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For Pat Moran



Director’s Commentary


It’s been over fifteen years since Crackpot was first published, and I’m proud to say it’s never gone out of print. But after rereading it, I realize a lot has changed since I first wrote it. Divine and Edith Massey are dead, Pia Zadora’s retired, Patricia Hearst is free and pardoned, and her nightmare is finally over (the Feds owe her an apology, too—she was always telling the truth). And, of course, I hadn’t made Hairspray (the movie) yet, so it wasn’t safe to like me. Even the thought of Hairspray, the hit Broadway musical, would have been heresy.

    Frederick’s of Hollywood (p. 4) has now spread to Middle America, Mrs. McMartin and her schoolteacher pals didn’t molest anybody (p. 10), and Lana Turner’s hairdresser (p. 7) turned against her and wrote a tell-all book immediately after she died. In newly released transcripts of the Nixon White House tapes it’s revealed that Diane Linkletter was not on LSD when she jumped out of her window (p. 3)—it was all antidrug, Republican, Timothy Leary-bashing hype. And I guess it’s finally OK to reveal that the adviser of political affairs for Ronald Reagan (p. 82) who invited me to the White House to discuss exploitation movies was the now deceased but still controversial Lee Atwater.

    I’ve been lucky; some things I wished for in Crackpot have come true. Hubert Selby, Jr. (p. 63), did write another book, and a magazine (Artforum) does call me every year and ask for my list of “Ten Best Films” (p. 158). William Castle’s autobiography Step Right Up! I’m Gonna Scare the Pants Off America was rereleased (p. 14), and I got to write the introduction and meet his lovely family.

    When my favorite Baltimore lesbian stripper, Zorro (p. 75), died recently and I read her obituary in the local paper, I finally had a lead to her past. Like a private detective I located Zorro’s daughter in Oregon, and imagine my surprise when she told me she had read what I had written about her mother in Crackpot and had already wrapped up a package of vintage publicity stills of her mom to send me in remembrance. Zorro’s daughter and I have become friends, and I keep encouraging her to write her own book about her upbringing. I’ve heard some of these stories, and God, my life seems tame.

    Sometimes things I hoped for didn’t come true. Even though I predicted that after I turned fifty I’d start drawing my mustache on in blue (p. 73), I still don’t have the nerve. I’ve tried it. It looks good. Maybe I’m just a chicken in the Indian summer of my years.

    My “101 Things I Love” and “Hate” (Chapters 6 and 3) aren’t always the same anymore, either. I now love brussels sprouts (as long as they’re not so overcooked that every vitamin is dead on arrival), yogurt (if it’s scarily plain like spackle and no-fat), and I’ve switched from Vintage Seltzer Water to Evian because Valentino, the fashion designer, told me (with a straight face) that “bubbles make you fat.” I do wear a seat belt now, because a talented photographer friend of mine was killed in a minor car accident because he wasn’t wearing one. And after reading journalist Oriana Fallaci’s new book (The Rage and the Pride), I think I hate her now rather than love her.

    The warden of the prison where I taught (see Chapter 5) got canned because her parole board released a murderer who did it again (nobody griped about all the killers released who didn’t). She later ran a bed-and-breakfast and even wanted me to read a movie script she had written. I guess I got fired along with her, although I still visit my “teacher’s pet” (p. 49) who is serving a life sentence or two.

An editor at Paper magazine in New York recently pitched me an idea for a television show that could somehow re-create my joyous prison experiences—Judge John. If Judge Judy can hand out sentences every weekday on TV, why can’t I? “Young man,” I’d sternly lecture, “you were accused of possession of Ecstasy—a drug that supposedly makes its users love everybody. That sounds like hell to me! Inviting ten people you hate over for dinner? Somebody has to teach drug-users a lesson. Now, you’re a nice-looking young fella, but I’m going to have to sentence you to six months home detention . . . at my house . . . nude.”

I don’t smoke anymore, either. FINALLY! After five packs of King Kools a day for decades (I smoked swimming, in the shower, as I ate). Robert Downey, Sr., got me to this weird Beverly Hills no-smoking clinic (now closed) where they gave me a mysterious shot in the neck. (I ate my last cigarette before I went in.) My regular doctor later told me after reading the ingredients of the injection in the brochure that none of the medications used had the slightest thing to do with quitting smoking, but somehow it worked.

