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This book is dedicated to the working women of the American film industry:

Those who hold the scripts

Those who dress the sets

Those who soothe the egos and calm the storms

With the author’s love and respect.

 

HOLLYWOOD:
A THIRD MEMOIR



1
 [image: images]


HOLLYWOOD—AS OPPOSED TO movies, its principal product—entered my life almost simultaneously with my son, James McMurtry, who arrived in March 1962, at which time I was teaching world literature—all of it, from the Ramayana to Dylan Thomas—at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth, Texas. To the farm and oil patch kids I was teaching, literature—or at least my mandated selection of it—held little appeal. In desperation I began to challenge these reluctant students to Ping-Pong matches, a game at which I was then quite good. If a student won, he or she got an A; if they lost they got a C.

That may seem a little unorthodox, but then five classes is a lot of classes. Between matches I was able to make friends with two writers, John Graves and Dave Hickey, both still alive and both still friends.

Then one day a man from Paramount Studios called, taking me by surprise. He turned out to be a location scout—that night he took me to dinner at what was probably the best restaurant in Fort Worth. Though, by this time, I had lived in both Houston and San Francisco, I knew nothing of fine dining. The man wore a pin-striped suit which bespoke a standard of eloquence far beyond my own. Though the suit was probably just normal Brooks Brothers, I remember it to this day; and I also remember the news he brought me, which was that Paramount had just bought the film rights to my slight first novel, Horseman, Pass By, and planned to film it in the Panhandle of Texas, starting almost immediately, with Paul Newman to star. The sum they planned to pay me, $10,000, meant, to me, farewell forever to the Ramayana and to table tennis as a grading system as well.

The nice man wondered if I had any relatives in the Panhandle, folks who might help them with the locations. In fact the Panhandle was then chock-full of McMurtrys, and I sent the gentleman to the most able of the bunch, my cousin Alfred McMurtry, then living in Clarendon. Paramount promptly rented not only a lot of Alfred’s land, but also his cattle herd and a good number of his cowboys.

Thanks to all these rentals Alfred McMurtry made a lot of money out of what became a movie called Hud, but I didn’t begrudge him his good fortune, since he did have to put up for a while with the considerable aggravation of a movie production, whereas I did not. I was safe in Fort Worth, with a living and lively child.

I also had to finish my semester at TCU, which I had wrongly supposed would be my farewell to teaching school: in a little more than a year I was a lecturer at Rice, where I taught for almost nine years.

The moviemaking in the Panhandle began about the time I finished with TCU. Eventually I was asked to visit the set; the invitation, when it came, was issued without enthusiasm. It was as if the director, Martin Ritt, and the screenwriters, Harriet Frank and Irving Ravetch, had jointly decided to do the right thing, which, in their world, meant inviting the author to the set, though in fact the author of the film they were filming was more or less the last person they wanted to see, novelists being, after all, famously difficult about movies made from their work. They were apt to detect bruises on their text where none were intended by the filmmakers.

In my case Martin Ritt and the Ravetches need not have worried. I was there only for an afternoon, and spoke only a few words, and would hardly have been inclined to protest even if I had known what was going on, which of course I didn’t. These were the people who had freed me from the Ramayana, which counted for much more than any blemishes in the film.

I spent most of that afternoon parked in a line of cars on a Panhandle dirt road, waiting for a man with a walkie-talkie to let us approach the set. I saw Paul Newman at a distance, but didn’t actually meet him until thirty years later.

Patricia Neal, whom I really did want to meet, wasn’t working that week; her too I met thirty years later, in the check-in line at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. We later had a pleasant visit.

Unhappily I arrived on the day when the buzzards misbehaved: I have told this story fully in a book called In a Narrow Grave and don’t wish to repeat it here, though the fact of buzzard misbehavior probably cost Paramount about $60,000, which put everyone in a really bad mood and dashed whatever hopes there might have been for social plans with me.

Several members of the crew seemed stunned by the fact that they weren’t getting anywhere with the buzzard scene. Martin Ritt, a nice man, was so depressed by the day’s output that he made no effort at all to make contact with me. Years later I met him in Austin.

At the end of the day the famous cinematographer James Wong Howe took a few beauty shots of my cousin Alfred’s beautiful (to grass lovers) wavy grass, and the whole lot of us trickled back to Amarillo.

I was not invited to watch the dailies (raw footage, usually) but I didn’t then know that dailies existed and did not feel insulted. In the next fifty years I watched more than my share of dailies. In weak moments I like to think I discovered Jennifer Garner, but that was from an audition tape, not a daily.

The Ravetches and I only spoke a few words; they were nice words but even then I heard the first faint whispers of something I was to suspect many times: the desire on the part of filmmakers that the author whose book they were filming did not exist. Ideally there should be no book and no author: if not, then the film would be all theirs, something that can never be the case if there is a book and an author.

