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To my beloved Shannon—falling for you is my greatest stunt.


And to Terry Leonard, the stuntman who’s lived the life of memories, friends, and 8 x 10s.
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Chuck Waters, Jophery C. Brown, and Howard Curtis take a plunge in Swashbuckler (1976).





















FOREWORD



Danger on the Silver Screen is the quintessential book on action films that every movie enthusiast requires.


Not only is it an entertaining and fascinating read, but the book manages to chronicle a wide variety of some of the best films in the genre.


The extensive research and in-depth interviews with the stunt players who helped to create these iconic films create a rare look into the action heroes of the past and present.


Thanks to Scott McGee’s level of commitment to go where no writer has gone before, many of the action pioneers and groundbreaking events in the stunt industry are now preserved forever.


In the stunt business we have a saying: “Go big or go home!” Scott McGee just went HUGE!


Buddy Joe Hooker


Vice President, Stunts Unlimited
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Stuntwoman and star Zoë Bell hangs on as stunt driver Buddy Joe Hooker, in the black car, keeps high-speed pace in Death Proof (2007).
























[image: image]

“Fearless Freddie” Lund makes a plane-to-car transfer in an unidentified 1921 film. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.


A stuntman is punched before a forty-foot drop into water for an unidentified 1916 film.


Actor Peter Finch observes some action below in The Legend of Lylah Clare (1968).


A drag race goes off-road in The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift (2006).





















INTRODUCTION



IN THE PAGES of Cinema Chat dated October 13, 1919, a review of a new “photo-play” called The Sands of Time warranted a special note about an actor who actually jumped off a cliff into water 119 feet below. The writer said, “There is no fake about this stunt, the local coast guard having certified to the genuineness of the incident and the height of the leap.” It is this element of danger that has constantly allured moviegoers from the get-go. As early as 1916, the job of stunt professionals was the subject of a profile in the New York Tribune in which the writer declares that “the audience never know their names, or whether they have any, but the stunt men are the anonymous heroes who fall off the palisades, or skid into the river and keep on whistling.”


Today, that still rings true. The audience rarely knows the people behind the action, but they leave the theater gobsmacked and elated by their work on the screen.


Stunt work taps into our brains, giving us pleasure by simply watching human beings do things we, the audience, cannot. Marvelous acts like jumping out a window and surviving thrill us and remind us that while we are safe in our seats, others are capable of doing amazing things for the camera.


We get a similar rush from choreographed song and dance. However, stunt work is rarely celebrated within the filmmaking industry as an art and a science, like dance is. Perhaps it’s assumed that anyone can plunge into an airbag or wreck a car. But a fall is not just a fall, and a crash is not just a crash, not when it is serving the story, building characters, creating tension and suspense, and putting spectacle on the big screen.


Stunt work is as meaningful, varied, and integral to filmmaking as any other cinematic element, whether it be cinematography, acting, art direction, or scoring.


The story of stunt work in film is a fascinating tale of cowboys, rodeo stars, circus performers, acrobats, hucksters, former military pilots, wrestlers, athletes, swimmers, divers, racecar drivers, and motorcycle riders—the men and women who took the hits and made movie magic. In the early days, some were reckless daredevils who found courage in a fifth of whiskey to take a fall, the foolhardy souls that stuntman Buddy “Suicide” Mason called “yucca-nutty,” referring to someone having been hit over the head too many times with break-away furniture made of yucca.


Others during the golden age of Hollywood worked out best practices to do stunts safely and cinematically, making them look for the camera more dangerous than they really were. Today, they are seasoned professionals building on the combined learning of more than a hundred years of pulling off stunts, to now find the courage to take a fall suspended on a wire an eighth of an inch thick. Moreover, this book isn’t just about the stunt pros taking the risks with planes, trains, and automobiles. It’s also about the second unit directors, stunt coordinators, special effects artists, engineers, mechanics, horse wranglers, movie directors, cameramen, pilots, fight choreographers, and movie stars who helped to bring danger to the silver screen.


