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To all the below-the-line, with love and appreciation


Some of the names and details in this account have been changed. As you read, you will understand why. The experience is my truth as I remember it.


To Whom It May Concern:

You people have been pitifully amateurish, bordering on corrupt. You have been unfair in continually changing your minds. People have spent their own personal money because they know there is a schedule to meet. Yet we don’t know whether the money is even there to make this movie, Wild Oats. Your oats are being sown in ways that are wildly unfair.

Show me the money and I’ll show you my signature.

On behalf of everyone who is having a difficult time with your inability to organize even a Good Humor Bar, I’m waiting . . .

No money, no signee, no movie: only dirty laundry.

Have a nice day though.

THAT WAS the email I almost sent.

But I’m glad I didn’t. The day I wrote it was the opening round of a boxing match between me and independent filmmaking. Why were we in the ring? That’s what this book is about.

It isn’t often that a person my age (eighty-one), with a past (this time around) of work pretty well done and a life exuberantly led, gets to experience a real-life movie while making a reel-movie movie on next to no money.

Making a movie is the most useful experience I’ve found for getting to know more about myself. But you don’t have to be an actor or work in show business to have that experience. We’re all creating our lives every day. We are the actors and writers and directors and producers and financiers of our lives. So I’d say that means that our life itself is an art, one we’ve chosen to take part in. It’s like a movie we’ve chosen to make. Both need financing. Did anyone assure us when we were born that the money would be there? No. Did anyone assure me when I began Wild Oats that the money would be there? No. So why did I do it? Ambition? Adventure? Challenge? Fame? Because they asked me to? I’m not sure the “why” even matters now.

Is any of what we call real actually real anyway?

I realize that’s a big question, and one that came back to me many times during the events I’ll be sharing with you in this book. Here’s a part of the answer: you’ve got to sow your own wild oats to find out.

———

Wild Oats started about five years ago. I sat at dinner in New York in the Village with two women. I can’t really remember many details about them except one was heavyset and one lived part-time in Paris. They had a script about two women who went off on an adventure . . . or was it a mother and daughter? Or was it a grandmother and granddaughter? There have been so many versions, I’ve forgotten them all. It was kind of a comedy—but not really that funny. I was polite but more interested in the dinner I was having. Delicious and French. Somebody knew what they were doing. There was a woman director involved. I don’t remember if she was one of the women at dinner. Fast-forward a year . . .

I had a meeting with that director, who actually said to me, “I don’t know or care how much money the movie will cost. That’s not my job. I’m going to shoot the script we wrote.”

I don’t know where the expression “amateur night in Dixie” comes from, even though I am from the South and I stopped being an amateur a long time ago, at least where films are concerned. When I asked the director what the budget was, or should be, she said, “I’m not interested.” She said the same thing when I asked how long the shoot would be and how much I’d be paid. When I came right out and asked, “Do you have the money to make the film?” she repeated, “I’m not interested.” So by the end of the meeting, I said, “Likewise,” and left.

Fast-forward one or two more years . . .

———

I have an agent named Jack Gilardi who inherited me after Mort Viner, my previous agent, died on the tennis court. Jack professes to be around seventy-eight, but he’s older than me. He’s from Chicago and basically trusts me, I think, because I once told Sam Giancana to f—— himself. I trust him because he trusts me. I’ve not changed agencies since I came to Hollywood in 1954. I know it’s stylish to keep changing, but an artist’s career is in a constant state of change anyway. If it’s not, then you’re not going for longevity. So when it came to my representation, I stayed with what I knew and trusted.

I love Jack, and vice versa, and am well aware that I’m involved with putting his grandkids through college! I can’t retire. I want them to be educated. So Jack was involved with the conversations about Wild Oats from the beginning, and he eventually worked out the deal for me to take the part. Neither of us had a clue what we were getting into.

———

The original script and story was to be shot in Las Vegas (a place where the women could sow their oats). But when other states and cities started offering tax rebates and so forth to film companies, studios and screenwriters shifted their focus to saving money instead of saving scripts.

That was okay at first, but as time passed, the budget of any movie came to trump the story. Actors realized they would be shooting wherever the biggest rebates were, and so they were always waiting for rewrites reflecting a new location. Thus, the availability of the actors continually shifted.

The Wild Oats script was written and rewritten for Pittsburgh, Las Vegas, New York, New Orleans, Puerto Rico, and finally, the Canary Islands.

