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This book is based upon more than 170 interviews, both attributed and on background, conducted between January 2024 and June 2025. At times, I also rely on archival interviews (including those conducted by myself over the past two decades), videos, and commentary tracks. If a subject speaks in the present tense, the comments came from my original 2024–2025 reporting. If a subject speaks in the past tense, the quotes came from an archival source.
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“WINNING’S WINNING”


It was May 12, 2023, and Vin Diesel was looking to sucker punch eternity in the teeth.


The star was in Rome for the world premiere of Fast X, the tenth installment in Hollywood’s most unlikely success story, and the powers that be were casting their divine light upon the man better known as Dominic Toretto. Here, in the shadow of the Colosseum, was a champion of blockbuster filmmaking, a man who—through blood, sweat, and too many tank tops to count—was celebrating his latest and most improbable gladiatorial triumph.


For almost a quarter century, the Fast & Furious franchise had been bruised and beaten, smacked and smashed, very nearly reduced to intellectual property rubble several times over. It had survived boardroom battles, legal showdowns, creative schisms, and cocky pissing matches between the biggest, baddest, baldest egos in Hollywood. And looming over everything that was and could have been: the shocking death of Paul Walker, Diesel’s brother in arms and armaments.


Yet on that cool spring evening at the Colosseum, Fast & Furious was standing tall—an unlikely marvel of Hollywood right next to a genuine wonder of the world.


“We built this!” Diesel declared on the Fast X red carpet, his guttural grunt charming enough to win over the entire Eternal City. “We built this with love. And we built this with integrity.”


With love and integrity, yes, but also with one hell of a commitment to hyperbole.


To survive the mean streets of Fast & Furious, a candy-colored fantasyland where a $3.4 million Lykan HyperSport can leap between Abu Dhabi skyscrapers with ease; where Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson is able to hand guide a nuclear missile across a frozen Russian sea with the smooth confidence of a baker sliding a tray of banana muffins into the oven; and where a 1984 Pontiac Fiero can blast off into outer space with nothing more than some strategically applied duct tape—you need to embrace a philosophy of operatic extremism.


The white-knuckle saga of the Toretto clan began its life as a relatively grounded thriller about honor among thieves, all hard-scrabble LA grit and smoldering SoCal bromance. But as the franchise added everything from Lazarus-level resurrections to Dame Helen Mirren zipping around in a neon purple Noble M600, Fast & Furious blew past merely breaking the laws of physics and logic to supersizing them. In Dom’s domain, bigger is not only better—it is obligatory.


Which was why, for one night, Diesel and Co. descended upon Rome like a conquering army.


Charlize Theron cut through the crowd, her choice of leather beret underlining the devilish charisma of a movie star who was having the time of her life playing a deliciously evil cyberterrorist named Cipher. John Cena, a recent addition to the Fast household as Dom’s brick-strong younger brother, Jakob, stepped before the paparazzi with the same wide grin that wins over his WWE crowds. Michelle Rodriguez caught eyes up and down with her vintage Yves Saint Laurent dress, its floor-length elegance contradicting the ready-to-rumble style of her on-screen Fast bruiser, Letty Ortiz, a heroine who spent the past two decades breaking as many barriers as butts.


And then there was Vin.


Born Mark Sinclair, the methodically mumbly and ethnically ambiguous paterfamilias of the Fast family lorded over his costars with proud-papa pride. Clad in a sharp monochrome ensemble—black V-neck tee wrapped by black suit, bulging biceps sheathed but not forgotten—Diesel took in the surreal scene with a calculated sense of shock and awe. “The reason why we’re the first to ever have a premiere at the Colosseum is because of the hundreds of millions of people that have called themselves our fans… We did it all together. You kept it alive!” he said. “We’re only trying to reach higher for you, and we hope to make you proud.”


How much higher the Fast films could go was an open question. The franchise’s previous entry, F9: The Fast Saga, had already taken the gang to outer space, delivering the punch line to a perennial fan joke that few had actually expected the filmmakers to offer. Where could they possibly go now? Perhaps by holding the Fast X premiere a stone’s throw from the Vatican, it was Diesel’s bid to challenge the Almighty Himself: the Pontiff versus the Pope of Power Driving. What else is Fast & Furious, after all, than evidence of a deeply benevolent higher power, one who looks upon the twin demigods of American muscle—Diesel and Dodge—more favorably than He does His other sons?


Empowered by those forces of faith and family, Diesel and his costars—their on-and off-screen allegiances shifting with the speed of pistons firing up within a V8 engine—turned what was originally a scrappy B movie into a synapse-stretching saga that has supercharged the world. If the Fast films are, as some detractors note, gloriously stupid, they are also stupidly glorious.


The franchise is now the eighth most popular film series in history, earning $7.3 billion at the global box office—more than the Batman, Jurassic Park, Lord of the Rings, Transformers, and Mission: Impossible series. It has turned indie actors into superstars and coaxed Oscar-winning thespians presumably above all that nonsense into embracing their inner action heroes. It has blown open invaluable doors in the global marketplace that were previously locked to Hollywood. It has pioneered next-generation visual effects technology, dastardly innovations that are now upending the entire industry. It has fueled a feedback loop between film and car cultures, keeping both humming in the face of myriad head-on collisions. And in terms of on-screen representation and diversity, the films have accomplished more than a million #OscarsSoWhite tweets—and they started doing so before anyone even knew what a tweet was.


“When we started, there were no people of color in movies,” Rodriguez said that night in Rome, employing Fast’s trademark mix of sincerity and exaggeration. “… we were lucky enough to start our franchise at the point in time when globalization had just started. The internet was born and… people saw that the world wasn’t just the United States of America and it wasn’t just caucasian. That the world was very yellow and very brown.”


That world has responded in kind, with the Fast-verse building a new kind of fandom: globalized and empowered by social media to make every follower feel like a member of one big happy family. What’s more remarkable: Diesel and his fellow road warriors have grown that die-hard base while keeping it (mostly) clean of the toxicity that bled into and then drowned the increasingly reactionary circles of Star Wars, Marvel, DC, and Disney—franchises that forgot their purpose, potential, and audiences as they capitulated to corporate mandates and distressingly bland filmmaking.


Dom and his crew, though, have never strayed from their path of character-first action. By devoting as much attention to matters of the heart as they do twisted metal, the Fast films serve as a rebuke to the kind of mushy modern blockbuster that values pixels over people, safety over sensation.


That was especially true in the late aughts, when the Fast films first laid the groundwork for the “cinematic universe” template of storytelling that has now taken over Hollywood. A whole year before Marvel’s Avengers assembled for the first time in 2012, Fast Five brought together its own team of disparate heroes for a shared mission, uniting various characters and timelines under one gigantic canonical tent. Dom and his friends—his family—are superheroes without spandex.


Unlike any other contemporary franchise, Fast is entirely a monster of its own making. The Fast-verse is not based on a comic book or television series or toy line or theme park ride or board game. And it cannot be so easily remade, rebooted, or rewired. In the years since the first Fast movie was released in 2001, moviegoers have seen three different actors play Spider-Man. Ditto Batman. We’ve had four separate versions of the Joker—five if you count LEGO. But there is only one Dom Toretto. Just as you don’t turn your back on family, you don’t recast them, either.


In all these ways and more, the past twenty-five years of Fast represent the innovations and tensions of the past twenty-five years of Hollywood—maybe even the past quarter century of globalized pop culture itself. And the Fast team accomplished it all by taking the showbiz rule book, tossing it into the dumpster, setting the dumpster on fire, then hijacking a transport truck’s worth of nitrous oxide to shoot that flaming dumpster into the face of the sun. At which point Diesel also tried to punch the sun.


But back on that day in Rome in 2023, Diesel had his eyes set on a target even larger than our solar system: his legacy. Sure, he could boast of major roles in two successful ongoing series outside of Fast. But no one was watching Guardians of the Galaxy to catch Diesel’s turn as the talking tree Groot. And while the star’s Chronicles of Riddick series gave him title character status, the movies were so hit or miss that they felt more like international coproduction financing schemes in search of a movie. Having long before failed to earn critical appreciation for his more serious collaborations with filmmaking icons such as Sidney Lumet and Ang Lee, Diesel had abandoned any prestige drama aspirations. There was no question that his fame was now dependent on Dom.


Yet ahead of Fast X’s release, Universal Pictures had declared in no uncertain terms that the movie would be the first of a two-part series finale—the end of the road for Dom and thus Diesel. Was the actor prepared to step off the gas for good? “It’s a really good question,” Diesel replied to a red-carpet reporter’s softball as to whether Fast X truly marked one last ride. “Without tipping the hat too much, I can say this: Going into making this movie, the studio had asked if this could be a two-parter. And after the studio saw this part one, they said, ‘Could you make Fast X the finale trilogy?’ So, um… I could get in trouble here!”


Compared to what would come later, though, he had no idea what true trouble would look like.
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When I first began work on this book, Universal representatives made it clear—over a polite but scarily efficient lunch near their Universal City headquarters—that the studio would not participate. They wished me luck, but never before, the reps said, had the company cooperated with the author of a book about one of their properties. That might be true. But Fast & Furious was also becoming an increasingly painful headache for Universal, one unlikely to benefit from the outside scrutiny a book might offer.


Aside from Jurassic Park, which was revived with a hastily conceived sequel in the summer of 2025, and Despicable Me, whose entries are partially controlled by the animation giant Illumination, Fast & Furious is Universal’s most important franchise. It is the cash moat that has helped the studio defend itself from the many competing megaseries, including those by Disney (Marvel, Star Wars, Alien), Sony (Spider-Man), Paramount (Mission: Impossible, Transformers), and Warner Bros. Discovery (DC, Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter). Fast & Furious fuels countless ancillary businesses, too, ranging from children’s cartoons to video games to theme parks to cookbooks (try the Mi Familia BBQ Chicken with an ice-cold bottle of Corona). But after Fast X opened to soft box-office numbers in May 2023—despite the release being hailed by Universal as a long-awaited return to big, crowd-pleasing summer moviegoing following the covid-dinged release of F9 in 2021—the franchise hit an inflection point.


If any other film had brought in $740 million at the global box office, it would have been enough to earn the movie its own annual holiday inside a studio. Yet the uniquely complicated economics of Fast X made the haul barely worth the effort. The film’s production budget had been a staggering $340 million, with some reports pegging it closer to $453 million, making it one of the most expensive movies ever made, ahead of all the Marvel and DC films and even the Avatar movies by the notorious spendthrift James Cameron. And that was before the sizable marketing costs—renting the Colosseum for a Rome premiere hadn’t come cheap, after all, nor had cordoning off blocks of downtown LA for a “Fast X Trailer Takeover” celebration a few months earlier (a promotional stunt that included satellite events in Mexico, France, and Japan)—were figured in.


How does a single movie, especially one without blue-skinned aliens, gigantic robots, or multiverse-hopping superheroes, cost more to make than the GDP of a small nation? The problem is baked into the bigger-than-big mentality that has made Fast such a success story in the first place. But there are only so many muscles you can flex before you tear a tendon. Not only did the Fast X filmmakers spend gobs of money hopscotching around the globe like Carmen Sandiego on methamphetamines (LA, London, Torino, Lisbon), but the movie’s top-tier cast—and their attendant paydays—swelled to Avengers: Endgame proportions.