This is the story of how stunt work has evolved over the past one hundred years, why stunts matter to the movies, and who the people were that made routine danger just another day on the movie set. From key films of the silent era to more contemporary titles, this book tells the tale of how the stunts were planned and executed while serving the overall story. However, it does not rank them but instead explores how the craft grew and became an integral part of moviemaking with each film. Each chapter mainly focuses on one film, with some exceptions, and all feature a sidebar that briefly explores a certain person, a similar stunt created for another film, or a related bit of history. However, some chapters stand as “double features” when there are two films that are connected in some way.


It may be that the same actor makes two important stunt-heavy pictures, as was the case with Douglas Fairbanks, or that two films with elaborate stunt sequences are based on the same source material, like the 1925 and 1959 versions of Ben-Hur. In one instance, the stunt disciplines are nearly one and the same, so the high-flying shenanigans of Wings (1927) and Hell’s Angels (1930) are in tandem.


Moreover, a series or franchise may include more than one important movie, so when it comes to the Jason Bourne, Mad Max, and Indiana Jones films, two from each series were chosen to show how different filmmakers, stuntmen, second unit directors, and actors approached the stunt work in their respective productions, and how stunts evolved over the course of a series.


In the case of Bond… James Bond, a franchise of stunt-heavy films that now stands at twenty-five (as of this writing), a total of six were chosen to give a better sense of how stunts and second unit action filmmaking have changed in order to meet the needs of different eras of 007s.


In order to help streamline the scope of this book, only feature-length films that saw a wide release in the United States serve as the main focus. This is in no way a judgment on amazing and important work exhibited in serials, one-reel or two-reel shorts, made-for-TV movies, television series, or foreign-language films that played primarily in international markets. The serials from Republic Studios in the 1930s and ’40s were a breeding ground for perhaps the greatest generation of stunt professionals, who had to create gags that were not only spectacular, but also inexpensive and repeatable. Most continued for decades working in film and television. One of them, Carey Loftin, supervised the stunt work for Steven Spielberg’s Duel (1971), a made-for-TV film that terrified viewers with a simple story of a cat-and-mouse game between a motorist and a malevolent truck driver. Loftin also played the unseen trucker. As for the international scene, stunt work has been such a staple of cinema in Hong Kong, India, Australia, and Europe for decades that it has effectively raised the bar for Hollywood filmmakers.


Moreover, while there are scores of stuntmen and stuntwomen discussed in this book, not every artist who ever took a kick to the head is mentioned at length. This in no way suggests that they are not worthy. In some cases, they did their best work in non-feature films, such as Davey Sharpe in Republic serials.


Another problem is due to the very nature of the craft. For many years, stunt professionals were largely anonymous hires, so today exact records of who upended the wagon in that Roy Rogers picture, for example, are not always available. For this reason, especially for stunters working during the golden age of Hollywood, it is difficult to properly credit them in contemporary discussions about the industry. Conversely, the field of stunt professionals working in films made within the past fifty to sixty years has grown considerably, which is very good news. However, including all of their names at the top of each chapter can be impractical, so for clarity, only a handful of names from larger stunt teams are included.


It should also be noted that there are many instances where the stunts mentioned herein discuss important plot points, even revealing the endings of films, in some cases. While only necessary details pertaining to the plot and character fates are disclosed, the reader should be aware that “spoilers” are present within the book.


During the golden age of Hollywood, stunt professionals numbered in the hundreds. Now there are thousands who specialize in climbing, driving, falling, fighting, swordplay, diving, motorcycles, full body burns, wirework, and stunting for motion-capture technology. No matter how much the industry changes, though, some things remain the same—the breathless moments described in these pages are the result of tireless training, meticulous planning, uncommon bravery, razor-sharp timing, and the fortitude to do it all over again until they get the shot. And in 2022, stunt professionals still do it in relative anonymity and without much fanfare. For years, veterans of the stunt business like Jack Gill have lobbied the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences to create a stunt category for Oscar consideration. Despite the support of industry titans like Steven Spielberg and Martin Scorsese, so far, no luck.


