadays his work would be termed more ‘visual effects’ rather than ‘special effects’. Unlike Poppa Day, my father’s talents and interests didn’t lie in painting but rather in chemistry; in fact he’d always hoped I might become a chemist and encouraged me to pursue science at school. As strange as it sounds in this day and age of health and safety and terrorism alerts, if you wanted, say, nitroglycerine back in the 1940s you would literally go to the local pharmacy to buy it; it was and still is used to treat heart conditions. There must have been some restrictions eventually in what explosives chemists could sell over the counter – probably after a few idiots had blown themselves up – but Dad meanwhile became great mates with all the chemists at the big fireworks companies and was forever experimenting at home with his Bunsen burner and test tubes. It’s fair to say he didn’t have much of a schooling and was pretty much self-taught.


I used to love going with him to Shepperton as it usually meant lunch in the wonderful restaurant. I got to know a lot of the studio personnel who worked with Dad including Wally Veevers, Ted Samuels and Ernie Sullivan in the special effects department; Frank Burden and Bert Hern in the props; along with a vast array of carpenters, riggers, plasterers and painters. Everyone was very friendly, and the studios always seemed to have a lovely homely feel about them.


As you can imagine, the seeds had started being sown as far as my future career was concerned.


Although effects work in movies developed rapidly and became more advanced over the ensuing years, I honestly believe we had to wait until 1977 and the first Star Wars film for a real turning point in the industry. Up until then, our budgets were really tight and we were quite often brought in on an ad hoc basis, here and there, and sometimes we were never really consulted as part of the creative process. We had to be as inventive as possible and use every ounce of our ingenuity to achieve what the scripts and directors called for. On The Omen for example, made just ahead of Star Wars, which grossed $90 million in the USA alone, the effects budget – which covered me, my assistants, our equipment, transport and everything else – was under £25,000. For that we had to take care of a decapitation, a priest being impaled, mechanical dogs, a hanging – four or five of us did everything without a computer in sight. But thanks to George Lucas, boundaries were pushed and innovations were made possible, and the effects side of the business became an integral part of moviemaking from the script stage. Since then, it’s quite customary for the special effects team to sit in on script meetings and be involved early on with the production design team, the director and even the actors.


Sadly, I don’t believe that is always the case now as I hear more and more from FX (effects) supervisors that some directors will only talk to them through their one or two trusted frontmen. That is not a collaboration as I know it.


There are different branches of the effects department – from physical stage effects to visual effects, model effects, CGI effects and so much more. I quite often wonder when I look back at photographs of Dad at work, if he ever imagined he was a trailblazer for so very much of the magic we see on screen today? Despite all the huge advances and all the technology we have at our fingertips today, I still can’t help but marvel at the models he built – they were so detailed and effective that I’d challenge anyone to really spot the difference on film.


The sheer delight Dad revelled in daily obviously rubbed off on me, and despite his best attempts to persuade me otherwise, my regular visits to watch him at work on some of the biggest and most brilliant film sets – and he usually ended up blowing them up – proved too much of a lure!









CHAPTER 2


A CAREER BECKONS


I was educated at Manor House School in Hanwell, west London, and fondly remember the headmaster and headmistress, Mr and Mrs Chilvers. They ensured we were taught the three Rs, but also good manners and how to behave properly. I felt they developed a very natural and happy environment to be in, and as a result I happily excelled and was able to pass the entrance exam for the John Lyon School in Harrow, where I eventually took my GCE exams.


Dad was away on film locations an awful lot during my formative years, and in 1954–55 he went on one of his longest stays away from home to Madrid, working on Alexander The Great (1956) with Richard Burton, Claire Bloom and Stanley Baker heading the cast. Fortunately my mother and I were able to join him out there – for three whole months. I’d been granted leave of school and for a 9-year-old that would normally be excitement enough, but I had the added bonus of air travel, on a twin-engine Elizabethan-class BEA airliner. The terminal at Heathrow Airport was nothing more than a tin Nissen hut left over from the war and that was true of the airport the first few times I flew. When I look at it now, and how it sprawls across miles of west London, I yearn for the days of easy check-in and luxury service. But I digress …


Dad allowed me to visit him on set mainly to learn my way around and watch the filming, and I took to it like a duck to water – not least when a golden-haired god named Richard Burton sat me on his horse.
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Dad and Roy Whybrow wrestling with the Gordian Knot on Alexander the Great


Dad had also been asked to work with Warwick Films around this time, a company run by Cubby Broccoli and Irving Allen, lending his expertise to several movies including The Red Beret (1953) and Zarak (1957). Little did I realise I’d be working for Cubby Broccoli in the years ahead on the James Bond films. Whilst with Warwick, Dad was forever coming and going – Morocco, India, Trinidad and even North Wales, but sadly I couldn’t swing three months off school every year.