The producers of Fast X, still chasing the incomparable high of the Diesel-Walker chemistry, kept adding more and more performers to the ensemble in the hope of keeping longtime fans engaged while enticing ever-wider demographics to join the fun. There were new A-listers (Jason Momoa, Brie Larson), hot up-and-comers (Alan Ritchson, Daniela Melchior, Pete Davidson), and highly respected icons (Rita Moreno, what are you doing here?). Longtime vets (Rodriguez, Cena, Sung Kang, Jordana Brewster, Tyrese Gibson, Chris “Ludacris” Bridges, Nathalie Emmanuel, Jason Statham, Scott Eastwood) were also back, with contractual upgrades. Then there were cameos from stars both big (Helen Mirren) and presumed dead or at least dead to Diesel (Dwayne Johnson). Oh, and why not throw in Gal Gadot and a nuclear submarine? Talent fees typically claim between 15 and 20 percent of a film’s budget. But with Fast X there were so many marquee names—some of whom had been around long enough to arrive on set accompanied not by mere entourages but by veritable camps of hangers-on—that far more than $100 million was spent before a single frame of the movie was shot.


And when filming did finally commence, it was a disaster. Production on a Fast film doesn’t typically start with a set-in-stone screenplay. “On Fast 8, we had a twelve-page script to start, that’s all,” recalls the franchise’s longtime stunt coordinator, Andy Gill. But Fast X’s development was especially chaotic.


Diesel and the franchise’s longtime director, Justin Lin, were continually at odds with each other over the script, especially its final act, with Diesel’s sister, Samantha Vincent, a producer on the films since the fourth installment, also in the mix. The tensions reached such a boiling point that after just three days of shooting, Lin quit, walking away from the series he had once rescued from creative ruin. The departure of Lin, who had directed more Fast films than anyone else, would go down as one of the most head-spinning chapters in modern Hollywood history. And it would end up costing Universal dearly, even after director Louis Leterrier was parachuted into the production.


Add up all the missteps and miscalculations, and Fast X would have needed to earn about $1 billion globally to make the uniquely complicated Hollywood math work. Instead, it topped out at half of what the series had made eight years earlier, when Furious 7—its box-office revenues powered by audiences’ love of Walker and their gingerly morbid curiosity over how the movie might address his off-screen death—earned a franchise high of $1.5 billion globally.


Fast X’s financial disappointment also hit Universal at a time of tremendous unease in the global entertainment ecosystem. By 2023, the streaming wars were largely settled, leaving Netflix as the clear victor and Universal saddled under the same Comcast corporate umbrella that housed the money-hemorrhaging streamer Peacock. Thanks to the pandemic and shifting audience habits, theatrical revenues were down 15 percent across the board, compared to the last three prepandemic years of 2017–2019. The company’s top brass, led by the revered Dame Donna Langley, would spend the next few years watching as fellow legacy Hollywood studios were sold off (Paramount) or broken up (Warner Bros. Discovery) or faced annoyingly persistent rumors about calamitous mergers and acquisitions (there are still days when it seems that the entire industry is convinced that Apple will buy Disney). Universal’s one bulwark against that sectorwide disruption? That would be, at least for the time, Fast & Furious.


Yet in Rome, Diesel had just declared in front of the entire world that there would now be two more movies to come, not just one. It wasn’t the end, only the beginning of the end. Meanwhile, plans were quietly afoot inside Universal for a separate spin-off starring Johnson, both related to and distinct from the actor’s underperforming 2019 experiment with Statham, Fast & Furious Presents: Hobbs & Shaw. How could Universal possibly make Diesel’s red-carpet promise a reality without risking the intricate economic mechanics of its biggest blockbuster machine?


Then, just as the studio was attempting to reconcile Diesel’s ambitions with cold hard reality, a legal bombshell dropped with the power to rip apart even the strongest family. A few days before Christmas 2023, Diesel was sued by one of his former assistants, Asta Jonasson, who alleged that the actor had sexually battered her while she had been working for him in Atlanta during the production of Fast Five in 2010. The suit, which also accused Diesel’s sister, Samantha Vincent, the president of their production company One Race Films, of firing Jonasson hours after the alleged assault had taken place, makes for especially ugly reading. Diesel’s lawyers have since asked the courts that the case be thrown out, with the actor denying “each and every allegation.” But that hasn’t stopped the flow of damning headlines.


As one Universal executive put it in a private conversation last year, Fast & Furious is the studio’s problem child—but something of an only child, too, given how few other long-running franchises it controls. Whatever comes next for Fast—be it a sequel, a reboot, or, most devastatingly, nothing at all—will make a deep impact on the studio, and the rest of the film industry, for years to come.


Which is all to say that Universal’s reluctance to give carte blanche access to a reporter was unsurprising.


But for millions of Fast fans around the world—a now-multigenerational following who regularly clog Diesel’s social media pages with pleas to resolve Fast X’s cliffhanger ending—the story is far from over. And to understand where the Fast-verse might be going next, you need to know how it got here.


Based on more than 170 interviews with the men and women who made the Fast & Furious phenomenon possible, this is an unauthorized look at the most electric, outlandish, and secretly genius Hollywood success story that (almost) everyone has taken for granted. It is a ride-or-die story of cars and chaos, explosions and egos, feuds and family, false moves and lucky breaks. Of races won by an inch and lost by a mile. By the end, you’ll believe a car can fly.















CHAPTER 1
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“A LITTLE CAR MOVIE FOR SPRING BREAK”



The Fast and the Furious (2001)


On a dark and barren stretch of road in Los Angeles, an eighteen-wheeler barrels along in the dry summer heat. Any other night, the truck would be just an ordinary big rig passing through an industrial corner of Long Beach, unremarkable and anonymous. But this long-hauler is carrying the 2001 equivalent of a gold mine: $1.6 million worth of DVD players. The next-gen Japanese tech is so highly coveted—again, it’s 2001, people—that three black Honda Civics suddenly swerve into view, the underside of their chassis glowing a dangerously alluring neon green. The heist of a lifetime—the score that would change everything—is a go. Welcome to The Fast and the Furious.


In its first two and a half minutes, director Rob Cohen’s film delivers a hot shot of cinematic dopamine, pure and potent. But as visceral as the hijacking is, the opening sequence is also strangely enigmatic. Absent both dialogue and a score, the set piece holds back crucial narrative information about who the Civic-driving hijackers are and why we should care about the success or failure of their mission. The editing is also unusually crisp, a world away from the choppy jump cuts deployed by so many action filmmakers to mask patched-together stunt work. The moment during which one of the Civics swoops underneath the truck, no more than a few inches separating the car’s roof from the trailer’s undercarriage, is bracing, breathtaking, badass. And it will get a hell of a lot cooler from here.


Over the next hundred minutes of Cohen’s film, a drag race will bend space and warp time. Million-dollar sports cars will sizzle under the California sun, dripping a red-hot sex appeal matched only by their hard-bodied drivers, men who brawl like bruisers but talk like street poets. And all of the action—including a restaging of that opening hijacking but this time amplified to a magnificently dangerous degree—will be rooted in a thrilling new world in which speed rules all. Piece it together, and you have a movie that feels so right because it does everything so wrong. Wasn’t some flick called The Fast and the Furious supposed to be a silly little movie about cool cars and hot girls? Where did this high-grade thriller come from, tasting as much of pure popcorn as it does outré ambition?


“It was a little car movie for spring break. People asked me why it turned out so radically for a studio movie, and here’s the truth: It’s because the studio didn’t ask to see the film until the first preview. Nobody cared!” When talking about the film—his film—Cohen can get possessive. It’s understandable; he is the Hollywood journeyman who was able to turn a B-movie lark into the starting line of a blockbuster behemoth. And he was able to do it all because no one was paying much attention. “I’m sure dailies were floating around,” he says today, “but no one ever called me. I never had a film where I had so much creative control.”


The director would never have it again, either, certainly not with any of the Fast & Furious sequels and spin-offs to come. Back at the turn of the millennium, though, Cohen was determined and accidentally empowered to make something special, even radical. It would not be “your daddy’s kind of car movie”; it would be a cinematic revolution, built a quarter mile at a time.


But before Cohen and his team could set Hollywood on fire—before anyone knew what a canister of “NOS” was—a young journalist on the other side of the country had to buy his first car: a Honda Civic.
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In 1998, Kenneth Li was a twenty-four-year-old reporter covering crime for the New York Daily News, hungry to get his byline into the tabloid every morning. After writing a story about a car theft ring in Queens, he was pulled into the orbit of a charismatic thirty-year-old gearhead named Rafael Estevez. Part of a burgeoning subculture of New Yorkers—mostly young Asian and Hispanic kids—Estevez took over the streets of Washington Heights every weekend in his souped-up Japanese cars, or “rice rockets,” as they were called back then (which you could rightfully never get away with saying now).


Li himself had never been much of a car person. Like many New Yorkers, he had spent most of his youth without a driver’s license. But after years of enduring his father’s lectures about self-sufficiency, he purchased his first-ever ride, a Honda Civic, the preferred choice of “most skinny Asian American dudes,” he says. Cruising across Kissena Boulevard, the thoroughfare spanning the working-class corners of Flushing and Pomonok, Li found himself drawn to the grease-under-your-fingernails automotive scene, where no one was rich and everyone was welcome—even, or especially, if they had something to hide. “It was this network of people just getting by who would help each other—everything from where to get your car parts to, say, ‘You’re getting chased by the cops, here’s a garage you can stash your car as you escape,’” says Li. “It was intoxicating. I couldn’t help but dive deeper.”


After spending nine months hanging out with Estevez, he pitched a story to Vibe magazine, the only publication he felt was authentic enough to convey the scene properly. “In college, Vibe ran a story on street skating in New York—how it transferred over here from being a southern California phenomenon. They looked into how a new generation of people of color took that culture and reappropriated it, transforming the whole scene, giving it style and flavor and texture,” Li says. “I wanted to do that story, but about cars.”


In May 1998, Vibe published “Racer X,” in which Li followed Estevez as he zipped around in his Nissan 300ZX, taunting rivals and trying to hit a ten-second quarter mile, the new metric for urban speed. The magazine feature, which buzzed with the up-all-night energy of a teenager exploring his first set of wheels, was a propulsive character study accented by subtle cultural anthropology. It was raw, wide eyed, cool. There were also hints of what would come next, with Estevez’s ultraconfident machismo—“Drag racing is a war. If you bring a knife, and I bring a machine gun, you’re dead”—serving as the blueprint for Dom Toretto’s guttural growls.


Soon after the article’s publication, Universal reached out to Li to secure the rights for a possible big-screen adaptation. At first Li assumed that the voicemail he received from the studio was a prank by his buddies, but he soon realized that it was the real deal and signed with an agent at ICM to negotiate the terms. While he secured an option in the “low six figures”—pocket change when stacked against the $7.3 billion and counting that the movies have made—he might have walked away with even less had the media landscape at the time not been relatively friendly to freelance journalists. “I had the story’s rights, not Vibe. Today, writers have no rights at all. You sign everything away when you publish,” Li says. In another world, he might have left journalism to embark on a career as a rich and famous Hollywood screenwriter. But that dream lasted, “for like ten seconds. Universal got some executive producer over the phone, asking me what I thought the plot of the movie should be. And I responded, ‘Did you read the story?’ My moviemaking days ended with that phone call. It’s kind of haunted me. But I was in my twenties, it was my first job, and purely out of luck I ended up getting attached to this thing.”


Li would not even receive a standard “inspired by” nod in the film’s credits, having to settle for the words “From a Magazine Article by Ken Li” buried deep in the movie’s final few seconds.1 He did, however, finagle an invitation to the film’s LA premiere. “I almost didn’t go, except my girlfriend at the time threatened to break up with me if we didn’t. It was a perk that my agent snuck into the contract.”


Li is now the global tech editor of Reuters, having stayed in New York City journalism for all these decades—almost as impressive a feat as inspiring a multibillion-dollar franchise, given the tremulous state of the media. But he has never met Rob Cohen, Vin Diesel, or anyone else involved in the franchise. He doesn’t spend much time thinking about it. Really, he swears. “It’s a weird, surreal thing, but kind of funny. My niece thinks I’m cool, and that’s it,” he says before pausing to consider the various twists of fate that it took to bring the film into the world. “Had I gotten any other car other than the Honda Civic, there would be no Fast & Furious.”


