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Tragedy is the shattering of the forms and of our attachments to the forms; comedy, the wild and careless, inexhaustible joy of life invincible.


JOSEPH CAMPBELL


Comedy is the art of making people laugh without making them puke.


STEVE MARTIN
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PROLOGUE



NOBODY SAW THE punch coming. Least of all Chevy Chase.


It was February 18, 1978, another ice-cold evening in New York, which had just endured its most ferocious blizzard in thirty years. The three-day nor’easter, dubbed “Storm Larry,” had closed schools the previous week, and Central Park remained blanketed by snow. Many chose to stay home that night. Outside 30 Rockefeller Plaza in midtown Manhattan, however, a long line of people waited patiently, stamping their feet and rubbing their hands. After all, freezing weather was well worth braving in order to catch an episode of Saturday Night Live, on a Saturday night, live.


Eight floors up in the Art Deco skyscraper, throughout the corridors behind Studio 8H, there was a chill in the air that had nothing to do with snow. The incredibly popular comedy troupe known as the Not Ready for Prime Time Players were busy prepping for their next big night, the eleventh show of season three. Dan Aykroyd was getting into the zone for his first sketch, a typically demented number about a salesman pitching a device for crushing moths. John Belushi was stomping through the halls like a buffalo, as always seemingly free of nerves. New boy Bill Murray, who’d had a shaky start, even receiving hate mail from viewers, was practicing his New England accent. Later that night he’d be playing Bobby Kennedy in a silly “chow-dah”– packed bit about JFK and RFK trying to bug the home of Martin Luther King.


And then there was Chevy.


Suave, handsome, and pumped up with braggadocio, Cornelius “Chevy” Chase had been the first SNL star to really hit it big. In 1975, the cover of New York Magazine had proclaimed him “The Funniest Man in America.” The general consensus was that he agreed. He had come to dominate the first year of the show, introducing every episode but one, smirking his self-created catchphrase—“Good evening. I’m Chevy Chase, and you’re not”—pratfalling up a storm, and playing the Landshark, a Jaws-riffing oceanic predator who targets sexy women.


Then, he had disappeared. Officially, his reason for quitting midway through season 2 was a new relationship. His girlfriend Jacqueline Carlin, Chase explained, didn’t want to move to New York. But his fellow comedians felt he’d deserted them, heading for L.A. and a slew of movie offers. Especially after staff writer Tom Davis reported back to them what Chase had provided as his reason for leaving: “Money. Lots of money.”


So Chase’s return to SNL, this time as guest host, was leaving a bad taste in the collective’s mouth. As the cast spent Monday to Friday honing the Chevy-heavy series of skits—as well as spouting nonsense as “the Reverend Archbishop Maharishi O’Mulliganstein DDS of the Church of Confusion,” he’d be reprising his signature character, President Gerald Ford—there was much whispering behind his back, especially by Belushi.


The week almost passed without incident. But on Saturday night, shortly after eleven p.m., it all came to a head. Chase was en route to the stage for the cold open, clad in his classic Ford costume: suit, tie, brown leather shoes. Not long earlier, Murray had needled him as the two men had makeup applied; now, when Chase stuck his head into the dressing room where Murray and Belushi were sitting on a sofa, the exchange was even spikier.


“There was no love lost between those guys,” says comedian Dave Thomas, who was there visiting Aykroyd. “Especially at that time, when it was fueled by extreme competitiveness, alcohol, drugs, and fame. Who’s the most famous? Who’s the funniest? Who’s the best? I still think what happened that night could have been avoided, but Chevy is a provocateur. Chevy says things that make people angry.”


To the shock of everyone in the vicinity, the conversation between the three men suddenly escalated into hand-to-hand combat. Murray lunged forward at Chase, a mad glint in his eye, his fist connecting with his opponent’s famous face.


“It was a huge altercation,” says director John Landis, another eyewitness to the melee. “They were big guys and really going at it. They were slapping at each other, screaming at each other, calling each other terrible names. The best insult, which made a huge impression on me, was by Bill. In the heat of anger, he pointed at Chevy and yelled, ‘MEDIUM TALENT!’ ”


Murray remembers it differently. “It was really a Hollywood fight; a don’t-touch-my-face kinda thing.” He shrugs. “Chevy is a big man, I’m not a small guy, and we were separated by my brother Brian, who comes up to my chest. So it was kind of a non-event. It was just the significance of it. It was an Oedipal thing, a rupture. Because we all felt mad he had left us, and somehow I was the anointed avenging angel, who had to speak for everyone.”


The intensity of the blows alters from account to account. But the quality of the verbal burns, as the two future titans of comedy went at each other like hissing street cats, remains consistent.


“I’m gonna land Neil Armstrong on your face if you don’t shut up,” snarled Chase, targeting his enemy’s acne-scarred skin.


“Why don’t you go fuck your wife? ” Murray hit back, implying that Chase’s spouse wasn’t getting much action at home.


And then it was all over, the pair pulled apart and Chase dispatched to begin the show.


It’s a great story, the stuff of legend. But it’s more than that. This moment marked the beginnings of a decade-long duel between two of the most bankable stars of the 1980s. Murray and Chase were about to be unleashed on the world in a major way, with towering triumphs and colossal defeats ahead of them both. And they weren’t alone. Many of the alumni of SNL, as well as its Canadian equivalent, SCTV (Second City Television), would soon burst onto the Hollywood scene, competing with one another, collaborating with one another, and creating hilarious, box-office-smashing movies in the process.


Most of them would prosper. Some would fade away. A few would destroy themselves. But as a combined force they would bring about a new golden age of comedy. And there was nothing “medium talent” about it.


HOLLYWOOD COMEDY in the 1970s can be encapsulated with one image: a wimp in specs. Sure, there were other things going on, like the wackadoodle works of Mel Brooks, Peter Sellers’s slapsticky Pink Panther flicks, the anarchic narco-japes of Cheech and Chong. Across the pond, the Monty Python boys were catapulting cows and upsetting Catholics with their big-screen antics. Burt Reynolds successfully transformed himself from brooding action man to smirking action man with the first of his car pictures, the phenomenally successful Smokey and the Bandit.


But of all the comedians working at the time, it is Woody Allen who best sums up the vibe of the decade: neurotic, introspective, and muted. While Vietnam raged and Nixon toppled, America produced many of its greatest dramas, from The Godfather to Taxi Driver, reflecting a sizeable counterculture churning with disaffection. The box-office charts for the 1970s are filled with dark, violent, even nihilistic movies: The Exorcist, incredibly, grossed more than Rocky. Funny movies were in scanter supply. Allen rightly received much acclaim, winning (but not turning up to accept) Best Picture and Best Director Oscars for 1977’s Annie Hall, but otherwise the comedies that hit big tended to feature Reynolds, Clint Eastwood, and/or an orangutan.


Slowly, though, things were changing. The storm that had rocked the nation throughout the ’70s was passing. Ronald Reagan, a former Hollywood star himself who had appeared in fluff like Cattle Queen of Montana, would soon be president, bringing with him an undentable, contagious sense of optimism and an economic boom. As Vietnam wound down, TV news footage of protests and body bags was replaced by upbeat shows like Happy Days and Three’s Company. The future, all of a sudden, seemed bright. America was ready to laugh again.


And, as luck would have it, exactly the right people to make it laugh were moving into position.


Lounging on his sofa in Aspen, Steve Martin caught the premiere of Saturday Night Live when it aired on October 11, 1975. “It came on and I thought, ‘They’ve done it!’ ” he was to recall. “They did the zeitgeist, they did what was out there, what we all had in our heads, this new kind of comedy.”


Martin, the self-styled “Wild and Crazy Guy” who would go on to not only host SNL fifteen times (to date) but make some of the most iconic comedies of the 1980s, had immediately recognized kindred spirits. Many huge stars would be launched from the show, including Dan Aykroyd, John Belushi, Chevy Chase, Bill Murray, and Eddie Murphy. Meanwhile, up in the chillier and considerably less glamorous environs of Toronto and Edmonton, John Candy and Rick Moranis were working alongside people like Martin Short, Eugene Levy, and Catherine O’Hara, cutting their teeth at SCTV.


Together they made up a sprawling, smart, subversive collective. And all very different from Woody Allen—even if Moranis, himself a slightly built chap in specs, did a spot-on impersonation of the Woodster. Their approach to comedy was freewheeling, hip, and fearless. And whether their on-screen mission was to save the world from supernatural forces, get the girl, or make authority figures fizz with rage, they were about to inherit the Earth.


