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This book is dedicated to my Dad—“Brake, James Brake”—the biggest Bond fan of them all.


INTRODUCTION

SPY-FI CULTURE WITH A LICENCE TO KILL

As long as Ian Fleming’s kind of idea of it is basically there, it is something which lasts. [Bond] has to be real, but he has to be also a kind of fantasy person, that kind of comic strip quality about it has to be there. Times have changed and we expect different things now.

—Dame Judi Dench, The South Bank Show (2008)

I think ever since the movies first appeared on the screens in the ’60s, they created a new kind of cinematic genre, and I think that has lasted for several decades. Often, you’ll pick up the newspaper and they’ll refer to a villain as being someone who’s Bondian, or some extraordinary piece of architecture that looks like it could be on a Bond set.

—Barbara Broccoli, The South Bank Show (2008)

Sitting in the movies as a kid, what a thrill it was to hear that incredible James Bond theme played live. The three distinct motifs echoed around the cavernous old movie theater: the surf rock guitar intro, followed by the rolling strings that peak and fall, and finally the raunchy seven-note riff in blaring brass, which now feels like the very definition of a traditional action-movie soundtrack. Such a musical trifecta would become the de facto daddy of the Bond franchise’s sonic style.

Then, the opening sequence. A mysterious set of circles shift across a dark screen until they’re resolved into the view down a rifled barrel. Our point of view is that of would-be assassin, as we see Bond walking in profile. But we’re far too slow for Bond, who dramatically turns face-on and fires, as our cinematic vision blurs due to a descending curtain of blood. To my young impressionable eyes, it was like a bad dream, or some obscure animation from eastern Europe. Next, it was time for the title sequence. Today, the images of scantily clad females on whom the titles are wavily projected seems dated and inappropriate. And yet in my bug-eyed boyhood this was an adult world full of the erotic and exotic, the mysterious and the downright dangerous.

Bond, James Bond—the only international secret agent with a shelf life of fifty-seven years—and counting. Spy fiction had grown as a genre of literature in the early twentieth century. Espionage had been key to the context and plot. Stories had revolved around the rivalries and intrigues between the major powers, which had established modern intelligence agencies to administrate their power and imperialism. Then, before and after WWII, spy fiction was given new impetus by the conflicting ideologies of fascism and communism. The Cold War was a peak, with the emergence of global criminal organizations, rogue states, and world terrorist networks, as espionage became a potent threat to Western democracies.

James Bond was something different. Bond author and naval intelligence officer Ian Fleming had once dismissed his own creation as “bang, bang, bang, kiss, kiss.” And yet Bond is far more than that. What sets Bond apart from the rest of spy fiction? The super-villains and locations? The gadgets and the girls? The cars and casinos? The martini—shaken, not stirred?

In this book, we shall think of the James Bond franchise as spy-fi, a genre of fiction that fuses spy fiction with science fiction, taking on board sci-fi’s obsessions with super-villains, the future, world domination or destruction, and trends in science and tech, often in the form of gadgets, inventions, and spy devices. After all, as Daniel Craig says in the 2012 documentary Everything or Nothing: The Untold Story of 007, Bond is rarely about the past, and almost always about the future.

One of the most obvious and superficial aspects of the Bond franchise that qualifies as sci-fi is its fixation on gadgetry. Starting with From Russia with Love, we witness Bond’s pre-mission science and tech talks with Q, and 007’s chance to play in the sci-fi sandbox. Inventions and gadgets such as the typewriter-sized Lektor Decoder in From Russia with Love; the homing beacons of Goldfinger; Thunderball’s iconic use of the jetpack; the rocket-gunned autogyro in You Only Live Twice; the electromagnetic RPM controller ring that guarantees a slot-machine win in Diamonds Are Forever; the watch that doubles as a buzz saw in Live and Let Die; the Lotus Esprit that sports missiles, landmines, and torpedoes in The Spy Who Loved Me; are all evidence that Bond toys with the kind of tech you might find decorating a science fiction movie.