My original costar was Jacki Weaver. Because Jacki finally took work on a television series and had to withdraw, over the next five years we at various times welcomed to the cast Kathy Bates, Jane Fonda, Bette Midler, and finally Jessica Lange.

That’s just one part of what went on during the five years it took to get ready to shoot. Thanks to amateur decisions, stupid contracts, and scattered decision making, five hundred thousand dollars had been spent even before we landed in the Canary Islands.

I came across the world with Jessica. I had never met her, but when I called her, concerned about the state of the production, her words echoed in my ears: “Even if the money isn’t there and we don’t make the movie, they’re paying for my trip to have mojitos on the beach in the Canary Islands.”

That made sense to me, and besides, she liked the script. Neither of us knew who was cast with us. I gave up trying to keep track. At various times, there had been Alan Arkin, Jim Brolin, Donald Sutherland, Frank Langella, Brian Dennehy, Jon Voight, Kelsey Grammer, John Lithgow, and Christopher Walken.

I hate flying at thirty-seven thousand feet for longer than four or five hours. The trip to the Canary Islands was thirteen hours on Iberia Airlines. I realized then that Iberia Airlines must have made a deal with the producers.

The seats, however, were comfortable, and I’m glad to say weren’t the pod-like structures that to me resemble nothing so much as the kind of tiny, bargain-size New York apartment that you can barely afford when you’re broke. I wore my ozonizer around my neck and doused my hand wipe with more water, fit it inside my eye cover, placed it around my nose, and breathed in moist air. That always solves my problem with dry nose from air travel.

A woman representing the production company traveled with us. I will call her Miranda. She seemed sweet, attentive, and quiet. I was especially pleased with the quiet part.

Jessica was assigned a seat a few rows behind me, not within talking distance. We were both glad of that.

I read, declined booze, drank water, and contemplated why I was on the plane. Apparently, after they’d heard I hadn’t made it onto the first flight that had been scheduled for me, the company on the Islands location waiting to begin shooting had placed bets as to whether I’d get on this plane.

I noticed on the way to the toilet that Jessica was studying the script and making notes. I hadn’t read the thing since I’d suggested it shouldn’t be about two women on an adventure but rather a mother and daughter or granddaughter. I thought two women who were friends was too reminiscent of Thelma and Louise. Grandmother and granddaughter provided an opportunity for an entertaining gap in generations as they were on an adventure.

I thought the latter idea would attract more investors and younger audiences. But the producer, Tyne, stuck to the original idea. At least I thought it was the original. I couldn’t remember which script I had agreed to do. There had been such drama over whether I had signed my contract that I’d overlooked the reason for making a movie at all—the script. I didn’t know who was financing or who the individual investors were. Everyone involved with my “movie team” in Hollywood advised me not to go until all the money was in. I consulted my psychic friends, who were usually right. To a person they said, “Don’t go until you have the money in the bank.”

I got pleading emails and desperate phone calls from the director, Andy Tennant. “Please come. Please. Please. We are here waiting for you; without you all our efforts and financial investments and creative time and energy will mean nothing.”

I knew no one else who was cast except for Jessica Lange. I wondered if she knew she would be playing not only Jacki Weaver’s part but also Kathy Bates’s and Bette Midler’s too! I called Jessica and raised my concerns once more and asked what her people were advising her. “They all say don’t go,” she said. “But if it doesn’t work out after I’m there, I told you, I’ll just drink mojitos on the beach. Who’s financing, by the way—any idea?”

I said I didn’t know. Neither did my agent, Jack, and neither did the director or anyone else involved. I remembered the original director saying, “The money? I’m not interested.” Was I now doing the same thing? There was some talk about a millionaire who maybe owned an island or two. There was a letter stating that his money was apparently good . . . to the tune of $3.5 million.

Another producer named Michelos had maneuvered a tax and rebate deal with the Canary Islands for $2.5 million. And there were smaller investors at thirty thousand apiece.

In the course of making the movie, I came to understand that the character of an investor is the most important thing to know about him or her. After sixty years in the business, I’d never realized that the personal character of each investor was as important to the film’s outcome as the characters in the movie. But then, that was what independent filmmaking had become: the art of lining up investors.

There are two businesses in this world—everybody else’s business and show business. Everyone wants to be in show business, at least once. That’s where the personal values and character of the investors comes in. But I don’t want to get ahead of my story.

