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  To Sophia
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INTRODUCTION





  




  Montana is a realistic feast for filmmakers. It is not surprising that Hollywood selected Glacier National Park as the mythical setting to depict heaven in the 1998 Robin Williams movie, What Dreams May Come. Filmmakers captured the surreal beauty of one of the world’s greatest treasures so vividly that critic Roger Ebert declared What Dreams May Come as “one of the great visual achievements in film history.”




  Montana’s majesty and unspoiled beauty offer detailed delights and, at times, peace of mind. Such eye-dazzling assets are a filmmaker’s paradise. For that reason, the motion picture industry has often hitched its journey to Big Sky Country. As filmmaker Arthur Penn (Little Big Man, The Missouri Breaks) noted, “It just doesn’t get any better. Montana is the real thing.” Penn first fell in love with the smell of sage and the whistle of the wind while vacationing and scouting locations in the late 1960s.




  The movies Thunderbolt and Lightfoot, Heaven’s Gate, Firefox, Runaway Train, The Stone Boy, and The Slaughter Rule have little in common. But one thing they all share: each was filmed in Montana. For more than 100 years, production companies have been coming to Montana to capture its elements. From the earliest known 1897 travel promotion film Tourist Train Leaving Livingston to major studio films such as The Horse Whisperer, A River Rum Through It, and Nebraska, Montana has hosted nearly 100 feature films.




  In film and on the map, Montana covers a lot of soil. Montana has a land area of 93,157,952 acres, holds 10 National Forests, including fourteen Wilderness Areas, with 26,616,234 acres of National Forest and BLM Land. Approximately 1,000,000 people live in Montana (and 2.3 million cows). The fourth largest state, at 500 miles by 300 miles, there is a richness of diversity in Montana: from rolling prairies, cropland, and badlands in the east to forests, vast mountains and trout streams in the west. Filmmakers working on period pieces can often use Montana to effectively simulate the look of past or even ancient eras—thanks to the low population and tremendous amount of open space without impeding towns, roads or power lines.




  The state is divided roughly into thirds. On one border there is Glacier National Park and three of the five entrances to Yellowstone National Park are in Montana. The east is rolling plains; the mid-section, high plains with isolated, towering mountain ranges, buttes, mesas, pristine river valleys and canyons; and the west is mountainous. In between is the stark beauty of the Missouri breaks and the high desert of Charlie Russell country. Central Montana’s also a haven for independent film-makers whose use of the landscape informs the narratives of thoughtful, introspective films—like Northfork, starring James Woods, Nick Nolte and Darryl Hannah, a film with Biblical undertones involving a young orphan, a hydroelectric dam and—perhaps—Noah’s Ark. Sweeping Montana landscapes set a melancholy mood in Northfork, a surreal drama that boasts sumptuous cinematography.




  Virtually every type of terrain is available to a film-maker, with the exception of desert and ocean. Montana has vast stretches of forests, peaks rising to more than 12,000 feet, clean air, unobstructed views, irrigated farmland, badlands, alpine lakes and meandering cold-water streams. The absence of pollutants in the air allows for more sunlight to reach ground-level, a great advantage for filmmakers yearning to see and breathe freely. Special locations, such as a vacant prison that dates back to territorial days, and an abandoned B-52 air force base, can also be found in the state.




  Location sites have been far-flung and varied. Director Steven Spielberg made his first cinematic foray into adult romance in Libby with Always. Montana filled the need for a flaming forest in Spielberg’s story of forest fire retardant bomber pilots. For a while, those connected with Always thought they’d always be searching for the right location—it was over a year’s time before Spielberg and company finally settled on Libby as the primary back-drop. The dramatic story was enhanced by the 1988 fires in Yellowstone National Park, which provided Spielberg the opportunity to capture footage of an actual fire.




  The state has been the Midwest-Canadian border in The Untouchables; Morocco in the climactic ending of the horse and cowboy adventure Hidalgo. Hundreds of wild horses run free across the Montana prairie in the final scene of Hidalgo. It’s a breathtaking scene in a beautiful movie. The spectacular sight lasts only four minutes in the film. But those four minutes took more than a month of preparation.




  Montana doubled as China and San Francisco in A Thousand Pieces of Gold; Oklahoma in Far and Away. In Far and Away, the son of a tenant farmer (Tom Cruise) and a landowner’s daughter (Nicole Kidman) set off together for America with hopes of prosperity—the Cherokee Strip Land Race is one of the movie’s spectacular sequences. Depicting the 1893 Cherokee Strip Land Race in Oklahoma required the involvement of over 800 extras on 400 horses and 200 wagons, on a “set” that was more than a quarter-mile wide. Director Ron Howard, anxious about the safety of his cast and crew, had trouble getting to sleep the night before shooting began on a 12,000-acre ranch outside Billings. Fortunately, his fears turned out to be groundless—almost.




  And then there was Norway in a popular Norwegian children’s movie called Wolf Summer, an angler’s paradise in A River Runs Through It; upstate New York and Connecticut in the low-budget thriller Devil’s Pond. Montana has dished out a bit of its own history in Son of the Morning Star, a quadruple Emmy winner; an iconoclastic Rancho Deluxe; and a financially disastrous Heaven’s Gate.




  Montana has served as a snow-covered no-man’s-land in Clint Eastwood’s Firefox and supplied a large building blown to smithereens in Charles Bronson’s spy thriller Telefon. Sometimes Montana is naturally Montana: Kootenai Falls, the largest undammed falls in Montana, served as the setting for the 1994 film River Wild starring Meryl Streep, a thriller about a family on a rafting vacation that is tormented by some ruffians and rough water. The River Wild was filmed on two of Montana’s white-water rivers: the Kootenai River (and Kootenai Falls) near Libby, and the Middle Fork of the Flathead River. Testament to Montana’s treacherous nature: a rafting sequence in The River Wild almost killed Meryl Streep one August afternoon.




  Going-to-the-Sun Road, the 52-mile scenic road that crosses the Glacier National Park from St. Mary on the east side to Apgar Village on the west, overtakes the opening shots of Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining. The true Hi-Line, that ribbon of remote land from Fort Peck to Shelby, served as a metaphor for the soul searching done by the main character in the independent film, The Hi-Line.




  The state has provided scenery for Hollywood successes (The Revenant, Forrest Gump) and some of its most notorious flops (Heaven’s Gate, The Missouri Breaks). Oscar winners (Sean Connery in The Untouchables) and future presidents (Ronald Reagan in Cattle Queen of Montana) have read their lines in the state. Montana productions boasts a high rate of Oscar glory, including Thunderbolt and Lighifoot (Jeff Bridges was nominated for Best Actor in a Supporting Role) and Runaway Train, in which Jon Voight (Best Actor in a Leading Role) and Eric Roberts (Best Actor in a Supporting Role) earned nominations for their stunning performances in this story about two convicts who escape into the icy Northwest wilderness aboard an out-of-control freight train.