Try to imagine what cinema would look like without them. Collaborating with behind-the-camera talents including John Landis, Ivan Reitman, Carl Reiner, and John Hughes—and fellow stars such as Tom Hanks, Robin Williams, and Goldie Hawn—this new wave would produce a litany of big, brash blockbusters and evergreen oddities: National Lampoon’s Animal House, The Jerk, The Blues Brothers, Caddyshack, 48 Hrs., Trading Places, The Man with Two Brains, Beverly Hills Cop, Ghostbusters, Fletch, Coming to America, and Scrooged, to name but some. That list alone makes a compelling case that this period is as good as things have ever gotten for big-screen comedy.


Quentin Tarantino certainly thinks so. “I think the ’80s is the worst decade, with the ’50s being the second worst, in the history of Hollywood,” the director said in 2015. “The only movies from the ’80s that I find myself really, really hanging on to, oddly enough, are the silly comedies. They’re the ones that you have the most affection for. You can debate that they’re great filmmaking, but I remember when I did Death Proof, we had a whole thing going on in the crew where we just kept saying stupid lines from comedies of that era. Doctor Detroit, any of those Saturday Night Live movies. We filled the whole day.”


THIS IS THE STORY not only of how these classic movies were made, against the odds and frequently under the influence, but how their stars handled the perils and pitfalls of fame. Murray, Murphy, Martin, and company all hurtled onto the A-list, becoming global celebrities pursued by paparazzi and fending off, or accepting, frequent offers of sex and drugs. Not bad for a bunch of guys—and despite the early promise of Gilda Radner, it was exclusively the men who hit big—who generally looked more like maintenance staff, or appliance salesmen, than members of the Rat Pack.


There was plenty of fun, as these stars lived out an extended adolescence, getting paid obscene amounts of money to goof about in lavish screen fantasies. But when you’re flying so high, the pressure is immense, and even the seeming perks could become nightmarish. “When I started playing stadiums, I did have girls trying to get into my room a few times,” Steve Martin recalls. “But it wasn’t a fun thing like you’d imagine. You don’t want someone knocking at your door at two a.m. when you’re exhausted and trying to get to sleep.”


Everyone acclimatized to the lunacy in different ways. Rick Moranis wound up retiring in the early 1990s. Eddie Murphy embraced his celebrity with both hands, strutting around in a red leather boiler suit for the stand-up set Eddie Murphy: Delirious and employing a full-time entourage. Johns Belushi and Candy died tragically young. Bill Murray sailed through rumpled but uncrumpled, seemingly doing whatever he damn well pleased.


As for Chevy Chase, it was a somewhat rough ride. As his career jolted up and down, this way and that, like a switchback roller coaster, he battled addictions to painkillers and cocaine. But if he didn’t survive the ’80s unbruised, at least he learned some humility along the way. “I’m not too proud of any of them,” he said in a 1989 video interview, when asked about his run of films to date. “I feel like Lee Marvin did, a little bit. He said, ‘I’ve made a lot of junk and my life is junk,’ then took a swig from a bottle. I don’t really feel that way, but I don’t have any major pride in them. I think the best pictures tell a story, and if there’s anything I’ve had trouble with in my pictures, it’s the stories.”


For a moment, he has become Cornelius Chase, sincere and introspective. Then he looks into the camera, arches an eyebrow, and becomes good old punchable Chevy once more. “Incidentally, just because I say they’re awful, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t see ’em. . . .”
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THE CHARACTER DESCRIPTION was simple: “Cookie Monster Meets Harpo Marx.” Not so simple: finding a human being who could pull it off.


In fact, the task was keeping John Landis, twenty-seven years old and a hyperactive typhoon of energy himself, up at night. As director of Universal’s frat-house comedy National Lampoon’s Animal House, Landis knew he had to bag the right person for the pivotal role of John “Bluto” Blutarsky, the biggest animal in a movie stuffed with them. Bluto was id incarnate, a Rabelaisian slob with the potential to boost the picture to new outlandish heights. “He’s a cartoon,” was Landis’s take on it. “He is appetite.”


Early in the summer of 1977, the director made a short list of potential Blutos. On it were three names: rock star Meat Loaf, Broadway actor Josh Mostel, and Saturday Night Live’s John Belushi. Really, though, only one of those felt right.


“The other guys were backups,” says Landis. “All of my energy was going into trying to lock down John.”


Belushi was keen to crank up his movie career, which thus far consisted of a voice role in Tarzoon: Shame of the Jungle, a wretched 1975 animated comedy that extensively features a masturbating monkey. Animal House seemed like a no-brainer. But the barrel-chested Albanian was the dictionary definition of unpredictable. He was a decent guy, quick to hug and easy to warm to. If a kitten fell asleep on his chest, he’d wait rather than wake it. At the same time, he’d come out of the womb looking for trouble.


In sixth grade, his gym teacher announced in class that he was the worst student in the school; so exasperated was she, she then kicked him in the balls. At SNL, he was a human hurricane, a wild man who referred to shows as “goddamn suicide missions.” When his cast mates had whispered about how much they hated sharing the billing with Jim Henson’s Muppets, Belushi yelled that he wanted to shoot the felt abominations with a gun. Around the same time, sick of a recurring skit involving a silly costume that he felt made him look fat, he griped to a Rolling Stone reporter: “You cannot put an actor in a bee costume and say, well, that funny dress will make up for the weak writing. Sure, they’ll laugh at the antennae once or twice; after that, forget it, it’s repetitive shit. I hate the fucking bees! ”


All of this unsettled the executives at Universal. Belushi’s antics might fly in the seat-of-your-pants world of late-night live TV, but could somebody that volatile be trusted to behave on a movie set, with millions of dollars at stake? Belushi himself kept hemming and hawing. It would be his first real movie role and he wasn’t sure it was the right move.


Landis was undeterred. He saw Belushi as the successor to nimble clowns like Fatty Arbuckle and Jackie Gleason, a gruff teddy bear with a hugely expressive face. As for that edgy energy, which inspired Tony Hendra, director of the stage show Lemmings, to say, “I chose him because he projected the feeling of a homicidal maniac”? Well, that could be harnessed, hopefully, if the star was kept away from booze and drugs.


Picking somebody safer would be, to use Belushi’s favorite slang word, “suck-o.”


Finally, after much greasing up of both the star and the studio suits, Belushi was secured. Landis then found himself facing the opposite challenge: how to get rid of someone from SNL. He’d considered Bill Murray for the role of nice guy Boon and talked to Dan Aykroyd about playing biker D-Day. But Aykroyd decided to stay put on the show, not wanting to leave Lorne Michaels shorthanded. There was no such issue with Chevy Chase, now a free agent, and whom Universal was more than happy to cast. In fact, Landis was issued an edict from on high: hire Chase, or else.


Landis wasn’t about to be told what to do.


A lunch was arranged at a swanky Los Angeles restaurant. Producers Ivan Reitman and Matty Simmons were there, plus Universal vice president Sean Daniel. And in the middle, chomping on a big cigar and flanked on either side by an agent, sat Chevy Chase, waiting to be told why he should make this little movie and not Foul Play, a $44 million caper with Goldie Hawn.


“There’s a marvelous Hollywood saying: ‘Do you know the difference between a brownnose and a shithead?’ ” says Landis. “The answer: ‘Depth perception.’ Chevy was just being impossible and they’re all kissing his ass. So when it comes to my turn to talk, I said, ‘Listen, Chevy, our picture is an ensemble, a collaborative group effort like Saturday Night Live. You’d fit right in, whereas in Foul Play, that’s like being Cary Grant or Paul Newman, a real movie-star part. Don’t you think you’d be better off surrounded by really gifted comedians?’ ”


It was a bit of reverse psychology worthy of Brer Rabbit. As Reitman furiously kicked Landis under the table, Chase sat back, puffed out cigar smoke, and considered. Then he took the bait. He announced that while he’d love to work with them someday, he had decided to make Foul Play.


IN HOLLYWOOD’S EYES, as well as Chase’s, National Lampoon’s Animal House was far from a sure bet. The script had originated with Chris Miller, a Madison Avenue advertising executive who’d been fired for putting marijuana in his soup during a business lunch. He started writing short stories; one of these, titled The Night of the Seven Fires and based on his fraternity initiation at Dartmouth College, was a bawdy shocker that featured one freshman drunkenly puking on another’s penis.


The bigwigs at National Lampoon magazine saw so much potential that they not only printed it in their October 1974 issue but decided it had the makings of the first ever Lampoon movie. Miller, Harold Ramis, and Doug Kenney got together to bash out a 114-page treatment, a document so stuffed with ideas it was later described as “War and Peace on speed.” Over the next few years, it mutated through eighteen drafts, picking up the title Laser Orgy Girls, before finally becoming Animal House.


