
		
			[image: BPA_rbg.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			This is a Genuine Vireo Book

			A Vireo Book | Rare Bird Books
453 South Spring Street, Suite 302
Los Angeles, CA 90013
rarebirdbooks.com

			Copyright © 2016 by Kevin Smokler

			All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever, including but not limited to print, audio, and electronic. For more information, address: A Vireo Book | Rare Bird Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 453 South Spring Street, Suite 302, 
Los Angeles, CA 90013.

			Set in Minion

			Book design by starling

			ePub ISBN: 978-1-942600-92-3

			Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication data

			Names: Smokler, Kevin, author.
Title: Brat Pack America : a love letter to ’80s teen movies / Kevin Smokler.
Description: Includes bibliographical references. | First Trade Paperback Original Edition | A Vireo Book | New York, NY; Los Angeles, CA: Rare Bird Books, 2016. 
Identifiers: ISBN 978-1-942600-67-1
Subjects: LCSH Teenagers in motion pictures. | Teen films—United States—History and criticism. | Motion pictures—United States. | Nineteen eighties. | Popular culture—History—20th century. | Motion pictures and youth. | BISAC PERFORMING ARTS / Film & Video / History & Criticism
Classification: LCC PN1995.9.Y6 .S66 2016| DDC 791.43/652055—dc23

		

	
		
			To teenagers now, who love these movies as we did, but also have Ferris Buellers and Breakfast Clubs of their own. 
Room in the DeLorean for all. 
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			Back in Time with the Power of Love

			It broke my heart that I couldn’t visit Hill Valley. It seemed like such a nice town to grow up in, even if it’d had a run of bad luck since 1955. Still, I was pretty sure that if I stood near the clock tower right as the high school let out, I’d see Marty McFly rolling by on his skateboard. I’d yell, “Hey, McFly,” but in a nice way, and thank him for being a weird kid from a weird family with a pretty girlfriend and a band and a mad scientist for a best friend. If I could visit Hill Valley, California, which I guessed was somewhere around the bend in the state’s elbow, I could tell Marty McFly, “When I’m seventeen, I want to be just like you.” 

			I was only twelve in the summer of 1985 when Marty, via a DeLorean filled with plutonium, traveled back in time. By December, I’d seen Back to the Future fourteen times and learned that Hill Valley, seemingly the most realistic part of a movie overflowing with imagination, was just as made up as the flux capacitor. My family had taken a trip to Southern California to escape the Michigan winter, and, on a Universal Studios tour, we stopped at the Hill Valley clock tower wedged in between the shark from Jaws and a black glass office building with employees leaving for lunch. 

			“Where’s the real Hill Valley?” I asked our tour guide. I’d seen enough entertainment news segments on TV to know that movies were made in giant empty rooms with smooth cement floors called sound stages, or the outdoor version of that called a studio lot. You wheel in flat pieces of wood resembling gazebos or doctors’ offices and you’ve got yourself something called a set. Since there’s no way they could fit an entire town inside one sound stage or on one studio lot, the Back to the Future set pieces we were looking at now must be based on the real Hill Valley. And this guy leading our tour would know where it was.

			“They made the movie right here, all of it. This is Hill Valley,” our tour guide gushed. 

			I wanted to push him off the tram. Hill Valley wasn’t anything but planks and paint and movie make-believe. It wasn’t even based on a real place, because I asked that, too, and our tour guide smiled at me the way a bully does before stealing your Halloween candy. 

			Apparently, twelve-year-old me couldn’t “visit” Hill Valley because I just had. 

			Still thinking that growing up sucked, I was dropped off by my parents the next day in Pasadena to visit a friend from summer camp. “Wanna see Doc Brown’s house?” he asked me, right after I arrived. While I tried to explain to him that Doc Brown’s house was probably a pile of lumber being giggled at by a stupid tour guide named Trent in khaki shorts this very minute, my friend dug two bicycles out of his garage. Soon he had us racing north through his neighborhood, around a golf course and under an overpass to 4 Westmoreland Place in the center of town. There, near the junction of the 134 and 210 freeways, stood the Gamble House, a historic landmark designed in 1908 and open to the public. 

			It’s also the exact spot where Doctor Emmett Brown marches furiously downhill, arms filled with blueprints, and bellows, “So tell me, future boy, who’s president in 1985?” And Marty McFly answers, “Ronald Reagan,” which Doc thinks as crazy as the idea of Jerry Lewis being Vice President. 

			We acted out the whole scene right there. I even got to be Marty. That winter afternoon on the gentle slope of the Gamble House lawn marked the first time I’d ever stood in the precise spot where both a favorite movie scene happened and, by extension, where the actors, director, and crew had brought it to life. If I were a Civil War buff, this would have been visiting Antietam, Gettysburg, and Appomattox Court House, all on one historic patch of grass in Central Pasadena.

			Except when visiting a Civil War battlefield, you stand where important events happened long before you were born. Being in that spot, where the narrative of history changed, collapses time, shrinking in our minds the distance between then and now. On the other hand, when we return to our elementary school playground or the site of our first kiss, we’re dropping in on our own history years later. Visiting those same places in the present not only collapses time, but also memory.

			A pilgrimage to where a beloved movie moment was filmed does all of that and more. It not only races us back to the first time we saw that movie, but enables us to enter the movie itself. A fan can play Marty McFly on a hill in Pasadena, or insult a pretend llama named Tina at Napoleon Dynamite’s house in Preston, Idaho, or fake an orgasm at Katz’s Deli on the Lower East Side of Manhattan like Meg Ryan in When Harry Met Sally. There’s actually a sign in Katz’s Delicatessen above the very table where that faked orgasm happened.

			These hills, houses, and delis are not built movie sets like the Hill Valley clock tower, but places where ordinary people live, work, eat, and pass through every day. They are also the exact spots where moments of our shared cinematic consciousness became real. When we visit these movie places, it collapses not just time and memory, but the distance between reality and imagination, between familiarity and the dreams of directors, screenwriters, actors, and crew. If we care enough about the movie to visit those places, it’s likely the dreams of that movie have become ours, too. 

			This is a book about movie places. Specifically, a movie like Back to the Future and a place like Hill Valley—the teen movies of the 1980s and the places, real and imagined, where they happened. 

			A lot of time has passed and a lot of movies made since Marty McFly and the Breakfast Club, Ferris Bueller and the Heathers came to theaters and changed the way pop culture portrayed teenagers. More than a few books have been written both singing their praises and asking with irritation why, thirty years later, anyone still cares, other than the nostalgic fans who were teenagers back then.

			Fair enough. Here in 2016, it can seem like every other week another beloved eighties movie is getting remade for its twenty-fifth, thirtieth, or thirty-fifth anniversary. A lot of that is media and movie studios thinking there are easy profits in the memories of the middle-aged—everyone who saw Ghostbusters or Top Gun or Pretty in Pink as a teenager and are now probably the parents of teenagers themselves. But I can still imagine that a bunch of attention and hype directed at a movie from the Reagan Era would seem pretty boring to anyone who a) doesn’t love or remember these movies, b) thinks nostalgia is for the birds, or c) prefers to focus on the pop culture of now. Let’s not forget, many favorite eighties teen movies have not aged well both in superficial detail (skinny ties, shoulder pads) and deeply ugly tendencies (casual racism and homophobia played off as jokes). 

			But eighties teen movies endure not just because their original fans miss them, and not even because Back to the Future, The Goonies, and Stand by Me remain great movies to this day. Between 1978 and 1989, right after Star Wars and Animal House and right up to Heathers, American film, for the first time in its century of existence, consistently portrayed teenagers as human beings. Adolescence, in the hands of filmmakers like John Hughes, Amy Heckerling, Martha Coolidge, and Savage Steve Holland, becomes a time in life with the same trials—friendship, love, independence, a desire to fit in—as childhood or adulthood, not a hormonal psychodrama to be suffered through then picked over by adults. The pop culture ecosystem we live in now—The Hunger Games and Divergent movie franchises, the mystery boyfriend songs of Taylor Swift, the novels of John Green, and the media empire of Tavi Gevinson—would not exist without the seismic shift in the way we view teenagers brought about by the teen movies of the Reagan years. 

			Seven teen movies from the 1980s, including Fast Times at Ridgemont High, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, and Back to the Future, are in the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry alongside Gone with the Wind, It’s a Wonderful Life, and Lawrence of Arabia. The National Film Registry’s mission is to “preserve works of enduring importance to American culture.” No other decade in the history of American cinema has more than two teen movies represented.

			The eighties teen movie—side ponytails, Jordache Jeans, oblivious homophobia and all—didn’t invent the teen movie genre and wasn’t always the best example of it, but it did show what the genre, at its best, could be. The group of films represented by Fast Times at Ridgemont High and Some Kind of Wonderful, by Weird Science and Real Genius weren’t Bach, but Mozart; not pioneering like Little Richard, but barrier-shattering like The Beatles.

			But what about eighties teen movie places? Why do John Hughes’s films take place in a barely mentioned, fictional Chicago suburb named Shermer, and why is Shermer inseparable from the Hughes canon? Is it a coincidence that so many eighties teen movies set in Los Angeles—Valley Girl, The Karate Kid, Repo Man, Suburbia—are also about class and money and feature poor kids trying to climb invisible, slippery walls of wealth and privilege? 

