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    Introduction


    


    “It was a surprise the entire way. I had fantasies, then I was just skeptical, then I was exhilarated, then my dreams were dashed. And now it’s this timeless, amazing fable that just goes on and on and on.”


    Deborah Van Valkenburgh, the actress who played the female lead in The Warriors, is recalling the remarkable ride that the film has constituted for her and the rest of its cast and crew. The joy of obtaining a potentially life-changing role, followed by dismay and incredulity at the innovativeness-cum-strangeness of what was being filmed; then the euphoria engendered by unimaginable commercial success, followed in turn by dismay at the irresponsible, even evil, status that the picture abruptly and unexpectedly acquired; and finally the vindication and joy that came with the film’s subsequent steady cultural and artistic rehabilitation into cult classic status.


    The 1979 Walter Hill-directed Paramount motion picture The Warriors told the tale of a Coney Island street gang making a perilous journey back to home turf across rivals’ terrain after a conclave at which they are framed for murder. The film overcame a low budget, an absence of marquee names, and minimal promotion to lead the box office. Within weeks, though, this glory was tarnished when deaths at and around screenings of the film created an unparalleled controversy about on-screen violence and the potential for its imitation among the cinema-going public. The picture never recovered commercial momentum. However, it never lost the critical kudos it picked up at the same time: some of the era’s most esteemed film writers weighed in on its side.


    The Warriors started life in 1965 as a novel by Sol Yurick, who hit upon the idea of grafting New York gangs onto the storyline of the Greek classic The Anabasis, which true-life narrative by Xenophon depicted an army of 10,000 men embarking on a heroic homeward trek across enemy territory. Producer Lawrence Gordon, ever alert for good movie ideas, happened upon a precis of the plot of Yurick’s novel on a bookstore discount spinner and was immediately taken by the concept.


    After commissioning a script from David Shaber, Gordon hired Walter Hill to direct, with Hill also reworking Shaber’s screenplay to his own specifications. Social realism was not on the moviemakers’ agenda. With the sheer nastiness of the gang in the book out of the question, the film adaptation began moving almost as a matter of course towards a surreal take on inner-city street life, something assisted by the fact that this was a New York picture being made by Californians unfamiliar with the Big Apple’s manners, customs, layout, and ambience. Even so, some of the singular scuzziness of Seventies New York City informed the finished film, preserving it for posterity long after reform and gentrification consigned it to history.


    For a movie with such narrow parameters (it all occurs within a 24-hour period in an urban area whose furthest extremes are no greater than a subway ride away), The Warriors’ shoot was attended by an extraordinary degree of strife, even chaos. Everything that could go wrong did go wrong. The filming was always going to be arduous work by virtue of the picture’s chase-driven and nocturnal nature. On top of that, though, the project quickly fell behind schedule and went over-budget, causing the always dubious Paramount to make noises about closing the production down. Then there was the problem of real-life gang members loitering around the sets, bringing with them blackmail and disruption. In addition were the multiple injuries sustained to Van Valkenburgh. The biggest disturbance, though, was the drastic decision taken seven weeks into shooting by Hill and Gordon to fire their leading man, Thomas Waites, dictating a rewriting job that was no less substantial for it being necessarily hasty. Perhaps it’s little surprise that the studio could barely conceal its skepticism about the product that Hill turned in.


    Others, however, were entranced. Whereas the milieu of The Warriors was one normally only depicted in motion pictures as an examination of a social problem, this movie portrayed life from the street gang’s point of view. It was an obvious but revolutionary approach that struck a chord with the urban working class, especially its adolescent sub-set. The quasi-balletic action set-pieces and the hypnotic luminescence of the film’s optics added further layers of fascination, as did some fine performances, particularly that of Roger Hill as gang leader Cyrus, whose conclave speech — replete with insurrectionary refrain “Can you dig it!” — was like gutter-level Shakespeare. The cherry on the cake derived from the spurning of the traditional classical or jazz score for a cutting-edge doomy synthesizer soundtrack.


    In the second week of February 1979, lines began forming around blocks where the movie was playing. As Hill notes, “From out of nowhere we were the number one box-office film.” Yet the appeal of The Warriors went further than the paying public. Respected reviewers like the New Yorker’s notoriously hard-to-please Pauline Kael perceived beauty in a picture some were quick to dismiss as exploitative trash.


    However, there followed a precipitous fall from grace. Within a week of the film’s release, there had been three allegedly Warriors-associated deaths. Some cinemas dropped the picture, while others took up a nervous Paramount’s offer to pay for security at screenings. Many who saw the film wondered what the fuss was about. Although the movie had been advertised with an incendiary poster, the violence in The Warriors was tame even by the standards of the era. Yet though the controversy might have been a bum rap, the harsh spotlight shone on Paramount ultimately made the studio lose its nerve and — according to whom you speak — either pull the film’s advertising or withdraw the picture from circulation altogether. Either way, The Warriors’ unlikely domination of the American box-office came to an abrupt end less than a month after its release.


    The always limited circulation of The Warriors — whether it be by dint of the fall-out from the scandal or simply the fact of its “R” rating — caused it to be enveloped in myth. This in turn gave it an aura of dread: people who knew it only second-hand felt it to epitomize the plagues of the 1970s, where screen violence, youth unrest, social decay, and economic decline seemed to be combining to create a perfect storm that would inevitably lead to the end of everything that decent citizens held dear. For that reason, it will always be as culturally fascinating as it is artistically compelling.


    The Warriors has now risen above both its original notoriety and its subsequent period-piece status. As well as enjoying the standing of a cinematic and cultural landmark, it is an industry, having spun off video games, action figures, comic books, and a director’s-cut DVD. The cast are constantly in demand for “conclaves” — conventions with Q&As and signing sessions.


    Can You Dig It tells the full story of The Warriors, from high-minded original novel to multiple screenplay drafts to rushed, chaotic film shoot to paradoxically polished and stylish final movie. It also comprehensively explores the ups and downs of fortune subsequently experienced by those associated with it. A full array of participants — director, producers, actors, crew — have provided their memories and insights to explain one motion picture’s remarkable rollercoaster journey.

  


  
    The Assembly


    


    The production budget of The Warriors was reported at the time as being between $4m and $4.7m. “I’m under the impression that the movie cost slightly less than three in the end, but I don’t know,” says Walter Hill. “I think we can agree that The Warriors was made threadbare.”


    Certainly, the upper end of that range would be low even for the time. Estimated budgets for other films released in 1979 include Escape from Alcatraz ($8m), Kramer vs. Kramer ($8m), Hair ($11m), and Apocalypse Now ($31.5m). Even Manhattan, another New York movie but in Woody Allen’s established low-key mold, came in at $9m. It then has to be taken into account that the Warriors production team had little to spend above the line because the film’s below-the-line costs were inordinately high. It was shot almost entirely on location (i.e., not in the more controllable and relatively inexpensive environs of a studio set or backlot) and involved predominantly night shoots, which meant considerable crew overtime pay.


