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  RUBBER SOULS


  When Ivan Reitman was four years old, his most cherished possession was a slide projector that displayed images of various Disney characters. It would not become a family heirloom. Reitman was forced to abandon his projector that year when he and his parents fled their homeland of Czechoslovakia. It was 1951; a coup d’état four years earlier had given control of the nation to Communist Klement Gottwald. Distress clouded the citizenry’s hearts as Gottwald’s regime stamped out democracy via scores of arrests and imprisonments. As Holocaust survivors, Ivan’s parents, Clara and Ladislav Reitman, would take no chances. Ladislav gave up ownership of a successful vinegar factory so he, Clara, and Ivan could escape an oppression that ultimately lasted forty years. The Reitmans began their journey by spending twenty-four hours under the floorboards of a Vienna-bound tugboat until the vessel passed government inspection.


  To keep him calm and quiet aboard the boat, Clara and Ladislav fed their son sleeping pills. They made it to Vienna unscathed, and that’s where Ivan enjoyed the taste of his very first banana. It was a small reward for what Ladislav knew was a difficult ordeal. “We were five days on that boat,” the elder Reitman said. “It was very hard on [Ivan]. This affects a child.”1


  The family’s immigration continued across the Atlantic and ultimately placed them in Toronto, where the brood expanded to include twin girls, Agi and Susan. A dry cleaning business and then a car wash helped them flourish in their new homeland. For the aspiring filmmaker living inside young Ivan, the vast cultural melting pot of Ontario’s capital proved the perfect milieu.2 He grew into a gaunt, dark-haired young man with a wide grin who matriculated at Ontario’s McMaster University. There, during his junior year in 1967, Ivan served as vice president of the school’s Film Board. He took the position very seriously; the malfeasance of exiting board leaders upset him so much that he led a charge to reconfigure the entire organization. After moving up to Film Board president, Reitman decided McMaster needed a short motion picture that could serve as the university’s cinematic cornerstone. The result was Orientation, a comical story he directed about a freshman adjusting to life on campus.


  Dan Goldberg, vice president under Reitman, cowrote and starred in Orientation, wherein his bespectacled and bewildered character is the subject of heavy peer ridicule until, of course, he starts making his own films. His popularity is further boosted after he sleeps with his first coed. Orientation is a parody taking aim at all aspects of the campus experience, including the film club (at one point, the director of a film within the film instructs a performer to “be an elf” because “that’s how you get places in acting”). Reitman poured his life into Orientation, working on it all day every day for three months straight. In the end, the film cost under $2,000 to make.


  Reitman asserted that Orientation was only meant to lightly rib collegiate life. Others saw it as a steamroller crushing all that higher education held dear. In a decade’s time, many would call Orientation the infant to Animal House’s rampaging beer-soaked adult. “[Orientation] was a nod to a freshman audience’s similar experience of alienation,” film historian Stephen Broomer observed, “inviting them to share in the hero’s bored annoyance at things artistic and academic, and his sheer disbelief at the insanity of the university.”3


  Reaction was so favorable to Orientation that 20th Century Fox of Canada picked it up to play ahead of the 1969 Mia Farrow drama John and Mary (the short also ran for seven weeks in Ontario with Beyond the Valley of the Dolls). Theatrical rentals of Orientation earned $15,000, making Reitman’s debut “featurette” Canada’s most successful student film in history. Journalist Clyde Gilmour remarked that “an amateur moviemaker has perhaps one chance in 10,000 of doing a student film that is not only acceptable for commercial distribution but also runs for two months and wins audience applause at one of Toronto’s major [theaters]. But young Ivan Reitman has done it, and he’s only starting.”4 Reitman enjoyed visiting cinemas during Orientation’s general release and watching audience reaction. “That was the beginning of my addiction in terms of this work,” he said. “To sit in the back of that theatre with people really appreciating it. You know, the film got applause. That was the rush. That was what gave me the idea that maybe there was a living to be made in this line of work.”5


  For all of Orientation’s success, McMaster University never embraced it. The administration refused to cover any costs related to reediting or reformatting the film for public consumption. School bigwigs “sat through [a screening] completely stone-faced,” Reitman said. He believed McMaster officials were put off by Orientation’s slightly risqué nature.6 The university clearly wasn’t prepared for what Reitman became embroiled in next.


  John Hofsess was the founder of McMaster’s Film Board; he was also a persistent thorn in the school’s side thanks to a rampant social idealism that many perceived as outright flimflam.7 Hofsess had ambitions to direct “a film of beautiful ideas” that would simultaneously tear away at modern society’s sexual taboos and puritan mindset. He decided he could best accomplish this by creating a loose adaptation of the famously erotic 1888 publication My Secret Life.8 The identity of My Secret Life’s author is debated to this day—the figure is credited only as Walter9—but the eleven-volume book is sexually frank even by current standards.10


  Goldberg and Reitman agreed to produce Hofsess’s effort, titled The Columbus of Sex, and supplied him with $3,000. The movie premiered on August 8, 1969, treating an audience of several hundred to a pastiche of straight and gay sexual pantomimes intercut with a narrator reading selections from My Secret Life.11 Variety dispatched a reviewer who wrote that The Columbus of Sex “clearly aims at producing a meditative mood” and “displays the human body with an austere reverence that will probably disorient the usual skinflick customer.”12


  Reitman was of similar mind. He felt The Columbus of Sex was too “incomprehensible” to be provocative. At least one person in the theater that night disagreed. Gary Kellem, a public school teacher who attended the film with coworker and McMaster graduate Rein Ende, was offended by what unfolded before his eyes. Ende, a former police officer, encouraged Kellem to escalate his concerns. The pair contacted local authorities before that evening’s scheduled second screening. The vice squad arrived on campus and viewed The Columbus of Sex for twenty minutes before deciding the film was violating obscenity laws. The dual projectors used to screen the avant-garde film were switched off, the audience was ordered to vacate, and Reitman, Goldberg, and Hofsess were arrested.13


  On May 19, 1970, the filmmakers found themselves standing trial in Canada’s first-ever film-related obscenity case. Hofsess remained true to his loony image when he bounded through a legal loophole to escape prosecution, successfully arguing that it was never proven in the pretrial that he was the same John Hofsess who directed The Columbus of Sex. After seven days, Judge Theodore McCombs ruled that the film did not benefit viewers in any way: “If there is any artistic merit in the technique used in the film, it is completely overshadowed by the obscene content.” Reitman and Goldberg were found guilty, and each were handed a suspended sentence along with a year of probation and $300 in fines. The defendants could have swapped the last penalty for a two-month prison sentence; they declined.14


  The copy of The Columbus of Sex screened the previous August was seized by Hamilton police and was destroyed.15 The film received a second chance of sorts when schlock producer Jack Harris caught wind of the legal flap and decided to buy the movie in an attempt to profit from the controversy. Harris had the negative recut with brand-new footage, creating a far seedier entity. The film was rated X and retitled My Secret Life for an April 1971 opening in New York City. The New York Times panned the film and its popularity languished well below the erotica it was grouped with, like I Am Curious (Yellow) (the original Columbus of Sex is now considered a lost film).16 The brouhaha surrounding The Columbus of Sex got financiers interested in Reitman’s next project, 1970’s Foxy Lady, but the director was so shell-shocked by the entire ordeal that he considered giving up film completely and opening his own Montreal-based sandwich shop.17


  Career change may have remained on Reitman’s mind during post-production of Foxy Lady. While editing the romantic comedy, he became convinced this story about “the richest girl in the world” and her paramour was a complete turkey.18 “I realized I had to do something else quickly or my very short-lived career as a filmmaker would be over,” he said. That “something else” became the 1973 smirking horror lark Cannibal Girls,19 starring his friends and Foxy Lady bit players Andrea Martin and Eugene Levy (another McMaster student and veteran of its Film Board).20 Cannibal Girls focuses on Martin and Levy as a young couple who run afoul of a bloodthirsty cult when their car breaks down in a rural area.21 The film attempts to blend the natural irreverence of its two leads with typical grind house gore. The results are uneven, but it offers trace elements of what Reitman would later ride to unprecedented Hollywood glory.