			Why do a disproportionate number of eighties teen sports movies take place in a dying industrial town the main character tries to play their way out of? What do we make of how proud the earliest hip-hop movies from this period—Wild Style, Beat Street—are of their connection to New York City? Why do so many eighties teen movies take place in small towns in the 1950s? And, in the real world, why does the population of Astoria, Oregon, double every five years in celebration of “Goonies Weekend,” even though Astoria is only onscreen for about fifteen minutes of The Goonies? 

			The eighties teen movie showed teenagers as they had never been shown onscreen before. Why did the places where these movies happened, the America of the 1980s, seem so important, too? Why did the background of eighties teen movies seem to affect so much of the foreground? 

			The eighties teen movie arrived at a particular moment in American film history. The decade before had been dominated by the first generation of directors to attend university film schools, which were almost entirely located in New York and Southern California. These filmmakers made movies both about young people (American Graffiti, Saturday Night Fever, Mean Streets) and not (The Godfather, All the President’s Men, The French Connection), which seem to reflect that geographic bias and happen in the Northeast, California, and pretty much nowhere else. 

			On the other side of the decade, by the early 1990s, Hollywood had given up on the teen movie, only to have their interest rekindled by the box-office success of Clueless in the summer of 1995. Great teen nineties movies like Rushmore, Election, and Ten Things I Hate About You followed, and while each of those is a more interesting movie for taking place in Houston, Omaha, and Seattle, respectively, it’d be hard to argue those backgrounds are essential to the drama that happens in front of them. 

			Here in the twenty-first century, teen movies also seem to regard location and setting as a benefit, but not an essential one. Paper Towns (2015), The Fault in Our Stars (2014), and The Perks of Being a Wallflower (2012) are all better films thanks their skillful use of neighborhoods in Orlando, Indianapolis, and Pittsburgh, but wouldn’t be fundamentally different without them. Now, can you imagine Breaking Away without Bloomington, Indiana; Ferris Bueller’s Day Off without downtown Chicago; or The Lost Boys without the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk? 

			The teen movies of today and the teenagers watching them have never known life without the Internet and smartphones, both of which complicate the very idea of location and place. Clueless came along at the dawn of both the Internet and mobile phones, and has a great, early joke where the main character Cher (Alicia Silverstone) and her best friend Dionne (Stacey Dash) have a cell phone conversation while standing about four feet away from each other—hilarious in 1995, and prescient, too. By that time, the very idea of teenagers seeing place and geography as a fixed part of their lives, and therefore essential to a movie attempting to portray adolescence truthfully, had already begun to fade. 

			Today, any teenager with a smartphone can summon images, sounds, and conversations from all over the world. The 1980s were the last decade before this change, and therefore the last decade when teenagers used physical locations as signifiers of who they were. As a result, where you worked, hung out, fell in love, and got your heart broken had a much stronger effect on how you saw yourself as a teenager of the eighties and how you thought others saw you. Where teenagers interacted with and consumed pop culture, and how pop culture reflected their experience back to them, ended up being just as linked to place and location. 

			This happened due to several trends that crash-landed in the 1980s seemingly all at once.

			
					Summer Blockbusters: Record-shattering movies from the decade before like Jaws and Star Wars, both of which were seen repeatedly in theaters by young people, had dragged the median age of moviegoers downward. One study estimated that by the early 1980s, 86 percent of movie tickets were bought by someone under the age of thirty, making movie theaters and movie-going the domain of the young and reorienting how pop culture was marketed and sold to the behavioral patterns of teenagers. 

					Jobs: The 1980s had the highest participation of teenagers in the American workforce since the Department of Labor began tracking in 1948. The result: teenagers with disposable income shopping at record stores, arcades, movie theaters, and clothing stores, largely staffed by other teenagers, who then spent that money at the same kinds of places where they worked.

					Suburbanization: In retrospect, the 1980s were the low point for the American city—a feudal shell of its old self, occupied by the very poor and the very rich. Which meant that an average teenage life in the 1980s probably equaled (and was shown onscreen as) a suburban home, getting around by car, and shopping in malls. Cities were viewed as sexy but dangerous field trips where a high schooler could go for adventure and fun, but sprint back to the suburbs before dark.

					The Mall: Around since the 1950s, the shopping mall peaked in cultural relevancy in the 1980s. Which meant shopping in America at this time generally looked like a giant enclosed building filled with stores, movie theaters, and food courts geared toward, staffed, and patronized by teenagers. 

					MTV: In 1980, the average age of an artist with a number-one song on Billboard’s pop charts was thirty-four, a time in music AV Club referred to as the age of “Divorce Rock.” Arriving the following summer in August of 1981, MTV favored telegenic younger musicians and their fans. That—in tandem with the boom in Top 40 radio, the corporate consolidation of record store chains, and, later, the coming of the CD—meant the eighties equaled a reawakening of pop music as a teenage commodity, and all the record-store shopping, concert-ticket buying, and style imitating that went with it. 

					Personal Technology: Cable television, the VCR, video games, and the personal computer all came into the lives of teenagers at this time. This meant a blurring of boundaries between home and school, between work and fun, and between consuming pop culture elsewhere and in the privacy of one’s basement or bedroom.

			

			Take these factors in pairs or all together, and we get a picture of teenage life in 1980s America anchored by places. Reflecting this, teen movies from this moment in history give a special role to their settings and locations, sometimes as crucial to their success as a great performance, a killer sound, or unforgettable lines of dialogue. 

			Combined, these places show, via the drama and wish fulfillment of the movies, what it meant to be young in America three decades ago. I’ve called these places, and this love letter to them, Brat Pack America. 

			The term “Brat Pack” came from a 1985 New York Magazine article with the subhead: “The young movie stars you can’t quite keep straight… They’re who kids want to see and what kids want to be.” This was a flawed premise from the start: only some of the actors writer David Blum lumped into the “Pack” were friends or even knew each other. A few key members had made their reputations in movies that were about adults or families, not young people. Others who did work together, like Judd Nelson and Molly Ringwald, were nearly ten years apart in age, which made it a stretch to call them members of the same generation.

			I accept that the term Brat Pack is full of holes. I’ve used it because it gets right at the time and films we’ll be looking at. The “America” in Brat Pack America gives us some geographic parameters.

			A few more: I’ve defined a teen movie as one where the main character is between the ages of thirteen and nineteen. This meant ruling out some great movies where the characters are too young (what I would have given to make room for, say, Monster Squad or The Explorers) or where the protagonist is an adult in a movie about high school students (say Stand and Deliver—letting go of that one hurt). I’ve set the boundaries of “the 1980s” as 1978–1989 to make room for proto-eighties teen movies like Animal House and Grease. I’ve also focused only on movies filmed and set in the United States and had to regretfully leave out some films that simply couldn’t find a place in the story I am telling (apologizing to fans of Red Dawn right now). When using the word location, I mean where a movie scene was filmed in the real world (e.g. the Gamble House in Pasadena). When I say setting, I mean the name of that same place in the movie (e.g. Doc Brown’s house in Hill Valley).

			Movie locations are found and secured by skilled professionals who must balance the artistic visions of the filmmakers and the real cost of a film crew taking over that location. Those costs, between getting the actors and crew onsite, permits from local government, rerouting traffic, making a street look sunny when it is raining or like 1943 when it’s not 1943, often win out over exactly what the director or screenwriter had in mind.

			This is the simplest explanation why movies claiming to take place in Rome or Tokyo can just as easily look like back lots and soundstages, or why, say, the neighborhoods of “Hill Valley, California” or Halloween’s “Haddonfield, Illinois” look suspiciously like rows of houses in South Pasadena. Movies can keep to their budgets with these shortcuts.

			Knowing this, movie places still resonate with us movie lovers, despite the often boring and ordinary reasons why important scenes were filmed there. Therefore, I won’t be spending much time on what filmmakers intended or meant by the choice of a location. I’ll instead assume the movie, now out in the world, belongs to those of us in the audience and we get to have our own feelings about and responses to it.

			Thanks to social media, it’s now painfully easy to find out where your favorite movie was filmed. There’s an entire digital cottage industry of movie fans capturing themselves visiting Forks, Washington, on a self-created Twilight tour or placing a prank phone call from the atrium of the Sherway Gardens mall in Toronto, just like Regina George does at the beginning of Mean Girls. Air New Zealand named itself “The Official Airline of Middle Earth” to take advantage of tourists keen to visit the hotspots of The Lord of the Rings trilogy. “Location Vacations” and town-wide celebrations of a beloved movie filmed there are now established pieces of the travel and tourism industry.

			Movie locations can now be big businesses long after the movie has come and gone. Yet the desire to visit them is as basic as my own seventh-grade delusion that Hill Valley was real: to hold your favorite movie even closer to your heart by entering it for only a moment, to let its spell overtake you in the physical world, to make its dreams yours. 

			The eighties teen movie captured a special time for this kind of dreaming. I invite you into the DeLorean with me, to go back in time for a different kind of visit to some old favorites—a visit across the map of a Brat Pack America. 

