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For Gary


“That’s the thing about Gary—you could just call him up, and he’d come over. He’d shoot anything, and I mean that in the nicest way.”

—Allan Arkush

“Gary probably has one of the most unique careers in Hollywood history. To go back and forth like that, and the fact that he worked with some of the best and alleged worst directors. I can’t think of anyone in Hollywood who’s done that.”

—David Konow

“I’ve directed about twenty feature films, and I’m sure you’ve never heard of any of them.”

—Gary Graver
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SECTION ONE: AN ORAL HISTORY 
OF GARY GRAVER

By Andrew J. Rausch


INTRODUCTION: ONE OF A KIND  

by Andrew J. Rausch

I guess a good place to start is to tell you about the history of this book. Before reading an article about The Other Side of the Wind in a magazine in 2004, I had no idea who Gary Graver was. That article told about Gary’s continued efforts to complete the film. To my surprise, Gary’s contact information was published along with the article. I was thirty-one-years-old at the time and was still in my infancy as a student of cinema. I was always on the lookout for some new book project that could offer something new to film studies. At the time, I thought, who is this Gary Graver? And could I possibly suggest and then assist him with a memoir focusing on his work with Orson Welles? (Gary worked as a cinematographer on a number of Welles projects, including, but not limited to, The Other Side of the Wind, F for Fake, Filming Othello, and Filming The Trial.) I was interested in Welles and liked the idea of being able to write something different about him. So I figured what the hell, and I cold-called Gary Graver. And he answered.

Not surprisingly, he was on the set of a movie when I reached him. I have no idea what movie. He didn’t have much time, so I had to talk fast. I pitched him my idea for a memoir on which I would assist him. He said rather offhandedly (something to the effect of), “Yeah, sure, that sounds good.” He then asked me if I could call him the following day at a specified time. I did, and that started me on my twenty-plus year journey working with Gary Graver and on projects about Gary Graver. 

I don’t remember when I first looked up his filmography on the Internet Movie Database. It was likely before that phone call, but I remember being shocked to learn that he had directed porn films. And not just porn films, but a lot of porn films. And at that time,  there were a lot less of them listed on his filmography than there are now. (No one knew exactly how many of these films he’d made back then, and no one really knows now.) At the time, I was also working on a book that would eventually be published as Fifty Filmmakers: Conversations with Directors from Roger Avary to Steven Zaillian, which was a collection of original interviews with filmmakers including Robert Wise, Budd Boetticher, John Milius, Robert Towne, Albert Maysles, Roger Corman, etc. When I learned that Gary had directed B-movies, I briefly toyed with the idea of interviewing him for that project. But a film critic friend advised me to exclude him from Fifty Filmmakers because of his massive number of porn credits.

I went to Los Angeles a month or so later. I stayed with my friend Chris Watson for three weeks, spending several hours each day interviewing Gary for the memoir. During that period, I had the good fortune to get to know Gary, whom I found to be exactly the way everyone describes him in this book; he was an easy-going affable man who was obsessed with making movies. Although I tried to become a real friend to him, I’m not sure I ever really accomplished that. It was similar to what Scott Alexander says in this book about his relationship with Gary; we were friendly and at least friend-adjacent, but I never felt that I really got close to him. Part of this may be because, by all accounts I’ve heard, he never opened up much about anything; he pretty much just talked about movies. But elsewhere in this book, Mike Ferris suggests that Gary kept most people at arm’s length because he feared they might want something from him. But no matter what, I enjoyed talking with Gary and I was in awe of his experiences and accomplishments.

During the time I spent with him, he told me multiple times that he wanted to collaborate on a second book. This one, he said, would be called We Must Shoot! (That was his well-worn mantra because making movies took precedent over pretty much everything else.)  This second volume would be about all of the non-Welles stuff he’d worked on. 

One small and interesting thing to note: one day Gary had to reschedule our meeting because he’d been called at the last minute to go out and shoot some pick-up shots for “a Steven Seagal movie.” I have no idea what film that was, because like a lot of the movies Gary shot additional footage for, there’s not much documentation of it. As Gary’s frequent collaborator Fred Olen Ray observes, Gary himself may not have known what movies he’d worked on either. And he probably didn’t care. He just wanted to make movies. He lived for that. He was down to make any movie at any time. His love for making movies was an all-consuming passion.

I worked on Making Movies with Orson Welles: A Memoir back home for the next year, trying to do as much justice to the material as was possible. When I finally had a finished manuscript, I excitedly mailed it off to Gary (we still used physical mail for this stuff back then) so he could read and approve it. But Gary didn’t respond. I tried to call him repeatedly over the next couple of months, but I couldn’t reach him. I started to fear that he wasn’t happy with the book and/or had changed his mind about doing the project. After I had given up trying to reach him, he suddenly called out of the blue. He said, “This is your old friend, Gary Graver.” This made me happy because I was hearing from him and because he called us “friends.” Was that true, were we friends and I had just been paranoid? Probably. But either way, here he was on the phone. But something was amiss. He was trying to sound like the happy-go-lucky Gary I’d known before, but now his voice sounded gravelly and he sounded really, really tired. He told me he’d been having some health issues, but he downplayed it and avoided telling me what exactly those issues were. I knew he’d had cancer before and had been in remission when I’d met him. Could it have been cancer rearing its head once again? Hopefully not. Gary said he hadn’t had a chance to read the manuscript yet,  which I thought was kind of strange since it bore his name. But as I would discover later, he’d had a lot on his plate at that time. That was the last time I ever spoke to him; cancer took his life just a few weeks later.