  A penniless Reitman and his girlfriend, Geneviêve Deloir, took Cannibal Girls to the Cannes Film Festival that year. Thanks to fierce promotion and basic curiosity, the movie packed in the crowds, prompting American International Pictures to buy Cannibal Girls for $50,000.22 This behind-the-scenes success was followed by Reitman’s first large-scale hit—though it occurred away from the cinema. Magician Doug Henning was a friend and fellow McMaster graduate who had convinced Reitman a few years earlier to help him produce a stage show of fantastical illusions.23 The resulting act, Spellbound, opened in Toronto during Christmas of 1973 before heading to Broadway as The Magic Show in 1974.24 Henning’s wildly popular tricks garnered a Tony nomination in that first season, putting the sprightly magic-maker on the American map.25


  While in New York with The Magic Show, Reitman became obsessed with the idea of producing something for the theatrical arm of National Lampoon magazine.26 National Lampoon was the biting, hilarious, often tasteless voice of the counterculture and now the brand seemed poised to take over live comedy thanks to the success of Lemmings, a play satirizing the Woodstock music festival. Reitman was desperate to work with the likes of John Belushi, Chevy Chase, and Christopher Guest, all of whom starred in Lemmings.27 He phoned Lampoon head Matty Simmons every week, begging for a shot. Eventually, Simmons relented and offered Reitman a spot producing their next show.28 Getting the job was one thing, being accepted was something else entirely. When Reitman arrived for the first day of rehearsals for what would become The National Lampoon Show, he discovered the wagons were tightly circled.


  Two of the actors were having a dispute, and Reitman started to interject as a mediator. “Suddenly everything stopped,” he remembered, “and these six formidable comedic geniuses slowly turned to me like I’d made a bad smell in the room. They just looked at me for what seemed like the longest, most soul-chilling moment.” Eventually, one of the actors sauntered over to Reitman and slowly began putting the producer’s winter clothes back on his body. “So why don’t you come on by some other time?” he said as he shoved the befuddled Reitman out the door. That actor was Bill Murray. It was the beginning of a beautiful relationship.29
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  Bill Murray grew up the fifth of nine children, always fighting for food or attention in his suburban Illinois home. The cramped, rowdy atmosphere helped mold a sharp insouciance that became the essential component of his personality and persona. Emotions surely calcified for Murray at seventeen when he was forced to wrestle with the diabetes-related death of his father, Edward Joseph II. By the time Bill Murray reached adulthood, he was the type of person who’d crack jokes about terrorism while visiting the airport. He did exactly that on September 21, 1970—his twentieth birthday—prompting a swift arrest at O’Hare International.


  Murray was trying to board a flight to Denver so he could continue his studies as a medical student at Regis University when he couldn’t produce the proper identification to qualify for the airline’s under twenty-one discount. “That’s too bad,” he remarked to another passenger. “I wanted to get on ’cause I got two bombs in my suitcase.” Vice detectives were already on the lookout for Murray, not because he possessed any explosives but due to a tip they received that suggested he was carrying ten pounds of marijuana in his luggage. Indeed he was; Murray was dealing pot to supplement his meager student income. The flippant remark touched off a baggage search, which led to a possession charge and a night in jail. “William Murray” of “1930 Elmwood Dr,” as the Chicago Tribune identified him, was released the following morning on probation. “‘Bomb’ Comment Misfires” read the Tribune’s news brief covering the incident.30


  The dealer lifestyle was soon abandoned, along with any serious intent Murray had to enter the medical field. “It turned out you had to study a lot,” he said. “That’s terrible.”31 Bill decided to commit himself to comedy instead. This kid with the unkempt style and permanently drowsy visage rose through the ranks at Chicago’s improv and sketch collective Second City, where his older brother Brian Doyle was already a fixture.32 Brian left Chicago in 1973 to work on The National Lampoon Radio Hour in New York at the behest of Second City’s most potent alum, John Belushi.33 That same year, Bill was ready for the theater’s coveted main stage.34 It didn’t take long for the Tribune to rave about the vapid lounge singer he liked to portray (“fantastically banal,” they marveled).35 Another creation of Murray’s that garnered acclaim was the Honker, a muttering dweeb who fell somewhere between charming pervert and Quasimodo.36


  In 1974, Bill Murray was poached for the Radio Hour. Belushi knew this upstart’s deft talent, particularly for ad-libbing, would be a vital asset.37 But what about his temper? People were already murmuring behind the scenes about Murray’s violent antagonism and utter disregard for his contemporaries’ feelings. Belushi lectured his new hire about anger management. The irony was not lost on Murray. “John said, ‘Now, Bill, we understand that, you know, you’re a little aggressive and that you’ve got some violent tendencies and stuff like that,’” Murray recalled. “‘You’re kinda wild and you can’t control yourself. We want you to be real serious.’ I just stared at him like, ‘Who the hell are you talking to?’ I’d known John at this point for about five years. This was a guy who went down the stairs on his head just for fun, but he was acting very serious and very professional because he was supposedly in charge of the whole thing . . . and the job turned out to be a zoo, of course.”38


  The National Lampoon Radio Hour was stacked with a vibrant array of diverse creatives, many of whom were just as rambunctious, destructive, and difficult as Belushi and Murray—Richard Belzer, Christopher Guest, Michael O’Donoghue, Chevy Chase, and Harry Shearer, to name a few.39 On the sweeter end of the spectrum were Gilda Radner, who wrapped oddness in an irresistible warmth, and Harold Ramis, a genial wit with thin glasses and outrageously thick hair. Ramis was another Second City disciple but his pedigree also included more urbane work, such as freelance writing for the Chicago Daily News and editorial work for Playboy’s joke section.40 The latter gig afforded Ramis an extensive catalog of gags he could recall instantaneously thanks to his photographic memory (friends dubbed him “Dr. Jokes”).41 Bill Murray had met Ramis several years earlier when Brian invited him home for dinner. Fresh out of high school, Bill was greatly impressed by Ramis. “Harold was like a mythical creature,” he said, “He even had his own apartment! He was in a very different category from the rest of us when I first met him.”42


  Murray caught up to Ramis by early 1975. That’s when the pair shared billing alongside Belushi, Radner, and Brian Doyle in The National Lampoon Show, which made it to Manhattan’s New Palladium theater despite the rocky start with its fledgling producer, Ivan Reitman. The New York Times singled out Murray’s solo spot as one of the show’s highlights: “[It’s a] manic little number about urban living . . . leaping into paroxysms of ecstasy to express love of such mundane things as neighborhood delicatessens. The juxtaposition of the ordinary with extreme emotionalism makes this a devilish satire.”43


  The National Lampoon Show wasn’t as popular as Lemmings, but that didn’t dampen Reitman’s enthusiasm about the exceptional talents before him. His contract for the show included a clause that gave him the exclusive right to direct and produce a feature-length film based on the Lampoon if he could also convince a studio to finance it.44 Before leaping to the big screen, however, most of the actors Reitman was admiring took a detour into television to break down the medium’s staid barriers and change Saturday nights forever.
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  “We wanted to redefine comedy the way the Beatles redefined what being a pop star was. That required not pandering, and it also required removing neediness, the need to please. It was like, we’re only going to please those people who are like us. The presumption was there were a lot of people like us. And that turned out to be so.”


  That’s how producer Lorne Michaels summarized the mission statement of Saturday Night Live decades after its inception, and there is probably no more succinct picture of this television program’s founding sensibility and initial impact.45 NBC handed Michaels a ninety-minute void in their weekend schedule and he filled it with talent from National Lampoon, including Gilda Radner, John Belushi, Chevy Chase, and Michael O’Donoghue. Saturday Night (as it was first known) established a precedent with its very first cold open on October 11, 1975. The sketch featured a nonnative English speaker learning “rudimentary” phrases such as “I would like to feed your fingertips to the wolverines” and “Let’s boil the wolverines.” The piece is absent any preamble, and we only know it is over when a stagehand enters to say so.