			Thank you for riding along. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Before

			Where the ’80s Teen Movie Came From 

			Movies Discussed: Star Wars, Jaws, American Graffiti, Grease, Breaking Away, My Bodyguard, Animal House, Fame, The Warriors 

			Where did the eighties teen movie and its interest in places come from? How did teenagers onscreen go from being studied or romanticized from the point of view of adults to being real people at the center of their own stories? How did those same teenagers go from being filmed against nondescript or overused backgrounds in New York and California to being characters with their own neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, and hangouts, in locations all over America? And why was the 1980s the moment when this all happened?

			Our first stop on this trip across Brat Pack America is to the years right before. The Hollywood (and America) of the 1970s drew the first lines on our map that a half-dozen teen movies from that time would then bring into view. Without these six movies, the table wouldn’t have been set for Sixteen Candles, The Karate Kid, or Dirty Dancing a few years later. Without these six movies, it would hard to see how location and setting were one of the quiet yet big factors that made the teen movies of the 1980s so special.

			Let’s program the DeLorean for the middle and late years of the 1970s. American moviemaking is in the midst of a seismic change, while America itself seems to be in free fall. Concurrently, teen movies seem at cross-purposes, about teenagers yet for adults nostalgic for their youth. And then a group of movies about teenage bicyclists, street gangs, bodyguards, and dancers come along and change everything. 

			The Adolescence of the American Teen Movie

			By the 1970s, the teen movie genre was around twenty years old, its earliest examples coming from the middle years of the Eisenhower Administration. Those first teen movies looked at adolescence as a social problem in need of solving, like homelessness or drug addiction. Consequently, settings and locations in these movies were either partly to blame for the new social disease of teenagers (see the unforgiving west Manhattan neighborhoods of 1953’s Blackboard Jungle and later 1961’s West Side Story) or the victims of it (the small California towns terrorized by outlaw bikers in 1953’s The Wild One). The most famous teen movies of this first generation, 1955’s Rebel Without a Cause (the name came from a book on psychopathology), was shot in Los Angeles because its studio, Warner Brothers, considered a story about teenagers a low-priority, quickie project and wanted to save money filming nearby. Rebel Without a Cause isn’t an “LA Movie” the way, say, Chinatown or Repo Man are inseparable from the city where they happen, but Rebel Without a Cause did have the accidental and enduring benefit of transforming the city’s Griffith Park Observatory from a local attraction into an international emblem of Los Angeles. Rebel’s famous fight scene involving the observatory’s gently twisting staircases, outdoor telescopes, and James Dean pursued by thugs has been commemorated by a white stone monument and bust of the star. It sits on the west side of the building’s lawn to this day.

			By the late 1960s, the beach teen films (think Gidget, Frankie, and Annette) earlier in the decade had been overtaken by rock and roll and the Vietnam War. The result was movies that felt like news reports from the front lines of the counterculture: Riot on Sunset Strip (1967) was an eighty-seven-minute retelling of an actual riot on the Sunset Strip that had happened the year before. Wild in the Streets (1968) took a made-up news event (America elects a twenty-four-year-old president) and stretched it into a wacked-out political satire (young president amends Constitution and imprisons anyone over thirty-five). The ripped-from-the-headlines nature of these teen movies meant plot dictated setting. Locations had to serve as backdrop for the actual events that happened in front of them, even as the movies reworked those events as fiction. 

			But by the 1970s, the twenty-year-old American teen movie was in the middle of a post-adolescent regression. On the one hand, Hollywood had been saved from financial oblivion and cultural irrelevance by a generation of young filmmakers nicknamed the "Movie Brats," who weren’t that far past adolescence themselves. On the other hand, these filmmakers were largely interested in making movies either for or about people like them: college graduates living in big cities on the coasts. Likewise, their few movies about teenagers were almost always set in the past and meant to stir the nostalgic hearts and memories of the adults they and their peers had just become.

			By the 1970s, the teen movie, barely into its twenties, already longed for its lost youth. 

			It would take two members of the Movie Brat generation, making two of the biggest blockbusters ever, to smooth out our map and ready it for the dots and lines of Brat Pack America. Those blockbusters wouldn’t be called teen movies, even though one of them had a late-teenage protagonist and teenagers saw both in droves. Instead, their creators had deliberately positioned them as rousing entertainment from an earlier age of movie-going, when kids and adults could enjoy the same movies and not glower across the generational divide at one another.

			The eighties teen movie arrives, then, through these fractured circumstances: from seventies teen movies really made for adults, and two giant blockbusters made with every moviegoer on the planet in mind, but which ended up largely being watched by teenagers.

			Pre–Brat Pack America

			By the time of those two giant blockbusters, in the second half of the 1970s, America’s efforts to shake the hangover of the Vietnam War and Watergate were not going well. The nation’s biggest, baddest metropolis, New York City, went bankrupt in 1975 then had a citywide blackout in the summer of 1977, where arson and looting led to nearly 4,000 arrests and $1 billion in damages. So many fires consumed the city during the decade that an HBO documentary about the NYFD simply referred to this time as “the war years.”

			War in the Middle East caused oil shortages in 1973 and again in 1979, leading to hour-long waits at gas stations. Factories in factory towns, humming nonstop for generations, suddenly went dark, the labor shipped overseas. And Jimmy Carter’s presidency (1976–1980) introduced the terms “stagflation” and “malaise” into the public conversation about the nation’s economy. Production fell, inflation rose, and it started to look a whole lot like America was an old horse headed for the glue factory. For the first time in the twentieth century, economists predicted the generation of children growing up in the 1970s, would be worse off than their parents.

			Things sucked. America had been on a three-decade winning streak since the end of World War II as the world’s richest and most powerful country. Now the party was over, and it looked like America would be cleaning beer bottles and vomit off its carpet for who knew how long.

			But for popular culture, bad times often lead to great things. The 1970s were also the first years of punk, hip-hop, Philadelphia soul, and disco. In literature, the decade gave us the ascendency of John Updike and Joyce Carol Oates, Toni Morrison and E. L. Doctorow. The visual arts leapt from museum and gallery walls to three-dimensional installations and public streets via the work of Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring. The founding of Atari in 1972 and Apple in 1977 led to twin revolutions in video games and personal computing. And in movies, the 1970s were a time of the Movie Brats, a generation of filmmakers whose best movies are still considered classics over four decades later.

			Pre–Brat Pack America Hollywood

			The era of the Movie Brats, also called the New Hollywood (roughly 1967 to, at the latest, 1980), happened because, by the middle years of the Vietnam War, Hollywood was in a world of trouble and knew why: the American moviegoer was getting younger, smarter, and no longer cared about its product. The counterculture was in full swing, and movies from Europe and Asia had been unexpected hits in the US, while the studios’ normal fare of musicals and historical epics landed like lead balloons. Between 1969 and 1971, American movie attendance would slip, fall, then bottom out at about one-sixth of what it had been in the 1940s. “The once-proud studio system,” wrote Peter Biskind in his 1998 book Easy Riders, Raging Bulls: How the Sex-Drugs-and-Rock ’N’ Roll Generation Saved Hollywood, “already a leaky vessel, was now listing badly.”

			Out of desperation, studios let the first generation of recent film school graduates (Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas, and Steven Spielberg) not only direct big projects but also have unparalleled creative control over them. With their heads filled with French, Japanese, and German movies from their university campuses and local repertory movie theaters, these young directors decided to take American film business in a very different direction. Hollywood wanted this new, younger audience. The young directors represented it, and the listing, leaky film studios were running out of ways to bail water.

			Beginning in 1967 with The Graduate and Bonnie and Clyde, the signature movies from the New Hollywood—Mean Streets, The Godfather, Five Easy Pieces, Chinatown, and Harold and Maude—have complicated heroes, rare happy endings, and a screw-you attitude toward authority. Also, with few exceptions, the movies of this era are overwhelmingly set and filmed in New York and California, echoing either where the filmmakers grew up, went to school, or had their first jobs in the movie business. When their movies did happen somewhere else, they would either say so very loudly (Nashville in 1975), have somewhere else be integral to the story (road movies set in multiple places like Easy Rider or Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore), or happened in a place that no longer exists, a mythic American past like Bonnie and Clyde’s Depression-era South or The Wild Bunch’s end-of-the-frontier West.

			The American New Wavers saw themselves as widening the definition of American movies and widening the minds of American moviegoers. The best of the movies they made, which hit the grand slam of winning awards, critical acclaim, making money, and enduring through time, are proof positive that they succeeded. But these guys weren’t called the Movie Brats just because they were young and suddenly rich and powerful. They also thought the old Hollywood way of trying to make movies “for everybody” was for squares. Make them for yourself and your friends, they figured. Everyone else will catch up. 

			Where Were You…In ’62?

			Even though the Movie Brats were largely young men in their mid-to-late twenties, youth as a cinematic subject wasn’t very interesting to them. When it did show up in their movies, it tended to present in one of two ways and was usually held at arm’s length: the most famous movies from the period with young protagonists—Easy Rider (1969), Bonnie and Clyde, The Graduate, M*A*S*H (all 1970), Badlands (1973), Harold & Maude (1971), and Saturday Night Fever (1975)—look at youth as metaphor for either the rebellious power or hopeless confusion of a generation. The other approach was movies set in a “simpler” past that looked at being young though the eyes of adult nostalgia—Summer of ’42 (1971), Cooley High (1975), Next Stop, Greenwich Village (1978), Same Time, Next Year (1978). In both cases, the lives of young people were rarely worthy subjects on their own, but instead had to represent or remind the audience of something else.

