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    Advance Praise for Junior Bonner: The Making of a Classic with Steve McQueen and Sam Peckinpah in the Summer of 1971


    


    “Screenwriter Jeb Rosebrook’s memoir about the making of the classic Steve McQueen film he penned, Junior Bonner, is infinitely more than a behind-the-scenes account of a great film. It’s an inside-the-scenes account of a turning point in his own life, of a dangerous moment in the career of an aging movie star, of a transitional time when Hollywood briefly emulated the artistic ambitions and creative reach of European cinema. The cast of characters includes such flammable figures as McQueen and legendary director auteur-terrible Sam Peckinpah and assorted agents, producers, and 1970s studio executives who were presiding over Hollywood’s greatest explosion of audacious, boundary-breaking filmmaking since its founding. And Rosebrook’s memoir goes deeper, into the hearts and minds of these dreamers and schemers on both sides of the camera who, almost in spite of themselves, their egos, and their appetites, managed to make lasting film art that’s worth analyzing and celebrating all these decades later.”


    


    Steven Gaydos, Executive Editor, Variety


    


    “For decades Jeb Rosebrook entertained audiences with films, television shows and novels. Now, his behind-the-scenes memoir of the production of the movie Junior Bonner, which he scripted, spotlights how filmmaking is an intensely collaborative art. Plus, we get all the skinny, and the fat, of behind the scenes shenanigans, sexual dalliances, and Steve McQueen’s resilience and acting strength against Peckinpah’s iron-fisted directing. Junior Bonner, starring Steve McQueen, Ida Lupino and Robert Preston, evolved through Rosebrook’s inspiring creativity and diligent collaboration with the actors— and director Peckinpah always threatening to send home anyone, cast, or crew, with a tin can strapped to their butt. Through it all, Rosebrook’s script survived to create a classic and memorable film— one of the top 100 Westerns.”


    


    James Ciletti, Pikes Poet Laureate, Colorado Springs, Colorado


    


    “In this lovely and loving memoir, Junior Bonner: The Making of a Classic with Steven McQueen and Sam Peckinpah in the Summer of 1971, Jeb Rosebrook recalls the production of the film from its beginnings in his own masterly screenplay— an original and one of the best Peckinpah was ever graced with— to the disappointing returns that greeted the film at the box office. Yet, like the story in front of the camera, the story Rosebrook finds behind the camera is not one of defeat but of faith in dreams and perseverance in pursuing them— it’s a story of creative collaboration, where everyone working to his or her peak capacity contributes to the final achievement.”


    


    Paul Seydor, author of Peckinpah: The Western Films: A Reconsideration and The Authentic Death and Contentious Afterlife of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid: The Untold Story of Peckinpah’s Last Western Film.
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    This memoir is dedicated to my wife, Dorothy, of fifty-seven years, and to our two lovingly loyal children, Stuart and Katherine.


    To the late Eunice Fischer, who never lost faith.


    And to friends and mentors, Max Evans and the late Earl Hamner.


    And to those who brought Junior to life: Steve and Sam, Joe Wizan, Martin Baum and Mike Wise.


    To the people of Prescott, Arizona, and the memorable summer of 1971.


    To the Orme Family and those I grew up with in Yavapai County, most especially Uncle Chick and Aunt Minna, Charlie and Mimi, Mort and Lynn, Katie and Bruce McDonald, and the McDonald Family of Mayer.


    Finally, to all the sons who wrote me saying how much the film meant to their relationship with their father.
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    “Why am I called Junior?”


    Steve McQueen


    


    


    “This was Jeb Rosebrook, who lived and worked rodeo and got the script to Steve McQueen. That was Jeb Rosebrook— a damn fine writer.”
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    Junior Bonner (1972) is the best rodeo film that’s ever been made. It was the best script Sam ever got his hands on.


    Max Evans, author of Goin’ Crazy with Sam Peckinpah and All Our Friends as told to Robert Nott
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    Warren Oates, at the debut screening of Junior Bonner at Grauman’s Chinese Theater, 1972


    


    


    “An elevator operator in New York makes more money than you do.”


    John B. Rosebrook

  


  
    Prologue


    


    The writer arrived at Warner Brothers on a cool early November afternoon.