The president of Universal, Ned Tanen, was exactly the type of puffed-up establishment square the Lampoon guys specialized in deflating. Nevertheless, he decided with some reluctance to green-light the project. “Everybody is drunk, or high, or getting laid,” he grumbled to the writers at an early meeting. “I’d never make this movie—except you’re the National Lampoon.” The story slowly softened (a projectile-vomiting sequence was cut, at Landis’s behest) and a good-versus-bad narrative emerged, with the party-loving outcasts of Faber College’s Delta House pitted against the stuck-up stiffs in Omega. All while the authority figure Dean Wormer raged, “No more fun of any kind!” Universal expected a modest hit at best.


The controlled chaos of the writing room, where Miller, Kenney, and Ramis typed with one hand while holding joints with the other (they called this “marijuana production”), continued on-set. Turning up at the University of Oregon, the only campus that had welcomed the controversial production, several young cast members, including Tim Matheson, Karen Allen, and Bruce McGill, decided to check out a real frat party. They ran into a group of drunk jocks spoiling for a fight, and a pummeling ensued. John Belushi, arriving the next day from New York, had to be talked out of heading to the frat house to get revenge.


John Landis set out to turn the production into a fraternity itself. He organized an “orientation week,” during which the cast watched a World Series game in Belushi’s hotel room and enjoyed a series of rowdy dinners. Then began the thirty-day shoot. It was a tough schedule, an average of thirty-five set-ups a day with just a single camera, forcing the team to race from set to set to capture the tale’s sexy pillow fights, toga parties, and horse-based slapstick. The fact it drizzled almost the entire time didn’t help. Landis’s biggest challenge was to keep up the collective energy.


“THAT SUCKS!” he’d bellow at his actors mid-take. “IT WAS AWFUL! BE FUNNY! BE FUNNY!”


When that didn’t work, Landis would fling pens at them. “I was trying to create an ambience of high energy and chaos,” he was to explain. “Because that’s the movie.”


Belushi struggled with stamina more than most. He still had Saturday Night Live to worry about: his hellish weekly itinerary involved working on Animal House from Monday to Wednesday, then taking a puddle-jumper plane to San Francisco and the red-eye on to New York, rehearsing and performing the show, then flying back to Oregon at six a.m. on Sunday. This was the biggest break of his career so far, and he was dead on his feet.


On paper, the role didn’t look so daunting. Bluto has fewer than fifty lines of dialogue and is never on-screen for long: he’s forever making big entrances and explosive exits. Belushi was getting paid only $35,000, prompting him to complain, “Bullshit money, no points, but I’m gonna be a fucking star anyway, those cheap bastards.” But he knew just how critical he was to the movie’s success. Bluto is the heart of Animal House, a shambling hippo of a man who had to be as lovable as he is wild.


It was the only way they’d get away with scenes like the one in which he climbs a ladder to spy on an undressing sorority girl. After some lurid topless shots, the ladder slowly topples backward, Bluto’s erection having pushed him away from the building. What makes it not only palatable but funny is the fourth-wall-breaking look to the camera that Belushi delivers before the fall, eyebrows waggling like randy caterpillars. “He made everyone in the house a co-conspirator,” was Landis’s take on it. “And it was a great moment because it took the edge off.”


Belushi was the only cast member given permission to go off script, and he rewarded his director’s trust. Fearsomely committed when he believed in a project (on Lemmings, he’d sometimes turn up high on Quaaludes and ask his colleagues to punch his kidneys to clear his head), he threw himself ferociously into the role. From his first appearance, in which he pisses on two new guys’ shoes while clutching a gargantuan goblet of beer, to the end-credits roll, which reveals that Bluto will one day become a senator, it’s a performance studded with iconic moments. Some were guided by Landis, like Bluto’s attempt to cheer up Flounder (Stephen Furst), before which the director suggested to Belushi: “Imagine you’re trying to make a baby laugh.” But the legendary food-fight sequence, filmed in a single morning at the Erb Memorial Student Union, was wholly improvised by Belushi.


“See if you can guess what I am now,” Bluto tells a huddle of Omegas, having loaded his tray with half of the canteen’s comestibles. He stuffs mashed potato into his mouth, stares his enemies down for five seconds, then thumps his fists into his cheeks, splattering them with an icky mess. “I’m a zit. Geddit?”


Cue an almighty fracas, soundtracked by the Chris Montez tune “Let’s Dance” and capped off by Belushi turning to the camera and yelling, “FOOD FIIIIIGHT! ” At this point in the film, during screenings all across America, popcorn would be flung in the air with wild abandon.


The star’s grin suggests he knew it would happen.


ALTHOUGH IT’S SET back in 1962, Animal House’s shit-kicking vibe connected with ’70s America in a huge way. Vietnam was history, young people were ready to have fun again, and here was a trumpet call for the good times ahead. “The audience went berserk,” remembers Matty Simmons of a test screening in Denver. “After the movie ended they were standing on their chairs, applauding and screaming. I was there with Sid Sheinberg, the president of Universal, Ned Tanen, Ivan Reitman, and Landis; we walked out single-file and nobody said anything. It was so crazy, what had just happened.”


All over America, toga parties broke out. Greek fraternities became cool again. Audiences hollered and went back for more, rocketing the movie to the number-one slot at the box office in June 1978. The final tally was an astonishing $141.6 million. The film had proven to be revolutionary, comedy’s answer to Easy Rider. As Reitman reflects, “It was the marking point. I always felt it changed the comedic language. Before Animal House they were all watching Bob Hope and Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis. M*A*S*H was the transitional one—a little bit of both—and then this was the first film really made by kids who were postwar and in their early twenties, with a different way of expressing what’s funny.”


It felt like the floodgates were open. Something new and exciting was happening.


Whatever it was, John Belushi was right in the middle of it. Dazed by the outbreak of Blutomania, the star treated himself to a pair of expensive Bally shoes from Switzerland, then hired a limousine to ride around Manhattan and look at the lines snaking around movie theaters. People were going back to see it again and again.


“I like Bluto a lot. He’s someone that could have been my friend,” he’d said at a press junket a few weeks before. Now everyone else wanted to be Bluto’s friend. During an out-of-town trip with Aykroyd, Belushi stopped the car and began knocking on the ground-floor windows of an elementary school. Before long, the windows were up and the whole school was chanting, “BLUTO! BLUTO! BLUTO!”


Even more satisfyingly, Belushi had overtaken Chevy Chase, the rival he often described as a “brick.” Saturday Night Live producer Bob Tischler said: “John was sure he would be the first person to become a star. It just killed him when Chevy was the first.” Chase had bagged the bigger movie, and the bigger salary, but now the overweight underdog had his revenge. Around this time, the two ran into each other in the bathroom at a club in New York’s East Village. Belushi sniped at Chase, “I make more money in movies than you, boy.” Chase forced a smile, washed his hands, and moved on.


Belushi had gotten attention before, but mostly from the cracked end of the spectrum: one female fan repeatedly sent him tampons stuffed with pot. Now he was big-time: when he was roaming Washington, DC, one day and decided on impulse to visit the White House, he was admitted even though he’d forgotten to bring any ID. And his phone was ringing off the hook, A-listers offering congratulations and opportunities. One of the callers was more famous than most: Steven Spielberg. And he had a job offer.


LIKE LANDIS, Spielberg had sat in the audience at Saturday Night Live. On a show broadcast in February 1976, he actually made it on-screen during a Peter Boyle monologue, chewing gum and wearing an Indiana Jones–style fedora. Spielberg had been particularly tickled by Belushi’s Richard Dreyfuss impression during a Jaws skit in an earlier episode. Perhaps, if the right project came along, he’d find a part for him.


Soon enough, the right project did come along—or so it seemed. Spielberg was skeet-shooting with John Milius, the writer of Apocalypse Now, at the Oak Tree Gun Club in California’s Santa Clarita Valley, when Milius handed him a script for an ambitious World War II comedy, set the day after Pearl Harbor.


Written by Robert Zemeckis and Bob Gale, it had gone through many titles—Tank, The Night the Japanese Attacked, The Rising Sun, Japs—before landing on the thoroughly prosaic 1941, but it may as well have been called It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad War. There were dozens of characters, huge set pieces, and the most exuberant punctuation Spielberg had ever seen: even the stage directions came festooned with exclamation marks. Spielberg, who had never attempted a comedy before, was drawn to it like a shark to a beach. As he was to explain, “I really thought it would be a great opportunity to break a lot of furniture.”