  “It’s a beautiful state with so much variety that it’s impossible for exteriors not to look good. Because of the landscape and the latitude, the magic hour in the summer is consistently spectacular and long-lasting,” said cinematographer Mikael Salomon, who filmed parts of both Always and Far and Away in Montana.




  “We obviously have the Western atmosphere. We obviously have mountains and snow,” said Garry Wunderwald, Montana Film Commissioner from 1974 to 1990. (By 1974, as interest in Montana mounted and more studios were going on location, the Montana Film Office in Helena was organized to woo the filmmakers. Wunderwald ran a one-man show to attract Hollywood to Montana.)




  “But we also have wide open spaces, such as Eastern Montana. And we have locations that lend themselves to scenes other than strictly Western. We’re trying to overcome the stereotype images and show people that there is more here than cowboys and snow-covered peaks.” Wunderwald spent more than a decade convincing production directors in places such as California and the East that Montana isn’t too isolated to reach or too cold to work in.




  Montana continually allures filmmakers “for the beautiful locations and the Western mystique,” said Sten Iversen, one-time Montana Film Commissioner. “People think of Montana when they think of the West. They don’t think Idaho or the Dakotas. We have something special, and the film business knows it.” It’s partly the name, Montana, Spanish for mountain, he said, noting, “It has a nice, rhythmic quality. It’s a wonderful handle.”




  And the films have, in turn, attracted more folks to Montana. Farmers, ranchers and teenagers answered a casting call for parts in director Robert Redford’s 1992 movie about fly-fishing and family A River Runs Through It. Norman Maclean’s ruminative recollection of his Montana youth is a meditation on fly-fishing, religion, art and family. A skilled, careful adaptation of a much-admired story, A River Runs Through It is a convincing trip back in time to a virtually vanished American West, as well as a nicely observed family study. The film undoubtedly enticed more visitors to the state’s trout streams, leaving locals even more irked than they already were at the vacation styles of the rich and famous.




  State government has been involved in recruiting movie business only since 1974. But long before that, Montana locations, authors, and stars have had a place in the film industry almost since the first motion pictures were made. Our state has inspired not only filmmakers but a host of directors, writers and actors, including the Helena-born Gary Cooper (1901-1961), who starred in many Westerns—roughly projected at 141 titles—though not a single one of them rolled film in Montana. “Not unless there was an obscure one nobody knows about,” said Iversen. “We’ve tried to log them all.” The son of a Montana state supreme court justice, Cooper graduated from Grinnell College, then served as a guide in Yellowstone National Park. He moved to Los Angeles and found work in films as an extra because of his ability to ride a horse. Cooper’s most famous role was probably the 1952 picture, High Noon, directed by Stanley Kramer for which Cooper won an Oscar for his performance as Marshal Will Kane. Cooper’s unique, patriotic screen persona earned him five Oscar nods and two wins (he took home his first Oscar for his role as World War I hero Alvin York in the 1941 Howard Hawks film Sergeant York).




  On June 28, 1961, Helena’s Marlow Theater hosted the world premiere of Gary Cooper’s final film, The Naked Edge. “This showing of ’T he Naked Edge’ will not only be the first anywhere in the world but will be nearly three weeks in advance of the film’s official release for audiences everywhere,” wrote Helena’s Independent Record.




  Hollywood’s BoxOffice newspaper says that movie “world premiered at the Marlow.” Helena’s Marlow Theater, a movie palace that opened in 1918, was demolished in 1972. However, the highly esteemed International Movie Database Web site, IMDB, records Helena as the American premiere, but lists the United Kingdom as playing the movie one month before Helena. But other publications credit Helena with the “world premiere.” Cooper, who was born in Helena in 1901, had died on May 13, 1961, about a month before the premiere.




  Montana’s “First Lady of Film” was born Myrna Williams, on August 2, 1905, in Radersburg, Montana, 40 miles southeast of Helena. She took the name Loy as a stage name in 1925. Loy’s witty portrayal of Nora Charles in The Thin Man films of the 1930s and 1940s transformed her into an enduring screen legend. She created one of the most loved and timelessly entertaining characters in film history. In 1936, a poll of 20 million fans voted her “Queen of the Movies” and Clark Gable “King,” and the two were subsequently teamed in a number of films.




  Lane Chandler (1899-1972), Hollywood character actor, was born in Culbertson and made a career in low-budget Republic westerns during the 1930s and 1940s. Butte-born Jean Parker (1912-2005) became a leading lady in MGM productions from 1932 until the mid-1940s. Actress and singer Martha Raye (1916-1994) was born in a charity ward of a hospital in Butte where her parents, traveling vaudeville performers, found themselves stranded. Raye, who appeared in several patriotic musical comedies from the mid-1930s to the late 1940s, received a special Oscar from the motion picture academy in 1969 for her dedication to the nation. Butte’s scandalous Mary MacLane’s Men Who Have Made Love to Me book was transferred to the screen in 1917. The controversial author and feminist starred in the movie version but the full-length feature failed to generate much interest, and unfortunately, no copies are known to exist. Whitefish author Dorothy Johnson wrote The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, John Ford’s last great Western. It starred James Stewart as an Easterner who heads west to build a law practice. John Wayne is the veteran cowboy, and Lee Marvin is memorable as the ill-fated tide character. Montana novelist A.B. Guthrie Jr. wrote the screenplay for Shane, considered a classic western.




  A statue of William S. Hart, a silent film-era star—the “John Wayne of his day”—sits east of the Yellowstone County Museum, near the Billings Logan International Airport. Hart had come through Billings in 1926 for the 50th anniversary of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. He was very impressed with the city of Billings, liked the people and the view, and he commissioned and paid for the life-size statue of himself standing next to his favorite horse. It was dedicated July 4, 1926, during a three-day celebration.




  Motion picture producer Jerry Molen, a dose associate of Steven Spielberg, whose production credits include The Color Purple and Schindler’s List, was born in Great Falls. Film director David Lynch, who achieved cult status with the lurid, voyeuristic Blue Velvet, was born in Missoula.




  Other Montana-made movie connections include George Montgomery, Ian MacDonald, Patrick Duffy, Dirk Benedict, and Steve Reeves. Though he did not possess a Herculean acting capacity, Glasgow-born body-builder Steve Reeves (1926-2000) and his enviable Herculean physique were massive box-office draws in Italian gladiator films decades before anyone ever heard the name Arnold Schwarzenegger. Movie comedian Dana Carvey, famous for the 1992 hit film Wayne’s World, was born in Missoula. In 2015, J.K. Simmons became the first University of Montana alumnus to win an Academy Award for acting. The 1978 music graduate won best supporting actor for his role in Whiplash.




  Montana stakes a claim to the development of Native cinema, including the seminal Powwow Highway, a comic road movie about two Northern Cheyenne Indians who follow a vision of their spiritual heritage. When activist Buddy Red Bow’s estranged sister is framed and jailed in New Mexico, the two men take his buddy Philbert Bono’s rust-wrecked ’64 Buick “war pony” on a road trip that makes some very unexpected stops along the way.