    He met the producer, whose name was Joe Wizan. He was the writer’s age, thirty-five. As it turned out, an Aquarius and a Gemini.


    He had read the writer’s three-and-a-half-page outline. He offered to option it, giving the writer enough money to create a screenplay from the outline. The writer, soon to be on the doorstep of no money at all, eagerly accepted.


    Joe Wizan told the writer he wanted the screenplay for the highest paid actor in the world: Steve McQueen.


    The writer was me, Jeb Rosebrook.

  


  
    Act Two


    


    Coming home to Prescott.


    Junior Bonner was bringing me home.


    Prescott entered my world of hometowns in 1945. We were a total of nine boys and girls from the Quarter Circle V Bar Ranch School, some thirty-odd miles to the east, on the dirt road known as the Black Canyon Highway. Our “parents” were Charles and Minna Orme, known to all of us as “Uncle Chick” and “Aunt Minna.” Their oldest, Charlie, ran the ranch and at age twenty-six was in the process of taking over the school. His younger brother, Mort, was in the U.S. Marines in the South Pacific and the youngest, Katy, suffering from rheumatic fever, was a student at Stanford. The school began shortly after the Ormes purchased the 27,000-acre cattle ranch in 1928. The Yavapai County School was established for the Orme children and for those of Juan, whose family handled the ranch work. Soon enough, the small school began attracting asthmatic children from the East. Soon thereafter, a summer camp was established. In 1945, as an asthmatic fourth grader, I was the youngest in the class; the oldest was in the eighth grade. All of us were taught by Joan “Teach” Atterbury, a Massachusetts product and Wellesley graduate who had attended the school in the 1930s.


    During the last week of June 1971, Sam arrived in his vintage red Porsche wearing the hat his friend Jason Robards had worn in The Ballad of Cable Hogue (1969).


    For now, it was rehearsals. Or, possibly, the calm before the storm.


    There was time for me to reflect on my personal pride of bringing so much to Prescott, not the least of which would be the dollars that were soon to flow from our presence to the businesses of the town, and the publicity generated for what some called “America’s Hometown.” It earned that title mostly for when the early morning sunlight lit the Yavapai County Courthouse, surrounded by trees and the grassy lawns, the Rough Rider statue, providing that feeling of comfort that this truly could be the hometown that should have been, and never was, painted by Norman Rockwell. Across from the courthouse was that long block known as Whiskey Row featuring the Palace Bar, which I included in so much of my screenplay. And at the edge of town, the fairgrounds, where lived The World’s Oldest Rodeo begun as a “Cowboy Tournament” in 1888, where Tom Mix had once, as a local resident making silent film one-reelers, taken first prize in bull riding in 1913.


    Yavapai College was home base for rehearsals. Sam sat in the main seat of the round table. Katy on one side of him and me on the other, scripts open, ready to take notes. “Ida” and “Bob,” as we called them, since we’d very quickly became on first-name basis, were side-by-side. They had known one another since early film studio days as contract players at Paramount. Between them and Ben Johnson was Tiffany, young, blond, and eager, and on the far side of Ben was Steve, with a quiet onlooker, Joe Wizan.


    One day during a break while washing up in the men’s room, Sam told me how valuable his daily B-12 shots were to him. It showed. He had real energy. It also showed in his enthusiasm for the rewrites that, now in rehearsals, were final until before the camera. I admit now how little I knew about Sam Peckinpah, the writer/director. While aware of the talent shown in rewriting a standard B-Western, Ride the High Country (1962), and directing it into a classic, and equally aware of his writing talent shown in rewriting The Wild Bunch (1969) and Cable Hogue (1970), each molded into his vision, I did not know of the labors he put into building his writing skills via Gunsmoke (CBS, 1955-1975) and myriad other series in the television gold rush of half-hour Westerns. Then, in the final episode of Broken Arrow (ABC, 1956-1960), he’d had his first opportunity as a director.


    Nor could I predict that within a decade, the brilliance would begin to fade into a forever haze of drugs and alcohol— and soon after, his life.


