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INTRODUCTION

The career of Burt Reynolds is a truly fascinating one. Starting out in the ’50s on TV shows like Alfred Hitchcock Presents and The Twilight Zone, Reynolds soon moved up to recurring supporting roles on the shows Gunsmoke and Riverboat. Reynolds played the lead in the action picture Operation C.I.A. (1965) and the title role in a spaghetti western, Navajo Joe (1966), having only played supporting roles in occasional films up to that time. He managed to get some notice by the end of the 1960s in films like 100 Rifles, Sam Whiskey, Impasse, and Shark (all 1969), and starred for one season on the TV series Dan August in 1970-71. But it was John Boorman’s hit film Deliverance (1972) that eventually led Reynolds to a starring movie career.

Throughout the 1970s, Reynolds’ stardom grew. Using what he’d learned in his previous TV and movie roles, Reynolds developed a tough guy persona with a wry, often self-deprecating, sense of humor and it resulted in hit films like Shamus (1973), White Lightning (1973), and The Longest Yard (1974). After a resounding box office flop with Peter Bogdanovich’s wrongheaded attempt at a Cole Porter musical, At Long Last Love (1975), Reynolds’ stardom was retained via his amusing appearances on talk shows with hosts like Johnny Carson and Merv Griffin. His films no longer had the same box office clout, and even Gator (1976), a sequel to White Lightning, netted disappointing returns.

In 1977, Reynolds starred in the comedy Smokey and the Bandit, which not only resurrected his box office status, it became the biggest hit of his career. Tapping into the usually overlooked rural demographic, Smokey and the Bandit was an enormous box office success. As a result, Burt Reynolds found himself the Number One Box Office Star for five consecutive years, from 1978 to 1982. However, after several more similar “good ol’ boy” type comedies, the public eventually became weary, and by the early 1980s, and the dismal Stroker Ace (1982), the idea was no longer marketable. By 1985, Reynolds was not even ranking in the Top Ten at the box office, plummeting down to number 23. It would be his final appearance on the list for the remainder of his career.

Reynolds spent most of the 1980s struggling through films that failed to impress critics or audiences, and despite some good ideas in films like Heat (1986) and Malone (1987), the actor had, as one critic put it, gone “from Hollywood King to VHS rental afterthought.”1

By the 1990s, Reynolds had become an actor in dismissible straight-to-video fodder until a hit TV series, Evening Shade, resurrected his career. After four seasons of that show, Reynolds returned to movies and eventually earned his first Oscar nomination for Boogie Nights (1997).

This book is a film-by-film study of Burt Reynolds’ movie career. Each of Reynolds’ starring films will be discussed regarding their significance to his career, their initial impact with audiences and critics, and how they’ve held up over time. Throughout our study we will be able to identify the ups and downs that caused Reynolds to go from box office superstar, to video rental has-been, to Oscar nominee. We will mention his TV work but not provide full chapters, as this is a book that concentrates on his theatrical movies. Events in his private life, best covered in biographies, will only be discussed as they pertain to his films. And the many straight-to-video releases, as well as supporting roles and cameos, will be discussed as per their merit within the context of Reynolds’ screen career.

As we carefully examine his work chronologically, we will also point out that Burt Reynolds was a good actor who played a variety of different roles in his screen career and did so competently and effectively and sometimes masterfully. His process, development, use of other media to enhance his notoriety, and his ability to play both comedy and drama with equal aplomb will be give serious attention. Finally, we will argue that the massive stardom of Burt Reynolds in the 1970s overshadows his downfall in the 1980s, and his comeback at the end of the 1990s neatly caps his career. 




1 Brunson, Matt. Malone review. The Film Frenzy. September 16, 2023





BURT REYNOLDS – THE EARLY YEARS

Burton Leon Reynolds, Jr. was born on February 11, 1936 in Lansing, Michigan. Reynolds’ father was drafted, so he, his mother, and his sister lived with him at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri until his father went to Europe with the army. The family then moved to Lake City, Michigan until his father returned after the war ended. In 1946, the Reynolds family relocated to Florida.

Burt was a natural athlete, and his football prowess at Palm Beach High School netted several scholarship offers when he was named All State and All Southern as a fullback. Attending Florida State University beginning in 1954, Reynolds achieved great success on the gridiron as a halfback during his Freshman year, but early in his Sophomore year he suffered a knee injury that slowed down his game. That same season he was injured in a serious car accident, where he hurt his other knee and lost his spleen. While he kept up his studies at Palm Beach Junior College, he stayed away from the University for two years. Reynolds explored acting while attending Palm Beach Junior College. After impressing his teacher, Watson B. Duncan III, when reading Shakespeare in an English class, Burt was asked to audition for a play Duncan had written. Reynolds played the lead role and won the Florida State Drama Award.

Returning to Florida State in 1957, Reynolds no longer had the same skills due to lingering trouble from his injuries, and after a 7-0 loss to North Carolina State for which Florida coach Tom Nugent blamed Reynolds, Burt famously stated, “the hell with football,” and looked into acting opportunities. 

