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Praise
   

If you wage war, do it energetically and with severity.


—NAPOLEON BONAPARTE


I’m gonna hit you with so many rights, you’re gonna beg for a left.


—CHUCK NORRIS
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THEY CAME FROM THE SKY. And with their arrival went any chance of peace.


It had been shaping up to be a Cannes Film Festival like any other. As the sun rose on a sleepy Saturday—May 12, 1990—across the coastal French city there were flickers of activity. The world’s most prestigious celebration of motion pictures was commencing for the forty-third time.


On the Promenade de la Croisette, caked in chalk-white makeup, an Andy Warhol impersonator was enjoying his fifteen minutes of fame. Cineastes who had been lucky enough to attend the opening gala, a screening of Dreams, the latest by Japanese auteur Akira Kurosawa, debated its themes and discussed the surprising cameo by Martin Scorsese as Vincent van Gogh. Others looked forward to the gems of thought-provoking cinema to come, such as Sergei Solovyov’s Russian comedy Black Rose Is an Emblem of Sorrow, Red Rose Is an Emblem of Love.


It was a mecca for those who liked their films dense in subtext and their cafés allongés scalding hot. Notes would be taken. Applause would be meted out. The human condition would be considered.


Then, with a roar, the jet touched down.


It was a chartered luxury 747 out of Los Angeles, a hulking tube of metal polished to a high gleam. It had traveled a little over six thousand miles to its destination. And it was stuffed with an astonishing array of American power players—stars, directors, executives—few of them renowned for making art-house fare.


“The Hollywood of 1990 is on the frickin’ plane,” recalls James Cameron, who had been the last to board in California, having scrambled to finish typing up his first draft of Terminator 2: Judgment Day. “When I got to the airport, they all gave me a snarky clap for being late.”


“It was an amazing flight, a magic trip,” says Renny Harlin, the director who had just blown up two airplanes and half an airport for the yet-to-be-released Die Hard 2, but who hadn’t been banned from high-altitude travel. “There was no shortage of caviar and champagne and that kind of thing.”


More potent refreshments were apparently available, too. “We stopped in Maine to refuel, and after we’d been flying for another twenty minutes somebody gets on the speaker and says, ‘We are now outside of American airspace,’” remembers Steven de Souza, writer of the original Die Hard and Commando. “And all of a sudden the drugs come out. People are doing cocaine on the drop-down trays. Then I get tapped on the shoulder and it’s Michael Douglas passing me a joint.”


If Douglas was literally riding high, he was also doing it figuratively, with Wall Street and Fatal Attraction recent hits in his rearview mirror. But the biggest dogs on board were two movie stars whom few would have expected to share oxygen for over ten hours. Arnold Schwarzenegger and Sylvester Stallone, after more than a decade of bitter warfare, had finally been convinced to appear in public together. The event: a huge party to celebrate Carolco Pictures, the bankroller of many of the bombastic action movies that had ruled the box office for the past decade.


At the airport in Cannes, the disembarking VIPs were each handed an envelope containing 2,000 French francs, spending money for the weekend. Then they were led to a convoy of waiting black Mercedes-Benzes and drivers, at their disposal for the next three days. The vehicles, blue and red lights flashing on their tops, roared down the coast to the decadent Hôtel du Cap-Eden-Roc. There, a $1 million soiree—the most expensive ever thrown in the history of Cannes—awaited. One of the world’s hottest bands, the Gipsy Kings, flown in on a separate jet from Spain, performed songs at high volume. And 240 guests joined those from the plane to mill around a massive terrace overlooking the sea, including Mick Jagger (who ended up dancing on top of a table next to girlfriend Jerry Hall), Jean-Claude Van Damme, Dolph Lundgren, Sharon Stone, and Clint Eastwood, who happened to be staying in the hotel and thought he’d check out what all the noise was about.


As the sun went down and fresh seafood was served, the party’s grandest flex was deployed. Rockets blasted up into the Cannes sky, spelling out the names of Carolco’s upcoming projects and the people attached to them. “This firework display said ‘TERMINATOR 2’ in gigantic letters out over the Croisette,” remembers a still-impressed Cameron.


It was a day nobody who attended will ever forget, a showcase of pure excess. Not to mention a cacophony that probably sent Cannes’s more sober visitors—who until that moment had been mulling over the ins and outs of Russian comedy—running back to their lodgings. “It’s the best party ever done,” brags Carolco co-founder Mario Kassar, who put it together. “Everybody was at that party and probably nobody could have done it again.”


There was just one moment of panic along the way. The evening’s coup de grâce had been devised by Kassar: a moment of showmanship to rival even magical fireworks, and which demanded equally careful handling. Schwarzenegger and Stallone, the two titans of action cinema, whose work had brought in millions upon millions of dollars and who were now living, breathing icons, would make a dramatic entrance midway through the event. They had never been convinced to star in a movie together, but tonight they would share a terrace. It would be Carolco’s greatest PR stunt yet, a détente to rival any feat of international diplomacy. Except neither Stallone nor Schwarzenegger would concede on a key point: which of them would enter the party first. That old rivalry, pacified for a while, had suddenly flared back up.


“They were waiting outside, and everyone was asking the question ‘Who’s coming in first, who’s coming in second?’” Kassar remembers. A chill swept through the gaggle of Carolco party-planners. After so much expense, could a clash of egos make it all fall apart? Anybody aware of the history between the two stars knew it was a distinct possibility. So Kassar moved fast.


“I took some photos with them—one on the left, the other on the right,” he says, “and they held my hands up in the air. Then I said, ‘Okay, let’s go in now!’ And I came in with both of them. So that resolved that problem.”


Inside the party now, Schwarzenegger, wearing a green-and-yellow Hawaiian shirt, appraised the dance floor like a Terminator scanning a biker bar. Stallone, in a button-up shirt, blazer, and designer sunglasses, did the same. And then, to the amazement of all, the pair turned to each other, locked hands, and started to dance, waltzing in circles around the terrace.


The famous faces in the crowd looked on, delighted. They were present for a monumental moment, a long-awaited truce, two colossal egos finally aligning in perfect harmony.


Then, abruptly, Stallone grimaced and stopped.


“Goddammit,” he told Schwarzenegger. “You’re leading. I hate that.”


AMERICA IN THE 1970S was crying out for a hero. In the last year of the previous decade, the nation had conquered the moon. But now things had gone awry. Abroad, a cataclysmic defeat in Vietnam had dented national pride. At home, the president was being indicted and swarmed by protesters, some wielding signs in which the x in “Nixon” was replaced by a swastika. The economy, which had boomed in the wake of World War II, was wilting, the stock market plummeting 40 percent in an eighteen-month period and joblessness rampant. Everywhere was a newfound sense of despair, felt so keenly and widely that in 1979 President Jimmy Carter addressed it in a speech. “It is a crisis that strikes at the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will,” he declared with a stony face. “We can see this crisis in the growing doubt about the meaning of our own lives, and in the loss of a unity of purpose for our nation.”


Heroes were in short supply, not least on the big screen. Clint Eastwood’s “Dirty” Harry Callahan thrilled the masses, but returns were diminishing (third sequel Sudden Impact would feature a farting bulldog named Meathead). Gene Hackman’s violent, wild-eyed Popeye Doyle in The French Connection, another lawman, was intentionally tough to root for. Hong Kong martial arts icon Bruce Lee emerged as a brief, blazing light but died tragically on the cusp of mainstream American success, just a month before Enter the Dragon’s Hollywood premiere. As for the blaxploitation wave, the Richard Roundtree–starring Shaft had made $13 million from a $500,000 budget and inspired dozens of films throughout the 1970s, featuring charismatic actors from Pam Grier to Jim Brown. But while the subgenre had a huge impact, even inspiring the James Bond film Live and Let Die, by the late 1970s it was fading away.


As any fan of action cinema knows, though, it’s when things are bleakest, when all hope is lost, when the villains are smirking and innocent civilians are on their knees, that fresh footsteps are heard, hailing the arrival of a savior. Or, in this case, eight of them.