Or at least for eight years it worked. I don’t remember when I had my first cigarette again, but somehow liquor was involved. For the next year I smoked only on Fridays, but at 11:59 P.M. every Thursday night I was waiting to power-smoke a pack. I knew it was time to quit again, and I did. But I accept the fact that I’m never truly safe from nicotine. Any day I could lose control and shove an entire carton up my ass. That’s just the way it is when you’re a human cigarette.

Here’s 70 Reasons Not to Smoke Again:

1. you already beat it once, stupid

2. it poisons you

3. that dizziness when you first light up is really nausea

4. cancer

5. emphysema

6. bad breath

7. bad gums

8. yellow teeth

9. stinking clothes

10. that awful extra package in your pocket

11. stupid matches

12. child-proof lighters

13. money

14. ashtrays; little stink islands for the home

15. being like other addicts I know

16. lack of control

17. guilt

18. it doesn’t make you thin anymore

19. withdrawal

20. smelling up other people’s houses

21. burning holes in furniture

22. burning holes in great clothes

23. having to go outside and smoke like in bad cigarette ads

24. you can’t taste food

25. your car stinks

26. boring others by talking about quitting

27. you can’t sit through movies

28. or fly on planes

29. Jesse Helms gets monetary benefits

30. coughing like you have the “croup”

31. health insurance costs more

32. “hotboxing” hurts

33. “French inhaling” hurts more

34. hiding them

35. you keep thinking about it

36. it invades your dreams

37. you notice cigarettes in movies and feel like a slave

38. Aren’t you a little old for smoking?

39. awful nicotine gum

40. worse hangovers

41. unsafe driving when you drop a hot ash in your lap

42. I don’t want to be a Marlboro Man

43. or a Kool Penguin

44. I, an Ashtray

45. fear of coffee or talking on phone

46. tongue odor

47. the packs are hard to open (for me)

48. cigarette machines are so humiliating

49. butts littering your lawn

50. butts on dessert plates are also repulsive

51. a smoking movie director can ruin his own take accidentally

52. you’re not a fucking jazz musician, for Christ’s sake

53. lighting the wrong end and accidentally inhaling a burned filter

54. smoking butts when you run out

55. yellow fingers

56. car windows are coated with nicotine

57. new cigarette pack graphics suck

58. even if you bum from cute kids these days, they usually smoke awful “Lucky Spirits”

59. infecting your unborn, like crack babies

60. lowering your immune system

61. dentists are appalled when you open your mouth

62. patches are for sea sickness, not smoking

63. even the thought of seeing a hypnotist

64. it never ends

65. it makes you lie

66. sex isn’t as good

67. even some morons you know don’t smoke

68. Who wants cigarettes to be the first thought of the day?

69. pitiful smoking lounges in some airports

70. other cigarette smokers want you to fail

•  •  •

    Could I write as politically incorrectly today as I did when this book came out? A “hijacking a plane” joke (p. 12) would certainly be hard to get past an editor these days. “Murdering Katharine Hepburn” (p. 117)? Oh well, I still hate her. Pia Zadora cracking child molesting jokes (p. 36)? I don’t think so.

    You can see the seeds of my latest movies and other projects all through Crackpot. My stringent right-wing fashion belief that white (p. 93) still can NEVER be worn before Memorial Day or after Labor Day turned into a motive for murder in Serial Mom. The real-life Baltimore joke shop we called “The Hardy-Har” (p. 70) became the Turnblad family business in Hairspray. Fantasizing about “kidnapping a major star” (p. 148) and forcing her “to be in one of your movies” was taken literally in Cecil B. DeMented. Joey Heatherton went straight from her legal troubles (p. 159) to the set of Cry-Baby, and my obsession with Pia Zadora and Patricia Hearst led to them being cast in my films and becoming friends. The last line (p. 156) of my review of Godard’s Hail Mary (“Oh, Mary. Hail, Mary.”) became Memama’s obsession with miracles in Pecker. “Why I Love Christmas” (Chapter 12) morphed into my “John Waters’ Christmas” monologue, which I’ve done twice at the Castro Theater in San Francisco.