    The rehearsal readings were very businesslike with minimal chitchat. With each reading, the dialogue became lean and leaner with little or no fat. Steve, half in jest, all in earnest, called me “Shakespeare” as he pared away his dialogue into his complete comfort zone. At one point he turned to Ben and then told all of us he had seen a screening of Peter Bogdonovich’s adaptation of Larry McMurtry’s novel The Last Picture Show. Presciently, Steve predicted that Ben was going to win an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor. When Ben Johnson smiled, we knew, as he sensed, Steve was all admiration and truth.


    We were a group totally in sync with one another and the script, with me, the first-time-produced film screenwriter, included. I would later learn it was rare for the writer to accompany the director on location. In fact, I think the director and actors prefer the writer not be around so they can alter lines and scenes as they wish. If the film turns out to be raved by the critics and audiences, the writer will get the credit. But if it heads for the basement of Rotten Tomatoes, the writer receives the large share of his or her blame, too.


    I had settled into a room on the second floor of Prescott’s most recent addition to the motel scene, The Prescottonian, with a handy café just at the foot of the parking lot. Sam had made certain my desk was equipped with a typewriter and plenty of paper. Tiffany was down the hall and, on the first floor, Bob and Ida. Sam and Steve rented their own private homes, and where Ben located himself, I have never been certain. Sam also had an office upstairs in the Palace— rooms that were once either a hotel or whorehouse or both!


    In the reading, when we reached the dramatic scene between Bob and Ida on the back steps of the Palace where Ace Bonner is leaving for Australia and says his final good-bye to his estranged wife, “Then all we have is tonight,” we were all emotionally moved, as were Bob and Ida. Emotion caused a pause of silence.


    And Sam had tears in his eyes.


    Tears welled in my eyes when Steve and Bob read the father/son scene at the railroad depot. And their final moment from father to son, “I’ve got us entered in the wild cow-milking.” Marty Baum had been correct: the strength of an actor like Bob was bringing equal strength from Steve.


    Each day the readings became tighter. I noted line changes and then typed them into script changes in my room. Betty Gumm, Joe’s assistant, was organizing an office staff to enter changes into the script. Working with production secretary Dorothy Whitney, Jim Pratt arrived to run the entire office as production manager. At sixty-one, Jim was the ultimate professional as production manager, having served in executive positions with virtually all the major studios, beginning his career as a carpenter in the 1920s.


    But with cast and crew beginning to assemble, and Steve, more than rumored from splitting with Neile, where is the media, I wondered. Answer: there were none. It seems conceivable that part of Steve’s business deal was no media interviews or photographs. After all the personal and professional distractions of Le Mans, Steve appeared well within his comfort zone— both with the script and with the town of Prescott.


    “Let’s look for road shots,” Steve suggested to Sam and me one afternoon after rehearsals. Steve wanted to look at possible driving scenes and was inviting us to do the looking with him. So far, during the table readings, Sam and Steve were getting along well. After all, Steve had hosted Sam and Joe Wizan in Palm Springs the month before and all appeared in creative agreement on the script. It seemed whatever involvement Steve had— if any at all— in having Sam fired off The Cincinnati Kid was long forgotten. In fact, according to Sam Peckinpah biographer Garner Simmons, “Sam was fired by producer Martin Ransohoff a week into the production for allegedly filming an ‘unauthorized’ nude scene with Anne Margaret.” (The truth was Ransohoff decided he did not agree with Sam’s vision for the film.) Steve McQueen had no part in it. And in fact, given Sam’s propensity for holding grudges, had McQueen had a hand in it, it would have prevented them from ever working together on either Junior Bonner or The Getaway.


    “Get in the back,” Steve told me as Sam joined him in the cab of Steve’s 400-horsepower Chevrolet pickup. Steve chose the back way out of Prescott on the narrow two-lane twisting old U.S. 89 through the pine forests and out toward Yarnell and the downward spiral toward Wickenburg.


    It turned out to be the wildest, scariest ride of my lifetime. It may have been a Chevy pickup truck, but Steve treated our drive as his own personal Formula One journey. The winding curves among the pines, held by late afternoon sunlight, were meant for Steve. But not necessarily for a white-knuckled passenger like me, hanging on for dear life.


    After what seemed like forever, holding on as we took the curves at top speed, we reached the small town of Yarnell at the edge of high country looking toward one long spiral down to the desert. Thankfully, we turned around.