Before the demolition began, Spielberg assembled an impressive cast. He failed to secure John Wayne, who considered the story to be anti-American, but did bag Toshiro Mifune, Christopher Lee, Slim Pickens, Ned Beatty, and Robert Stack. None of whom, admittedly, were renowned for their comedy chops. For that, Spielberg looked to New York.


Milius considered Animal House to be the best American movie since Patton, while Spielberg not only saw it three times over the summer of 1978 but regularly wore one of its promotional T-shirts. “It reminded me of my own college days at Cal State Long Beach,” he told Landis when he bumped into him at an L.A. sushi restaurant. “Ken Kesey did one of his acid tests at a toga party we had. We filmed these pledges stealing traffic lights, and all my best friends ended up in the hospital.” What better way to get some of that Animal House magic into 1941 than to enroll Bluto himself?


As it happened, 1941 had a part that seemed perfect for Belushi: a testicle-scratching, Coke-glugging bomber pilot called “Wild Bill” Kelso. There was even some neat synchronicity: in Animal House, Bluto had demonstrated a shaky grasp of history, speechifying, “Nothing is over until we decide it is. Was it over when the Germans bombed Pearl Harbor? Hell no!” Now fans could enjoy seeing Belushi pitted against a Japanese submarine crew. Though, for all we know, Wild Bill might have thought they were Krauts.


If Belushi was reluctant to play another crazed slob—or to shuttle back and forth again between SNL and a remote movie set, this time in Los Angeles—he didn’t show it. After protracted negotiations, he received an official offer while at a screening of Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood in L.A.; he’d been grunting along with Toshiro Mifune, the inspiration for his iconic samurai character on SNL. Belushi walked outside with his friend Mitch Glazer, a dazed look on his face, bought a taco, and strolled silently to a grimy underpass before announcing, “I got the Spielberg movie.” In fact, he had not only been hired for 1941—which, in a strange cosmic coincidence would co-star Mifune—but been offered a three-picture deal with Universal, promising him $350,000 for 1941 and even more for the later pictures. In short, he’d never have to worry about money again. “He reached in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled $20 bill, arched his eyebrow and smiled,” Glazer recalled. “Then he started slowly tearing the 20 and tossing little bits of green confetti out over the ditch.”


“Thank you, L.A.,” Belushi whispered. “Thank you, Hollywood.”


AS 1941 RAMPED UP to start shooting in October 1978, the star shared his good fortune with his loved ones. He bought his immigrant parents, Adam and Agnes, a ten-acre ranch in the Cuyamaca Mountains outside San Diego. As for his closest friend, Dan Aykroyd, Belushi saw 1941 as an opportunity to take their partnership to the big screen.


By this point, Aykroyd and Belushi were inseparable. They shared a cramped dressing room at Saturday Night Live, where books like Famous Tank Battles of World War II (Belushi) and Better Management Through Computers (Aykroyd) lined the shelves. Panties that had been mailed to them by female admirers were nailed to the wall, as was a photograph of Aykroyd gripping two pump-action shotguns.


They loved working together on and off SNL—for a 1976 NBC special, they’d barged into the bedroom of reclusive Beach Boys front man Brian Wilson, dressed as the “Surf Police,” then frog-marched him into the ocean. And they loved hanging out together, whether sharing a bunk bed on the seventeenth floor of 30 Rock or taking weeklong road trips to probe the nooks and crannies of America. During one of these, funded by Rolling Stone, they installed a ludicrously pricey sound system in their rented Chevy Caprice at the magazine’s expense before prank-calling editor Jann Wenner. Putting on a Deep South accent, Aykroyd claimed to be “Sheriff Leander Perez” from the Louisiana police force, yelling that the two comedians had just killed someone with the car. Wenner’s blood pressure started shooting up, until Aykroyd broke character with a snigger.


Grandson of a Royal Canadian Mountie and the owner of webbed feet, Aykroyd was very different from Belushi, whom he affectionately nicknamed “Thing,” “the Black Hole in Space,” and “the Bear Man.” Where Belushi was an impulsive, freewheeling spirit, Aykroyd was self-disciplined to a fault; as Belushi summarized, “He’s Mr. Careful and I’m Mr. Fuck It.” Aykroyd played up his deadpan persona, telling one reporter, “I’m just hard inside. I’ve got a lot of armor . . . and I like it. I enjoy it. I’m continually meeting people who are trying to free me and free my emotions and warmth. I try to fight it.”


Still, he was edgy in his own eccentric way. Despite growing up as a Catholic kid in the calm environs of Hull, Quebec, his father a straitlaced government official, he quickly developed a flair for trouble. He would torment the teachers at his seminary school in Ottawa, joined a gang called the Black Top Vamps in college, and later fell in with thieves and bootleggers. He told his long-suffering parents he wanted to be a funeral director, until he saw an embalming and changed his mind. At age fourteen he lost his virginity and was arrested for drunkenness, though not on the same night. At seventeen he spent a summer in the Northern Territories, totally isolated, roasting squirrels over a campfire for dinner.


Aykroyd turned up for his Saturday Night Live audition dressed as an English gentleman, sporting a bowler hat, umbrella, and briefcase, but was more frequently to be found in leather. “A remarkable, wonderful, wacky motorhead,” in the words of John Landis, he read books on hydraulics and collected motorcycles, filling in dead air at the end of one SNL episode by petitioning the audience for spare parts for his 1971 Electra Glide Harley Davidson Police Special. Cruising down the freeway was how he got the highs Belushi sought elsewhere.


“If it weren’t against the law,” he told Gene Siskel of the Chicago Tribune, “I’d ride without my helmet.”


Curiously for someone with such an anarchic streak, he was also obsessed with the law. At Carleton University in Ottawa he took college courses in correctional policy and deviant psychology, as if he was trying to figure out his own brain. Mitch Glazer compared him to a cross between a state trooper and an android. Former girlfriend Rosie Schuster said his ultimate fantasy would be to commit the perfect crime, then arrest himself. Many of his friends were convinced he was attuned to a bizarre frequency nobody else could detect. “You look at the floor and see the floor,” he said to one of them. “I look at the floor and see molecules.” Sometimes late at night, in his and Belushi’s room at 30 Rock, he would take out a stash of gold coins and make strange gibberish sounds like incantations, awakening other people on the floor.


Downstairs, in front of the cameras, Aykroyd proved himself to be a utility player with astonishing range. He could absorb information like nobody else, and channel anyone from Sigmund Freud to Jimmy Carter. But many of his finest moments at Saturday Night Live came courtesy of his array of rapid-fire salesmen. Over four seasons he shilled such alarming fake products as Rothko’s Puberty Helper (a giant sack for concealing children), Bag o’ Glass (exactly what it sounds like), and a surgical tool called Mr. Skin Grafter.


Most famous of all was his 1976 “Bass-O-Matic” sketch, in which he hard-sells a piece of kitchen equipment that makes disgusting-looking fish smoothies. While it went on to achieve classic status, the skit provoked a letter of complaint from an angry viewer. Aykroyd was unperturbed: “She objected to liquefying dead lower species, I guess. I wrote her back with a long dissertation on the properties of matter and mass and molecular change.”


Spielberg didn’t take much convincing before he agreed to put Belushi’s pal in 1941. He and Aykroyd would go on to become friends, with the director giving him a cameo in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom and naming the family dog in Poltergeist “E. Buzz,” after a particularly sleazy character Aykroyd played on SNL. In 1941, though, as tank commander Frank Tree, the comedian didn’t get much to do. Only one scene really showcased his machine-gun mouth, as he rat-a-tatted off technical data about a 40mm antiaircraft gun, his expression suggesting he was getting high off his own jargon.


If he was disappointed about the size of the role, or playing second fiddle to Belushi, Aykroyd didn’t show it. It was only his second visit to Los Angeles; the first time, six years earlier, he’d slept in a ditch near San Clemente. Now he was in a luxury hotel, shooting a big movie with his best bud.


 “Man, we’re in it together!” he enthused to Belushi. “You’ve got the P-40 and I’ve got the fuckin’ M3 tank. Man, between us we’re the heaviest ordnances in the movie!”


ONE DAY, AS SPIELBERG SHOT a scene in which Wild Bill clambers out of his P-40, Belushi lost his balance and pitched forward, headfirst. “There was a lot of morning dew on the wing of his plane and his foot slipped,” the director recalled. “Luckily his fall was broken. But unfortunately it was broken by a human being who happened to be standing there. It didn’t even faze John.”


Like most people, Spielberg sometimes wondered if Belushi was indestructible. The comedian seemed able to stay up all night, then turn up on-set still cracking jokes. Wild Bill’s outré introduction, in which the nutso airman lands his plane in Death Valley, loots a grocery store, fires his gun at a poor passerby, then chases after his runaway P-40 with explosions going off behind him, is the perfect representation of Belushi’s fireball energy.