A thousand other moments of speed-demon serendipity had to go down, too, though, including a chance meeting between director Cohen, an up-and-coming surfer boy named Paul Walker, and a dialect coach determined to beat the SoCal chill out of the young actor.
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On the LA set of The Fast and the Furious, Cohen cut an odd figure. At fifty-one, he was two decades older than his preposterously fit and photogenic stars. Yet the filmmaker matched his cast’s energy beat for beat with his behind-the-camera vibe. Frequently shirtless, his wrists covered in colorful bangles up to the elbow, he projected a Zen-like air of committed calm. It wasn’t an act, either. During a decades-long film career, he had cultivated a reputation for knowing what young audiences wanted before they did, the holy grail of Hollywood. “Rob had a way of helping us find these young characters,” recalls Chad Lindberg, who played the car tech guru Jesse. “I was wearing nail polish at the time because I enjoyed it, but it was way before it became trendy. And Rob’s like ‘Oh, I like that! Keep that for Jesse.’ He knew what was going on.”


A native of upstate New York, Cohen got his start in Hollywood through sheer force of will. Moving out to the West Coast after graduating from Harvard in the early 1970s, the wannabe filmmaker worked in the kennel of a West Hollywood animal hospital until he finagled his way into the office of the legendary agent turned producer Mike Medavoy. For $100 a week, he combed through a slush pile of screenplays, reading five a day and producing a two-page summary of each for Medavoy’s consideration.


Cohen immediately proved he could sniff out a hit, singling out The Sting by David S. Ward as a script with potential. (The film would go on to win seven Oscars, including Best Picture.) Just a few years later, he became the head of programming at 20th Century Fox Television before jumping over to Motown to help the company expand from the music industry to the movie business. Recognizing that star power could transcend media, he leveraged the celebrity of Motown’s chart-topping recording artists (Diana Ross, Michael Jackson) to prop up a series of big-screen hits, including the 1975 drama Mahogany and the 1978 musical The Wiz, both of which he produced. “Rob has always made fun of me a little bit because I’m not as hip as he is, especially in terms of the music business, but he’s always been tuned into that side,” says The Fast and the Furious producer Doug Claybourne.


After looking for more opportunities to express his creativity, Cohen made the unusual move of transitioning from producing to directing. His first stint was in episodic television, starting with the landmark arbiter-of-cool series Miami Vice.2 Quickly, he developed his own style of snappy, economical, crowd-pleasing action. His 1993 Bruce Lee biopic, Dragon, deftly balanced melodrama with martial arts, while his 1996 fantasy Dragonheart pushed the limits of computer-generated visual effects to tell a bighearted story of courage and loyalty. He even made a few movies that didn’t involve the word dragon—although in retrospect, his wan Sylvester Stallone vehicle Daylight could have used some fire-breathing energy.


Mostly, though, his films were sharp, unpretentious, midbudget genre exercises that elevated their meat and potatoes material with a thinking man’s flair. The movies didn’t talk down to their audiences or aim above them, instead engaging right in the thick and pleasurable B-movie middle. Cohen knew that solid (as opposed to cheap) thrills would never fall out of fashion and that all a moviegoer needed to stick around was the implicit promise of forward momentum. But his secret weapon was his eye for discovery—whether it was a whip-smart conceit that could be beefed up into something meatier or a young performer just on the cusp of stardom. There was Michael Jackson in The Wiz, of course, but also Jason Scott Lee in Dragon. “Rob meets his young actors on the same playing field,” says George Parra, first assistant director on The Fast and the Furious. “On Fast, there were rehearsals in the morning, and he was always whispering this and that in the actors’ ears.”


In 1999, Cohen was prepping the campus-set thriller The Skulls for Universal. Loosely riffing on the bug-eyed conspiracy theories surrounding Yale’s semisecret Skull and Bones student society—which counts both George H. W. Bush and his son George W. Bush as alumni—the 2000 release starring Joshua Jackson was pure Cohen: a solid summer flick that would play well with teens looking to have some throwaway fun on a Friday night. But The Skulls had one especially handsome ace up its sleeve: a young actor named Paul Walker, who was cast in—but almost lost—the role of Jackson’s best friend, the naive scion of an old-money power broker. “Casting director Mary Vernieu brought in Paul and said, ‘He’s not quite right for this movie, but he’s got something,’” Cohen recalls. “He walked in, and the first thing that you see is this Gary Cooper, All-American guy. Athletic, a SoCal surfer. But I’m casting a blue blood from New England, and here’s Paul saying ‘dude’ at the end of every sentence. I knew immediately he was a movie star, but there was no way this guy was going to work for this role.”


Cohen and his Skulls producer, Neal H. Moritz3—a true son of Hollywood whose grandfather had been an LA movie theater owner and whose father was the head of marketing for Roger Corman’s American International Pictures—agreed with Vernieu’s assessment. There was something about Walker, and they didn’t want to let him slip through their fingers. The team hired a dialect coach for the actor, giving him a few weeks to shake his San Fernando Valley accent or find another movie. “He worked on it like a maniac, and he came back and was like a different Paul,” Cohen says.


One day, after filming a particularly emotional Skulls scene, Cohen ran up to Walker and gave him a bear hug. “You got it all, my friend! We’re going to do a lot of good things together.” It just so happened that, at the same time, a project was floating around the halls of Universal that would fulfill that promise—and so much more.
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Kevin Misher joined Universal at a time of corporate chaos. In 1998, studio owner Edgar Bronfman, Jr., had just taken a sledgehammer to his leadership team, punting top executives Frank Biondi, Jr., and Casey Silver out after a series of costly flops, including Meet Joe Black and Babe: Pig in the City. The new top executive, Ron Meyer, had his marching orders: rebuild and rebrand. Enter executive vice president Misher, who was charged by Meyer and Universal chairman Stacey Snider to stock up the studio’s development cupboards, which were distressingly bare. “It was a different time. You did remakes, but we weren’t aggressively remaking everything, and not everything had to have a sequel, either,” Misher says. “It was still an era where, if people walk into a meeting and pitch a trilogy of movies, we’d say, ‘Whoa, slow down, let’s just talk about the first one.’ Today, though, you better have everything thought out.”


Young, ambitious, and in a hurry to prove himself, Misher came across Li’s “Racer X” feature in Vibe and saw the potential for an adaptation. Not only was Misher a fan of Steve McQueen car flicks such as Bullitt, he was also taken by the outsider themes baked into Li’s reporting. “It told a story about disenfranchised people, and what was really appealing was they had to go out and do something illicit to feel part of something—that felt very sticky to me,” he says.


For Universal chairman Snider, meanwhile, Li’s story spoke to her goal of reaching back into the studio’s storied legacy to build its future. “When I came to Universal, the history that I could conjure and feel was that of Carl Laemmle, who was—and I don’t mean this disparagingly—a kind of B-movie impresario: Abbott and Costello, The Wolfman, The Mummy. A lot of concept genre films,” says Snider. “When Kevin brought the article, it was evocative from the beginning. The vibe I got was a Roger Corman drive-in movie without the drive-in. Girls in short shorts, fast cars, and preening drivers. And my Universal gang was comfortable making well-executed genre movies at a good price.”


After cycling through several different writers on the project with little success, Misher connected with Gary Scott Thompson, who would develop a superstructure for the story, which at that point was titled Racer X. Thompson’s first take was “Romeo and Juliet with cars,” though it was also elevator pitched as “The Warriors meets West Side Story.” The idea was to go young, go violent, and go big on New York. Everything seemed to be moving along well. But as can happen when assigning credit (or blame) in Hollywood, it was at that point in Fast’s development that things got murky.


According to Thompson, his initial script—which focused on high school kids and was heavy on gunplay—was close to getting green-lit until April 20, 1999, the day of the Columbine High School shooting. “The day before, I delivered one of the drafts, the one that got Misher to say ‘Cool.’ Then he calls and says, ‘Columbine! Shit! We can’t do this,’” recalls Thompson. The frustrated writer was already at a boiling point over the many stop-and-go projects he had worked on for other studios. “I had a director die on me. I had the head of a studio get fired. I had another director quit. I had so many films that were so close. So I was like ‘God, what can I do to save us?’ Four hours later, I call Kevin back and go, ‘Hey, dude, I know what we do! I’m going to take the script that I have now, and I want to put Point Break on top of it.’”


In Misher’s recollection, though, any kind of Point Break conceit—in which an undercover cop gets too close to the criminal he’s been assigned to bring to justice—came from Universal exec Scott Stuber, who was brought in to oversee the development of Racer X after Misher was promoted.4 “Scott had this superclever idea of using Donnie Brasco, which I had worked on, as the fulcrum around which this story should be told—let’s make it this mixed-allegiance thing of the law-enforcement official going in and not knowing where he fits in,” Misher recalls.


Cohen, meanwhile, can’t remember much of Thompson’s original script at all. His first taste of the material came during a chat with Misher at Universal’s commissary—“Kevin said it was about kids racing cars, which made me think of James Dean”—but when he cracked open Thompson’s screenplay, his enthusiasm deflated. “Gary was trying to do a John Garfield movie or something,” he recalls, referencing the kind of earnest working-class melodramas that Garfield had made in the 1940s. “The lead kid could either be a concert violinist or a street racer. I only read it once.”


At various points, the script was also passed around to Erik Bergquist (who’d receive a screenplay credit), and Skulls writer John Pogue (who was named as an executive producer on the film). Whatever the script’s exact evolution, by April 2000, the idea of an undercover cop infiltrating a band of street-racing thieves was fully in play, and Universal felt confident enough in Thompson’s draft to bring in the Skulls team—Cohen, Moritz, Walker—in the hope of repeating box-office magic. “Paul was popping, and the experience of making The Skulls was thoroughly pleasant, so we thought this was a way of taking something nascent and evolving it,” says Misher. “The success of The Skulls was real, as was our belief in Paul.”


It was a pivotal moment for Walker. At twenty-four, the actor had built up a solid profile of supporting work—She’s All That, Varsity Blues, Pleasantville—without yet securing that one breakout lead role. The opportunities were wide open, as were the risks. The pressure wasn’t superficial, either; Walker had just become a father, and he felt the urgent need to support his baby girl, Meadow. He had to be smart—not necessarily safe but strategic. When Cohen and Moritz asked the actor what his dream project might be after The Skulls, Walker went with his gut, which had helped him get that far already: Maybe he could do something cool where he played an undercover cop who could flash his badge, shoot a gun, get the girl, and drive a fast car. Really fast.


It helped that Walker was already deep into SoCal car culture, going back to his grandfather, who had raced Fords in the 1960s, tearing up the San Fernando Valley. When Walker wasn’t surfing, he was at the racetrack or accumulating a stable of rides, including an early-’60s Chevy II. Soon he would become as deeply passionate about Japanese imports as his Fast & Furious hero Brian O’Conner, buying a Nissan Skyline GT-R V-Spec II and getting schooled on the finer art of GT-Rs by Sean Morris, one of the film’s technical advisers. A project such as The Fast and the Furious felt like not only a solid opportunity but something that spoke to both his family’s legacy and his own passions—a movie he could wrap his hands around; that he could feel in control of.


“If I had the same opportunity today, I’d overthink it and probably squander it. But I was younger and impressionable and I wanted to work,” Walker recalled later, noting that his agent and manager at the time had been upset that he hadn’t consulted with them before agreeing to join the project, whose script was still very much a work in progress. “… I had just recently had a child out of wedlock. I wanted to have fun and I needed to put a roof over my baby’s head. Getting to hang out with my friends and support my baby seemed like a ridiculous scenario.”