Gary’s lovely wife Jillian approved the book after his death and even read passages from it at an overseas Orson Welles symposium she attended in Gary’s stead. Jillian and I spoke here and there for the next year, which would ultimately be the final year of her life as well. Not to go too far into it here (I discuss it elsewhere in the book), but I had never met a person who was as overcome and stricken with grief as Jillian was. Gary and Jillian were closer than close. They had become two parts of the same person, and when Gary died, she’d been left with an empty void she couldn’t fill. I know Jillian had other ailments, but I absolutely believe with every fiber of my being that it was her broken heart that ultimately killed her.

The year after Jillian’s passing, Making Movies with Orson Welles: A Memoir was published by Scarecrow Press. I moved forward, working on other projects. But all the while, my mind kept returning to that second book Gary had wanted to write. To be honest, I hadn’t even been sure there was anything beyond Gary’s work with Welles that anyone would be all that interested in. But I kept turning over rocks and finding out new things about Gary and other projects he’d worked on. And he kept popping up in other projects I worked on. When I co-wrote a book about Ed Wood with Charles E. Pratt Jr., I learned from Gary Kent that Gary Graver had lensed and reworked a screenplay by Wood called One Million AC/DC, based on a script by Ed Wood. (The script, written by both Wood and Gary, was credited as having been written by “Akdov Telmig,” which is “vodka gimlet” backwards.) And I was reminded of We Must Shoot! again. Then a couple of years later, I was working with actress Erica Gavin on her autobiography, and I learned that Gary had (sort of) directed her in a movie called Erika’s Hot Summer. (Gary had created a new film “starring Erica Gavin” by combining  footage of her that he’d shot many years before with shots of a body double.) Gary and Erica had dated briefly as well. So once again I was reminded of the never-to-be We Must Shoot! collaboration. Now, I don’t believe in signs. At all. But if I did… Skipping forward, at some point the idea occurred to me to just write a book about Gary’s life and career myself.

That’s not exactly how it ended up going. Although I did work on this book for about five years and interviewed more than thirty people for it, I wound up getting help from two English writer/researchers named Dave Wain and Matty Budrewicz. Somehow I encountered Dave and Matty a couple of years into the project and discovered that they were huge Gary Graver fans. And they were already studying and writing about Gary’s films for a potential project of their own, so I invited them to come onboard and co-author this book. As a result, We Must Shoot!: The Life and Art of Gary Graver is essentially two books in one; the first section is my oral history of Gary’s life and career, and the second half consists of Dave and Matty’s fantastic and insightful write-ups of Gary’s films. 

If you aren’t familiar with oral histories, they’re stories told in a Rashomon style and constructed from the individual observations and remembrances of many different people. It’s sort of like a collage. As a result of the format, there are a few information gaps. And since every person perceives things differently, and because memory is often faulty (especially many years after the fact), the stories and descriptions you’ll read here are occasionally at odds with one another. So it’s up to you, dear reader, to decide what you believe the truth is. 

This was a fun book to work on. We Must Shoot!: The Life and Art of Gary Graver was written and constructed with absolute love for Gary Graver and his remarkably prolific and diverse filmography. Was he a success story, or was he just one of a million filmmakers who never quite made it and whose work goes unnoticed by the masses? Or could it be that he was both?

It is our sincerest hope that you will enjoy this book. If you’re already knowledgeable about Gary and his remarkable body of work, hopefully you’ll discover new details here that you weren’t aware of. And if you don’t know anything about Gary Graver, or very little, you’re in for a real treat. 

Gary Graver was one of a kind.


WHO’S WHO 

Scott Alexander — co-screenwriter (with writing partner Larry Karaszewski ) of such notable films as Ed Wood, The People vs. Larry Flynt, and Man on the Moon.

Allan Arkush — worked at New World Pictures, where he cut trailers, served as second unit director on Grand Theft Auto, and directed or co-directed Hollywood Boulevard, Deathsport, and Rock ‘n’ Roll High School.

T.T. Boy — adult film actor who repeatedly worked with Gary Graver (as Robert McCallum) over a span of eight years. He appeared in more of Gary’s films than any other adult performer.

Greydon Clark — director of such films as The Bad Bunch, Black Shampoo, and Satan’s Cheerleaders. He also acted in the Al Adamson pictures Satan’s Sadists, Hell’s Bloody Devils, and Dracula vs. Frankenstein.

Eric Edwards — adult film star who worked with Gary Graver (as Robert McCallum) on a number of films, including Indecent Exposure, Private Teacher, and Doll Face.

Michael Ferris — camera operator who worked with Gary on lots of projects, including The Other Side of the Wind, And When She Was Bad, 3 A.M., and The Toolbox Murders. One of Gary’s closest friends.

Erica Gavin — actress best known for her roles in Vixen, Beyond the Valley of the Dolls, and Caged Heat. Gary Graver fashioned Erika’s Hot Summer out of footage he’d shot a few years earlier. Gary and Gavin also dated briefly.

Jacqueline Giroux — actress who appeared in Trick or Treats. She dated and was good friends with Gary Graver.

Donald F. Glut — director who worked with Gary Graver on Dracula’s Orgy of Blood and The Mummy’s Kiss: 2nd Dynasty.

Adam Graver — Gary Graver’s nephew.

Chris Graver — Gary Graver’s youngest son.

Sean Graver — Gary Graver’s oldest son.

David Gregory — writer and director of Blood & Flesh: The Reel Life and Ghastly Death of Al Adamson.

Veronica Hart — adult film star who worked with Gary Graver (as Robert McCallum) on the films Amanda by Night, Indecent Exposure, and Center Spread Girls. 

Larry Jackson — acted in and worked as unit production manager on The Other Side of the Wind. Also the director of Bugs Bunny: Superstar, which featured Orson Welles and cinematography by Gary Graver.

Glenn Jacobson — one of Gary Graver’s oldest friends. Worked in various capacities on a number of films with him including The Other Side of the Wind, 3 A.M., and Trick or Treats.