First came the titans. The one they called “the Italian Stallion”: Stallone, a onetime brawler with a sensitive soul and a flair for mayhem. And then the one they called “the Austrian Oak”: Schwarzenegger, a former bodybuilder with a boyish smile and a gonzo torso. In their wake arrived lither but no less deadly specimens: Swedish black belt Dolph Lundgren; Chinese dynamo Jackie Chan; Belgian killing machine Jean-Claude Van Damme; glowering, ponytailed Steven Seagal, whose origins nobody could ever quite pin down. Two all-American dudes would join the fray, too: karate master Chuck Norris and the smirking, noncommittal Bruce Willis.


Each of these stars had a distinct way of plying their deadly art. But between them they gave America, and beyond, a renewed sense of purpose—one that Jimmy Carter probably didn’t have in mind. Razing entire armies, toppling legions of hit men, brutalizing terrorists, they restored a sense of clarity that had been lost somewhere along the way. Whether their adversaries were Soviet soldiers or street-level drug dealers, their philosophy was simple, one even a child watching secretly from behind a couch could understand: never give up, never stop shooting, never lose. “Running from your fear is more painful than facing it,” sermonized Chuck Norris in The Hitman. His Missing in Action series rewrote the Vietnam War to give it a happy ending.


There were many other movie stars kicking ass at this time, from Sigourney Weaver in Aliens to Harrison Ford in the Indiana Jones franchise to the somewhat scrawnier Ralph Macchio in The Karate Kid. Others such as Fred Williamson, Linda Hamilton, Cynthia Rothrock, and, later, Wesley Snipes had the talent, the physique, or both, but were offered fewer opportunities by Hollywood of the 1980s and ’90s. The charismatic Carl Weathers came tantalizingly close to channeling his Rocky and Predator cachet into proper action stardom, headlining the raucous Action Jackson, but when a sequel failed to materialize he moved into TV. This particuar octet, though, had a purity to their big-screen exploits, rarely distracted by the siren calls of drama and comedy, and unrivaled in their cultural dominance. They obsessively sculpted their bodies, chugged protein shakes, and marched back into battle again and again and again. In return for their sacrifices, they were given the keys to Hollywood, with hordes of screaming fans so devoted they would even spend $8.95 on a strudel based on Schwarzenegger’s mother’s recipe. These stars acquired floods of cash, groupies, state-of-the-art private jets, access to all areas. Even the new president wanted to be in on the action. In 1985, ahead of a visit by invitation to the White House, Stallone was asked to bring a signed poster of Rambo: First Blood Part II. It now resides in the Reagan Presidential Library and Museum.


Today, these action movies have a complicated legacy. Many look primitive, a relic of an ancient world (often with a strong undercurrent of xenophobia, depicting those from foreign cultures, be they Arabs or Africans or Russians, as villainous monsters intent on destroying America). And inspiring as these movies were—sometimes even influencing freedom fighters around the globe, such as those in Nicolae Ceauşescu’s Romania, to battle for democracy—there was a shadow side to both the myriad action movies and the men who made them. Claims of sexual assault and harassment followed several of them throughout their careers. The heightened sense of masculinity they portrayed on-screen had the potential to warp and corrupt. And not just for the men wielding the weapons, but sometimes for those who worshipped them. If life was cheap on-screen, it could be cheap off-screen, too.


What’s undeniable, though, is that they still pack one hell of a punch. Seen as a whole, they are the product of a unique time in history—a surely-never-to-be-repeated golden age when multiplexes echoed to the sound of artillery fire, when quips came as fast as a southpaw punch, when Cro-Magnon warriors stood steady as a skyscraper. Before every movie hero had superpowers and digital effects boosted every brawl, they were the canvas on which viewers could project their hopes and fantasies. Whatever the battlefield, whether it be a jungle or a mountaintop, a thirty-five-story building or an ice rink, Earth or Mars or a humble boxing ring, they got fists pumping, and they still do today.


And it all started with eight hungry men, looking for a fight.









CHAPTER 1
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THE STALLION


LION URINE IS AN ACRID LIQUID. It stings the eyes. It burns the throat. It smells foul. So when Sylvester Stallone got drenched in the stuff, it pretty much ruined his day.


It was 1970, and the twenty-four-year-old was at his new job in New York. Each morning he took the subway from his $71-a-month apartment on 56th Street and Lexington, a rented abode so filthy that Stallone joked to friends he was subletting to cockroaches. After a short stroll through the urban jungle, he’d enter an actual one: the five-and-a-half-acre Central Park Zoo. He walked past souvenir carts hawking balloons and animal crackers, past the legendary sea lion pool, past the bear pit, until he reached the red-brick building that housed the big cats. From inside, he was eyeballed by the leonine residents he was charged with looking after, including King Kado, who had been mysteriously found as a cub inside a parked car years earlier, and Bobby, who liked to devour twenty pounds of horsemeat a day.


At first it hadn’t seemed a bad gig. But now Stallone wasn’t grinning. For one thing, he was being paid just $1.12 an hour. For another, he was shoveling shit, literally—clearing up the lions’ leavings with a broom and a hose. And when his trousers got splashed, leaving them so foul-smelling that on the subway ride home people fled from his car, he decided this wasn’t the life he wanted to be stuck in.


“Not too many people ever have the thrill of seeing lions taking giant leaks,” he said a few years on. “Let me tell you, they’re accurate up to 15 feet, and after a month of getting whizzed on, I quit.”


It was a low point. But Stallone had recently had plenty of those. Shortly before his stint at the zoo, his determination to become a performer, whatever it took, led him to transform into a creature himself, for a production of the sole play written by Pablo Picasso, Desire Caught by the Tail. Written by the painter in a feverish three days in 1941, the bawdy, rarely performed burlesque had drawn controversy in the late 1960s when put on in France, after rumors that the actors were urinating for real onstage. And the version starring Stallone, as a capering Minotaur-like creature, would elevate some eyebrows itself.


Stallone liked to think of himself as an enlightened artist in the making. At the University of Miami, he had pored over highbrow literature, from Albee to Zola. An immersion in the world of experimental theater sounded like the exact kind of thing he should be doing. Forget that it was taking place not on Broadway, or even off-Broadway, but on what Stallone termed “off-off-Broadway”—Pelham Parkway in the Bronx. This could prove to be the first step of a monumental career. The only trouble was, when he got his copy of the script, he barely understood a word.


“It’s the only play that Picasso ever wrote, and for a reason, because it was horrible,” Stallone was to explain. The plot was nonexistent. The characters were named things like Onion, Fat Anguish, and the Bow-Wows. There was to be simultaneous laughing and farting. One of the more lucid stage directions read, “The dancing shadows of five monkeys eating carrots appear.” And when Stallone was presented with his costume, he began to get a really bad feeling. To become his half-man/half-bull character, he would don red horns, a scarlet fright wig on his groin, and a huge fake penis, which caused him particular problems. “It was a giant red appendage that you had to wrap around and stick in your G-string, because it was bothering you,” he recalled. “You really couldn’t walk.”


One night, as he hobbled around the ramshackle stage, the penis escaped its cloth prison and bounced up and down like a spring, provoking a wave of unintentional laughter. On a subsequent evening, Stallone ended up in the hospital after one of the other actors blasted a fire extinguisher in his face, freezing shut his lips and eyes. The incident saw the play close after a grand total of three weeks and Stallone’s face turn an unnatural shade of brown for the next four months.


This absurd odyssey into absurdist drama would have seen less committed folk scurry home for an ordinary life. But no bull-monster’s genitals, or even lion’s genitals, could discourage Sylvester Stallone. Whenever doubts clouded his mind, he took a deep breath and drove them back out.


After all, his literary hero Edgar Allan Poe had provided words for just such occasions. “They who dream by day are cognizant of many things,” Poe had written, “which escape those who dream only by night.”


FROM THE BEGINNING, Stallone’s biggest problem was his face. It wasn’t a bad face; in fact, it was a highly expressive one, with soulful eyes and sensuous lips. But on July 6, 1946—the rainy, wind-lashed New York day on which he was born—something had gone wrong. The doctor on duty clamped forceps onto his head as he emerged from the womb and pulled, too hard, severing a facial nerve above his jaw.


The injury affected the way Stallone spoke. “Reminiscent of the guttural echoings of a mafioso pallbearer,” he once joked of his gravelly, slightly slurred voice. And it affected the way he looked, making the left side of his face droop a little. At school, kids taunted him with the nicknames “Slant Mouth,” “Sylvia,” and “Mr. Potato Head.” “I was like Mr. Potato Head, with all the parts in the wrong place,” he told a reporter in 1990. To another, he said, “I was like a poster boy for a nightmare. In a contest between me and a bulldog, you’d say the bulldog’s better.”