  And, of course, the stars can’t get enough of the Big Sky State. The glamorous have been flocking to it in droves since the late 1980s. Ted Turner and Jane Fonda once frolicked with the buffalo on his 127,000-acre spread near Bozeman; Jeff Bridges met his wife at Chico Hot Spring in the mid-1970s during filming of Rancho Deluxe and has been a resident for 40 years. When Bridges once exhibited his paintings in Livingston’s Danforth Gallery, people drove as far as 125 miles to attend the opening. The curious crowd jammed the sweltering gallery, standing elbow-to-elbow, everywhere except within six feet of Bridges.




  Two longtime Paradise Valley residents included Dennis Quaid (who filmed Everything That Rises there in 1989) and his then-wife, Meg Ryan, who cheered the pig wrestlers at the Park County Fair; Glenn Close, who first came to Montana for a part in The Stone Boy, rode around on a mule at her modest farmhouse outside Bozeman; and Michael Keaton still fly-fishes on the Boulder River, a Blue-Ribbon recreational trout fishery just a few steps from his door.




  Montana is avant-garde because it is so decidedly behind the times in so many ways. What makes it different from the majority of celebrity hotspots is unassuming living, anonymity, and our residents’ low susceptibility to trends and fads. “In Aspen, there are 100-odd restaurants. We have about three four-star restaurants, and they’ re miles apart. There’s no social scene, no designer boutiques,” said longtime resident Becky Fonda in 1991.




  “It’s a long way from the trade lanes and booming coasts, but it’s wonderful place to live and work. Trouble is, everybody wants to claim it all at once,” said author Thomas McGuane (The Missouri Breaks, Rancho Deluxe), who anticipated the trend by moving to the state in 1968.




  Patrick Markey, producer of A River Rum Through It and The Horse Whisperer, and Livingston area resident, elaborated on the state’s beauty. “There are places in the Rockies that are more postcard-beautiful,” said Markey. “When you see them, it’s very apparent why people would go there. Montana presents itself in a different way. Its beauty is actually deeper than that. There is such ruggedness to it and a humbling power to its beauty. You just have to be in it for a bit to understand.” James Woods, a veteran of three made-in-Montana films, referred to Montana “as one of the most beautiful places on earth.” Aerial coordinator Al Gerbino, who worked on The Untouchables, Beethoven’s 2nd, and Broken Arrow, viewed Montanans as “caretakers of some of the most beautiful country in the world.” Repeat business is nothing new in Montana-Charles B. Pierce chose Montana instead of his home state of Arkansas when he shot three pictures in a row here in the 1970s-Winterhawk, Winds of Autumn, and Grayeagle.




  Montana’s relationship with film has been sublime, serious and even outright silly. Damnation Alley, a picture about a machine called the “Landmaster” that moves across the United States after a nuclear war, among large cockroaches and scorpions, was shot on Flathead Lake in 1976. Evel Knievel retells the life story of Butte’s famous motor cycle daredevil, with George Hamilton playing the role of Knievel. Steven Seagal’s The Patriot—about a respected doctor who must race against time to find a cure for a lethal virus unleashed by a paramilitary militia leader-received threats from purported militia members. Heaven’s Gate, filmed in and around Kalispell in the late 1970s, was a critical flop, yet at the same time it was a real boon to the community. Montana film commissioner Garry Wunderwald found it a mind-boggling experience to watch director Michael Cimino squander money-and the film company left approximately $19 million in Montana. But, ultimately, the experiences of the cast, the crew, the production teams, and the local communities have been overwhelming positive.




  “But what I really like about [moviemaking] is that it hits every sector of the economy,” said former Montana Film Commissioner Lonie Stimac, who took over as director of the Montana Film Office in 1990 after Garry Wunderwald’s retirement and filled the position for 10 years. “The companies, they hire locksmiths, they need sanitation people to come out to their sites and clean up, they rent heavy equipment, they rent motel rooms and buildings. And it doesn’t leave any damage or pollution it its wake. It’s very environmentally friendly.”




  As testament to Montana’s enduring presence, personality and power on screen, 2016 saw The Revenant secure a number of major film awards. In The Revenant, Leonardo DiCaprio’s character, trapper Hugh Glass, endures a harsh winter in the pursuit of vengeance and redemption, and the frigid scene shot at Kootenai Falls sets the stage for the drama that unfolds.




  AUTHOR’S NOTE: This book focuses on theatrical films, but a few made-for-television movies are included because they were major productions in the state. Other made-for-television movies are not listed.
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  Josh Cooke (left) and Jamie King film a scene east of Livingston for the dark comedy-crime caper A Fork in the Road.




  A Fork in the Road




  CAST




  Jaime King, Josh Cooke




  DIRECTOR




  Jim Kouf




 LOCATION




  Laurel, Bozeman, and Livingston areas




 2008




  Director Jim Kouf, who lives in the Bitterroot Valley, co-wrote the script for this dark caper-comedy. Co-written by Kouf and Alan Difiore, the tale touches on the many forks in the road of life and the consequences of selecting a path. In A Fork in the Road, an escaped convict and a young woman beset with relationship troubles try to run from their problems and bounce from one mishap to the next, while always intending to do the right thing. The duo meets several nasty characters along the way, yet manages to elude disaster. While A Fork in the Road is an enjoyable but formulaic action comedy, the Montana scenery was undeniably gorgeous.




  “I think the movie came to market just as the economy tanked,” said Jim Kouf recently. “It was as bad of a time to come to market as you could imagine. That’s the risk you take. But the film still has a life of its own.”




  Bobby Brooks of Laurel was the special effects supervisor on the movie. Brooks exploded a vehicle as part of a staged car accident near Silesia. He wired the car that was placed at the bottom of the cliff with a couple of fire-crackers made with black powder and fast-burning flash powder to explode the car’s gas tank.




  “On a low budget film like this project, you get just one chance,” said Brooks. “One car. One explosion. One take. There is no second take.” He speculated that a similar explosion would cost $20,000 to $30,000 in Hollywood. “We did it for hard costs of about $1,200 for the car and the explosives, plus my day rate, as special effects supervisor.”




  The film was shot entirely in Montana, primarily in Bozeman, Laurel, and the Paradise Valley.




  “We shot it in about 19 days. [For] Disorganized Crime (which Kouf wrote, directed and filmed in the Bitterroot Valley years earlier) we had about a 50-day shoot.”




  Produced for $1.4 million, A Fork in the Road looks like a mature Hollywood production. Kouf and cinematographer Claudio Rocha stretched their tiny budget so that the production looks big, effectively camouflaging its small cost. Dennis Virkler, a twice–Oscar-nominated editor, cut the film for the screen.