I wrote Crackpot in the mid- to late eighties because I couldn’t get a job. Nobody would let me make the sequel to Pink Flamingos, and I stupidly wouldn’t give up. Since I’ve always been such a media junkie, I thought I’d try journalism. I hoped I could get a press pass from Vogue so I could go to car accidents, bust through the police lines, and shout, “OK, what were they wearing?”

    I still occasionally write for magazines when I need an outlet for a fresh obsession, so I’ve included some new bonus features for this rerelease of Crackpot. “Catty Corner” (Bonus Chapter 17) is a kind of sequel to “101 Things I Hate.” I’m still touchy about couture (“Stalker”—Bonus Chapter 22). Maybe it’s because I broke my shoulder falling off a bike on the photo shoot for Allure to illustrate this essay. The New York Times wouldn’t let me print the word “hair-pie” (Bonus Chapter 16), so I’ve replaced the word in this piece about my sudden Broadway hit—just call me Neil Simon with a potty-mouth. Even the Independent Film Channel sometimes tells me I’ve gone too far (see the rejected Part IV of my 2003 hosting speech about Johnny Knoxville firing the Independent Spirit Award to the winner’s table from his rectum).

I’m still a media hag. I never understand when people say they don’t have time to read. They’re lying. It’s easy to have the time; just don’t watch television, and live alone. For the record, here are the 118 magazines I get in the mail:

Nest

LA Weekly

Provincetown Arts Press

Hollywood Reporter

New York Observer

National Enquirer

Time-Out New York

Time-Out London

Los Angeles Magazine

Jet

New Art Examiner

Frontiers

London Review of Books

W

Cook’s Illustrated

Boston Phoenix

New Republic

Us Weekly

Sunday L.A. Times

Sculpture

Star Magazine

Art in America

GQ

Art on Paper

Art & Antiques

Billboard

Vanity Fair

Baltimore

Messenger

In Style

People

Harvard Gay & Lesbian Review

Flash Art

Art Monthly

Art & Auction

The Advocate

Photo

Publishers Weekly

Ocean Drive

Hamptons

Gourmet

Entertainment Weekly

Newsweek

Premiere

Gotham

Out

Interview

Cooking Light

New York

Psychotronic

Saveur

Town & Country

Hello!

Provincetown Banner

ART Newspaper

Index

Esquire

Elle Decor

Variety

Modern Painters

Aperture

The Villager

Honcho

Globe

Camera Austria

New York Gallery Guide

Metropolitan Home

Butt

New York Press

Moviemaker

Nation

Dazed and Confused

Shout

Artforum

Film Comment

The Village Voice

Women’s Wear Daily

The New Yorker

Bon Appetit

DNR

Playboy

Video Business

Grand Street

Straight to Hell

Videoscope

Detour

Art Press

Frieze

Coagula Art Journal

Unzipped

Blind Spot

Filmmaker

Rolling Stone

Bomb

Boxoffice

Details

Vogue

Daily Variety

Paper

Movieline

IFC/Rant

Flaunt

Sculpture

Another Magazine

Genre

Fangoria

American Photo

Parkett

Spin

ARTnews

The New York Review of Books

Adult Video News

Issue

Time

Harper’s Bazaar

Purple

Times Literary Supplement

L’Uomo Vogue

I also read The Baltimore Sun, The New York Times, New York Post, New York Daily News, USA Today, The Washington Post, and The Wall Street Journal every morning. I like to stay informed. And yes, I recycle.
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John Waters’ Tour of L.A. (1985)

Los Angeles is everything a great American city should be: rich, hilarious, of questionable taste, and throbbing with fake glamour. I can’t think of a better place to vacation—next to Baltimore, of course, where I live most of the time. Since I don’t make my home entirely in what the entertainment business considers a “real city” (L.A. or New York), I’m a perpetual tourist, and that’s the best way to travel. Nobody gets used to you, you make new friends without having to hear anyone’s everyday problems, and you jet back still feeling like a know-it-all.

Flying to L.A. is cheap. Make sure you get a window seat, so you can thrill to the horizon-to-horizon sprawl of this giant suburb and imagine how exciting it would be to see an earthquake while still airborne. In Sensurround yet.

There are millions of places to stay, either cheap or ridiculously opulent, but I recommend the Skyways Hotel (9250 Airport Boulevard), located directly under the landing pattern of every jumbo jet that deafeningly descends into LAX. “The guests complain, but we’re used to it,” confided the desk clerk on a recent visit.