With a nurturing home life, the bullying might have had less impact. But his home life—in Hell’s Kitchen and then, from the age of five, Montgomery Hills in Maryland—was anything but. His father, Frank, was a tough fireplug of a man who dreamed of being a singer, but in fact was flailing unsuccessfully to get a hair salon off the ground. His mother, Jacqueline, hawked cigarettes at nightclubs. Money was scarce, emotional support even scarcer. He would remember only two occasions on which his mother kissed him, while he compared his father to Stanley Kowalski, the emotionally pent-up brute at the center of A Streetcar Named Desire, even claiming that he witnessed Frank eating a raw sparrow, punching out a horse, and stitching up a wound without anesthetic—admittedly, not all on the same occasion. Savage beatings for Sylvester and his brother Frank Jr. were frequent, accompanied by two repeated questions: “Why can’t you be smarter? Why can’t you be stronger?”


Rage began to build inside him. Stallone looked like a low-rent gangster, and soon started to act like one, too. He’d prowl the neighborhood and use a brick to smash flies he saw crawling across cars. One day he jumped off a roof holding an umbrella, breaking his collarbone and prompting his father to say to his mother, “This boy will never become President. You’ve given birth to an idiot.” By the time he was twelve, he’d broken ten other bones, too. He got kicked out of school after school; at one of them, the teachers unanimously voted him “Student Most Likely to End Up in the Electric Chair.”


The first big change was a divorce; his parents called it quits in 1957. Then came Philadelphia, with Jacqueline starting a new life there with the city’s pizza king, Tony Filiti. And then came the movie that changed everything. When Stallone, age thirteen, sat down in a movie theater to watch Hercules Unchained, starring former Mr. Universe Steve Reeves, it wasn’t the performance that jolted him. After all, he’d fallen asleep watching On the Waterfront not long before. Instead, it was the power: Reeves’s sinews straining, veins popping, muscles so vast that they threatened to burst the screen.


“It was like seeing the Messiah,” Stallone would recall. “I said, ‘This is what I want to be.’”


Could strength be the way to break out of it all: the bullying, the beatings, the bitterness? The teenage misfit grabbed on to the concept. Every piece of furniture in the house became impromptu gym equipment; every time somebody pointed a camera at him, he flexed like he was Steve Reeves, minus the manly beard and toga. His mother, who had swapped nightlife for fitness herself, opening a gym for women called Barbella’s, smiled indulgently, even when he strapped cinder blocks to the ends of a broomstick and started hoisting it in the air.


That brutal question from his father, “Why can’t you be stronger?,” had become irrelevant. So Stallone tackled the other one: “Why can’t you be smarter?” He purchased a dictionary, and instead of using it to bash his glutes, he read it, learning one new word a day. As his vocabulary expanded, so did his imagination. At school he wrote a four-hundred-word essay about what it would be like to eat a car. It got an F-minus.


He was still a shitkicker and a delinquent, firing arrows out of classroom windows and slugging any kid who made fun of him, but a sensitive inner artist began to take form. And when his mother read about a college in the Swiss Alps that was desperate for new scholars and would take even this straight-D student, he ended up in Europe, at an altitude of 4,500 feet, in an environment that would nurture that growth. “The lack of oxygen kept me dizzy at first,” recounted Stallone. “Everybody was wearing berets and goatees and talking French, and I didn’t know what to do.” So he tried some new things. He read Walt Whitman poems into a tape recorder and played them back, altering his voice. He began painting and writing verse himself. Belatedly, he was getting book smart, although his street smarts remained: he taught his fellow students how to fake asthma attacks for $20 a pop.


Until Switzerland, acting had been of little interest. When Stallone let himself consider his future, he daydreamed about being a shepherd or a blacksmith, something solitary and masculine. Though he’d had a taste of performing at the age of eight, playing the lower half of Smokey the Bear in a Cub Scout play, doing it as an adult seemed soft. Even so, he allowed himself to be talked into auditioning for a college production of Death of a Salesman, improvising the sentence “I tell you, darling, I can’t offer you anything but a handful of stars and a slice of immortality.” The drama teacher said, “Not bad for a guy who looks like a Neanderthal.” Stallone landed the role of Biff, and one night, through an unintended calamity, he had his second moment of revelation.


“I was onstage, and I wasn’t feeling nervous at all—I felt in control of the situation,” he was to remember. Then a scene went wrong: Stallone threw a radio, as planned, but this time it slammed through a backdrop, causing a large segment of the set to collapse. “Everyone started laughing. But the drama that was happening onstage was so in control of the audience that it didn’t knock them out of concentration. I knew then, ‘This is what I was made to do.’”


After all, how many professions reward you for trashing a room?


IN 1969 STALLONE arrived in New York, broke but hell-bent on becoming a star. He set up base in a flea-ridden apartment for six days, then spent the next eleven sleeping on a bench in a bus station, tuning out the sounds of junkies shooting up. His paltry possessions were stashed each night in a twenty-five-cent locker. In the daytime he roamed the city’s streets, looking for a break. But one was not forthcoming. His first audition—for the film Fortune and Men’s Eyes—was a bust; Zooey Hall, future star of I Dismember Mama, would end up playing the role, a character named Rocky, instead.


Instead, Stallone’s first appearance was in a soft-core porn film, Party at Kitty and Stud’s, which took two days to shoot, involved a nude game of Ring Around the Rosy, and saw him perform his first-ever action sequence, leaping over a fence in a snowy Central Park. It paid $200 and got him out of the bus station, but attempts to get an agent were met with the same response: “There is no call for your particular type.” In real life, he often made people uneasy—one shopkeeper pulled a gun on him, assuming he was a stick-up man—but when he tried to get cast as a mugger in Woody Allen’s Bananas, Allen dismissed him as insufficiently intimidating. That is, until Stallone and his friend Johnny, another aspiring actor, rubbed soot on their faces, ran Vaseline through their hair, and returned, scaring Allen into giving them parts.


Stallone’s dream of somebody recognizing his poetic heart was not working out. He scored a substantial role in the 1973 counterculture drama No Place to Hide, then was cast in the next year’s The Lords of Flatbush, about the adventures of four leather-clad dudes in Brooklyn, but his heart wasn’t fully in either. And on Flatbush, he clashed with co-star Richard Gere over the unlikely subject of condiments. “He would strut around in his oversized motorcycle jacket like he was the baddest knight at the Round Table,” Stallone recalled of Gere, before describing a fracas in the back of a Toyota after Gere climbed in holding a chicken-and-mustard sandwich. “A small, greasy river of mustard lands on my thigh. I elbowed him in the side of the head.” Gere exited the project.


One person who did see promise in the unknown Stallone was B-movie producer Roger Corman. The aspiring actor ended up being cast in two 1975 Corman projects. In Capone, a film Stallone would later describe as “the inbred cousin of The Godfather,” he played a gangster who betrays the titular mob boss; in Death Race 2000 he was “Machine Gun” Joe Viterbo, who has a giant switchblade strapped to the fender of his car. “He projected for Death Race the particular kind of pseudo-macho thing I was after,” remembers Corman.


With another mugger gig booked the same year—this time opposite Jack Lemmon in The Prisoner of Second Avenue, though in that film he turns out not to be a criminal after all—Stallone was at least racking up credits. But he was depressed. That rush he’d experienced in Switzerland performing Death of a Salesman had long faded. So he turned to something that offered him a sense of control: writing.


When he’d first arrived in New York, he’d had with him a copy of the Easy Rider screenplay. It wasn’t because he liked Dennis Hopper, Peter Fonda, and Terry Southern’s turns of phrase. In fact, when he’d watched the biker film that summer, he’d felt he could do better. And he got scribbling, aiming to prove it.


Stallone’s early efforts weren’t much more coherent than his school essay about the edible car—he would later refer to an epic screenplay he penned, with the title Cry Full and Whisper Empty in the Same Breath, as “180 pages of garbage”—but they gave him a sense of accomplishment. And while he failed to sell a single script, he seized opportunities to contribute dialogue to projects he was involved in. For Death Race 2000 he pitched the line “You know, Myra, some people might think you’re cute. But me, I think you’re one very large baked potato.” When the director, Paul Bartel, pushed back on the alteration, Roger Corman intervened to allow it. Recalls Corman: “I said, ‘Sly’s rewrite is really better than what’s in the script. Stay with him and let him go.’”