The Drama Award included a scholarship to the Hyde Park Playhouse, where he met Joanne Woodward. Woodward would later recall, “I knew him as this cute, shy, attractive boy. He had the kind of lovely personality that made you want to do something for him.”2 After finding an agent with Woodward’s assistance, Burt made his Broadway debut. Continuing with his acting, Burt took classes at the Neighborhood Playhouse, and appeared in more plays, including a stage version of Mister Roberts with Charlton Heston in the title role, and directed by John Forsythe.

Burt Reynolds headed to Hollywood in 1958 and worked a variety of different jobs while also taking whatever acting roles he could in television. After a few small roles, Burt landed a supporting part opposite star Darren McGavin on Riverboat. However, he had trouble getting along with McGavin and left the series in the first season after appearing in 20 episodes.

[image: ]

Burt Reynolds in the TV series Riverboat

Reynolds continued to appear on a variety of television shows in small roles, including suspense (Alfted Hitchcock Presents), drama (Playhouse 90) and western (Zane Grey Theater) before landing a part in the feature film Angel Baby (1961). Recalling his film debut, Reynolds stated:


The toughest part about Angel Baby was doing a fight scene with George Hamilton, who at the time was a contender for the title of World’s Most Uncoordinated Human Being. Yet he had to beat me up, something that was almost impossible for him to fake. In the dumbest fight scene ever, he sort of lifted me, and I leapt into the bushes, hoping it looked like I was thrown. But it just looked like he lifted me and I’d jumped.3



Another small role in the war picture Armored Command (1961) and Reynolds was back to doing small parts on television. However, he later would recall, “I learned more about my craft in these guest shots than I did standing around and looking virile on Riverboat.”4

[image: ]

Burt Reynolds enjoyed his time on Gunsmoke



After appearances on The Twilight Zone, Perry Mason, The Naked City, and other popular shows, Burt was hired to replace Dennis Weaver on the popular series Gunsmoke. Reynolds spent three happy years on the series, playing the half-breed blacksmith Quint Asper, leaving in 1965 to pursue leading roles. This was a time when Reynolds began to transition from doing mostly television to doing mostly films. Initially, he would continue to do TV, appearing on The F.B.I, Flipper, and 12 O’Clock High; and even starred in a short-lived, 17 episode series entitled Hawk as a Native American detective. But for the most part, Burt concentrated on a possible movie career when he got his first starring role in a feature film, Operation C.I.A. 




2 Cohen, Barney. “Burt Reynolds: Going Beyond Macho.” The New York Times. March 29, 1981




3 Reynolds. Burt. But Enough About Me. NY: Putnam. 2016




4 Reynolds. Burt. But Enough About Me. NY: Putnam. 2016





OPERATION C.I.A.

Directed by Christian Nyby

Screenplay by Peter J. Oppenheimer and Bill S. Ballinger

Produced by Peter J. Oppenheimer

Edited by Joseph Gluck, George Watters

Cast:



	Burt Reynolds
	Mark Andrews, CIA



	John Hoyt
	Wells



	Kieu Chinh
	Kim-Chinh



	Danielle Aubry
	Denise



	Cyril Collick
	Withers



	Bill Catching
	Frank Decker



	Vic Diaz
	Professor Yen



	Marsh Thomson
	Stacey



	John Laughinghouse
	First American Officer



	Frank Estes
	Second American Officer



	Santi
	Porter



	Michael Schwiner
	Embassy Marine



	Robert Gulbranson
	Man in Bed



	Janet Russell
	Girl in Bed




Released September 8, 1965

Peter J. Oppenheimer Productions 

Allied Artists

Running Time: 89 minutes.

Burt Reynolds made quite an inauspicious debut in this low budget actioner that was filmed on location in Bangkok. The story involves a CIA agent who is killed in an explosion before he can report a planned assassination of the American ambassador in Vietnam. Reynolds plays Special Agent Mark Andrews, who is sent undercover as an American college instructor. He discovers that the Ambassador is to be killed in the next five days, so he sets out to thwart those plans.

[image: ]

Burt Reynolds, Kieu Chinh

A first time production for German born Peter J. Oppenheimer, who had also written the screenplay, it was directed by former film editor Christian Nyby, who had helmed The Thing from Another World (1951), but did most of his directing in television. 

The film was fraught with problems and Reynolds would spend the rest of his life recalling this film as one of the worst experiences of his acting career. During a fight scene filmed in a swamp full of pollutants, Reynolds’ blood was contaminated and he ended up in the hospital with severely swollen lymph glands. At first the doctors feared he had Hodgkin’s Disease, but it was eventually discovered he had the rare disease schistosomiasis, which is snail eggs in the bloodstream. Fortunately, a cure for this rare disease had been discovered a couple of years earlier. For all the hardships, the film itself was a box office flop, despite a budget of only $70,000. Reynolds would later quip, “I fought a boa constrictor, and he gave the best performance in the picture.” The film was originally meant to be filmed on location in Vietnam where the story is set, but the escalating security situation there prevented that from being a possibility.