    Was this wild ride mano y mano from Sam to Steve? Not to mention Shakespeare holding on for his life in the bed of the Chevy.


    I believe Steve was letting Sam and me know he was Steve McQueen. In charge.


    It was a moment in time not lost on Sam Peckinpah.


    


    Next came the arrivals of Lucien Ballard and Lynn Stallmaster.


    Lucien, Sam’s cinematographer on Ride the High Country, The Wild Bunch, and Cable Hogue was Sam’s most valuable asset behind the Panavision camera. Lynn was in town to cast extras and smaller roles. To assist him, I recommended William S. “Buck” Hart, Jr., West Virginia native, an English teacher, kazoo player, full-time— in mind and action— thespian, part-time cowboy from my alma mater, the nearby Orme School. Buck was interviewed by Lynn for the sole task of hiring locals. He was hired, and the two of them immediately hit it off.


    Lucien was then sixty-three years old. Part Cherokee and a native Oklahoman, he had been educated at the University of Oklahoma and the University of Pennsylvania before striking out for travel in China and winding up in Hollywood on his return. He began his career at Paramount in 1929. At just twenty-one years old, he was already recognized as one with an eye with the camera. His career included marriage to (and divorce from) movie star Merle Oberon, work with Howard Hughes on the infamous Jane Russell picture The Outlaw (1943), and Henry Hathaway on Prince Valiant (1954), Sons of Katie Elder (1965), Nevada Smith, and True Grit (1969) among many, prior to providing the visual eye to Sam on Ride the High Country (1962).


    Tall and with a striking lionesque presence, Lucien was in command of his chosen crew of cameramen, gaffers, and grips— total command.


    Buck Hart, then in his forties, was tall, angular and with a craggy face that once met, was easily remembered. His dream of becoming a real cowboy had come true fifteen years earlier when he came west from his native West Virginia home with wife, Jan, and two boys, Doug and Chris, to teach English and Drama at the Orme School and cattle ranch. Perhaps it was in the Navy during World War II (he could never forget being on the ground for the Battle of Peleliu) that he took up the kazoo. His signature song was “Tangerine” (w. Victor Schertzinger and Johnny Mercer). If Buck had been a full-time actor, there would never be a scene he would not steal.


    Then came Frank Kowalski. Also in his forties, Frank was half-Polish and half-Mexican. He was the son of a film editor with family roots traced back to the border town of Brownsville, Texas. Following recent work as an assistant director on the Vic Morrow television series Combat! (ABC, 1962-1967), he had begun working with Sam as a dialogue director on The Wild Bunch. I will learn Frank’s creativity had no bounds for story content. He recently had penned his own Western, filmed in Mexico with James Garner, and co-written with Vic Morrow, A Man Called Sledge (1970). Unlike Sam, Frank had a Hollywood pedigree, with his brother, Bernie, becoming a successful director in television. The Kowalski brothers’ father had been a film editor for director Michael Curtiz during Curtiz’s most creative years with Warner Brothers.


    I heard that Sam had a longtime impatience with Frank in fulfilling what Sam felt was Frank’s creative potential. So, when Frank came to Sam announcing his fulfillment on Sledge, Sam, as legend would have it, complimented him by knocking his front teeth out— as if to say “What took you so long?”— and yet, here was Frank. For Sam, Frank was indispensable as a man of many talents. Each their own man, they were on good terms now, as Frank was working on a story for Sam to write and direct, Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia (1974). Frank was hired initially as a dialogue director.


    From the documentary, Rodeo with Tornado the bull, directed by Carrol Ballard, Joe chose Ballard, thirty-four, for second unit director. Based on what I had seen, the ride “Freckles” Brown had made on Tornado was the true-life counterpart of Junior’s challenge to ride Sunshine. In their Palm Springs meeting, Joe was certain Sam and Carrol were “going to be instrumental together.” He added that Sam will realize the world of “today’s rodeo” in Carrol’s documentary and “you ought to be able to really pick his brains.”


    Based on Carrol’s documentary, he seemed like an ideal choice to me, but he had to be on the same wavelength as Sam Peckinpah.