In the early 1950s in the British film industry you could count the FX (effects) people on two hands; there was the aforementioned Wally Veevers at Shepperton Studios, George Blackwell at ABPC in Borehamwood, Frank George and Bill Warrington at Pinewood, Tommy Howard and Nobby Clark at MGM, Syd Pearson at Ealing, and Dad. Yet despite little competition, Dad was out of work for a lot of the time – not every film called for FX and there were often lulls in production which meant that there was nothing at all doing. It was a very uncertain and unpredictable career.


I remember first-hand one of these perennial quiet periods over at Pinewood, particularly in 1969, when there was almost nothing in production at one point, so the management put padlocks on the stages believing they wouldn’t have to pay council rates. There’s nothing more depressing than seeing a film studio empty.
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Young JR on the wrong side of the camera during the filming of Exodus in 1960


I gained a bit more experience with Dad on The Last Blitzkreig (1959) in Holland and The Scent of Mystery (1960) with Peter Lawford and Peter Lorre starring, and that only served to fuel my determination that after leaving school I would follow in my dad’s footsteps. I naturally asked my father if he could help and his next film was to be Exodus (1960) directed by Otto Preminger, where I actually ended up with three jobs, the first being in the accounts department as a very junior assistant to David ‘Chalkie’ White, which pleased my father no end as I could tell him how much everyone else was being paid. Secondly, I had a small acting part in the film as a kibbutz guard where Preminger directed me walking back and forth across the screen telling me to ‘walk slowly and look natural’ – if you don’t blink you can see me in the film! – and that convinced me never to try and forge a career on that side of the camera. Thirdly, and more aptly, I assisted my father – predominantly in blowing things up.


The effects department consisted of just three of us including an assistant, Roy Whybrow, from the UK, plus a couple of local helpers brought in as and when needed. I’d grown up watching my father at work and knew all too well the dangers involved in handling explosives, so was always very careful and always did as I was told. He also told me to watch what was going on around me, as I’d learn a lot.


When we were shooting in the Port of Haifa, with the old ship, the Exodus coming into the harbour – bearing in mind it is supposed to be 1947 – right into frame sailed the pride of the Israeli naval fleet. The huge and shiny new warship dropped anchor in the middle of our shot. Our location manager went toddling off to the harbour master and asked him to radio the ship and explain we were filming and needed it to be moved. ‘I’m not moving for a film crew,’ came the curt reply back from the captain.


Upon hearing this, Mr Preminger calmly walked over to the harbour master’s office and said, ‘Get me Ben-Gurion (former prime minister and Israel’s founding father) on the phone.’


He was perfectly calm and didn’t shout or rant.


Sure enough Ben-Gurion came onto the line to speak to his friend Otto, and within half an hour the ship had gone – now that’s how to achieve something, I thought.


The following year, 1961, Dad started on probably his longest and toughest shoot ever, on David Lean’s Lawrence Of Arabia. He spent at least six months working on location in Jordan – which is the one location I’d always wished I could have gone to, living in the desert, though it wasn’t to be – but when they realised the 150 camels and 450 horses needed for the charge into Aqaba couldn’t all be found there, it was decided to transfer a major part of the film to Spain where they spent twelve weeks in Seville, before moving 250 miles to Almeria, and that of course meant a hiatus in filming. In fact Dad went off and worked on another film whilst waiting for them all to regroup.
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Cliff Richardson and Rex Mant preparing the rail explosion on Lawrence of Arabia


I visited Almeria with my mother and was able to lend Dad a hand, especially at Cabo de Gata where they filmed the famous train crash, before the unit moved to finish off the shoot in Ouarzazate, Morocco – where facilities were said to be fairly basic and difficult. I returned a decade later on Young Winston (1972)and would have liked to think conditions had improved but it was all pretty rudimentary then, so goodness knows what my father had to suffer.