Once you’ve checked into Skyways, change into something a little flashier than usual, then step outside your room and glance up at a plane that looks like it could decapitate you. If you’re like me and think airplanes are sexy, you might want to plan a romantic picnic on nearby Pershing Drive. It’s the closest you can humanly get to the end of the runway, where the giant 747s will scare the living bejesus out of you as they take off, inches over your head. There’s even an airport lovers’ lane (the 400 block of East Sandpiper Street), where dates with split eardrums cuddle in cars as the sound barrier breaks right before their eyes.

It’s time now to rent a car, roll down the windows, and prepare for your first big thrill: the freeways. They’re so much fun they should charge admission. Never fret about zigzagging back and forth through six lanes of traffic at high speeds; it erases jet lag in a split second. Turn on the radio to AM—being mainstream is what L.A. is all about. If you hate the Hit Parade of Hell as much as I do, tune in to KRLA, an oldies station that plays real music, and listen for “Wild Thing,” by the Troggs, which epitomizes everything you’re about to see in Southern California.

You’re now heading toward Hollywood, like any normal tourist. Breathe in that smog and feel lucky that only in L.A. will you glimpse a green sun or a brown moon. Forget the propaganda you’ve heard about clean air; demand oxygen you can see in all its glorious discoloration. Think of the lucky schoolchildren who get let out of class for smog alerts instead of blizzards. Picture them revving up their parents’ car engines in their driveways before a big test the next day.

Turn off the Santa Monica Freeway at La Cienega and drive north. Never look at pedestrians; they’re the sad faces of L.A., the ones who had their licenses revoked for driving while impaired. When you cross Beverly Boulevard, glance to the left and you’ll see your first example of this city’s fine architecture, the Tail O’ the Pup, a hot-dog stand shaped exactly like what it sells. Turn left on Sunset Boulevard and take in all the flashy billboards created to stroke producers’ egos. Be glad that Lady Bird Johnson lost her campaign to rid the nation’s highways of these glittery monuments. Wouldn’t you rather look at a giant cutout of Buddy Hackett than some dumb tree?

Proceed immediately to Trousdale Estates, the most nouveau of the nouveau riche neighborhoods. If anyone publishes a parody of Architectural Digest, this enclave should make the cover. It’s true state-of-the-art bad taste, Southern California style. Every house looks like Trader Vic’s. Now climb Hillcrest Drive to the top and shriek in amazement at Villa Rosa, Danny Thomas’ garish estate, which boasts more security video cameras than the White House. Stop and gawk and wonder why he’s so paranoid. Who on earth would want to assassinate Danny Thomas? It wouldn’t even make the front page! Now detour to 590 Arkell Drive for the most outrageous sight of all—a house so overdecorated that it has curtains on the outside. Can wall-to-wall carpeting on the lawn be far behind?

•  •  •

When you get to Hollywood, you’ll know it—it looks exactly the way you’ve always imagined, even if you’ve never seen a photograph. I always head straight for Hollywood Boulevard. Old fogies like Mickey Rooney are always dumping on this little boulevard of broken dreams, calling it a cesspool and demanding a cleanup. But they miss the point. Hollywood is supposed to be trashy, for Lord’s sake. It helps to arrive around 6 A.M., so you can see the very small and oh-so-sick band of cultists who gather at Mann’s Chinese Theatre (6925 Hollywood Boulevard) to witness Natalie Wood’s footprints fill with water as the janitor hoses down the cement. Proceed up the street to the best newsstand in the world, the Universal News Agency (1655 North Las Palmas Avenue), and pick up This Is Hollywood, a guidebook that lists all the obvious tourist sights, like Diane Linkletter’s suicide leap (8787 Shoreham Drive, sixth floor) and Kim Novak and Sammy Davis, Jr.’s love nest (780 Tortuoso Way). Further along the boulevard, you might encounter the legless, one-armed white guy who break-dances on the street for horrified families as they stroll up the Walk of Fame. Look around you and see all the real-life Angels (as in the film with the catch line “High-school honor student by day, Hollywood hooker by night”) and the David Lee Roth impersonators. Marvel at the fact that Hollywood is the only town where everybody at least thinks they’re cute.