We landed in Madrid. The airport there is a twin to Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills. All the brand-name, high-end designers are represented in luxurious shops that beckoned us simply to browse.

No one from the production met us in Madrid to shepherd us through to the next leg of the trip: three and a half hours to the Canary Islands. But Miranda spoke Spanish, so we were fine.

When I noticed so many of my fellow travelers to the Islands were German, I couldn’t help but reflect on the alliance between Hitler and Franco of Spain during the Spanish Civil War, a rehearsal for the Second World War. Traveling has always been a history lesson for me, making real what is otherwise a printed chapter in a book.

Exhausted, I nonetheless wondered why we hadn’t gone through customs or the Spanish version of TSA. I became markedly aware that fame and power in Spain made a person exempt from such invasions of privacy. I guessed the days of royalty and dictatorship still had a lot of sway over what the common man goes through.

On Iberia Airlines to the Canary Islands, first class had three seats across but the middle seat on every row was empty. I found out later it was empty “to ensure the comfort of the seats on either side.” There were people turned away at the gate because the flight was full.

I noticed an advertisement for the airline: “Only Iberia Can Fly Your Clients to the Lost Continent of Atlantis.” Intriguing. My mind swirled into metaphysical mode. I’d researched this place before I’d set out on this adventure, and I’d learned that many people believed that the Canary Islands were the remnants of Atlantis. The ocean I could see out the airplane window was the same one into which parts of the continent of Atlantis had supposedly sunk.

When we landed at Gran Canaria and I disembarked, I was stunned at what greeted me—a wheelchair and an attending medic! I was told later that intense discussion and deliberation had gone into the size and make of that wheelchair. I was also told they had scheduled regular naps for me during the stay. Frankly, I laughed, but out of embarrassment. I’d been pressured to come to the set now in order to reassure nervous investors of the start date of the shoot—and yet I was to arrive in a wheelchair with a doctor? What did eighty years old mean to these people anyway?

The drive from the airport to the hotel played a big part in a scene in the movie. I expected palm trees and wafting ocean breezes. The landscape included palm trees all right, but they protruded out of hills that had been carved into and hacked away. Although part of Spain, the Canary Islands are just sixty miles off the coast of Morocco, and what I was seeing looked more like the Moroccan desert than Spain. Everywhere the land was barren, and many of the hillsides were slate and rock that seemed to have been mined. I could see palm trees in the sand in the distance . . . but the landscape was not at all what I had expected.

Ron Howard had shot In the Heart of the Sea there for months the previous year; with their tax rebates, the islands have become a favorite place to save money on a shoot—particularly if it doesn’t matter exactly what it looks like because your production is going to use a lot of green screen.

As we approached the hotel, the environment shifted. First I noticed a wave of shops—electronics equipment, food markets, malls, hairdressers. Then, straight ahead loomed the resort hotel. It was the gigantic Lopesan, with well-tended gardens, circular driveways for buses and limos, Spanish-style architecture with vaulted exterior walkways over which palm trees swayed in a gentle breeze.

I got out of the car and immediately spotted the high-end dress shops that would serve not only the German tourists but provide much of our own wardrobe for the film. After all, the women Jessica and I were playing were supposed to be on an adventure, leaving their past—and their hometown style—behind. I remembered the fittings I had had a week before. Dozens of off-the-rack garments, which the costume designer had paid for herself since the funding wasn’t quite in place. Jesus . . .

I entered the ultra-luxurious lobby wondering who was paying for all this. That’s when I realized the hotel and everything in it would be “product placement” in the film. But what if the film never got made? Who would be responsible for the bill we would all rack up? (The bill for the hotel rooms and all the food and drinks turned out to be the cost of a movie by itself. But no getting ahead of my story.)

I was greeted by hotel staff as if I were the Queen of England. In the elevator to the sixth floor, I was recognized by a group of German tourists. I guessed the sales of my films in Germany must have still been pretty respectable. (Money for films these days comes from selling the distribution rights to foreign territories.) Most of the international territories would fund me in a comedy or a musical. Our script had some laughs, but I was quite sure that there was no money put aside for things like postproduction music. But I’m getting ahead of myself again!

I was ushered into a large, luxurious suite that had a view of the ocean far off in the distance. It seemed too quiet. I didn’t hear the waves, but then how could I from this distance? Below me, there was a massive patio full of tables and chairs and lounging couches and waiters and bulging German tourists eating munchies and drinking caipirinhas (a Brazilian cocktail to die for) as they breathed in the ocean air and relaxed. Their vacations ranged from two weeks to a full month. This was to be the view from my window every day.