  Brian Doyle-Murray, Bill Murray, and Christopher Guest weren’t involved in Saturday Night’s October Revolution because they had been drafted for a similarly named variety show on a competing network. ABC’s Saturday Night Live with Howard Cosell was a shameless vanity project for loquacious sportscaster Cosell that debuted a few weeks before NBC’s Saturday Night. Although it did employ contemporary sketch actors—whom Cosell adored and were dubbed the Ready for Prime Time Players—overall the ABC entry clung to the hoary showbiz traditions Lorne Michaels and his company hoped to dismantle. Cosell was a fearless wizard of commentary during athletic events, but he stiffened to oak as an emcee. High-profile guests like Evel Knievel and Frank Sinatra were no help.46 Reviewers eviscerated Saturday Night Live with Howard Cosell, the public wasn’t interested, and the whole thing was off the air by February.47


  NBC’s Saturday Night had only aired six episodes when the New York Times hailed it as “the most creative and encouraging thing to happen in American TV comedy since [1950s hit] ‘Your Show of Shows.’”48 From its inception, Saturday Night made self-effacing reference to Cosell’s program by dubbing its cast the Not Ready for Prime Time Players.49 Among those players was twenty-three-year-old Dan Aykroyd.50 The boyishly handsome Aykroyd was an Ottawa Catholic who briefly considered entering the priesthood.51 Law enforcement held greater interest, and he studied criminal psychology and deviant sociology at Carlton University (Aykroyd also spent most of the ’70s getting around on a dead stock police motorcycle).52 The performing bug hit Aykroyd after his friend Val Bromfield convinced him to help her create comedy shorts for Ottawa’s community television channel. Bromfield also landed Aykroyd a spot on the 1970 CBC variety show The Hart and Lorne Terrific Hour, cocreated by and costarring Lorne Michaels.53


  Aykroyd excelled at creating intense, jargon-spewing oddities that commanded immediate attention. John Belushi tried recruiting him for The National Lampoon Radio Hour, but the comic was doing just fine working in Canadian television and running his own bar. “I had rockets going everywhere,” Aykroyd explained. “I was making more money than the prime minister, . . . I was living a beautiful life up there. There was no way I wanted to go to the States.”54


  That changed when Saturday Night came calling. Aykroyd stood out on the show in roles as a frenetic huckster for the Bass-O-Matic (a blender specifically designed for liquefying fish) and as the grizzled founder of Mel’s Char Palace. He was also a gifted impressionist whose take on Richard Nixon was especially savory. Aykroyd did such an expert job amplifying the disgraced president’s awkward, inhuman idiosyncrasies that some wondered if he spent time shadowing Nixon in the White House. Despite this, Saturday Night’s breakout star was Chevy Chase, a stately figure whose humor was so achingly dry that even his pratfalls felt deadpan.


  In season two, Saturday Night added not only the Live tag that Howard Cosell’s show orphaned but also one of that program’s comedians: Bill Murray. Though NBC’s vanguard was an outlet better tailored for Murray’s oddball sensibilities, he struggled to find his footing. A fear he might be fired from the hippest show on television inspired Murray to pitch a monologue in which he begs for audience support. On March 19, 1977, he tried to hide his nerves behind a smile as he looked into the camera and put it bluntly: “I don’t think I’m making it on the show. I’m a funny guy, but I haven’t been so funny on the show. My friends say, ‘How come they’re giving you all those parts that aren’t funny?’ Well . . . it’s not the material. It’s me.”


  Murray won the audience over with his genial plea for compassion, one that also dipped into the morbid. “That reminds me of something funny—my father died when I was seventeen. That’s not what was funny. He was funny.” Fourth wall breaking was nothing new in comedy or on Saturday Night. Murray, however, found the perfect way to buck the convention-bucking of the show, directly violating Lorne’s “remove the neediness from comedy” doctrine by literally asking for laughs. In Murray’s hands, the request is measured and seems utterly reasonable. It’s not the desperation of a sad clown. It’s a likable guy owning up to his recent shortcomings.


  This character, a Bill Murray not living up to all his earthly potential, is one the mischievous actor would play again and again throughout his career.
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  The summer before Saturday Night’s debut, Ivan Reitman offered Harold Ramis $2,500 to write a treatment for a National Lampoon film that Reitman could then shop around to studios. Ramis had a great idea: a story based on his college experiences that he’d been considering since his days at Playboy. The resulting draft, Freshman Year, didn’t light any fires. Ramis and Reitman believed the problem lay in the script’s warmhearted tone. Two other Lampoon vets, magazine cofounder Doug Kenney and writer Chris Miller, were hired to give the story more bite.55 Ramis grew especially close to Kenney, who believed Freshman Year could and should be an “edgy, adult Disney [film].” “[Doug] understood,” Ramis said, “that if you make [a movie] look like Disney and feel like Disney, and then inject a much edgier message, you have a way of reaching people without threatening them.”56


  Reitman was busying himself producing horror films at this point, a lucrative practice for the aspiring comedy director that started a year earlier with his college friend David Cronenberg’s debut outing Shivers (alternately titled The Parasite Murders, They Came from Within, or Frissons). After that came 1976’s Death Weekend, aka The House by the Lake, the tagline for which was “It began with rape. It ended with a massacre!”57 Variety doled out praise for Reitman in its Death Weekend review, noting that the producer “knows how to get on the screen a senseless violence pic that in acting, script and technical departments looks and feels as if it came out of a Hollywood film factory.”58 Reitman also worked on 1977’s Rabid, the mouth-in-the-armpit shocker also directed by Cronenberg and starring adult film actress Marilyn Chambers. These films were all distributed by Canada’s notorious soft-core company Cinépix and helped define the sub-subgenre of Canucksploitation. Many viewed Cinépix’s output as nothing more than tax shelter productions with little to no artistic merit.59 Reitman didn’t seem to mind, save for one entry—when he coproduced the 1977 Nazi sex torture sequel Ilsa, the Tigress of Siberia with Roger Corman, their work was credited to the fictitious Julian Parnell.60


  In December 1976, the trades reported that Universal Studios had struck a deal with National Lampoon for a film based on the Ramis, Kenney, and Miller version of Freshman Year, now titled Animal House.61 Set in the early ’60s, this raunchy collegiate farce aimed to be the antidote to the tender nostalgia of 1973’s American Graffiti, the George Lucas smash about young adults that also takes place right before the Kennedy assassination. Ramis noted that college kids during that period had “nothing to do with all their energy except throw it out there, because there were no issues floating around.”62 If American Graffiti presents the last chapter of America’s innocence, Animal House would offer the last chapter of America’s willful ignorance.


  Ramis had broken into television by this point. After contributing material to several one-off specials starring guerrilla comedy troupe TVTV (who would pose as journalists to crash high-profile events), Ramis accepted a position as head writer for SCTV, this era’s other groundbreaking sketch-based series. SCTV was a Canadian production that funneled the irreverence of the Second City theater into living rooms across the Great White North beginning in the fall of 1976.63 The show set itself apart from Saturday Night Live by insisting that it was its own broadcast station serving a fictional backwater called Melonville. In addition to writing, Ramis appeared on-screen as either himself or exasperated station manager Moe Green. Green’s flop sweat mirrored Ramis’s own performance anxiety.


  “Harold didn’t consider himself a performer,” said Joe Flaherty, a fellow SCTV writer and actor. “He didn’t like performing at the time. He lacked confidence, and so he had his mind made up that he wasn’t performing. . . . He always felt that he was a writer rather than a performer.”64


  SCTV’s narrative conceit coupled with its existence outside the pressure cooker of American entertainment allowed its creators to explore stranger themes and deeper character studies. The show was often dismissed as too weird or cerebral; in the early days, cast members like John Candy, Andrea Martin, and Eugene Levy didn’t believe anyone was watching. They all recognized the value of what they were being afforded, though. When Saturday Night Live offered Harold Ramis a position during that program’s second season, he turned them down.