The trade magazine Motion Picture Exhibitor was fairly accepting of the film in its review, stating:

The story bogs down occasionally, although some action sequences are well handled. Performances, production, and direction are all adequate. The climactic chase through city streets is exciting for a while, but is allowed to continue far too long. It will satisfy general audiences as part of a double-feature program, despite a lack of names.5




5 Operation C.I.A. review. Motion Picture Exhibitor. December 1, 1965





NAVAJO JOE

Directed by Sergio Corbucci

Screenplay by Piero Regnoli and Frendnado Di Leo from a story by Sergio Corbucci

Produced by Luigi Carpenteri, Ermanno Donati

Cinematography by Silvano Ippoliti

Edited by Alberto Galliti

Cast:



	Burt Reynolds
	Navajo Joe



	Fernando Rey
	Rev. Rattigan



	Aldo Sambrell
	Mervyn ‘Vee’ Duncan 



	Pierre Cressoy
	Dr. Chester Lynne 



	Valeria Sabel
	Hannah Lynne



	Nicoletta Machiavelli
	Estella - Mrs. Lynne’s maid



	Tanya Lopert
	Maria - Saloon Girl



	Franca Polesello
	Barbara - Saloon Girl



	Lucia Modugno
	Geraldine - Wounded Saloon Girl



	Roberto Paoletti
	Sheriff Johnson



	Nino Imparato
	Chuck Holloway 



	Lucio Rosato
	Jeffrey Duncan



	Mario Lanfranchi
	Jefferson Clay - Mayor



	Ángel Álvarez
	Oliver Blackwood 



	Rafael Albaicín
	Mexican Scalphunter 



	Lorenzo Robledo
	Robledo 



	Álvaro de Luna
	Sancho Ramirez 



	Valentino Macchi
	Scalphunter



	Cristina Iosani
	Joe’s Wife 



	Gianni Di Stolfo
	Sheriff Elmo Reagan



	Simón Arriaga
	Monkey



	Enrique Santiago
	Member of Duncan’s Gang



	Cris Huerta
	El Gordo



	Ángel Ortiz
	El Cojo 



	Roderik Auguste
	Ciudadano 



	Juan Cazalilla
	Telegrafista 



	Luciano Foti
	Sheriff de Pyote



	Lars Bloch
	Male Swedish Settler



	Dyanik Zurakowska
	Swedish Settler on Train 



	José Terrón
	Soldier 



	Fortunato Arena
	Townsman 




Released in the United States on December 6, 1967

Dino de Laurentiis Cinematografica

United Artists

Running Time: 93 minutes

Inspired by the international success of Sergio Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars (1964), producer Dino DeLaurentiis put together a deal to film a screenplay he had purchased called Un dollaro a testa (A Dollar a Head), presenting it to action director Sergio Corbucci. Corbucci somehow concluded that Marlon Brando would be playing the lead role, so he agreed to direct. Brando turned it down, so DeLaurentiis contacted Burt Reynolds due to his resemblance to Brando. DeLaurentiis also noticed the career comparison to Clint Eastwood, who had starred in A Fistful of Dollars. Eastwood’s notoriety was from the American western TV series Rawhide, while Reynolds was best known for Gunsmoke. 

When Reynolds was approached with the project, he recalled Clint Eastwood having told him of the positive experience he had with Sergio Leone on A Fistful of Dollars. Leone was not very well known in America at this time, so when Reynolds heard the director’s name was Sergio, he mistakenly believed it was the same one Eastwood raved about. Reynolds agreed to the project, but was disappointed upon arriving on location in Spain and discovering that this Sergio was not the same director who had helmed the Eastwood movie. The contracts were already signed, so he could not back out of the project. Thus, throughout filming, Reynolds and Corbucci did not get along. Sergio Corbucci prided himself on making westerns that were long on violent action and short on dialog, so Navajo Joe is a bluntly visceral experience that is very aggressive. 

[image: ]

Burt Reynolds as Navajo Joe

Burt plays the title character as a lone warrior going after Duncan and his gang. Duncan (Aldo Sambrell) had massacred Joe’s village and plans to go the next town and rob a train. Their scheme is overheard and word gets to Joe, who stops them. Joe offers his help to the townspeople of Esperanza for “a dollar a head.” His offer is refused because he is Native American, but Hannah Lynne (Valeria Sabel), wife of Dr. Chester Lynne (Pierre Cressoy) persuades them to reconsider. The attempt to trap the Duncan gang fails, both Dr. and Mrs. Lynne are killed, and Joe is captured and tortured. Joe is rescued and is able to kill Duncan’s gang. He then sets out after Duncan. After a violent battle, Duncan is killed and Joe is seriously injured. He sends his horse back to the town with the money Duncan had stolen, which surprises the townspeople. Estella (Nicoletta Machiavelli), Mrs. Lynne’s maid, sends Joe’s horse back to him, but the film does not reveal if the Navajo warrior survived his injuries.

Burt Reynolds recalled this film negatively, not only for the negative experience in filming it but also the finished project. Reynolds would later state that the film was “so awful it was only shown in prisons and airplanes because nobody could leave. I killed ten thousand guys, wore a Japanese slingshot and a fright wig.”6 However Quentin Tarantino calls the film one of his favorite spaghetti westerns, and even used portions of Ennio Morricone’s score in his Kill Bill films. When listing his 20 favorite spaghetti westerns for Cinema Blend, Tarantino placed Navajo Joe at number 9. Film critic and historian Katie Carter stated:

Morricone’s score for this is magnificent and really makes the film that much more pulsing and memorable. This sort of bare-bones revenge tale is common to spaghetti westerns, but its violent execution sets it apart pretty much as soon as it begins. It also feels quite a bit more sympathetic to minorities, raising the plight of the Native Americans early on when the sheriff won’t accept Duncan’s scalps taken from innocent Native Americans, recognizing that as a group they aren’t all violent. It also gives more significant roles to female characters who are often sidelined or simply not present in spaghetti westerns (such as Leone’s “Dollars” trilogy).7