			The most important teen movie from this time did equal shares of both. 

			American Graffiti (1973), George Lucas’s second film, is the story of a group of high school seniors killing time on the last night of summer. The year is 1962; the location, California’s Central Valley. (Lucas’s childhood home of Modesto was the inspiration, but filming actually took place in the city of Petaluma, 120 miles to the northwest.) The kids talk about moving away, going to college, leaving friends and childhood behind. Since the movie was released in the immediate aftermath of the Vietnam War and during Watergate, but was about being young a decade before all of that, American Graffiti felt not just like a funeral for the characters’ adolescence but for the youth of an entire generation—the parents of the children of Brat Pack America who remembered cruising and sock hops and make-out spots called Inspiration Point. The movie’s tagline: “Where Were You…In ’62?” was nostalgia and metaphor at the same time.

			American Graffiti made an astounding $140 million on a budget of $777,000 and gave Lucas the money and clout to make Star Wars three years later. It also set off a wave of late-fifties/early-sixties nostalgia in popular culture—the TV show Happy Days, which debuted the following year, the movie version of the Broadway musical Grease (1978)—that lasted well into the 1980s with movies like Hairspray, Peggy Sue Got Married, and Dirty Dancing (we’ll look at those movies in Chapter 5). 

			Most importantly, American Graffiti changed the way Hollywood packaged movies about teenagers. The New Hollywood directors and their audience were now in their mid-to-late twenties, settling into careers and families. Their adolescence had been shaken by war, the Civil Rights Movement, the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr., Medgar Evers, and two Kennedys. American Graffiti unleashed a thirst for memories of a simpler time.

			American Graffiti and Grease, five years later, are the greatest evidence that the teen movie of the 1970s didn’t want to be contemporary, but rather remain nostalgic, viewing adolescence either at symbolic distance or as a memory from adulthood. Teen movies didn’t have the self-awareness or regard—not yet, anyway—to see being a teenager as interesting on its own.

			The eighties teen movie also picked up a tailwind during this period from an unexpected source: two giant blockbusters, neither of which was about teenagers but got teenagers buying tickets in record numbers. These two blockbusters traded in the cynical reality of their contemporaries for straightforward entertainment. Their settings were as unforgettable as their characters, their special effects, or their now-classic lines of dialogue. But those unforgettable settings were also the background of stories powered by giant, archetypal emotions with a capital “E”—the unique in service of the universal we’d see as fundamental to the movies of Brat Pack America several years later. 

			The Shark and the Force

			The beginning of the end of this golden age of American movies in the 1970s often gets unfairly laid at the feet of Steven Spielberg and George Lucas. Spielberg’s third film, Jaws, came out in June of 1975, a summer release that made more money than its studio Universal Pictures (or anyone, really) ever thought possible and set the template for the modern summer blockbuster (easy to explain, lots of chills and thrills, massive advertising campaign, and showing every five minutes on every movie screen all at once). George Lucas’s third film, Star Wars (May 1977), beat Jaws for the crown of most successful movie of all time only two summers after the record had been set.

			Suddenly there was more cheddar in movies than anyone could have dreamed, and the way to get it seemed to be not mobsters killing each other or the stink of police corruption but bigger and simpler movies that worked first as entertainment for everybody, not a poke in the eye of those too uncool to get it. And though “everybody” meant young and middle-aged and old alike, it was really kids and teenagers who showed up to Jaws and Star Wars, bought the T-shirts and lunchboxes, then came back to the theater multiple times with their friends.

			The American movie audience was changing. By the mid-1960s, the majority of ticket buyers were under thirty. By the mid-1970s, the majority were under twenty. 

			It seems pretty easy, then, to draw a line from Star Wars and Jaws to the most glaring flaws of summer movie season now—loud, over-marketed comic books designed to thrill sixth-graders and live just as much in action figures, video games, and Halloween costumes as great moviemaking. But that wouldn’t be fair or even true. For starters, The Godfather had already broken box office records three years before Jaws, proving moviegoers could fall just as in love with a bloody family tragedy as they could with a mechanical shark named Bruce and a droid named R2-D2. Second, both Spielberg and Lucas had begun their careers with the same kinds of bleak adult-facing movies their contemporaries made, and which Spielberg would return to in middle age with Saving Private Ryan (1997), Minority Report (2002), and Munich (2005). And though both Spielberg and Lucas identified with filmmakers of their generation (Coppola had mentored both, but they also buddied around with Brian De Palma, John Milius, and Martin Scorsese), both had grown up on fairy tales and the reliable genres of classic Hollywood (westerns, war films, pirate movies, and historical romances) and wanted to make versions of them for their own time. Third, by most accounts, New Hollywood’s influence didn’t get squashed by Jaws and Star Wars but hung around at least until 1980 (Scorsese’s Raging Bull and Hal Ashby’s Coming Home, both released that year, feel a decade older) and was as much done in, according to Peter Biskind in Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, by changes in studio ownership, terminated executive and producer contracts, and the “hard white snow falling on Hollywood” in the form of cocaine addiction that tripped up the career of Martin Scorsese and so many gifted filmmakers like him.

			More likely, Star Wars and Jaws, George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, lead us out of the Movie Brat era and into the 1980s by performing the neat trick of being both rebellious and middle-of-the-road at the same time. Both Jaws and Star Wars have the classically teenage values of being suspicious of authority and on the side of iconoclasts and doubters. Both also do so in movies where you can avoid thinking about those values and just focus on being entertained by shark attacks and TIE fighter battles.

			 It’s a formulation John Hughes—whose movies were always on the side of the outcast but in service of old-fashioned entertainment and emotional payoff that outcast, bully, and parent all could relate to—would use a little bit later. And both Jaws and Star Wars apply that same micro/macro calculation to setting and location. The places Jaws and Star Wars happen are completely unique, but they work in service of a kind of storytelling and toward a set of emotions that are deliberately universal.

			In Peter Benchley’s novel Jaws, the source material for Spielberg’s movie published in 1974, the fictional town of Amity is a resort community off the coast of New York’s Long Island. Spielberg and his team filmed Jaws in the fishing village of Menemsha on Martha’s Vineyard off the coast of Massachusetts. Menemsha was chosen because it looked scruffy enough that a loss in summer tourism due to shark attacks would be cataclysmic—a picture-postcard seaside town like Mystic, Connecticut, would look prosperous enough to make its July Fourth profit some other way. The corrupt Amity officials who want to ignore the shark attacks are even more evil if Amity looks down on its luck—and the ocean water off the beach was shallow enough to set up camera equipment safely. Spielberg also made sure to cast respected actors but not giant movie stars (Jaws’s studio, Universal, suggested Charlton Heston and Starsky and Hutch heartthrob Jan-Michael Vincent), as he wanted Jaws to be about fear everyone could relate to, not an action movie about matinee idols beating the crap out of a deadly fish.

			“My goal was to find someone who’d never been on the cover of Rolling Stone,” Spielberg said, “so you would believe this was happening to people like you and me.”

			It worked. The heroes of Jaws are middle-aged men with dad bods, but teenagers saw it in droves, hung posters of it in suburban bedrooms, and then scared each other by making shark fin hands and uttering duh-duh-duh-duh at the community swimming pool. Spielberg chose to zoom Jaws in on one town’s very specific shark problem during a single holiday weekend, while also crafting the film to resonate on the universal level of fearing what you can’t see and don’t understand, a terror as common as the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood or the monster under the bed. No wonder Jaws made people scared even to take a bath.

			George Lucas and his crew filmed Star Wars in Tunisia (which served as the planet Tatooine), Guatemala (the Rebel base on the planet Yavin), and on soundstages in the United Kingdom. Several desert scenes were also shot in Southern California’s Death Valley, but we weren’t supposed to know that. George Lucas conceived Star Wars, as he’s said about eighteen thousand times, for a generation of children who did not have their own fairy tales. He wanted to give them their own set of myths inspired by his childhood love of Buck Rogers, Flash Gordon, and a “kind of basic morality,” saying, “Everybody’s forgetting to tell the kids, ‘Hey, this is right and this is wrong.’” None of it was meant to resemble the beaten, exhausted America of the 1970s they lived in, but the mythic absolutes of good and evil that ruled a long, long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.

			Star Wars also featured a protagonist with a classic teenage set of problems. Luke Skywalker wants to leave home to go to the academy (a.k.a. college? The army? The circus?). His family needs him at home to work on the farm. Luke’s probably a late teenager (maybe nineteen or twenty, though I’m sure eighty-five super fans just raised their hand with a correction). He also joins up with something called the Rebel Alliance to take down the Empire, which we later find out is lead by his dad. “Star Wars was a generation gap drama that sided with the kids,” wrote Peter Biskind in an essay for the 1990 anthology Seeing Through Movies. He argued that Lucas had meant the faltering empire desperately grabbing for power and crushing rebellion to stand in for post-Vietnam America. (Lucas has said as much since, even suggesting the Emperor as a stand-in for Richard Nixon.) The Ewok sequence in Return of the Jedi (1983), wrote Biskind, was a hippie dream of “an empire brought down by a children’s crusade—of teenagers and teddy bears.”