In the meantime, stunt professionals, most of whom you’ll never read about in a supermarket magazine, still keep the body in shape, make certain the rigging is right, and do the job. No matter the era, stunt people are ready to perform the stunt, or “gag” as those in the business still call it, to serve the story being told. And just as the stunt pros did in the early days of cinema, the stuntmen and stuntwomen of today still have to manage the existential fear of flipping that truck, making that fall, or taking that hit. It is, after all, an industry that has seen many deaths and many more injuries.


One relative newcomer to stunt work is Jenna Kanell, also a director and actor, who was interviewed for this book in 2020. Kanell said she chooses to use her fear. “I lean into it. For me, fear makes me feel very alive. I’ve dealt with depression my whole life and I’m always looking for ways to live with it rather than fight against it and something about doing stunts that I find scary is that it pushed me to be in the present moment. If you’re not present, you’re not going to see the hit coming or you’re not going to be able to react correctly or you’re not going to know what your partner is doing.”


For even the most experienced and legendary of stunt people, the fear is always present, but it can be used as a means to an end—to create moments on film that are just as disciplined, daring, and dynamic as other vital contributions to cinema. To be dragged underneath a team of horses or fall eighty feet into a stack of cardboard boxes—working it all out scientifically so that they can dust themselves off and be able to do it again, just in case the cameraman didn’t get it the first time—we should all know there’s an art to that.
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TOP: Stuntman Ernie Orsatti in a famous fall for The Poseidon Adventure (1972)


BOTTOM: Stuntman Alan Oliney takes a ride for Eddie Murphy in Beverly Hills Cop (1984).
























[image: image]

Lillian Gish on the ice floe
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PERFORMING STUNTS FOR movies at the end of the second decade of the twentieth century was a very risky and foolhardy endeavor. Men and women put their lives in danger for extra cash and a spot in the “flickers.” There were some, like Harvey Parry, Paul Malvern, and Bob Rose, who made a lifelong profession of it, while others like serial queen Helen Holmes, notable for performing her own stunts in The Hazards of Helen (1914–1917), eventually left Hollywood. Regardless, performing stunts, or “stunting,” was a make-it-up-as-you-go type of work. If the script called for a leap from a moving car, you leapt from a moving car. If you got hurt, you got hurt. And if the director needed the star to actually perform these stunts, oftentimes the actor or actress did what they were told. One such director insisted for realism from one of Hollywood’s top actresses, Lillian Gish.


With monumental pictures like the highly controversial The Birth of a Nation (1915) and the epic Intolerance (1916), D. W. Griffith was America’s first brand-name filmmaker. In 1919, Griffith began production of Way Down East, an adaptation of a melodramatic stage play of the same name.


The plot revolves around a young woman’s affair with a playboy who then abandons her after learning she is pregnant. The climax of the film has the woman, Anna, cast out in shame into a blizzard. Stumbling through the gale, cold and alone, she collapses onto the breaking ice floes of a frozen river only to head for a deadly waterfall. Griffith’s favorite actress, Gish, was cast as the young woman, and Richard Barthelmess played David, the hero attempting to rescue the damsel in distress.


Filmgoers at this time were well attuned to the dramatic nature of last-minute rescues and the allure of seeing actual danger enacted on screen. Trade papers called this “sensationalism,” the need for audiences to see risky “between-this-world-and-the-next stunts,” as one director put it in Motion Picture Magazine in 1916. Because filmmakers upped the ante so well, audiences expected bigger and better with each trip to the matinee. To meet the demand, filmmakers would often shoot authentic dangers on location, many involving the earthly elements.


For the hair-raising climax in his picture, Griffith insisted on absolute realism.


This celebrated sequence, still one of the most famous in film history, was largely done in the winter environs of White River Junction, Vermont, in March 1920. Publicist Harry Carr wrote of the harsh setting, “That blizzard scene… was taken in the most god-awful blizzard I ever saw.… Lillian stuck out there in front of the cameras. D. W. would ask her if she could stand it, and she would nod. The icicles hung from her lashes, and her face was blue.”


With temperatures never rising far above zero, the Connecticut River was frozen so solid that Griffith and his crew had to make their own ice floes, either by sawing them off or using dynamite to blow up sections of ice. Once they had pieces to work with, steel cables were used to keep them grouped together until the cameras were ready.