    Hill, though, didn’t let his scant resources dampen his ambitions. “You have to present yourself to best advantage whatever limitations you have when you make a film,” he shrugs. “We were all younger and a lot crazier then. I decided I wanted to make the movie around the kind of editorial principles of Eisenstein and, if you look at the way the movie’s edited, I think you’ll see that. Nobody’s ever pointed this out, and I’ve never really talked about it much and I realize it sounds a bit ludicrous, but that’s one of the guiding principles that I had in making the movie.” Legendary Soviet Union director Sergei Eisenstein (1898-1948) was responsible for Battleship Potemkin, which — although made in 1925 and without sound — still regularly features in critics’ polls to determine history’s greatest motion pictures. However, he is not just remembered as a maker of great films but as a pioneer who helped devise some of the vocabulary of the medium, particularly montage and cumulative effect. “His directorial style is inseparable from his editorial style,” opines Hill. “And he was most fascinated by the potentials of editing within film and how the assembly of images in a certain order could produce a greater effect.”


    While the paucity of funds affected the film’s tone, it was not necessarily in a bad way. Hill attributes to his lack of resources the picture’s non-naturalism. This quality conferred on The Warriors a surrealism that is pleasing to its fans and has prevented it from dating. “I don’t know how to say this gracefully, but the only chance it had was to make it as kind of wild and crazy as you could within the budget,” he says. “When I say wild, I mean stretch the limits of realism…You didn’t have a normal story and how do you just tell it?…I thought that there was a hint within the book. He’s got one of the guys reading a comic book on the subway about the Xenophon march and I thought that was a window into an interesting way to make the film…I wanted to make a kind of comic book…The principle that the gangs are going to take over the city of New York is fairly ludicrous. That immediately puts you into the areas of fantasy and science fiction.” Ergo, the film he made would necessarily be “dystopian, and set in a kind of immediate future, if that’s not a contradiction in terms — a future about to happen.”


    Another impetus for the comic-book approach arose from the casting process. Sol Yurick said of the characters in his book, “I was essentially looking at Hispanics and blacks.” Perhaps surprisingly for such a proven populist, Hill was initially keen to be faithful to that all-ethnic vision, feeling it was the only way to do the film properly. Paramount, however, were not so enamored of the idea, feeling it would narrow the picture’s appeal and commercial prospects. The studio gravitated more toward the racial variety seen in Shaber’s script. The Warriors delegation to be found in the finished film was comprised of five whites, three blacks, and one Latino (two, if one counts the implicitly Puerto Rican Mercy as an honorary Warrior). In today’s climate wherein “diversity” is a mantra, such a line-up wouldn’t seem at all unusual. In the late Seventies, an era of largely white casts with the occasional ethnic (classically, the “token black”), it was highly progressive — or at least it would have been to a public unaware of the hard-nosed business exigencies that lay behind it.


    Which, of course, is not the same thing as believable. “Almost impossible,” Yurick said of the notion of such a blend. In any era? “Very much so.” As to the reasons that gang loyalties can’t in real life cross racial lines, Yurick said, “You have a combination of localism and an overall, overriding global economic structure. Racism is very strong and alive and well in the United States, Obama notwithstanding. For instance, motorcycle gangs almost always tend to be white, of Germanic-Irish-English descent, and violently racist.”


    Dorsey Wright — an African American and New York City native who would be cast as the leader of the Warriors — agrees about the impossibility of an interracial gang. “I graduated in ’74 and there were tons of gangs in New York, but there was no such thing as an interracial gang,” he says. “You might find a gang that has maybe blacks and Puerto Ricans, but you would never find a gang that had whites, blacks, and Puerto Ricans. So when they did that in the film, it kind of threw me.” Like Yurick, he asserts that this lack of real-life blending hasn’t changed since.


    Fellow black New Yorker Brian Tyler (the film’s Snow) was also surprised at the rainbow coalition but feels the filmmakers should be cut some slack. “I’m not gonna say it’s unrealistic,” he says. “I’m sure somewhere in the world, there is probably a mixed gang of some type or another. It’s a theatrical production. It’s art, and art is in the eyes of the creators and the beholders.”


    For Hill, though, the project’s unrealisticness gave further cause for him to create a different kind of reality, one in which nobody could cite lack of verisimilitude because in a universe of his own creation he was the one making the rules. Whatever grittiness there was in the script — and there had never been much — would now give way to something approaching a dreamscape.


    


    The Warriors production team that proceeded to set up in New York included the “Frank” previously mentioned by Hill. Frank Marshall would be the film’s executive producer. As well as collaborating with Hill and Gordon on The Driver, his so far miscellaneous career had encompassed some acting jobs, working on several Peter Bogdanovich pictures in roles ranging from location manager to producer’s assistant to associate producer, assisting on the Band’s in-concert movie The Last Waltz, and trying in vain to get off the ground the Orson Welles project The Other Side of the Wind.


    Today, Marshall’s name is attached as producer to some of the most successful motion pictures of all time, including Raiders of the Lost Ark and the Bourne films, but in the late Seventies he was a humbler figure in that area, with just two (co-)production credits to his name, on Paper Moon (1973) and Nickelodeon (1976). As such, he handled many of The Warriors day-to-day chores. “I was really the line producer and Larry was the producer,” he notes. “I was on the set every day…But in those days, ‘executive producer’ was the title that you got.”


    One of Marshall’s relatively mundane tasks was to scout locations that matched the backdrops in the developing script. “I would go and try and find something that was interesting that we could shoot at. I literally drove around all of New York. There were a lot of places that were pretty dangerous. I had a production manager and we had a liaison with the police department with us as well, so that was a big help.” Although Marshall says, “I wasn’t really involved in the writing,” he also states, “I was a researcher [on] the original story.” This sometimes fed into significant alterations as, for instance, when Hill desired a plausible reason for the gang’s train to be stopped that was more dramatic than Yurick’s/Shaber’s happenstance rationale of a fault on the tracks. “I had a very strong connection with the Transit Authority, so I asked,” says Marshall. When the answer came back that a fire was a likely cause of a subway line grinding to a halt, it duly made its way into Hill’s script. Marshall also assisted in the task of populating the picture, attending auditions with Hill and Gordon, although says, “I was more the person who got things done and made the deals. Walter always respected my opinion, but it was really Walter and Larry that made the final decisions.”