But as the shoot proceeded, it became apparent that the star was getting plenty of chemical assistance. Saturday Night Live writer Michael O’Donoghue once reflected, “John’s got a real Judy Garland personality sometimes; he wants to grab the world and snort it.” His drug habit had even made it onto SNL itself, during a sketch in which he was asked to name three countries and responded with, “Belgium . . . Belgium . . . and Kansas City.” On Animal House he had been on his best behavior, sequestered away in a nice rented apartment with his wife, Judy. But on 1941, in the druggy environs of L.A. and with more loose bills than he knew what to do with, Belushi went wild.


More and more frequently, the entire crew would stand around waiting while Belushi failed to emerge from his trailer. Spielberg eventually snapped, marched up to the star’s honey wagon, rapped on the door, and confronted the star. It temporarily roused Belushi from his bleary stupor, but before long he was back on the powder. Not even Aykroyd, Belushi’s self-appointed parole officer, could keep him clean. “I get incredibly straight, authoritarian and intense. It usually does the trick,” he’d revealed in 1977. A year later, the trick was no longer working.


“Working with John Belushi was in itself a motion-picture story,” is about all Spielberg will say on the subject these days. “I mean, that’s a whole other story.”


TIME MAGAZINE PITCHED 1941 in a preview as “Animal House Goes to War.” Spielberg even gave John Landis a cameo in the movie, as a motorcycle messenger, as if to try to link the two movies as much as possible. But any illusions that this would be a similar success story were shattered at preview screenings, where audience members held their hands over their ears, worn down by the relentless wall of sound and frenetic visuals.


It didn’t find any more favor with critics. Newsweek headlined their review “Spielberg’s Misguided Missile.” Pauline Kael compared the experience to having her head stuck in a pinball machine for two hours. After reading the trades, Aykroyd and Belushi turned up at Spielberg’s house to try to cheer him up. “Fuck the critics,” Belushi said. “It’s got so much stuff in it, so much up on the screen, the fucking critics can’t sort it out.”


The movie’s reception was a blow to the egos of the big names involved. “On about the 145th day of shooting, I realized that the film was directing me, I wasn’t directing it,” Spielberg ruefully confessed of his first failure. “It just outgrew its own Calvins and became this Great White Elephant.” As for Belushi, on his thirty-first birthday some friends presented him with a black badge inscribed JOHN BELUSHI. BORN 1949, DIED 1941. He laughed and pinned it to his shirt.


While 1941 reinforced Belushi and Aykroyd’s Ernie-and-Bert dynamic, with John the exuberant agent of chaos to Dan’s precise authority figure, it unwisely kept them apart at all times. There’s only one moment in which the pair even acknowledge each other’s presence: as Belushi clambers onto a submarine near the end of the movie, and Aykroyd, paddling in the water below, salutes him. That’s it. Back in New York, however, the pair were cooking up a concept that would team them up properly.


If, that is, the lunatic thing ever got made.
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A 1978 EPISODE of The Carol Burnett Show features Steve Martin, clad in a three-piece suit and starched white shirt, attempting an experimental routine. “Now, a lot of dogs watch TV, but there’s nothing really on that they can enjoy,” he declares. “So I’ve worked up a comedy act for dogs. I know that sounds sort of ridiculous, but I tried the act on some neighborhood dogs . . . and they were on the floor.”


The camera zooms out, revealing Martin’s audience: a St. Bernard, a Labrador, an Estrela, and a Lhasa Apso. Promising “no canned barks,” he launches into a set that features the gag, “It was raining cats and dogs the other day. I know because I stepped in a poodle.” The mutts are unimpressed. So Martin starts madly playing a dog whistle like a kazoo, at which point two of them leap at him, tripping him to the ground. “Good night!” he yells, a gangly tangle of limbs.


The four-minute skit was a typical piece of Steve Martin shtick: precision-tooled but with an air of exhilarating chaos. More so than any of his contemporaries, Martin was a one-man variety show. He juggled, made balloon animals, did card tricks, performed magic. But he did all of it with a thick dollop of irony. Adopting the persona of a slick, preening show-biz guy, he honed a high-voltage club act that mesmerized crowds.


“Our acts are similar in that we have no segues and go from disassociation to disassociation,” said Robin Williams in the late ’70s. “But his act is different. He broke the barrier. It’s like rock ’n’ roll comedy.”


Born in Waco, Texas, but raised in California, Martin had a difficult relationship with his father, which caused him to become an independent teenager. He worked for eight years at Disneyland, helping out at a magic store in Fantasyland and learning the ropes, literally, as a lasso twirler in Frontierland. He became a self-taught entertainer, poring over copies of books like Joe Laurie’s Vaudeville and Dariel Fitzkee’s Showmanship for Magicians. And although he studied philosophy at Long Beach State and considered teaching the subject, he ultimately decided to put his curiosity about the human psyche to a different use.


What he meticulously crafted throughout the ’70s was a postmodern style that his friend Rick Moranis later labeled “anti-comedy.” He shunned punch lines, opting instead to address audiences with surreal lines such as “Does anyone know where I can get a pair of cat handcuffs?” or “Hello, I’m Steve Martin and I’ll be out here in a minute.” As he explained to a reporter, “Another comedian will do anything to get a laugh. But in my act I think it’s abstracted back to the point where the idea of someone doing anything for a laugh is funny, not the action. That’s the way I like it.”


It was a bold, even groundbreaking theory, but for a long while didn’t appear to be a successful one. Martin had a long residency in a tiny club called Bubba’s in Miami, performing to fewer than a hundred people a night. During a visit to Toronto, he found himself telling jokes next to a salad bar. One Monday night in 1975, owing the bank $17,000 and profoundly dejected, he did an avant-garde set in San Francisco to a crowd comprised mainly of a Japanese tour group, who spoke no English. Laughter was not forthcoming.


Martin collected his paltry fee, wandered into the city’s red-light district, and decided to pay $50 for sex in a massage parlor. The girl took the money, but gave him only a desultory dance and told him to jack himself off. In too much of a funk to argue, the comedian collected his coat and headed back into the street. He later cited this as the most depressing night of his career.


“I call them the war years; it was a tough time,” says Martin, whose hair turned prematurely gray in his early twenties. “The abiding memory is of the cumulative travel and sort of self-imposed loneliness. I remember every bad review. I can still remember the pain of doing a lousy show and feeling just awful. But I didn’t have anything else to do. I had no options.”


Little by little, as he plugged away, things started to change. As if a dial were being turned, audiences were tuning into his frequency. And then, in October 1976, the West Coast comic flew to New York to host Saturday Night Live, booked in by a reluctant Lorne Michaels. Martin did two monologues straight out of his act, plus a spoof commercial for a dog that was also a watch, called Fido-Flex. The SNL effect was instantaneous. The next Monday, in Madison, Wisconsin, he turned up for a show to find a 6,000-seat concert venue completely packed. “I walked onstage and was greeted with a roar of such intensity that I remembered feeling both pleasure and fear,” he recalled. “I was like an athlete at the college play-offs, flooded with adrenaline.”


Steve Martin and Saturday Night Live went together like peanut butter and jelly. He immediately warmed to the oddball troupe (despite the leather-clad Dan Aykroyd, when invited by Martin to go clothes-shopping at Saks with him, telling him, “Uh, man, that’s not my thing”) and was to return to the show again and again. Among the subsequent creations was his goofy tune King Tut, the funkiest anthem ever written about an Egyptian pharaoh, and Yortuk and Georg Festrunk, aka “Two Wild and Crazy Guys,” lady-obsessed Czechoslovakian brothers played by Martin and Aykroyd.


Given a national platform, Martin’s popularity rocketed. He sold 5 million copies of his comedy albums. In 1977 he released a book, a collection of droll essays and short stories called Cruel Shoes, which became a bestseller. His TV specials got huge ratings. And all the while Martin kept crisscrossing America, selling out giant auditoriums, without a salad bar in sight. Playing some nights to a sea of forty thousand faces, he was closer to a rock star than a traditional comedian. So he started behaving like one, performing outrageous bits of boundary-pushing theatre. “This isn’t comedy,” gasped a Rolling Stone reporter. “It’s campfire recreation for the bent at heart. It’s a laugh-along for loonies. Disneyland on acid.”


Some nights Martin would come down off the stage and run around the aisles, stopping to give people neck massages. After performing at a Georgia university, on a dizzy high, he led a horde of fans to a drained swimming pool, told everyone to get in and then crowd-surfed across. In Tennessee, he took another horde to McDonald’s, ordered three hundred hamburgers, then changed the order to a single French fry.