Between parts, Stallone took any job he could get: theater usher, bouncer, fish-head cutter. But always he was writing, often under fake names such as Q. Moonblood or J. J. Deadlock. One notion he had was about a rock star with an illness that can only be cured by bananas. It ended with the singer dying onstage mid-gig; Stallone titled it Sad Blues. Another, Till Young Men Exit, was about unemployed actors so frustrated that they first kidnap a producer, then put him in a blender—no need to read between the lines there. All were rejected. He sprayed black paint onto all the windows of his apartment and carried on writing, ideas spilling out of his head. One day, in a marathon fourteen-hour session, he wrote six half-hour TV pilots. Not one was bought.


He could have given up there. Most people would have. Stallone, though, was a fighter, and so he started writing again. This one was what he called a “vile, putrid, festering little street drama,” zooming in on “a good guy surrounded by rotten people.” It was about another fighter. A guy named Rocky Balboa.


IRWIN WINKLER, the Hollywood producer who was one half of Chartoff-Winkler Productions, was a busy man. And he had little time for the hulking brute who had just stepped into his office. “It was one of those awkward meetings where you keep glancing at your watch and wondering how long it will be before you can ask him to leave,” Winkler recalls. “We were very reluctant to meet him because we didn’t have a movie we were casting. He didn’t have a big list of credits. There was nothing much to talk about.”


The conversation lurched on, with the wannabe actor failing to make much of an impression: his biggest film to date, The Lords of Flatbush, was one neither Winkler nor his partner, Bob Chartoff, had gotten around to seeing. Finally the meeting ground to a halt, and their guest headed dolefully for the door. Then, stopping and turning, Stallone blurted out, “Oh, by the way, I’m a writer.”


Winkler was skeptical—most writers looked like Woody Allen, rather than someone who asks Woody Allen to hand over his wallet—but he was also intrigued. The first screenplay Stallone sent over, about some scheming opportunists in 1940s Hell’s Kitchen, was rejected. But the second, about a down-on-his-luck boxer, showed some promise. “We were at the time trying to get the rights to a John Garfield boxing picture that Paramount owned, but Paramount was giving us a hard time,” Winkler says. “So this solved that problem.”


Where that John Garfield film, 1947’s Body and Soul, was about the corrupting power of money—a small-time slugger winds up becoming a puppet for mobsters—Rocky had a nobler figure at its core. Shortly before he met Winkler and Chartoff in 1975, Stallone had witnessed the legendary fight between world heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali and Chuck Wepner, aka “the Bayonne Bleeder,” in Ohio. The cocksure Ali won, and it was his name that the crowds chanted, but Stallone was mesmerized by the underdog Wepner, who had trained out in the wilderness of the Catskill Mountains and almost went the distance, making it to the fifteenth round before being knocked out. The Bayonne Bleeder bled plenty, but as Stallone said shortly after, “He can hold his head up high forever no matter what happens.” Wepner’s dogged determination was channeled into the character of Rocky Balboa, aka the Italian Stallion, in Stallone’s latest script.


So, too, was the actor’s own pain. By now he was living in Los Angeles with his wife, Sasha, but his financial situation had not improved; in fact, he was terrified. With $106 in the bank, he joked darkly that they were so broke that their bull mastiff, Butkus, had to eat his own fleas. On the page, at least, he was able to craft the arc for Rocky that life was refusing to give him. Despite an early draft seeing him throw the climactic fight, ultimately the Philadelphia pugilist would prevail, training for a fight against preening world champion Apollo Creed, and managing to make it fifteen rounds, outdoing Wepner.


When Winkler and Chartoff showed interest, Stallone frantically fleshed out the ideas he’d scribbled down, staying up for three and a half days straight, Sasha typing up his wild scrawls. “We’d watch the sun go up and the sun go down and we’d eat standing up and she would struggle and slap herself in the face at the typewriter to keep herself awake,” he recalled two years later. The story slowly got lighter, the supporting characters less vile, Rocky himself more virtuous, though hardly smart, and the relationship between him and girlfriend Adrian unabashedly romantic. The producers read it and were charmed. They also figured they could make it for peanuts.


United Artists, the studio Chartoff-Winkler had a deal with, was less enthusiastic. “They turned it down flat,” says Winkler. “They said, ‘Nobody’s going to see a fight movie. He’s an ugly duckling. She’s an ugly duckling. They got this crazy brother Paulie. Why would a champion give him an opportunity? Women don’t go see fight movies.’ They give us a whole list, like a studio can do when they don’t want to make something.”


There was another problem. Stallone insisted that he be not only the writer but also the star. After all, who could understand this Philly palooka better than him? But United Artists wanted a heartthrob, Burt Reynolds or Ryan O’Neal, not a droopy-eyed unknown who’d just turned up in Hollywood in a rusty Oldsmobile. The studio kept offering Stallone more and more money to walk away from the role but he refused every time. Then the producers managed to work out a solution: if they made the movie for the minuscule sum of $1 million, drawing on a special clause they had in their contract with UA, and paid for any overages themselves, they couldn’t be stopped. “At that point,” Winkler admits, “we were making the movie out of spite.”


Thrilled, despite receiving just $23,000 to star, Stallone started getting in shape. He began waking at four A.M., spending days in the gym, punching bags until his knuckles bled and his thumbs bent back, clumsy but determined to look like a convincing fighter in the ring. And on December 3, 1975, he, Sasha, and their dog—which at his lowest point Stallone had been forced to sell but had managed to buy back—boarded a train from LA to Philadelphia to begin the shoot.


The journey quickly turned into an ordeal. “Sly was stuck in a small compartment with Butkus, who had a flatulence problem,” explains Winkler. Stallone puts it more colorfully: “These blasts of gas would come thundering across the room and nearly drive me and Sasha into convulsions. I almost considered whittling a cork and blocking up the foul passage.” As he went over his screenplay again and again, the toilet in the tiny room repeatedly flushed of its own accord, and stewards’ whistles blew incessantly. At one point, when water flew out of the basin onto the crimson carpet on which he was rolling, Butkus turned beet red; the Stallones spent the next eleven hours rinsing him clean.


The shoot itself was so fast-paced and cheaply funded—with a van functioning as the production office and Stallone changing in the wardrobe vehicle—that few involved thought the project had much of a chance. Garrett Brown, the camera operator whose test for his new Steadicam rig had inspired the look of one of the movie’s biggest scenes, in which Rocky triumphantly jogs up the seventy-two stone steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, found it a far cry from the two slick studio pictures he was also working on, Bound for Glory and Marathon Man. “My first meeting with Stallone was unforgettable,” Brown says. “He occupied the middle of our lone motor home in his gray sweats. Catering had the dinette forward and the odoriferous bathroom was aft. I asked him if the latter was functional and he muttered, ‘Don’t sling any iron in there and you’ll be all right.’”


So puny was the budget that the entire cast and crew stayed in a motel. For lunch they’d head to the nearest Italian restaurant and guzzle cheap pasta. And there was no time for lavish set builds or multiple takes. “There’s one shot where he walks across the parking lot and you see the big fucking 5K light in the background,” says editor Richard Halsey. “Everybody said to me, ‘You can’t use that.’ I said, ‘It’s dramatic! Who gives a shit? Nobody’s going to be paying attention to that.’” Winkler, who was working on Martin Scorsese’s $14 million New York, New York simultaneously, says, “It was really kind of guerrilla warfare. We had to cheat a lot of stuff to make it look, frankly, reasonable.”


Yet the cheapjack vibe fit both the material and the location. Rocky’s humble, whatever-it-takes approach to life bled into the production, with Stallone happily jogging miles and miles and miles over the first few days of shooting, whatever it took to get the right footage for the training montages. “We ran all over town,” Brown remembers. “In the train yards and on the rubble-strewn fields and the elegant paths among the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers. Everywhere we shot was evocative and new.” And when they returned to LA to shoot interiors, people on the crew began to look at each other and say, “Have we actually got something here?”