    The film’s press book would reason, “Newcomers were cast in the film in order to maintain the look and feel of real people caught in dangerous situations.” “It just didn’t lend itself to star casting,” says Hill. “Even the studio felt that. I didn’t get along very well with the studio, but Eisner and Diller had come out of television and they were not as star oriented as most of the movie studios were. They very much had the notion that lead players could be developed…Their dream was to find I don’t know how many people and then make option deals and keep them for a long time.” It should be pointed out that the Paramount men’s hankering for a return to the “studio system” was to some extent motivated by financial interest: unknowns were handy for The Warriors’ tight budget. Hill: “That was part of the charm of the idea.” David Harris, another of the young men cast as a Warrior, observes, “What we got paid when we did that movie was the least that SAG [the Screen Actors’ Guild] said that we could get paid. It was the bottom of the bottom.” On a similar note, it has been claimed that the production didn’t look outside the Big Apple for actors so as to maintain a Gotham verisimilitude. However, this is hardly consistent with the fact that roles were awarded to people who hailed from places as far away as Memphis and Philadelphia. The reality was slightly more complicated. As Marshall explains, “As long as they lived there, it was fine, ’cause we didn’t have enough money to pay anybody to come in.”


    The acting profession, of course, is never short of people hungry for their big break. When The Warriors shoot was announced, therefore, Howard Feuer and Jeremy Ritzer — the directors of the casting company with which the producers were working — were inundated with applications from young unknowns. Those fledglings would find that it was not enough that they had talent and fit the character profile. Not for nothing did the recruiting process include a group reading. Hill wanted to hire people who collectively felt like the gang they were supposed to be. “Walter was very astute in the way that he put us together,” says Michael Beck, the man who would be Swan, “and the way that he — I don’t know if ‘manipulated’ is the right word — but certainly created an atmosphere for the cast members, the gang, the Warriors, to bond as that. To become close to each other and to watch each other’s back…I’m sure from Walter’s point of view he was thinking, ‘The lens is going to pick that up.’ ” It could be suggested that part of the reason that this strategy worked is an element of human nature that wasn’t part of Hill’s reasoning: the cast of beginners were coming into the project as equals. Whatever the reason, its success did not evaporate once shooting wrapped. Decades later when the cast reassembled for commercial events, Beck noticed that the camaraderie was still very much intact. “We still feel a strong connection with each other.”


    There was another unusual consideration in the audition process. Interested thespians needed to be blessed with above-average levels of fitness. “When you read the script you go, ‘This is going to be pretty physical,’ ” says Beck. “We did have some week-long stretches where all we did every night was run, from dark to sun-up.”


    It’s not only morals and skin shades that differentiates the central gang of the film from the one in the book. “That really had to do with the labor laws more than anything else,” says Hill. “I would have probably liked them to have been a bit younger but, to work nights and things like that, they had to be of adult age.” Marshall explains, “We needed people that could work at night, all night, so they had to be at least eighteen.” Once again, tight finances were also part of the equation. Hill: “We’d have never been able to make the movie under any economics that Paramount was prepared to put up with if we’d have shot [within] the kid laws that prevailed, because they worked such a short working night.”


    However, while this might make sense on a practical level, rendering the Warriors grown adults — they all look in their late teens to mid-twenties, although in reality some of the cast were at the upper end of their twenties and one had even entered his thirties — introduces a large, and for some fatal, flaw into the whole project. It’s one that can best be summed up with the question, “Why didn’t they just catch a ride?” An adult gang stranded miles from home in enemy territory would surely have hailed cabs, stolen cars, or any number of things involving the safety and speed provided by a vehicle that is not offered by trying to catch subway trains and trudging between stations on foot. Of course, such recourses didn’t exist in the ancient world inhabited by Xenophon’s men. Nor was it an issue when Yurick transposed the Ten Thousand’s adventures to the modern day. Although he doesn’t particularly explore it in his novel aside from the Dominators’ abortive attempt to procure a ride from their social worker Wallie, Yurick later explained of gangs of the period, “Automobiles were not available to them.” The writer seemed to be referring to the lack of money around in the mid Sixties, but could equally have cited the tender age of his protagonists. Moreover, as mid-teens, it was plausible that they would not know how to hotwire a car. Meanwhile, their ethnicity made it unlikely that a cab would stop for them. The Warriors of the film, though, were a different proposition.


    “Yeah, but it’s metaphorical,” shrugs Marshall. The metaphorical/futuristic/heightened realism tone of the Warriors movie is undeniable but is also frequently used by its principals as a get-out-of-jail card for all sorts of illogic. However, Marshall does also offer, “It’s about getting back home on the transportation that they use. They don’t have any money. They jump the turnstiles — that’s how they roll. And back in those days nobody drove in New York. That was a California thing. Nobody had a license. A lot of people don’t have their licenses today in New York, ’cause the public transportation is so good.” “I guess they wanted to get home the way they got there,” says Hill of the car/hotwire issue. However, the fact that he knows he’s on shaky ground seems to be indicated by another comment, which he makes while laughing: “The temptation is to say, ‘Well, that would have ended the movie, and it wouldn’t have been a very good one.’ ”


    Dorsey Wright bats away all the torturous rationales. “A gang would have hotwired a car,” he cheerfully admits. “There’s no way in the world I’m gonna try and, as they say in the movie, ‘bop’ from one territory to the next. That’s insane. You would hotwire a damn car and get the fuck out of there. There’s only nine of you. When you go into somebody else’s neighborhood, you’re not looking at nine gang members in that fucking territory. You’re looking at two to three hundred or better.”


    If Shaber, Hill, Gordon, Marshall, etc. ever thought at the time that this matter was a gaping lapse in logic — and it’s possible that in the hurly burly of bringing the project to the screen in such a short timescale they didn’t — they had, as Hill merrily indicates, every incentive to ignore it. However, it has to be said that curiously few reviewers — whatever any other misgivings they may have had about the picture — have ever taken issue with it.


    


    The most important role in The Warriors — at least initially — was that of the Fox, the man who the script dictated become the de facto leader of the decapitated Coney Island unit. In a way, it’s surprising that Thomas Waites (later professionally known as Thomas G. Waites) should have bagged the part. “I’m a classically trained actor from Julliard and I’d done a lot of Shakespeare and I was kind of a theatre guy,” he notes. “I guess I’m more literature oriented than action oriented.” Nonetheless, in ’78, the career of the Pennsylvania-raised 23-year-old was showing great promise. Waites had obtained stage work at the O’Neill Foundation in Waterford, Connecticut, the Spoletto Festival in Charleston, and Center Stage in Baltimore. Moreover, “I had done two pictures before. One was an independent movie (before the term independent was in vogue) called On The Yard directed by Ray Silver, based on a novel by Malcolm Braly. I had the lead in that. I did another small picture for PBS, a movie for television.” “He was kind of the hot actor at that time,” says Marshall.