It all made a man who had once busked for change with his banjo ridiculously rich. “I bought some pretty good stuff,” he faux-bragged on his first comedy album, Let’s Get Small. “Got me a $300 pair of socks. I got a fur sink. Oh, let’s see . . . electric dog-polisher, that was a good one. Gasoline-powered turtleneck sweater. And of course I bought some dumb stuff too, you know!”


But despite it all—the fame, the fortune, the French fry—Martin was increasingly unhappy. Away from the stage, he was actually soft-spoken and intellectual, nothing like the human tornado people expected.


“The act is funny on stage, but if that guy was in your living room, you’d throw him out,” he said later. “There’s nothing more obnoxious than a guy who is on all the time.” Before one gig, he was picked up from the airport by two excitable female fans in a Volkswagen. Folded into the backseat, badgered to tell jokes, he spent the ninety-minute journey awkwardly explaining that he was really just a shy guy from Orange County. He didn’t party with groupies or get high—unlike his Saturday Night Live buddies he said no to drugs, having suffered a marijuana-induced panic attack during a viewing of The Producers in 1968. Instead, he’d flee to his motel room after a show, too cranked up on adrenaline to sleep but with nowhere else to go.


To compound matters, the world of stand-up was no longer a challenge. He was still having fun figuring out ways to make crowds gasp—at the 1979 Grammys he announced the names of the Best Male Singer nominees while wearing a tuxedo jacket but no trousers; a few weeks later, at the Academy Awards, he came on to present the Oscar for Special Achievement in Visual Effects wearing a blue hood that, on TV, made it look like he had no head. But the shows themselves felt like an endless victory lap. “What I realized was that I wasn’t getting laughs like I used to. I was getting cheers,” he mused in the mid-’80s.


But for a number of years he had been formulating an escape plan. A brief foray into moviemaking, writing and starring in an eight-minute 1977 short called The Absentminded Waiter, had netted him an Oscar nomination. Not bad, considering it had been shot in two days for $96,000. The idea of making a feature film started to look more and more appealing.


Wild and crazy had worked onstage. Would it work on-screen?


THERE WAS ONE QUICK BIT in Martin’s routine that never failed to kill. “It wasn’t always easy for me,” he would tell the audience, shaking his head. “I was born a poor black child.” Coming out of Martin’s mouth, this potentially offensive non sequitur was weirdly charming. “There was no whiter man than Steve,” says Carl Reiner with a laugh. “He even had white hair.”


Martin had worked alongside Rob Reiner, Carl’s son and the future director of such Hollywood classics as The Princess Bride and When Harry Met Sally, as writers on The Smothers Brothers. But Carl Reiner knew him mostly, as everyone did, from his guest stints on Saturday Night Live. “He was so different,” says the director. “He approached jokes, but never really told them. He had this wild energy—I don’t know where it came from. I remember this magician thing he developed called Flydini, which he did on the Carson show. He zipped his pants down and produced things from his fly: eggs, birds, trinkets. You couldn’t believe what he pulled out of his pants.”


The two men got together in 1978, aiming to pull something more substantial out of their pants: a movie for Martin. Along with Carl Gottlieb, the screenwriter of Jaws who had ended up directing The Absentminded Waiter, they sat in a small writers’ cubicle in an ancient two-story wooden building on the Paramount lot. But inspiration was not forthcoming. “My memory is that it was just days of staring blankly at paper,” says Gottlieb. “We had a couple of IBM Electrics and a stack of yellow pads and a glass full of sharpened pencils, and that was it. None of us had any idea for what this movie should be. ‘What do you think?’ ‘I dunno, what do you think?’ We were dead bored.”


Then, after a couple of weeks, inspiration struck. Martin mentioned that throwaway line from his act—“I was born a poor black child”—and suddenly a plot seemed obvious. Easy Money, which was quickly retitled The Jerk, was the tale of Navin Johnson, a cretin who has grown up as a member of an African American family, not realizing he’s adopted. In several ways his journey mirrors that of Martin himself. Navin struggles for a long time, doing odd jobs (in a joke that didn’t make the final cut, he’s hired as a “buffalo-counter” in Beverly Hills; after several days one finally turns up). Eventually, he gets lucky and goes from being a poor idiot to a very wealthy one, enjoying all the amenities of L.A. “Can you believe this?” he rails to his date at a fancy restaurant, glaring at his escargot. “First they didn’t have the bamboo umbrellas for the wine. And now snails on the food!”


The first draft was funny stuff, but Paramount, where there had just been a major regime change, blanched and passed. Martin and Reiner took the project across the street to Universal instead. When Gottlieb went on to another gig, the pair got busy with a major rewrite, with the help of Martin’s old The Pat Paulsen Show cowriter Michael Elias. Director and star, in particular, made each other laugh, a lot. “We just hit it off,” says Martin. “I was writing gag after gag, and he shaped it into a story. Carl gave it structure.” Just as Martin’s stand-up had ironically lampooned the medium of stand-up itself, so The Jerk would be an abstract send-up of cinema. Or as Martin put it: “It wasn’t a parody of a particular kind of beginning, middle and end. It was a parody of the whole idea that a movie should have a beginning and a middle and an end.”


With a $4.6 million budget to play with, the team got busy realizing their vision. One day Martin read about a $3 million home on the Sunset Strip, owned by a young pair of Saudi Arabian newlyweds, which was so horrendously decorated that their neighbors had complained. He and Reiner canceled plans to build Navin’s tacky mansion on a soundstage and rented the house for $50,000 a week instead.


“The sheik and his bride were like the most bad-taste couple in the world,” says Gottlieb, who returned to the project to cameo as gloriously monikered villain Iron Balls McGinty, a man with, yes, metal testes. “I visited one day and kept saying of some bit of outré interior decor, ‘Where did you find this?’ And he would shrug and say, ‘It was here.’ They had painted the statuary outside and pasted pubic hair on the nudes. Eventually the couple were recalled back to Saudi Arabia and there was a mysterious fire and the place burned down.”


Each morning throughout the forty-five-day shoot, Martin and Reiner car-pooled, riding together to Universal Studios and brainstorming jokes like the famous “shit from Shinola” exchange. “Some of the funniest stuff in the movie came out of those drives,” Reiner remembers. “Every once in a while Steve would come up with something that wasn’t in the script and I’d say, ‘We’ve got to get that in.’ ”


Martin was used to performing alone on a stage, not interacting with other performers. So several of his cast mates in the movie ended up being people with whom he was already comfortable: his girlfriend, Bernadette Peters, was hired as the sweet woman with whom Navin falls in love, while Reiner himself stepped in to play the director who sues him. This helped the first-time actor overcome his nerves and stay playful.


“There was one thing I never, ever forgot,” says Reiner. “It was the scene where Steve was about to kiss Bernadette. He had never kissed a girl before on-screen and was about to kiss her on the lips. But I whispered, ‘Lick her face instead.’ He immediately went over and really licked the side of her face. To her credit, she didn’t break. She gave the perfect reaction. That’s one of my happiest memories from that show.”


The Jerk came together with a minimum of pain: so many shots were nailed on the first take that the movie wrapped three weeks early and under budget. However, any illusions that it would be a home-run success were shattered by a disastrous test screening in Florida. Martin was hastily dispatched on an extensive tour of America to publicize the movie. It was not something he enjoyed, hating that he had to repeat himself endlessly. Making the experience worse was a faux pas he uttered while speaking to a writer from Playboy. Asked the question, “What’s the most nowhere place in America for you?” Martin named Terre Haute, a backwater Indiana city in which he had done an unsuccessful gig. With outraged Terre Hautians making their displeasure known, Universal, looking to tamp down the controversy, sent Martin back there to make nice with the locals.


The comedian’s grand tour of the city included a look around the local manure plant and a ride on a tractor, as throngs of angry folks gathered holding signs that read WELCOME DEAN MARTIN and NOWHERE USA WELCOMES STEVE ALLEN. Martin made nice, grinning for the cameras, accepting a $20 gift certificate for Jones and Bezy Tractor Sales, and announcing that they’d get to see The Jerk before anyone else. He got his revenge a few years later, however: in the climax of 1982’s Dead Men Wear Plaid, Terre Haute gets destroyed by cheese mold.


Another unusual stop on the Jerk tour was at the Comedy Store on L.A.’s Sunset Boulevard, where the final round of a nationwide Steve Martin look-alike contest was taking place. Wearing a $2,000 pink suit, possibly so as not to be confused with the six contestants, Martin sat in the audience, did some good-natured heckling, and eventually picked a winner: Mark Phillips, a diabetes researcher from Nashville. The evening concluded with all of the impersonators dancing alongside their hero onstage.