Spy-fi is a genre that revolves around the adventures of a key character working as a secret agent or spy. For the most part, such adventures center on either the intrigue of espionage between rival superpowers (during the Cold War period, this was the West against either the USSR or China) or else trying to prevent a singular enemy super-villain, some diabolical mastermind such as Blofeld of SPECTRE, from achieving some fiendish plot. The content of Bond stories, whether on the page or on the silver screen, usually involve themes and settings that have as much to do with the outright fantasy of sci-fi as they do with ordinary espionage. One merely has to think of the outer space plots of You Only Live Twice, where both US and USSR space modules are stolen by a mysterious rogue agency under Blofeld, or Moonraker, where Drax Industries tries to exterminate the whole human race to wipe the slate clean and reboot Planet Earth anew! If the theme is not the final frontier of space, then it’s another under-explored boundary, such as the deep-sea world in The Spy Who Loved Me, where Stromberg seeks not to conquer space, but to vanquish instead the seven-tenths of the world unexplored beneath the oceans. The spy-fi of James Bond doesn’t present its spy fiction as pure and simple espionage, in the way that the Bourne franchise does, for example. Rather, Bond stories represent a reality that glamorizes spy-craft through its focus on a near future of science and high-tech, through corporate agencies and criminal organizations with almost unlimited resources and sky-high-stakes adventures.

(Another context for the Bond films was the process that some American film historians have described as “genre upscaling.” In response to the huge dip in moviegoing and the decline in creative output from the movie studios, moviemakers focused on making fewer but bigger movies with higher production values. Genre was perfect for the job, so genre movies were at the cutting edge of Hollywood’s new-found fetish with blockbusters in the 1950s and 1960s. Consequently, genres that had previously been thought of as low-budget, such as thrillers and sci-fi, now benefited from lavishing “A”-feature production values on “B”-movie topics. And with Bond we have the merging of the two into a new sub-genre of spy-fi. The pleasure for moviegoers consisted of finding themselves immersed in a game in which they knew the pieces and the rules, and drew delight simply from the minimal variations and nuances by which Bond realizes his mission. The spy-fi of Bond became typical of the escape machine geared for the entertainment of the masses.)

As Barbara Broccoli says, James Bond has been hugely influential to spy fiction and film in general. And, of course, spy-fi isn’t limited to Bond. It can also be found in Mission: Impossible and The Man from U.N.C.L.E., in both their 1960s TV series and modern cinematic formats; in the adult animated sitcom Archer and Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D.; and in famous spy-fi satire series of movies such as Austin Powers and Kingsman. But they all come after Bond.

The point of this book is not to take the Bond tales and movies scientifically literally, as most other “Science of” books make the serious mistake of doing. Bond is spy fiction, after all. Nor will you find in these pages an obsession with inventions, a kind of commodity fetishism about the guns, gadgets, and boy toys that are mentioned in the Bond movies. They are mere decoration. No, this book looks at the bigger picture. The larger-than-life scientific and cultural contexts, which act as world-shaking scenarios to the Bond stories.

So, buckle up as we begin a spy-fi journey through the cinematic reels of one of history’s most successful movie franchises. For each film, we shall follow Bond’s progress while also looking at the bigger picture of science and tech in each plot. From the exploration of space in Dr. No, You Only Live Twice, Moonraker, and GoldenEye, through the nuclear paranoia of For Your Eyes Only and Octopussy, to the brave new world order of spying in Skyfall and Spectre. Fewer actors have played Bond than humans who’ve walked on the moon. And yet Bond has endured. He survived the Cold War. Opponents other than Russians were replaced as the years washed over him and we continued to forgive his taste for luxury cars, expensive watches, and martinis (shaken, not stirred). Like us, Bond lives in a changing world. Despite sociopolitical and cultural changes, Bond shines on—a self-controlled lone wolf trying to save a chaotic world from itself. His self-sacrificing and thankless tradecraft prevents him from having a real life and real relationships. And, as nuclear missile threats are replaced by a series of subtler threats in a globalized and digital world, Bond abides.