    Waites recalls being in a theatre one night when casting director Scott Rudin said to him, “The most amazing thing just happened — two movies have come into town: The Warriors and The Wanderers, and they’re both about gangs. They’re going to be shooting in the city this summer and I’m sure you’ll be auditioning for them.” Observes Waites, “It was a coup at the time to get one of those pictures.” Waites, in fact, could have had either.


    Despite all the other gang movies in production, it was Philip Kaufman’s The Wanderers with which The Warriors would most be compared and bracketed, partly because they were both set in New York, partly even because of the assonance of their titles. Quite deliberately, though, there was no overlap between the two films personnel-wise. “I had no idea what their project was,” says Lawrence Gordon of The Wanderers. “I just knew they were casting around the same time we were. I think our movie speaks for itself. I don’t think they’re similar movies. I think they’re similar genres.” Says Walter Hill, “I remember people talking about it, but Phil’s movie as I recall was shot a number of months after ours…We were casting at the same time and quite often everybody wanted to be in the other movie. I never felt I was in a race…When you make pictures for a living, the only race you’re in is with yourself and how good a job can you do with the conditions that you’re given. I had plenty to worry about without having to worry about somebody else’s movie.” However, the director does concede, “It worried the studio and it worried the business producer elements.”


    “There was a lot of competition between The Wanderers and The Warriors,” Terry (“Vermin”) Michos recalls. “I was called in to go in and read for The Wanderers. I thought they were very interested in me, and then the guy said, ‘Anyone that’s in The Warriors we’re not casting in The Wanderers.’ They had some little parts like Konrad Sheehan, who was the head of the Punks on the roller skates. He did do a part in The Wanderers. But no big roles were double cast.”


    Waites, therefore, had to make a choice. Kaufman was at the time arguably a bigger name than Hill: his last two pictures had been the 1976 Clint Eastwood Western The Outlaw Josey Wales (writer) and the 1978 remake of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (director). As such, it took some courage on the part of Waites to reject his overtures. “He asked me to turn The Warriors down,” says Waites. “He said, ‘Just give me a little more time, don’t say yes to the other picture because I’m interested in working with you.’ ” Waites’ deal from Paramount was reported to constitute $1,500 a week and a $50,000 option deal. Even adjusted for inflation — approximately $6,000 and $200,000 respectively — it doesn’t sound like much, but he has said it was more money than he had ever seen in his life. However, when asked why he chose to go with The Warriors, Waites says, “I liked Walter better as an artist. He had a sensitivity beneath his tough/quiet exterior.”


    The prominence of Fox in The Warriors may also have been a factor. “The Fox was the guy that was supposed to get the girl in the end,” Waites points out. “He was the main character.” Waites recollects, “I think they started seeing people April of ’78. I auditioned and then I was called back, then I was called back again. This was way before cellphones or beepers or any of that stuff. I was walking around the city, it was really hot, and for some strange reason I just happened to call my agent. ‘Oh my God! I’m so glad you called. Hurry up. You have to get ever to Paramount. You and Deborah Van Valkenburgh have to do [an] interview with Larry Gordon and Walter Hill and they need you there right away.’ So I went up for the final interview and sat and talked to Walter and Larry, then I think it was the next day that they offered me the part.”


    Although Waites did some preparation for his role, he doesn’t sound too sure about how much. “I think I did go down to Brooklyn and Coney Island and tried hanging out. Not an extensive amount that I recall. I remember hanging out on the streets as it became summer before we started shooting in June. And I remember screening a bunch of movies with Walter to try to get an idea of his vision of it. Rebel Without a Cause, which has also the gang thing going on in it. East of Eden, which has more of the tortured romantic. West Side Story.”


    Waites saw his character as a cut above the other Warriors. “One of the things that Walter used to stress to me is that there’s a difference between a verbal actor and a non-verbal actor. For example, he had directed The Driver with Ryan O’Neal and Bruce Dern and he said Bruce Dern is an example of a verbal actor whereas Ryan O’Neal was an example of an actor — not that he can’t do lines — but that his power lay in his ability to convey silence. What he wanted from me was to be his verbal actor. That I was the guy he wanted to carry the intelligence of the story. [Fox] was on a level above in the sense that he was the most knowledgeable and I tried to garner respect from the other guys in my physical prowess, my ability to use my own physicality, to be able to move more quickly, run faster, use my body in a more agile fashion than just the muscle.”


    Despite the studio resisting Hill’s desire for an all-ethnic cast, the director was able to recruit 21-year-old black actor Dorsey Wright as the Warriors’ leader, Cleon. The importance of the role is not diminished too much by the fact that the character disappears from the proceedings at the quarter-hour mark because of his capture or killing (the finished film doesn’t make it clear) at the conclave.


    Born in Philadelphia in 1957, Wright was raised in New York City. He enrolled at Pratt Institute to study scenic design but stumbled into acting when asked to fill in for a player who was ill. The Warriors would be his first released film, but he shot his role in Miloš Forman’s movie adaptation of hippie musical Hair shortly beforehand. He was also working as a disc jockey in several New York clubs. “I went for a quick reading right behind finishing up Hair,” Wright recalls. “I knew nothing about the film…My agent would point me in the direction and was like, ‘Yo, go audition. Get that job’…I went up there and read for a couple of parts. I was called back not too long afterwards and basically was told about the part for Cleon. Also I was told that his girlfriend would be Pamela Poitier, which I felt was exciting. You know: Sidney Poitier’s daughter.”


    “I didn’t have to do any research,” Wright states. Not only did he grow up in gang territory but, he notes, “I was in a gang for a short period of time because it was convenient in order to go to high school. I went to high school up in Missoula Parkway. Where I lived was 174th street. From 174th Street to Missoula Parkway, you went through maybe three or four gangs’ territory.” Accordingly, he became a member of the tautologously titled Black Spades. “If you weren’t part of a gang, you were liable to get your bus pass taken, your lunch money taken, so it just became a convenient way to go to school without getting your ass kicked.”


    Wright says he based Cleon on “a million people I knew.” His character’s leader status necessitated him projecting an authority but, Wright states, “Not the whole gorilla authority.” He explains, “The people that I was scared of in real life are the quiet ones. Those who talk and tell you, ‘I’m gonna kick your ass,’ they’re just talking. I learnt that a long time ago…Most of the people that were in gangs were quiet. They were just the opposite of what people thought they were.”