For editor Scott Conrad, drafted in by Halsey to help grapple the eighty-four thousand feet of fight footage into shape, the realization came when he sat down to do a rough cut of the scene in which trainer Mickey, played by Burgess Meredith, comes to Balboa’s apartment to ask to be his manager. “I needed your help about ten years ago, right?” Rocky tells Mickey, all his pent-up frustration shaking loose. “You never helped me. You didn’t care.” Says Conrad: “When I looked at all the dailies, the guy won me over then. He went toe-to-toe with Burgess Meredith. I get goose bumps now thinking about it.”


Stallone filled the film with personal touches: the photos tacked to Rocky’s mirror are of his own family; his father, Frank, rings the bell during the big fight; even Butkus makes an appearance as Rocky’s pet, as well as two turtles, Cuff and Link, which Stallone had found in a pet store himself. The line between character and actor was blurred. And although John Avildsen was officially directing the movie, Stallone frequently had his own notes to offer. “He was all over John, all over the other actors, and I’m being complimentary,” says Winkler. “He was really, really committed to helping out in every aspect of the film.”


This didn’t always go down well with Avildsen, a veteran of nine previous films. Not least when Rocky got into postproduction. Sometimes when Stallone swung by the cutting rooms at MGM Studios, there was levity. “Sly would pull up in this new car with black-and-white cowhide upholstery,” says Halsey. “Of course, everybody made fun of him—it was so pretentious. He was a good bloke, you know?” Stallone even brought Butkus by. “We all liked the dog, but he was really pissed off that Butkus was so gentle,” Halsey recalls. “Somehow the dog lost his voice, so he sent him to training school.”


Sometimes, however, things felt more adversarial. “I provided them with a presence they wouldn’t fool around with,” Stallone would recall. “They wouldn’t just say, ‘Hey, let’s cut out this close-up of Sly’—not when I’m sitting two feet away. By being there, I got them to respect my screenplay and my performance.” En route one day, the star had worked himself up into such a rage imagining a scenario in which Avildsen insisted on deleting a scene with Rocky and Adrian—“I was a raving lunatic”—that he bellowed at the director as soon as he entered the room. At the close of another day, as Avildsen and the two editors prepared to end a long session in MGM’s Screening Room 9, Stallone made a surprise appearance, to the dismay of the director. “Avildsen did his best to keep him out of the editing room,” says Conrad. “Stallone had been calling for days and days, trying to get in to see John. John kept putting him off and putting him off. Avildsen was down on the Moviola when he got a call from the front gate that Stallone was on his way in to see him. He picked up his stuff, packed his bag as fast as he could, and he’s careening out the door, when in comes Rocky.”


Avildsen attempted to squeeze past his leading man in the narrow doorway. Stallone, undeterred, blocked him, saying, “John, I want to talk to you about the film.”


“I gotta go,” mumbled Avildsen. “I’ve got a meeting.”


There was a little more back-and-forth. Then, abruptly, Stallone grabbed the director, picked him up off the ground, and set him back inside the screening room.


“Like I said,” he repeated, “I want to talk to you about the film.”


UNITED ARTISTS continued to see Rocky as a no-hoper, even after it had been cut together and Bill Conti’s triumphant music was layered on top. Studio chairman Arthur Krim fell asleep in a preview screening, while UA’s president, Eric Pleskow, sent the producers a letter saying they were considering sending it direct to TV. It was decided not to submit it to the Cannes Film Festival.


The buzziest movies in 1976 were gloomy, cynical pictures—Taxi Driver, Carrie, Network—in which the lead character either died or was left splattered in blood. Rocky, while gritty and raw in places—and even though the good guy didn’t exactly win—had a different message. You could punch your way out of a jam, all on your own, if you never, ever gave up.


There was, from some quarters, distaste for this sunny philosophy. New York Times critic Vincent Canby called Rocky “a sentimental little slum movie.” But far more were delighted by it. At a screening for Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences members, the film was met with a standing ovation. And when it came out, it grossed $117 million in the United States, more money than was made by Taxi Driver, Carrie, and Network put together, KO-ing Hollywood and becoming the number-one hit of the year. There was, it was clear, a sudden, revived appetite for pictures with a message of hope. “We’d all gone through Vietnam, and the youth rebellion, and Nixon, and the plumbers and Watergate,” says Winkler. “And all of a sudden this film comes along and says, ‘If you believe in yourself, there’s a wonderful opportunity for you.’ It told a story people wanted to hear at the time.”


This was it: the start of a new wave of action movies featuring a lone man pitted against the world, buckling but refusing to break. And Stallone made for a new kind of hero: not wiry and intense, like De Niro, Pacino, or Redford, but bulky and a little gauche. Or maybe an old kind of hero, back from the dead; the Philadelphia Bulletin ran a story about Rocky headlined “The Hollywood Movie Hero Has Returned.” When Stallone was nominated for the Best Actor Academy Award, as well as Best Original Screenplay, to some it seemed unbelievable. Would this guy even fit into a tux? He did, and the experience that had started with an eighty-four-hour writing marathon and a farting dog ended in a visit to LA’s Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, in a rented jacket (the bow tie fell off en route), where Stallone shadow-boxed with Muhammad Ali on the stage.


He didn’t end up winning either Oscar, despite Rocky netting the night’s big prize. “I’ll tell you, the fact he didn’t get anything really killed him,” says Conrad, who along with Halsey picked up the award for Best Film Editing. “We sat behind him one row and over to the right, and you could almost see him wince every time he got passed over.” Even so, Stallone was riding a huge high, having written his way out of rags and into riches with his rags-to-riches tale. “The movie has made Sylvester Stallone the hottest new star of 1976,” declared the Hollywood Reporter. “As Frank Capra might put it, ‘It can happen here.’”


He was now mixing with the cream of the movie industry, as well as some fellow rising stars, including an Austrian even bigger than he was. At the Golden Globes, Stallone had glared in disbelief at the person who picked up Best New Talent. The man, who had been seated at the same table as him, looked pleased with himself, and he had an eyebrow-raising name: Arnold Schwarzenegger.


“He’s gloating and gloating and gloating,” Stallone was to recall. “And then finally it’s time for Rocky. And we’re not getting this category, and then I lose Best Actor. I go, ‘Jesus, this is a nightmare.’” As the evening wound on and his temper frayed, Stallone couldn’t stop looking over at this Schwarzenegger guy. Finally, disappointment gave way to triumph as Rocky was announced as Best Motion Picture. But instead of focusing on the stage, Stallone found himself aiming his emotions in a different direction—specifically, across the table, at the night’s Best New Talent. “I manage to grab this giant bowl of flowers,” he said, “and heave it in his direction.”


As the pot crashed down and high-end petals spilled onto the immaculate carpet of the Beverly Hilton Hotel, attending celebrities, from Robert Wagner to Farrah Fawcett, gasped. Stallone and Schwarzenegger locked eyes. Though nobody there knew it yet, not even the two of them, a new period of Hollywood history had begun. A war, launched by roses.


And shrapnel was going to fly.









CHAPTER 2
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THE TANK


LIKE STALLONE, Arnold Schwarzenegger had some close encounters with lions in his formative years. Not that he actually got inside a cage. Instead, he’d stand outside the metal bars, intently watching them stretch and snarl, so that he could replicate their movements later in the gym.


“You always have to stretch like the big cats,” he told people, never failing to mention that his star sign was Leo. “When I read what a lion is supposed to be and I check what I am, it’s exactly the same thing.”


This confidence, so robust that Schwarzenegger felt a rapport with a 420-pound African predator, was there from the start. Born in the Austrian farm village of Thal in 1947, as a boy he managed to charm the occupying American soldiers, so each morning an armored transport equipped with 40 mm cannons would stop outside his family’s cottage and take him to school. Nobody who knew the young Arnold was too surprised that he’d managed to finagle a military escort. After all, this kid was not your average resident of Thal. “I didn’t get certain things I needed as a child,” he wrote in 1977, “and that, I think, made me hungry for achievement, for winning in other ways, for being the best.”


His home was, in some ways, a hushed haven from the world. His mother, Aurelia, played the zither and sang lullabies to Arnold and his older brother, Meinhard. Cats scampered around. And the yellow cottage looked out onto a forest in which nestled the ruins of an ancient castle. It was like something from a fairy tale. But it came complete with an ogre: Arnold’s father, Gustav, an ill-tempered man who had been a member of the Nazi Party and was left racked with anger and guilt when Hitler’s regime toppled. Gustav would frequently aim these emotions in the direction of his two children. “My hair was pulled. I was hit with belts,” Schwarzenegger remembered five decades on. “Many of the children I’ve seen were broken by their parents, which was the German-Austrian mentality.”