Corbucci’s approach is far more brutal and violent, the opening scene showing a man shooting a Native American woman and scalping her, holding up the hair and skin triumphantly. The scene of Joe’s torture has him bound, beaten and whipped mercilessly as the camera cuts from the beating to the smiling faces of the onlookers. He is then strung up by his feet, his hands tied with his arms outstretched on either side. Corbucci’s aggressive use of closeups edited into the medium shots are perhaps inspired by Leone’s approach, however, as stated by Ben Kooyman at Senses of Cinema: “Where Leone’s films are ornate, baroque and operatic, Navajo Joe is grittier, scrappier, more muscular.”8

Burt Reynolds’ performance sometimes seems a bit tentative, but he performs the violent sequences most effectively, having worked as a stuntman. In an article for The New York Times Magazine, Tarantino calls him “a one-man tornado onslaught.”9 

When Navajo Joe hit American theaters at the end of 1967 (after having been released the previous year in Italy), it received scant bookings and was often placed as the late night third feature at drive-ins. The movie would often be advertised by its title only, with no credit for Burt Reynolds. All three of the Leone “Dollars” trilogy were released in America in 1967, Navajo Joe hitting American screens about three weeks before The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly. But despite the popularity of this type of western during that year, Navajo Joe made no impact. In a review along with the top-lined feature Kill a Dragon, the critic for Newsday stated that “Neither film is worth much of your time.”10

Navajo Joe is perhaps not quite as good as Tarantino believes, nor as bad as Reynolds had claimed (Reynolds would quip that he worked with the wrong Sergio). It did nothing to advance Burt’s career, and remained his only spaghetti western. Because of two disappointing feature films in which he had the lead, Burt returned to TV after Navajo Joe, starring in the series Hawk as a Native American crimefighter.11 He would remain off movie screens for a couple of years, returning with another western, 100 Rifles. 




6 Hughes, Howard. Once Upon a Time in the Italian West. NY, London: IB Tauris. 2004




7 Assistant to the authors




8 Kooyman, Ben. Navajo Joe review. Senses of Cinema. June, 2018




9 “Quentin Tarantino Tackles Old Dixie by Way of the Old West (by Way of Italy),” The New York Times Magazine, September 27, 2012




10 Joseph Gelmis On Movies. Newsday. December 7, 1967.




11 Burt Reynolds claimed to be part-Cherokee, but this is has never been verified





100 RIFLES

Directed by Tom Gries

Screenplay by Tom Gries and Robert MacLeod

Produced by Marvin Schwartz

Cinematography by Cecilio Paniaqua

Edited by Robert L. Simpson

Cast:



	Jim Brown
	Lyedecker



	Raquel Welch
	Sarita



	Burt Reynolds
	Yaqui Joe



	Fernando Lamas
	Verdugo



	Dan O’Herlihy
	Grimes



	Eric Braeden
	Von Klemme



	Michael Forest
	Humara



	Aldo Sambrell
	Sgt. Paletes



	Soledad Miranda
	Girl in Hotel



	Alberto Dalbés
	Padre Francisco 



	Charly Bravo
	Lopez 



	José Manuel Martín
	Sarita’s Father 



	Sancho Gracia
	Mexican Leader 



	Lorenzo Lamas
	Indian Boy




Released March 26, 1969

Marvin Schwartz Productions

Twentieth Century Fox

Running Time: 102 minutes



By the time he returned to filming movies in 1968, Burt Reynolds had become quite disgruntled with his acting career. His starring role in the TV series Hawk ended after its 17 episode run. Running from September 8 - December 29 in 1966, the network cancelled the series by October due to poor ratings. Only 12 episodes had been filmed, but Burt’s contract was for a full 17 episodes, so they were all shot and all aired. Allen Rich stated in his syndicated column:

When Burt Reynolds gets the right series, he’ll go up like a rocket. He should have made it on ABC’s The Hawk, which that network foolishly canceled despite his fine performance and the fact that it was one of the best detective series on the air. Reynolds projects like a million — and that, so far as TV series stardom goes, is the all- important thing.12

Upon that show’s cancelation, Reynolds was again relegated to guest shots on TV shows like The FBI and Gentle Ben. 

Renee Valente was hired as the new talent director for Screen Gems in April of 1968 and recalled for columnist Dick Kleiner:

Since I moved to Los Angeles in April, I’ve seen 1,700 people and signed one, a promising actor named Christopher Stone. It’s a combination of most of them being bad and me being fussy. When I first signed Burt Reynolds, he was mad at the world. We did a screen test and he just looked down at the ground, he wouldn’t look at the camera. So I got up on a ladder, I don’t have bad legs, and I figured if he was any kind of man he’d look up. Then I said, “For one million dollars, name me two William Lundigan movies” and he broke up. The test was a smash.