    Interestingly, he echoes the nomenclature in Sol Yurick’s book as he elucidates, “They needed a family. And they were ready to do anything that the family needed to be done. But they weren’t talkers, they were do-ers. It was like, ‘Yo, what are we gonna do today?’ ‘Well, we need money for beer.’ ‘All right then, we’re gonna go into the store, we’re gonna go steal somebody’s beer, or we’re gonna rob somebody.’ And that was the end of the talking. You’d go do it. If you don’t do it, you can’t be part of the gang.


    “That’s all a gang was. It was an extension of family. Most of the guys I knew, they had family. It might have been a single mother at home. It may not have been the complete American happy-family routine. But they needed more in the streets because there were people out there who would take advantage of you. It was dangerous. There were people out there that really weren’t like gang members, they were just solo and they would do dumb shit. So gangs popped up so that, ‘Hey, we all together become a family, we all protect each other.’ ”


    The scenario he posits of gang-as-defensive-maneuver might well cause raised eyebrows among those who have had the misfortune to live in the same vicinity as gangs and who perceive them as aggressors. Wright: “Yeah, but those were rogues. Because if you belonged in a gang, it was specified that, ‘Hey, you do not rob civilians, you do not beat up civilians.’ Unless you are told to. If you did, then you’re kicked out. ‘You don’t shit where you eat’ — that was a gang expression. Don’t do dumb shit where your gang live, because now the people in the neighborhood don’t like you, and on top of that, the people in the neighborhood is my fucking family, that’s my mother.”


    Wright had an NYC-dweller’s disdainful view of the Warriors’ home turf, which he describes as “suburbs.” “Coney Island is like a cheap Vegas. Most people in New York, we basically just go there for entertainment and we leave…Most of Coney Island was this huge complex of projects. They live near the ocean and their rides, so it’s like fantasy land.” This “’burb” ambience extended to the area’s paucity of street gangs. “Most of the gangs were Brooklyn, Bronx, and Upper Manhattan, Harlem.”


    Michael Beck, the film’s Swan, says, “I was born in Memphis, raised on a farm across the river in Arkansas, went to college in Jackson, Mississippi. I went to college on an athletic scholarship so acting was not something that was even on the radar for me, but halfway through my junior year a friend of mine dared me to try out for a play. I auditioned for Romeo and Juliet, got the part of Tybalt, and never looked back.” Like many American actors, he relocated in order to finish his training, although not to the more common New York or California. “The professor who was the director of the players of the drama department, I think he saw some gifting there as an actor and he was a real Anglophile. He wasn’t English but he loved the British drama-school mold. His advice to me was, ‘You can either go to New York and go to the Actors Studio or Neighborhood Playhouse or one of those, or what I would recommend is that you go to London and audition for RADA and Central and LAMDA and all these drama schools and see what happens.’ Having only had a year-and-a-half of acting under my belt and having been graciously given lead roles and everything, I thought it all came easy. So I went, ‘Sure, I’ll go to London and get in drama school.’ ” Beck failed his audition for the top-tier Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts. However, a friend he made early on in his time in the UK was a graduate of and sometime teacher at the Central School of Speech and Drama and obtained him an audition there. “I fortunately got picked as one of the thirty for that year. Spent three years in drama school there and then loved it so much that I didn’t want to leave and so finagled getting a work permit and stayed another two years working in rep.”


    Beck fell in love with London at first sight. “The only time I had been out of the rural south of the United States was on the eighth-grade trip to Washington, D.C. I remember vividly coming in on the final approach on British Airways into Heathrow and just looking out: the architecture was different, the cars on the road were different, riding into London on a bus — everything was different. I was there from late ’71 to ’76. It was a great time. Everybody went, ‘Well, you missed the Sixties,’ but it still had some of that flavor to it.” His assimilation of the local argot is revealed when he adds, “Still got great mates from those days.”


    Some might find it curious that Beck should have been so enamored of Britain in an era when crises beset the nation. The indigenous British often remember life in the Seventies made perennially grim through balance-of-trade deficits and wildcat trade-union strikes. The perception of decline in the U.K., in fact, was rather similar to that in contemporaneous New York. The latter’s sense of decay would be an underpinning of The Warriors. Beck acknowledges the parallels. “I remember the early days of punk rock. It was a whole different kind of rage going on then.”


    While none of this could spoil his enchantment at this exhilaratingly unfamiliar society, one thing that rather brought him up short was how early Britons tended to decide that acting was their vocation. Although only born in 1949, Beck was a veritable old man compared to his classmates. “In that year of thirty students, I was the second oldest. An Aussie mate of mine was a few months older. We’d both gone to university. There was one kid that was sixteen years old. I was 22 when I started. At drama school, probably the average age of my year was eighteen or nineteen. Little kids just right out of school going to drama school. So I was thinking, ‘Man, I’m getting into this game later than most people.’ ”


    Any fear that fact instilled in Beck was faint — he says he never at any point felt that he’d missed the boat — and was in any case dispelled by the progress he made on his return to his native country after working in British repertory in various companies and appearing in several BBC productions. “Things happened pretty quickly,” he recalls. “Summer of ’76, I came back to the States. In early November I moved to New York and by January I had gotten an agent. I had the lead in an independent movie that was being shot in Israel. So I felt, ‘I’m on the road here, it’s all happening.’ ” He racked up some significant TV roles, including NBC’s Holocaust.


    None of his success was under his given name. After finishing at the Central School, he had signed up with Equity, the British equivalent of the Screen Actors Guild and, as often happens when people join thespian unions, found that the presence in its ranks of a namesake prohibited professional use of the name with which he was born. “My legal name is John Michael Beck Taylor,” he explains. “I have never been called John except on the first day of school each year and on government forms. There was already a Michael Taylor, so I took my middle name instead of making up a stage name. It seemed to fit. Glad I did.”


    Feuer and Ritzer were initially somewhat skeptical of the idea of casting Beck in The Warriors. “The way I got that part is kind of interesting,” Beck recalls. “Feuer and Ritzer knew me as this Anglophiled theatre actor. My agents kept submitting me for The Warriors and they didn’t see me as this street-gang kind of [actor]. They wouldn’t even put me up for the part.” By coincidence, however, Walter Hill had had occasion to watch Beck’s screen debut, Madman, the aforesaid Israel-shot independent. “He screened that picture to look at Sigourney Weaver, ’cause Walter was one of the producers on the picture Alien and that was Sigourney’s only film work at the time. So he got in touch with Feuer and Ritzer and said, ‘I want to see this guy Michael Beck.’ ”


    Once Hill met Beck, the latter’s acting chops got him over the hurdle of being perceived by some as too effete for the role of a street-gang member. However, with the part secured, Beck’s euphoria died down a little and his own doubts began to set in. “I thought, ‘Well, I’m a little long in the tooth for this deal,’ ” he reflects. Although he possessed gaunt good looks and a fairly youthful appearance, he points out, “I was actually 29.” With a little rationalization, he got over it. “Some of those hardened kids, they look a little bit older than what they are. Also, having grown up seeing movies all my life, high schoolers are always played by people in their twenties and thirties. Which is kind of crazy, but that’s just how it is.”