This child, however, was not going to break.


Instead, he got tough. Schwarzenegger saw himself as a piece of iron and every challenge that came his way as a hammer, forging him into steel. A smack on the face? A chance to prove he could brush off pain. No toilet in the house? He’d use a pot, like the hero in an ancient myth. When one of the family cats, a black-furred firecracker named Mooki, raked claws across his face, Arnold just laughed.


Weight training, when he discovered it at the age of fifteen, was just the next natural step in the fortification process. His new body would be a suit of armor, one he would never take off.


It began with a photograph in a newspaper Schwarzenegger picked up at school. In it, Mr. Austria, Kurt Marnul, was bench-pressing more than four hundred pounds—raw power. The teenage schoolkid was hooked. His first workout was a disaster; he overdid it and, legs wobbling like jelly, rode his bicycle into a ditch on his way home. But in no time he was bulking up, part of a new community, learning unfamiliar words like “intercostals,” “deltoid,” “lower latissimus.” He plastered his bedroom walls with posters of scantily clad musclemen, causing his parents to panic, fearing he was gay. His mother summoned a local priest to talk to him, while his father resorted to a more brutal tactic: his fist. “He said my weight training was garbage,” Schwarzenegger recalled. “That I should do something useful and go out and chop wood.”


But wood held less appeal than iron. Finally he had started to feel alive. He met Marnul himself, who agreed to train him, and began taking part in contests, finding he could lift more easily when egged on by the cheers of a crowd. Women began to be drawn to him; he returned their interest, and then some, but didn’t pursue a relationship or allow his hedonistic adventures to interfere with his training.


One Sunday morning, after another long, wild night out, Schwarzenegger arrived at the gym to find the door locked and the lights out. No problem—he scaled the roof and broke in through a skylight. Then he worked out alone, shivering in the cold. This way, at least, there was no wait for the weights.


FUELED BY ENDLESS MEAT—he called the bull’s testicles he enjoyed “Arnold’s Protein Burger”—Schwarzenegger grew and grew. When fellow lifters pointed out that he had feeble calves, he spent a year punishing them until they bulged like boulders. Those perfected, he battered his deltoids into submission. He wrote down a mantra—“Arnold, you are a winner”—and repeated it aloud to himself a dozen times a day. There was no doubt that the professional bodybuilding circuit was the right track for him to be on. After all, where else could you get anointed with a title as grandiose as Mr. Universe?


There was only one small detour along the way: a compulsory year of service in the Austrian army. But even there he was able to bolster his macho image, being selected for a tank unit. Each day the eighteen-year-old clambered into an M47 Patton, a fifty-ton metal monster named after the American general, and rolled into action. Schwarzenegger looked the part but proved to be a poor soldier, on one occasion leaving the vehicle without its brakes on (it rolled into a river) and on another smashing through a garage door and bursting a water pipe. He became familiar with the concept of solitary confinement but didn’t mind it, using the time to do push-ups. When he wasn’t in the M47 he was training anyway, for at least four hours a day, his body expanding so fast he had to be issued a larger uniform.


Post-army, he continued creating goals, then demolishing them. He began visualizing himself as King Kong when he stood onstage, except instead of craving Fay Wray in his clutches he thought only of trophies. “Whatever I thought might hold me back, I avoided,” he said. “I crossed girls off my list—except as tools for my sexual needs. I eliminated my parents too.” He visited London and even South Africa, where the platform he was on collapsed under the combined weight of brawn and metal.


It was America, though, that held the most allure. As a child in sleepy Thal, Schwarzenegger had imagined the United States as being the most glamorous place in the world, and one where any dream could come true. After all, it was where his beloved Johnny Weissmuller Tarzan films had been manufactured. And when he had sat down to write out what he called “the Master Plan,” Step 1 had read, “I will come to America, which is the country for me. Once there, I will become the greatest bodybuilder in history.” After that, he would learn English, get a business degree, invest in real estate, start making movies, and make a million dollars by the age of thirty.


And so, after winning Mr. Universe—at the age of twenty, he was the youngest person ever to do so—in 1968 he arrived on the shores of California for the very first time.


He was, at first, disappointed. Where were the famous American skyscrapers? And what was up with Hollywood, which he now saw was just a dumpy-looking place in the middle of Los Angeles? “I was looking for giant signs and neon lights,” he recalled. “But this was nothing.”


Schwarzenegger was underwhelmed, too, by the legendary Gold’s Gym, two blocks from LA’s Venice Beach; to him the gym looked small and shabby. Still, he dove in, making friends there, bodybuilders with nicknames like “Snail” and “Fat Arm Charlie.” Schwarzenegger himself acquired a new, ironic moniker: “Chubby.” America didn’t turn him soft; in fact, he became even more competitive, sometimes doing squats until he passed out, regaining consciousness five minutes later and carrying on. “A lot of other athletes are afraid of this,” he said. “So they don’t pass out. They don’t go on.” And soon he was a mainstay in fitness magazines, the focus of ghostwritten articles such as “Bombing the Forearms with the Double Split!” and “How I Terrorized My Thighs into Massive Growth!”


The Master Plan was under way. While over on the East Coast of America Stallone was poring over poetry, Schwarzenegger was rumbling forward, unstoppable, with no time for diversions. “I never saw him read a book for pleasure, or take a vacation that did not involve a business or promotional connection,” recalled George Butler, who would direct him in the bodybuilding documentary Pumping Iron. And one item on Schwarzenegger’s list was about to be ticked off, even faster than he’d imagined.


The Austrian with the unpronounceable name was about to make a movie.


ONE MUGGY MORNING in the summer of 1969, Arthur Allan Seidelman walked into a coffee shop on Columbus Avenue and 72nd Street in Manhattan. Having just been hired for his first film as director, he had been asked by its producers to meet their freshly cast leading man. This person, he had been told, was an accomplished European thespian who had performed in numerous Shakespeare plays. So it was something of a surprise for Seidelman when he came face-to-face with a person who not only could barely speak English but also in stature more closely resembled the Globe Theatre than a typical Hamlet.


“The thing that stands out in my mind is how huge he was,” remembers Seidelman. “I mean, I spent the meeting talking to his right arm.”


A few other things about Arnold Schwarzenegger caught the director’s attention that day. One was the size of his appetite. “He had a massive breakfast,” Seidelman says. “It was, as I recall, four eggs, two baked potatoes, and two waitresses.” Another was his charm; Schwarzenegger was refreshingly unpretentious, shoveling food into his mouth and flashing an easy grin. And then there was his honesty. Instead of bullshitting about art, he was remarkably up-front about his ambitions. “I asked him why he had decided to come to America,” the director recalls. “And very candidly, he said, ‘To make money.’”


Schwarzenegger did in fact have a personal connection to the project. As a teenager he had loved a 1961 film called Hercules in the Haunted World, pitting Reg Park, one of his bodybuilder heroes, against an army of zombies. That had been part of a string of Italian Hercules movies that had proven a mini-craze throughout the 1960s, romps with titles such as Hercules, Prisoner of Evil and Hercules in the Vale of Woe. The cycle was now winding down, and a small production company called RAF Industries had decided to jump in with a spoof for Italian television, originally titled Hercules Goes Bananas before ending up as Hercules in New York. Schwarzenegger would take a role previously occupied not only by Park but also by Stallone’s hero Steve Reeves.


Moving to New York from October to mid-December 1969, he threw himself into acting with the same intensity with which he had sculpted his body, regardless of how ridiculous the sequence might be. And Hercules in New York was not short on those. Following the illegitimate son of Zeus as he is flung down to earth by his father, the tale depicts a sprawl of Greek mythology on a budget far from Titan-sized. “We shot it all in and around Central Park,” says Seidelman. “If you listen carefully at the Gates of Hell, you can hear the traffic going by on Central Park West.” As for the sequence in which Hercules grapples with a marauding bear, an aspiring actor was convinced to don an animal costume, which turned out to be not entirely convincing. “I decided that there’s no way I’m going to be able to convince anybody above the age of two and a half that this is a real bear,” admits the director. “So I asked the guy just to have fun with it. That was the modus operandi of the bear.”