Most filmmakers instinctively believe that authors are always proprietary about their books, and many are: many, but not all. I wasn’t, for example, possessive, either on Hud or the other films made from my books. Mainly one hopes that a film of one’s books will be good, but, hey, there’s the money. The author gets money! On Hud, Martin Ritt was so burdened with budgetary concerns that he didn’t care whether I was there or not, or whether it was my book or not, and that is the condition of most directors on most films.

They have their day to make—shooting the scenes they were supposed to get, and the kindest thing an author can do is stay out of the way and not slow them down.

I did have one authentic thrill while visiting the set of Hud. The little Panhandle town of Claude, Texas, was substituting for my own mythical small town, Thalia. I’ve used Thalia as a setting for several books, including all of the Last Picture Show quintet.

Driving through Claude the next morning, on my way back to my wife and young child, I noticed that the water tower in Claude didn’t say Claude anymore: it said Thalia. That my invention had caused a small town in North Texas to change the name on its water tower—even temporarily—was thrill enough to me: and Hollywood provided it!
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HUD WAS RELEASED in the spring of 1963, and did very well, not only financially but in the awards season: Patricia Neal, Melvyn Douglas, and James Wong Howe all won Oscars. There was a special showing in Fort Worth, which I attended, unlike all the stars, who were as far away from Texas as they could get.

The ending, weak in the book, was just as weak in the film. This tough old rancher Homer Bannon (Melvyn Douglas), who has weathered many tragedies and survived them, basically falls off his horse and dies. That was my fault—I yielded to my then editor, John Leggett, who felt there needed to be more suspense in the story. The screenwriters had a fine chance to correct this obvious mistake, but they declined the challenge.

The box office on Hud was sufficiently robust to raise thoughts of a sequel to this profitable cow. I had by this time finished my second novel, Leaving Cheyenne, which was set pretty much in the same locale. My reluctance did not deter Paramount, which optioned the book and hurried back to Cousin Alfred to help them film Gid, as the sequel was to be called. Gid was a rancher in the book, which was a kind of prairie Jules et Jim.

Since there was a barn-burning scene and they were in grass-fire country, Alfred closely monitored the precautions he wanted to be sure were in place.

Gid was never made under that title, or by Paramount; in time Alfred McMurtry became so apprehensive about the flammable barn that he burned it down himself, and, I believe, collected a bit of damage money.

Nothing more was heard of a movie called Gid, but, years later, Sidney Lumet made a terrible film from the same book, Leaving Cheyenne, called Lovin’ Molly, in which, to my father’s shock, the cowboys were dressed in bib overalls, which are farmer clothes. I hated Lovin’ Molly so much that I wrote against it in New York magazine, supposedly a suicidal thing to do in Hollywood.

The threat of professional death was perhaps best enunciated by the producer Julia Phillips in her book, You’ll Never Eat Lunch in This Town Again, a threat that’s not even emblematically true. I did the unthinkable and yet have eaten hundreds of lunches in that town again, and anyone with much hustle and talent can always do the same. Punishing such talent as there is would soon become counterproductive; there’s never enough talent to go around.

I had nothing to do with the filming of Hud. I just wrote the book it was adapted from. Similarly I had nothing to do with the filming of the fine CBS miniseries of my book Lonesome Dove. The same holds for Terms of Endearment. I just wrote the book! In Lonesome Dove’s case probably more than one hundred million people saw the film and associate me with it; but the muscle that created that film was not my muscle: it was Bill Wittliff (the principal producer, as well as screenwriter) whose muscle, along with that of the actors, producers, and crew, that made this such a beloved miniseries.

Still, to acknowledge the other point of view, I did write the books that made the films possible. I liken my effort to turning the key in the ignition, after which I step back and allow—indeed encourage—others to drive the car. Without me, no movie; but without all the others—including that location scout who bought me my first Hollywood-financed meal—no movie either.

The fact that Hud was made from my book had one extremely important effect: somehow through the illogic of show business it enabled me to get work on scripts for no better reason than that I was from the West—cowboy country.

From 1963 to the present moment I’ve been offered screen work, even though, at the beginning, as this narrative will demonstrate, I knew nothing about what I was doing in a craftsmanlike manner.

I learned by doing, there being no one willing to instruct me, and I will always be grateful to Hollywood for. . . well. . . it’s essentially financed my fiction, my rare book business, and, to a huge degree, my adult life.
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ONE THING I’VE always liked about Hollywood is its zip, or speed. The whole industry depends to some extent on talent spotting. The hundreds of agents, studio executives, and producers who roam the streets of the city of Los Angeles let very little in the way of talent slip by. A screening or two of a new film happens every day, and if the talent spotters are doing their job correctly, talent gets spotted before the talented person is even aware that anyone is looking.