  “‘SNL’ was completely fueled by cocaine,” Ramis explained. “The show was being written literally overnight. I didn’t want to stay up all night writing. And the show had a veneer of New York sophistication—very snide and superior. I thought, It’s just not me.”65
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  As the ball began to roll on Animal House, Ivan Reitman received what he called “one of the great heartbreaks” of his life. The other people involved with Animal House didn’t want him directing the film. “They didn’t think I was experienced enough,” he said. Reitman was relegated to a production credit, while The Kentucky Fried Movie’s John Landis was tapped as director.66


  Reitman’s chagrin was not softened when Animal House exploded onto screens in July 1978. Roger Ebert spoke for the nation in his Chicago Sun-Times review: “The movie is vulgar, raunchy, ribald, and occasionally scatological. It is also the funniest comedy since Mel Brooks made The Producers.”67 Animal House spent eight weeks as the most popular film in America, leaving a seismic imprint on our culture and bringing a new fame to almost everyone involved—especially John Belushi, whose riotous turn as Bluto catapulted him into legend.68


  Reitman was not given a victory lap in the wake of Animal House’s monolithic success. “I contributed to the story and the script. I was on the set every single day,” he’d later complain. “I was in on all the casting. I helped cut the picture. And when it came out, there was the sense that I had nothing creatively to do with it, that I was just a guy that stood to make a lot of money from it. . . . Suddenly I realized that, especially in Hollywood, the role of the producer is not a happy one.”69


  Animal House made Reitman a millionaire, but that didn’t satisfy his yearning to direct a big-screen comedy.70 He’d get his chance with Meatballs, a summer camp romp written by Dan Goldberg, Lenny Blum (yet another McMaster graduate), and Goldberg’s friend Janis Allen. Meatballs was sold to Paramount prior to the release of Animal House, and the writing team knocked out the script in a month.71 Reitman wasn’t very satisfied with that first draft, so once again he turned to Harold Ramis. “[Harold] was buying furniture for a new apartment and he needed $1,700. . . . I said to him, ‘I will pay for your new furniture. I’ll give you $1,700 if you do a polish of this draft.’ He said yes, and did some really nice work on it.”72


  There was another reason to get Ramis involved with Meatballs—it prompted Bill Murray to take the starring role of mischief-maker Tripper Harrison. Murray had turned Meatballs down when Reitman first pitched it to him, but his reverence for Ramis made him flip.73 Not that anchoring his first feature film was enough to convince Murray to rearrange his plans for that summer. While Reitman prepped for Meatballs, its mercurial star spent his first extended break from Saturday Night Live traveling with a Washington State minor-league baseball team called the Grays Harbor Loggers.


  Loggers owner Van Schley became friendly with Murray a few years earlier after the pair met via TVTV. Schley thought it would be fun to hire this unpredictable goofball to coach first base for a while (Lorne Michaels dispatched a camera crew to capture the hijinks for a future Saturday Night episode themed around cast members’ vacation activities). Murray, who also pinch-hit in a game against the Walla Walla Padres, had a blast while Reitman and Goldberg pulled their hair out. The filmmakers were sending copies of the Meatballs script to assorted baseball fields and hearing nothing back.74


  Reitman insisted he never had anyone else in mind for Tripper, but rumors spread among the Meatballs cast that Dan Aykroyd would be their star. “That’s what we all believed,” said actor Russ Banham. “We would talk about it. ‘Can you believe we’re in a movie with Dan Aykroyd?’ Everybody knew who Dan Aykroyd was. . . . We show up for the movie and there’s Bill Murray. And we were like, [deflated] ‘Oh. It’s the new guy from SNL. Okay.’”75


  Murray didn’t actually arrive at the Ontario set until two days into filming, and he was underwhelmed as well. Reitman said the actor, whose only previous film credit was a cameo in Paul Mazursky’s Next Stop, Greenwich Village, dramatically heaved the Meatballs script into the garbage after ostensibly reading it on set for the first time.76 Other anecdotes find Murray being more direct, telling Reitman, “This is crap!” while pointing to several pages inscribed with “S.O.T.” (shorthand for “same old thing”). Murray rewrote the majority of his lines that first night in his car; what he couldn’t get to, he’d ad-lib.77 Reitman did his best to assuage his finicky lead, telling Murray that if Meatballs turned out lousy, he would prevent it from being released in the United States.78


  Meatballs ended up being good enough to screen below the border come June 1979. In fact, it became an unexpected hit. The $26 million the film earned in its first four weeks was enough to qualify it as Canada’s most lucrative homegrown property.79 Moviegoers responded to the risible antics that pad a sweet story about a lonely adolescent played by Chris Makepeace who discovers a surrogate father in his counselor Murray. “Amazing vitality and elan” are the words Variety used to describe Murray as Tripper. “Without ever demeaning himself or the film, Murray has a flip, cool style that transfers astonishingly well from videotape to film.”80 In a retrospective a few years later, New Yorker critic Pauline Kael said she believed Murray acquits himself so well in Meatballs because in the scenes with Makepeace he “[contrives] to look above the kid’s head, off screen—anywhere but at that moist, adoring face.”81 This conveys a truth about the difficulty adults often have with raw emotions that flow so freely through the young.


  Meatballs reaches its climax when Murray delivers a manic pep talk to the entire camp about a pending athletic competition the kids assume they’ll lose. Tripper’s diatribe, nearly a religious testimonial, is centered on the mantra “It just doesn’t matter!” which he chants repeatedly while hurling himself around the room. It’s a sequence that almost tears the fabric of the film’s reality. You can see background actors trying to stifle grins the moment Murray strides into the scene, serious as a heart attack, adorned in a maroon bowling shirt and matching fez. His volume and theatrical gesticulations increase and genuine laughter ripples through the crowd. Putting Murray in front of a live audience was a savvy move in the sense that it gave him a safety net, a spot where he would be more in his element, and the end result lends Meatballs another satisfying hunk of plausibility.


  “It just doesn’t matter” is also a great rejoinder to the impassioned rant John Belushi delivers toward the end of Animal House, in which he bellows that “nothing is over until we decide it is!” One could accept Murray’s speech as a parody of Belushi’s, which itself is already a send-up of the “Give ’em hell” monologue that serves as the cornerstone for so many dramatic action films. Both monologues appear to reflect the basic tenet of each performer: Belushi’s psychotic devotion, Murray’s liberation through disengagement.


  There were no Oscar nominations for Meatballs, but the film took home a handful of statuettes at Canada’s inaugural Genie Awards, held in March 1980. Murray’s romantic foil Kate Lynch won Best Actress, while the screenwriters nabbed Best Original Screenplay. Murray himself was nominated for Best Foreign Actor, and he actually attended the ceremony. He lost to George C. Scott, who was nominated for The Changeling.82
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  Dan Aykroyd’s graduation to the silver screen wasn’t exactly smooth. His film debut came when Val Bromfield’s director brother Rex cast him as the lead in the 1977 romantic comedy Love at First Sight. The story of a vision-impaired barber and the woman who loves him against her father’s wishes, Love at First Sight quickly vanished after earning scathing reviews that summer (the Ottawa Citizen condemned the movie as “insensitive” and “downright embarrassing”).83 Aykroyd’s next movie can only be considered such on a technicality. Mr. Mike’s Mondo Video, a sketch collection assembled by Saturday Night’s morbid prince Michael O’Donoghue, began life as a TV special for NBC. The network balked when confronted with the finished product, deeming Mondo Video too off-color to broadcast (one bit involves Japanese women bathing in dolphin blood; another shows Nazi oven mitts). O’Donoghue wanted his special to be seen, so he brokered a deal to give it a theatrical run in September 1979. Mondo Video angered some ticket-buying audiences to the point of physical violence.84