Schwarzenegger, despite the nonexistent production values and lousy lines, remained eager to please. Again and again, he would ask, “Was that good? How can I make it better?” Exuding a goofy, breezy charm in front of the camera, he was happy just to be there.


One day he and Seidelman took advantage of a break and headed up to the top of the Empire State Building. “Even though I was a native New Yorker, I had never been up there,” says Seidelman. “And Arnold had never been up there, either. I remember standing looking out over the city, next to him, and being very moved by his response to being there.” Like King Kong, his bodybuilding role model, Schwarzenegger had clambered to the roof of Manhattan’s most famous building, though he would make it down again in less dramatic fashion.


Hercules in New York, to no one’s surprise, made little impact, and was derided by those who did see it. For Schwarzenegger, there were other reasons not to point at it with pride—not only was his name changed to “Arnold Strong” in the credits, but his voice was dubbed over, too. Still, as his star began to rise, he refused to disown his ignominious beginnings.


“He’s a much too honest guy to sweep it under the carpet,” says Seidelman, who has made over fifty movies with the likes of Elizabeth Taylor and Ellen Burstyn but still gets asked most about his $30,000 muscleman-versus-grizzly flick. “I sent him a note recently about my ill health, and he sent me back a very sweet one that said, ‘Are you ready to do a sequel?’ I learned to be proud of the film by following Arnold’s example.”


IN THE DECADE AHEAD, Schwarzenegger would appear in only four other films; Hercules in New York had not, it was accurate to say, gotten Hollywood’s attention. But any frustrations he might have felt were channeled into his workout regime, which wasn’t getting any milder. In 1970 he won not only the Mr. Olympia contest but Mr. Universe and Pro Mr. World, too, a hat trick never before achieved. In his 1977 book, Arnold: The Education of a Bodybuilder—billed as “a super-man’s program for super-fitness”—he laid down his rules for getting a body like his, which he referred to as “a work of art.”




“If you concentrate hard enough, you will be able to send blood to a particular muscle just by thinking about it.”


“After you are no longer able to do full reps, do partial reps until the calf literally refuses to move.”


“Guys who do not row never win a contest.”


“Keep your mind hungry.”





Hunger—a never-ending appetite for new experiences, new victories—was what drove Schwarzenegger’s every move. In the same book, he openly proclaimed it as his philosophy: “For me, life is continuously being hungry. The meaning of life is not simply to exist, to survive, but to move ahead, to go up, to achieve, to conquer.” Like the tank he had driven back in his army days, he rolled forward, looking for situations to size up and subdue. While he had finally gotten into a long-term relationship, with a California waitress named Barbara Outland—a change from the casual flings that had usually started with Schwarzenegger strolling up to a woman and asking if she wanted to have sex—it fell apart in 1975 when it became clear he wasn’t going to be content with settling down and having a normal life.


As it happened, the breakup came about because of a movie, aptly titled Stay Hungry. Schwarzenegger couldn’t say no to the project; for one thing, the writer was his pal Charles Gaines, who had tailored the role of weightlifter Joe Santo to him. For another, the director was Bob Rafelson, indie darling and maker of the likes of Five Easy Pieces and The King of Marvin Gardens. The meandering tale of a slacker (Jeff Bridges) who gets embroiled in the affairs of the denizens of a gym, it didn’t have much more of a budget than Hercules in New York, but it was a far more serious production. This was something he couldn’t bumble through.


Rafelson had at first reacted badly to the suggestion that this untrained novice take on the role. But eventually he agreed, calling his friend Jack Nicholson and asking the star to recommend an acting coach. The answer was Eric Morris. And nine weeks of intense one-on-one lessons were arranged, to happen at Morris’s LA studio.


“I’m talking to Bob on the telephone and I say, ‘Well, okay, how am I going to recognize him?’” Morris recalls now. “There was dead silence. Ten seconds go by. And then he says, ‘Eric, you can’t miss him.’”


Morris, whose style of teaching pushed the pioneering approach of Stanislavski even further, spent six weeks probing Schwarzenegger, urging him to divulge memories, to tell him what made him happy, what upset him, what he thought of his parents. The bodybuilder, who had spent years trying not to betray any emotion, was at first bewildered, then resistant, then, eventually, cooperative.


“I was collecting the jelly beans,” says Morris. “Specifics about his life that I knew I could translate specifically to every scene in the film. I milked him dry.” Only in the final three weeks did the Stay Hungry screenplay come out; at that point, the dots were connected. “I would say, ‘Arnold, remember you told me that story about how you climbed through the skylight at the gym? That’s the way you have to feel in this scene.’”


It worked. Besides the crash course in acting, Schwarzenegger had slimmed down from 240 pounds to 209 at Rafelson’s request and even taken fiddle lessons (Santo turns out to have a surprising flair for bluegrass). And when he arrived in Birmingham, Alabama, for the shoot, he impressed everyone there. In one scene, Santo is mocked by some yahoos for his fiddle-playing—“Let’s hear it for the Muscle Beach Symphony Orchestra!”—and whatever painful memory Schwarzenegger drew on for the moment pays off; it’s the actor at his most unguarded and affecting.


Far from the embarrassment of Hercules in New York, the free-form Stay Hungry earned warm reviews. And while the New York Times write-up did describe Schwarzenegger as appearing “to be trapped inside a huge, grotesquely muscled body that has no relation to the conventional head on top of it,” it was also a good bit of PR for the bodybuilding community, presenting them as likeable, three-dimensional people rather than oversized freaks. It was certainly good PR for Schwarzenegger, who went on to win the Golden Globe award that riled up Stallone so much. Encouraged, he went back to Morris to develop his acting techniques even further, joining the tutor’s class for over a year.


There, it seemed, he was game for anything. “I had him ranting, screaming, doing antisocial experiments,” says Morris. “Abandonments, where you lie on the floor and have a fit. He did Vesuvius, one of my exercises where a guy gets up onstage and does a large expurgatory dump”—a wild bellow, venting repressed emotions, “a way to prime the pumps and get out all of your internal shit that you’re gunnysacking and pushing down, so you’re ready to act.”


There were two moments that convinced Morris that Schwarzenegger had the makings of a great actor. One was an electrifying performance of a scene from Tennessee Williams’s Sweet Bird of Youth, a young female student playing the ruined, drug-addled Alexandra Del Lago, he her boy toy Chance Wayne. The other was a role-playing exercise where Schwarzenegger flashed back to being a young boy in Thal, Austria, opening presents on Christmas morning. “The way he did that brought tears to everybody’s eyes,” Morris recalls. “And I think he teared up, too.”


But even as Schwarzenegger’s psychological armor was being stripped away, he was being tugged in another direction, too. The bodybuilding documentary Pumping Iron, which came out the year after Stay Hungry, saw him at his most macho and outrageous, playing tricks on his competitors and saying things like, “Milk is for babies. When you grow up, you have to drink beer.” A huge success, Pumping Iron thrust him into the limelight and gave him his first taste of real stardom.


“Arnold has a gift that cannot be acquired no matter how hard an athlete trains, no matter how many pep talks replete with references to Michelangelo’s sculpture he absorbs,” wrote an awed Richard Schickel in Time. “It is, of course, the gift of charisma.”


One night in Eric Morris’s class, after the film’s release, Schwarzenegger had a dark look on his face. Morris asked him to stand up and share what he was feeling.


“I saw an agent just now,” the Austrian explained. “He doesn’t like my body. He doesn’t like my name. And he doesn’t like my accent. But fuck him—I’m going to be a superstar.”


Later that evening, as the class dined at a Mexican restaurant, Schwarzenegger leaned over to Morris and told him, “I love what you do. But that’s not the direction I want to go. I want to be an action-adventure actor.”


Class was dismissed.


WHILE SHOOTING STAY HUNGRY, Schwarzenegger had gone with Bob Rafelson and Sally Field on a trip to an Alabama movie theater to watch the summer’s smash hit, Jaws. And it’s possible that the man who once identified with King Kong may have also seen kinship with the ravenous great white shark. A killer, yes, but also a perfect physical specimen, larger and more efficient than any of its kind, hell-bent on achieving its objectives.


Because as the 1970s ended and the 1980s began, the Austrian was closing in on Hollywood with his mouth wide open.