    In preparation for his role, Beck read Yurick’s book. The other research he did involved associating with a New York gang. “I was living up on 79th Street between Columbus and Amsterdam and there was actually a street gang headquartered up on 82nd or 83rd Street just a couple of blocks away, so I went up there and observed and chatted with some of those kids. Not letting them know that I was going to be in a movie.” Who did they think this inquisitive stranger was? “Just a guy. I didn’t ask them so much about what they did. It wasn’t an interview process. It was more just taking up conversation as I went down the street.” When pressed, Beck has a memory of Hill screening some teenage angst movies, but his recollection on this score is even vaguer than Waites’ (“I think he did — but that was years ago”).


    Beck feels that there was little instruction in the script about his character. He says, “I viewed Swan very much as a loner, as someone who wanted more out of life than life was giving him. That line at the end when they get back to Coney and he goes, ‘Is this what we fought all night to get back to?’ kind of describes [him]. I think he had some sense of a larger world outside of the place where he lived and a longing for that. I also saw him — this may be looking back on it; I don’t really know that I was that in my head about it, I was just playing the part — in a same kind of mold as some of those roles that Gary Cooper played back in the Thirties and Forties. That loner person who had a tough exterior but underneath there was a softness that he didn’t want anyone to see.”


    Emphatically not harboring a hidden softness was the character Ajax, played by James Remar. Born in 1953, Remar is a Bostonian. “I stopped going to high school when I was fifteen, but I went to kind of an alternative school until I was like sixteen,” he says. “Then I stopped going to class and I just thumbed around the United States. It was pretty much the height of the Vietnam War and seeing kids on the street was not a unusual occurrence.” At the age of seventeen he worked with a low-level rock band for almost a year. Although “a hobbyist guitar player,” Remar wasn’t operating as a musician. “I travelled as a roadie…And then I went back to high school and graduated.”


    His decision to become an actor came when he was “about twenty.” He recalls, “It was just a culmination of events. I had done some acting with a summer community, a summer camp, and then I had been a roofer after I got out of high school — I didn’t go directly to college — and I got laid off of my roofing job.” Remar travelled down to St. Augustine, Florida, where he obtained a part in the long-running outdoor performance of the state’s official play, the historical drama Cross and Sword. “They paid me fifty dollars a week to play a Spanish colonist. Richard Boone, who was a very famous actor back then, lived in that community. He came and visited the show on our final night. We all had a few drinks afterwards and we got to pick his brain and I said, ‘Where do you go from here?’ He said, ‘Neighborhood Playhouse School or the theatre.’ So I let that stew for a while. I went back to work painting houses and roofing and had an epiphany when I was on a ladder. I thought, ‘I want to be a doctor or a jet pilot.’ Military was very unpopular. I didn’t even think I could get in back then. Doctor was a lot of school and I didn’t like school, even though I had some brains. And I thought, ‘You know, an actor can experience a lot of things in life and do a little bit of everything.’ I decided right then and there that I would enlist as an actor. Give myself to it for three years and if nothing happened I’d be young enough to do something else. In that moment, I decided to go to the Neighborhood Playhouse.


    “The Neighborhood Playhouse is an acting Academy. You’re not even permitted to audition. [It’s a] two-year academy. You have to be asked back for the second year. I went to the first year. They did not invite me back to the second year, which was a devastating experience. But I took comfort ’cause Steve McQueen went there and they didn’t ask him back either. Then I started auditioning, and I got Grease, the Broadway road company.” His role in said Fifties musical as Kernickie involved some trilling, but he says, “They didn’t hire me for my singing. They hired me for my energy.”


    By the time of The Warriors, Remar had also appeared in productions at the Ensemble Studio Theatre and the WPA Theatre, but reflects, “I was pretty raw.” However, unlike most of his new colleagues he could boast that he had appeared in one previous motion picture. It so happens, it was On The Yard, in which Waites had also appeared. “It was a prison flick made by the same people that made Hester Street and Crossing Delancey,” Remar says. “It was a small independent company back when you could do that sort of thing. It was not a big hit, but it didn’t need to be.”


    Those assuming that the two ex-colleagues coalesced again in The Warriors because they were comparing notes would be mistaken. “We were completely parallel. My agent submitted me for The Warriors and Tom Waites just happened to be another one of those thousands of New York actors that was in the audition circuit.” He continues, “The first character that they sent me the script for was Swan. Swan was a very different character in that version. Then they said, ‘No, it’s gone to another actor,’ and they asked me to audition for Ajax.”


    As Ajax was probably the roughest character within the Warriors’ ranks, it’s appropriate that Remar’s audition was possibly the wildest the film’s production staff witnessed. Remar says, “Ajax was a counterpoint to Swan. He was the rowdy guy, he was the loose cannon.” The 5’10” actor also says, “He was written initially as a much bigger person, like 6’9”, 300 pounds. A guy that could really move things around. So I brought to it a side in terms of my vocal energy and just swagger that was to compensate for what I didn’t have in actual physical size.” Even so, at this audition Remar did exhibit some physicality. Acting out his character’s key scene wherein he is ensnared by the undercover female cop and finding his only available prop a “huge conference table,” he had to improvise. “I held on to the corner of the conference table as if I were handcuffed to the park bench. I picked up the corner of the table…It was just in the heat of the moment. I just moved it a little bit. It was heavy enough and I was into it enough and I was holding onto the thing just tight enough to make that impression.” Gordon, Hill, and Marshall, seated around the heaving conference table, were duly impressed. Remar: “It was a little bit startling and at the same time it was just under the wire being over-the-top, so it became impressive, rather than off-putting…That sealed it for me — in a good way.” Possibly, but as ever with the casting process there may have been another factor: aspects of physiognomy over which an actor has no control. Remar’s handsomeness was undercut by a faint suspicion of brutishness and by a gap in his front teeth that was exposed whenever he smiled. In other words, he innately resembled the low-rent Lothario that Ajax is.


    Remar says he didn’t “to any great extent” have experience of gang members or their strata of society but that “I did my own little share of teenage nefarious activities and we’d run around in packs. Not real solid street gangs with colors and everything. That was much more a New York thing at that time.” For research, he “went down to talk to people who lived in Coney Island and read about gangs.” He also prepared physically: “Got myself beefed up, lifted weights, and swung the bat around, and more or less tried to get in tune with life as a young person on the streets of New York.” However, he points out, “You didn’t get six months to, like, pack on muscle. We were jobbing actors that had to be ready to do any role at any time. You get the job and then two weeks later you’re shooting. It’s not like it is now. And that’s all a lot of hype — how actors prepare for their role and that makes them a method actor. None of us had the time to do that. You get the job on Thursday and shoot on Monday — that’s method acting.”