Today, no one would go through this much trouble and risk, not when CGI (or computer-generated imagery) is available. But back then, Lillian Gish, in a skimpy dress, needed to actually float on pieces of ice in the dead of winter. Both Gish and Richard Barthelmess did have doubles on standby, but neither one contributed to the scene. A local girl named Katherine Johnston spent only one day on the production, merely giving Gish a break from the cold, while Allan Law was called in to double Barthelmess for some long shots of David jumping from one ice floe to the next. Law refused, saying the stunt was too dangerous. So Griffith’s assistant, or what is known today as the second unit director, Elmer Clifton, ended up doubling the double for these long shots.


Through it all, Gish and Barthelmess never wavered in meeting the demands of these breathtaking shots. Gish floated on the often unpredictable ice floes for three weeks, sometimes as much as twenty times in a day. The danger to Gish was brutal and uncompromising, not just the risk of falling into the icy water, but because of her exposure to the punishing cold without warm clothing. Barthelmess at least had a raccoon coat and spiked boots, but they made him that much heavier. In one shot, an ice floe is not quite large enough to hold his weight, and he begins to sink—the reaction on the actor’s face was genuine surprise and fear.
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TOP: Lillian Gish is set adrift on frigid water by crew members.


BOTTOM: A wider shot of the ice floe scene. A cameraman can be seen bottom right on a wooden platform over the water.




















Griffith spent thirty-five days shooting the ice floe climax with fourteen cameras. It was a scene he knew audiences would remember. As Anna drifted closer and closer to the waterfalls (actually an insert shot of Niagara Falls), Griffith attempted to shoot the last-minute rescue on the ice, but it was too perilous, because dangerous rapids were only a short distance downriver. So those few shots were created later in Connecticut on floes manufactured from wood and set atop a decidedly calmer river. Ironically, despite his confidence in that climactic scene, Griffith was fearful that his film would be a disappointment when compared with the sweeping historical epics like Intolerance.


In an unpublished open letter to a New York newspaper, Griffith explained the lack of “massive or spectacular effects,” which were seen in Intolerance, was due to the costly nature of capturing the ice floe sequence. At the time, it apparently did not occur to him that the ice floe scenes were dramatic enough on their own. After Way Down East, contemporary filmmakers adopted the practice of harnessing Mother Nature; producer Thomas Ince engineered a way to bottle up a portion of the Colorado River near Yuma, Arizona, to film his actors in an actual flood for The Galloping Fish (1924), while Clarence Brown sent stuntmen down a swollen river for a scene in The Trail of ’98 (1928). But Way Down East set the industry gold standard for creating real danger with real people in real places, pushing the limits at the risk of life and limb in the process.


Years later, Gish shared a detail, perhaps apocryphal, that suggested the anxiety audiences felt in watching the scene. “So many people fainted that Mr. Griffith had a trained nurse in the ladies’ room. But he didn’t want word to get out about the fainting. It would have been bad for business.”
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Gloria Swanson and scene partner in Male and Female (1919)










“MR. DEMILLE, I’M READY FOR MY CLOSE-UP”


In 1919’s Male and Female, Gloria Swanson put herself in mortal danger for a scene by lying on the floor and allowing a lion to place its paws on her bare back. Director Cecil B. DeMille had a pistol at the ready, while two lion trainers coaxed a roar out of the animal. Swanson said it was an awesome, fascinating, and dangerous experience she would never forget. At the premiere of the picture, Swanson was incensed when she heard one viewer whisper behind her, “I wonder which one is stuffed.”
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Charles Lewis doubles Douglas Fairbanks in The Black Pirate. Courtesy of the Jeffrey Vance Collection.
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“TO DOUG, CHASMS WERE BUILT TO JUMP OVER.”


—screenwriter Anita Loos





THE EVOLUTION OF the modern action screen hero, whether they are from the pages of pulp magazines or from Marvel Studios, began with Douglas Fairbanks, Sr. In the silent era, no one was more dashing and athletic than Fairbanks. Starting in feature films during the late teens and the costumed period spectacles of the 1920s, Fairbanks personified the derring-do of heroes doing the impossible while making it look easy. Fairbanks set the template of a star whose reputation in the industry and in the hearts and minds of moviegoers was tied irrevocably with stunt work. Fairbanks played characters who thrive on challenge, who need danger.