From beginning to end, I think Dad was on Lawrence for just under a year and a half. He always regarded Lean as one of the greatest film directors, though he found him a little self-indulgent, and remarked to me it wasn’t unusual for Lean to come onto the set in the early morning and just sit there with his head in his hands, whilst the crew stood around waiting for his thoughts and word to start. It’s one of the best films ever made though, and I doubt it will ever be bettered.


Dad was no stranger to hard taskmasters such as Lean, and a decade earlier had joined Humphrey Bogart and Katharine Hepburn to work on John Huston’s production The African Queen (1951). It was a tough film to make and Huston had really taken it on so that he could shoot and kill an elephant in the Belgian Congo – he never caught one in his sights thankfully. Fortunately, Dad was spared that location where all the cast and crew developed galloping dysentery, that is, except for Huston and Bogart who didn’t, as apparently they only drank whisky. Dad was actually mainly based at Worton Hall Studios in Isleworth, sadly long gone, and I still have a rubber mould of Humphrey Bogart that he made and cast a model of, for scenes with him steering the titular boat through the rapids. Many of the boat scenes were actually filmed on the river next to Shepperton Studios, although for close-ups of Bogart pulling it through the water, they reverted back to Worton Hall and a tank specially constructed on one of the stages. Bogart was supposed to emerge covered in leeches from one such scene, but the rubber ones Dad made did sometimes fall off his oil-slicked torso. I can still remember the real leeches that dad brought home; he fed them on fresh steak so they would fill with blood and then modelled them in plasticine, made a plaster mould and turned them out in latex rubber. The water was icy cold and the director’s main concern was ensuring Bogie didn’t freeze in it, so they had a constant supply of buckets full of hot water, though as they were tipped in, Jack Cardiff (the director of photography) shouted, ‘That’s enough – I can see the damn steam.’


Then came the close-ups of real leeches. Understandably Bogart declined to be involved, so they hired a willing body double and leeches were brought over from London Zoo – tiny little worms – which horrified the director who was expecting giant slugs.


‘They swell up when they taste blood!’ the zookeeper explained.


But the creatures wouldn’t take a hold and kept falling off. Lots of umming and ahing went on and it was suggested that maybe they should just draw a small amount of blood?


‘Hang on,’ they said as they pressed needle tips into the double, ‘this won’t hurt,’ and once little drops of blood appeared, they nurtured the creatures into taking a sip. It worked!


However disaster almost struck one night, when the giant water-tank burst and a camera crane which was standing next to it was twisted like a hairpin and the huge stage door was broken too. Luckily no one had been on set.


After Dad returned from his desert adventures on Lawrence, I assisted him on his next film, The Victors (1963), a war film directed by Carl Foreman in which our FX department consisted of just five people – and we had to recreate the Second World War! Mind you, when you’re 16, nothing seems impossible.


We were set on a bit of a roll with war epics, as our next production together turned out to be The 7th Dawn (1964) with Lewis Gilbert directing and John Dark producing and we all lived in the same hotel as the stars, William Holden, Capucine and Susannah York. There were just the two of us – me and my dad – recreating war this time, and we got on with it too: everything from burning down a village, to planes dropping bombs; those bombs exploding here, there and everywhere, with added bullet hits, rain scenes … though credit where it’s due, when we burned the village down, all the guys from the construction and prop department helped set light to it in strategic positions so as to achieve the overall engulfing effect. There’s no way we’d be allowed to do that nowadays, as they’d insist on a full risk assessment report and only fully trained fire handlers on set.


I loved Lewis Gilbert. He was such a brilliant director and such a kind and considerate man. He’d always make a point of coming over to me in the mornings and saying, ‘Good morning boy – how’s your love life?’ He’d undoubtedly heard I’d been dating the Belgian ambassador’s daughter, but that’s another story.


Although we filmed six-day weeks on location, we never actually worked long hours and usually wrapped by 5.30 p.m. Lewis, more often than not, would look at his watch and say, ‘Time to hit the pool I think.’ When Lewis disappeared early one afternoon, probably to listen to a football game on the radio, we were all left waiting on set as assistant director Jack Causey wouldn’t believe us when we said we’d seen him drive off. He kept us there an hour, believing no director would ever slope off early, before finally relenting.


It was a great learning curve, and I don’t just mean my love life, but rather having so much to do and get on with, including setting up bullet hits around Bill Holden, on my own – a 16-year-old lad looking after Mr William Holden’s special effects and being paid £10 a week too! On another occasion we had a couple of scenes to set up in a prison, one outside the front gate and the other in the central courtyard; it was supposed to be raining, though we only had one set of ‘rain gear’ so set it all up, as instructed, ready to shoot the scenes out front first.