The hotel manager led me through the sitting room into my bedroom and bath. There were sweet-smelling candles everywhere (a gift from the producer Michelos), snacks, fruit, and flowers. Very nice. The bedroom also overlooked the ocean and the sprawling patio of tourists below. I noticed two smallish outdoor stages in the midst of the patio. I wondered what would happen upon these stages, but didn’t ask the manager. Big mistake.

Adjacent to the bedroom was a luxurious marble bathroom, which was pretty to look at but meant only one thing to me: I was sure to fall on the slippery-when-wet floor. Anticipating this, I asked for rubber mats to be placed clear across the bathroom floor and into the shower. Such a request was not very graciously received by the management, but they did it anyway. One fall and I’d have needed that wheelchair for sure. I refrained from asking how the shower worked. (It looked like the cockpit of a spaceship.) I figured it would be good exercise for my brain to take the time to figure it out myself, as long as I didn’t lose my balance in the process.

Someone unpacked for me (since I was the queen who would provide the management with product placement).

After I’d freshened up (but still gotten no sleep), Andy the director called and asked me to join everyone on the patio for a drink. On the way down in the elevator, I found out something new about myself. Traveling to unfamiliar places always puts me in touch with what I don’t yet know about myself. This time I realized I needed to be more aware of the limitations of my memory capacity. As soon as I’d left my room and walked down the hall, I couldn’t remember my room number or even what floor it was on. I was confused when I tried to call room service or the front desk from a phone in the hallway. I had become used to my cell phone (no easy task), but were the phones in hotels landlines? There didn’t seem to be an operator on the other end. What if I really needed to speak to a human being? I understood that technology had taken over the world (particularly for wealthy people), but only in that moment did I grasp that I hadn’t paid enough attention to all the newfangled means of communication. And when I got in the elevator and realized I was unsure which button to press for the lobby, I waited for someone else to get in and push the right one for me. Maybe I did need that wheelchair at the airport.


Whenever a new faculty is developed into being, an old one loses its force and precision.


Memory is nearer to the deep foundations laid by Nature in humankind than is the power of reason.


WHEN I finally reached the Grand Patio below, I said a big hello to everyone, sat down, and was introduced to my first caipirinha cocktail. When I realized that that drink made me feel better about everything, I knew I was in big trouble.

Everyone was drinking. I tried to absorb who they all were and what they did. Andy was clearly in charge. I had never worked with him and had only met him once before, at a lunch overlooking the Pacific in Malibu. He claims that within half an hour I knew more about him than his wife. So what else is new? Bobby Harling, whom I met and became friends with on Steel Magnolias (he wrote it), had worked with Andy on Sweet Home Alabama and told me he liked and trusted him. “Plus, he makes hits,” said Bobby.

During the preproduction insanity, I had strongly urged that we postpone the shoot until we were completely ready and fully financed (ha!). The producer, Tyne, had been so inexperienced and had so little professional assistance from lawyers that financing and deals and contracts kept changing. It truly sounded like a colossal mess to me, as it did to Andy, but there was something about the script, me, the location, and the magic of the movie itself that propelled him forward. I’ll never forget the sound of his voice, the vibration, the frequency of his emotion, when he said with total conviction and certainty, “We are making this movie. Nothing will stop me. We can’t postpone for any reason. We are going forward. I am making this movie now.” It was almost mystically imbued. That one speech had convinced me to sign the contract and get on the plane. It was to propel me through the whole experience—the utterly assured sound of his voice.

Andy would say I was the reason Oats got made. I say he was the reason. I didn’t learn until later that several times, after sounding so confident, he had almost booked himself on a flight home. Basically, though, I think I was there because anything that smacked of an ancient truth that was familiar to me was a magnet. I was to learn later that I was right.

So we sat around on the patio mingling and chatting about this movie that we each were crazy enough to be a part of. I met people from wardrobe, hair, makeup, the director of photography, assistant directors, line producers, accountants. They all said, “Thank you for getting on the plane.” As the evening went on, I came to see that in this particular situation, I was more than a lead actor in a film. Why had I created this reality for myself? Then it hit me. The movie itself was important, but the making of it was the crucial adventure. And as all the inherent implications of that sank in, I realized that I was emotionally committed to this film. I was deeply involved with getting it made but somehow still neutral as to its potential financial, professional, and critical results. Whatever happened after we finished was supposed to.