			Anti-establishment in values, yet fun for all in execution, Jaws and Star Wars seemed both of the New Hollywood and the exit door out of it. Those hard, cynical movies by the friends and colleagues of Lucas and Spielberg aimed big in terms of political and social commentary, narrative strategy, and filmmaking chops. But they also had a certain nearsightedness in terms of how who they were for was reflected in where they happened: for movies aimed at changing the way we see movies and America itself, the “America” where their films happened was almost entirely missing.

			Spielberg and Lucas were building a big tent. The relatability Spielberg fought to have in Jaws served the same archetypes and universal emotions of Lucas’s fairytales—man vs. nature, fear of the unknown, courage in the face of doubt—rather than the specifics of setting and plot. Both movies have a sense of place that is entirely theirs—Star Wars is fictional and interplanetary, but forty years later, its fans can describe Tatooine better than the next town over, and parts of Martha’s Vineyard remain iconic enough to be spots on a Jaws tour—but aim for the audience to shriek, sigh, or gasp as one. John Hughes would do the same, using a subjective notion of place (in his case, the north suburbs of Chicago where he was raising his own family) as the stage for universal stories and emotions, big themes seen through a very small keyhole.

			It’s not hard to see how this can go wrong. No movie speaks to everyone, no matter how much its creators try. And if movies’ big ideas don’t speak to you (if, say, man vs. shark or the power of a mythical energy field called the Force leaves you cold), it’s easy to zoom in on how its specifics don’t either (“That shark looked unrealistic,” “I’ve never liked sci-fi movies").

			Paradoxically, a movie aiming to please everybody can still feel like it has a specific moviegoer in mind. Which may explain why there seem to be way more Star Wars fans who work as software engineers than social workers, and why John Hughes devotees seem disproportionately to have grown up in suburbs and small towns rather than dense urban centers.

			Jaws and Star Wars weren’t specifically about teenagers but felt like they were made for them. The teen movies from the 1970s were really for adults who missed being teenagers. The six movies from this time that were the older siblings of eighties teen movies were a little of both—nostalgic yet contemporary, iconic in story while specific in detail. Their tales of bicyclists and bodyguards, of dancers and Deltas, of Thunderbirds and Warriors, did something else without quite meaning to: through a few smart choices in setting and location, they point the way toward the big themes of the eighties teen movie and bring the map of the entire country of Brat Pack America into view.

			The Six Movies of Pre–Brat Pack America

			Breaking Away (1979)

			Breaking Away came out in July of 1979 and won that year’s Oscar for Best Original Screenplay and a Golden Globe for Best Picture. It marked the cinematic coming-out party for actors Dennis Quaid and Daniel Stern, and Paul Dooley’s best dad role until he topped it as Molly Ringwald’s father in Sixteen Candles (1984). Breaking Away is also in the top ten of the American Film Institute’s list of “Most Inspiring Movies” and “Best Sport Movies.” As of this writing, it has a 94 percent fresh rating on Rotten Tomatoes. 

			For my money, it also holds the title of being the very first eighties teen movie.

			Along with My Bodyguard, which came out the following year, Breaking Away concerns itself with friendship, loyalty, and the uncertainty of growing up. But unlike teen movies from the decade before, both also seem to have no other motive than to listen to their characters talk and watch them be themselves. Breaking Away and My Bodyguard have nothing profound to say about youth culture or society at large, and their target audience isn’t an adult who misses being a teenager. Instead, these are movies about being teenagers told by characters experiencing it.

			Breaking Away takes place in summertime, one year after the high school graduation of its four main characters. These are working-class kids, sons of laborers and service employees, natives of Bloomington, Indiana, unsure of what to do next. The protagonist Dave (Dennis Christopher) distracts himself with bicycle racing, his passion. Mike (Dennis Quaid) is an ex-football star, resentful that his accomplishments on the field mean nothing now that high school is over. Their friend Cyril (Daniel Stern), the Ringo Starr of the group, seems content not to worry about the future. Moocher (Jackie Earle Haley) has plans to marry his high school girlfriend.

			The quartet’s parents worked in the state’s rock quarries, cutting the limestone used in the buildings at nearby Indiana University, but those jobs are disappearing and Bloomington is increasingly resembling a college town instead of an industrial community: more Cambridge than Dorchester, more Ann Arbor than Detroit. The painful transition from one Bloomington to another gets played out in scraps and bar fights between the four friends and Indiana University students who sneer and call them “cutters.” Predicting early eighties fashion, the villainous IU boys always appear in pressed khakis, fraternity sweaters, and haircuts parted severely to the right.

			The movie’s climax is the Little 500 bicycle race, an actual bicycle race held the third week of April at Indiana University since 1951. The four friends form a team called the Cutters and end up in the final laps competing for victory against the same bullies who menaced them earlier. I won’t tell you who wins, but the feeling you leave Breaking Away with is a fifty-fifty split of “Hooray!” and “Okay, now what?”

			What makes Breaking Away both magical and important for our purposes is Bloomington. Screenwriter Steve Tesich based the film’s Oscar-winning script on his own experience as both an IU student and an avid cyclist. But Bloomington isn’t just an autobiographical detail, it’s all these four protagonists have ever known.

			“My dad says Jesus never lived more than fifty miles from home,” says Cyril in the movie’s opening scene. “Look what happened to him,” retorts Mike.

			Bloomington is changing and leaving these four young men behind. Breaking Away doesn’t see this as social commentary but a reminder of the inevitability of time and the need to do something before time rolls over you.

			Move Breaking Away to a big city that’s always on the move or a small town where nothing ever changes and all the beauty and pain of this moment in the four friends’ lives is lost. The movie needs someplace like Bloomington, in transition but with a bright future (university towns are, on the whole, places of economic stability, even in states down on their luck), or else the four guys have nothing to head toward and the title Breaking Away is just a cruel joke. (Break away? TO WHAT?) 

			Breaking Away made way for the eighties teen movie in three ways: 1) It’s a movie about growing up that observed rather than editorialized or commented on its teenage characters doing it; 2) it showed young people worried about a future in a declining American industrial economy, a plot device for a whole ecosystem of eighties teen movies including All the Right Moves and Vision Quest; and 3) with Bloomington as a major character, it began to rearrange the map of the American teen movies. The movies of the 1970s said important things happen on America’s coasts. Breaking Away made a strong case for the American Midwest, not as a foreign land within US borders (the way, say, Deliverance the decade before had portrayed rural Georgia) but as a place both unique and archetypal. It may have looked different from New York or California, but the characters had the same struggles, difficulties, and hopes as people anywhere else.

			It would take John Hughes and his enormous influence to make the Midwest the capital region of Brat Pack America, but Breaking Away began that process 250 miles southeast of Hughes country in Bloomington, a town unique and crucial to its story that also staged an archetypal story of time, change, and the uncertainty and confusion of growing up.

			My Bodyguard (1980)

			A simpler, less ambitious movie than Breaking Away, My Bodyguard is often cited as a lead-in to many of the best known eighties teen movies. It not only has teenagers as both the narrators and main characters of their own story, but also positions the city of Chicago as the theater for the dramas of adolescence. My Bodyguard will be the first of many films in this story that symbolically viewed the home of the Sears Tower and the elevated train as what the late critic Roger Ebert called “a teenage Hollywood.”

			My Bodyguard has a premise so simple that the movie’s beauty lies almost entirely in its execution, not what it’s doing but how it’s doing it. Clifford (Chris Makepeace) is a curly-haired, thin-armed adolescent. Following his parents’ divorce, his father (Martin Mull) takes a new job managing the Ambassador Hotel, moving Clifford and Clifford’s grandmother (the immortal Ruth Gordon, Maude in Harold and Maude) from the Chicago’s South Side to the hotel in the city’s Gold Coast neighborhood. This makes Clifford the new kid at a new school, and when he runs afoul of bully Melvin Moody (Matt Dillon, in his second film role), he gets the idea to hire the class weirdo Ricky (Adam Baldwin, in his film debut), the only kid in school Moody doesn’t mess with, as his bodyguard.

			My Bodyguard is a movie about friendship: Ricky and Clifford get to know one other and Clifford learns why Ricky has avoided letting anyone in. It ends in a climactic (and needless) fight scene with Adam Baldwin, Matt Dillon, and Chris Makepeace all punching the snot out of each other. That fight happens right by a pond in Lincoln Park next to Chicago’s Lincoln Park Zoo. The pond plays a key role in the events leading up to the fight. Watching over the entire scene in the background is the solemn black triangle of the John Hancock Center, probably the city’s most famous building after the Sears Tower.

			My Bodyguard loves Chicago and its landmarks. The movie opens with an aerial shot of Clifford bicycling down Lake Shore Drive, an unmistakable view that may as well be scored to Frank Sinatra singing, “Chicago, That Toddlin’ Town.” Clifford’s family lives at the Ambassador Hotel (now called Public Chicago) at 1301 N. State Street, probably the city’s most historic hotel after the Drake. (Trivia: The Ambassador contains the Pump Room restaurant, where, after being denied a table because he wasn’t wearing a suit, Phil Collins decided to call his third solo album No Jacket Required. Pump Room management later mailed Collins a sport coat and told him to come back any time he liked). The film’s beautiful we-are-becoming-friends montage of Ricky and Clifford riding Ricky’s newly refashioned motorcycle is a two-wheeled tour of Windy City icons: Sears Tower, under the L tracks on Wacker Drive, around the giant red Alexander Calder Flamingo sculpture on South Dearborn Street, where Cameron would later yell, “You’re crazy!” to his best friend Ferris Bueller right before Ferris sang “Twist and Shout.”