It would become an awful lot more ridiculous. But Thompson’s screenplay still didn’t quite work. For starters, it erased the urban color of Li’s Vibe article by focusing on largely white characters, which was the safer, if lazier, Hollywood bet at the time. The whole thing might have died on the vine then and there had it not been for the involvement of a hot—and hotheaded—writer named David Ayer.
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While he would eventually become one of the most sought-after action filmmakers of his generation—collaborating with everyone from Brad Pitt to Jason Statham, plus overseeing Will Smith in DC Studios’ first messy go at Suicide Squad, which we don’t have to talk about now—in the early aughts, Ayer was just another young screenwriter trying to make his mark in an industry infamous for brutal rejection. Good thing that he was used to taking a punch.


As a rebellious and fatherless teen growing up in Maryland and Minnesota, Ayer had been thrown out of his house by his mother and dropped out of high school. For a while, he wasted his days hanging out on the rough streets of South Central LA, one of the few white kids in the largely Black and Hispanic neighborhood. (His time in the area, where he routinely “got his ass kicked by the LAPD,” later inspired his screenplays for Training Day, Street Kings, and End of Watch.) Desperately seeking structure, Ayer joined the US Navy. It was during his time serving as a submarine sonar technician aboard the USS Haddo that he got the idea for one of his first scripts—the sub thriller U-571—which helped build his reputation around town as a writer who could develop muscular, character-first action. Soon Universal’s Scott Stuber was calling him for his thoughts on a script by Thompson called Racer X, which needed to be pumped up. And fast.


“When I first read the script, it was set in Brooklyn and there’s zero fucking diversity in it. I told Stuber that if I was going to do it, I needed to set it in LA, develop the diversity, and reflect the people who I knew and I grew up around,” recalls Ayer. “Car culture here was a real minor subculture at the time. I talked to guys at the very cutting edge of it, Vietnamese guys in the Valley who were importing engines, hacking fuel curves.”


While the Point Break angle and general structure were on the initial pages that Ayer received, the writer’s love and knowledge of LA started to open up the film’s world, giving a standard-issue cops-and-robbers story a genuine sense of place and vibrancy. Gradually, Ayer turned Brian into more than an undercover cop; he became a fatherless thrill junkie mainlining speed to compensate for his own sense of familial abandonment. Dom, meanwhile, wasn’t just a street thug but a surrogate father figure who had turned to crime to provide a better life for his found family. Even the movie’s villain, Johnny Tran, the leader of a Vietnamese gang who has a serious beef with Dom’s crew, wasn’t a mustache-twirling gangster but a wounded lost boy, frustrated by living in the shadow of the legitimate business empire built by his immigrant father. According to Ayer, the script he delivered was a “totally different animal” from the one penned by Thompson. “It’s funny,” he says, “no one would have thought a movie like that, so multicultural, would get made. How could we cast this? Will anyone see this? But I just kept pushing.”


At the same time, Stuber and his team began hammering out the details, page by page. “I have memories of Scott and I at a corporate retreat, and he and I were in a hotel room working with David, just sweating each page,” says Holly Bario, executive vice president of production for Universal at the time. “Preproduction is the fun part, the grind. I was pregnant at the time, too, doing late nights. But David was a great collaborator, with these complex characters. Gary’s great, but David brought that thing to life.”


Still, the film wasn’t exactly a high priority for Universal. The studio was more invested in the development of its summer 2001 tentpoles, all of which were sequels: American Pie 2, Jurassic Park III, The Mummy Returns. By contrast, Cohen’s film was a mere $36 million “programmer”—not an event movie intended to hold up an entire season’s worth of box office but something that could be plunked down in the off-season and hopefully turn a quiet profit without embarrassing anyone. “When we were giving the green light, none of us thought that it could be a giant tentpole or franchise in the making,” says Marc Shmuger, Universal’s president of marketing at the time. “It was more ‘Yeah, there’s something going on here if we can do it at the right price. It could be a compelling little programmer’—‘little’ being the operative word.”


Aware that the studio’s eyes weren’t trained too carefully on him, Cohen began diving deep into LA car culture for research and inspiration. Ayer took the director to under-the-radar “tuner” shows, where Asian and Hispanic teens showcased their tricked-out rides from dusk till dawn, hip-hop music blaring. The director also found a “spirit guide” to the city’s illegal street-racing culture in R. J. de Vera, who accompanied Cohen out on all-night adventures in the San Fernando Valley.


De Vera, who had immigrated from the Philippines at the age of seven with his family, had fallen in love with the import car scene in his early teens. Before he’d even had a license, he’d been scraping together cash from under-the-table part-time jobs to purchase parts for a car that he didn’t yet own. “In SoCal, car culture was just a part of what Asian Americans were into at the time,” he says. “Everyone was known by either the dance crew you were in, the gang you were in, or the car crew you were in. Car shows for us were like house parties where these dance crews battle underground, and then a contingent of guys who would roll up to show off their rides.”


If the diversity of the scene felt both so natural and so naturally opposed to the white-bread image of West Coast car culture up until that point—all American hot rods and popped-collar rich kids—that’s because it was being developed by a generation of immigrants who could not afford to care about the past. “By modifying Japanese cars—Hondas, Toyotas, Acuras—we were doing exactly what the hot-rodders were doing in the sixties, we just didn’t know it,” says de Vera.5 “People would ask, ‘Why Hondas?’ Because it’s what we had. I’m sure many of us thought cool things about Mustangs and Camaros. But our parents couldn’t afford those. It was us working on our own to do this.”


For Cohen, the subculture clicked into place late one Saturday night. It was 2:00 a.m. in Burbank, and the director and de Vera were hanging out at the Bob’s Big Boy hamburger stand. Normally the preferred destination of wasted Valley brats looking to extend their evenings past last call, Bob’s parking lot transformed into a neon rainbow of exotic danger in the span of a second. “All of a sudden, these high, whiny engines come ringing out in the distance, and I’m looking at cars that are yellow, orange, gold, green, and was like ‘What is this?’” Cohen says. “These kids are looking under each other’s hoods, making bets, snapping fingers. And then, on some signal that I didn’t see, they all jump in their cars and go to race.”


Cohen hopped into his two-seater Mercedes—the farthest thing from the modified Integras, Supras, and Civics that swarmed Bob’s Big Boy—and drove out into the deepest, darkest reaches of the Valley in hot pursuit. The drivers lined up their rides, the girls took off their bras to use as makeshift flags, and the cars roared off, two by two. As Cohen was taking in the scene, the whoop-whoop blare of police sirens began to sound off in the distance. “And then you heard, ‘Po-po! Po-po!’ and like cockroaches when you turned the lights on, the cars were all gone,” Cohen says. “I went, ‘Holy shit, I just saw the first act of the movie.’”


Finally, the screenplay—now titled Redline after Universal had realized that Warner Bros. had “Racer X” under trademark thanks to its ownership of the Speed Racer series—was getting close enough to cast beyond Walker, who would play the conflicted undercover cop Brian O’Conner.


But what young, and affordable, actor could measure up as Brian’s target, the enigmatic Dom Toretto? The successful candidate would have to embody an antihero tough enough to navigate the criminal underworld but vulnerable enough to allow himself to be fooled by Brian’s phony overtures of friendship. And the actors would need to bounce off each other with just the right kind of bromantic chemistry—if Brian was the film’s cool-breeze yin, Dom was its fiery yang.


Initially, Universal wanted Timothy Olyphant to play Dom. Fresh off playing a charismatic scoundrel in Doug Liman’s 1999 thriller Go and with heat surrounding his role in the forthcoming and unfortunately similarly themed Gone in 60 Seconds, Olyphant was considered as sure a bet as they come. But the actor passed. “I just thought, ‘Well, this will just be stupid,’” he later said.6 Subsequent plans to land Colin Farrell also fizzled.


And then there was Vin.


While Mark Sinclair’s self-chosen moniker, Vin Diesel, might have been reason enough to secure the actor’s casting in a film about cars, the actor also possessed an unplaceable multiculturalism that was both beguiling and confounding to casting directors. So much so that the actor—who back then described himself as “Italian and a lot of other things”—tried to leverage the allure of his ambiguous ethnicity through what would become a trademark tactic: shameless self-promotion.


In 1995, Diesel stretched a $3,000 budget over three days in Manhattan to shoot Multi-Facial, a twenty-minute short film in which the actor plays a supremely endearing facsimile of himself. Bouncing from one audition to another, his character is repeatedly praised by casting directors for his acting talents but ultimately rejected for either not being Black enough (“too light”), being too aggressively Hispanic (one scene finds the actor having to go overboard into Al Pacino Scarface territory), or too Italian (in another life, Diesel would have made a great Stallone impersonator).


As a work of microbudget cinema, Multi-Facial is cute but slight, its digs at the hypocrisy of the industry so on the nose as to require Kleenex.7 But as an advertisement for the surely untapped powers of superstar in waiting Vin Diesel—including one scene in which a casting director tells the actor that he should never, ever give up, a line that Diesel must have written while suppressing a huge grin—the short is a five-star sizzle reel. What’s more, it actually worked. Eventually Multi-Facial wound up in the hands of Steven Spielberg, who invited Diesel to visit him on the set of Amistad, paving the way for the actor’s role as a military grunt in Saving Private Ryan.


Cohen and his producer, Neal H. Moritz, caught wind of Multi-Facial, too, and were especially taken by how effortlessly Diesel embodied the melting-pot multiculturalism that anchored Ayer’s script. If he was cast as Dom, he could play a game of Choose Your Own Identity, mirroring whatever underrepresented audience might be seeking to see themselves on-screen. “I gave the character the last name ‘Toretto’ because I wanted it to be this unclear mixed background—that was a name no one had ever heard,” Cohen recalls. “When I worked in a garage in high school, it was run by a man named Al Tercello. But ‘Tercello’ was too Italian. What would be the Cuban or Spanish version? Something you couldn’t quite put your finger on.”


Yet despite Diesel looking the part—and earning solid critical notices for his work on Saving Private Ryan, the financial thriller Boiler Room, and the sci-fi sleeper Pitch Black—the thirty-three-year-old was earning a reputation around town. A bad one. There was a reason, the industry chatter went, that Spielberg had killed off Diesel’s character in the Normandy countryside first. Wary but intrigued, Cohen summoned the actor to a meeting on the terrace of the Four Seasons in Beverly Hills. Diesel arrived late. “I told him, ‘This is going to be a short conversation unless you can answer this question. I’ve talked with any number of directors you’ve worked with, and they’ve said, essentially, that you’re difficult. I just want you to answer me: Why has this reputation formed?’” Cohen recalls. “I said, ‘You are not going to be my codirector, or my coproducer. You are going to be Dominic Toretto if this conversation works.’ I purposefully put him on the defensive, because I wanted the answer.”


Sipping a cranberry club soda, Diesel began to explain himself, describing certain situations on sets in which he had “felt the need to take control to protect himself” and the characters he played. Cohen accepted all that but told him that this project would be different. “‘You must be ready to yield to what I’m trying to do, which is specific and with tonal boundaries,’” says the director. “‘You can’t jump all over the place because it feels good that day on the set. If you can do that, the part is yours.’” Diesel called the next day to accept, scoring about $1 million for the role.