There were near misses, such as when he was deemed too short to play the Incredible Hulk in a TV series (his pal Lou Ferrigno, taller at 6’4”, bagged the part) and too bulky to play Flash Gordon. His audition for the latter saw him come into the orbit of Italian mega-producer Dino De Laurentiis, a character every bit as colorful as Schwarzenegger. Hackles instantly rose on both sides.


“Why does a little man like you need such a big desk?” the actor asked as he entered De Laurentiis’s office.


The producer erupted. “You have an accent! I cannot use you! Flash-a Gordon has no accent!”


“What do you mean, I have an accent? I can barely understand you,” Schwarzenegger retorted. The meeting, he would claim, lasted a total of one minute and fourteen seconds.


Even so, it was another De Laurentiis project that would provide the big break he was waiting for. It originated with Edward Pressman, another producer, who saw a rough cut of Pumping Iron and immediately began calculating which movie to drop Schwarzenegger into. “It was not an intellectual process that I went through,” recalls Pressman. “It was just an immediate response to this amazing human marvel. I was friendly with a guy named Ed Sumner, who had a comic book store on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. And he started showing me Conan comics, especially the covers by Frank Frazetta. Which, you know, looked like Arnold. It was such an easy connection.”


It did seem like a no-brainer; as drawn by Frazetta, Robert E. Howard’s fantasy hero Conan the Barbarian was even more hulking than the Hulk, a primitive force of nature who drives a chariot drawn by polar bears and wields weapons bigger than most people. Pressman approached Schwarzenegger one day in 1977 at a Sunset Boulevard restaurant, hooking him with a quick pitch.


Conan the Barbarian took six years to get off the ground, beset by rights issues and a torturous quest to find a director. Ridley Scott expressed interest, prompting Pressman to fly to London to meet him, but had changed his mind by the time the producer touched down. Adrian Lyne came and went. Ralph Bakshi, who had directed an animated version of The Lord of the Rings, took a meeting with Schwarzenegger at LA eatery Musso & Frank, which quickly went sour. “It turned into a nightmare,” says Pressman. “The whole thing fell apart right at the table. Ralph is pretty headstrong and didn’t like being told what to do. I guess as an animator, he was used to having total control over everything.”


And then there was Oliver Stone. At that point better-known as a writer than as a director, he had typed out a sprawling Conan screenplay, with a possible view of him and Bakshi directing together. His 140-page script was berserk in its ambition, marinating in the baroque craziness of the Hyborean Age and featuring mutant armies, legions of whirring insects, and references to Dante’s Inferno. Whether it was filmable will never be known, because Dino De Laurentiis entered the scene, offering to finance the project. “We were into Dino-world,” remembers Stone unhappily. “And Dino does things his way, which means cutting every fucking thing you can in the script.”


Another thing De Laurentiis wanted to cut: the man who had mocked his desk. “Part of our contract said the actor had to be Arnold,” Pressman explains. “And Dino fought that. He said, ‘He can’t speak English. People will laugh at us. This will never work.’” Attempts to melt the ice by getting the two together backfired when De Laurentiis accused Schwarzenegger of being a Nazi. And so other, svelter actors were investigated. One was Christopher Lambert. Another was David Carradine. But Pressman stuck doggedly to his original choice, and finally De Laurentiis caved, although he refused to allow Schwarzenegger to record the film’s narration. The movie began to shoot in Spain in early 1981, with maverick director John Milius behind the camera.


“Conan is a barbarian,” says Milius now, of Conan the Barbarian, “and I related to that instantly. I love Genghis Khan, I love the Vikings, I love the Apaches, and all primitive warrior cultures. I was the only guy in Hollywood who could have wrote and directed Conan the way I did, because I’m some sort of unreconstructed barbarian myself.”


It would prove an eventful shoot. Almost as soon as filming began, there was an attempted coup in the country, with tanks rolling through the streets. The sets slithered with snakes; the film’s villain, Thulsa Doom, runs a serpent cult, and so Milius had hired an eccentric herpetologist named Dr. Tiva, who had an entourage of beautiful female assistants, to bring in truckloads of reptiles. The swimming pool of the hotel that housed cast and crew had water snakes writhing in it, to prevent them from getting dehydrated, while Milius liked to unwind by wrapping a boa constrictor around his neck. “I’m interested in pagan mythology,” he said with a smile in a moment of downtime, “and they’ve allowed me to make a pagan movie.”


Again, Schwarzenegger was up for anything. His daily training routine was fearsome: horseback riding while clad in heavy armor, a thirty-minute run, an hour of weights, sword practice with an instructor named Yamazaki. On his first morning of filming, he cut himself on a blade and had to be stitched up by a medic. Another day, while being chased by wolves, he was caught by one and dragged along the ground by his clothes. During the shooting of a scene where Conan discovers a secret burial chamber, he fell from a height.


“Look, I’m bleeding real blood,” he told Milius.


“Leave it, it looks great,” the director replied.


Schwarzenegger, well used to putting his body through hell, had told Milius early on, “You must treat me like a trained dog.” He forensically studied the Marlon Brando film One-Eyed Jacks for a scene in which Conan wields his mighty Atlantean sword, didn’t complain when an orgy scene was shot in an ice-cold truck factory, and didn’t flinch when an arrow, fired by Milius himself, whizzed past his head and into a giant animatronic snake. “I put Arnold through his own Wheel of Pain,” says Milius with a laugh. “Whatever I threw at him, he was game. I even got him to resculpt his physique so his musculature would reflect a more ancient warrior’s type body than that of a modern bodybuilder.”


Later on in the shoot, Schwarzenegger found himself shackled to the actual Wheel of Pain, a giant wooden instrument of torment, with powerful wind machines blasting cold air into his face. He requested hot tea with some schnapps in it, then mulled over a Friedrich Nietzsche quote he had memorized: “Whatever doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger.”


ON A CHRISTMAS TRIP to Nairobi at the end of 1981, Edward Pressman was leafing through a newspaper when he spotted an ad for an early screening of Conan the Barbarian. The producer was surprised—few major American films open first in Kenya, and nobody had notified him of the plan. Then again, he was out of the loop with Conan, being preoccupied of late with getting Universal’s The Pirates of Penzance off the ground. He and his wife bought tickets and watched the swords-and-sorcery drama unfold. And what they saw filled Pressman with dread.


“It was a kind of shapeless form of Conan,” he remembers. “There were sequences that would just go black for ten seconds and you’d sit there and something else would pop up. It wasn’t even a first cut. I was just distraught: ‘What happened?’ It turned out that Dino had a tax deal and it had to open in one major city in the world before the end of the year. So he picked this city that no one would know about, Nairobi, and showed the film as a tax maneuver.”


In fact, things weren’t nearly as dire as they seemed. When the movie test-screened in Las Vegas in early 1982, it was a triumph; the packed audience, many of them bikers in black leather and chains, cheered when a drunken Conan punched a camel and screamed at the dark-magic conniving of James Earl Jones’s Thulsa Doom. Recalls Milius: “The test-screening process is very overrated, and usually misused by Harvard MBA types to fuck a good movie up. With Conan it worked in my favor, though.” After the movie finished, Robert Rehme, president of marketing and distribution at Universal, proclaimed with a grin, “We’re moving the date up.” The film was released in May, then one of the earliest-ever releases for a big summer movie; it ended up grossing over $70 million from a $20 million budget.


Not everyone was pleased. Time called the film “a sort of psychopathic Star Wars, stupid and stupefying.” And when Oliver Stone saw the finished product, he was appalled. “I mean, even the cactus looked ridiculous,” he says. “People with costumes that are badly done. Phony stuff. At the end it feels like a cult of hippies, especially with John’s casting—his surfing buddies or whatever.”


But the numbers spoke: it was a victory, not least for its star. While Schwarzenegger’s on-screen hero was hardly more textured than his two-dimensional comic-book counterpart, the performance fit the movie perfectly. He was suddenly bankable, not as Mr. Olympia but as himself: nobody would ever tell him his name was too silly for a movie poster again. “My goal is to be equal to Clint Eastwood or Robert Redford or any of those guys,” he told a reporter at the time. “I’m very well on my way.”


At one point in Conan the Barbarian, a mysterious wizard known as Mako shares some advice with the hero: “Success can test one’s mettle as surely as the strongest adversary.” Schwarzenegger was about to find out for himself if that was true.
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