In 1932, when shooting Mr. Robinson Crusoe in Tahiti, the penultimate film of his lively career, the local inhabitants of the island nation called Fairbanks “the Man the Devil Fears.” In films like Manhattan Madness (1916), In Again, Out Again (1917), and many others, Fairbanks proved his mettle as the stuntman-star par excellence. For one stunt in The Knickerbocker Buckaroo (1919)—a lost film—Fairbanks exited a speeding train through a window, ran along the top, jumped onto the arm of a water feeder, and landed on the back of his horse. Throughout this phase of his career, Fairbanks engaged in action that called attention to himself, a sense of “look at what I can do!” It was very much in keeping with Fairbanks’s youthful spirit of adventure and thrills.


During the 1920s, though, Fairbanks looked to historical adventures for the next phase of his career. In classics like The Mark of Zorro (1920) and The Three Musketeers (1921), Fairbanks sought to merge his beaming personality with the character as written, and decided that any stunts were to be in strict support of the character. As he told one publication in 1922, “Never were these things (stunts) intended for an exhibition of physical prowess or as feats attractive in themselves.” With Douglas Fairbanks in Robin Hood, there would be plenty of stunts and action befitting the character. There would also be a new element for stunts in this phase of Fairbanks’s career: scale. The mammoth size of the production, from the number of cast members to the enormity of the sets, was unlike anything Hollywood had seen before.


The Fairbanks crew, headed by director Allan Dwan, the star’s brother Robert Fairbanks, and supervising art director Wilfred Buckland, erected a life-sized castle on the Pickford-Fairbanks Studios lot at the intersection of Santa Monica Boulevard and Formosa Avenue. At 620 feet long, the castle set was said to be the largest ever created in Hollywood, dwarfing the three-hundred-foot Babylonian set from Intolerance. The interior of the castle was so large that it could only be lit by sunlight and reflectors. The construction of the castle was already underway and quite a sight on the Hollywood skyline when Fairbanks returned from a lengthy trip. Seeing it for the first time, Fairbanks almost shelved the project, fearing his bigger-than-life personality could not compete with ninety-foot-high castle walls. But Dwan demonstrated how Fairbanks’s persona could take advantage of hidden handholds, trampoline-assisted leaps, and other tricks that would show the hero taming the daunting dimensions of the castle. One ingenious device that sold Fairbanks completely was a hidden slide underneath a tall, flowing drape that allowed Robin Hood to quickly descend from the upper echelons of the castle to the ground floor with grace and ease.


Dwan told filmmaker and Hollywood chronicler Peter Bogdanovich that Fairbanks did all of his own stunts, but that “everything was gauged for him—we never made him strain. He never had to reach an extra inch for anything. Stuntmen have tried to imitate him and it always looks like a stunt when they do it.” Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., said, “My father’s stunts were as carefully planned and rehearsed as any Fred Astaire or Gene Kelly routine.”


Despite the modifications to help each stunt be executed as easily as possible, Fairbanks was not above taking real risks. When Robin Hood gallops to the castle for the climactic confrontation and climbs a massive chain that lifts the castle gate, brother Robert thought it was too dangerous. Scaling a chain to those heights negated engineered methods to make it safer and easier for the star. Doug reluctantly agreed to let a stuntman perform it. Then, on the morning of the shoot, the cameras rolled on the stand-in mounting the chain like a champ. He reached the top and flung out one hand in triumph. It was then that Robert realized that he’d been had—Doug doubled the double. It is probable that there were other instances where even Fairbanks realized he had to sit out a stunt, perhaps because he was physically incapable of doing it or because of the high risk of injury. For these reasons, Fairbanks very much valued the contributions to his craft of a handful of stuntmen, the most important one being Richard Talmadge.