PART 1: 1962–1977


DR. NO (1962)

BEWARE OF THE BLACK-GLOVED BOFFIN

[image: image]

All the greatest men are maniacs. They are possessed by a mania which drives them forward toward their goal. The great scientists, the artists, the philosophers, the religious leaders—all maniacs. What else but a blind singleness of purpose could have given focus to their genius, would have kept them in the groove of their purpose? Mania, my dear Mister Bond, is as priceless as genius. Dissipation of energy, fragmentation of vision, loss of momentum, the lack of follow-through—these are the vices of the herd.

—Ian Fleming, Dr. No (1958)

CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS

As the movie version of Dr. No was released on October 5, 1962, the Cold War had reached its peak. A mere eleven days after the first Bond movie hit our movie screens, the Cuban Missile Crisis struck. Also known as the October Crisis of 1962, the missile scare between October 16 and 28 was a thirteen-day toe-to-toe standoff between two superpowers: the United States and the Soviet Union. The crisis began with American ballistic missile deployment in Italy and Turkey. Consequent Soviet missile deployment in Cuba led to a confrontation often considered the closest the Cold War world came to escalating into a full-scale nuclear war.

The theme of this first Bond movie wasn’t missiles, but rockets. The rather novel idea of stealing or toppling them. In Doctor Julius No, the world had its first Bond movie villain. For Doctor No had an island, as many devilish Bond movie scientists did later, along with his nuclear facility capable of producing an energy beam to topple unsuspecting American rockets on the launchpad. Conveniently for the contemporaneous cultural impact of Dr. No, the Cuban Missile Crisis also featured nail-biting intrigue about missile silos and secret bases.

Dr. No was made on a low budget of just over $1 million. Nonetheless, the movie turned out to be a financial success in the heightened Cold War climate. Over the years, the film has come to look rather dated, and indeed garnered mixed critical reactions upon release. The producers of the Bond movies started off with Ian Fleming’s sixth novel for good reason: by the time of Dr. No, Fleming’s stories had become increasingly elaborate and the villains flamboyantly megalomaniacal. Perfect for spy-fi.

SEX, SNOBBERY, AND SADISM

Spy-fi’s sub-genre cousin sci-fi had always suffered from a form of literary snobbery. For example, American science fiction writer Kurt Vonnegut had never been happy with the label “science fiction writer,” as he was well aware that so-called “serious” literary critics used the genre as a “urinal,” as he rather bluntly put it. So very few of Vonnegut’s novels could be classified as straight sci-fi, though his fiction was always highly speculative. The same critical snobbery was shown to the spy-fi nature of Dr. No on its release in 1962. For example, on a weekly arts program broadcast on the BBC’s Home Service (now BBC Radio 4), which attracted an audience of several million, that week’s program chair was a tweedy middle-aged critic by the name of Walter Allen. At one point in the program the playwright John Bowen, the youngest of the six program participants, told the other panelists they were “being rather patronizing” about Dr. No. After the slightest of pauses, Allen replied with a sigh. “Well, if you can’t patronize Ian Fleming, who can you patronize?” (The British journalist Paul Johnson had started it all, with his famous 1958 New Statesman review of Fleming’s novel, Dr. No, entitled “Sex, Snobbery and Sadism.” Johnson wrote that the key ingredients of the novel were “the sadism of a schoolboy bully, the mechanical two-dimensional sex-longings of a frustrated adolescent, and the crude snob-cravings of a suburban adult.” The review had soon got Johnson into trouble when he found himself “sitting at dinner next to Annie Fleming, who was Ian Fleming’s wife, and she gave me a tremendous [ticking off] and rapped me over the knuckles with her spoon. I thought she was well suited to be married to the creator.”)

THE BOND FRANCHISE

And yet over time Dr. No has won a reputation among some as one of the Bond movie franchise’s best installments. And what a franchise it is. Adjusted for inflation, Bond is the highest-grossing movie franchise of all time (and the first saga to reach $10 billion of grossing; for more data see IMDb):


	James Bond

	Star Wars

	Marvel Cinematic Universe

	Harry Potter

	The Lord of the Rings

	Batman

	Jurassic Park

	
Spider-Man


	Pirates of the Caribbean

	X-Men



Not only that, but in 2003, Bond, as portrayed by Connery in Dr. No, was chosen as the third-greatest hero in cinema history by the American Film Institute, behind Indiana Jones in Raiders of the Lost Ark and Atticus Finch from To Kill A Mockingbird. (To get an alternate perspective on the potency of Bond, the third-greatest villain in cinema history to be chosen was Darth Vader in The Empire Strikes Back.)