    


    The production meeting: Jim Pratt needed a break in the budget. It would be extremely expensive to film the day rodeo, and bull-riding-at-night rodeo, after the Palace Bar and a hellacious fight before going out to film a single nighttime bull ride. Or, creatively, where will the drama be if we film the entire rodeo ending with Junior riding Sunshine and then go to the Palace for Charmagne and Junior? Or what if we took the entire crew out just to film the night show’s bull riding? The drama is with Sunshine. Two changes: we simply have our rodeo announcer tell the crowd they will take a break, similar to halftime in football, go down to the Palace, where we will have the truly all-hell-breaking-loose fight, then return to the rodeo for the final afternoon events, the last of which is Junior and Sunshine.


    I wonder how rodeo purists will handle such a move. In my mind, there had never been a professional rodeo where the audience took a break, went off to drink and dance, then return to the remainder of the rodeo— all in one afternoon!


    Bottom line: to stay on budget, this is the way it will be done.


    About the planned Palace Bar fight: My initial screenplay placed emphasis on Junior and Charmagne. Two people meet, the music plays, they dance, and a relationship— call it a “Woodstock” getting together, if you will— ensues. When the sun comes up tomorrow, Charmagne heads back to Phoenix in her VW bug while Junior, in his well-worn Cadillac, ornament to better days, heads down the road to his next rodeo.


    Sam felt that was not enough to sustain audience interest. He had me create a moment interrupting Junior and Charmagne with the eruption of a fight that soon took in everyone, leaving Junior and Charmagne to their privacy. Not only that, but he cast longtime actor and stuntman Charles Gray to be Charmagne’s main squeeze, which precipitates the brawl that spread like a wildfire throughout the Palace.


    Charles Gray is one of those actors I wished I had known better and stayed in touch with over the years. At age fifty, Charles was an actor whose face, but not his name, was recognizable for years as a guest on television series and for a permanent five-year part as Clay Forrester on Rawhide (CBS, 1959-1965). Charles was a true professional.


    One more important piece of casting was Dougal the dog. Trained by the Weatherwax family, there will be a good Dougal with false teeth when he growled, and a bad Dougal who will bite you in the ass. And there will be no lack of action for the dog Dougal of my creation. Make no doubt about it, he would bite.


    For music, I had written in specific songs for the Palace segment. During this period of rehearsals and pre-production we had a chance to meet the band playing the Palace. Leader of the band was Bob Cox. His lead singer, a smooth Country crooner, was Rod Hart. During the dance scenes I had written in specific songs, “Proud Mary” (w. John Fogerty) by Creedence Clearwater Revival and Merle Haggard’s “Today I Started Loving You Again.” Additionally, I inserted a Stan Jones song that Rex Allen had a hit with in 1951, “Cowpoke.” I’d remembered it from years before as a student at Orme School, and penned it into the script to be sung by a rodeo stock-hand while feeding the horses. Music was important to me when I was writing the screenplay. Especially meaningful were Judy Collins’s version of Ian Tyson’s “Someday Soon” and the empathy for coming home with John Denver’s “Take Me Home, Country Roads” (w. Bill Danoff, Taffy Nivert, and John Denver).


    I assumed from the magnificent Jerry Fielding score for The Wild Bunch and the forthcoming Straw Dogs that he would score Junior Bonner. Furthermore, there was a rumor that Buck Owens would play the Palace for our dancing and fight sequence, yet in the few remaining days of rehearsals and pre-production, there was more than a rumor that Buck and his Buckaroos of Bakersfield were proving too expensive for Jim Pratt’s budget and, like a movie story fairy tale, Rod Hart and Bob Cox delivered two songs to the producers, after reading the script. The songs, titled “Arizona Morning” and “Rodeo Man,” were given to Sam, passed up the chain of command, and accepted. (Many years later, I was made aware that Bob Cox never understood why he was not credited in the lyrics and music of either song, but Universal Songs published both songs registered with BMI, both lyrics and music, credited exclusively to Rod Hart.)


    As the full film crew arrived, I was getting to know them and, as the writer on location, taken in as one of them and treated with equal respect. I had only been on a set once and that was when Howard Christie took me on the set of The Virginian to meet the actors on the backlot at Universal. I quickly learned that I was in the major leagues of film.