Peter Jason — actor who worked with Gary Graver on a number of projects, including The Other Side of the Wind, Texas Lightning, and Trick or Treats. One of Gary’s good friends.

Josh Karp — author of multiple books including Orson Welles’ Last Movie: The Making of The Other Side of the Wind. He also produced the documentary They’ll Love Me When I’m Dead, which also chronicles the making of The Other Side of the Wind.

Keisha — adult film actress who worked with Gary Graver (as Robert McCallum) on 10 ½ Weeks and Two to Tango. 

Gary Kent — director, actor, and stuntman who worked on many films, including the Al Adamson pictures Satan’s Sadists, Hell’s Bloody Devils, and Dracula vs. Frankenstein.

David Konow — film historian and author of several books, including Schlock-O-Rama: The Films of Al Adamson.

John A. Kuri — producer of the television film The Time Crystal, directed by Ron Howard and shot by Gary Graver.

Frank Marshall — producer who started his career working on The Other Side of the Wind before producing such notable films as Raiders of the Lost Ark, Gremlins, and Back to the Future. He’s been nominated for the Best Picture Academy Award five times. He also helped finance 3 A.M.

Jon Martin — adult film actor who appeared in eighteen films directed by Gary Graver (as Robert McCallum).

Joseph McBride — film professor, noted critic, historian, author, and close friend of Gary Graver. Also acted in The Other Side of the Wind and co-wrote Rock ‘n’ Roll High School.

Myron Meisel — producer and director of It’s All True: Based on an Unfinished Film by Orson Welles.

Bob Murawski — Academy Award-winning editor whose credits include The Hurt Locker and all three Sam Raimi Spiderman movies. He was one of Gary Graver’s neighbors, as well as a friend. He also edited The Other Side of the Wind and Welles/Hopper.

Andrew J. Rausch — co-author of Gary Graver’s memoir Making Movies with Orson Welles. Also the author and editor of this oral history.

Fred Olen Ray — producer, director, and screenwriter of more than 200 B-movies, including Hollywood Chainsaw Hookers, Inner Sanctum, and Attack of the 60 Foot Centerfold. He worked with Gary Graver on a lot of movies.

April Sommers — Gary Graver’s second wife and the mother of Chris Graver. She appeared as an actress in a number of films, including Death Dimension and Texas Lightning. She was born April Silva.

Georgina Spelvin — adult film star whose credits include The Devil in Miss Jones, The Ecstasy Girls, and 3 A.M.

Sylvester Stewart — Gary Graver’s nephew. Also the son of rock legend Sly Stone.

R. Michael Stringer — assistant cameraman and gaffer who worked on many projects with Gary Graver, including The Other Side of the Wind, Dracula vs. Frankenstein, F for Fake, and Trick or Treats. One of Gary’s closest friends.

Lewis Teague — director of such films as Alligator, Cujo, and Jewel of the Nile. He wrote and acted in Gary Graver’s The Hard Road.


WHO WAS GARY GRAVER?

CHRIS GRAVER: Everyone loved him. He left such a great impression on people that whenever they saw him, it was like a great reunion. 

FRED OLEN RAY: He was funny, affable, and so kind-hearted. People will remember him as being a central figure that touched so many cult films and cult directors. 

LARRY JACKSON: In the Hollywood world of competitive egos, Gary was an extraordinary exception to everything that you expect. He had very little ego. He was one of the friendliest, kindest, most supportive people. It was all about everybody else above himself. I never saw him being petulant, even under stress. 

LARRY JACKSON: If they were making a movie of Gary’s life, and if Jimmy Stewart was young enough—he could have played Gary! 

JACQUELINE GIROUX: I first met Gary in the early ‘80s. Maybe ‘82 or ‘83? He was working with a production manager by the name of Joe Cogan who lived in the building next to me. Joe and I used to get together, so that’s how I met Gary—through Joe. Gary was extremely charismatic. He was interested in you, in that he didn’t just want to talk about himself. He was happy with life and loved what he was doing. He just loved to work. Always optimistic. 

When he wasn’t working, he’d take his van and go on trips. He loved life. So full of it. It wasn’t just his work. He would go on long road trips along the Pacific Coast Highway up to Carmel, along with a still camera, and he owned a couple of Arriflex’s too. He’d go up there and just shoot. He was fantastic at that. 

DAVID KONOW: Some of the happiest days of my life were hanging out with Gary Graver and hearing all of his stories. When I was starting the Al Adamson book, I didn’t realize back in the day that a lot of people are actually listed and could be found in the phone book. I can’t remember who got me Gary’s number, but after I got to know him a little bit he told me, “Oh yeah, I’m in the phone book.” I remember hearing about this guy and his working with Orson Welles, and thinking, Oh my God! You know a good story when you hear it. I called him and we got together soon after that in his office somewhere in the Valley. He was great. I could listen to him all day. He had so many great stories, and so many great memories. There were so many things. Even to this day, you’ll hear these things, like, “Oh, I didn’t know he worked on this” or “I didn’t know he worked on that.” Like, I remember reading in one of Joseph McBride’s books that he’d worked on The Color Purple and that kind of stuff. I was there to talk about Al Adamson, but we were going from Al Adamson to Orson Welles to Spielberg and everybody else. Now, who else in Hollywood has that story to tell? His career was insane, you know?

MICHAEL FERRIS: Gary was someone who always had—I like to say in his frontal lobe—a clarity of vision. And that vision was to be a filmmaker in Hollywood. The thing that I think is interesting about Gary is that he didn’t much care at what level he worked.

JOSEPH MCBRIDE: Gary was one of the few people who I met in the film business who became a lasting friend. So often on a film set, you get on with someone really well for a few months and then you don’t see them for years. But with Gary, we enjoyed each other’s company, and he was a really supportive individual. 