Frederick’s of Hollywood (6608 Hollywood Boulevard), that famous department store for closet hookers, is a must visit, not so much for the polyester imitations of their once-great line, but for a glimpse of their obscure celebrity room. There it was, at the top of the stairs, with a tacky star on the door and a twisted mannequin out front. “What celebrities go in there?” I asked a saleslady, so hard in appearance I’d swear she ate nails for breakfast. “Oh, you know, Liz Taylor,” she said with a straight face. “Oh, sure,” I thought, realizing I was dealing with a Pinocchio in stilettos. “Can I see the inside?” I pleaded. After much telephoning to various supervisors, I got a grouchy voice on the line that told me, “It’s just a room.” Finally, a manager, who could only be described as a dame, agreed to usher me in. “What celebrities come here?” I asked again. “None since I’ve worked here,” she said, trying to position her body so I wouldn’t see her use a credit card to jimmy open the lock. Finally inside, I felt like a fool. It was nothing more than a nondescript changing room that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. Thanking her, I trotted back out to Hollywood Boulevard, feeling slightly more glamorous.

Since Liberace’s museum is in Las Vegas, I recommend the next best thing: a visit to the Russ Meyer Museum (3121 Arrow Head Drive; by appointment only). If any director deserves to live so near the famed hollywood sign, it’s this great auteur. Revered for such movies as Mudhoney, Common Law Cabin, and Vixen!, featuring female stars with the biggest breasts in the world, Russ is now at work on his $1.5 million ten-hour swan song, The Breast of Russ Meyer. Five years in the making, with two more to go, Russ’ movie is “an autobiographical film,” he said, “with condensed versions of all my twenty-three films, with three ex-wives, five close girlfriends, army buddies, and World War II, the most important part.” I think he should rename it Berlin Alexandertits.

His museum includes one of the most incredible collections of movie memorabilia I’ve ever seen. Every wall is covered with astounding posters of all his movies. Volume after volume of leather-bound scrapbooks chronicle his thirty-year career. It’s a virtual United Nations of Cleavage. Best yet is the “trophy room.” There you’ll find a display of memorial plaques, one for each film, listing titles and credits. Props from each set have been imbedded in the plaques. There’s Kitten Natividad’s douche bag from Beneath the Valley of the Ultra-Vixens, a pair of biker sunglasses from Motor Psycho, even Tura Satana’s famous black-leather glove from Faster Pussycat! Kill! Kill!

If you’re lucky and a graduate student in Meyerology, the director might take you to the Other Ball (825 East Valley Boulevard, San Gabriel), an “exotic” dancing club where he discovered, and still looks for, buxom beauties. Since the liquor board apparently took away its alcohol license and one of the owners died, the club is not much fun anymore, but those supervixen types are still there and, for what it’s worth, totally nude. As we exited, a guy passing by on a motorcycle yelled, “Pervert!” Now, I’ve been called a pervert before, but it’s refreshing to be insulted for looking at nude women.

If you want to go farther “beneath the valley,” stop by Maureen of Hollywood (1308 North Wilton Place), the costume designer for many of Russ’ later opuses. It’s hard to spot—the front window caved in “when the building settled”—but Maureen, a sweet and charming lady, is still there. Gone is her large sign, problem bras, indicating not mastectomy cases but undergarments for women whose “top wasn’t consistent with their bottom.” Or, as Russ puts it, “She likes to work with tits. She turns out really interesting things, but not in a tasteful way; she’s strictly into sheer, bludgeoning exploitation. She’s one of the last of the old Hollywood.”

If you’re looking for celebrities, the easiest one to find is Angelyne. She started her career by erecting giant billboards of herself in Hollywood (corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Highland Avenue), New York, and London, displaying nothing but her likeness and a phone number. Dialing excitedly, I was thrilled that no one answered the first time—the ultimate in Hollywood attitude. Looking like a fifties glamour girl gone berserk, Angelyne drives around town in a hot-pink Corvette, wearing a matching, revealing outfit, blowing kisses to anyone who looks her way. She cheerfully responds to all comments, from “We love you, Angelyne!” to “Yo! Sit on my face!” Although she’s making a record, she’s currently famous for absolutely nothing.