    Sam’s prop man, soon enough to prove indispensable, was Bobby Visciglia, the U.S. Navy veteran who never was broke because extra dollars were always tucked away in his shoe. We soon learned as well that Bobby was there to be certain any need of Sam’s was taken care of, pronto. A true professional at his job, a man of humor and expansive personality, Bobby and his prop truck assisted not just the film, but the needs of all, including our advertising tie-ins with Coca-Cola, Miller Beer, and Wild Turkey Bourbon.


    Art Director Ted Haworth, fifty-four, had worked with Joe Wizan and Sidney Pollock in Utah on Jeremiah Johnson. The more I would get to know Ted, the more I came to appreciate him as an artist and as a quiet, modest professional and warm human being. I did not know his credits included an Academy Award in 1957 for Sayonara, The Longest Day, Strangers on a Train, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, and Some Like it Hot— and perhaps the greatest compliment to me, that my writing put me in a league with Paddy Chayefsky, one of my writing heroes.


    While the town embraced us as newcomers, there was a hard element of locals who felt we Hollywood types were soft and here to “play cowboy.” Their stares were obvious when we gathered at night for drinks at the Palace or at Matt’s Saloon, a honky-tonk next door that was owned by Matt Butitta.


    It came as no surprise when a well-known, good-sized local cowboy decided to see how real Ben was. It began inside the Palace when the local had started egging Ben on for a fight, and continued outside. Ben, who was a gentle soul, was not taking the bait. The more Ben ignored the cowboy, the angrier and more aggressive he became. Finally, enough was enough. Ben turned around.


    “Listen here,” Ben said. “If you say one more word, I’ll knock the shit out of you.”


    At that the cowboy smiled and held out his hand.


    “You are just the man I thought you was,” he said as he took Ben’s hand and shook it. There might be Steve McQueen in Prescott, but to the working ranch cowboys, the real star was Ben Johnson.


    To Casey, Ben, and Ross Dollarhide, there was one former rodeo comrade they respected above all— Chuck Sheppard. At fifty-five, Chuck, a native Arizonan, had retired from rodeo to train and breed thoroughbreds at the nearby Keickhefer K-4 Ranches. When inducted into the Pro Rodeo Hall of Fame, the former world champion team roper was described as “the toughest four-event man there ever was.” A further description was “a rider of tough horses and roper of wild cattle.”


    When Chuck invited Ben, Casey, and Ross to a barbecue, I was invited to join them. These were the real men of their times, who came up in an era when professional rodeo cowboys were still considered by some— like Casey’s father, who raised horses along the Cheyenne River in South Dakota— to be no more than carnival performers. Chuck was once a part of the Cooper Brothers/Gene Autry Rodeo that, each year, played Pittsburgh, Boston, and New York’s Madison Square Garden, spending weeks in each city, including nearly a month in Manhattan before moving on to Boston. Many, like Casey and Montana’s Bud Linderman, had deserved reputations as rounders and when in New York, as “enemies” of the NYPD, Chuck earned his way quietly and successfully, always sending earnings home.


    Casey made sure Chuck had a speaking part in the film.


    (Something else I took away from that evening: cooking steaks over a wood fire is far superior to grilling with charcoal or gas.)


    Locations were now all locked in. The former grand 1927 Hassyampa Hotel, now a HUD retirement apartment house, will be the hospital where Ace Bonner is treated after his pickup wreck on Cherry Creek Road. A Victorian-style home, dating back to past decades, has been chosen for Elvira’s home and gift shop. The dance hall/saloon/restaurant Reata Pass, outside of Prescott in the town of Humboldt, will be the business site of Curly Bonner’s real estate project; a gas station not far away, will be where Junior and his old Cadillac stop for gas and an oil check (40 weight). Also outside of Prescott, is a lonely strip of land on which an aged, small, abandoned wooden home stands— a more-than-perfect choice for demolition by a bulldozer to make way for Curly’s real estate retirement homes. The Palace was as is. The Santa Fe railroad depot was as is. Sam chose the opposite side of Prescott and the highway there, and not Steve’s wild ride section of old U.S. 89 on the other side of town. Granite Dells, a beautiful landscape of unique rock formations and a lake is chosen for an opening sequence; unfortunately, its water level is lower than usual but it’s still visually scenic. Downtown and the Courthouse Plaza are as they are. And Ted Haworth and his crew are at work on a long, sweeping tractor-pulled float that Curly will enter in the parade.