As a final push for the movie, he and Reiner decided to do something unprecedented and suitably silly: host a glitzy world premiere not for The Jerk, but for its two-minute trailer. Keeping poker faces on throughout, they arrived at the Village Theater in Westwood in limos and did interviews on the red carpet, Reiner attesting that the trailer was “a director’s dream—it came in on time and $94 under budget.” Inside, the lights dimmed as Martin made a brief speech, the trailer played, and then, fewer than five minutes after the event had begun, the audience poured back out onto the street.


The actual movie, all ninety-four minutes of it, opened on December 14, 1979, to harsh reviews. “The Jerk is all gags and very little comedy,” sniffed Roger Ebert in The Chicago Sun-Times. “We get a sense that the cast and crew arrived at a location, found the script bankrupt of real laughs, and started looking around for funny props.” Almost across the board, it was unfairly decried as an unsophisticated, lightweight trifle, a waste of everyone’s talents.


It was, at least, a big hit, making $73.7 million and ensuring that Martin’s movie career wasn’t dead in the water. He was now the owner of two houses, one in Aspen and another on the California coast, with a stunning view of the Pacific Ocean. An art enthusiast who bought his first piece (a print of the Hollywood sign by Ed Ruscha) at the age of nineteen, he had filled one room of his L.A. home with his burgeoning collection, sometimes sitting in it for hours at a time, gazing at his purchases. He had a beautiful girlfriend who was becoming a star in her own right. From the outside, it looked like the thirty-five-year-old had everything. But he was sensitive enough that the negative press stung.


“I remember being in Hawaii at the end of the ’70s for a promotional event,” Martin says. “The Jerk had just come out and was very controversial at the time. And Peter Sellers came up to me at this event and said, ‘I know you’re under a lot of criticism right now, but I know what you’re doing.’ It was really nice, a big moment for me.”


STEVE MARTIN HAD WRITTEN a tiny part in The Jerk for Bill Murray: a flamboyant interior decorator who offers to do up Navin’s mansion. While shooting it, Murray strolled up to Carl Reiner and whispered, “I don’t know why you’re doing this scene. You don’t need it.” The director came to the same conclusion, cutting it in post-production.


Murray, who had attended the world premiere of the trailer and kicked back at the after-party with Martin, took the opportunity to get pretend revenge via Saturday Night Live. “Steve Martin is a friend,” he announced from behind the “Weekend Update” desk. “As a matter of fact, I was in the movie but got cut out of it. That doesn’t influence my opinion. The movie is a dog.” He went on to pan 1941, out in theaters the same week. “War: what is it good for? Absolutely nothing, and so is 1941. . . . Steve Spielberg is good with the mechanical shark and the flying saucer, but the guy wouldn’t know funny if it bit him in the underwear.”


One of nine siblings (“Ed, Brian, Nancy, Peggy, Laura, Andy, John, and Joel,” he liked to rattle off), Murray’s formative years were spent in Wilmette, Illinois. Even more insubordinate than the young Aykroyd or Belushi, he was kicked out of the Boy Scouts before even being issued a uniform. It cost him when it came to the casting of his school play. “I’m still bitter about this,” he says. “It was a grade-school nativity play and I was beaten out for the role of the innkeeper. Matt Klein got it instead. I ended up being in the choir and we had to wear these cardboard halos. I don’t know why I wasn’t chosen as the innkeeper, or Joseph. I suppose I wasn’t holy at the time.”


Murray’s was a Catholic household, but a rowdy one. “No drunken audience could ever compare to working our dinner table,” he said in 1981. “If you got a laugh, it was like winning a National Merit Scholarship.” His father, Edward, was a thin, quiet, diabetic man, a lumber salesman by trade, who could still administer a mighty smack; Bill would study him scientifically, figuring out how to make him laugh, not least so he could talk himself out of trouble when he got busted for something. “One of my strongest childhood impressions,” he wrote in his slim 1999 golf book cum memoir Cinderella Story, “is falling off my chair at the dinner table while doing a Jimmy Cagney impression. I hit my head very hard on the metal foot of the table leg, and it hurt terribly. But when I saw my father laughing, I laughed while crying at the same time. I guess that was some kind of beginning.”


With his mother, Lucille, not often prone to jollity either, the Murray Christmas tree had few exciting gifts beneath it come December. Mostly the kids got school clothes. Once Brian wrapped up some wooden blocks from Edward’s lumberyard for a joke. Another year, Bill, feeling lazy, wrapped up some cashew nuts in tinfoil.


At this point, the notion of a career in entertainment didn’t occur to him. Instead he wanted to be a doctor, perhaps because of his father’s illness, as well as the polio one of his sisters suffered from. But few could imagine him occupying any position of authority. He routinely defied the Jesuit priests at Loyola Academy, a Roman Catholic school where discipline was meted out roughly. One time an assistant principal slammed him into his locker, something he claimed left the combination imprinted on his spine. Another teacher, a burly ex-boxer, customarily socked him in the solar plexus if he misbehaved in class.


Each punishment only made his anger simmer closer to the boil. “I was an underachiever and a screw-off,” is how Murray remembers those days. “Studying was boring . . . I was basically causing trouble all the time.” His favorite book told the tale of Davy Crockett, who ran away from home as a child, something the young Murray dreamed about doing himself. And when his father died when he was seventeen, he retreated into his shell even more. “At that point, the only decent relationship I had in the house was with the dog. I’d walk the streets of Evanston all night long.”


He was a loner, a brawler, a joint smoker. He dropped out of college after one year, trying his hand at landscaping, pizza making, and construction work. In September 1970, on his twentieth birthday, Murray was overheard at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport joking to a fellow passenger that he had two bombs in his suitcase. Security confiscated the case, which contained no explosives but instead five bricks of Jamaican marijuana. Murray spent his birthday evening in jail; the bust made the front page of the next day’s Chicago Tribune. He was spared serious prison time as a first-time offender, instead being placed on probation for five years.


To anyone looking on, it seemed like the youngster was on a grim downward spiral. Yet Murray’s anarchic sense of humor, the exact thing that had landed him in hot water with airport security, was to prove his salvation. Invited to fill in for his brother Brian on a Second City tour, he was a hit with audiences, his wild improvisational riffs and ferocious commitment to whatever bit he was doing inspiring roars of laughter. He transferred to New York, joined the National Lampoon crew—John Belushi, Gilda Radner, Brian, Harold Ramis, Joe Flaherty—and quickly acquired a taste for the lifestyle.


 “We drank Champa Tampas . . . Champagne and orange juice,” he later recalled. “It’s a great drink to work on because it’s got that sugar pump, and it’s nice and cold. And the air-conditioning was no good in that place, and we were just drenched with sweat. After three shows on a Saturday night, you’d literally have to wrap up your shirt in a paper bag and put it inside a plastic bag.”


Despite this new lease on life, Murray’s edge remained razor sharp. According to people attending a performance of The National Lampoon Show in New York, after folksinger Martin Mull talked loudly throughout Murray attacked him backstage, bellowing, “I’ll kill him! I’ ll kill that fucker!” He grabbed Mull by the neck and had to be restrained by Belushi. Another night, in Toronto, where the audiences were rowdier, he dragged a drunk heckler out into an alley and pummeled him, breaking the guy’s arm. “He’s fearless and physically strong, so if anybody wants to start a fight with him he’ll go, ‘All right,’ ” says Dave Thomas, who was there. “He’s not shy about throwing his fists around.”


Murray was gaining a reputation as an unpredictable force of nature, sometimes kind and sweet, sometimes dangerous. As a kid, his nickname had been Sleepy, bestowed on him after he kept nodding off on the baseball field. “That’s why they made me the catcher,” he explains. “So I wouldn’t fall asleep.” But Dan Aykroyd, who had been given a personal tour of Chicago by Murray on their first meeting, drinking cans of beer as they drove around the city, came up with an inspired new moniker: the Murricane. “Because he can come at you with hurricane force,” says Ivan Reitman, one of the many who would use the nickname. “Both in terms of the comedy that he creates around himself, and also if he’s unhappy with you the kind of anger he can generate.”


Murray’s raw talent made it virtually inevitable that he’d follow his buddies onto TV. And sure enough, when Chevy Chase unexpectedly left Saturday Night Live, Murray was drafted in as a replacement. He arrived in New York in true Bill Murray style, driving his battered old Nash Rambler all the way from California. But he was hardly an instant smash, as Chase had been. His first appearances were unremarkable: Murray got stuck in insignificant parts in sketches, and when he did get lines he often flubbed them. He began to feel like a lemon, unappreciated by the writers and show runners. “I became the second cop,” he reflected years later. “I was getting paid, but I was playing that second cop every week.”