  The story finds a convict escaping from custody and setting off on foot to hide in Paradise Valley. He teams up with a lady who just might have killed somebody, and the two of them try to keep one step ahead of the cops. The story is played for broad laughs, more than for drama. A two-timing husband and a sleazy businessman provide many chuckles—as does the odd-couple relationship between Will and April.




  Jaime King is memorable as April, an unhappy wife with an abusive husband. King provides the pathos that keeps us caring about the tale. A Fork in the Road is a very simple, clean, funny film, designed to entertain a general audience without special effects, bad language or bedroom trysts.




  “They don’t make films like this anymore,” said Kouf. “All of the film is character-driven, and it’s hard to do character stuff in a big outdoor setting on that kind of budget. The scenery is beautiful. We were out shooting cliffs out in Laurel and at a beautiful ranch in Paradise Valley. The movie was designed around the seven main cast members, with very few outside parts.”




  Several local non-actors found parts, including Helena National Guard officer Captain Tony Lecce, who was cast in the role of a highway patrolman in the film.




  A Fork in the Road failed to earn a theatrical run and headed straight to DVD. At the film’s world premiere at the Myrna Loy Center in Helena, Governor Brian Schweitzer introduced the film, which had been encouraged and supported by the Montana Film Office. Writer/director Jim Kouf thanked everyone for the opportunity to make a film in Montana. “It was a pleasure to work in Montana,” he said. “We plan to do more, if we can. Even if you don’t like the story, we know you’ll like the scenery.”
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  Featuring Henry Winkler, A Plumm Summer was the fictionalized tale of a real “kidnapping” that took place in Billings: the victim was a TV puppet named Froggy Doo.




  A Plumm Summer




   CAST




  Jeff Daniels, William Baldwin, Henry Winkler, Chris Massoglia




  DIRECTOR




 Caroline Zelder




  LOCATION




 Bozeman and Livingston areas




 2007




  The screenplay, written by Montana native Caroline Zelder, is based on a real-life children’s television show broadcast from Billings in the 1960s. Based on a true story, this adventure drama follows Elliot Plumm (Chris Massoglia), a teenage boy neglected by his alcoholic, amateur-boxing champ father (William Baldwin), who, along with his girlfriend and younger brother, tracks down a marionette stolen from a popular local children’s television show.




  A Plumm Summer is the fictionalized tale of a real “kidnapping” that took place in Billings: the victim was a TV puppet named Froggy Doo on The Happy Herb and Froggy Doo Show, a popular regional children’s TV show that premiered on the small screen in Great Falls (KFBB-TV) in 1955 and moved to Billings (KULR-TV) in 1963. The actual ‘frog-napping’ case took place in Billings in 1966.




  Henry Winkler, who gained fame as Arthur Fonzarelli (the “Fonz”) on television’s Happy Days in the 1970s, played the role of “Happy Herb” McAllister (and the froggy voice of Froggy Doo) in the film. The independently financed film, a production of Fairplay Movies of Beverly Hills, had a small budget of $4.2 million, but Winkler predicted that the appeal would be large when the movie hit the big screen in 2007. (He was off the mark; the film grossed approximately $53,000 and was shelved after a meager opening weekend.)




  Winkler said that after being approached to play the part of Happy Herb, and watching a DVD of the original show, “I realized that this was going to be a great character to play, and a wonderfully delightful project.” The movie tells the story of two young brothers on the hunt for Froggy Doo after his kidnapping. The marionette was stolen from the television studio, and the thieves, who were never caught, actually demanded $150 for Froggy Doo’s return via a ransom note, which caused the FBI to investigate the case. The decapitated body of Froggy Doo was found hanging on a fencepost two days after his kidnapping, and his head was recovered a month later. Though the brothers and their search in A Plumm Summer is fictional, two children did see Froggy Doo’s head in the back of a car, which led to its recovery.




  “It is certainly not the way it went down in real life,” said Winkler of the movie script, “but it was inspired by the real facts…I think it is a funny, emotional, compelling family film. It’s got some bite to it.” Winkler also said he was impressed with the cast and crew.




  “Our director [Caroline Zelder] is a first-time director…she had done a short [film] before, but this is her first feature film, and you would never know it,” he said. “She knows exactly what she wants, which is very important if you’re going to direct a film…she is really good with her actors, and wonderful with the crew. As an actor, I feel very well taken care of.”




  Happy Herb’s relationship with his wife “is torn apart by Happy Herb’s devotion to Froggy Doo,” said Winkler. The production of A Plumm Summer occurred in southwest Montana (including Bozeman and Livingston). Livingston is surrounded by three mountain ranges, and the Yellowstone River—world famous for its blue-ribbon trout fishing—borders its southern city limits. Yellowstone National Park is only 56 miles away.




  Bozeman casting director Tina Buckingham said that Montanans made up about 60 percent of the crew, with Big Sky talent representing about 40 percent of the cast. She said that approximately 650 people took part in the production. “These people [the producers and directors] are so nice, with such kindness, integrity and love of film in Montana,” Buckingham said. “They really want to help the state get on board for better [film production] incentives.”




  Winker recalled that at the time of filming several movies with a Montana setting had shifted north to Canada and that the Montana legislature had been slow to pass a competitive film tax incentive package. Though Winkler said he was ambivalent when it came to turning Montana into a thriving film base, saying that “in a way I hope it doesn’t, in a way I hope it does.




  “It is so gentle and still here…so comfortable,” said Winkler, who has been coming to Montana to enjoy his favorite pastime, fly-fishing, since the mid-1990s. “Fly-fishing is like a washing machine for your brain.”




  During the filming, Winkler took time out to visit with local children. Winkler, who is dyslexic, collaborates on children’s books and decided to spend an afternoon sharing his latest work with children at the Bozeman Barnes & Noble.




  Director Caroline Zelder said that Montana’s scenery, weather and crew base were hard to beat. When the Derby Fire, which burned more than 208,000 acres in southcentral and southwest Montana, left dozens of families homeless, Zelder and producer Frank Antonelli donated approximately $5,000 worth of clothes and toys to those impacted and displaced.




  “For every shot you see on film, 4 feet away from there are 90 people who have been working 16 hours for days,” said Antonelli.




  “It has an epic look to it at times,” said Zelder of the landscape captured on film. “No one’s going to believe this movie was made for what it was made for because it looks so big with the big sky. I wanted to capture the freedom of childhood, which today is really difficult in the cities.”




  Governor Brian Schweitzer made his silver screen debut playing the role of Sheriff Strunk. “A Plumm Summer is a priceless Montana story,” said Schweitzer. “I’m honored to be a part of this production and extremely excited to have this film open in theatres across the state.”