    One member of the cast had yet to be chosen: Sunshine the Bull.


    In my original screenplay, working with Joe Wizan, the initial scene did not introduce Junior but his father, Ace, and his dog, Dougal, as bulldozers move in to demolish the old Bonner homestead.


    For Sam, this action, the destruction of the family homestead, could come later. He wanted the action of man-against-animal to open the film, as Junior attempts the eight-second ride on a bull named Sunshine. Junior does not make the eight seconds. He is thrown off, nearly trampled, and badly hurt. Dramatically, this played into Junior’s need to face the challenge of riding Sunshine again, and, importantly, to do it in front of his hometown folks. The new opening provided the introduction of Junior’s main rival, Red Terwiliger, played by Bill McKinney. It also established Junior as a veteran rodeo hand, and judging by the character of his old Cadillac convertible, whose best years were behind him. The theme of their rivalry also stood as a storyline throughout the script, including moments with Charmagne in the Palace.


    Now established as one of the world’s top film directors with a flair for violence for which, other than Sergio Leone, he had no equal, Sam had found a unique way to open a film, to grab and bring the audience immediately into the story he was about to tell. It happened in The Wild Bunch as children found delight and cruel fascination watching ants and a scorpion fight one another for survival while being burned alive. It happened as well in the opening of The Ballad of Cable Hogue as a Gila monster, blown away, explodes before our eyes.


    So now an angry, if not terrifying, Brahma bull will open Junior Bonner.


    One night at the rodeo grounds, several Brahma bulls were auditioned. With the chutes manned by stunt extras, who also rodeoed professionally, and with Sam giving the orders, three cameras were ready to film the audition. These huge bulls would not be ridden but will be challenged by a rodeo clown, with his barrel as his safe haven.


    Sam stationed himself close by the chutes, where the bulls would be released; none of the bulls were to be released from their chutes until his command.


    There are several versions of what happened that night. One was an impatient Sam speaking loudly and disparagingly, cursing out a local cowboy for a mistake made at the chutes— which one should never do in the company of real cowboys. It could be said, or legend may have it, that professional bull rider and stuntman Frank Kelly did take offense to Sam’s use of language and where it was directed.


    Quite suddenly, a chute was left open while the director and others’ attention were on a current bull and clown in the area.


    Through the open chute charged a raging black bull.


    WHAT THE FUCK?!


    The bull charged past the stunned clown, who dove down into his barrel. The bull kept going and going and going, heading for the fence across the area and the camera crew operating a $20,000 Panavision camera.


    The crew scattered. The bull collided with the fence and the $20,000 camera, which was destroyed.


    “Who left the fucking gate open?” demanded our director.


    “Maybe it was you,” murmured a cowboy out of earshot of Sam.


    No one spoke up to answer the question.


    Nevertheless, a bull was chosen.


    And the following night, Bill Pierce’s son, an Arizona State high school rodeo champion, did ride that bull for the opening sequence of the film. That, too, was nearly a disaster. In the script, for his hopeful eight-second ride, Junior is to have his hand entangled while gripping the rope, called being “hung up,” in rodeo terms. Only he was not faking it, he really was hung up. This time was more fortunate than the previous night. He managed to extricate himself from the rope and make a strong stunt fall to the ground.


    But it made for damn good film.


    It happened that afternoon, two days before cameras rolled for the parade. I walked down Whiskey Row with Tiffany Bolling. She was relaxed, knowing she had a week now before she had to step before the camera.


    The scene, meeting Junior, had been reworked. Sam now wanted Charmagne to be on the arm of Charles Gray, a wealthy follower of rodeo, and thus meet Junior beside his trailer before the rodeo events begin. This is where Sam’s true sense of the story kicked in: why wait for Junior to meet Charmagne? Why have her just another young woman driving up to Prescott in a VW Bug? Why not put her on the arm of this rich guy?