The rest of the cast was either already locked in or followed shortly. Jordana Brewster, who was balancing her English lit studies at Yale with work in such teen-palooza flicks as The Faculty, would play Mia, Dom’s more academically minded younger sister whose romance with Brian opens tensions in the family. (“We thought Jordana’s dark Brazilian tonality would be lovely to look at against Paul’s Americanness,” says Cohen.) Matt Schulze, best known for his roles as villainous sidekicks, was cast as Vince, the crew’s foul-tempered meathead who harbors a crush on Mia and smells a rat in Brian. Chad Lindberg was the twitchy, doomed mechanic Jesse.8 And Rick Yune scored the role of Johnny Tran, Dom’s rival gang leader. Yet there was no one in place for Letty, Dom’s take-no-shit girlfriend, perhaps because she wasn’t much of a character on the page yet—more of a trophy than a fleshed-out member of Dom’s crew.9


At the time, Michelle Rodriguez was arguably as big a star as Walker or Diesel, riding a tidal wave of buzz for her very first on-screen performance in the drama Girlfight. Directed by Karyn Kusama, the low-budget film had plucked the then-twenty-one-year-old Rodriguez from open-casting obscurity—the Jersey City high school dropout Rollerbladed into her audition at Times Square during the last ten minutes of a six-hour day. In January 2000, the film hit the Sundance Film Festival like a hurricane. Now drowning in high-profile offers, Rodriguez wasn’t sure what to make of the weird little street-racing movie—especially as an early draft had Letty trying to cheat on Dom with Brian. “I thought that was stupid. First of all, no girl would leave the toughest guy for a weaker one. In the eyes of the street, it doesn’t work like that. I didn’t want to be a slut. I felt like a lot of Latinas in Hollywood were doing that, and that’s not how I wanted to be viewed by millions of people around the world,” Rodriguez recalled later about pushing for rewrites. “I was crying on set, and I remember Rob thinking ‘I’m trying to make a good movie with fast cars, what are you bitching about?’ I remember Vin saying ‘I got this. I’m going to take a bullet for you, kiddo.’”


The one person on set who was most invested in fleshing out the characters, though, might have been Kario Salem. A veteran actor and screenwriter who had first collaborated with Cohen on the 1998 HBO movie The Rat Pack, which had earned him an Emmy nomination, Salem was recruited to join Fast by the director just a few weeks before shooting began—and after Ayer had already made his contributions. While Cohen was impressed with Ayer’s script, the director still felt it needed some oomph—although to hear Salem recount it, it required far more than that. “Rob told me that he didn’t really have characters, just names on a page. I came in and listened to the read-through of the script, and every single actor came up afterward and begged me, ‘Please give me something to play,’” recalls Salem. “I mean, the entire story at that point was just a rip-off of Point Break.”


For the next three weeks, Salem rewrote pages, fine-tuning such character-building moments as Mia and Brian’s conversation at the café over crustless tuna sandwiches, the Letty/Dom dynamic at the Echo Park house party (“Michelle came up to me saying ‘I’m dying,’ so I helped Letty become the only person who can stand up to Dom, who shows that she has power over him”), and the crucial backyard BBQ scene in which Dom insists that the gang say grace before the meal.


“A lot of these scenes existed only in sketches. Rob said, ‘Look, we need these people to bond.’ I think either he came up with the idea for the BBQ or I came up with it, but it was Rob’s instinct for character, something that had nothing to do with racing, and Brian’s rite of passage being invited to join this family as an outsider,” Salem recalls. “I thought, ‘Wouldn’t it be cool to have Dom ask someone to say grace?’ Because then there’s another layer to this guy. He’s a criminal, but he’s got these codes and standards. It’s what makes you love him as a character.”


Salem stayed on the film for a few weeks of shooting—time in which he didn’t interact with Ayer—before leaving to work on The Score, his heist thriller starring Robert De Niro and Edward Norton. “This is how films are made, and I feel for the writers, David and others, who don’t get to be part of the movie that they helped write,” he says. “But part of what makes screenwriting so enjoyable is to watch the actors making it work on the set, making small adjustments, everybody pitching in to make it come to life. At its best, it’s a beautiful camaraderie.”


Now assembled and mostly assuaged, the young cast members had only a brief amount of time to figure one another out—to calibrate their dynamics and form off-screen bonds strong enough to deliver an on-screen jolt. In a way, it was easy for Diesel and Walker to replicate the tensions between their characters, given that they came from as wildly different worlds—backgrounds, sensibilities, families—as the realities that separate Dom and Brian.


Born in California but raised in Manhattan, Diesel—aka Mark Sinclair—was the child of a sensitive and cultured home, his mother, Delora, an astrologer and his stepfather, Irving H. Vincent,10 an acting instructor and off-Broadway director. (Diesel has never had contact with his biological father.) Together with his fraternal twin brother, Paul (yes, the same name as his future costar), and younger half siblings, Samantha and Tim, Mark lived in the West Village’s bohemian paradise Westbeth, the nation’s first federally subsidized arts colony, where residents had to be both low income and artistically gifted, their merits judged by a review board of peers. Art was everywhere: exhibitions, plays, readings.


As a kid, Mark occasionally ran wild, but any youthful rebellion was, in Diesel’s eventual telling, a formative adventure that culminated in acts of artistic self-discovery. Mark led a minigang of neighborhood kids, wandering the roofs and dark stairwells of Westbeth. But according to a childhood friend, he was more of a life coach than a street tough. And when Mark and Paul broke into the Theater for the New City in the East Village at just seven years old to mess around, they weren’t given a scared-straight lecture by the cops but rather a wish fulfillment bargain by the theater’s artistic director, Crystal Field: The brothers wouldn’t get into trouble if they came back to the theater every afternoon at 4:00 p.m. to rehearse for a new play.


“Even back then, he was the same guy—always wanted to be an entertainer, always break-dancing. He was a skinny kid, though, which is why he got into bodybuilding and got huge,” recalls the actor Yorgo Constantine, who attended the prestigious Anglo-American International School on the Upper West Side with Mark and Paul.11


When Mark was seventeen and struggling to book auditions—he was briefly enrolled at Hunter College as an English major before dropping out12—he perfected an off-hours hustle: hawking light bulbs as a telemarketer by day and working the door as a bouncer in the Meatpacking District by night. The club work wasn’t glamorous—fighting with drunken patrons at such infamously wild eighties spots as Tunnel on Eleventh Avenue13 and Club Mars on 13th Street—but the brutality helped build the mythos. Kicking ass not only earned Mark the alias “Vin Diesel” (“When you’re a bouncer, the last thing you do is tell everybody your real name, because of all of the problems,” he would later say) but also provided an outlet for the many times when things didn’t go his way in a casting room. Every rough-and-tumble element of Diesel’s New York life—up to and including his bulging biceps, which he developed as a teen and nicknamed “the Kryptonics” after the skateboarding wheels of his childhood—was in service of his craft, his art, his calling.


Paul Walker, on the other hand, pursued acting almost by accident. Growing up in the working-class LA suburb of Sunland-Tujunga in the late 1970s and ’80s, he was the popular kid from a Mormon family that had an open-door policy with their neighbors. The house was busy and bustling, overseen by his homemaking mother, Cheryl, and his father, Paul William Walker III, who worked as a sewage contractor after returning home from the Vietnam War.


Paul was one of five siblings, all of whom he protected fiercely. His half sister Amie was born first, while younger sister Ashlie came a few years after he was born, followed by brother Caleb and then Cody, a “surprise” who arrived when Paul was fifteen years old. Together, the siblings enjoyed the most All-American of childhoods: football, friends, church. Every weekend was filled with cookouts and family, and every summer was spent camping and roasting s’mores near Carpinteria State Beach, just north of Santa Barbara. The ocean, where Paul learned to surf at a young age, was his second home, his “Zen place,” as Cheryl put it.


But parts of Paul’s life weren’t so typical. When he was just a toddler, Cheryl, recognizing his natural talent for performance, got him into acting. (His angelic blond, blue-eyed looks didn’t hurt, either.) At first, he appeared mostly in television commercials (Pampers, Puppy Formula) and on Saturday-morning game shows (NBC’s I’m Telling, a kiddie version of The Newlywed Game featuring young siblings, in which Paul and Ashlie bantered playfully). But soon Paul was booking real-deal TV series, with the small-screen icon Michael Landon personally championing him for episodes of his drama Highway to Heaven. That led to such sitcoms as Who’s the Boss? and Charles in Charge, plus a long run on the soap opera The Young and the Restless.


Walker was effortlessly charming, with the confidence of someone who knew what to do when it was his turn in the spotlight. But as he grew older, he began to chafe at the commitments that show business required. Why was he missing his senior-year football games to sit in crowded casting call offices? Cheryl and Paul III never looked at acting as a career—“They saw it as a way to help provide for the household,” Walker would later say—but it was starting to feel an awful lot like a job that he didn’t want. Instead of attending auditions, he’d rather be on the field, in the ocean, or on a dirt road driving the Ford Ranger that he’d bought for himself after booking a few commercials. By the time he was eighteen, the tension between the on-screen life he was living and the off-screen one he craved drove him to leave home and turn his back on acting. “I missed out on a lot when I was younger because of the game [acting],” he would say later. “I think people tell you you are a certain thing and so you miss out on a lot you would have otherwise experienced.”


The next few years were freeing but rough. Not the best at managing money, Walker was living in a beat-up motor home in Huntington Beach, fending off incessant calls from bill collectors. The situation was getting tight, and he was in no mood to move back home. He didn’t quite know how to turn his passion for nature into a career—but he did know how to act.


And so he reluctantly reconnected with his show business contacts, secured a manager, and started booking movies with startling ease. The quality of the material varied wildly. The 1998 comedy Meet the Deedles, a goofball riff on Dumb and Dumber, was far from the prestige satire of, say, his work that same year in the sharply subversive Pleasantville. But casting directors didn’t care about taste, necessarily; they just thought that Walker could become the heartthrob of the moment. Which was just what happened, and exactly as the teen-cinema boom of the late 1990s hit its apex.


When Walker arrived on set to meet Diesel for what would become known as The Fast and the Furious, it was an almost too perfect collision of worlds: the California golden boy who was effortlessly perfect at his job and the earnest New Yorker who had fought for decades to gain a foothold in an industry that kept telling him no. Recognizing that the two actors needed to explore that tension in order to bring Brian and Dom to life on-screen, Cohen sent Walker and Diesel, as well as the rest of the cast, for a quick group trip to Las Vegas before shooting commenced. Over late-night dinners and racing lessons at a nearby motor speedway,14 Walker and Diesel circled each other cautiously; there was respect and admiration for each other’s artistic journeys, but there was also a cordial distance kept between the pair. Their relationship wasn’t chilly, but it wasn’t especially warm, either.


Everyone on set could immediately tell the differences between the stars, too. Walker was abundantly generous, quick to turn small talk with the crew into deeper conversations, making friends with ease. He also loved to take his young daughter, Meadow, to the set, charming all. Diesel, on the other hand, was the strong, silent type, not one to socialize and often retreating to his trailer. For his part, Cohen cannot recall a single time his two leading men went out for dinner together or even shared lunch while filming.


The rest of the cast faced their own challenges. Compared to Walker and Diesel, Rodriguez, Brewster, and the other actors populating the Toretto crew were relatively green. They were smooshed together by Cohen in what felt like a grand experiment prioritizing energy over experience. That approach prompted some unusual on-set methodology; Cohen would shoot upward of twenty to twenty-five takes of a single scene. “You had Vin always going over the top, bigger than life, and then you had Michelle, Jordana, who were more inexperienced—Rob was trying to wear out Vin and give the other actors rehearsal time, basically,” says Dennis Bishop, the film’s associate producer and one of Universal’s on-set minders. “Rob would shoot and shoot, and Vin would come down, and the others would come up. It worked.”


It wasn’t just the experience gap between the members of the cast; other tensions burbled up, too. The disagreements were tiny compared to the gigantic slabs of megastar vs. megastar beef that would arise later in the franchise. But the nervy vibes on the first film were still hard to ignore. Schulze, for one, felt that he was underappreciated and his character was underwritten. “We had roundtable meetings, and I wrote myself into as many scenes as possible. I invented that character, and nothing was really written on who he was,” says the actor, who delivers a memorably coarse, Fred Durstian performance as Vince. “I was hired, and the director wanted someone else. But the [studio] president insisted it was me. Anyway, it was layered, because I developed Vince.”