‘Oh no,’ came word from one of the assistant directors, ‘we’re going to shoot in the courtyard now.’


So we duly dismantled the equipment and hosepipes, tied them all onto ropes and then I headed up onto the roof to haul it all up above the courtyard – all on my own I should add – to reassemble, reset, and start shooting.


Word then came up to me that it was back to plan A and they were going to shoot out the front of the prison after all. Of course that meant I had to – for the third time, without shooting a single frame of film – move everything and reset. I was obviously feeling a bit wound up and frustrated and said something rather sharp. My father looked at me and said, ‘We’re being paid to do a job and this is what the film industry is like – if you don’t like it, fuck off home.’


[image: Illustration]


JR, aged 16, with dad on The 7th Dawn in Malaysia, 1963


I have to say, those words have stuck with me for over fifty years and could be my motto.


I had my 17th birthday on the flight home; the aircrew supplied a cake and the entire crew sang ‘Happy Birthday’ – great memories!









CHAPTER 3


UP AND RUNNING


Lord Jim (1965) was a fairly arduous film and an adaptation of Joseph Conrad’s book which took us out to Hong Kong for several months in 1963, followed by a similar time in Cambodia – I was hardly home that year.


I particularly remember the Hong Kong location because it was whilst there that news reached us that John F. Kennedy had been assassinated. It was quite scary, as the news coming through was fairly sporadic and not very detailed, so no one amongst us really knew whether foreign forces were at work or what might happen as a result. This wasn’t very long after the failed American invasion of Cuba – The Bay of Pigs – so you can imagine the uncertainty about whether it might spark a war was a very real concern.


Eventually we heard a little more detail, and whilst it was still shocking, I must admit to feeling relieved that it seemed to be a lone gunman rather than an act of communist Russia.


On a lighter note, one sequence filmed just off Hong Kong harbour always makes me chuckle. It involved Peter O’Toole steering a junk out to sea, along with a native; the native chappie was supposed to set fire to it and jump overboard but, yes, you’ve guessed it, he couldn’t actually swim. All eyes turned to me and it was suggested as I was going to be on board to light the fires in any case, I may as well play the part. The make-up department made me up, gave me a sarong to wear and tied a ribbon around my head. I set fire to the front of the boat then jumped overboard and for a brief moment felt very proud of myself. I say briefly because Peter O’Toole said all he could hear was my cry of ‘Oh, fuck!’ as I realised what I’d launched myself into – we were in a sewage cove and I was in the middle of a mass of human excrement. Peter came around to pick me up in the boat, laughing his head off, and every time I saw him on later films, he took great delight in reminding me of the incident. I saw him once at Heathrow airport and across the crowded check-in hall, Peter shouted, ‘There’s Richardson. He’s the only man I know that voluntarily jumped into a pile of shit.’


[image: Illustration]


JR as a native about to jump into a heap of shit for the 1965 film Lord Jim


From Hong Kong we moved to locations in Cambodia, but somehow the production office missed the opportunity to ship ahead all of the explosives that we needed for the first scenes. Realising it would delay shooting it was decided, by the powers that be, we should go out to Green Island – an ex-military base in Hong Kong where it was all stored and with a little subterfuge remove enough of the explosive to cover that early scene. The remainder could come by sea as planned, arriving in Cambodia a few days after we were due to start filming. According to plan, as we were sailing back to Hong Kong, we disappeared below decks and removed sufficient explosives to cover the first shots and walked ashore with them in our duffel bags. It was then taken back to our workshop where it was hidden in the fog machines that were going to fly in on a cargo plane. It was all made quite safe I must add.


On arrival in Cambodia we unpacked our equipment – including the explosive – and prepared everything for the first scenes where we blew up a boat, which all went swimmingly. Everything else then arrived by sea and we continued shooting for two months.


To keep ourselves entertained in the evenings, the studio sent out 16mm prints of movies, and I was designated the projectionist for the nightly outdoor screenings, under the star-filled sky.


It was an incredible place to be, let alone film, and we were right in the heart of the wonderful Angkor Wat temple where I shuddered to see the moat full of snakes and goodness knows what else. It didn’t do much for my nerves when we’d quite often be sitting in the shade of the trees during a break, only for snakes to drop from the branches – usually kraits which are the most poisonous – and land between our legs. There was no need for laxatives!
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