    Although those Big-Apple streets to which Remar refers were much more dangerous than they are today, his character was well-equipped to take care of himself on them, perhaps too much so. Did he view Ajax as slightly unhinged? “Sure. Yeah. I don’t behave like that. I hope.” He adds of Ajax’s gang milieu, “It’s a funny kind of life. From what I’ve learned now, they don’t really view life as having any kind of future. It’s just grab what you can and don’t take any shit. A hundred bucks in your pocket is worth far more than going to school and learning a trade that’s gonna make you a thousand down the line. It wasn’t in his frame of reference.” The argument could even be made that there is not much moral difference between Ajax and the movie’s villain, Luther. However, here Remar defends his character. “I’d say there’s a pretty substantial difference. Ajax, you could reason with him. (Except when it came to the girl. He wanted to get some of the girl.) He was not as manic as Luther. Luther refused to play by the rules at all and he was devious. Ajax would stand up and have a fair fight with you. He’d look you in the eye and go man to man with you, toe to toe, whereas Luther was more of a sneak. He brought a gun to a knife fight. Ajax wouldn’t do that.”


    Considering the audacious diversity of the casting, it seems odd that Hill didn’t employ a Native American as Cochise. The role did however go to another African American, David Harris. Born in 1959, Harris was a graduate of the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. “I’m a native New Yorker,” Harris says. “I’m what you call one of the original Bowery Boys [from] the Lower East Side, Avenue D…I grew up around gangs. I wasn’t in one when I was much younger. My mother kept a tight range on me and my brother. She sent us to Catholic schools so we’d avoid all of that, and we were not allowed to hang out at night and all that stuff. But I grew up at the heart of it.” Although he says, “The Warriors was my first major feature film,” he also notes, “I was quite seasoned. I did some guest shots in New York City when they were shooting some TV series and I was doing a lot of stage.” Harris had appeared on television in Madigan, Kojak, and the Emmy Award-winning Judge Horton and the Scottsboro Boys. Stage-wise, he had been seen in the New York Shakespeare Festival production of Wedding Band, Ron Milner’s What the Wine Sellers Buy on Broadway, and the Phoenix Repertory Company production Secret Service. In the latter he was on stage with John Lithgow and Meryl Streep. A presentation of the play was broadcast on PBS’ Great Performances. “When Walter Hill came to New York to cast The Warriors, I wasn’t even in New York. Walter was still looking for Cochise and my agent sent me up. I had two scenes prepared. ‘Whole lot of magic’ was one of my lines at the audition…I read one little scene and then he said basically, ‘Thank you and I’ll see you.’ My agent called me back and said, ‘You got the role.’ I went down I think the next day and I met the entire cast.”


    That cast was, with the exception of the diminutive, slightly built Marcelino Sánchez, notably bigger than the matchstick-thin Harris. He says this didn’t make him self-conscious about playing a tough guy. “In my mind, I was a tough guy, came up from a tough neighborhood, and I always had a tough attitude. If I got into a fight you better really hit me hard to keep me down, because I’d get back up and come right back at you.”


    Acting school had taught Harris to think deeply about things like a character’s voice, mannerisms, and motion. This came in handy for what was one of the subsidiary Warriors roles: outside of Fox, Swan, Ajax, and possibly Cleon, it has to be said that the personalities of the gang members are not well differentiated. The defining characteristic of Cowboy, for instance, is surely his hat, a device more usual in comic books, and in pre-Sixties ones at that. “I tried to make Cochise a little bit different,” says Harris. “His gestures, his voice. I tried to make him funny. I tried to make him serious. I tried to make him street. I tried to make him a guy that you would like. The way he walked — he had this kind of little shuffle.”


    The other black face in the Warriors’ ranks belonged to Brian Tyler, who played the character originally called Snowball. “I’m from New York,” Tyler says. “When the movie was shot, I actually lived in the Bronx.” Born in 1960, Tyler was making his screen debut. His acting ambitions had begun in his high school drama club, from which he graduated to New York’s American Community Theatre. He felt that his new colleagues were “all much more experienced actors than I was,” saying, “I was doing a couple of way, way off-Broadway productions.” Of his initial Warriors audition, Tyler recalls, “I remember having to go down to Manhattan and I was given some sides — a little bit of script — and a couple of pictures were taken. The second audition, I was given a little bit of script to go out and study and then come back. So I walked across the street to Central Park.”


    He recalls that when he first auditioned, the producers weren’t exactly sure what they wanted to do with him. “But I do believe by the second or third audition they were looking to me as Snow…Originally, the name was going to be Snowball, but that was never said in the movie. I think it just flowed better.” Asked if, had the opportunity arisen, he would have liked to have played a central character like Swan or Fox, he says, “No. I think I played exactly who I was supposed to play.” This, though, is not because Snow is the only character identifiable from the script as black, which is something Tyler appears not to have noticed. However, this equanimity ties in perfectly with his aura and appearance, him possessed of oval, cat-like eyes and a serene expression. Of his preparation, he says, “I read the book, I had the script and just practice, practice, practice. I pretty much went with the book and the script, but mostly Walter’s direction.”


    Before being bitten by the acting bug, Marcelino Sánchez studied painting at New York’s High School of Art and Design. (Although it wouldn’t be evident from The Warriors’ credits, his surname was spelt with an accent over the “a.”) It was perhaps apposite then that Sánchez was picked to play the Warriors’ resident artist. The bushy-haired, voluptuous-lipped, soft-voiced Sánchez was born in 1957. “He and my brothers and my parents were all born in Puerto Rico,” explains his sister Mayra, thirteen years his junior. “I was the only one born here.” Sánchez was six years old when he, his younger siblings, and his mother made the passage over in December 1964 to be reunited with his father. “He had to learn how to speak English and all that here in school,” says Mayra, who adds that, despite this initial disadvantage, Sánchez was “very gifted academically.” He was also “very good at painting. He just was incredibly artistic.” Mayra notes, “According to my mom, he discovered his talents in Art and Design and decided at that time to pursue an acting career.” Sánchez joined the 13th Street Theatre and studied at the HB Studio. Prior to being awarded the role of Rembrandt, he had appeared in the shorts The Stowaway and Big Apple Birthday and had toured Spain in Hair.