When Fairbanks was shooting The Mollycoddle (1920), he suffered a sprained wrist, which prevented him from performing a stunt in the film’s climax. The hero was to leap from the edge of a cliff onto the villain, who is perched high on a tree. Tumbling down the branches, they land on the rocky ground below, continue to fight, then roll down a steep slope, falling off a smaller cliff and through the roof of a cabin. The fight continues through a wall, down another hill, off yet another cliff into a stream, and finally over a waterfall. For this breathless sequence, Richard Talmadge did the gag for Fairbanks.
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Douglas Fairbanks climbs higher in Douglas Fairbanks in Robin Hood.








Whether or not Talmadge continued to stunt for Fairbanks in films to follow is debatable, but his clear contribution was as a consultant and a proto-stunt coordinator to the star. Talmadge would perform the specified action for Fairbanks so the star could look for potentially hazardous turns as well as moments where he could show his usual panache, then would do the action himself for the cameras. Talmadge continued to assist in the stunt preparation for Fairbanks, leading to perhaps the most celebrated stunt from the Fairbanks playbook.


As the title hero in The Black Pirate, Fairbanks singlehandedly takes control of a pirate ship, culminating with the seaman hero scaling the ship’s masts, plunging a knife into the topsail, and sliding down the canvas, slicing the sails in pieces. Robert Fairbanks designed the stunt, while Talmadge worked it out with Doug on how best to execute it. Outtakes of this sequence revealed that Fairbanks performed the gag several times, until he got it right. From the very beginning, this stunt inspired legions of would-be swashbucklers. Future film director Robert Parrish tried as a child to emulate the ship sail stunt with a bed sheet attached to the limb of a tree and a butcher knife, but the stunt did not go as planned.


Since then, the stunt has been repeated in films, including Against All Flags (1952) and The Goonies (1985), while Australian stuntman Grant Page, famous for his stunts in Mad Max (1979), did it in The Pirate Movie (1982). In a 2007 episode of MythBusters, the team declared the act “busted,” implausible in real life, presumably for anyone not named Douglas Fairbanks.


With Douglas Fairbanks in Robin Hood and The Black Pirate, Fairbanks wrote the book for future stuntman-stars like Burt Lancaster and Tom Cruise. In epic adventures, fantasies, and contemporary action pictures, it was Fairbanks who made the impossible seem easy. A 1922 article recounted a young boy’s visit to the Robin Hood set. The child met the star and asked, “Are you Douglas Fairbanks?” The star answered yes. But the boy was skeptical, so he told Fairbanks to prove it by jumping over a studio building.
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Fred Cavens instructing Errol Flynn for The Adventures of Robin Hood. Courtesy of the George Eastman Museum.










HE HAD A GOOD POINT


Natural athleticism and hard work made Douglas Fairbanks look the part of a master swordsman, but his trainer was crucial. A Belgian-born fencing champion, Fred Cavens worked out every thrust and parry of the swordfights for Douglas Fairbanks in Robin Hood, Don Q, Son of Zorro (1925), and The Iron Mask (1929). Cavens worked long into the sound era, putting matinee idols on guard in Captain Blood (1935), The Prisoner of Zenda (1937), The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938), The Mark of Zorro (1940), and Scaramouche (1952).
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Harold Lloyd in Safety Last!
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WHEN IT COMES to identifying the single most recognizable image from the silent era, even someone who has never seen a silent movie would know the sight of a man hanging from a clock building. What they may not know is the story behind the image, and the sequence that leads up to it in Safety Last! In the film, Harold Lloyd stars as a naïve lad in the big city who must try to impress his girlfriend (Mildred Davis) with a financial windfall. Lloyd’s only way to make bank quickly is to take advantage of a new fad in which daredevils climb tall city buildings. However, instead of a skilled friend doing the job, Harold ends up having to complete the vertiginous climb himself.