Angelyne has everything it takes to become a star, but she has one fatal flaw: She has no sense of humor about herself. Every time she is queried about her past, she claims a “lapse of memory” and says her only heroine is “herself.” When I asked if she identifies with the great Jayne Mansfield, she blasphemed, “Jayne went into the fourth dimension and copied me and did a lousy job.” When she said, “I pride myself that I have more sex appeal with my clothes on than most girls have off,” I wondered who would be attracted to this female female-impersonator. “I’ve got no competition” and “I’m very intelligent” were a few of her other humble remarks. Yes, Angelyne is a budding star and a vital part of the Hollywood community, but she desperately needs a new writer.

Of course, when you think about it, everyone in L.A. is a star. Idling in my car outside Charo’s house (1801 Lexington Road, Beverly Hills), I spotted Charo’s plumber, Leroy Bazzarone, pulling away in the company truck (John K. Keefe, Inc., Plumbing and Appliances, 9221 West Olympic Boulevard). Realizing he was more interesting in his own way than Charo, I called the company to get an interview, but I was juggled back and forth between the owner (“Is there any money in this?”) and his son (“We’re very busy!”). It dawned on me that Beverly Hills is the only community in the world where a plumber needs a press agent. After days of phone calls, it struck me that Charo’s plumber was harder to meet than Charo herself.

Lana Turner’s hairdresser, Eric Root (8804 Charleville Boulevard), was much more cooperative. I’ve been a fan of his ever since reading the Daily Variety account of Miss Turner’s “rare public Hollywood appearance” at the Artistry in Cinema banquet of the National Film Society, where she “made a dramatic entrance on the arm of her young blond hairdresser.” “I think she’s an artiste,” he told me, explaining that he and Miss Turner travel together but stay in “separate bedrooms, thank you.” He does her hair once a week in the salon she had built in her penthouse. “She’s got beautiful hair,” he said. “I just changed her hairdo; I made it a little fuller. She likes it very close, precise. I softened it up for ‘Night of 1000 Stars,’ and it went over so well we’re keeping it that way for a while.” “Are there hairdresser wars?” I asked, wondering if beauticians try to steal celebrity clients from one another. “No,” he sniffed, “when we go out together, we don’t bump into hairdressers.”

Much more elusive was Annette Funicello’s garbageman. If you hang out all Wednesday night, the night she puts out her garbage (16102 Sandy Lane, Encino), you might spot him. His boss graciously declined to give out information, falsely assuming I wanted to look through Annette’s cans. As I trembled with fear outside her house, looking over my shoulder for the armed security guard control that a posted notice on her lawn threatens you with, I sadly realized that I had missed the pickup and my chance to meet this mysterious trashman. Oh, well, maybe next trip.

Since visiting celebrity graves is an accepted tourist pastime in Los Angeles, I wanted to pay my last respects to the ultimate movie star, Francis the Talking Mule. Mr. Ed may be all the nostalgic rage these days, but Francis was the true original. Unfortunately, his final resting place is not listed in any guidebook, so the search for Francis had all the earmarks of a snipe hunt.

Most people I contacted laughed in my face. Even Universal’s press agents came to a dead end. The Los Angeles SPCA Pet Memorial Park (5068 Old Scandia Lane) hadn’t a clue (“But we have Hopalong Cassidy’s horse”). The Pet Haven Cemetery-Crematory (18300 South Figueroa Street) had Jerry Lewis’ and Ava Gardner’s pets’ graves, but explained that “a mule would be too large for a crematory.” Wiping away a tear, I made a desperate, dreaded call to the California Rendering Company, “Buyer of Butcher Scraps, Fat, Bones” (4133 Bandini Boulevard), and was happy to learn that Francis hadn’t ended up in this glue factory. Finally, through the grapevine, I located Donald O’Connor, Francis’ onscreen costar. “Knowing the executives at Universal,” he said, “they probably ate him. There was only one Francis, but he had a stand-in and three stunt mules. He was kept at the stables at Universal, and I heard he was forty-seven years old when he died. If you find Francis, let me know. We’ll make another picture together.”