R. MICHAEL STRINGER: I would get calls from Gary at nine, ten o’clock at night. “Oh, Michael, turn on channel ten...” We would call each other at all hours. You know, if something came up and you  wanted to share it with a friend. He was a great friend and a loyal friend. He was cautious about other friendships, you know, people who wanted his friendship because they wanted something. He was a smart man, and a good friend.

PETER JASON: My opinion of Gary never changed throughout our friendship. If he called, then I’d show up. I don’t care what I was doing. 

MYRON MEISEL: He was extremely loyal, and he loved to help people. He was probably a bit too eager to please and help out. He probably treated his friends better than he treated himself.

CHILDHOOD

SEAN GRAVER: My dad and his brother, Geoff, grew up in Portland, Oregon. They lived in a suburb neighborhood in a nice, modest house with their mom and dad. Their dad was an alcoholic. His name was Raleigh, and he died rather young. He died in 1949, and he was forty-eight. So my dad would have been 21 when he passed away. I don’t think he was in the family’s life at that time. I think he’d been out of their life for a few years before that, because my dad never talked about Raleigh being around much in his teenage years. It was mainly he, his mother Frances, and Geoff. When Raleigh died, he was buried in a cemetery down near Salem, Oregon. 

GLENN JACOBSON: Gary’s father was a drunk. He went fishing with him once, and his dad ended up in the river. They weren’t close. Gary drank too, but he really did control it well. It was a really sore subject for him.

CHRIS GRAVER: He didn’t talk about his dad very much. All that he ever said, in fact, is that he died in his arms from alcohol. He  died from his liver or something. It was a very sad thing that he just didn’t talk about. It was a profound thing that kind of shook him up to the point where he never really mentioned anything outside of just that. 

ADAM GRAVER: I had been told that my grandfather [Gary’s father] was an alcoholic. My Dad was not much of a talker, so in terms of his Mom, I don’t know much about their relationship. 

APRIL SOMMERS: His mother liked to be called Francie. 

ADAM GRAVER: I don’t know much about [Gary and my father’s] childhood, other than the fact that their parents were divorced when Gary and my Dad were quite young, so their Mom raised them both by herself: an extremely rare thing in the ‘40s and ‘50s. My Dad would mainly talk about how their mutual love of films started, which was from going to the movies every Saturday at the Hollywood Theater in Portland, Oregon. I have memories of him telling me how they’d put on their own shows when they got a little older to entertain the kids in the neighborhood. 

SEAN GRAVER: In high school, my dad was starting to get into the entertainment business. He really loved it, and he started renting movies. Back then, in the 1950s, renting movies meant renting a 16-millimeter film. He had a projector, and he set it up in their basement. He would play movies and invite the neighborhood kids to come over, and he would charge them five cents apiece to come in. I think he had Geoff helping with popcorn or something like that. He loved movies even as a youngster. 

Then he got into radio for a while. They had a low-power radio station at their high school. That was Grant High School in Portland. And he would do the midnight late shift. He had a show called “Graver’s Graveyard.” Those were kind of the things that served as  the path to his film career. And like most kids, he worked odd jobs and had girlfriends. He also got involved with a lot of stage shows. 

GARY GRAVER: My parents separated when I was quite young and, like most kids who come from split homes, I wanted someone to pay attention to me. So I became an actor. I was then cast as Prince Charming in a local production of Cinderella that played at the Paramount Theater, which seated 4,000 people. Because they were working on a shoestring budget and didn’t want to spend any more money on costumes than they absolutely had to, I was cast as Prince Charming over and over again. I even played Orlando in As You Like It wearing the same costume.

ADAM GRAVER: Gary and my dad (Geoff) got along well. My dad was a private person, and I think Gary was quite similar. They would talk on the phone around once a month. They had a similar sense of humor and also plenty of shared experiences from their childhood. Their conversations sounded like two friends who spoke to each other each month rather than a typical ‘brotherly’ relationship.

SEAN GRAVER: This was an interesting dynamic with Geoff and their relationship. Geoff lived the responsible life. He went to work in finance for Standard Oil Company in L.A. Then they changed things up after he’d worked there for a long time, and they eliminated his job and laid him off. So he got a job with a medical company. I think they made prosthetics in the Austin, Texas area. He moved there and worked there for 25 or 30 years until he retired. He got married, eventually divorced, and he kept his son and took care of him. He got remarried to a wonderful woman and eventually died of a heart problem. Anyway, the whole thing is, he was stable. Steady-working, bought a house, everything was good. 

My dad was more of the free spirit like, “I’m making movies. I’m going to travel the world. I’m going to go work for Orson. I’m going  to be in Paris, and then I’m going to be in Japan, and then here...” That was more exciting. And he was always more charming, and he always was the favorite for my grandma Francie. Not that she ever said that, but it was just obvious to everybody. And Geoff was very well aware, too. My dad could talk my grandmother into just about anything. There were some times near the end when she had early dementia. He was dealing with the cancer, trying to recover, and was not working. I’d be down there visiting, and we’d go to her house, and within the first 30 seconds in the door he’d pull her aside and talk to her and get her to write him a check for five grand or something like that.

Geoff could never have gotten away with something like that, nor would he have even wanted to do that. My dad’s relationship with her was just different. 

I asked him if his grandmother was artistic and suggested that perhaps that was why she favored Gary. This was his response:

SEAN GRAVER: I think she tried to be artistic, but it never really worked out. I don’t think he got that bug from her so much as she got it from him. I remember as a younger boy, when I’m around seven or eight, she did some painting. She would always be painting, and she did quite a few. She tried to really get artistic. Nothing spectacular, but she was into that. 