Burt jumped back into theatrical films with a vengeance, doing several feature films back-to-back, including Fade-In, Shark, Impasse, Sam Whiskey, and 100 Rifles. All of these, except Fade-In, were released in rapid succession during 1969, but in the reverse order that they were made. Fade-In was so bad it was shelved for several years. Thus, when 100 Rifles was announced, Reynolds was a co-star:

Burt Reynolds has been signed for a co-starring role with Jim Brown and Raquel Welch in the Marvin Schwartz production of 100 Rifles at 20th Century-Fox, it was announced by Richard D. Zanuck. 100 Rifles, to be directed by Tom Gries, marks Reynolds’ sixth back-to-back feature film since the demise of his Hawk television series two years ago. Reynolds currently is playing the title role in Whiskey Renegades13following the completion of Impasse, both for United Artists.14

So, while he was filming 100 Rifles in the fall of 1968, the other movies had already been shot but none had been released. Meanwhile, during filming, a TV pilot Burt Reynolds starred in that wasn’t picked up, Lassiter, was broadcast on television. It was also announced in the press he was set for the lead in the upcoming Skullduggery opposite Susan Clark.



[image: ]

Burt Reynolds in 100 Rifles

As a co-star in 100 Rifles, Burt Reynolds is billed third, after Jim Brown and Raquel Welch. Brown was a running back for the Cleveland Browns from 1957 through 1965. He was NFL MVP three times, led the league in rushing for eight of his nine seasons of play, and remains among the greatest football pros in history, arguably THE best. After his football career he took up acting and paved the way for Black actors to get roles with more depth and range. Welch had become an international sex symbol by the time she was cast in 100 Rifles and a shot of her in a deerskin bikini from One Million Years BC (1966) became a popular pinup poster for the remainder of the decade. She took her acting seriously, though, and turned in respectable performances in films like the western Bandolero (1968) with Dean Martin, and the detective mystery Lady in Cement (1968) with Frank Sinatra, a sequel to Tony Rome (1967).



Reynolds had been a stuntman so he balked when he saw that John Wayne’s stuntman, Chuck Roberson, was hired to double for Jim Brown for the more dangerous stunts, and would have blackface applied to match up the shots. Reynolds told the studio that he knew several Black stuntmen who could effectively double for Brown and suggested one of them be hired. When the studio refused, citing budgetary restrictions, Reynolds offered to pay for it out of his own salary, so a Black stuntman was hired to double for Brown. 

100 Rifles features Jim Brown as lawman Lyedecker, who is in Mexico after half-breed bank bandit Yaqui Joe (Burt Reynolds). Lyedecker realizes his status as a lawman will increase positively if he brings Joe in, so when Joe explains he used the stolen $6000 to arm the Yaqui people with 100 rifles to fight their corrupt government, he is unmoved. They eventually meet Sarita (Raquel Welch) whose father was murdered by the soldiers. The three form an alliance against the soldiers, who have now burned down a village and kidnapped its children. Sarita makes love to Lyedecker and agrees to let him take Joe back to Phoenix for trial if he helps her rescue the young hostages. During a battle where the general’s train is derailed and the soldiers are defeated, Sarita is killed. Lyedecker returns to Phoenix without Joe, allowing him to remain as the new leader.

100 Rifles seemed promising. Director Tom Gries had extensive TV credits before breaking into theatrical features with Will Penny (1967), which leading man Charlton Heston called his favorite of all of his films. The cast was strong, with Reynolds offering significant support for Brown and Welch, both of whom turn in good performances. So how does a film this promising turn out to be a disappointment? The period review by Roger Ebert explained it well:

Even in the most routine Westerns, some sort of balance has to be struck between the shooting and the talking. Scenes of heroes and bad guys killing each other are all much alike. We watch for the official clichés like the guy who gets dragged by his horse, or the Indian crawling along the rooftop who is hit and throws his arms into the air, screaming “Aiiee” and all that. But unless a story has been introduced to make the shooting part of the plot, it can get pretty dreary. 100 Rifles is pretty dreary.15

The movie is noteworthy for the interracial love scene between Raquel Welch and Jim Brown at a time when such things were taboo in movies, despite the fact the first interracial kiss on screen – between Harry Belafonte and Joan Fontaine in Islands in the Sun – had happened eleven years earlier. And despite a lot of conflict offscreen, the on-screen chemistry of the three actors is discernibly effective. But there is little holding the film together and it results in being disjointed and uninvolving.

[image: ]

Jim Brown, Burt Reynolds, Raquel Welch, Michael Forest



There was a lot of conflict during filming, with Raquel Welch believing both men were trying to steal scenes from her. Reynolds had a talk with Welch and tried to straighten things out, but was apparently not successful. Although most of the conflict during the filming of 100 Rifles was between Welch and Brown, with Reynolds acting as a veritable referee, years later when Burt and Raquel were in Fuzz, she only agreed to the role if the two had no scenes together.

100 Rifles lost money at the box office and was considered a flop despite both Brown’s and Welch’s concurrent popularity. Reynolds was still trying to make an impact in films, and a box office loser was not the way to do it. However, because he had several completed features ready to come out, there was a new Burt Reynolds movie in theaters less than a month later. And Sam Whiskey turned out to be his first starring movie that made a profit at the box office.