Finally, he decided he’d had enough. He talked to Lorne Michaels, and they came up with a sketch in which he would address the viewing audience directly. On March 19, 1977, shortly after Dr. John performed his song “Let’s Make a Better World,” the show cut to Murray sitting behind a desk. Wearing a smart red sweater, his hair neatly combed, he looked somberly into the camera and delivered a three-minute monologue. “I’m a little bit concerned. I don’t think I’m making it on the show. I’m a funny guy but I haven’t been so funny on the show. My friends say, ‘How come they’re givin’ you all those parts that aren’t funny?’ Well, it’s not the material. It’s me. . . .”


He went on, explaining that his father died when he was seventeen and that all he wanted was to make him proud. “I just want to make it as a Not Ready for Prime Time Player,” he said with a frown. “When that’s done, I’ll be able to stand here on a Saturday night, in the middle of Rockefeller Plaza, New York City, New York 10020 . . . and say, ‘Dad? I did it.’ He’d like that.”


Murray’s father had died when he was seventeen, and it had all the makings of a genuine plea. But beneath the sentiment there was just a flicker of a smirk. That night the SNL audience witnessed three minutes that were somehow phony and sincere simultaneously, as well as funny, truly original, and weirdly charming.


In other words, vintage Bill Murray.


IVAN REITMAN TRIED the number again. Ring-ring. Ring-ring. Ring-ring. Finally, he put the telephone receiver down. All around him was the sound of laughter, but that only made him feel worse. His nightmare was intensifying.


Meatballs was cooked up out of envy. Reitman had wanted to direct National Lampoon’s Animal House himself—after all, he had spent two years of his life working on the script and had done more than anyone to secure John Belushi for the project. But Universal had nixed the idea, unimpressed by Reitman’s only directorial credit: the $12,000 horror-comedy Cannibal Girls. So Reitman ended up producing, with John Landis bagging the gig instead, and the lion’s share of the glory. “I thought John had done a great job directing the film, but I was frustrated,” Reitman admits. “It was fine and everything to be the producer, but really my creative desire was to get back to directing. So I called up a couple of my friends in Canada, Dan Goldberg and Len Blum, and said, ‘Let’s go make a film.’ ”


The three buddies had all gone to summer camp in Ontario, and it occurred to them that the environment would be fertile fodder for a knockabout comedy. They started scribbling the screenplay in March 1978, aiming to be shooting it in early August: a lightning-fast incubation period that afforded the project far less finessing time than Animal House had had. There was no time for second-guessing. The original title, Summer Camp, turned out to already be the name of a film, so they switched it to Meatballs, a culinary camp staple. The premise, meanwhile, was essentially Animal House Jr., the tale of two rival camps at war with each other: cheapo but good-hearted Camp North Star versus wealthy, sneery Camp Mohawk. There was a Bluto figure in the form of Tripper Harrison, Camp North Star’s slobbish head counselor. Reitman even called up Animal House composer Elmer Bernstein, asking him to make music for his movie too.


As summer began, Goldberg drove all over Canada, pleading with real camps to let them shoot on their grounds, since the $1.5 million budget wouldn’t allow them to build their own. He got no after no, until Camp White Pine, up in Haliburton, Ontario, agreed. It was a huge obstacle cleared, giving Meatballs free sets and five hundred inexpensive extras, in the form of the real White Pine campers.


But an even bigger problem remained. With the first day of filming rushing up, the movie still didn’t have a star. Some of the cast had heard that Dan Aykroyd would be playing Tripper, but in reality there was only one person Reitman wanted. And Bill Murray was not playing ball.


In fact, he was watching other people playing ball. “That summer Bill was following some triple-A baseball team around the country,” recalls Reitman. “I had worked with him the year before on the Lampoon show, so I did have a decent personal relationship with him, but it was incredibly hard to get him on the phone. I knew that he was spectacularly talented, so without him knowing it we designed Meatballs with him at the center. But the problem was that he really wasn’t inclined to work that summer.”


Reitman tried everything, sending copies of the script to baseball stadiums where he suspected Murray would show up, and pleading with Murray’s lawyer to pass on messages. The brief responses that came back were hardly encouraging: “Bill’s thinking about it,” “Bill’s not sure.” As August arrived, the director moved up to Camp White Pine to prepare for the arrival of cast and crew, still without a bite on his line.


As he tried Murray’s home number again and again from the camp phone, he slipped into an increasingly dark mood.


“It wasn’t like I didn’t audition anyone else,” Reitman says. “I auditioned a lot of people. But the voice I’d had stuck in my head as I worked on the script was his, and I just couldn’t see compromising on it. I had this terrible feeling that unless I had Bill, the film was not going to work. And I just wasn’t going to allow that to happen.”


The truth was that while other cast members at Saturday Night Live leaped at the chance to star in a movie, Murray was trepidatious about the idea. At the time he was living in a $300-a-month loft on New York’s Upper East Side, with no TV, no stereo, a bare double mattress on the floor to sleep on, and a refrigerator he unplugged because its loud hum was giving him headaches. Compared to John Belushi’s and Dan Aykroyd’s new luxury homes in Martha’s Vineyard, it was a lousy state of affairs. But the idea of becoming more famous scared the hell out of him.


“One advantage [of joining Saturday Night Live late] was that I was able to watch my friends going through the fame thing before I did,” Murray told T. J. English in 1988. “I learned a lot about it by watching them. When I met Dan and John after that, boy, were they different. I thought, ‘Oh Jesus. When you get famous, something weird happens to you.’ It’s just a mechanical thing. When everyone starts kissing your butt, you just walk bent over.”


So while he golfed and snarfed down baseball-stadium hot dogs over the summer of 1978, he grappled with the decision. Then, finally, he made up his mind. The day that filming began on Meatballs, Murray’s lawyer called Reitman back, confirming that the star was in. On the second day of filming, the man himself strolled into Camp White Pine, clad in a Hawaiian shirt and red shorts and clutching a dogeared copy of the script. “At least I knew he had read it,” says Reitman, “or at least couriered it around with him everywhere he went. And he just showed it to me and sneered, in that wonderful way he can, and said, ‘You know, this is kinda crap.’ ”


At Saturday Night Live, Murray read off cue cards. He quickly made it clear that he wouldn’t be doing the same on Meatballs. In fact, he began most scenes by reading the script, then tossing it on the floor and saying, “I got this.” He not only improvised over half of his lines, but insisted on wearing the clothes he’d turned up in, rather than the prepared costume. And instead of fighting it, Reitman generally let Murray roll.


It worked, turning the movie into a delivery system for the star’s slovenly, party-blitzed charms. The line that would become the movie’s philosophical core, “It just doesn’t matter,” uttered by Tripper to help the kids in his charge realize that it’s OK to lose as well as win, came from something Murray said to Reitman in a coffee shop. The character’s unorthodox seduction technique, grabbing female counterpart Roxanne (Kate Lynch) in a wrestling move, was based on the star’s real-life (and decidedly socially primitive) method of courtship.


But Murray’s most significant effect on the story concerned the friendship between Tripper and troubled youngster Rudy (Chris Makepeace). The original script for Meatballs focused on the antics of the CITs, young camp counselors played by Canadian unknowns. But the scenes between Murray and Makepeace proved so sweet and funny that Reitman ordered extensive reshoots to expand on that part of the story. Just as Tripper teaches Rudy how to play cards, jog, and burp, so Murray showed his young co-star how to shave. Their relationship was the same on-screen and off, and Meatballs, most unexpectedly, became a movie with an oversized heart.


“It turned out far better than we expected,” says Reitman, “but when you hire Bill Murray you never know quite what’s going to happen. Even back in those days he was the nerviest and most confident person in any group. If he saw a group of people standing on the street, he’d go up to them and engage them in dialogue, or start hollering, in that ‘honker’ voice he ended up using as the gardener character in Caddyshack, ‘Watch out! There’s a lobster on the loose!’ And these strangers would laugh, instead of thinking of him as dangerous. He could take over situations through the magic he wove.”


While trying to woo Murray in pre-production, the director had promised that if the movie stunk, it would disappear, not hurting his career. In fact, the messy, low-budget Canadian comedy was a hit—not an Animal House–size one, admittedly, but a $50 million charmer that had kids cackling in theaters and imitating Tripper’s wrestling moves.


It would spawn three increasingly desperate sequels, but Murray wouldn’t star in any of them. His stint at camp was over. He was ready to face the big wide world.
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