			Clifford is a city kid, a rare thing in the eighties teen movies that followed My Bodyguard. He doesn’t visit friends who have driveways and front lawns. There’s no mention of his dad commuting from the south suburbs, nor any warning about how “dangerous” the city is for a scrawny teenager riding around on a motorbike. Shot and released a few years before John Hughes began directing, My Bodyguard stays entirely within Chicago city limits and does not acknowledge Hughes’s home base in the northern suburbs at all. Chicago is Clifford’s whole world. My Bodyguard never leaves it.

			But director Tony Bill and screenwriter Alan Ormsby go a step further and also use negative spaces, what Chicago is not as well as what it is, to tell us more about My Bodyguard’s characters. Before they become friends, Clifford follows Ricky home from school to see where his mysterious bodyguard lives. Ricky comes to an intersection, turns down an alley and arrives at a modest ranch house with its address numbers falling off. Clifford doesn’t know where this is, underlining that Ricky is still a remote and mysterious presence (“Where the hell am I and how do I get out of here?” he asks after Ricky catches him spying). But if you knew Chicago in the early 1980s, you’d know that this part of town is Little Italy on the city’s West Side (street signs for both Thirteenth Street and W. Maxwell Street help, too). Culturally self-contained and removed from downtown despite its nearness to it, the area contained activist Jane Addams’s Hull House in the nineteenth century. Today, the neighborhood has been gentrified thanks to its proximity to downtown and, in the early 2000s, the tearing down of nearby public housing projects and developing by the University of Illinois at Chicago nearby. A real estate agent these days might call it “University Village.”

			Why the filmmakers chose this for Ricky’s neighborhood probably has everything to do with cost, convenience, and local color. But the choice is also a wink to anyone who knows Chicago’s neighborhoods and geography: we know almost nothing of Ricky’s background that would explain how he ended up living in this part of the city. But it makes sense that My Bodyguard’s most remote, least knowable character lives in a part of Chicago that most residents not from there wouldn’t know either.

			The location, if you recognize it, underlines Clifford’s (lack of) understanding of Ricky and points to where their friendship at the movie’s center begins. It’s also bonus points and an inside joke for anyone who loves Chicago as much as this movie does.

			Now, look at Matt Dillon as the villain: slicked hair, a lolloping walk, and jutting chin. His accent could be Italian or Irish (Moody is an Irish name and Matt Dillon is Irish-American), but lacks the long vowels and flat consonants of a Chicago-born teenager. When we first see him, he’s wearing a satin navy-blue baseball starter jacket with white trim, the color scheme not of the Cubs or the White Sox but of the New York Yankees.

			Moody may rule Clifford’s school, but the filmmakers have cast and dressed the character as seemingly not from Chicago, or at least not loyal to it. (What teenager would wear a Yankees jacket to a North Side high school and not get beaten to death by Cubs fans? The school bully who can beat back.)

			It may actually be saying nothing that My Bodyguard, a movie Chicago-born and proud, has a villain that seems like an import from the Bronx and gets his ass kicked in the movie’s last scene, but I like to think that, as in Breaking Away, we are seeing the slight shift of the American teen movie away from just New York and California and toward a more diverse map of teenage lives onscreen.

			I may be making something of nothing, but read on and see where it happens again.

			National Lampoon’s Animal House (1978)

			If you’ve seen a movie recently about a bunch of male friends chasing girls and having disgusting but hilarious adventures along the way, you owe National Lampoon’s Animal House a dollar—two dollars if you own a sweatshirt with simply the word “college” printed across the front, have ever chanted “toga, toga” when wrapped in a bed sheet, or danced to the song “Shout” at a wedding.

			Animal House is the reason for all of these now-immoveable mountains of American popular culture. Made for $3 million, grossing $140 million, it’s widely considered one of the funniest movies of all time. As of this writing, it has a 91 percent fresh rating on Rotten Tomatoes and has been a member of the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry since 2001.

			Yes, Animal House is a movie about college (Faber College, circa 1962; motto: learning is good) and therefore should be out of bounds for our look at eighties teen movies. But Animal House influenced so many latter-day teen movies (from Porky’s to American Pie to Superbad and The Hangover films) that we’d be remiss in leaving it out of this discussion of the older brothers and sisters of Brat Pack America. Animal House also perfected the plot of a gang of losers and outcasts sticking it to the bullies and brownnosers in the halls of power, an idea we see repeated often in Brat Pack America movies like The Goonies and Real Genius, and in the twin comedies of Savage Steve Holland: Better Off Dead and One Crazy Summer.

			Animal House doesn’t specify where Faber College is. A logical answer might be Hanover, New Hampshire, as coscreenwriter Chris Miller based the wild Delta fraternity at the movie’s center on his own Alpha Delta fraternity at Dartmouth College. Another screenwriter, Harold Ramis, had gone Greek at Washington University, but Animal House looks too rural to have been filmed in the Central West End of St. Louis. A good fallback answer for this question is always “somewhere around Los Angeles,” but Animal House had too many cast members wearing winter coats and scarves while barfing and too many campus quads bordered by trees in glorious fall colors to be Southern California.

			Animal House was filmed in and around Eugene, Oregon, home of the University of Oregon. In the mid 1960s, William Beaty Boyd had been an administrator at the University of California at Berkeley when The Graduate asked to shoot there. Boyd said no and The Graduate went on to make cinematic history, with the majority of its “Berkeley” scenes filmed at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles instead. By the late 1970s, Boyd was president of the University of Oregon, and determined not to make the same mistake twice.

			“We knew that we wanted to shoot on the grounds of a real university,” wrote producer Matty Simmons in his 2012 book Fat, Drunk, and Stupid: The Inside Story Behind the Making of Animal House. “Getting not only college buildings and classrooms as exteriors but also the students as extras.” But most universities took one look at the drugs, booze, and nudity in Animal House and passed. Boyd, on the other hand, flung open the campus gates after the filmmakers promised to tone down the raunchy stuff (sure). He even let his own office double as the evil Dean Wormer’s office, where a dead horse is, shall we say, disposed of with a chain saw.

			Many of the Animal House locations are still around today. The main campus cafeteria called the Fishbowl, host of the most famous food fight scene in movie history, looks pretty much as it did in 1978. The Dexter Lake Club (at 39128 Dexter Road in nearby Dexter, Oregon), where the fraternity brothers recruit the band that plays “Shout,” is still in business as the Rattlesnake BBQ. The building used for the Delta House was torn down, but a plaque commemorating the movie is on site. The interiors of the Delta House belong to the University’s Sigma Nu fraternity, which is still active on campus.

			But does Eugene, Oregon, or the University of Oregon change the influence of Animal House? Does it mean anything for our story of eighties teen movies and the places where they happened?

			In the late seventies, when Animal House was filmed, fraternities on American college campuses were in bad shape. The counterculture of the 1960s had made them seem like bastions of privilege where “the man” got his early training in oppressing others. By the 1970s, fraternities “moldered, all but forgotten. Membership fell sharply, fraternity houses slid into increasing states of disrepair, and hundreds of chapters closed,” wrote journalist Caitlin Flanagan in her 2014 Atlantic article “The Dark Power of Fraternities.” And whether demographics actually bore this out, in the public mind, fraternities were the remnants of a dying Northeastern WASP establishment.

			Animal House changed all of that. Suddenly fraternities were cool again, not just for the privileged few but also for the weird and rejected, the handsome and homely, the fat, drunk, and stupid. Fraternities were now places you went not just to party but to stick it to the man by partying. Partying now had a weird moral imperative, and pledging skyrocketed.

			Animal House looks like a movie filmed on the East Coast, its preppy autumnal costumes, early sixties date stamp, and, well, focus on fraternities. That it looks Northeastern but was actually Pacific Northwest did not put the region on pop culture’s radar (we’d have to wait for Gus Van Sant, Nike, Starbucks, and Riot Grrrls to do that a decade later). Instead the fake Faber College from the real University of Oregon sent a faint signal into the next decade: young people are having a great time here among the pine trees and mountain roads of Eugene and sticking it, using cleverness, mischief, and fun, to a whole town’s worth of adult losers in the process.

			It may not have altered the geography of the teen movies to come as much as Breaking Away and My Bodyguard, but it changed completely how, at the movies, we viewed young people and success. College immediately after Animal House becomes a battleground between students with win-at-all-costs ambition (these students almost always looked as white and Northeastern as the Princeton crew team) and misfits eager to succeed on their own terms through silliness, loyalty, and common decency. If you look at the success stories that came out of Pacific Northwest colleges around this time (Nike shoes), shortly after (Matt Groening, Steve Jobs), and then a generation later (Sleater-Kinney), they look a lot more like Deltas than silver-spooned Omegas, bands of outsiders first inspiring each other and then having their creativity produce silly, beautiful things.

			Animal House may have made fraternities cool again. It’s a longer but no less pronounced line from Animal House to Real Genius to Burning Man camps, hackathons, Etsy, and Maker Faires.