12 Allen Rich column. Los Angeles Evening News. Syndicated. July 9, 1968




13 Working title for Sam Whiskey




14 Paul Flowers Talks on Hollywood. Evening Standard. June 1, 1968




15 Ebert, Roger. 100 Rifles review. Chicago Sun Times. April 8, 1969





SAM WHISKEY

Directed by Arnold Laven

Screenplay by William W. Norton

Produced by Arnold Laven, Arthur Gardner, Jules Levy

Cinematography by Robert C. Moreno

Edited by John Woodcock

Cast: 



	Burt Reynolds
	Sam Whiskey



	Angie Dickinson
	Laura Breckenridge



	Clint Walker
	O. W. Bandy



	Ossie Davis
	Jed Hooker



	William Schallert
	Mr. Perkins



	Woodrow Parfrey
	Thorston Bromley



	Rick Davis
	Fat Henry Hobson



	Anthony James
	Cousin Leroy



	Del Reeves
	The Fisherman



	John Damler
	Hank



	Robert Adler
	Pete 



	Ayllene Gibbons
	Big Annie



	Sidney Clute
	Clem



	Wallace Earl Laven
	Mrs. Perkins 



	Tracey Roberts
	Agnes



	Chubby Johnson
	Blacksmith



	William Boyett
	Corporal



	Fritz Ford
	Cowboy 



	Murray Pollack
	Station Master 



	John Quijada
	Townsman 



	Edwin Rochelle
	Townsman 



	Jack Tornek
	Townsman 



	George Tracy
	Townsman 



	Loren Brown
	Townsman 



	Tom Steele
	Denver Buggy Driver




Released April 1, 1969

Brighton Pictures

Levy-Gardner-Laven

United Artists

Running Time: 96 minutes
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ad for Sam Whiskey



Sam Whiskey was made just before 100 Rifles, but after Shark, Impasse, and Fade-In. It was originally titled The Renegades, and then Whiskey’s Renegades, which was the film’s working title until shortly before release. Reynolds exhibits a lot of the character traits that would come to define his screen persona; the comical affability coupled with inherent toughness that was both aloof and engaged. Sam Whiskey gives Reynolds the opportunity to tap into this appealing screen persona, and the result is his first starring film that enjoyed some level of box office success.

Burt Reynolds plays the title character, who reluctantly agrees to retrieve a quarter million dollars-worth of gold bars from a sunken riverboat. This assignment is for the wealthy Laura Breckenridge (Angie Dickenson) whose late husband stole the loot. Fearing prosecution as an accomplice, Laura offers Sam $20,000 to return the gold to the Denver mint. Sam hires a blacksmith, Jedidiah Hooker (Ossie Davis) who had recently beaten him in a fight, and O.W. Bandy (Clint Walker) an old army buddy who was now a skilled inventor. While the gold rests 15 feet underwater in the Colorado River, their attempts to retrieve it are thwarted by Fat Henry (Rick Davis) and his gang. Once they get the gold, they consider fleeing to Mexico, but are met by Laura with a map of the mint. They create an elaborate scheme to return the gold, with Sam pretending to be a government inspector, who damages a statue bust of George Washington, and goes to have it repaired, which allows Jedidiah to make a mold and then recast it with gold. While Sam continues to play inspector, Jed and Bandy pretend to be plumbers and they manage to get the gold back into the vault, all the while dealing with Fat Henry and his gang, along with keeping the guards and officials from discovering them. 
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Angie Dickinson, Burt Reynolds

While Reynolds was on the set filming Sam Whiskey he was visited by syndicated columnist Dick Kleiner, who stated in his next column:

Arnold Laven was directing Burt Reynolds and Ossie Davis in a fight scene for Whiskey’s Renegades. It’s a comedy fight which may be even tougher than the real thing. Ossie had to duck a flying stool which smashed into a lamp. Then Burt had to slide the length of the bar hitting his mark right in front of the camera. Everything worked. Ossie ducked the lamp, and Burt slid and ended up exactly where he was supposed to be. They then did a shot looking through a broken window. There were supposed to be bits of broken glass in the frame. That shot took longer to do than the others because it was hard to light it so the broken glass showed up. The delay gave Burt a chance to talk about some of his recent films— he has five which should all come out yet this year. “Five unreleased films,” he said. “Maybe by not releasing them they’re trying to tell me something.” One he’s anxious about is Fade-In. Its prerelease history amuses him. “There have been three versions so far,” he says. “First, they screened it for the brass and there were raves. Then they sneaked it and some people at Universal walked out, so panic set in. They let Pat Casey (assistant to producer Judd Bernard) cut it. She was in the picture and was terrible, so she put all her own close-ups back. That version was worse than the first. So now there’s a third version I don’t know what that will be like”16 

Fade-In would not be released for a few more years, and before it would come out, and by that time, Burt Reynolds’ stardom was established. 
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Clint Walker, Ossie Davis, Burt Reynolds



The success of Sam Whiskey was reasonable but not remarkable. Audiences found it pleasantly amusing, while there was an underlying progressiveness that makes the film more culturally interesting in the 21st century. Just as 100 Rifles was bold enough to present a romantic attraction between Jim Brown and Raquel Welch, Sam Whiskey presents Ossie Davis in a strong supporting role that is not racially framed. The role of Jedidiah was simply a part in the movie. There is nothing about the character that indicated he was Black. Thus, Davis was hired as an actor to play a role, no race being defined. Reynolds would later recall that Davis was hired because he was a good actor, not because they needed someone Black for the film. Ossie Davis was a successful actor by this time, on stage and in films. Clint Walker rounds out the trio of male leads. Walker had recently starred alongside Jim Brown in The Dirty Dozen (1967), and his strong imposing presence completes the trio nicely.