  After wunderkind director Steven Spielberg cast John Belushi as a pilot in his World War II satire 1941, Belushi insisted Aykroyd would be the perfect ground sergeant. Spielberg agreed, adding Aykroyd to a sprawling cast that included Christopher Lee, Toshirō Mufine, Robert Stack, Nancy Allen, and Tim Matheson.85 Most were thrilled to be working with Spielberg on the heels of masterworks like Jaws and Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Excitement dissipated when it became obvious during production that the director was in over his head trying to stage his first comedy.86 Still, there was great faith in Spielberg’s magic touch, which is why Universal Pictures and Columbia Pictures partnered to spend nearly $35 million on 1941.87 This price tag was considered egregious even at the dawn of Hollywood’s megabuck era (to wit: when the budget for the Star Wars sequel The Empire Strikes Back hit $30 million, financiers panicked and immediately canceled the loans they’d given the filmmakers).88 For movies released in 1979, only Star Trek: The Motion Picture beat 1941 with a rumored final cost of $50 million.89


  All the money in the world may not have saved 1941, which hit movie screens on December 14, 1979. The film was so bad, critics were in awe. “I’ve seldom seen a comedy more ineptly timed,” marveled Vincent Canby in his New York Times review.90 The Washington Post’s Gary Arnold dubbed 1941 “an appalling waste” that’s “pointless at best and occasionally hateful.”91 Some write-ups hailed Aykroyd and Belushi as saving graces, but the comics couldn’t avoid absorbing 1941’s failure—their images were largest on most promotional materials. The pair hoped that 1941 (which actually turned a profit, just not a “Spielberg” profit) wouldn’t doom their own increasingly expensive film they were in the midst of shooting. That film was The Blues Brothers, the story of a Chicago singing duo that grew out of Aykroyd and Belushi’s genuine adoration for American roots music.


  The Blues Brothers act started on Saturday Night Live, and the actors displayed a keen business sense when they lobbied the program to hire their alter egos as musical guests. This circumnavigated a legal mandate that all characters appearing in Saturday Night sketches automatically became NBC’s intellectual property. And so the Blues Brothers were free to record their own LP, Briefcase Full of Blues, which they released to widespread popularity in November 1978. Less than a year later, they began shooting their film for Universal with John Landis at the helm.92


  The starting budget of $5 million for The Blues Brothers rapidly escalated into double digits to accommodate the outrageous automotive stunts Landis insisted on cramming into the musical comedy.93 Skeptics nicknamed the production 1942 as costs continued to balloon, eventually resting near $30 million. The Blues Brothers didn’t face the same critical drubbing as 1941 when Universal rolled it out in June 1980, but the movie also failed to become a cultural watershed à la Animal House. Viewers seemed perplexed by the emotionless vessels chaperoning this revue–cum–demolition derby. “[The Blues Brothers] are so dour and limited that they constrain the full range of [Aykroyd and Belushi’s] personalities,” observed writer John Rockwell, though he ultimately surmised that the “tension between concept and potential is in itself interesting.”94


  The Blues Brothers was John Belushi’s sixth feature in just three years. The cinematic future looked bright for Animal House’s hottest commodity, and his position on Saturday Night rotated to the back burner. It came as no surprise when news broke three months into filming Blues Brothers that Belushi wouldn’t be returning to SNL for the show’s fifth season. Dan Aykroyd dropped a bombshell, though, announcing at the same time that he was also through with Saturday Night. Anger coursed through the show’s dedicated staff. Aykroyd had given the impression he’d be back for another season, and his resignation came just a week before the start of rehearsals. Years later, Aykroyd claimed he exited SNL because he believed “we’d really explored [the sketch] form fully.” Insiders, however, felt Belushi had cajoled him away from SNL with talk of conquering Hollywood together. Bill Murray was particularly incensed; with Aykroyd’s departure, he felt marooned at sea.95


  Even if Aykroyd had returned to Saturday Night Live, it wouldn’t have prevented Lorne Michaels from burning out. The producer decided he needed a year off following the fifth-season finale in May 1980. When NBC made it clear the show would go on without him, the cast and writers quit en masse, bringing an end to Saturday Night’s classic period.
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  Like Ivan Reitman, Harold Ramis felt a dissatisfaction with the Animal House experience, vexed by the attention given to director John Landis. Animal House had started, after all, with Ramis’s original treatment Freshman Year, and he had cowritten the shooting script. Moving forward, Ramis sought to create a property from which he couldn’t be divorced. He and Doug Kenney soon had the ears of Warner Bros. subsidiary Orion Pictures, who (like so many other studios) wanted any piece of Animal House they could get. A Nazi comedy, a Buddhist monk adventure, and a Western were all rejected by Orion before Kenney offered the winning idea (one that originated with Brian Doyle-Murray): Caddyshack, a comedy set on a golf course.96


  Ramis cowrote Caddyshack with Kenney and Doyle-Murray, and he was given the director’s chair. That was thrilling, but Ramis’s inexperience and insecurities threatened to get the best of him as shooting kicked off toward the end of 1979. He calmed his nerves on set by quietly chanting to himself, “It’s not my money.”97 The movie’s troupe of wacky stars, including Chevy Chase, Rodney Dangerfield, and Ted Knight, were sure to make something out of the script. However, just to be safe, the filmmakers added Bill Murray.


  Murray’s popularity was heating up; once he signed on, trade headlines changed from “‘Caddyshack’ For Orion” to “Bill Murray’s Orion Pic.”98 A character hadn’t been written for Murray when he agreed to get involved, but no one was really concerned about that.99 Of some worry, however, was Murray’s character off-screen. The actor had just finished the Hunter S. Thompson biopic Where the Buffalo Roam, and friends noticed he was having trouble shaking his titular role as the muttering counterculture crank (Murray’s transformation proved for naught; Buffalo was jeered during its 1980 run for turning its underground hero into a clown).100 Thompson’s clenched paranoia eventually gave way to the goofy affectations of Murray’s dweeb creation, the Honker. The Honker had already appeared on Saturday Night and in Mr. Mike’s Mondo Video. For Caddyshack, this character was reborn as groundskeeper Carl Spackler.


  Ramis likened Caddyshack to “a $7 million [film school] scholarship,” admitting that he had to view it through this filter to soften the blow of the movie’s early failure.101 As the years passed, Caddyshack’s playful and often crude meandering through golf’s social constructs would attract legions of fans who repeated its non sequiturs incessantly. In the immediate wake of its July 25, 1980, release, however, the world was lukewarm toward this Animal House on the links. Business was okay, while phrases like “marginally amusing”102 and “immediately forgettable”103 dotted the reviews. There were harsher words, but Doug Kenney knew Caddyshack wouldn’t be a hit before a single appraisal was printed. Earlier in the month he had seen the disaster parody Airplane! by Jim Abrahams and the Zucker brothers. Airplane! was the unflinching, ironclad spoof that Caddyshack was not. Depression washed over Kenney as he realized Abrahams and Zucker had dethroned National Lampoon as America’s court jesters.104 Verily, Airplane! became the runaway comedy hit of the summer that kicked off a new forefront of parody.


  A dejected Kenney retreated to Hawaii following Caddyshack’s release. Friends prayed the tropical escape would rejuvenate him as he struggled to stay clean and sober in the wake of this perceived failure. It didn’t. In late August, Kenney’s body was discovered at the bottom of a rocky cliff. To this day, no one’s certain if it was an accident or suicide. Harold Ramis considered Kenney to be family, but that didn’t stop him from quipping that Doug probably “fell [while] looking for a place to jump.”105


  Bill Murray was vacationing in Bali when Doug Kenney died. He was still wearing a wet suit when he arrived in Newton, Connecticut, for his friend’s funeral service.106
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  Doug Kenney died and took National Lampoon with him. The brand never again enjoyed the lofty triumphs that flowed throughout the 1970s. Most of the figures the Lampoon ushered in, however, still had their own heights to reach.


  Ivan Reitman must have felt flush with success when Paramount Pictures offered him a three-picture deal in the wake of Meatballs. Unfortunately, the company reneged almost immediately. Paramount CEO Michael Eisner had led the cheer for Reitman, but studio chair Barry Diller didn’t share his enthusiasm. In response, Reitman’s agent Michael Ovitz moved all his client’s future projects to Columbia Pictures.