    This, to Sam, will be the cause for the major fight scene he envisioned for the Palace— all part of the rewriting which had to do with having a “half-time” break in the rodeo, where everyone headed for the Palace.


    Another lesson learned— that filmmaking is so often a collaboration of the trio of writer, director, and actor.


    Except, after this day walking down Whiskey Row, I will never see Tiffany Bolling again.


    “She left for a female operation in L.A.,” I was told. “She’d be a medical insurance risk if she came back,” I heard.


    Shortly thereafter, Barbara Leigh arrived in a near-brand new Mercedes with her young son in tow. They were moving in, just down the hall from me.


    I recalled Steve glancing out the window as she crossed the studio parking lot after she read for the part of Charmagne. With an impending divorce, he’d assured himself of summer companionship. Barbara was not only a high-fashion beauty model, perfect for the part of being the mistress type on the arm of wealthy Charles Gray, but what Steve might not have known (and certainly I did not) was that Barbara was also the girlfriend of president of MGM James T. Aubrey, known as the “Smiling Cobra” for his business acumen, as well as to the King himself, Elvis Presley. Nor did any of us know or should know was that her 1971 250 C Mercedes was a personal gift from the King.


    There is no doubt that Barbara, as the role was now rewritten from my original vision for Charmagne, was perfect casting for the “new” Charmagne. Yet, I always felt badly for Tiffany. She had the looks, the style, and the acting ability for how I saw as the then-Charmagne. I never saw Tiffany again, nor did I know the truth of her departure or “female” medical treatment. I heard through others she was very bitter about what happened to what was to be the biggest break in her young career. From that point on, Tiffany’s main roles were in B-films, with an emphasis on her looks and sexuality.


    Hollywood sure can be a bitch.


    And I learned that Barbara did not arrive by happenstance as Tiffany was leaving. Barbara had already been dating Steve in California. A relationship had been set in motion before she got to Prescott.


    I found Barbara Leigh fun to be around, a wonderful personality with no pretentions about her acting ability. What turned out to be most important was that the Steve/Barbara relationship in real-time Prescott translated beautifully to film.


    Sam also had those to share his life at his rental home in Prescott. I saw Mary Murphy only at Sam’s, but perhaps she was living elsewhere. Also on hand for the director was a major love in his life: Begonia Palacios, a former flamenco dancer whom Sam had cast in Major Dundee. This is where their longtime love affair began (they actually married three times), with loyal-and-in-love Katy Haber in between, and sometimes-for-real Joie Gould in the mix.


    Long divorced from college sweetheart Marie Selland, Sam brought his daughter, Sharon, and son, Matthew, to Prescott to be a part of the film, and perhaps Kristen and Melissa were also with their dad. Also within the Peckinpah group was Gary Weiss, whom we came to know as “Gary Good Guy,” who was there to film a documentary on the making of the movie.


    On the day before filming, I met Joe Don Baker and Bill McKinney downstairs in Joe Don’s room at the Prescottonian. I had not really connected with them since the readings at the studio. Joe Don asked if I wanted a joint and, strictly a Marlboro man, I declined. These, to me, were good guys. Although my age and older, both had worked hard at their acting craft and careers and, being Southern-born— Texas and Tennessee, respectively— they clearly were not to be trifled with.


    Dub Taylor arrived in his red Toyota Landcruiser and took his place at the Prescottonian. Dub brought with him his endearing trademark Georgia accent. Don “Red” Barry was now here as well. I found the Republic Pictures hero of my boyhood reclusive, quiet, yet not without ego. Soon enough, when announced to the rodeo crowd, he was a top box-office draw in 1944.


    On the night before filming, we all attended the rodeo where Casey Tibbs, who gave himself the claim as “Possibly America’s Most Beloved Cowboy,” had been named Grand Marshall for the Frontier Days parade. Casey chose to be a part of the saddle bronc competition. His introduction provided the crowd with a rodeo pedigree that placed him as the greatest saddle and bareback bronc-rider of all time.


    Casey came out of the chute giving the crowd a show of greatness— for almost ten seconds. He leaned way back, spurs raking the shoulders of his bronc, and then took a sudden (perhaps planned?) fall to the ground. And there he lay. Unmoving. Is it possible serious injury has befallen Possibly America
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