Vincent Canby in The New York Times was underwhelmed by Sam Whiskey, making it clear that this movie was not going to be the one that catapulted Burt Reynolds to stardom:

Comedy-westerns aren’t my favorite form of entertainment and Sam Whiskey is certainly not one of the best of the breed, but its pleasures are so unexpected that they deserve some modest appreciation. Sam Whiskey, written by William Norton (The Scalp-hunters) and directed by Arnold Laven, has a kind of clumsy charm, most of it contributed by the performances of Reynolds, Angie Dickinson, Ossie Davis and Clint Walker. They are funny because they play it straight….17 

Sam Whiskey generated some controversy due to a topless scene with Angie Dickinson, which threatened to give the film the newly formed MPAA rating of R (Restricted) which producers felt would limit their box office. The scene was reworked with a tighter shot (the topless shot was later restored to the film).

Burt Reynolds appeared to have an idea as to how he should present himself in movies, but since his completed films were being released in reverse order, it seemed like he was regressing. Sam Whiskey does a good job of presenting the alternately amiable and cocky persona that Reynolds would continue to hone for many years. This film’s screenwriter seemed to effectively tap into that perspective, as he would write two later Burt Reynolds action films that helped solidify the actor’s stardom.

The next release would be Impasse, which had been filmed before Sam Whiskey. For this film, Reynolds headed to the Philippines for location filming. He brought along his then-girlfriend, Miko Mayama, whom he had met in Japan. She was given a role in the film.




16 Kleiner, Dick. Showbeat. Syndicated NEA column. June 29, 1968




17 Canby, Vincent. Sam Whiskey review. The New York Times. June 12, 1969





IMPASSE

Directed by Richard Benedict

Screenplay by John C. Higgens

Produced by Hal Klein, Aubrey Schenck

Cinematography by Mars B. Rasca

Editing by John F. Schreyer

Cast:



	Burt Reynolds
	Pat Morrison



	Anne Francis
	Bobby Jones



	Lyle Bettger
	Hansen



	Rodolfo Acosta
	Draco



	Jeff Corey
	Wombat



	Clarke Gordon
	Trev Jones



	Miko Mayama
	Mariko



	Joanne Hahn
	Penny 



	Vic Diaz
	Jesus



	Dely Atay-atayan
	Pear Blossom



	Bruno Punzalan
	Nakajima



	Lily Campillos
	Maria Bonita



	Shirley Gorospe
	Sherry



	Bessie Barredo
	Kiling



	Robert Yang
	Interne



	Eddie Nicart
	Kuli



	Richard Benedict
	Ugly American Owner




Released May 7, 1969

Aubrey Schenck Productions

United Artists



Running time: 102 minutes

Impasse was an independent production from producer Aubrey Schenck, nephew of Joseph Schenck who produced some of Buster Keaton’s best silent screen work, including such classics as The General (1927) and Steamboat Bill Jr. (1927). Aubrey Schenck gathered the necessary funding for the film, to be released through United Artists, and hired Hal Klein as the active producer. The original screenplay by John C. Higgins was originally titled Golden Bullet, but changed to Impasse before release. Reynolds later stated that the title of this movie was how he would describe his career at the time he made it. 

Impasse was to be part of a four-picture deal Schenck had set up with United Artists. In October of 1967, Burt Reynolds signed to star in the film, which was announced to the press in early November. He was intrigued with shooting on location in Manilla. A month later, Ann-Margret was announced as his leading lady. She dropped out of the production before filming began in January, and was briefly replaced by Diana Hyland, but it is Anne Francis who appears in the film.
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Burt Reynolds, Miko Mayama



Actor Richard Benedict was set to make his feature film directorial debut. Benedict had appeared as an actor in noted films like Ace in the Hole (1951) and Ocean’s 11 (1960), but also many B movies including several featuring The Bowery Boys (Angels In Disguise, Spy Chasers, Jalopy, Triple Trouble). He later started directing in television, spending most of his career helming episodes of everything from I Spy to Get Smart! Impasse is one of the few feature films he directed. 

Burt Reynolds plays Pat Morrison, who joins up with three other men (Vic Diaz, Lyle Bettger, Rodolfo Acosta) to find $3 million in gold bars hidden in Manilla sometime during World War 2. The men he enlists are those who had buried the gold some 25 years earlier, but they are all disruptive types whose personalities clash, making it challenging for Pat to maintain control and keep everything on track. 

During the location filmmaking, an incident occurred when filming veered into an area that was not blocked off where the natives did not realize a film was being shot because the camera was far enough away, using a zoom lens. Reynolds was surrounded by several large Filipino men who “beat the living hell out of me. They left the beating in the final print.” 

Impasse was very cheaply made, and Reynolds would recall the pay was very poor. It is a weak film with little to offer, and had no real impact on the actor’s career. Because it was filmed before Sam Whiskey and 100 Rifles it appeared to anyone following Burt’s career that he was regressing. His two previous films, while hardly classics, were certainly more polished and professional.