And so Dr. No marked the first of a successful series of twenty-four Bond movies, and launched the genre of “secret agent” films, which thrived in the 1960s. The film also spawned a comic book and a soundtrack album as part of its PR and marketing. Of course, when Dr. No was released, the Bond series was not a franchise. That term wouldn’t surface in relation to cinema for decades to come. Nor, in those early days, was Bond an institution, or a belated source of British self-esteem, as some people have tried to suggest. There’s little evidence that Dr. No is some kind of shameful antiquated badge of national pride, of a previously “Great” Britain trying to be seen as punching above its weight on the global stage.

THE PLOT AND BOND STYLE UNFOLD

Instead, Dr. No is a modest thriller. Bond is portrayed by Sean Connery, a handsome Scot who had, like Bond, spent some time serving in the Royal Navy. Connery’s Bond is a rugged but dapper hero, with more charm than mind-boggling tech, who does his job without the need of spookish ordnance. In his first starring role, Connery is self-assured without being arrogant, a secret agent at ease in a dinner jacket but not born to the purple.

Some of the standard Bond tropes are present in this opening movie. As the film credits roll, they introduce the now-familiar Bond theme, with our hero firing his Walther PPK straight down the camera lens, the larger-than-life spy-fi villain with plans of world domination, the Bond girls to be bedded, and the wry comments delivered at the deaths of enemies and villains. And yet, at this early date, the tropes are newly born, less self-aware, and even arguably innocent, barely stamped by the Bond brand as yet, with no patented labels announcing their proprietary status.

Incidentally, we can also trace some of the Bond elements to their origin through the words of award-winning Bond set designer Ken Adam. In an interview with The Guardian in 2002, Adam talked about the inspiration behind his spectacular set for Dr. No.


When they presented me with the first one hundred pages of Dr. No, which was pretty piss poor, I decided to do it because I knew Cubby Broccoli, and Harry Saltzman, and Terence Young, the director. We had a limited budget and everybody was in a hurry. It was unbelievably successful, which nobody had expected. There was a set that I designed as an afterthought, which I called the Tarantula Room. I don’t want to bandy figures about, but I think it was about £450 that I had left to do this set. I had to design and build it very quickly. It had a circular skylight and was built in a false perspective. There was nothing in it except a chair, the door, and in the foreground a table with a tarantula cage. And so, you got this surrealistic, very simple set with an incredible effect. This set maybe was responsible for setting the style of future Bond films. I think that in terms of simple stylization it was one of the most effective I ever did.



The plot of Dr. No begins with the killing of the British MI6 station chief in Jamaica. He and his secretary are ambushed, and the assassins remove files on “Crab Key” and “Doctor No.” In retaliation, the now-familiar M, the head of MI6, sends Bond out to investigate whether this new case is linked to another of Bond’s cases; i.e. his collaboration with the American CIA on the disruption by radio jamming of rocket launches from Cape Canaveral.

On his arrival in Jamaica, Bond meets Felix Leiter, a CIA agent on the same mission as Bond who will become a regular feature in Bond films, played by a rather confusing number of different actors, making one wonder whether Bond’s faculties as an agent fail to include that of face recognition. It seems the ever-resourceful CIA have traced the general whereabouts of the radio jamming signal to Jamaica, but have yet to discover its precise origin. Just as well Bond is here. They soon discover that, of the nearby islands, the reclusive Doctor No is the owner of Crab Key, an island fiercely protected against intruders by a private security force.