He dragged her into doing little bit parts in movies throughout the years. I remember she and I working as extras in Gary Coleman movies in the ‘80s. But I think she just loved having that connection with him.

ADAM GRAVER: I remember distinctly that there was a film festival in Iowa that Gary spoke about Orson at. He’d taken my grandmother [Gary’s mother] with him as part of that trip, and she got to be a part of a parade that they held for people who had contributed to the festival. 

SEAN GRAVER: Just like anybody else in the family, since he was related, Geoff was fair game to be a grip, an actor, whatever. He had a role in a film my dad made called The Embracers. My dad is kind of starring in this himself, and he goes to a hot dog stand on Sunset or on Hollywood Boulevard. He buys a hot dog and it slips out of the bun, hits the ground, and a passerby steps on it and squishes it. Geoff was the guy working at the hot dog stand.

Geoff also appeared in The Hard Road. In that one, he played a guy that gets beat up. He gets pushed into an alley, and then beat up, and then kicked repeatedly in the face. And in 1970, the violence, this simulated kicking in the face and blood everywhere, was so bad that they rated the movie X at the time. They had to cut that scene back to get it down to an R rating.

I remember that scene. I was sitting there with my dad at the Moviola while he was editing it, and watching Uncle Geoff get pummeled like that.

THE NAVY

SEAN GRAVER: After he moved to Hollywood, Dad started going to acting school, and he was working as an usher in a movie theater. By this time, he had met my mother, who had moved from Seattle to Los Angeles. Hers was a similar story with her mother after her father died. They ended up meeting. I forget where they met. She got married. Then they did a rushed marriage at an old chapel in the Valley. I was born and my mom wanted to take off and be a model. Those were her aspirations. I always thought I was about six months to a year old when that happened, but then I found a news clipping that said “Local Model Files for Divorce Against Actor.” My dad wasn’t an actor, but they were using press releases, trying to use this negative thing to boost both of their careers. I looked at the date and was like, “Wait a minute. I was born on June 6th. This thing is dated the end of July.” I was six-weeks old! 

I know that even after she filed, my dad was begging her to not finalize it. He said, “Please drop it. I’ll do anything you want me to do. Just don’t because I don’t want to get drafted.” The draft was on, and married guys moved down the list, and single guys moved right up to the top. But she moved forward and the divorce was finalized. This would have been 1964. So, inevitably, he got the draft notice. The draft notice was for the Army. 

CHRIS GRAVER: Dad got drafted. One of his friends said he was homosexual and a conscientious objector to get out of the war. Dad didn’t quite want to go that far, so he told them he was a cameraman. At first he was going to be in the Army, but he hadn’t realized that the combat cameraman would probably be on the front lines with the Infantry, so he changed lanes and somehow got into the Navy.

SEAN GRAVER: He immediately went to the Navy and asked, “Can I just sign up?” So they signed him up and said, “What do you do?” And he said, “I’m a cameraman. I shoot movies.” He lied. So they said, “Okay, you’re in the combat camera crew.” That’s how he ended up in the Navy.

CHRIS GRAVER: Of course his joke always was that he was in the Navy during Vietnam and they called him Seaman [“Semen”] Graver.

SEAN GRAVER: He had to figure out how everything worked, so he ran around to all of the rental houses in Hollywood and asked questions. “How does the light meter work?” “How do you load a shell magazine?” And guys were nice enough to show him. So he learned enough to fake it. After basic training, he was sent to Coronado Island off the coast of California. And then ultimately to Hawaii. He would do all kinds of experimental things. He would shoot things out. He learned to use the camera and learned how to do everything well enough so that when he was on missions, he actually had some  competency and could do it. He was in Vietnam with some stops in Laos and Japan and various countries there in the Orient. He did whatever the minimum stint was; two years, three years. I was young, but I remember watching the war on TV as a small child and knowing that he was over there.

CHRIS GRAVER: There was a bunch of footage from Vietnam that he smuggled back and never reported to the government. He had stills and 16mm films, 8mm film—all this amazing footage—that he sent to my mom. It was all in an old Pan Am bag in our garage. And Mom stole it because she knew how much it meant to Dad. I think the monetary value of it was secondary. She really wanted to spite him and get some attention from him, so she stole it. I guess her boyfriend went and hawked it or sold it or something. Dad was really broken up about it. Just miserable about it.

GLENN JACOBSON: I always thought it odd that Gary had been in the Vietnam War. I had been in the Navy for some time. I was shocked to find out that he’d served. He was a friend of mine prior to the war, you see, and even after his time over there, it was something that he kept very hush hush. If I had been in the Vietnam War and survived it, I would have been out there boasting about my achievements. He didn’t talk about it. He was a front line cameraman too, so I think he saw stuff that a lot of people just couldn’t stomach. Gary and I were like brothers, too, so he definitely came across something over there that was really horrible. 

THE EARLY YEARS IN HOLLYWOOD

CHRIS GRAVER: I remember he said that he’d wanted to be an actor. He’d wanted to be like James Dean. This would have been around The Embracers time. That’s initially why he got into the business—to be an actor.

GARY GRAVER: I went to film school and studied under a couple of extremely gifted actors. I first learned under the tutelage of Lee J. Cobb, who later got a job and left. He was then replaced by Lucille Ball. She always impressed upon us that we had to make our own way. “You have to make things happen,” she said. “If you want to do something, go out and do it. Don’t wait for it to just happen, because there are no guarantees that it will. Go out and make your own movie.”

CHRIS GRAVER: When Dad first came to Hollywood, he took whatever odd jobs he could. One of those jobs was working at the Chinese Theater pouring concrete and parking cars. He held the towel that Marilyn Monroe used to wash her hands off after she put them in the concrete [for her star]. It’s kind of like a Forrest Gump-ish thing where Dad just happened to be there. Dad was connected to so many people. It’s almost like that game Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon, where everyone is connected to Kevin Bacon through six different people. 