The film did garner a good review from Howard Thompson at The New York Times who felt it deserved some attention:

Impasse is a good one that may get away all too soon. This United Artists release, still another suspense-adventure about a gold holdup, was stuck at the bottom of a double bill. Although the picture loses momentum toward the end, it has plenty going for it. For one thing, there is the freshness of the locale in and around Manila, bright and beguiling in fine color. There is a good cast, headed by Burt Reynolds and Anne Francis. Furthermore, the caper, for once, is not offered as the crime of the century—just a cunning plan by four Army veterans to extract a gold cache hidden years before from the advancing Japanese. Add to the dialogue the zip and verve of the tempo, under Richard Benedict’s direction, and the blunt conviction of the characters in the lean, well-meshed script by John C. Higgins. As the tough organizer, Mr. Reynolds is most persuasive. Almost as good are Miss Francis, as a tennis champ, and Clarke Gordon, as her father with keenly retentive memories of Corregidor. Vic Diaz, Rodolfo Acosta and Lyle Bettger ably round out the quartet of younger soldiers who retrace the ex-officer’s mental blueprint. The climax is striking, as the men stealthily zero in on Corregidor’s guarded Malinta Hill, past the ghostly hulks of the fortress and barracks, and into the tunneled labyrinths of the vast rock.18 

The films Burt Reynolds was making at this time offered little in his attempts to rise up as an actor. But there was a notable progression when considering the order in which the films were shot. Sadly, releasing the films in reverse order ruins this discernible progress. And despite the remarkably positive New York Times review, Impasse is a not at all good. The story is bland, the sub-plot involving Anne Francis’ character is forgettable, and Reynolds does not have enough innate charm to distract us from the cheap production, easy stereotypes, and uninvolving narrative. The sudden bursts of violence are more distracting than exciting. Critic Thompson is correct in stating that Impasse was placed in the bottom slot in double feature programs and did not resonate with moviegoers.

Unfortunately, his next film, Shark, filmed before Impasse, was even worse. This was a very challenging time for Reynolds, who could not have possibly predicted he was to become a major A-list movie star in a few short years.




18 Thompson, Howard. Impasse review The New York Times. May 8, 1969





SHARK

Directed by Samuel Fuller with Rafael Portillo

Screenplay by Samuel Fuller and John. T. Dugan from a novel by Victor Canning adapted by Ken Hughes

Cinematography by Raul Martinez Solares

Editing by Carlos Savage



	Burt Reynolds
	Caine



	Arthur Kennedy
	Doc



	Barry Sullivan
	Prof. Dan Mallare



	Silvia Pinal
	Anna



	Francisco Reiguera
	Yusef 



	Enrique Lucero
	Inspector Barok



	Manuel Alvarado
	Latalla



	Carlos Barry
	Runt



	Emilia Stuart
	Asha 



	Jose Marco
	Pedro - Diver in Opening Scene 



	José Chávez
	Lieutenant 



	Cecilia Leger
	Elderly woman 




Released October 8, 1969

Heritage Enterprises

Cinematográfica Calderón S.A.

Excelsior Pictures Corp.

Running Time: 92 minutes

Shark is a mostly plodding, flatly acted film that continued what seemed to audiences to be Burt Reynolds’ regression as an actor. The first of his four films shot back to back and released in reverse order in the late ’60s, the movie features Reynolds offering not so much a performance as the lead as he does a presence. And considering he had yet to fully develop his onscreen persona, it’s a less-than-impressive one. 
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Burt Reynolds in Shark

The film was first planned as an adaptation of the Victor Canning novel His Bones are Coral, which had been serialized in 1954 and published a year later. The original screenplay was written by Ken Hughes, and, after languishing a few years, Gaumont Pictures announced in July of 1966 it would finally set to filming it. It was to be called Twist of the Knife and be directed by Byron Haskin, with George Montgomery as its star. Filming, however, never commenced. 

The project resurfaced in April 1967 under more hopeful circumstances. Set to direct was Samuel Fuller, whose colorful career as a writer-director began at the low budget Lippert Pictures. After gaining some notice with the films I Shot Jesse James (1949) and The Baron of Arizona (1950), his career advanced with his third film, The Steel Helmet (1951), the first picture about the Korean War and made just six months into that conflict. Fuller based this film on his experiences in the military during World War II along with the tales coming out of Korea. The success of that film led Fuller to 20th Century Fox and perhaps his best-known film, Pickup on South Street (1953). By the time he made Shark, Fuller had scored with films like Forty Guns (1957), Underworld USA (1961), and Shock Corridor (1953). Shark was Fuller’s first directorial effort since The Naked Kiss (1964). Having trouble obtaining financing for personal projects, Fuller signed on to direct Shark. It was such a misfire, he tried unsuccessfully to have his name removed. It would be the last film he’d direct until The Big Red One in 1980.

Reynolds plays Caine, a mysterious loner straight out of central casting, who winds up stranded in a small Sudanese port on the Red Sea when local law enforcement intercepts him in the midst of a gun-running mission. His toughness is writ in shorthand by Fuller; he films Reynolds as Caine flees his pursuers in a truck by calmly lighting dynamite with his cheroot. The law’s arm isn’t long enough to capture him, though, so Caine winds up hanging around in what passes for a town as he awaits an opportunity to retrieve his weapons. His goals change when he meets Anna (Silvia Pinal), who’s working with
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