There were some wild surprises, too, such as when the rapper Ja Rule, cast in a small role as a street racer at the suggestion of hip-hop enthusiast Moritz, showed up for his first day of filming. “I open the door to his trailer, and he’s sitting at a table with all these girls surrounding him and seemingly ready to start dinner with a big salad,” recalls Cohen. “I then realized that’s not a salad—it’s a giant bowl of marijuana. Literally a mound of it.”


Never one to be fazed by the excesses of the music world, Cohen rolled with it—especially once he found out that Ja wanted to include a few members of his entourage in the shoot. Thinking on his feet, the director suggested that the rapper’s lady friends could join the cast, sketching a quick scene in which Ja’s character is promised a threesome by his girlfriend if he wins a crucial race. “At this point, Ja is just jumping up and down and yelling ‘I get it! Ménage à trois! Ménage!’”


Sex and speed might have helped sell The Fast and the Furious, but the cast’s diversity pushed the movie into underserved markets that were hungry for on-screen representation. Whether that was by design or happy accident, though, depends on who you talk to. “It wasn’t like we tried to do United Colors of Benetton in the casting,” says Universal’s chairman, Snider. “It was ‘diverse’ at a time when people didn’t use that word. We just wanted to be authentic to the culture, and we never thought twice about it.”


The film’s ensemble may have crossed racial divides, but there was still a kind of subliminal if unintentional segregation at play that cannot help but give the film a dated air. Depending on where you fell on the line of Dom’s identity—at once every ethnicity and none—his mostly white crew were framed as the “good” bad guys. The rest of the street players were divided into homeboy Latino gangbangers, goofy-aggressive Black racers, and ice-cold killers from Little Vietnam. It was multiculturalism but siloed.


Yet placed in the context of the time, the cast—including de Vera, the Filipino American actor Reggie Lee as Tran’s second in command, and the Hispanic actor Noel Gugliemi as Dom’s street-racing buddy Hector15—stood in stark contrast to most studio ensembles. While plenty of diversely cast films were released in the early aughts, they were mostly hypertargeted genre plays, such as Ice Cube’s Friday movies and thrillers such as Romeo Must Die—low-profile, low-risk flicks that didn’t dream of topping the year’s box-office charts. Yet there was the ethnically ambiguous Diesel leading a multicultural cartopia in which the size of your engine mattered more than the color of your skin. “We were certainly before the crest of the wave on diversity, but that’s because it’s where the sport of street racing was coming from—it was all about representation, inclusion,” says Doug Claybourne. “It was driving the concept of authenticity from the ground up.”


Authenticity was key to Cohen, but he didn’t want his film to be too tethered to reality, either. Capturing a drag race from points A to B required elevating Dom’s world into something more heightened, even surreal. He needed to convey visually what it felt like to be racing against time. “During the scene outside Dodger Stadium, the camera briefly loses control when it follows Paul in his car—but that’s what the world looks like when you’re spinning out,” says Cohen. “I love it when the frame goes nuts. What could be constituted as ‘bad filmmaking’ in another film is just what this film needs. It needs a wildness, where you cannot predict what the camera is going to do. Sometimes it’s shaky and you can barely see what’s going on, but for that short of a cut, you go, ‘Oh, my God, it’s kinetic.’”


At every aesthetic turn, Cohen kept pushing. Instead of standard-issue cuts, the film uses startling editing techniques to show the transition between night and day. There is a clipped, drum-tight tone to the propulsive pacing, which is so drained of any excess fat as to feel cinematically liposuctioned. Audiences often feel as if they are being pinned to the back of their seat, just like Brian and Dom. “One of the few comments I got from the studio was ‘What’s going on? Is there something wrong with the camera?’” Cohen says with a laugh. “But studio involvement was so minimal. They only cared if I was a day behind, which would be $150,000 or whatever it is.”


To help smuggle that elevated sensibility into what Universal had presumed would simply be a cheap little thriller, Cohen stacked his behind-the-scenes team with a roster of unusually highbrow collaborators. While the director would butt heads with some, including cinematographer Ericson Core (“a real bullshitter,” who, Cohen says, kept insisting on doing a bleach bypass on the film stock, which would muddy the colors of the cars) and editor Peter Honess (“very staid, very arrogant, very British”), he found kindred spirits with others, including first assistant director Parra, who had first connected with Cohen on the 1985 thriller The Legend of Billie Jean; costume designer Sanja Milkovic Hays, who dressed Dom’s gang in fashion-forward ensembles rich in leather and camo prints;16 and production designer Waldemar Kalinowski, known for his work with Mike Figgis (Leaving Las Vegas, One Night Stand).


“Rob was very open about talking about the background of the characters before you do any location scouting,” recalls Kalinowski. “Every character that you meet in the first frame of a movie, they already have a life. And that life has to not only inform who that character is visually in the film but allow the audience to have some kind of idea as to who they are as real people. The characters have real histories, as we all do. Even for someone as small as R. J. de Vera’s character, we had a verbal sketch of his history, like his grandfather being in the US Army in the Philippines in 1944.”


In addition to specifying the color and make of every character’s car—from Brian’s lime green 1995 Mitsubishi Eclipse to Letty’s purple 1997 Nissan 240SX—Kalinowski was instrumental in securing the location that would serve as the home base of Dom’s crew, a den for his thieves. The stately Victorian was located on East Kensington Road in the Hispanic working-class neighborhood of Echo Park, sitting on top of a hill with a sense of forgotten majesty and stubborn pride. The house would become a staple of the franchise—getting blown up once or twice along the way—and is today such a tourist attraction that not fifteen minutes go by on a typical weekday morning without fans gathering to take selfies in front of the property. The attention has reached such high levels that the home’s current owners have erected a high picket fence to prevent anyone from peering inside, with signs posted urging uninvited guests to, in so many words, scram.


But more than just being a photogenic location, the house was a metaphor for where Dom’s crew fit into LA’s socioeconomic jungle. Back in the early aughts, audiences were used to seeing the city depicted on-screen as a collection of postmodern mansions, anonymous stucco houses on flat streets, or the blighted corners of South Central. Echo Park was a different kind of LA: hilly, diverse, on the divide between working and middle class. “It’s on top of a street that in one direction looks toward downtown LA, with all the money and the banks. And in another direction, it’s looking toward East LA and then South, where there are different races, ethnicities, ages, economics. A house in Santa Monica couldn’t represent that,” says Kalinowski. “As you look at the film, everything had some subliminal value to the story.”


That was especially true when it came to a defining element of the Fast-verse: its stunts. Cohen knew that if his film was to stand out from all the many cops-and-robbers movies that had come before it, Kathryn Bigelow’s Point Break included, he needed full-throttle moments of action movie innovation. It was a good thing, then, that the director knew just the mad man for the job.
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The first time Cohen met Mic Rodgers, the two were working on the 1990 Mel Gibson–Goldie Hawn action comedy Bird on a Wire. Cohen was a producer handling the demands of two huge stars, while Rodgers was the stunt coordinator and stunt double for Gibson, a relationship that would evolve over decades, taking him from the western plains of Maverick to the Scottish Highlands of Braveheart.


A grizzled veteran of California’s insular stunt community, Rodgers was the kind of guy who could make the impossible possible, whether by making uppercuts look lethal in Roadhouse or whipping wind against Helen Hunt and Bill Paxton in Twister. But when Cohen hired Rodgers as the second-unit director on The Fast and the Furious—the unit on any large-scale film that is responsible for shooting stunt-heavy action sequences—he needed to figure out how to translate all of the script’s many floridly written set pieces into reality—ideally without blowing up the budget or killing anyone in the process.


The biggest challenge was the film’s opening hijack scene, during which a swarm of speeding Civics ambushes a truck. To get the vehicles up to the necessary speed, Rodgers would need about five miles’ worth of road across LA’s Terminal Island Freeway—and because the scene was scripted as taking place in the middle of the night, he would also need five miles’ worth of lighting, which meant spending upward of $50,000 a night. But as Rodgers and his team would prove time and again, The Fast and the Furious was nothing if not a hotbed of innovation.


Together with his second-unit director of photography, Jonathan Taylor, Rodgers monster-mashed together a low-cost solution by creating a mobile light and camera setup—basically, an off-camera vehicle that could drive parallel to the on-camera truck and Civics as they sped by. Rodgers’s team got hold of a curtain-sided truck, stripped everything off the vehicle to save weight, then bolted a camera and a whack of high-performance lights to its chassis. The new camera-and-lighting truck then drove along a stretch of road parallel to the on-screen big rig, capturing the action seamlessly.17 “I was like ‘Fuck, yeah, let’s do that, it’s way cheaper!’” recalls Rodgers. “We had a stunt guy driving that camera truck, too, because I didn’t want a regular transportation department guy doing it—they could easily miss the mark because they didn’t know what the fuck was going on, right? And I didn’t want to have to shoot all of this twice.”


“I consider myself smart and creative in thinking outside the box,” says associate producer Dennis Bishop, “but every time I turned around, they were doing something new. I just went ‘Good Lord.’”


As for the Civics—especially the moment in which one would swerve underneath the truck as it was going full speed, a shot that was used repeatedly in the film’s marketing materials and that Cohen estimates added $50 million to the movie’s gross—memories differ on the details.


David Marder, Universal’s longtime transportation coordinator,18 who oversaw everything and anything to do with the movie’s vehicles, remembers his team feeling under the gun. “We didn’t have any time, so what I had to do was raise the trailer high enough to get the Honda under it, because trailers are normally not that high,” he says. “I measured the trailer, measured the car, and we had the whole thing done and I suddenly get a panic attack. I never actually ran the car under the trailer. I didn’t know if it would work! So yeah, the first time the car went under there, I went, ‘Phewwwwww.’”


Rodgers, however, doesn’t recall quite so many cross-your-fingers-and-pray moments. “That’s bullshit. We jacked the trailer up, so we knew it was going to be a four-inch clearance, which is more than enough. Then we moved the back wheels to give more balance and built a fucking catcher in front of the wheel to make sure no car is going to touch a truck wheel,” he says, noting that stunt driver Christopher J. Tuck handled the “gag” (stunt crew lingo for a set piece) like an ace. “Chris is the first person I know who drove underneath a truck and stayed there.”


What’s more unbelievable is that the entire hijacking sequence contains just one small digital effect: the postproduction erasure of a safety ramp used to support one of the stunt men as he leaps from the Civic to the truck in midheist. Everything else is practical and shot in camera—no green-screen trickery—marking an impressively stubborn commitment to reality. Here was a movie where you could feel and believe in the action—it was as thrilling as it was real, and vice versa.


Rodgers’s commitment to street-level action stemmed from his love of Peter Yates’s 1968 classic Bullitt. For years, Rodgers had been trying to recreate that film’s iconic chase scene, in which the star, Steve McQueen, roars around San Francisco. One day, Rodgers simply asked Yates how he had done it. The answer: He had just let McQueen drive the damn car himself and tried to keep up. No one else could have done a better job than the actor, a true automotive fiend. That way, Yates’s camera was always trained on his lead actor and not on various stunt drivers whose features would have to be spliced around and obfuscated. But Bullitt had been made in a different time, before insurance policies and celebrity liabilities. Having Diesel and Walker rip around the streets of LA by themselves was simply not an option. “I knew that Paul Walker could drive, but I just didn’t trust any actors behind the wheel, because they’re fucking actors!” says Rodgers. Instead, he approached special effects coordinator Matt Sweeney, who had spent his career cooking up SFX innovations (explosions, animatronics, gimbals) in his California shop—the kind of mad movie engineering that is possible when you don’t have the eyes of a studio bearing down on you.