JOSEPH MCBRIDE: He was an usher in a cinema in Beverly Hills at one point in the ‘60s. He said a lot of Hollywood people would come there to see art films, and he’d see Hitchcock and Renoir there in line with their wives, and he would wave them in for free. To me, that’s a sign of his respect for the older filmmakers. I don’t think many people in Hollywood at that time would know who Renoir was. 

GLENN JACOBSON: I knew Gary a long time before The Other Side of the Wind because we’d been roommates. His friend, Russ Duke in Portland, they were high school buddies. I met Russ, we became friends, and then we decided to get an apartment together. Not long after, he said, “You need to meet my friend from Portland, Gary Graver,” and he set up a meeting. Don Jones was around too.  The three of us started renting a house on this hill in the heart of Hollywood. It had an old steeple on it. Then later on, I worked with Gary on all those pictures that he was learning the trade on. We chummed around for a while. 

CHRIS GRAVER: Dad was walking down Hollywood Boulevard. At the time, he was parking cars at the Chinese Theater, and maybe he was trying to be an actor. I think maybe he had done The Embracers. He was walking down the street, and I think it was where the Henry Fonda Theater was, or near there, and there was a guy out front with these funeral cards, trying to pass them out to anybody walking down the street like they were fliers for the laundromat or the grocery market. And he said, “Hey, come here!” And he called my Dad’s attention. “We’ve got Bela Lugosi, and it’s his funeral! Come on in!” Dad took one of the funeral cards, which he still had the last time I saw him. He went in there, and there was Bela Lugosi dressed in his Dracula cape. Dad said there was nobody there. And the guy was so desperate to get people in there because he felt compelled to do something for Bela Lugosi because he was Dracula, a huge film star, you know? And there was no one there. Dad always thought that was kind of sad.

GARY GRAVER: I never went to film school. Instead, I learned to direct by actually making a short film. The film, Seeking, was shot on 35mm black and white with another guy behind the camera and myself directing. I then edited the film in my bedroom. I had no idea what an editing bay or a Moviola was. I just held the film up to the light and spliced it. And that short film eventually got released!

LEWIS TEAGUE: In 1965, I opened up a little theater on the Sunset Strip called the Cinematheque 16, because all I had was a sixteen-millimeter projector. But it was a really good projection and sound facility. Interestingly, the theater was owned by Robert Lippert, who had  a chain of theaters. Robert Lippert was Roger Corman before Roger Corman. He owned a chain of movie theaters in Southern California, and some of them were what they called “grindhouse” theaters. He decided that if he produced his own films to project in those theaters, it would be a lot cheaper than running someone else’s films. So, he started cranking out these really low-budget films.

It was my friend Fred Roos [producer of The Godfather Part II] who introduced me to Lippert and another guy who worked for Lippert named Frank Woods. I had a contract with Universal when I first got out of film school, and I directed an [episode of The] Alfred Hitchcock Hour, but then I wasn’t able to follow up on that, and they dropped my contract. So Fred said, “Listen, I have an idea. I know a guy who opened up this little sixteen-millimeter theater on Sunset Strip to show exploitation films—what they called “nudie-cuties” back in the day. But 1965 was the year when the new culture exploded; The Beatles played the Hollywood Bowl and everybody grew long hair and started smoking dope. And there were a lot of music venues on Sunset Strip. The theater that they opened on Sunset Strip to show nudie exploitation films— Suddenly, this theater was in the wrong place at the wrong time, because the Sunset Strip at that time was crowded with hippies and young people gravitating towards rock and roll music. We didn’t know what to do with this little theater. So Fred introduced me to Lippert, and I said, “Listen, I’d like to take a crack at establishing a little cinematheque that would show a combination of experimental and underground films, and also retrospectives of films from the past” that I could get in 16mm. Because they put in something that, at that time, was state of the art, which was a sixteen-millimeter theater with its own projection lamp. It was a really good set-up. So that was ideal for me, being a former film student and a cinemaphile. Lippert agreed, and I started screening those films.

This was a few years before Easy Rider. It was a few years before BBS Productions cracked open the film industry for independent  filmmakers. So a lot of aspiring filmmakers were gravitating to my theater. One of those people was Gary Graver. Along with Jim Morrison, who’d gone to film school at UCLA, and lots of others. My theater was a little gathering spot for independent filmmakers at that time. And that’s how I met Gary. He was part of that crowd. I don’t remember the first time that I met him, but I remember liking him. We had some mutual friends. Connie Nelson, who was his wife at the time, or shortly thereafter. I had known her before.

R. MICHAEL STRINGER: I met Gary in 1968. We were doing low-budget movies. He came in to shoot some extra camera on a little low-budget movie. He had such a personality that you just wanted to be friends. We immediately struck up a friendship. We had a mutual love for the business. I never met anyone with a greater love for making movies than Gary Graver. He lived to make movies.

LEWIS TEAGUE: Gary and I were friends from the cinematheque. We talked about films, and he also knew I was a filmmaker. He said, “You know, there’s a film that came out recently.” I think it was called I Am Curious (Yellow). It was a pseudo-documentary pretending to talk about issues relating to sex. And since it was an “educational” film, it allowed them to put a lot of titillating sexy material in it, and it had made some money. Gary said he wanted to jump on the bandwagon, and he had a backer who was going to put up some money for a similar kind of film if Gary could shoot, produce, and direct it. Gary came to me and asked if I would be interested in writing the script. It had to have certain elements to make it titillating, and certain elements to get by the MPAA censorship board. He said, “It’s got to have some sex. It’s got to have some lessons about venereal disease and illegitimate childbirth and stuff like that. Would you be interested in writing the script?” 