Using a Geiger counter, that well-known instrument used for detecting and measuring radiation, Bond discovers that mineral samples from the local islands are strong emitters of radiation, and convinces his reluctant crew to take him to Crab Key. There, in a now iconic scene, Bond meets the beautiful, bathing-costumed Honey Ryder, played by famous Swiss actor Ursula Andress. Ryder is an avid collector of shells, of the marine rather than ordnance kind. She leads Bond inland to a swamp area replete with radiation. It’s here that they are attacked by one of the most curious pieces of Bond tech, the so-called “dragon” of Crab Key, a legend that has kept many a local away, but which turns out to look more like a shark, and to be nothing more than a creatively decorated and flamethrower-equipped tank.

DOCTOR JULIUS NO

To set up the inevitable confrontation between Bond and his quarry in Dr. No, Bond and Ryder are kidnapped and end up in Doctor No’s secret base. In Fleming’s novel, Julius No confesses to Bond his cunning plan involving the interference of the rocket-testing center, boasting, “Their rockets would go mad. They would land on Havana, on Kingston. They would turn round and home on Miami . . . there would be panic, a public outcry. The experiments would have to cease . . . bases would have to close down.”

Doctor No turns out to be a German-Chinese malevolent boffin, whose two prosthetic metal hands, due to radiation exposure, pile on the evil scientist tropes. (By the way, the word “boffin” is an informal name, mainly British, which is given to scientists who know much about science but little about ordinary life; those things that make us more human.) With delicious spy-fi drama, Doctor No reveals that he stole ten million dollars from a Chinese crime tong, a type of organization found among Chinese immigrants living in the US.

There are at least four strikes on the dubious nature of the character of the scientist Doctor No. Strike One: anything Chinese was pretty dodgy back in the day, as only in 1949 China had followed Russia and had one of those pesky communist revolutions. Strike Two: Doctor No is sinister enough to have masterminded the theft of a huge amount of money from a Chinese crime syndicate . . . he’s smart enough to have outwitted the Chinese? Strike Three: Doctor No is now closely involved with a secret organization that goes by the laughable name of SPECTRE (SPecial Executive for Counter-intelligence, Terrorism, Revenge, and Extortion). These days, of course, criminal networks tend not to so blatantly confess by acronym the true intent of their “secret” organizations.

BLACK-GLOVED BOFFINS

And yet the most revealing aspect of Doctor No’s nature comes with Strike Four: his two black gloves. It’s long been the case that writers and moviemakers will use certain motifs to signify something slightly strange or “other” about a character. And movie scientists get a special kind of treatment. Cary Grant is made to wear Coke-bottle glasses to play a mild-mannered paleontologist way back in the 1938 movie Bringing Up Baby. His specs are an exterior sign of interior issues. They imply the scientist doesn’t see things like the rest of us. His myopic condition also cuts him off from some elements of the real world. In this way the filmic choice of simple prop can infer a symbol of separateness from the emotional depth the rest of us, hopefully, enjoy, rather than the obsessive focus of someone whose vision is limited to that of pure intellect alone.

The story of Doctor No’s black-gloved hands crystallized with Fritz Lang’s seminal film Metropolis, made in 1926. The movie’s famous evil genius scientist was Doctor Rotwang. Fritz Lang’s belief was that “an audience learns more about a character from detail and décor, in the way the light falls in a room, than from pages of dialogue.” And what devilish detail did Rotwang possess? A metal hand. A relic of some dark accident that had left him maimed. An emblem of his struggles with dark science, but also of his twisted mental powers. This kind of recipe was taken on board in the portrayal of later cinematic scientists: unnamed scars, withered limbs, crazy eyes, curiously outsized foreheads, and, naturally, the wheelchair. The cliché becomes quite ridiculous at times. Take the scientist figure in Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, for example. This character is a dwarf, sitting on the shoulders of a giant. Now, this is probably a reference to Isaac Newton’s famous disingenuous quote, “If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.” In Mad Max, the brain has become detached from the body, as it were. And yet Newton had been referring to the shoulders of fellow scientists such as Descartes, Galileo, and the ancients, rather than some ripped jock on whose shoulders he could be carted about. As far as cinema goes: witches have tall pointy hats and broomsticks, boffins have disabilities.