  Despite its dismal showing at the box office and icy reception among critics and audiences, Winkler later said he still has no doubt A Plumm Summer belonged on the big screen. “The movie is beautiful and tender and relatable—a wonderful adventure—it’s just great characters and a great story and the story is true.”
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  A River Runs Through It




   CAST




 Brad Pitt, Craig Sheffer, Tom Skerritt




  DIRECTOR




  Robert Redford




  LOCATION




 Livingston, Paradise Valley, Bozeman area-Gallatin Canyon




  1992




  Movies are usually conceived over a four-figure lunch in Beverly Hills or in the chrome-and-glass boardroom of some multinational corporation. A River Runs Through It, Robert Redford’s film adaptation of Norman Maclean’s novella, was hatched during an argument somewhere near Livingston, Montana, in the early 1980s.




  Writer and rancher Tom McGuane was engaged in a game of one-upmanship with Redford. The subject of their verbal joust: the West and the writers who best represent it. “I accused Tom of being a carpetbagger,” said Redford to the Chicago Tribune in 1992. “I said he was really a Michigan writer who spent time in Florida, fell in love with Hemingway, and then moved to Montana. A.B. Guthrie, Wallace Stegner—I consider them western writers. And I told McGuane I don’t think much of Hemingway.”




  McGuane recalled first introducing Redford to the novel. “It was an accident,” he said. “Redford was visiting me and we were talking about western books we liked. He hadn’t heard of Norman Maclean’s book, which I considered to be the best book ever written about the West, so I gave him a copy and the rest is history.”




  Norman Maclean was 73 when he sat down to write his first book, a memoir of his family in Montana in the 1920s. He had taught at the University of Chicago from 1928 until 1973, retiring as the William Rainey Harper Professor of English. In 1976 A River Runs Through It and Other Stories won the Pulitzer Prize for best fiction.




  The book is a deeply personal but fictionalized story about Maclean’s father, a Scottish Presbyterian minister, and Maclean’s brother, an incomparably strong and graceful fisherman who was drawn to gambling, drink, and violence. What’s most memorable is that the brothers share a love of fly fishing. A river, the sound of water flowing over rocks, an old man’s hands tying a fly to his line, and the movie’s evocative narration changed Montana forever.




  Richard Friedenberg adapted the novella to the screen. Friedenberg said that one of the problems with writing a screenplay from the essentially autobiographical story was that of the 104 pages, 52 were written about fly fishing. “Norman wrote a short story very beautifully,” said Friedenberg. “The odds against [making a movie] were tremendous, but Bob [Redford] wanted to do it.”




  Redford was aware that many people considered the book a classic—one perhaps best left untouched by Hollywood. And there were people in the film industry who derisively called the project “Redford’s fly-fishing movie.”




  Redford said he was no judge of what audiences want to see and was motivated solely by what interested him on a personal level. He mitigated the gamble by promising his backers to keep the budget under $10 million, low compared to most budgets then averaging double that figure.
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  Director Robert Redford explains a scene co scars Brad Pitt (left) and Craig Sheffer (center). A River Runs Through It became an iconic image of Montana.




  The challenge in adapting A River Runs Through It was its lack of plot. The novella is a series of memories, and, in the words of one reviewer, an “uncanny blending of fly fishing with the affections of the heart.” Most of all, it is a tribute to a dead brother, and a lament—five decades after the fact—that no one in the family could help him. In the early morning hours of May 3, 1938, Maclean’s brother Paul was found beaten to death in an alley, the bones in his right hand—his punching hand—fractured, his skull crushed by a gun butt. In making his film, Redford said he avoided dwelling on the story’s violent aspects.




  “The book was a love poem to Norman’s family,” said Redford in the New York Times. “They were a deeply loving family, but the members didn’t understand each other. Their lives went into that dark area when the questions become: How does one ask for help? How does one give help? What part of oneself does one give? All these questions are rolled into the big question of love and helping and understanding one another. Those are the questions that interested me.”




  Redford believed he had found a way to crack the narrative puzzle of translating A River Runs Through It into a movie. Screenwriter Friedenberg said he compressed the story into a shorter time period to expose the dark side of Paul that “led him astray and was ultimately very deadly.” Through interviews with Maclean, and by reading letters the author wrote 60 years ago to the woman he married, Redford added details from the Macleans’ lives that are not in the book. Redford also used narration to keep the author’s voice—an integral ingredient—in the film.




  The story’s similarity with his own Scots-Irish heritage also attracted Redford. “My father, while full of good humor, could be strict and stern, uncompromising and stubborn. If you did the wrong thing, silence was often your punishment,” Redford said. “This book was a part of my life before I even read it. Lots of its elements were of interest to me: time, memory, love, understanding, bonding, the role of nature and how it shapes our lives.”
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  In A River Runs Through It, Brad Pitt played Paul Maclean, a hard-living newspaperman and a superb fly fisherman. When clients ask fly-fishing guides to take them where the film was made, the guides take them past “Brad Pitt Rock” on the Gallatin River from which the actor made a memorable case.




  Actor Tom Skerritt, Maclean’s Presbyterian minister father in the film, saw his own father in the part, a man who loved his children but could never show them that love openly and freely. The reverend had to look to Montana’s fishing holes to find the words he was unable to express, hidden beneath the rocks of the moving waters. Years later Skerritt said his father, like the one he played in the movie, “was from Canada and was from about the same generation. And he had that same Anglo-Saxon stiffness and unwillingness to display affection. I cannot remember my father ever being affectionate except for giving me a half dollar once and patting me on the knee when we were driving in the car. But he never gave me a hug and I never heard him say, ‘I love you.’ But I knew he loved me.”




  Redford told the Denver Post he also made A River Runs Through It for what it had to say about the vanishing, pristine West, a subject on Redford’s political agenda. “It’s not the essential reason, but there’s a connection,” he said. (For 20 years, Redford had waged war with Utah Department of Transportation over its plans to widen and straighten the road through Provo Canyon near his Sundance home, ski resort and film center.) Redford said he did not make the film as an overt political or environmental statement but hoped it would provide audiences a glimpse of, and an appreciation for, Montana’s rivers before they were muddied by development and clear-cut logging. The Blackfoot River, for example, the river revered by Maclean in his book, was rejected to portray itself in the movie in part because of pollution and surrounding development.




  The first obstacle in making the film was Maclean, a man skeptical of Hollywood and actors. He had already rejected William Hurt when the Oscar-winning actor arranged to meet Maclean for a day of fishing and showed up with an entourage but no fishing license. “He was a short, wiry, tough, cantankerous old man,” Redford said of the author to the Washington Post. “He was reminiscent of some of the people I first met when I came to Utah. Some of the sheepherders I met up here were the same way: wily and wise; they threw out a bit of a bluff, a screen of bull…and provinciality. The only thing he asked is that I not screw up his story.”




  Redford visited Maclean several times to build a relationship of trust. Redford and Maclean went fishing together and exchanged letters. “To tell you the truth, I’m scared to death of Redford,” said Maclean at age 84, shortly before his death in 1990. “Nobody ever changed a story as much as he did in The Natural. It’s a travesty of the quest for the Holy Grail, as [Bernard] Malamud wrote it. The Holy Grail is nowhere and so are our dreams.”