I had just taken my first job since the cinematheque to be an associate producer on a film called Loving that a friend of mine,  Don Devlin, was producing in Connecticut. But I had a weekend. So I told Gary, “Sure, I could write you something.” I came up with an idea based on my personal experience with a young woman who was underage when I met her, which would have been really problematic except by the time her father found out and came after me, she had already turned eighteen, so the police weren’t going to do anything about it. But I just escaped that by a hairbreadth. So I decided to write a story about her, and in about three or four days I whipped out a little script [The Hard Road] that contained all of the elements that Gary was looking for. So I gave it to him. For me, it was a lot of money at the time. A few thousand bucks, I think. I took the money, wrote the script, and zipped off to Connecticut to associate produce Loving. 

I was gone about six months. When I returned, I got a call from Gary saying, “We set the film up and got the money and we’re going to start shooting next week.” He was very excited. He said, “Would you like a little guest cameo in it?” I said, “Sure. What are you thinking of?” He said, “I’d like you to play this rock musician character.” It was a character I had written in the script who was based on me. It was about my relationship with this girl, and in the movie it was this musician’s relationship with the girl. So unbeknownst to Gary, he’d asked me to play a part that was based on myself. I got a laugh out of that. I didn’t say anything about the origins of the character at that point. “Gary, I’d love to. That would be fun.” He said, “I’m going to be shooting the first scene with you at night.” The first scene was the scene where I met this girl at a party. He said, “We’re going to shoot that next week. Why don’t you meet me at the production office, and we’ll drive to the location together?” I said, “I’d love to. That would be fun.” I’m at the production office and we get in the car. We’re driving to the location where we’re shooting the scene, and as we drove up to this neighborhood, it looked vaguely familiar. When we went around the corner and I saw the white production trucks parked out in front of the house where we were shooting, I  recognized the house. It was the house that the girl had been living in when I met her! So here I am, acting as a character based on me meeting the girl in the actual house where she was living when I met her. The actress playing the girl was the spitting image of the real girl that I had written about. It was about as spooky as you can get.

After we finished shooting, I told Gary, “Gary, you won’t believe this.” He said, “What?” I said, “You know, the girl that the story is based on actually lived in this very house.” He laughed and said, “No way!” I said, “Yeah, Gary, it’s true.” And he said, “No!” He never believed me. It was an amazing coincidence. 

MICHAEL FERRIS: I met Gary on Blue Money. It was being directed by a French actor named Alain Patrick. Michael Stringer said, “Gary’s starting a movie. We’ll go and be his crew.” So that’s what happened. I believe I met him on the location on the first day of the shoot. We shook hands. He was very cordial. He and Stringer had a long friendship, which you could see. They caught up on old jokes and the things they’d been talking about the last time they’d seen each other. I was the new man, so I was just keeping my eyes open and my mouth shut to the best of my ability. We worked there for a couple of weeks. 

I will admit to this one confession: Gary was someone that I consciously said to myself, “I don’t know this guy. I don’t know him completely. But I wanna know him, and I want to be his friend.” Gary was glamorous to me. Gary, in 1971, was five-foot-ten. He had this blonde mane of hair. This infectious grin. And when you talked about movies, or you were involved in movies in any form, he was so alive. He was such a rich personality, and he was a fount of knowledge.

From the time I met Gary to the time we stopped working together, which was many, many years later, his work practices never changed. He was a one man band. He did everything. He  appreciated people who could help him, and he’d give instructions, but often he found it easier to do it himself if he was lighting. Of course keep in mind, he’s not running an IA Hollywood crew; he’s running a crew of maybe ten or fifteen, and he’s just the leadership key. He’s flying all over the place. He sets the camera for a shot. Then he starts working the actors, working with the director to get what the director wants. Then we’d start to set it up, and put everything in place, and we’d start shooting. And he, of course, has his eye in viewfinder. He’s operating and taking all the light readings and doing all the things that camera departments do. He was hugely energetic, and he always did it with a smile across his face. You could see the joy in him that he was working on a movie. It didn’t matter if it was his own or somebody else’s—he was just happy to be working in Hollywood. And that was Gary, at all times. As we got to know each other, that strain of personality became more and more clear. He loved talking about movies [and] he loved being involved with them. He was always working. If he completed a movie, he was immediately looking for the next one. He was a round-robin full-time filmmaker.

MAKING MOVIES WITH AL ADAMSON

GREYDON CLARK: Before I met Gary, I met Al Adamson. I was a struggling actor, and someone who I was in an acting class with suggested I speak to Al. He was doing a picture, which at the time was called The Fakers, later to become Hell’s Bloody Devils. Al and I became friends. We played basketball together. Al was kind enough to give me a small part in The Fakers; one line, but it got me into the Screen Actors Guild. 

Gary Graver was the assistant to the cinematographer, who at one time was Laszlo Kovacs, but was then replaced by Frank Ruttencutter as Al had a tendency to either run out of money or film stock. Anyway, this is how I first met Gary. I didn’t know much  about how films were made, but obviously an assistant cameraman is quite important on a low-budget picture as he pulls focus and loads film into the magazine and other things. Gary seemed very bright to me, and very personable. A good guy, but then the picture was finished.

A year passed, and Al had $50,000 with which I convinced him to make a picture, and I would write the screenplay. This eventually became Satan’s Sadists. It was a three-week picture that we shot in Indio in California, down near Palm Springs. He elevated Gary to be the head cinematographer on the film, which was shot on 16mm. Gary was obviously very instrumental on this picture with him being the DP. I had written it and co-starred. At the end of the shoot, we went back to Los Angeles. 