The pair’s solution was a Frankenstein contraption called a “Mic Rig,” a vehicular piggyback that allowed actors to appear as if they were driving without ever turning on the ignition. Essentially, the rig was a low-bed van equipped with lights and cameras in the front of the cab and a chassis on the back that carried the stripped-down body of a car. Actors sat in the hollowed-out car to make it look as if they were driving, when in fact they were just along for the ride; the real power slides and 180-degree turns would be performed by the stunt driver of the van up front.


The Mic Rig was such a remarkable innovation that Rodgers and Sweeney won a technical achievement award from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in 2001 for their invention—the closest that the Fast & Furious franchise has ever come to the Oscars.


While the Mic Rig was a DIY solution that cost little, Cohen had another, and rather expensive, idea for an action sequence—an in-your-face blast of cutting-edge digital effects—that would require him to go against every instinct he’d had on the production so far: asking for studio approval.


The idea came to him one day while he was shaving his head and pondering the notion of where a man such as Dom stops and his car—the crucial extension of his persona—begins. In Cohen’s mind, street racers such as Dom were modern-day centaurs: half man, half beast, powered not by animalistic instinct but by the chemical boost of nitrous oxide, or NOS. But how could he represent that idea visually without the film tipping into full-blown sci-fi fantasy?


“All of a sudden, I thought about the camera going down Vin’s arm into the engine, like it was their nervous system,” says Cohen, who immediately called Universal’s Scott Stuber. “I said, ‘I have a great idea, but you’re not going to like it, because it’s going to cost some money.’ He said, ‘Let me remind you, Rob, you’re making a small kids and cars movies for spring break. That’s all we want.’”


But Cohen wanted more—and he was going to get it. The director risked angering Stuber by going over his head and straight to Universal chairman Snider, laying out his vision for the sequence. Just before the start of the first drag race, the camera would follow Dom’s arm as he shifts his Mazda RX-7 into first gear; then the point of view would drop below the car’s floor into its transmission. The single-take shot would continue to trace the length of the rotary engine before finally exiting the car through the exhaust pipe, framing the spinning rear wheel as the RX-7 rips down the road with a fiery blast. The sequence would turn the little racing film, Cohen told Snider, into something “historic”—and for only $2 million more. The skeptical Snider gave Cohen the extra cash but not a penny more. “Rob,” she told him, “this is a movie for spring break. Don’t turn it into some epic.”


Today, the sequence would be a lark for any visual effects team to produce. But back then, the idea stretched resources and imaginations, especially with most movies of the day having their big “wow” moments created as much by the special effects department (which handled practical matters such as pyrotechnics and animatronics) as by the visual effects squad (which dealt with computer-generated imagery).


“I think I had three hundred VFX shots to deal with in total—and today, three hundred shots won’t even give you a single sequence,” says Mike Wassel, Fast’s visual effects supervisor, whose team dismantled an RX-7 engine, studying and documenting its parts, to nail the sequence. “Back then, we were trying to figure out how to make driving in a straight line visually interesting.”


The resulting “engine fly-through” sequence, which had impressed Diesel so much when Cohen described it to him that he had declared, “That’s insane—I’m all in,” would become the visual signature of the franchise, its single uniting aesthetic thread, adopted by six different directors over the course of the series. It would also influence competing blockbusters, such as Michael Bay’s Transformers films and the shinier corners of the Marvel Cinematic Universe, to expand the limits of their spatial realities. The camera was no longer limited by the places it could and could not physically go; there were worlds of possibilities beyond the one that we could see in front of our faces. Yet Cohen’s idea wasn’t wholly original, either.


About a decade earlier, in the 1990s, visual effects supervisor Eric Durst had helped create a series of ads for Volkswagen’s “Fahrvergnügen” (driving enjoyment) campaign, designed to get skeptical American consumers onto the same quirky wavelength as the German automaker. One memorable spot finds the camera going through the grill of a Jetta and then flying through its engine—an unmistakable, if highly rudimentary, precursor of the RX-7 sequence in The Fast and the Furious. The advertisement’s singular style popped up again as the inspiration for a sequence in Joseph Kahn’s 2000 music video for Janet Jackson’s single “Doesn’t Really Matter.” That music video happened to be produced while Kahn was working at Original Film, the (perhaps ironically named) production company operated by Fast & Furious producer Neal H. Mortiz. What some call a coincidence others label an unacknowledged rip-off.


“That music video came out a whole year before The Fast and the Furious—and then they started using that goddamn shot in all their stuff, and that really pissed me off,” Kahn says of the sequence.19 “But it actually changed me as a music video director, too. Because then I realized that there will always be things I did that were taken by others, and I started to see it happen all the time. The thinking was ‘Oh, music videos, they’re the cool things that people will now use as technology for their own movies.’”


The notion of where inspiration ends and originality begins is a blurry one, though—and it’s a tension that Cohen played with throughout The Fast and the Furious. Take the opening hijack sequence, a moment the director freely admits was a blatant refashioning of John Ford’s 1939 classic Stagecoach. “The Civics were the black-masked cowboys, jumping from their horses to the stagecoach while it’s moving,” he says. “And once the cowboys take over the stagecoach, there’s usually a cliff or some obstacle looming in the distance. That’s the highway that narrows down to one lane.”


Like much of what Cohen was doing on the film, the Stagecoach allusion was either lost on or simply ignored by Universal execs, who were content to leave the director to his devices—so long, that is, as he made the studio’s shooting schedule. But with his fondness for multiple takes, his schedule overruns quickly became such a concern that he came close to losing the movie’s—really, the franchise’s—defining scene: a moment midway through the film in which Dom has a heart-to-heart with Brian in the garage behind the Toretto house.


“The studio kept trying to take that scene away from me. ‘Oh, you’re a day behind, we’re going to cut the garage scene that doesn’t relate to anything else,’” Cohen says with a chuckle, recalling how Stuber had sent producer Moritz to the set to convey the ultimatum. “I told Neal, ‘You do realize this is the most important scene in the film, right? This is the whole thing for Vin and Paul’s characters, the entire thing. It’s poetic and gives you a glimpse at their souls.’”


Reluctantly, Cohen chopped some interstitial bits to make it look as if, on paper, he had in fact caught up with the schedule. And in retrospect, he doesn’t think that the studio singled out that scene because it happened to be his favorite. “It was just there, and you could theoretically lift it out and nothing would change in terms of the plot.” But the moment, of course, does change the entirety of the film—it unlocks Dom and Brian as characters without either man getting behind the wheel of a car.


The power of the sequence stems from its setting, which is more like a massive shed or barn than a garage, its high-ceilinged wooden planks spaced imperfectly from one another to allow tiny slivers of heavenly sunlight to creep in. It is inside that almost holy space where Dom reveals the full tragedy of his past, telling Brian about his race car–driving father’s death and how one act of grief-fueled violence had sent him spiraling into a life of crime. For two characters who would spend the rest of the franchise chasing the ghosts of their fathers—desperately trying to figure out how to become the kind of parents they had been both robbed of in life—the scene acts as the emotional bedrock of their shared journeys.


For Ayer, who wrote the sequence, the moment was as much about unpacking Dom’s life philosophy—“I live my life a quarter mile at a time”—as about examining the motivations of rebels who devote their lives to illicit passions that must be practiced in the shadows. “Why are you spending your time tuning Civics to hit 900 horsepower? What is that empowerment about? I wanted to understand what happens to these people when they get in their cars,” says Ayer.20 “It needed that soul and sense of character.”


Much later, the studio would realize just how close it had come to unintentionally ripping out the heart of the film. But at the time, executives felt that Cohen still had to make one more tiny concession in order to keep the scene: They wanted a new ending, something tidier than the one that Cohen and Ayer were pushing for, in which Dom and Brian part ways following one last drag race. Stuber and Moritz felt that audiences would gain a more fulfilling sense of emotional closure if Brian, after letting Dom escape police custody, returned to see Mia in order to set things right between the two lovers.


Cohen was confident that the moment would undermine the dramatic stakes of the Dom/Brian relationship and treat the audience like suckers, fools for easy boy/girl romance. But he reluctantly wrote the ending and shot it—anything to ensure that the original barn scene was kept. And once he was finally able to film the one-on-one sequence inside the garage, his two leading men rose to the challenge, wiping away any theories that Fast was just a small movie for bored, horny teenagers. “Paul was subtle during the filming—you could tell he was really listening to what was being said. That’s not the work of an actor phoning it in. That’s an actor who’s truly a character listening to another character baring his soul to tell the story of his life,” Cohen says. “We set aside a day to shoot it, but they got it right away. We were finished by lunch.”


Moritz was impressed, too; Cohen was consistently surprising him. But something still wasn’t sitting right for the producer. Who, after all, was going to see a movie called Redline?
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Referring to both the finish line that street racers must cross sooner or later as well as the metaphorical limit any driver worth their NOS must push against, “Redline” was Universal’s preferred title after the original plan to use Racer X fell through due to rights issues. But as production on Cohen’s film sped along, Moritz and others felt that Redline was too ambiguous and not nearly catchy enough. And just like everything else involving the early days of a blockbuster, credit for who came up with the new name shakes out differently depending on memories and pride. Although a handful of people involved in the film credit Universal’s marketing whizzes Adam Fogelson or Marc Shmuger with the change, most agree that it was Moritz who had the light-bulb moment to suggest The Fast and the Furious. Moritz’s own family history backs it up, too.


In 1954, Roger Corman produced a movie called The Fast and the Furious, a quickie cars-and-crime flick starring John Ireland. Ironically, Corman’s movie was itself shot under a different title, Crashout, and switched its name only after a noir starring William Bendix claimed the Crashout title first. Not that it mattered that much; Corman’s film was quickly forgotten by just about everyone—except Moritz, whose father, Milton, had a long history working with the B-movie impresario. “When I first told the Universal marketing guys, they looked at me like I was crazy,” Moritz said later. “I thought I was a little crazy, too.”


One day deep into filming, members of the cast were eating lunch on set, a rare occasion given that despite the early efforts at group bonding during the Vegas getaway, the actors often went their separate ways whenever the cameras weren’t rolling. But that afternoon, Moritz caught everyone together. “Neal comes by and says, ‘All right, you guys, what do you think about a new title: The Fast and the Furious?’” recalls Chad Lindberg. “We were all like ‘Wow… that sucks.’” But the more people thought about it, the more The Fast and the Furious felt like something real, something sticky. And Corman could be paid off for the rights with just a small sum of money.


“No one loved either Racer X or Redline, and at some point, it was also called Street Wars,” recalls Universal’s Shmuger. “But the title change, like so many of the things that happened on the film, were just precisely the right things occurring at the right time to take this tiny movie and make it this cultural imperative. Was The Fast and the Furious just too cheesy or just so cheesy as to be great?”


The world was about to get an answer. Like many of Universal’s titles, The Fast and the Furious was set up for a test screening, this time at a multiplex out in the Valley neighborhood of Winnetka. It was January 2001, and the studio was eager to see how the film played in front of an audience as executives began to set up their campaigns for its March 23 release, in the thick of spring break.


Cohen was nervous; his career up to that point had been solid but was not unbreakable. One wrong move, and it could be tanked. And now he was about to unveil a film that, “by my own admission is not quite normal. I had no idea how an audience was going to respond.” But as the reels unspooled that evening in Winnetka, he recalls, “it was becoming clear that they are eating this shit alive.”


The opening hijack hit the crowd just right, the audience letting loose a rush of “woooo-hooooos” and hard-clap applause. But when the first drag race scene arrives—a hyperstylized dissection of speed—the audience went into a near frenzy, hollering and leaping out of their seats. Even the film’s relatively few jokes—such as when Ja Rule’s character bemoans the loss of his promised threesome—earned hearty, sustained laughter that drowned out the on-screen dialogue that followed.