  “I respected his ambivalence [about making the film] because after all, it took Norman 40 years to write it and he wanted the last say,” Redford said, so he set about constructing a relationship with the old Montanan. The two talked about Montana in those halcyon days, and the people who lived them. “He told me wonderful anecdotes about going to Dartmouth College and how that proved to him that the world was full of bastards the farther you got away from Missoula. He had a real Western, frontier attitude, and didn’t have much use for uppity Easterners, people with their noses perched too high.”




  At the end of their talks, Maclean was still leery. “He’d say, ‘Hollywood is nothing but the old grease and weasel. The grease is when someone is shaking your hand, making an agreement. The weasel is when they weasel out of it.’” Redford recalled what Maclean said next: “There are two reasons I agreed to talk to you, Jeremiah Johnson, which tells me you know something about the West, and Ordinary People, which tells me you know something about families. Frankly, that’s your big leg up with me, but no guarantees.”




  The director and the writer eventually cut a deal: Redford would commission a script and Maclean could reject it. But if Maclean approved it, he was to step aside and let Redford make his movie with no interference. Maclean watched the first process of the draft being made and once he was satisfied with Redford’s vision, he stepped aside.




  “Redford made two promises to Norman,” said Joel Snyder, Maclean’s son-in-law. “One was to be true to fly fishing, and the other was that he would not take liberties with the portrayal of his brother. He would not degrade him and would not display his death.”
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  Robert Redford poses with Colorado octogenarian Everett Rohrer (right), who supplied the 1907 Baldwin locomotive for the scene of young Norman Maclean departing for college. The same locomotive has been used in more than 30 films, including Montana productions Heaven’s Gate and Far and Away.




  “This film was not trying to be a Montana picture book,” said Oscar-winning cinematographer and director of photography for the picture Philippe Rousselot. “Not because we don’t like it. But because it has been done before. It is a much more intimate story between two brothers. The goal of this film is not to bring more tourists to the rivers of Montana, and it’s not telling people you should fish. But it’s telling something about the relationship between brothers and members of the same family.”




  Rousselot did find “the quality of light in Montana is wonderful. The geography seems to be alive and constantly changing its rhythm as the sun reaches across the big sky. A River Runs Through It is about beauty and grace and I found the right spirit to create the atmosphere I needed in this beautiful part of the United States.”




  Redford scouted Missoula for a few days in mid-March 1990, once turning up at Worden’s Market for lunch. “We wanted Missoula to play Missoula,” said production manager Allen Alsobrook, “but, unfortunately, it’s gotten so modern it would’ve been an impossible task to make it 1911.”




  “Missoula’s been through cyclical booms, which are great for the economy but murder on filmmakers,” said Patrick Markey. “To rebuild a downtown for a period piece is very expensive. Livingston hasn’t been through those cycles, and we had the Gallatin, Yellowstone and Boulder rivers to choose from for the fishing scenes.”




  Shots of the Upper Yellowstone and Gallatin rivers were used for many river scenes. The trout used in the film were pond-raised in Montana and, according to the movie company’s official press release, “were kept in a specially aerated and cooled tank truck until their big moment in front of the camera.” No hooks were used, and no blood was drawn. A line was tied to each fish’s lower jaw “under the careful observance of the Montana Humane Society.”




  None of the actors had ever fly fished before making the movie. Filmmakers announced that anybody who had anything to offer in terms of improving their fly-fishing knowledge or skills should come on over. The fly-fishing company Orvis sent a truckload of gear for casting practice. A man from Hamilton drove to the set to lend the crew a mechanical fish that could jump out of water and look like a real fish fighting a line.




  The production crew also asked John Bailey, proprietor of the famous Dan Bailey’s Fly Shop in Livingston, to serve as its fly-fishing consultant. Bailey spent 10 days fishing with Brad Pitt and Craig Sheffer, who played the brother Norman in the movie. He also stood by during filming to make sure the fly fishing looked authentic and correct. At one point after seeing the outcome of the day’s fly-fishing shots, Bailey said he and a friend decided they would have to take their names off the film because “the fly fishing looked horrible.” Afterward Redford walked up to Bailey and said, “That was awful.” They reshot all the scenes.




  Markey knew they needed to make the fly-fishing scenes look authentic or the film would immediately lose its audience. Once the scenes looked good enough, he could begin to establish the human characters. “Most people think this is a movie about fly fishing,” he said. “But it’s not. It’s a movie about family.”




  At one point the filmmakers held a tryout for local fly-fishing doubles. Dozens of people turned out. None got a part except for an old man who played the elderly Norman at the beginning and end of the movie. “He came out of nowhere,” Markey said. “That guy had done it all. He had a heartbreaking face.” He had just the elegance needed for the movie.




  Livingston was transformed into a town of fake storefronts constructed over Callender Street. Paved roads were covered with gravel. Horses and buggies replaced vehicles. Livingston mothers with day jobs dressed up as 1920s prostitutes and solicited customers while leaning over a balcony. Livingston’s Vann Gravage, age 6, landed a speaking part in the film as the young Paul Maclean. He said every kid in town tried out for the part.




  Inside the Livingston Civic Center, a set was constructed to be a replica of the inside of a house in the Bridger Canyon area north of Bozeman. To allow for more flexibility, the house interior scenes were shot at the Civic Center while the real house was used for outdoor scenes.




  There were four “period” costume changes needed, for the years 1912, 1919, 1927, and 1938. Craig Sheffer had about 55 costume changes, and Pitt had about 30. Five of Sheffer’s 55 changes included four sets of identical costumes to ensure dry clothes were available after wet fishing scenes. About 100 costumes were used for the picnic scene, 50 for the train scene, and another 50 for the church scene. Since the church was filmed in all four periods, 50 costumes for each period were needed.




  “The pavilion scene is the dance where young Norman Maclean meets Jessie—the woman who is going to become his wife,” said production designer Jon Hutman. “And for me, in his memory, that would really be the most beautiful and magical thing in the movie. Very pure. Very beautiful. Those simple, open air pavilions existed all over the country in this period of time. I think they are incredibly evocative of that time.




  “The design of the pavilion [in the movie] is based on one from an amusement park that existed in Butte until 1972. I had a guy come up to me at the set who was one of the firefighters there or something like that, and he said, ‘Yeah, I grew up in Anaconda. How did you think of this [the pavilion]?’ I said, ‘It’s loosely based on Columbia Gardens.’ He said, ‘I knew it. I went there and did dances at that pavilion as a kid. You know, you’ve struck a chord.’”




  Carpenters and prop people used false store fronts to remake one of Livingston’s streets into a replica of 1920s Missoula. A bookstore, a hardware store, and a tobacco store were stocked with magazines, antique fishing creels, pots and pans, and tobacco tins. Wooden sidewalks were laid and antique light standards put up. Striped awnings shaded the sidewalk. Antique autos were parked on the street. Behind the false fronts, though, life in the 1990s went on as usual. Inside a sign shop was the Fireball Ath-letic Club. Behind the 1920s bookstore façade Maverick Realty sold homes and land. A hazardous waste firm looked like it peddled hardware out front. The Mint Bar’s card room was switched over to general merchandise. Women hired as extras were dressed in the lace and linen finery worn by bawdy house girls of the day. Earlyn Sherwood of Emigrant recalled being wrapped up in a saucy robe, bloomers, and a tightly-laced corset. “Fun but sweaty,” remembered Sherwood. “I got claustrophobia.”