Safety Last! is considered to be among Harold Lloyd’s finest thrill comedies, solidifying the daredevil comedian’s reputation with the breathless public. The 1920s was called the Age of Ballyhoo, an era that saw barnstorming pilots, parachute jumpers, flagpole sitters, and other foolhardy souls doing anything for the thrill of danger, the crowd’s attention, the eye of the press, and possibly a career in show business. One such skill was that of the “human fly” or “human spider”—people who would climb skyscrapers without the use of ropes or climbing gear. Lloyd was walking in Los Angeles one day when he spotted one such “human fly.” His name was Bill Strother, and he was scaling the Brockman Building on 7th Avenue in Los Angeles. Lloyd introduced himself to Strother and discussed the idea of putting the extreme steeplejack under contract. Strother was eventually cast in Safety Last! as Limpy Bill, Harold’s friend who is originally hired to climb the building.
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Bill Strother demonstrates a unique talent on the Hibernia Bank Building in New Orleans during a Liberty Loan drive, April 22, 1919.








The effect of seeing this famous sequence was a delirious delight for audiences in 1923, and it remains so even today. From the way it was shot and the stunts performed, audiences today, even those jaded with too much CGI, gasp in delight when they realize that Safety Last! was the real deal. Well, sort of. While Lloyd wanted the gasps, he was no dummy. As gravity works just as well on movie stars, there was no way he was going to risk himself on the outside of an actual skyscraper. The way the filmmakers made it look real is thanks to expert filmmaking, as revealed in several contemporary reports, such as what Adela Rogers St. Johns wrote in Photoplay magazine in 1923, “How Lloyd Made Safety Last.” On the roof of a skyscraper—three actually, as there are three different backgrounds seen during the climb—Lloyd and Co. built façades that Lloyd would actually climb. Several feet away on the same skyscraper, they also built a tower that was a little taller than the façades. It was on that tower where the camera was placed, angled down to capture, in frame, Harold on the façades and, most importantly, in the background, the city streets below the actual skyscraper.


Though Lloyd was not in as much danger as it appeared, it was still a risk. The façades were quite high, and falling, even onto mattresses, was not something that could be easily done without injury. And while it wasn’t directly over the yawning city streets, Lloyd hanging on to the façades in the first place is even more impressive when you consider that he was climbing with a remarkable disadvantage. In August 1919, while posing for promotional photographs, Lloyd picked up what he thought was a harmless prop bomb and lit it with a cigarette. It exploded and mangled his right hand, causing him to lose his thumb and forefinger. So for the portions where Lloyd is climbing, he was doing so with a special prosthetic glove to retain the illusion of a whole hand. This all worked in Lloyd’s favor, though. He was not Douglas Fairbanks, scaling the edifice like a Greek god. Lloyd was the Everyman, struggling inch by inch, hanging by eight fingertips.


The vertiginous effect of the climb was so effective for audiences in 1923 that some doubted its authenticity, suggesting that trick photography was used. When film critic Harold Heffernan of the Detroit Press accused Lloyd of using double exposure, Lloyd sent him a telegram assuring him, “it is a matter of personal satisfaction with me to be able to inform you otherwise.” Lloyd was proud to have shot this sequence practically, using clever filmmaking and, yes, stunt doubles. “The only time, in those days, that I used a stunt man was to do something that I actually couldn’t do,” Lloyd later said. Indeed, in Safety Last!, Lloyd appears to have used three fill-ins. One instance is near the end of the climb, when a mouse gets inside Harold’s trousers, causing him to fall over the ledge, but still managing to catch it with his hands. Lloyd did not perform this maneuver, leaving it to a stuntman.
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Bill Strother doubling Harold Lloyd








The other stunt that utilized a double is when Harold, now at the end of the precarious climb, gets snagged in a rope, again loses his balance, and is swung by the leg high over the city street. According to sources, this was performed by an unnamed acrobat instead of Harold. Most importantly, for the long shots of the character scaling the building, Bill Strother himself doubled the star. Still, when some patrons suspected Lloyd of not actually doing the climb, Strother claimed he had coached Lloyd for two weeks and pronounced him such a capable steeplejack that he could scale the fifty-seven-story Woolworth Tower in New York City. Of course, this was all blarney, but Strother did what the stuntman does—he made the star look good. Strother apparently never made another film, at least not any that survive. He eventually retired from the human spider profession and became famous for another line of work. In 1951, the Saturday Evening Post profiled Strother as “the world’s highest paid Santa Claus” in a Richmond, Virginia department store.
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