The only thing that irked audiences was the alternative ending that Cohen had been coaxed into shooting. “Literally every single audience response card came back saying ‘Greatest movie ever, except for that stupid fucking ending,’” Cohen recalls. The next day, Universal’s Snider agreed, allowing the film to keep its original Dom/Brian finale.


“I’ve been to hundreds of test screenings, and that was the single most exciting one I’d ever experienced—it was revelatory,” says Universal’s Shmuger. “And afterward, the whole parking lot was on fire with the same energy, all the cars revving. Whatever energy had been in the theater could not be contained within its walls. It was like watching a viral sensation get formed firsthand. I thought, ‘Jesus Christ, how do you bottle this?’”


For Universal’s Bario, the mood inside the theater changed the moment Diesel appeared on-screen. “His arrival was palpable. And that line ‘I live my life a quarter mile at a time,’ it just absolutely rebounded and resonated. We’ve all sat in previews where the movie plays well. But I’ve only been in a few where it played like a rock concert,” she says. The night was such a high that Bario didn’t even mind that her car was broken into while sitting in the theater’s parking lot. “You realized that you made a movie that’s not just going to work but that connected to an underserved audience that wanted to see themselves on-screen so badly. Young people, mixed ethnicity groups. There wasn’t much out there for them—it was the right movie at the right time.”


Well, not exactly the right time. As marketing chief Shmuger surveyed the energy in the theater that night, he realized that The Fast and the Furious had the juice to be a true summer movie, not a mere programmer to tide the studio over during the spring. He proposed to Snider a release date shift from March to June, which would pit the film head-to-head against what felt like the most anticipated release of the season: Eddie Murphy’s Dr. Dolittle 2. “That might seem like a no-brainer now, but back then it was incomprehensible to take on Dr. Dolittle. And yet there was just something so soft and young and uncool about it that the move made sense,” says Shmuger. “We could look so fresh, and Dr. Dolittle would look so lame.”


But it was also the kind of decision that could kill a career if it went sideways. “It was a gutsy move by Marc,” says Snider. “Audiences didn’t rely on IP the way they do now, but still it was a sequel, it had Eddie Murphy, and Fast was a movie with no one on the marquee.”


The closer the Universal team got to the release date, the more intense the marketing campaign became; no promotional element went ignored. From placing Limp Bizkit’s hard-charging “My Way” over the trailer to buying ads on such male-dominated spaces as men’s public washroom doors, condom machines, and gas pumps, Universal wasn’t pushing a movie so much as it was selling testosterone-heavy street cred.


“I didn’t give a rat’s ass about a bunch of yahoos stealing DVD players. But the cars were cool, the guys were cool, the whole atmosphere was cool. That’s what works,” recalls Frank Chiocchi, who helped put together the film’s trailers for an outside company before becoming Universal’s executive vice president of marketing. “This wasn’t about people swiping DVD players. It was about lifestyle. And that became the whole campaign.”


Diesel, a shrewd marketer even before the era of social media, wanted in on the ground floor. Two months before the film’s release, Universal marketing exec Peter Adee put on a dog-and-pony show for Cohen and Moritz to highlight their advertising plans. These kinds of presentations, as Adee put it, are usually “boring as hell,” and most stars go out of their way to avoid them. But not Diesel, who wanted to get as deep into the marketing as possible and, once he made his way into the meeting, made everyone in the room repeat out loud, “We are going to win the weekend!”


“He wanted to be part of everything—and he challenged me at that meeting, too. ‘Open this movie big, Peter!’” Adee recalls. “I said, ‘Okay, Vin, but if we pull this off, you have to show my two young boys the time of their lives at the premiere.’” Cut to the Westwood premiere party weeks later, and Diesel shows up, lifts Adee’s kids off the ground, and takes them right into the circle of action, introducing them to Walker and the other stars. “He gave them a ride beyond belief.”


Film critics, however, were in no mood to go along for the ride. While a handful of them appreciated Cohen’s sensibility, including The Wall Street Journal’s Joe Morgenstern, who commended the film for being “shrewdly conceived, confidently executed, and outrageously entertaining,” many refused to engage with it at all. Ironically, critics approached it assuming that it was exactly the kind of cheap, disposable Corman fare that Cohen had fought so hard to subvert and elevate, when it wasn’t of course blatantly riffing on Point Break.21 The reception marked the beginning of a long hate-hate relationship between the franchise and mainstream critics, as uneasy as it remains today. Then again, in the world of Fast, reviews matter about as much as seat belts.


During its opening weekend that June, The Fast and the Furious made an astounding $41.6 million in North America, instantly earning back its production budget—and banking twice as much as poor ol’ Dr. Dolittle. The scenes inside multiplexes echoed that first wild Valley test screening, the infectious energy spilling out into countless parking lots, much to the dismay of neighbors and local police departments, many of which would take over the op-ed pages of newspapers for the rest of the year to decry the dangers of copycat street racers. (A typical headline of the era: “Don’t Drive This at Home.”) Fearing that it would be dragged into a PR nightmare, Universal hastily attached disclaimers to the film advising against imitating any on-screen “car play,” while enlisting Walker and Diesel to record public service announcements that were slipped onto the studio’s website.


But no number of PSAs could dampen the mood at Universal as the box-office receipts came rolling in—especially once the audience demographic splits were revealed: 50 percent white, 24 percent Hispanic, 10 percent Black, 11 percent Asian. It was a truly all-quadrant hit, resonating with markets previously out of the studio’s reach. As a twenty-year-old East Hollywood ticket buyer named Esteban Mejia told the Los Angeles Times that opening weekend, “I don’t want to see Clueless. Did I live a Clueless life? No. Do I live a Clueless life? No. If there’s something that I’ve been through, then yeah, I’ll go.”


Following that first weekend, Universal was in the promised land known as word of mouth; Fast was a marketing phenomenon that you simply could not buy. Over the summer, the film would bring in $144 million in North American theaters and an additional $62 million around the world. And where were the film’s stars? “Paul and I were at the airport and just sitting on the floor, and people were walking over us, and he looked over at me and said, ‘Take all this in, because this will be our last moment of anonymity,’” Diesel recalled later. “He knew that we struck a chord with the public.”


That was all before the film hit the real jackpot of the era: the nascent DVD market. On its first day of retail sales, The Fast and the Furious sold 2.1 million units, an unfathomable number at the time. (It’s unclear how many more might have been pirated by Fast-inspired thieves.) “This was a phenomenon that you wanted to hang on for dear life because it was taking off so fast—we couldn’t even imagine how big this thing could be,” recalls Universal’s Shmuger. “When you hit those numbers in the DVD window, it’s clear this thing was crying out for future installments.”


But as quickly as sequel plans were being dreamed up by Universal, certain participants were already finding themselves being written out of the film’s future. Screenwriter Gary Scott Thompson would go on to secure a crucial “characters created by” credit on all subsequent Fast sequels. Today, Thompson insists that the finished movie stuck close to his original vision: “About twenty minutes into the movie, I turned to my wife, and I went, ‘Oh, my God, this is my script.’ Which had never happened to me in a feature film before. It was really astounding.”


David Ayer, however, would never see his name on a Fast & Furious movie again. “I’m going to be dead real: The world, the characters as envisioned that really became the success of the franchise, that was my big contribution,” he says, blaming Writers Guild of America rules and arbitration for how the credits shook out. “It’s a little painful for me. It’s one of the most successful franchises in Hollywood, yet I don’t have anything to show for it. But you know, that’s a very Hollywood story.”


It’s not as Hollywood a story, perhaps, as what happened to Kario Salem. Taking the advice of his CAA agent at the time, the writer didn’t seek any credit on the film, instead pocketing $80,000 total for his work, his name swiftly erased from Fast & Furious history, including residual profits. “My agent said, ‘You know, probably don’t vie for credit on this, because it’s kind of a B movie and you’re hot now so you don’t want your name on it, and let it go.’ I was told that the people who needed to know that I worked on it would know,” Salem recalls. “But after a few years go by, people change positions, people move on, people forget, man—they fucking forget.


“I’m not saying the guys whose names are on there didn’t deserve credit or that I deserve sole credit. That would be absurd. We’ve never met, but I have a great deal of respect for David Ayer, and there’s no bad blood there,” the writer adds. “But when it came out and it was that successful, I felt betrayed. It still hurts, and it cost me serious money. So there it is. It’s kind of a scandal.”


It wouldn’t be the last scandal to touch Fast & Furious, though. Far from it.


Footnotes


1 Li’s name is also absent from the sequels.


2 Cohen’s “Evan,” the penultimate episode of Miami Vice’s first season, is often cited as the best hour of the series next to Thomas Carter’s pilot, “Brother’s Keeper.”


3 Cohen and Moritz had previously worked together on the 1998 HBO movie The Rat Pack.


4 To be fair, 1991’s Point Break itself should be considered a rip-off of the 1987 thriller No Man’s Land, starring D. B. Sweeney as a cop who goes undercover to bust a gang of Porsche thieves led by the charismatic Charlie Sheen.


5 De Vera has a small role in The Fast and the Furious as Danny Yamato, a Civic-driving speedster who plays (and loses) a game of Gran Turismo in his car prior to a race. “When I filmed that video game scene, it was just a green screen. I didn’t know that Rob was going to have my character crash in the game, on, like, the easiest track! But I still get film residuals all these years later. That’s a pretty good deal.”


6 The tables would turn in 2006, when Olyphant starred in the video game adaptation of The Hitman, in which Diesel had been hoping to star.


7 Curiously, the short film establishes a number of crucial elements in Vin Diesel/Dominic Toretto lore, including the actor’s predilection for white tank tops, plus a shout-out to Corona beer.


8 The fact that the lovable loser Jesse drives a Mk-III Volkswagen Jetta feels almost too perfect.


9 The character didn’t even have a last name, “Ortiz” being added by screenwriter Chris Morgan only in the fourth film, borrowing the surname of Universal executive Luis David Ortiz.


10 Whose surname is widely thought to be the inspiration for Mark’s new first name, Vin.


11 Decades later, Constantine would play one of the lawmen assigned with bringing Dom to justice in Fast Five.


12 In 2018, Hunter awarded Diesel an honorary doctorate, with the star concluding a marathon eleven-minute speech with the words “My only little, small advice is: If you don’t see it out there, create it.”


13 The club, owned by the notorious nightlife mogul Peter Gatien, closed two months after The Fast and the Furious premiered, owing nearly $2 million in unpaid rent.


14 Which Brewster and Rodriguez barely made it onto, given that both of the actresses earned their drivers’ licenses only about a week before the Vegas trip.


15 Gugliemi would end up becoming Hollywood’s go-to actor for playing characters named “Hector,” with eight such credits to his filmography and counting.


16 Aside from producer Neal H. Moritz, Hays has worked on more Fast films than anyone else.


17 The name “Rodgers” is plastered across the side of the hijacked truck in a nod to the second-unit director’s contributions—although, just as likely, it was a way around the production having to convince a real trucking company to lend its name to a movie that proves how easy it is to rob one of their vehicles.


18 The Fast and the Furious was a family job right from the beginning: David Marder’s wife is Kool Marder, who was Universal’s executive vice president of production at the time.


19 Kahn would later go on to direct the severely underrated 2004 action comedy Torque, a kind of Fast & Furious piss-take set in the world of motorcycle gangs. The film’s producer? Neal H. Moritz.


20 Ayer popped by the set only a few times. “There’s nothing worse than being a writer on set; the caterer has a more important function.”


21 Cohen wasn’t shy about the comparisons, either. One crucial scene between Brian and Dom takes place at Neptune’s Net, a seafood restaurant popular with bikers that sits along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu. It was also used as a key location in Point Break.
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