This trail leads directly to the door of Doctor Julius No. Doctor Strangelove had just the one gloved hand, which spastically jerked into a Nazi salute at the mere mention of the word “slaughter,” but Doctor No managed two black prosthetic hands. How badass is that? The hands, an outcome of some dubious nuclear accident, gift Doctor No some uncanny powers; we see him over dinner with Bond crushing a solid metal statue with his “bare” right hand. Uncanny is a curious word in science. Sigmund Freud had used the title, “The Uncanny,” for his 1919 essay about the specific psychological fears associated with missing parts of the human body. Freud wrote, “Dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the wrist . . . feet which dance by themselves—all these have something peculiarly uncanny about them, especially when, as in the last instance, they prove capable of independent activity in addition.” While it’s true that Freud’s examples are drawn from a more ancient fantasy associated with witchy folk tales, his analysis still applies to modern fantasies, such as science fiction and spy-fi. The black-gloved hands of Doctors Strangelove and No conjure up infantile fears and rather unhomely histrionics. After all, the German word “unhomely” is also used for “uncanny.” For Freud, “the severed hand has a particularly uncanny effect.” And so we see the same game at play with Doctor Rotwang, whose metal hand had replaced his severed one, with Doctor Strangelove, whose whole arm is now “capable of independent activity,” and finally with Doctor No, whose hands are actually severed by the tongs in Fleming’s novel, and replaced by metal manual prostheses in the movie, but by simple pincers in the book.

Julius No plans to disrupt the Project Mercury space launch from Cape Canaveral with his radio beam. After trying in vain to recruit Bond into SPECTRE, Doctor No holds him prisoner in a cell. But Bond escapes, naturally, crawling through an air vent, dressing up as a mere worker, and making his way to Doctor No’s control center that contains a nuclear pool reactor. As we see the American rocket launch, Bond overloads the reactor and pushes Doctor No into the reactor pool, sending the rest of his body the same way as his emaciated hands. (In the book, Bond eventually killed No by suffocating him in a mound of guano, giving a new meaning to the idea of someone being “batshit crazy.”) Finally, as becomes cliché in later movies, Bond and Ryder escape the island in a boat as the entire devilish Doctor’s lair is annihilated in an explosion. Conveniently for Bond’s romantic interests, the boat runs out of fuel, and they are rescued by Leiter. But, as Bond and Ryder kiss, Bond lets go of the ship’s tow rope to carry on with unfinished business.

James Bond had arrived. The world’s best-known secret agent came at just the right point in time and was precisely what people of the early 1960s wanted. Or as Terence Young, the director of Dr. No, once put it, the movie’s release seemed to have hit “not only the right year, but the right week of the right month of the right year.” After this auspicious start in the movies for Bond, it’s perhaps little wonder that in Everything or Nothing, 2012’s official documentary on the 007 franchise, John F. Kennedy is quoted as saying, “I wish I had had James Bond on my staff.”


FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE (1963)

BUMPING OFF BOND AND KILLING CASTRO

[image: image]

In the center of Bond was a hurricane room, the kind of citadel found in old-fashioned houses in the tropics. These rooms are small, strongly built cells in the heart of the house, in the middle of the ground floor, and sometimes dug down into its foundations. To this cell the owner and his family retire if the storm threatens to destroy the house, and they stay there until the danger is past. Bond went to his hurricane room only when the situation was beyond his control and no other possible action could be taken. Now he retired to this citadel, closed his mind to the hell of noise and violent movement, and focused on a single stitch in the back of the seat in front of him, waiting with slackened nerves for whatever fate had decided for B. E. A. Flight No. 130.

—Ian Fleming, From Russia, with Love (1957)

SPUTNIK LAUNCHES THE SPACE AGE

The James Bond franchise got off to a sterling start. Critics have suggested that Ian Fleming’s book of Dr. No, published in 1958, was a prescient foretelling of the Cuban Missile Crisis that ran concurrently with the theatrical release of the Dr. No movie. That would have been some world-shattering PR stunt to have pulled off.