			Fame (1980)

			An early settler of Brat Pack America, Fame deals most directly with the conflict joked about in Animal House: between ambition and fun, loyalty and winning, success and what success actually means and can do to you. That makes Fame one of the starting points for a whole series of eighties teen movies about the price of being really good at something (the thing was usually sports, but science, academia, and building stuff figure in here, too) and the ways in which adolescence appears to arbitrarily and unfairly separate the successful from the less so according to its own harsh definitions. These ideas may be baked into the plot of a movie like Fame, which is about being a teenager and wanting to make it as an artist, but the movie’s most famous scene brings home that message not through plot or dialogue or character but a very savvy bit of location scouting.

			An ensemble movie about eight students at New York City’s High School of Performing Arts, Fame begins with its characters showing up for first-year orientation and ends with their graduation recital. In the four years between, director Alan Parker (a Brit who would later make Pink Floyd: The Wall (1982), The Commitments (1991), and Evita (1996)) and screenwriter Christopher Gore throw plenty of obstacles at these young people: conflicts with teachers, misunderstanding parents, failed love affairs with each other, and a world of professional performance just outside the school door, tempting them before they are ready for it.

			Fame was an immediate hit upon its release in May of 1980 and received six Academy Award nominations, winning for Best Original Score and Best Original Song. Nominated for his screenplay, Christopher Gore also wrote several episodes of the TV show Fame, which ran from 1982–87. Fame was adapted as a stage musical in 1995 and has had seven runs in London’s West End. A remake of the movie came to theaters in 2009. The original ranks number forty-two on Entertainment Weekly’s list of the Fifty Best High School Movies.

			Parker wanted to shoot Fame at the actual High School of Performing Arts (the inspiration for Gore’s screenplay), which at the time was located at 120 W. Forty-Sixth Street, just a block from both Times Square and the Broadway theater district. “Filmmakers of my generation shot in the streets and in real places. You can smell a real place,” Parker remarked in his director’s commentary. “The idea of using a soundstage never came up.” But the New York City School Board didn’t like that the high school kids in Fame were shown having sex and said no. According to Parker, one school board member told him, “I can’t risk you doing for New York high schools what you did for Turkish prisons in [Parker’s previous film] Midnight Express.”

			Instead, the filmmakers shot the movie’s interiors in three different high schools around Manhattan and Brooklyn. But when it came to filming what became Fame’s iconic moment, they not only got the last laugh on the school board killjoys, but used the High School of Performing Arts anyway to bring home the power of Fame and the eighties movies it would later inspire.

			If you know nothing about Fame, you still know the iconic moment I’m talking about. Bruno Martelli (Lee Curreri), one of the eight students profiled, is a poor kid from the outer boroughs and a musical prodigy. His father is a New York City taxi driver. One morning, while school is in session, Mr. Martelli drives his cab to the school’s front door and stops in the middle of the street, blocking traffic. The loudspeaker on top of his cab starts blaring music (it happens to be movie’s theme song) his son composed. “That’s my music,” Bruno yells from a piano practice room in the school building. His classmates hear it, rush out into the streets, and begin dancing on gridlocked cars, swinging around lampposts, and leaping over trashcans. “That’s my son’s music!” declares the proud father while traffic honks and yells at him. “Today, Forty-Sixth Street. Tomorrow, Madison Square Garden!”

			The scene actually was filmed on Forty-Sixth Street, between Sixth and Seventh Avenues, directly in front of the actual High School for Performing Arts. Parker got permission to use an abandoned church across the street to stand in for the school’s front door. The school that hadn’t let Parker in their front door to tell its own story instead had to watch it being filmed sixty feet away, tying up traffic all over midtown Manhattan.

			Though it was an expensive pain in the ass, filmmakers were committed to the location anyway. More than once, recalled Parker, his crew asked why they weren’t just recreating the damn thing on a Hollywood soundstage and saving themselves the headache of rerouting traffic near the world’s busiest intersection while keeping forty-five dancers on point (the entire “spontaneous” dance sequence is choreographed). More than once, Parker circles back to the film’s locations being not only authentic but true to Fame’s message: the school sat within eyeshot of both Broadway and Times Square, which in 1979 was a skid row of addicts, drug dealers, and porno theaters. “Its unique geography represented that fine balance between success and disaster,” Parker said. From its front stoop, students training to be performers could see physical representations of how much they could succeed and how far they could fall, the rewards and risks of fame.

			Fame’s most famous scene couldn’t have taken place anywhere else. Through one uncompromising location choice, a silly dance sequence becomes a lot more, demonstrating not only what the movie’s teenagers had at stake but that winning and success would be a crucial and cruel part of the eighties teen movies that would follow.

			The 1980s were a decade obsessed with victory. Wall Street traders called themselves Masters of the Universe. Tom Cruise became the era’s cinematic action hero by always being the best at what he did (flying planes, racing cars, bartending). The teen movies of the time often linked success in sports (Hoosiers, Vision Quest) or school (Risky Business, How I Got into College) to happiness and fulfillment.

			Fame offers up this idea and at the same time questions it. The school itself sits right between representations of success and failure. The closing number, “I Sing the Body Electric,” grabs its opening lines from Walt Whitman, America’s greatest poet who never saw financial success in his lifetime. The song, riffing on perhaps Whitman’s most famous sentences, goes like this:

			I sing the body electric

			I celebrate the me yet to come

			I toast to my own reunion, when I become one with the sun

			And I’ll look back on Venus, I’ll look back on Mars

			And I’ll burn with the fire of ten million stars

			And in time, and in time, we will all be stars

			Fame doesn’t even pretend that will be true. Some of the eight main characters get solos and lead dance parts in the finale. Some are in the chorus. Some we don’t see at all. “For a moment, everyone matters. Everyone can be great,” says Parker of the closing number in his director’s commentary. But only for a moment. Not all of the issues the kids wrestled with earlier have been resolved. We don’t find out what happens to them in little text epilogues, like we do in American Graffiti, Animal House, or Fast Times at Ridgemont High. The movie’s closing shot is of the conductor, not the kids. 

			It’s a glorious number that feels like winning something huge and wouldn’t be out of place at the end of Rocky. But it deliberately leaves a lot out, telling us both what 120 W. Forty-Sixth Street told us and what many places on the map of Brat Pack America would build on: it’s always better to win, but winning will cost something.

			The Warriors (1979)

			Principal photography on Fame began in the summer of 1979, and by that time, New York was showing up less and less as a setting for movies about young people. The city had been in terrible shape—bankruptcy, blackouts, riots, serial killers—for most of the 1970s. By decade’s end, movies shot in New York smelled of hopelessness and featured adult characters spiraling downward, at war with themselves and a crumbling, indifferent metropolis—Serpico, Cruising, Dressed to Kill, Escape from New York, Prince of the City. The rare exception came from comedies featuring the young trying to “make it” in early eighties New York. These movies would start to turn things around. Beginning with Arthur (1981), then Annie (1982), Tootsie (1982), and Desperately Seeking Susan (1984), New York had begun—a laugh at a time—to look like a place onscreen where a young person could imagine their dreams coming to life.

			Right in the middle of this transition came The Warriors, released in February of 1979 and shot all over New York the summer before. The Warriors is undoubtedly a movie set in a grimy, crumbling war zone. It’s also a movie where just about every character (and there are hundreds) is a person in their late teens and early twenties, a rare sight in New York movies of the grimy, crumbling 1970s.

			The Warriors used setting as the engine of its plot instead of a backdrop for it, and in doing so built a bridge from the nihilistic urban movies of the Hollywood New Wave (Mean Streets, Klute, Taxi Driver) to the nihilistic teen movies of the 1980s (Over the Edge, River’s Edge, Heathers). Though there would be many steps in between, The Warriors is how movies got from adult Robert De Niro in an army jacket trying to shoot a presidential candidate to Winona Ryder stopping Christian Slater from blowing up Westerburg High School and killing everyone inside.

			The time is the near future; the place, New York City. Gangs from all over the region arrive at a citywide meeting in the Bronx convened by Cyrus, leader of the Gramercy Riffs from the Gramercy neighborhood in Manhattan. At the summit, Cyrus unveils his master plan: There are far more gang members in New York than there are police officers. If the gangs stopped fighting with one another over turf and worked together, the entire city could be their turf. New York would be ruled by nineteen- and twenty-year-old men with no one to stop them.

			Before Cyrus can finish, shots ring out and the leader of the Riffs falls over dead. The assassin, throwing the scent off his trail, convinces the crowd that the Warriors, a gang from Coney Island, committed the murder. Now the Warriors must make it the thirty miles from the Bronx back to their home turf in the middle of the night. “We’ll only be safe when we can see the ocean,” one of the Warriors says. But Coney Island is a long way away, and every gang in the city wants them dead for supposedly killing Cyrus.

			The Warriors is ninety-three minutes of chase and pursuit, and it makes location a kind of destiny for the characters. As you’d expect in a movie about street gangs, the Warriors and their enemies are defined by the neighborhoods they come from, and many—the Turnbull ACs, Van Cortlandt Rangers, Gramercy Riffs—even work their turf into their name. And since the subway is New York’s circulatory system and the quickest way for a large group to travel in the middle of the night, director Walter Hill continually returns to subway maps and signs as a visual motif, reminding us not only where the Warriors are but how close they are to making it home to Coney Island and surviving.