  The first of these endeavors was a military comedy that began life as a vehicle for stoner comedy team Cheech & Chong.107 The duo liked the script by Len Blum, Dan Goldberg, and Harold Ramis, but they irked Reitman by wanting too much creative control. Ovitz later took credit for suggesting Bill Murray as a star in place of Cheech & Chong, though Reitman has said the idea originated with Goldberg. Murray was contracted, and Cheech & Chong Join the Army became Stripes.108 Harold Ramis was cast as a sidekick to Murray’s roustabout, even though his screen test was, in Reitman’s words, “awful.” Again Ramis was used as bait to make sure Murray actually followed through on the film. It worked.


  “The fact that he put Harold in it was kind of a cheap shot,” Murray joked. “Because if I said no, I said no to Harold, too. His screen debut. I mean, Ivan could have laid a baby on the railroad tracks, too.”109 As with Meatballs, Murray’s actual level of commitment to Stripes remained a mystery to his collaborators before filming. Frank Price, Columbia’s chairman and president at that time, says the studio had another actor on retainer in case Murray failed to show up to the first week of shooting in Kentucky. Price doesn’t recall the identity of Murray’s understudy, but he’ll never forget other industry titans expressing disbelief that Columbia would invest in a lead actor with such an unpredictable nature. “Barry Diller said I was destroying the business and overpaying Bill with his $1 million salary,” he says today with a laugh.110


  Stripes was another movie that was rewritten on set. Reitman, Ramis, Goldberg, and Murray spent their nights and weekends during the 1980–1981 shoot discussing scenes and deciding exactly what would work. This approach, coupled with comments to the press from Bill Murray that “a script is just something you [use] to sell [the studio] on making a movie,” gave rise to theories that Stripes and other films from this creative unit were largely improvised. Reitman shot down those rumors, saying “there was no time” for improvising once the cameras were rolling. “I hate movies that just go on indefinitely, where people are making things up as they go along. You can feel it—it has no core, no direction.”111


  The authority figure Murray and Ramis bump against in Stripes is the grizzled, seen-it-all Sergeant Hulka, played by Warren Oates. Oates was a veteran of new American classics such as The Wild Bunch and Two-Lane Blacktop who could be just as ornery as the characters he portrayed. Regardless, Bill Murray wasn’t rattled working with Oates. “Bill does not get intimidated,” said Goldberg. “You cannot intimidate Bill. Even before he became a star, that whole group—Belushi, Bill—they were all so confident, even when they were broke. . . . They knew they were superstars even when they were nothing. They just had this confidence, and they really understood what comedy should do.”112


  Stripes was released in June 1981 during a crowded stretch that included Superman II, Raiders of the Lost Ark, For Your Eyes Only, and The Great Muppet Caper. The film had no problem finding its footing, however. By season’s end, Stripes had earned $75 million and the crown as Columbia’s most successful summer movie ever.113 “You can’t take your eyes off Murray,” Pauline Kael wrote of the film, “because even when he’s in an Army barracks he’s never completely in the situation—he’s slightly withdrawn, watching everyone else. . . . [He’s] like a bomb ticking, and he keeps erupting with smart ass remarks. . . . It’s a rare comic who acts superior to the people around him and is still funny.”114


  No one was laughing during the press tour for Stripes when Murray threw a tantrum at the Ritz-Carlton in Boston. The actor lost his cool after being photographed near a large buffet spread that included smoked salmon and fancy wine. “People are going to think I’m a fat pig!” the actor screamed. “I didn’t order this stuff. I don’t even eat any of it. They’ll publish the picture and people will think I did.” The photographer had left the room before Murray’s complaints began, but she was still in the hotel parking lot. Murray picked up a plate from the table, leaned out the seventh-story window, and threw it in her general direction. “I’ve never done [a promotional tour] before,” Murray remarked afterward. “This is harder than making the movie. Maybe I’ll just go back to writing and then I won’t have to worry about some jerk taking stupid pictures.”115


  While filming Stripes, Ivan Reitman started working on another magazine-to-film adaptation. The publishers of Heavy Metal hired him to produce an animated feature based on their bible of semi-erotic fantasy and sci-fi stories.116 Reitman was intrigued by the possibilities of “cartoons for adults”;117 he also believed animation as a commercial art form was in one of its nadirs. “There hasn’t been a decent animated feature since Walt Disney died,” he told the Globe and Mail during Heavy Metal’s production. Reitman simultaneously bragged that this project “will be the best animated feature in the history of movies.”118


  Reitman would eat those words when Columbia Pictures released Heavy Metal in August 1981. The film did not reestablish the genre or attain a best of anything status. Truth be told, it was barely completed. Originally slated for late fall, Reitman decided Heavy Metal had to come out at the end of summer, immediately canceling three to four months of work for the animators.119
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  The big comedy Columbia Pictures was banking on for Christmas 1981 was Neighbors starring Dan Aykroyd and John Belushi. It was based on Thomas Berger’s Neighbors, a novel of bleak satire and suburban discomfort that mines humor from its protagonist’s misery. Academy Award–winning director John Avildsen expressed interest shortly after Columbia acquired the rights. He was hired and imagined Neighbors as a vehicle for Rodney Dangerfield. The studio pushed Aykroyd instead, who at that time was practically a guaranteed package deal with Belushi.


  Clever source material, an acclaimed director, a hot comedy team—Neighbors glowed with potential. That potential ran aground almost immediately. First, Aykroyd and Belushi decided to play against type, with the former taking the obnoxious cretin role and the latter as the put-upon straight man. Then the stars clashed with Avildsen over how to make the material funny. Their lobbying for a new director fell on deaf ears; Columbia was too entranced by Avildsen’s Oscar.120 Belushi’s rage was immeasurable. He told several people during the production of Neighbors that he literally wanted to kill Avildsen, even remarking to SNL writer Jim Downey how inexpensive it would be to line up a professional hit.121


  John Avildsen wasn’t murdered, and Neighbors was released as scheduled. The film turns out an enormously weird satire with deeply humorous flashes but, as Frank Price put it, “the cake didn’t rise.” Neighbors wasn’t the victory any of the parties involved needed (at least not until it landed on videocassette and cable television markets some time later, earning the studio a respectable profit).122 Although this was the second dud in a row for John Belushi—a foray into romantic comedy called Continental Divide was met with tepid reviews a few months earlier—he remained a hero to the nation’s youth. With Aykroyd, he was part of a comedy team with perceived longevity; the Boston Globe declared they were “the Me Generation’s Laurel and Hardy” in a 1982 profile.123 Unfortunately, the incredible stress of making Neighbors had pushed Belushi back into serious drug use.124


  Substances tightened their hold on the increasingly wayward comic. Winter thawed and Belushi hadn’t made any future movie commitments. On Thursday, March 4, 1982, Bernie Brillstein, manager to both Aykroyd and Belushi, met with Belushi in Los Angeles and implored his client to get back on track. There were four immediate script options on the table. Brillstein wanted Belushi to commit to them all to keep him working and because he was certain that any one of them could be a huge success. Brillstein’s loose multipicture offer included National Lampoon’s Joy of Sex, French director Louis Malle’s Moon Over Miami, and the wine comedy Noble Rot. The fourth spot was reserved for one of several scripts being penned by Aykroyd, including the Cold War farce Spies Like Us, a Canadian-based endeavor called Never Say Mountie, and the supernatural adventure Ghost Smashers—which Aykroyd was writing that week in New York. Belushi was vague about work, changing the subject to the $1,500 he wanted for a new guitar. He obtained the cash and left.125