  Christine Schuman, who worked as an off-set tailor and seamstress in a shop in downtown Livingston recalled a memorable exchange with Australian actress Brenda Blethlyn, who played Mrs. Maclean. “She came in and sat down and she asked me to talk about anything, because she wanted to get the Montana accent down,” said Schuman. “She said I was the only person in the office or group who spoke like a Montanan, and I guess she got her accent from listening to me talk. She came in two or three different times to get the accent down and to ask me about different things.”




  Tracy Mayfield, of Red Lodge, met Redford in a lunch line, chatted with him momentarily and was called back to be a stand-in. “Redford rewrote a scene during lunch and they needed more people in a bar scene,” said Mayfield. “I was picked to play a bouncer in a doorway during a poker game. My six words were ‘Paul’—I nod at Paul—’not a good idea, Paul.’ I spent the rest of the afternoon in a fight scene getting pushed into the wall. I got paid $448 for those six words.”




  Another Montana actor who landed a speaking part was the Reverend Bob Holmes of Helena who, at the time, was semi-retired but still active as a chaplain for the Lewis and Clark County Sheriff’s Department and the Helena Police Department. Holmes played a Helena newspaper editor. “I have a lot of respect for Redford and his films,” said the sixth-generation Methodist preacher. “They tend to be about values.”




  Colorado octogenarian Everett Rohrer supplied the 1907 Baldwin locomotive used in the movie. Rohrer and his son-in-law John Pickar moved the train a couple of hundred feet several times as the film crew repeatedly shot a scene of young Maclean departing for college while his brother saw him off. (The old Northern Pacific depot in Bozeman was adorned with signs renaming it the Missoula Northern Pacific station.) In another scene, Rohrer’s locomotive chugged up Bozeman Pass. The train engineer supplied the same locomotive for more than 30 other films, including Montana productions Heaven’s Gate and Far and Away.




  The human saga plus the fly fishing produced what Montana film commissioner Sten Iversen called “a stunning love affair with the state. It had an almost lyrical quality as it showed the real West in its natural beauty. People wanted a piece of it. That picture made us almost iconic.”




  A River Runs Through It earned an Academy Award for best cinematography, and the beauty of the film has attracted visitors to the state from all over the world. A 2006 University of Montana study found state tourism exploded from 2 million visitors in 1988 to 10 million in 2005.




  Justin King, owner of Montana Troutfitters in Bozeman, described how the film changed the area: “From a retail shop point of view, it was a great thing for business. From the viewpoint of being a local kid that grew up on the river, it went from being able to find anyplace to fish by yourself to having to get up early and get out there before everyone else.” When customers ask to fish where the film was made, guides take them past “Brad Pitt Rock" on the Gallatin River, from which the actor cast in the movie.




  Perhaps most importantly, the film drew attention to the state’s blighted rivers. “Norman’s fishery [the Blackfoot River] had gone through tough times,” said Markey. “Now it’s a viable fishery again. The film was maybe the impetus to get that done.”




  Some opine that the film contributed to a crowding of Montana’s remote and special rivers and an influx of “outsiders.” “Some people say we had a hand in ruining Montana,” Markey said. “Growth scares everyone. It’s good for many, though.”




  Maclean passed away in 1990 without seeing the film. He probably would’ve been ambivalent, daughter Jean Maclean Snyder said. Jean, an attorney, described the movie as masterful and appreciated Redford’s work. “A lot of what I liked was the very artful job they did of casting people and of the way in which the country was used. It looked so beautiful,” she said.




  Son John Maclean, an author and fly fisherman, said A River Runs Through It “was the most enticing fly-fishing movie ever made. In the first year after it came out, the fly-fishing industry grew by 60 percent, and the following year by another 60 percent.” He said that, among anglers, “the book is the Bible and the movie is what did it.”




  Still, Redford told Newsweek in 2012 that he was ambivalent that Maclean didn’t live to see it. “Part of me is sorry he couldn’t have the experience, the satisfaction, assuming I did a good job,” said Redford. “On the other hand, it might never be a good job as far as he’s concerned. You seldom satisfy a writer who has given up a book for a film. There are things he wrote that aren’t there. There’s going to be a different face on a character. It drives writers crazy, because they see the book being taken away from them.”
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  All the Young Men




   CAST




  Alan Ladd, Sidney Poitier, Mort Sahl




  DIRECTOR




  Hall Bartlett




  LOCATION




 Glacier National Park




  1960
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  Glacier National Park substituted for Korea in All the Young Men, a drama about racism set in the Korean War.




  “Racial integration in the United States Marines is sluggishly celebrated in a variation on a well-used Western plot in the picture that opened at the Forum yesterday,” began the review of Hall Bartlett’s All the Young Men in the Denver Post.




  Filmed in and around Glacier National Park and Fort Hood, Oregon, the meagerly plotted film follows the career of Sidney Poitier, a black sergeant put in command of a small detachment of Marines caught in an exposed position during the fighting in Korea in 1951. The war story depicts 13 young Marines cut off from their unit and holding a road until the main body of troops can come up.




  Filming got off to an inauspicious start: Because of a lodging shortage at Glacier National Park, director Hall Bartlett had as many of the “Marines” as possible killed in the first scenes and sent back to Hollywood.




  From there, all the clichés are worked into the story by Bartlett, who wrote, directed and produced it. The sergeant is at first nervous and indecisive. He is subject to the sneers and obstructions of a busted “topkick” played by Alan Ladd. He is also the temporary victim of a Southern bigot. Other fellows in the outfit are rflective of various standard attitudes. There’s the mild, sentimental youngster who likes everybody, white or black. There’s the good-natured Swede (world heavyweight boxing champion Ingemar Johansson, making his debut as a Swedish soldier whose ship has been sunk) who loves the United States as the land of the free. There’s the American Indian who sympathizes with the sergeant as a member of a subordinated race. And there’s the guy from the city streets who makes the wisecracks. Ethnic accuracy was not part of the attention to detail. Bartlett cast his wife, Ana. St. Clair, as a Korean woman, Mario Alcalde as an American Indian, and Blackfeet Indians as North Korean soldiers.




  There are also several others representing a familiar range of musty war movie clichés: apple pie, sweethearts, death, communism and longing for home. Inevitably, they all stand tough together through a couple of perilous nights and days, yammering, fighting off enemy attacks, and giggling at night-club routines. Ultimately, Ladd is wounded and requires a quick transfusion of blood. Poitier supplies the transfusion and everyone is perfectly bonded.