Gary was the editor of the film. As I said, I didn’t know anything about how films were made. I’d only been on two sets in my entire life. I asked Gary if I could help him in the editing room. In those days, hell, probably throughout his entire life, Al never paid for anything! I was volunteering. I didn’t get paid a penny for my script, and this was a movie that went on to gross hundreds of thousands, if not millions of dollars! Anyhow, I went in the editing room as an unpaid gopher, and Gary really knew what he was doing. If someone were to ask me today the best way to become a director, I’d say start in the editing room. This is where you see all the mistakes you made! Gary was excellent to work with. Very kind in helping me. I think we worked in the editing room for at least three or four months. 

DAVID KONOW: I think Gary was crucial in the making of the Al Adamson movies.

GARY KENT: I came in to do some stunt driving on Hell’s Bloody Devils, and to chase a woman through the Pacific Ocean Park or something. Gary Graver was an assistant cameraman, and Laszlo  Kovacs was shooting. It turned out that Gary was friends with a good friend of mine named Don Jones. They’d been roommates at one time. We fell into a friendship because we were both doing work for Al Adamson. He was just a very likable guy. I liked him a lot. He was personable, funny, and hard working. He knew a lot about film too. He had a tumultuous personal life too, which I also did, so we would meet for coffee every so often and commiserate with each other over how awful our personal lives were going. 

DAVID GREGORY: Laszlo Kovacs, the DP on The Fakers, had actually dropped out, because Al [Adamson] had a tendency to start working on a film, and then it would change and he would carry on with it. So Gary Graver was the next go-to guy. I have no idea how they actually met in the first place, but that’s when Gary came in. He then shot all the stuff that ended up becoming Hell’s Bloody Devils. Basically, from then on, Gary was on ninety-percent of Al’s films right up until his last film, Lost, which was the kids’ film that he did.

CHRIS GRAVER: I think Dad loved Al. Dad loved midgets and misfits, things like that. And Al embraced that kind of lifestyle and subculture, and I think that Dad really liked being in that environment. He loved working with Al because... They made Dracula vs. Frankenstein together, and Dad was always a fan of things like the Universal with Lugosi and Karloff and all that stuff.

GREYDON CLARK: The success of Satan’s Sadists led Al to come to me and suggest doing a horror film, and would I write it for him. I wrote it for free. Of course Al always promises you, “If the picture makes money, I’ll take care of you.” He never did! So I wrote a script that was originally filmed as The Blood Seekers. Al went on to film other footage, which I was not involved with, and it was released as Dracula vs. Frankenstein. The script I wrote takes place in Los Angeles, in the Santa Monica Pier area, and a monster is kid napping young ladies to perform blood experiments on them. Gary Graver was the cinematographer on that. I had a nice part in that too since I had written it. 

Al was a very laid-back director, and the reason I went on to direct, was because I’d look at Al and see that he wasn’t really directing! He wouldn’t talk to any actors. He would barely mumble something to Gary. Gary would set up the shots, and Al would just go along with it! I never even saw Al voice an opinion on what Gary was doing. 

DAVID GREGORY: Al loved to get people who wanted experience, so they would compromise their fee in exchange for experience on a resume. So there were a lot of people who started out with Al, which is great because they got experience and credits. But ultimately, you can’t maintain a living that way because it doesn’t pay very well. But in the case of Gary, I guess he was so useful and he had such a good team with him, that Al would keep going back to him. And like he says in my documentary, “The pay wasn’t great.” But I’m sure it got better than when he was first starting out, because when they started out making The Fakers, Al hadn’t had a successful film. So Al wasn’t particularly wealthy at the beginning of his career and, as you know, Vilmos Zsigmond ended up just not working for Al anymore because he didn’t get paid. But as time went on, after they’d made Satan’s Sadists, they had a particularly successful run through the ‘70s. Al didn’t stop working, and there was definitely paid work and experience for people to get. But Gary was always his go-to all the way through the ‘70s. 

FRED OLEN RAY: Gary told me he would pick Lon Chaney up in his station wagon and drive him to the set on Dracula vs. Frankenstein. Chaney would fall asleep in the back. They’d go to a liquor store on the way in. Those are the kind of things people would find interesting. On Satan’s Sadists they only had one light! That’s all  they had to work with. And those films were shot in 16mm and blown up. If you’ve seen Dracula vs. Frankenstein, the picture quality is excellent. 

GARY KENT: Another of my favorite memories of Gary was working on location, many years later, when we were doing the movie Lost for Al Adamson. It was my forte, because there we were in the country with horses and cougars and animals. Right up my alley. Most of the people were from L.A and being bitten by the chiggers and bucked off the horses. Gary was having trouble with his youngest son, but there appeared to be a lot of unhappiness. Chris was overweight, and he didn’t seem well-liked at all. He was a whiner, and a bit of a cry baby, too. It really bothered Gary, you could tell. One day I was riding one of the big horses, and I came up to Chris and asked him to get up on the horse behind me, which he did. I galloped around a little bit, and he was having a ball. Eventually, I brought him back and let him off, and Gary came up to me and said thanks. I could see he had tears in his eyes. 

CHRIS GRAVER: Al was always kind and very cool. Some of the directors and producers Dad worked for, when I was around and on the set, they kind of— It wasn’t that they didn’t like me, but they were like, “Kid, we’re trying to make a movie here!” But Al was never like that. Al was really cool. Al always let me go on set and be very close to Dad and stuff. I always thought he was very cool like that. Then the last time I saw Al was when he had that barbecue place in Hollywood. It was right on Cahuenga.

DAVID GREGORY: I would say that Gary is probably the most important of the DPs that Al worked with, and that’s saying something when you consider the pedigree of the DPs that Al started with; like Vilmos Zsigmond, Lewis Horbath, and Laszlo Kovacs, who all came from Hungary and
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