Was this quietly engaged state of being what Buddha and Nelson Mandela were talking about? Was a low-budget, independent movie made where the tax credits and rebates were good the fitting location in time and space for me to learn a profound lesson about the value of art versus materialism? Of course it was. We were on islands that were formed from the remnants of Atlantis, a civilization which, according to researchers specializing in esoteric matters, had lasted for eight hundred fifty thousand years. As legend has it, Atlantis sank because of the Atlantean people’s addiction to high-level technology and materialism. Of course we would succeed because we had none of that! Yeah, right.

In addition to having past-life memories of my time on the advanced continent of Atlantis, I had read whatever writings or research I could find about it. The people inhabiting the islands today accepted as fact that their land had been part of the ancient continent. They hadn’t read Plato or Socrates or any of the great Greek writers who referred to its existence. But in private, most everyone I met said that they believed the “myth” of Atlantis to be fact. They said they could feel it in the air and the ocean. What such a belief meant to them was not clear. Nor was it to me . . . until I became more involved in the production of a movie.

———

In the 1800s, mystic Madame Blavatsky claimed that she learned about Atlantis from Tibetan gurus; a century later, psychic Edgar Cayce claimed that Atlantis was an ancient, highly evolved civilization powered by crystals. Plato in his Critias and Timaeus dialogues left such a convincing description of Atlantis that many scholars doubted his information could have been imagined.

In his book Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries: Science and Pseudoscience in Archaeology, professor Ken Feder summarizes the story: “A technologically sophisticated but morally bankrupt evil empire—Atlantis—attempts world domination by force. The only thing standing in its way is a relatively small group of spiritually pure, morally principled, and incorruptible people—the ancient Athenians. Overcoming overwhelming odds, the Athenians were able to defeat their far more powerful adversary simply through the force of their spirit.” It sounded familiar to me. Plato’s Atlantean dialogues are essentially an ancient Greek version of Star Wars.

Plato, however, is crystal clear about where Atlantis is: “For the ocean there was at that time navigable; for in front of the mouth which you Greeks call, as you say, ‘the Pillars of Hercules’ there lay an island which was larger than Libya and Asia together.” In other words, it lies in the Atlantic Ocean beyond the Pillars of Hercules (i.e., the Straits of Gibraltar, at the mouth of the Mediterranean).

In Critias, Plato wrote of Atlantis’s architecture, engineering, and ceremonies in great detail. According to Plato, one of the greatest splendors of Atlantis was the palace compound located in the heart of its capital. It was ringed by three canals. Plato remarked, “As each king received it from his predecessor, he added to its adornment and did all he could to surpass the king before him, and finally they made of it an abode amazing to behold for the magnitude and beauty of its workmanship. The visitors passed through a wall of brass, a wall of tin, and a wall of copper. White and black and red stone was quarried from the native rock.” He also wrote that the wealth they possessed was so immense that the like had never been seen before in any royal house, nor will ever easily be seen again. I wished we had some of that money for our production. But of course, their materialism led to their homeland’s destruction.

Plato stated that the Atlanteans appeared to be superlatively fair and blessed, yet they were filled with lawless ambition and power. Sounded a lot like Hollywood to me. The Atlanteans started valuing material wealth above goodness and morality, and that’s where they went wrong. Definitely Hollywood. Plato said, “The portion of divinity within them was now becoming faint and weak through being oftentimes blended with a large measure of mortality.” The Atlanteans were unable to bear the burden of their possessions. So, “there occurred portentous earthquakes and floods, and one grievous day and night befell them when . . . the island of Atlantis . . . was swallowed up by the sea and vanished.” Hollywood and California? Plato doubted that any sign of the lost land would ever be found. “The ocean at that spot has now become impassable and unsearchable.”


Ancient memories are some of our most prominent mental functions.


ON THAT first night on the remnants of Atlantis, cast and crew all convened for a sumptuous dinner at a restaurant adjacent to the hotel. I wondered who was footing the bill for this.

As I was enjoying my caipirinha, a woman sat down next to me, turned, and looked into my eyes. I nearly fell from my chair because her dark eyes pierced my brain and literally shrank my soul! They were so desperate, so insistent . . . frankly, slightly insane. I don’t think I’ve ever had such a reaction to the eyes of another human being.
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