Through the help of the Directors Guild, I found Francis’ (and Mr. Ed’s) great director, Arthur Lubin. Knowing that he had vowed to take the secret of how they made Francis talk with him to the grave, I didn’t let on that Donald O’Connor had just spilled the beans. (“It didn’t hurt Francis at all,” Mr. O’Connor had told me. “They had two fish lines that went under the bridle, one to make him talk, the other to shut him up. There was a piece of lead in his mouth, and he’d try to spew it out. That’s what made him move his mouth.”) Mr. Lubin admitted that Mr. Ed was the smarter of his superstars (“Let’s face it, a mule is dumb”), but relieved my anxiety by informing me that after Francis’ career was all washed up (“We made five films; they thought that was enough”), the Humane Society placed him in a good home. Francis died on a nice ranch somewhere in Jerome, Arizona, a dignified star to the end.

•  •  •

San Francisco may be known as the kook capital of the world, but isn’t L.A. really more deserving of that much-coveted title? Think of the infamous crimes and colorful villains that have helped give this city its exciting reputation. Take a historical walk down Atrocity Lane and revisit some of the most infamous crime scenes of the century.

Start your day of touring madness by proceeding to Patty Hearst’s SLA shoot-out scene (1466 East Fifty-fourth Street) in the heart of Watts. Gone is the charred rubble of the inferno where most of these media guerrillas met their death, but in its place is a spooky vacant lot that seems the perfect resting ground for the misguided rebels. The neighbors call it a “tombstone” and predict no one will ever build on this local battlefield. Across the street at 1447, Mr. Lafayette McAdory will show you his front door, still riddled with bullet holes, souvenirs of the shoot-out. Why hasn’t he replaced it? It’s “history,” he said, waking from a nap on the couch in his garage. Another neighbor told me that the only people he sees snooping around are not tourists but cops, “to show the new ones where it happened.”

Feel like going on a field trip? How about a visit to the Spahn Ranch (12000 Santa Susana Pass Road, Chatsworth), home of the most notorious villains of all time, the Charles Manson Family. There is nothing left, “not even a scrap,” according to the new owner, but it’s still worth the visit, if only to meditate. And if you use your imagination and look up into the mountains, you can still picture this demented Swiss Family Robinson, hiding out, plotting, about to make the cover of Life magazine. Make this trip soon, however, because even the grass won’t be there much longer. Bulldozers are circling, about to eradicate the last trace of those “fires from hell.” And what next? Tract homes? Spahn Acres?

Across the street, the Faith Evangelical Church is, ironically, under construction, and they are “quite well aware” of the situation. “We’ve had people who say there’s a force of evil up there,” a secretary told me over the phone. Even Gary Wiessner, the church business administrator, said, “The devil’s still up there. I have felt his presence three times: at the Ethiopia-Somalia border, the Uganda border, and at Spahn.”

If you want to get really creepy, fast forward to 1985 and start following the McMartin School child-molestation case. It’s the talk of L.A. The seven defendants, spanning three generations and charged with 115 counts of abuse and conspiracy, are despised by the public even more than the Manson Family in its heyday. An impartial jury is hard to imagine. The school itself (931 Manhattan Beach Boulevard), once very respectable, now sits like an obscene eyesore, vandalized by the community. The windows have been smashed, and the lawn dug up for evidence. Graffiti—ray will die (defendant Raymond Buckey), ray is dead—echoes the city’s lynch-mob attitude. What makes the scene especially macabre is the sight of children’s rocking horses swaying in the breeze like props on the closed-down set of some horror flick.

The pretrial hearing (Judge Aviva K. Bobb’s chambers, Municipal Court, Los Angeles Traffic Court, 1945 South Hill Street) is expected to last two years, and it’s easy to get a seat. The McMartin defendants must be on hand every day, and they look nothing like the modern-day Frankenstein monsters the prosecutor would have you believe they are. Being open-minded, I had lunch with them. I have no idea if they’re guilty or not, but they do present their innocence in a convincing way. Even Virginia McMartin, the seventy-seven-year-old matriarch of this clan, had a kind word or two. If you don’t hold a cross up to them and scream, they will at least be friendly. After all, isn’t lunch with the McMartin defendants more “drop dead” than, say, a lunch with Joan Collins?