Fleming’s Dr. No novel was published in a late 1950s that saw the wake of the scandal of the first Russian space satellite, Sputnik, in October 1957. Sputnik ushered in the space age, launched the space race, and heightened the Cold War. It also sent shock waves across America. Future President Lyndon B. Johnson seemed to dream like a Bond villain when he declared in a speech only months later that “Control of space means control of the world . . . there is something more than the ultimate weapon. That is the ultimate position—the position of total control over earth that lies somewhere in outer space . . . ” The Manchester Guardian in Britain focused sharply on underlying American fears: “The Russians can now build ballistic missiles capable of hitting any chosen target, anywhere in the world.” American paranoia peaked when it was realized that Sputnik had flown over the US not once but four times during its brief voyage.

So, in Dr. No, Fleming had seemed to predict the next Cold War crisis. Aspects of the coming Cuban conflict were to be found in his story, set in the Caribbean, where a mad Chinese scientist has a dastardly plan to mess with US rocketry using atomic-powered radio beams. The parallels of fact and spy-fi are easily drawn: a quasi-commie outfit is threatening America from an island in the Caribbean, even if it is Crab Key, rather than Cuba. The very fact that Bond seemed so close to such real-world conflicts made his character seem cooler still—a secret agent with his finger on the pulse of global events—and it was a crucial factor in Bond becoming as popular as he did.

BOND GETS WHITE HOUSE BLESSING

In this Cold War climate, little wonder that a Bond story including Russia in the title was chosen next. Jacqueline Kennedy is said to have gifted John F. Kennedy his first James Bond book and, allegedly, the president was hooked from then on. Witness the fact that, at one point, Kennedy included Fleming’s From Russia with Love as one of his top ten favorite books. And the 1963 movie adaptation of the book is said to have been the last film Kennedy watched in the White House before that final and fatal trip to Dallas, Texas. Now, curiously, Fleming had previously been invited to a White House dinner and while there had given Kennedy some dubious advice on how to defeat Cuban leader Fidel Castro. The Bond author is said to have preferred the following tactic: simply get a scientific announcement from American doctors stating that men’s beards can attract radioactivity, and thus cause sterility. The result? This cunning propaganda would persuade the gullible Castro (one assumes in this American scenario that the Cubans have no advising scientists of their own able to see through the bullshit) to shave off his beard and, like Samson in the Book of Judges from the Hebrew Bible, Castro would lose his power, once his followers saw him as a regular person (another implicit assumption in this strategy is that regular persons clearly don’t have beards).

THE RUSSIAN PLOT

The movie version of Fleming’s From Russia with Love is as austere as Dr. No. Once more we find a film laced with less extravagance, packed with less action, and kitted out with fewer tech gadgets than the films that followed. For example, like the book before it, the movie features an attaché case complete with ammunition, a throwing knife, an AR7 folding sniper’s rifle, fifty gold sovereigns, and a tear gas cartridge disguised as a tin of talcum powder, held in place by cunning use of magnets. That’s some attaché case! The relative absence of the Bond formula in hindsight should not fool us. Look what English film critic Penelope Houston wrote at the time: “The success of Dr. No has no doubt given the James Bond team added confidence, if that was necessary, and From Russia with Love is made by people who clearly know that they now have a gilt-edged formula to play with.”

And yet, in many ways, From Russia with Love is even more downbeat than Dr. No. The movie wasn’t actually based in Russia, not in those Cold War days. Film production was taken elsewhere: the opening and closing sequences are set in Venice, with interiors shot in Pinewood, England, and the Balkan train journey that climaxes in a truck-versus-helicopter shootout was filmed in Scotland (the idea for the scene of the bright yellow chopper dive-bombing Bond’s yellow flower truck is possibly borrowed from Hitchcock’s 1959 thriller, North By Northwest, in which Cary Grant’s character gets similar treatment to Bond). Spoiler: a spare chopper was hard to come by in those days, and the film’s special effects crew were almost arrested trying to purloin one at a local airbase. So, the chopper chase was filmed instead using a miniature radio-controlled helicopter. Why not take a look at the movie again and see if you can spot the fake?
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