  The potpourri of actors, jokers (comedian Mort Sahl made his motion picture debut), boxers, and crooners assembled in Hollywood in early October 1959. By mid-month, they descended upon Glacier National Park in northwestern Montana. The bone-chilling location, near Canada and 6,000 feet above sea level, marked Bartlett’s attempt to replicate the American invasion into mountainous North Korea. Clad in parkas and heavy boots, they moved from one arctic locale to another, ending up in Timberline, Oregon. Other than the Swede Johansson, they all hated the cold. During one scene, as the unit ran across an icy expanse, Sahl fainted. Weather on Logan Pass frustrated the film crew, which lost several days due to fog, snow and biting wind. “We need a good snow and then clear skies,” Columbia’s publicity agent Bob Fender told the Kalispell Daily Inter Lake. “Snow alone can’t help us because we can’t shoot unless we have the clear weather to go with it.” War correspondent Quentin Reynolds was at St. Mary’s writing a trailer for the movie. The author suffered from a virus during his visit, but still said he found Glacier “fascinating.” Shelby mayor Dr. Stephen Adaskavich presented boxing champion Johanssòn with a copper key to the city of Shelby in St. Mary’s on Tuesday, October 20, 1959. As the daily work progressed on filming the movie, films of each day’s shootings, called “dailies” or “rushes” were sent to Hollywood. A driver took the film to Great Falls where it was put aboard an airplane. When it arrived in Hollywood the film was developed and critiqued, enabling the crew to get a report every day on the quality of the film they’d shot.




  Ultimately, neither Ladd nor Poitier could have saved a script of “war film banalities and stale racial melodrama.” A reviewer for the Los Angeles Times neatly summed up the thin, egalitarian plot: “Through it all, Mr. Poitier struggles with commendable patience and dignity, bearing the black man’s burden of well-intended but specious patronage. Finally, reinforcements break through and racial integration is saved. We don’t think anyone in the audience can welcome it more than does Mr. Poitier.”




  Columbia Pictures created two separate advertising campaigns: one for whites, one for blacks. The poster for black theaters touted Poitier’s rejection of white authority as the main theme. It pictured Poitier seizing Ladd by the collar. “Spit out what’s on your filthy little mind,” it read, assigning Poitier a line that does not exist in the film, “and then take your orders from me!”
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  Almost Heroes




  DIRECTOR




  Christopher Guest




   CAST




 Chris Farley, Matthew Perry




  LOCATION




  Missouri River




 1996




  In 2003, comedian Chris Farley died from a drug overdose at age 33. Boisterous on the big screen, notoriously wild away from it, he left behind a legacy of both comedy and crisis. Farley’s routine—repeated in five seasons of Saturday Night Live and three No. 1 films—was as straightforward as it was stereotypical. He was presented to the world as overweight, obnoxious, obtuse, sweaty, and wasted. These tragicomic depictions are forever enshrined in the colorful annals of American television and film comedy.




  Farley’s seemingly one-dimensional life was in reality an inordinately complex pathology. Farley’s family and friends struggled with his self-destructive vices: they were unsuccessful when it came to stopping the drug habit and reckless lifestyle that sent him to an early grave. Farley came from an affluent, Irish-Catholic upbringing in the village of Maple Bluff, Wisconsin, and his improvisational routines and comedic stints in Chicago and five years on Saturday Night Live led to his ascent as a film star. Almost Heroes is notable as a swan song to Chris Farley. While several of the film’s comedic attempts are memorable, others, as one reviewer commented “only fall flat as insipidly inane and gross.”




  Almost Heroes pairs Farley with Matthew Perry (then on TV’s Friends) as Bartholomew Hunt and Leslie Edwards, two would-be explorers trying to beat the Lewis and Clark expedition through the uncharted American West. In this silly twist of revisionism, Lewis and Clark were not the first to reach the Pacific Ocean—it was Hunt and Edwards.




  The pair are the classic Laurel and Hardy combination. Edwards is a serious, cultured, foppish socialite looking for success; Hunt is a rugged, wizened, lighthearted alcoholic who knows his way around the back country. Throughout the film, one of them comes to the rescue of the other. In one instance, Hunt attempts to retrieve an egg from the nest of a psychotic eagle to save Edwards’ life. Even though these heroic acts do not always go smoothly, Edwards and Hunt ultimately realize that they make a great team.




  
[image: chpt_fig_011]





  A spoof of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, Almost Heroes is notable as the final film for comedian Chris Farley, who died of a drug overdose at age 33.




  Along the Missouri River, they pick up a rag-tag bunch of recruits to help them in their quest to overtake Lewis and Clark’s entourage. Among them is Guy Fontenot (Eugene Levy), a Frenchman with a penchant for biting off people’s ears, and the one-named Bidwell (David Packer), a hard-luck fellow who loses a leg to a savage bear and an ear to Fontenot’s razor-sharp teeth.




  As crazy as this seems, Almost Heroes actually manages to push the limits of comedy even further. As noted in the Denver Post: “Some of the gags are laden with bathroom and sexual humor that isn’t appropriate in this particular movie. For example, one of the adventurers tells a story about how he had eaten two pieces of sheep dung in his stew. Postcolonial America may not strike the history student as very comical and entertaining, but Almost Heroes almost pulls off this feat, especially for the benefit of Chris Farley fans.”




  Another review said, “Given his reputation for making almost nothing but dumbbell, Z-grade comedies, it would have been a lovely gesture to say something nice about the late comedian’s final starring role. Unfortunately, that would require the majority of film critics around the country to either say nothing about it or lie. In fact, this laughless farce could be the absolute nadir of Farley’s career.”




  Neither Farley nor any of the other actors actually set foot in Montana.




  “Almost Heroes was a second unit Montana film,” said Sten Iversen. “Second units do not include actors and use fake plate shots. Almost Heroes was different from Forest Gump, which was a full-on movie set. Almost Heroes had no set or crew, very minor. The second unit flew to the Missouri River to use it as a backdrop. The white cliffs of the Missouri River are not very accessible and are really remote, accessible [only] by boat. So they shot the Missouri River backdrop aerially, and used low-production green screen or CGI [Computer-Generated Imagery].”
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  Always




   CAST




  Richard Dreyfuss, Holly Hunter, John Goodman




  DIRECTOR




Steven Spielberg




  LOCATION




  Libby area




 1989
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  The Libby airport was transformed into a base for forest-fire retardant bombers and their crews in Always.




  Montana Film Commissioner Garry Wunderwald received a call from Steven Spielberg. He needed an airport. “Out of 300 airports, Spielberg picked a Montana one,” said Wunderwald. The Libby airport, which offered a spacious 5,000-foot runway surrounded by the Cabinet Mountains, was the one Spielberg chose. Libby’s 2,000-foot elevation and the scenic background convinced him it fit the movie’s needs. He visited Libby and examined the airport as well as Bull Lake, where other scenes would be filmed.
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