    It wasn’t just Rembrandt’s race that tied in with Hill’s designed diversity. “I always thought the character he played in the movie was gay,” says Hill. If this seems like a retroactive rationale linked to the fact that Sánchez himself was homosexual, the Dingos gang — patently gay — support the director’s claim. “I wanted to present a gay gang in a rather positive light,” Hill explains. “I thought that would have been really terrific.”


    “It was not exactly a secret that he was gay, but I didn’t have any conversations with him about it,” adds Hill. “Everything about Marcelino was gay,” says Beck. “It was part of who he was and part of the reason you loved his kind of flamboyance…At the time we were doing that movie, Donna Summer and disco was in the air and he was just such a lover of her and that kind of music.” Sánchez’s sister seems to have had a different experience, possibly partly because she was a child at the time, possibly partly because of a Puerto Rican culture that she admits was conservative about homosexuality. “That wasn’t something that was overt,” says Mayra. “He and my mother were close and my mother was aware, but he wasn’t necessarily flaunting his lifestyle in terms of the family. He was very conservative…I don’t believe that he made it a secret, but it wasn’t something that was discussed in the family often or openly.”


    As for the question of a man with his artistic hinterland playing the gang’s resident artist, Mayra says, “I think it was a coincidence. I don’t think that any of the other roles would have been right for him.” She adds, “He wasn’t a graffiti artist. He definitely was not into that.”


    “My brother did not have to do research,” Mayra notes. “By the time I came around, we were moved into a calmer area, but before then he lived in Bushwick.” The latter area of Brooklyn is presumably what Sánchez was referring to when he told the Village Voice that he grew up in a “rough ghetto” only a few doors away from the hangout of the Devil Rebels street gang. “My brothers definitely lived in a different kind of neighborhood,” says Mayra. “So they saw plenty.” Sánchez could also plug into the psyches of intimates less gentle than he. “I think that he drew from his brothers. My other brothers were much more rough around the edges and much more boisterous. Not that my brothers were gang members, but he had plenty to see in the environment for him to choose.”


    Although Mayra notes that Sánchez was “very excited to be filming in New York,” from what she says obtaining a role in a Hollywood production may have been a bigger deal for his parents than it was for him. “It was something that he could present to my parents to let them know that he had not made a mistake. There was a little bit of a challenge between him and my parents, because they wanted him — my mother especially — to pursue academics. He told her that he was willing to finish high school but after that he wanted to pursue his acting career. That was their arrangement. So he never tried anything in acting officially until he finished this agreement to our mom.”


    The other Warriors were Caucasian. “I was born in Cleveland, Ohio,” says Tom McKitterick, a slightly built man whose jutting bottom lip gives him a look of permanent skepticism. “I came to New York in 1970 after college.” His relocation was not to fulfil acting ambitions, of which he had none. “I drove cabs and I smoked pot and I was a hippie. You could get by working three nights a week driving.” Becoming a stagehand at the New York Shakespeare Festival Public Theater opened his eyes to the possibility of a new career. “I thought, ‘Boy, I love the theatre.’ ” He was particularly inspired by a production of a play called The Black Terror by Richard Wesley. “There was this actor named Gylan Kain who was a poet and he and Susan Batson, an actress who later became an acting coach, had this…red hot scene and they just went at each other. I saw it night after night after night, and just the energy and the precision and their ability to repeat this intense altercation so completely without it ever being stale…I thought, ‘Wow, maybe I want to give this a go.’ ”


    Looking back, McKitterick realizes he was up against it from the beginning. Michael Beck may have wondered whether he was a bit long in the tooth for his part, but McKitterick — born in 1948 — has the questionable honor of being the oldest Warrior. “I started late. I was thirty.” The matter has been confused by the — possibly disingenuous — claim made in the Warriors press book that he was a 1956 baby. “And they said I was born in Camden, New Jersey or something. I don’t know where that stuff comes from.” He explains of the drawbacks to a late start, “I felt, ‘Shoot, I should have gone to England and had some classical training. I should have done this…I wanted to play Hotspur in Henry IV Part I. I wanted to play Edward in Long Day’s Journey into Night. I wanted to play Chance Wayne in Sweet Bird of Youth. I could see these parts were going to be out of my grasp very rapidly.” His build meant he did at least look younger than his years. “I ended up playing a lot of teenagers,” he notes.


    McKitterick’s early acting career was a mixture of highbrow (“I had appeared in off off-Broadway productions”) and low culture. “I had been on an NBC soap opera called For Richer, For Poorer. I was a non-contracted player. I worked about four months on that. That was my first paying job and that gave me confidence.” Interestingly, he notes of the part, “I played a juvenile delinquent.” Presumably, the latter fact is what prompted his agent to submit him for The Warriors. McKitterick offers, “My first three [major] jobs — a soap opera, this, and then Jack McCall in Thomas Babe’s play Fathers and Sons — I was playing outlaws. I think there’s something about my personality or my demeanor or something that was appropriate to the movie.”


    “I went in and did a reading as Vermin,” McKitterick recalls. “I think Frank Marshall read the sides with me. It was the scene with the Lizzies. The sides were five pages or four pages of dialogue. I knew nothing of the whole script. I vaguely understood that it was a gang warfare picture. Two days before, I went over them and I decided how I was going to say the lines and what I was going to do with this material. I felt I nailed it.” So, clearly, did the producer and director. McKitterick: “And then, I don’t remember how, I learned that I was going to be Cowboy and someone else was to play Vermin.”


    That turn of events itself involved a tangled tale. With every aspiring young — and young-looking — actor in New York seeming to want a part in The Warriors, the film’s production team naturally spent a large part of their time saying “no” to people. There was one actor, though, who turned them down. McKitterick: “Tony Danza was cast as Cowboy in the first assemblage of actors. I met Tony.” “He was quite something,” recalls Marshall of Danza. Part of this impression seems to have derived from more than merely his acting talents, Marshall noting, “We actually went to see him box in an amateur fight.” Either way, “We offered him the role.” However, at around the same time Danza received a verdict from the makers of a putative television series for which he had previously auditioned. “To his credit, he was very loyal to the people at Taxi and he turned us down,” says Marshall.


    Enter Terry Michos. Also a screen rookie, Michos was born in 1953. “I came from upstate New York, a place called Poughkeepsie,” he says. “In French Connection, Gene Hackman says to some heroin addict, ‘What are you doing? Pick your toes in Poughkeepsie?’ I went to New York in 1975 and I studied acting at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts.” At the time of The Warriors auditions, Michos was in the national touring company of Grease.


    He was an interesting choice by the Warriors production team, his physical appearance — slightly puffy face, slightly spoiled and even dopey demeanor — a marked contrast to the mean and lean types by which he was mostly surrounded. This may be why his road to being cast was a rocky one
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