Wondering how they could possibly feel, released on bail in their respective communities, I decided to do a little research. I attended a matinee of The Care Bears Movie by myself. The ticket seller gave me a funny look, maybe it was my sunglasses. The usher tore my ticket and snapped, “This is a children’s movie, you know!” The theater was filled with harried mothers and their kids, many of whom were clutching Cabbage Patch dolls. I was the only adult male by myself and people actually moved away from me. I didn’t dare make eye contact. Lasting only twenty minutes or so, I rushed from the theater, filled with anxiety, understanding a little better how Mrs. McMartin and her pals must feel every time they step out of the house.

If your vacation time is running out, there are still a few last-minute sights you may want to squeeze in. Try going to Venice Beach—the only place in Los Angeles that reminds me of the East Coast. Go directly to Muscle Beach (Ocean Front Walk between Eighteenth and Nineteenth avenues), but pay no attention to the pumping-iron showboats who exhibit themselves in a tiny cement arena surrounded by four tiers of tattered bleachers. Concentrate instead on their audience, and experience voyeurism of a new kind. Intently watching another voyeur as he voyeurs an exhibitionist is a thrill you probably won’t get to experience at home.

Still feeling kinky? There’s a downtown bar that will have to remain anonymous, but if what I heard is true, it sounds very au courant. Salvadoran sex changes are the main attraction, and in the spirit of LBJ pointing to his scar, these “girls” will show you their “operations” for $5.

As I finally boarded the plane back to Baltimore, I was so filled with the magic of L.A. I wanted to burst. During takeoff, I felt as if I might go insane from happiness over my wonderful vacation. Not wanting anyone to pop my bubble by speaking to me, I immediately began reading Lesbian Nuns, and that did the trick. No one attempted small talk. I had six blissful, silent hours remembering the heaven of being a tourist in L.A. I should have hijacked the plane and gone back.
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Whatever Happened to Showmanship?

Liberace had a word for it. So did Variety. The word was “showmanship”—but lately this term seems to have disappeared from movie moguls’ vocabulary. After all, with so many bad movies around these days, couldn’t the promotional campaigns at least be fun? What’s happened to the ludicrous but innovative marketing techniques of yesteryear that used to fool audiences into thinking they were having a good time even if the film stunk? Did the audiences care? Hell, no. They may have hated the picture, but they loved the gimmick, and that’s all they ended up remembering anyway.

Who’s to follow in the footsteps of the great low-rent Samuel Z. Arkoffs and Joseph E. Levines who used to hype films? Why do today’s producers waste untold millions on media junkets, national television spots, and giant print ads when they could come up with something as delightful and effective as handing out vomit bags at horror films? Or how about the high-profile but dirt-cheap antics of the producers of a 1977 redneck oddity entitled The Worm Eaters? Realizing that competition for attention from film buyers at the Cannes Film Festival was fierce that year, these ballyhoo experts blithely ate live worms from a bucket as startled distributors filed into their screening.

We can even go way back in history to Mom and Dad, a boring pseudo sex documentary from the forties brilliantly hyped by the great-great-grandfather of exploitation, Kroger Babb. Since the film contained footage of an actual birth of a baby, Mr. Babb realized this was a chance to legally show full-frontal female nudity. Did he figure the voyeuristic audience would just ignore the baby and focus on the anatomy? Four-walling a theater in each city, Babb picked up some added pocket change by having a phony nurse hawk sex-education pamphlets in the aisles before the feature began. He assured further controversy by sexually segregating the audience—women only in the afternoon and men only at night. In what has to be the most outlandish publicity stunt in film history, he would start the film and turn off the ventilation. As the audience grew more and more uncomfortable, he would release noxious gas through the air vents and wait for the first person to pass out. Mr. Babb would immediately call an ambulance and the local media at the same time, then rush outside the theater to smugly watch the heavily photographed “rescue of a shocked patron,” knowing it would be front-page news the next day.

•  •  •

Without a doubt, the greatest showman of our time was William Castle. King of the Gimmicks, William Castle was my idol. His films made me want to make films. I’m even jealous of his work. In fact, I wish I were William Castle.

What’s the matter with film buffs these days? How could they be so slow in elevating this ultimate eccentric director-producer to cult status? Isn’t it time for a retrospective? A documentary on his life? Some highfalutin critique in Cahiers du Cinéma? Isn’t it time to get his marvelous autobiography, Step Right Up! I’m Gonna Scare the Pants Off America, back in print? Forget Ed Wood. Forget George Romero. William Castle was the best. William Castle was God.
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