  When Aykroyd arrived at his office that morning to work on Ghost Smashers, he found a “very slurred” message from Belushi on his answering machine. “He was fucked up, and he was hurting,” Aykroyd said. “I’d never heard him that bad before. I thought, I’m going to finish this paragraph and then I’m going to get on a plane and get the fuck out there. And I didn’t. I tracked him down that afternoon on the phone instead. He sounded sad and defeated. I said to him, ‘John, c’mon man, you gotta come home. I’m writing something great for us here that’s gonna solve everything. But you’ve gotta come back.’ And he said okay. He said he was coming back on the red-eye, so I didn’t go.”126


  The following day, Belushi was found dead from a drug overdose at the Chateau Marmont.127 Aykroyd was shattered. Following the burial, he retreated to a mews house in London and sank into alcoholism.128 Aykroyd considered leaving Hollywood. “My first impulse after [John] died was to split—to quit the business, pack up, jump on my Harley, and just disappear. I honestly thought it through. I’d liquidate, reorganize, give myself a new orientation and name.”129 Bruce Smechter, Baton Rouge welder, was one rebirth Aykroyd mapped out.130


  Aykroyd pulled himself together after six months and threw himself into work. This included a starring role in a prostitution comedy based on Bruce Jay Friedman’s short story Detroit Abe as well as continuing the scripts for Spies Like Us, Never Say Mountie, and Ghost Smashers. Ghost Smashers, a story about a trio of paranormal exterminators, was a concept to which Aykroyd was especially committed, in part because he had personal history with the occult. His great-grandfather Samuel Aykroyd regularly held séances, and many family members had their own individual experiences with the unearthly.131 Aykroyd himself once saw “ectoplasmic tubes of light” in “shimmering patterns of iridescent green” that shook him to his core.132


  Two of the lead parts in Ghost Smashers were always meant for Aykroyd and Belushi; Aykroyd has noted many times that he was writing a line of dialogue for Belushi’s character when he received word of his friend’s death.133 The story regarding who Aykroyd envisioned as the third Ghost Smasher has changed throughout the years. At some points, he’s said it was always meant for Bill Murray.134 Other junctures have found Aykroyd insisting his original third pick was Eddie Murphy, the audacious and effortlessly funny Saturday Night Live cast member credited with saving the program from cancellation during its abysmal early ’80s seasons.135 Common history dictates that the tragic circumstances allowed Murray to simply inherit Belushi’s role. Yet a Variety blurb from April 1982 announced that comedy legend Richard Pryor was the figure Aykroyd was initially after to replace Belushi in Ghost Smashers, which jibes with a comment Aykroyd made to the press in 1984 that Belushi’s part was “[rewritten] for a black guy.”136


  There are long-standing rumors regarding who else was considered for Ghost Smashers before it was clear that Murray would fill Belushi’s vacancy. Michael Keaton, then a fledgling comic with a devil-may-care edge akin to Murray’s, is a name often raised in these discussions. Chevy Chase has said he turned down a role in the movie but has never elaborated about the details (storyboard artist Thom Enriquez says that when he was brought aboard to work on the film in June 1983, he was asked to draw a scene in which a ghost seduces Chase).137 Murray was surely one of the first people to read what Aykroyd had written for Ghost Smashers in 1982, and the actor found himself engaged with the concept. He wanted to be involved, even though the script was only a third of the way done.


  Aykroyd, emboldened by Murray’s interest, contacted a director he thought would be perfect to bring this movie to life: Ivan Reitman.138 Aykroyd, Murray, and Reitman all shared an agent in Michael Ovitz, but Aykroyd knew Reitman from working together a decade earlier in Canadian television. Greed (a game show) and Sweet City Women (a talk show) were two programs Reitman briefly produced for Toronto’s CITY-TV; Aykroyd served as an announcer on both.139


  In addition to his own paranormal experiences and some contemporary reading he’d done on parapsychology, Aykroyd said Ghost Smashers drew influence from the zany spook comedies of Hollywood’s golden age (the most famous of which may have been 1940’s The Ghost Breakers starring Bob Hope).140 Reitman couldn’t detect that element in the forty-some pages he first received from Aykroyd. In truth, the director was flummoxed by what he read.


  “It was set in the future—not far in the future, but far enough,” Reitman explained. “And it took place on a number of different planets or dimensional planes. And it was all action. There was very little character work in it. The [heroes] were catching ghosts on the very first page—and doing it on every single page after that, without respite. . . . By the 10th page, I was exhausted. By the 40th or 50th page . . . I was counting the budget in the hundreds of millions of dollars. And there really weren’t very many laughs. Although I could detect a comic attitude, the whole thing was written rather seriously.”


  Reitman set Ghost Smashers aside and forgot about it.141
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  THIS IS A PIECE OF CAKE


  By December 1982, Dan Aykroyd’s futuristic ghost-chasing fantasy was generating a small buzz around Hollywood. Bill Murray’s name was in the mix, and studios were placing bids. The project had been rechristened Ghost Busters,1 which felt like a stronger, more potent name than Ghost Smashers. It was also a name that was already taken, twice over.


  Comedian Gil Lamb anchored a 1952 theatrical short called Ghost Buster, which is centered on his bumbling detective persona Slim Patterson.2 In 1975, CBS aired fifteen episodes of live-action farce The Ghost Busters during its Saturday morning lineup. The Ghost Busters was a broad affair produced by the Filmation Associates that reunited F Troop funny men Larry Storch and Forrest Tucker.3 Meant to evoke the serials of yesteryear (right down to the actors’ 1940s attire), the series paired its leads with a man in a gorilla costume and squared them all off against specters like Erik the Red and the Canterville Ghost.


  Erika Scheimer, daughter of Filmation founder Lou Scheimer, insists that the Aykroyd Ghost Busters was no case of parallel thinking. “[Our] ‘Ghost Busters’ was a teenage or college kid cult show,” she says, “and the guys on ‘SNL’ loved it. They absolutely stole the concept and refused to get the rights until we contacted them.”4 A corroborating story came from Kathy Burns, who worked as a secretary at Universal Studios in the early ’80s. As Burns told filmmaker Anthony Bueno, one day during that period she overheard a visiting Aykroyd talking about the paranormal comedy he was planning. When Aykroyd referred to this project as Ghost Busters, she had to interject; Kathy was married to Bob Burns, the actor who played the gorilla on the Filmation “Ghost Busters.” She told Aykroyd he couldn’t use that name because of the tv show. Allegedly, Aykroyd replied, “Yeah, but we’ll just give ’em a million dollars and that’ll be the end of it.”5


  Filmation didn’t learn about the Ghost Busters movie until cameras were rolling the following autumn. Company attorney Ira Epstein inadvertently walked through one of the shooting locations in New York and did a double take when he caught the production’s name.6 Aykroyd has never spoken about the genesis of his Ghost Busters title, but there was awareness prior to filming that it might be blocked. Thom Enriquez kept a diary while he created storyboards for the film; as he recalls, “When I was hired on June 2, 1983, [the movie] was called Ghost Chasers. It changed back to Ghost Busters on June 17.”7 During the first week of shooting, the lead actors filmed scenes in which they substituted names such as “Ghost Stoppers” and “Ghost Blasters” for the titular business.8


  The title issue was a blip on the horizon in January 1983, which is when Aykroyd polished off his elementary draft of Ghost Busters.9 This script, colloquially known as “the Ghost Smashers draft,” has transformed into an object of folklore thanks to the handful of outrageous details that have been published about its narrative. Three spirit eradicators—Stantz, Venkman, and Ramsey—capture ghosts in our dimension and several others for an eccentric boss figure named Ivo Shandor. Shandor causes issues across time and space when he imprisons an entity called a Zuul. This enrages Gozer, “the absolute ruler of the sixth dimension,” who considers Zuul his most beloved pet. It’s suggested that the extremely powerful Gozer normally appears with the nonthreatening looks of a 1950s game show host (Bert Parks, specifically),10 but this villain can assume any identity it chooses.11 The heroes drive a black ambulance with white and purple lights that can also dematerialize upon command.12 During their escapades, the gas station headquarters of the Ghost Busters is blown up, setting most of northern New Jersey on fire.13 As of 2016, this first Ghost Busters script is lost; no one associated with it can find a copy in their collective archives.14


  The most popular movie in the country when Aykroyd finished his Ghost Busters script was a far cry from the fantastical world he had put to paper. Sydney Pollack’s Tootsie is the story of a struggling male actor who disguises himself as a woman to earn fame and fortune on a soap opera. Dustin Hoffman plays the title role, and his nonplussed roommate is an uncredited Bill Murray. Murray, who rewrote the majority of his character’s lines,15 steals many a scene in Tootsie with comedy that the San Diego Union’s David Elliott likened to “an elegant jazz in-joke.”16 Concerned that people might see his name in commercials for Tootsie and assume this more dramatic outing might offer wackiness in the vein of Meatballs or Stripes, Murray asked that his credit be omitted.17 It was a smart move considering the fervor of his loyalists. Dan Aykroyd’s fans were of a similar ilk.