			Hill based The Warriors on an ancient Greek legend of a maritime army surrounded by enemies, which had to reach the ocean in order to sail home. In the film’s DVD commentary, producer Frank Marshall said the filmmakers agreed the movie had to be cast entirely with New York actors and shot on location. Only a single set piece—a subway restroom where the Warriors take on an overall-wearing gang called the Punks—was built for the movie. Marshall also worked with the NYPD to find real-life locations safe for filming locations with the least amount of actual nighttime gang activity.

			The Warriors was a surprise hit upon release in the winter of 1979, and in an ironic twist, its studio, Paramount, yanked the film from theaters after reports of young people showing up at screenings, trashing the places, and getting into fights with each other. It’s now considered a cult classic, a regular at midnight movies and festivals, and spawned an Xbox game in 2005 and a comic book series. It’s most famous lines of dialogue (“Warriors. Come out to playyyyyy!”) have been referenced in about 9,000 hit hip-hop songs including 2Pac & Dr. Dre’s duet “California Love,” Craig Mack’s “Flava in Ya Ear,” and Wu-Tang Clan’s “Shame on a Nigga.” And for a movie that feels every inch a low-budget comic book, it maintains, as of this writing, an 89 percent fresh rating on Rotten Tomatoes.

			The Warriors is one of the most New York movies ever made, but this isn’t the same New York as Taxi Driver (an ordinary metropolis by day, a teeming sludge bucket by night) or Dog Day Afternoon (a sunburnt village of the desperate and damned), made just a few years before. The Warriors’ New York is dank and scary but also empty of civilians and adults. Other than a few policemen and merchants, the movie contains essentially no one over the age of thirty. And other than a few innocent bystanders, every young person out on the streets is wearing gang colors. For “the city that never sleeps,” New York in The Warriors seems as lonely and desolate as the surface of the moon. The only New Yorkers in this most New York of movies are teenage hoodlums.

			The Warriors, without meaning to, predicted this kind of fear and paranoia of a world out of control and overrun by teenagers, which Hollywood would exploit in the teen films of the 1980s. If the movies of John Hughes—about good kids from good homes and neighborhoods trying to do the right thing—were like pop music, then the younger siblings of The Warriors were like punk rock—apocalyptic, caustic, darkly comic in service of a larger political point.

			Beginning with Rosemary’s Baby in 1968, a recurring theme in horror movies from the 1970s was “child gets possessed by evil and goes crazy”—see The Exorcist (1973) and The Omen (1976). Scholars of the horror genre have written repeatedly that the popularity of this theme reflected a Baby Boomer generation terrified about growing up and the responsibility of having children. The Warriors predicted this fear essentially repeating itself in the 1980s, except now the Baby Boomers had teenagers instead of young kids. The darker teen movies of the eighties played into this paranoia but also criticized it. Hinted at first in The Warriors but really finding its footing in later movies like Over the Edge (1980), The Legend of Billie Jean (1984), and Heathers (1988), these movies seemed to be saying two things at odds with one other: “Wasn’t it a scary, stupid move giving teenagers power in the sixties, and do we want to make that mistake again?” While also saying, “If the eighties was supposed to be America recovering from the seventies, why do American teenagers still feel like fugitives in their own country?”

			Grease (1978)

			By the time Grease arrived in movie theaters on June 16, 1978, it had already been a ridiculously successful Broadway musical. On stage, it had also originally been a very different version of a high school love affair between a greaser boy and a clean-cut girl than the one we see onscreen.

			Inspired by Hair, which had arrived on Broadway only a few years earlier, Grease the musical played raunchy offhanded, and natural, aiming for how actual teenagers rather than actors playing teenagers sounded. To get it that way, writers Jim Jacobs and Warren Casey rehearsed the cast for only three and a half weeks before opening to keep Grease from seeming too polished. They based the fictional Rydell High School on their own William Howard Taft High School in a working-class neighborhood on Chicago’s east side.

			In the introduction to the musical’s 1972 published script, critic Michael Feingold wrote: “The people of Grease are a special class of aliens, self-appointed cynics in a work-oriented, upwardly mobile world.” We know from the prologue that history has played its dirty trick on them before they even appear. They are not at the reunion; they will not be found among the prosperous Mrs. Honeywells and the go-getting vice presidents of Straight-Shooters, Unlimited. Nor, on the other hand, did they actively drop out; that was left to their younger siblings and cousins. (Memory of a line too explicit, and cut from the script early on: “Course I like life. Whaddaya think I am, a beatnik?”) They were the group who thought they had, or chose to have, nowhere to go.

			This probably sounds absolutely nothing like the John Travolta/Olivia Newton-John Grease you know. Other than a few zingers from Stockard Channing’s Rizzo (What do you punks think this is, a gangbang?), the language is pretty tame. Each of the principal actors in Grease the movie were several years removed from high school and didn’t look anything like teenagers. The movie’s producer, Allan Carr, had made his name creating marketing campaigns and glittering premieres for the movies Tommy (1975) and Saturday Night Fever (1977) and had a boundless appetite for large, showy set pieces. Shaggy, unpolished, with minimal rehearsal was not his way. And standing in for Chicago’s scruffy East Side, Rydell High was the gleaming white Art Deco structure of Venice High School at 13000 Venice Boulevard on the west side of Los Angeles. Though Grease the movie never says where it takes place, the palm trees, drag race through the concrete canyons of the Los Angeles River, and the school carnival finale with Griffith Park Observatory seen in the background makes it pretty obvious.

			If American Graffiti launched a pre-Beatles nostalgia craze at American movie theaters in 1973, it reached some kind of crazy stratospheric zenith with Grease in 1978. The movie grossed nearly $200 million during its initial theatrical run, an ungodly amount in the late seventies, and as of this writing, remains the most successful movie musical of all time. Nominated for five Golden Globes, Grease is number twenty on the American Film Institute’s list of the Greatest Movie Musicals. Its soundtrack produced two number-one singles—“You’re the One That I Want” and the title song, in a weird-cross generational pairing, sung by Frankie Valli but written by the Bee Gees’ Barry Gibb.

			“One of the reasons people have loved this movie for so long is it reflects a more innocent time in America. Before everything fell apart,” said Grease choreographer Patricia Birch in the DVD commentary. As if this idea couldn’t get any bigger than it had already, Grease would lead to a whole series of teen movies in the 1980s from this same “more innocent time in America.” Some were modest hits (The Outsiders, Peggy Sue Got Married), others bigger (Stand by Me). The biggest, Back to the Future (1985), was as big as Grease had been seven years before and was a favorite movie of President Ronald Reagan.

			Movies about young people set in the late 1950s were huge in the 1980s, not only because Grease had set precedent and not just because of the dependable cycles of nostalgia. America wanted to feel good about itself again, actor Rob Lowe said in his narration of the 2013 National Geographic Series The ’80s: The Decade That Made Us, and looked for help in movies “from a simpler time. Before the sixties wrecked everything.”

			The innocence of Grease, combined with its sun-dappled California setting (it never rains or even gets cloudy in this movie; no one wears a coat that doesn’t have their gang affiliation emblazoned on the back), would also be ahead of its time while looking back. The idea of Southern California as sun, fun, and pretty girls in convertibles might have been in fashion in 1959 (the year Grease takes place) but was already a museum piece by 1978. Southern California had lived through the Riots on the Sunset Strip, the Manson murders, and recessions in aerospace and moviemaking, the region’s major industries. When he inducted Jackson Browne, who made his name as the troubadour of a post-1960s Los Angeles, into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2004, Bruce Springsteen said, “If The Beach Boys had been California as paradise, then Warren Zevon and Jackson Browne were California as paradise lost.”

			But the sun-and-fun optimism of long ago came roaring back in the 1980s. Think Sweet Valley High novels, the Ocean Pacific fashion label, and the Moon Unit Zappa song “Valley Girl.” In the eighties teen movies that came on the heels of Grease, we see Southern California as a place in the midst of an identity crisis, not quite sure which previous version of itself it wants to be. The Los Angeles of pretty young people heading into a sunlit future now resides in the San Fernando Valley (see The Karate Kid and Fast Times at Ridgemont High). The city of Los Angeles itself in the eighties teen movie becomes a place of the neglected and forgotten, as we see in Repo Man and Suburbia.

			Grease took the handoff of pre-sixties California nostalgia from American Graffiti. Yet it would become bigger and more complicated in the eighties teen movies coming right up behind it.

			Breaking Away, My Bodyguard, Animal House, Fame, The Warriors, and Grease. Six movies that landed right before the 1980s that begin to lay out and color the map of what was to come: Teen movies that would focus less on New York and Los Angeles and more on towns and cities all over America. Teen movies that, when they did end up in California, complicated our simpleminded ideas of what “California” meant to whom. Movies that turned adults’ fear of teenagers against themselves. Movies that would recall the 1950s fondly but also indict the willful blindness that comes with nostalgia. Movies that used the geography of America to make movies about being a teenager in America deeper, more authentic, and better than they had ever been made before. 

			Our first stop on this visit to our favorite eighties teen movies and the places they happened, on this trip through Brat Pack America, is a made-up town north of Chicago called Shermer, Illinois.
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