In the Hollywood mind I believe I have always been thought of as a writer who could produce marketable Westerns—and this determination was made before Hud had even been released. Someone saw an early screening and liked what they saw—a few days later my phone rang in Houston—I was then back at Rice—and a voice asked politely whether I would be available to come to Hollywood and talk with a producer named Alan J. Pakula about a film he wanted to make about the Natchez Trace.

At the time I had never heard of Alan J. Pakula, but, to be fair, except for the late Mike Todd, I had never really heard of any producer. At this juncture, 1963, I had only been in Los Angeles once and that was a hasty trip I made to hit the legendary bookshops, of which I only got to a few, though I did make it down to Long Beach to the famous block-long Acres of Books, now ending its days, alas.

The book Alan Pakula then wanted to make was Paul I. Wellman’s Spawn of Evil, a study of pre–Civil War outlawry along the Natchez Trace.

Apart from having crossed it a time or two in its modern incarnation, I knew nothing of the Natchez Trace. After chatting for a few minutes with Mr. Pakula’s assistant, I learned that I would not be expected to adapt the whole book, itself just a number of slight studies of various outlaws who had preyed on travelers along the route for some years. What Alan Pakula wanted was a script about John Murrell, a very bad outlaw whose claim to fame was that he attempted to instigate a slave rebellion across the entire South. Paging through the book, which reached me the next day—almost everything from Hollywood usually reaches you by the next day—I discovered that the chapter on John Murrell was only eleven pages long—the same number of pages, ironically, as the famous Annie Proulx story “Brokeback Mountain,” which my writing partner Diana Ossana and I were able to adapt successfully for the screen.

Fortunately the little sketch about the villainous John Murrell was filled with action, ending with the evil plotter getting his head cut off and stuck on a pike.

From my point of view the only problem was that I had never written, or even read, a screenplay. The Ravetches had not offered to show me the script of Hud, a copy of which I finally bought many years later from Larry Edmunds’s famous movie bookshop, the general stock of which I later also bought for a bookshop I was running in Houston, earning me, I fear, the eternal enmity of Git Luboviski, wife of Milt Luboviski, with whom she owned the store.

Another thing that always works smoothly in Hollywood is travel arrangements. From Houston I flew first-class to LAX, the first of more than one hundred visits to that famous portal. I found that I liked traveling first-class so much that I continued to fly it even when I was flying on my nickel. Later I learned that Igor Stravinsky had the same habit, as did his friend Sergey Diaghilev.

Many years later, while briefly a producer myself, I discovered that travel by private jet trumps first-class by a considerable margin. Private plane travel will likely always be the luxury I enjoy most.

In the early 60s there was not the traffic on the L.A. freeways that one encounters today. On the first visit I was easily able to find my way to the hotel, the Roosevelt, on Hollywood Boulevard; I was staying there only because Mr. Pakula’s assistant assured me that the Roosevelt was where writers stayed.

Later I learned that at least one writer I had heard of, William Faulkner, had stayed there, but that was probably when the Hotel Roosevelt was in its youth, which was a long way behind it when I first stayed. Since then it has sunk and risen several times, never sinking to the level of the famous Hotel Hell, only a few blocks away; on my first visit it had a tarnished quality that was hard to miss, but, on the other hand, it was only a few blocks away from the several open-till-midnight bookshops on Hollywood Boulevard. One had to dodge a good many hookers of both sexes to get to the bookshops, but I had lived in both San Francisco and Houston, neither of them hooker-free; I was a fairly adept dodger.

I must mention that I liked Hollywood from the moment I first visited it, and I like it still, even though it must be said that the traffic now is a serious problem, holding one in gridlock for long stretches, preventing one from getting where one might want to go.

As Jack Kerouac aptly said, Los Angeles is still the West Coast’s one and only golden town. Say it’s glitter all you want: at least it’s real glitter, applied at a level that for me never fades.
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WHEN I FIRST visited Alan Pakula he was chiefly a producer; his then current project, Inside Daisy Clover, was adapted from a novel of the same name by the English screenwriter and novelist Gavin Lambert. The director was Robert Mulligan, whom I confused, for a time, with the Texan director Robert Benton, who also worked with Alan Pakula.

Inside Daisy Clover was being filmed for Warner Bros., on one of their huge soundstages in Burbank. I was in sight of the action for only a few moments—just long enough to glimpse Natalie Wood, sitting in her chair and looking very very bored. Then I was whisked away to the Warners offices, most of which I would visit several times over the course of the next fifty years.
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