  “I would go to see anything starring Aykroyd just to watch him in motion,” critic Joe Baltake admitted in the Philadelphia Daily News.18 Universal Studios understood many Americans shared Baltake’s opinion, which is why they paid Aykroyd seven figures to play a meek college professor who moonlights as a ruthless street pimp in Doctor Detroit (a big-screen rendition of Bruce Jay Friedman’s short story Detroit Abe). Aykroyd also received a percentage of Doctor Detroit’s gross profits, though there’d be no windfall to divvy up upon its May 6, 1983, release. The $3 million Doctor Detroit soaked up that weekend couldn’t oust the previous month’s Flashdance from the number one box office spot.19 Business was hurt by sour reviews with headlines crying “‘Doctor,’ Heal Thy Jokes” and “Doctor Detroit Needs a Transfusion.”20 Even Baltake admitted his beloved jester was performing a “rescue job” and that the premise “wouldn’t work without him.”21 Aykroyd later pegged Doctor Detroit as an “ill-starred, ill-fated, not very well-written piece of material that got made and put out purely on gumption.”22


  Off-screen, Aykroyd persisted with Ivan Reitman regarding Ghost Busters. He sent Reitman the completed script with hand-drawn examples of the fictional technology he envisioned (Aykroyd also videotaped himself wearing prototype equipment). The highly involved futuristic setting and “fantasy elements” continued to bother Reitman. In his estimation, they weakened the core idea. Reitman thought a story set in current times showing how these paranormal exterminators came together would be more fascinating and ripe for comedic potential. That was the film he’d be interested in producing and directing. Reitman told a receptive Aykroyd as much over lunch at Art’s Delicatessen in Studio City. He suggested Harold Ramis not only as a writing partner who could help turn Ghost Busters around but also as a potential costar. Aykroyd and Reitman grabbed the nearest phone and put in a call to Ramis’s office on the Burbank Studios lot. Once they confirmed Ramis was there, they headed over.23


  There is another version of this story where Aykroyd and Reitman returned to Reitman’s office before meeting with Ramis so they could consult Joe Medjuck, a producer who’d worked with Reitman on Stripes and Heavy Metal. Medjuck assured them that Ramis wouldn’t turn down the Ghost Busters rewrite if there was also a leading role on the table.24 Ramis was still stinging from the reviews of Stripes that suggested his acting was subpar, and he was searching for the right opportunity to prove himself.25 Coincidentally, when Reitman and Aykroyd arrived at Ramis’s office that day, they found Ramis perusing Aykroyd’s script for Never Say Mountie,26 an adventure comedy about the Royal Canadian Mounted Police that had a buyer in MGM/UA.27 Ramis, Aykroyd, and Reitman had a brief chat about Ghost Busters, and after Ramis looked at the first draft, he agreed to come aboard. Striking while the iron was hot, Reitman called his agent Michael Ovitz later that day to obtain a meeting with Columbia Pictures head Frank Price.


  Reitman has ascribed these events to an afternoon in mid-May 1983, but various documents show that Columbia Pictures was drawing up contracts for the headlining actors as early as May 10.28 Regardless, there was a two-or three-week interim between Reitman phoning Price and the meeting they scheduled. During that period, several other studios tried to poach Ghost Busters. “As soon as everyone heard that me and Dan and Harold and [Ivan] were involved, they all wanted it,” Bill Murray said. “All of a sudden everyone’s your buddy again. There was a bidding war, and I always wanted to be in a bidding war. It was great.”29


  The war ended after Reitman gave Price a five-minute Ghost Busters pitch in person.30 One would imagine this pitch was akin to a summation Aykroyd provided Ovitz in a separate conversation around the same time: “Me and Bill Murray running around New York ‘Saturday Night Live’ style, catching ghosts.”31 Price liked what he heard but had concerns about the cost. A budget no higher than $25 million was agreed upon, though reports differ as to who threw out the numbers. Price also


  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: chpt_fig_001]


  

  

  




  Acknowledgments


  Television shows in my youth would often end with the tag, “If you’d like to learn more, visit your local library.” This saying grew into sort of a kitsch joke, but now more than ever libraries are vital to our larger understanding of the world and each other. Their books, databases, and special collections house chasms of information that make Google look like a lemonade stand. To help everyone during COVID-19, many libraries have opened online portals so you can access their treasures from home.


  I’m taking the long way to give special thanks and praise to the Los Angeles Public Library, the New York Public Library, the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, the Margaret Herrick Library, and the UCLA Library. A Convenient Parallel Dimension wouldn’t exist without them.


  I must also give recognition to the following people who went out of their way to help shape this book: Rollie Hatch, Derek Osborn, Anthony Bueno, Rick Rinehart, Alex Newborn, and of course my mother, Teddi Greene.


  This book is dedicated to my wife Amy and our kids Lola and Jason, but I must thank them again here for all their love and support. I will also thank our guinea pigs, Nutmeg and Popcorn.


  If you enjoyed this book and want to do something nice for me, please consider donating to the Friedreich’s Ataxia Research Alliance (curefa.org), the National Center for Transgender Equality (transequality.org), or the American Friends Service Committee (afsc.org).





  About the Author


  James Greene, Jr., has previously written This Music Leaves Stains: The Complete Story of The Misfits (which is not so complete anymore since their big reunion concerts) and Brave Punk World: The International Rock Underground From Alerta Roja to Z-Off. As a freelance writer, he has contributed to such publications as Crawdaddy!, New York Press, Orlando Weekly, Hopes and Fears, and Hard Noise. He has never been to Wichita, and his favorite Stooge is Iggy.



[image: bck_fig_001]

   
  Matty Simmons and Ivan Reitman on the set of National Lampoon's Animal House, 1977. PHOTOFEST


[image: bck_fig_002]


  ”Call the professionals—Ghostbusters.” PHOTOFEST
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  The real star of Ghostbusters, the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. PHOTOFEST
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  The Gatekeeper and the Keymaster. PHOTOFEST
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  Hey hey, the gang’s all here for Ghostbusters II. PHOTOFEST
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  Critics loved Peter MacNicol as the fussy Janosz Poha. PHOTOFEST
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  Aykroyd in his trademark ecto goggles. PHOTOFEST
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  A somewhat meta logo. PHOTOFEST
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  Deutschendorf twins William and Hank played baby Oscar. PHOTOFEST
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  Ghostbusters 2016: a new team answers the call. PHOTOFEST
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  Once an ambulance, now a hearse. PHOTOFEST
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  The suprisingly funny Chris Hemsworth. PHOTOFEST
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  Melissa McCarthy, Kristen Wiig, Kate McKinnon, Leslie Jones. PHOTOFEST
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  Leslie Jones, force of nature. PHOTOFEST
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  Director Paul Feig wanted the streams to look like lava. PHOTOFEST
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  Pure thrills: Logan Kim and McKenna Grace in Ghostbusters: Afterlife. PHOTOFEST
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  An unexpected avatar of the pandemic. PHOTOFEST
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  Paul Rudd as Gary Grooberson. PHOTOFEST
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  Egon’s grandkids and Podcast in front of the Wrecto. PHOTOFEST
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  A darling Mini Puft before the chaos. PHOTOFEST
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