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Prelude

This story could begin way back in 1996, when I first met QT (Quentin Tarantino, not “Shhh”) at the bar in the Sutton Place Hotel, during the Toronto Film Festival, or it could start on April 8, 2002, when I officially started the Kill Bill training. I know it was beginning to build a couple of years ago, when my little brother Mike Bowen (we have different mothers and fathers) told me on the hush-hush that Quentin was writing something for me.

More likely, the process that led me to Kill Bill began in earnest when I made the decision to grasp the hand of that elusive lady named Destiny myself, if only with my fingertips. That was during the summer of 2001, in Los Angeles. Days were lazy. The heat wave had passed, and from my eagle’s aerie on the ninth floor of the condominium where I was temporarily residing, still smarting in the aftermath of my latest divorce, I could see palm trees waving their heads above Hollywood Boulevard, the traffic noises muted by the height. It was all very nice. Farther on, the smog took over to obscure the view, but it was all pretty benign that day.

I was trying to get up the nerve to fly to Austin, Texas, to try to hobnob with QT (the nerve and the bread). I had run into Quentin at a club about a month earlier, where we had both gone to hear Jeff Goldblum’s jazz combo (Jeff plays a mean piano), and he’d rapped with me for a couple of hours, about all kinds of things, but all of it had to do with movies. Quentin doesn’t care about anything else. Harvey Keitel, whom I knew from way back, when we worked together on Mean Streets (God, he was great!), was alongside, grinning throughout (suspiciously, I thought; as though he and Q shared some secret). Quentin makes movies featuring cult people who can’t get work. This could get interesting, I mused. He told me about this festival he runs every year where he shows a lot of movies he likes (and generally the critics hate) to cult moviegoers and other weirdos.
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ANNIE BIERMAN

I decided I’d do it and the devil take the hindmost and the credit card. Go now, pay later, right? In blood, probably. I thought it might be a good way to get to know him better. I was dead-ass right. I made it there to Austin—flying coach, of course—and stretched my credit card even further staying at the best hotel in town. All this might have been one of my life’s greatest decisions.

Quentin and I truly cooked together. The day I showed, he was having an all-night marathon of four revenge movies, between each of which, by sheer, happy coincidence (if there is such a thing), he was screening a 16 mm print of a Kung Fu episode from his collection, one from each season. I, of course, had to get up on stage with Quentin to talk about them. It turned out we were a great stand-up team. I left Austin with both of us knowing each other a lot better.

A little later, I got together with him again to show him the movie I’d made in Austin with Brother Mike Bowen, Natural Selection, a comedy about a serial killer, right up Quentin’s alley, with me as the serial-killer hunter.

They’ve changed the name for the DVD release, to Monster Hunter. Don’t ask me why. It makes it sound like some kind of horror flick. But that happens all the time with independent movies. They change the name from something artistic or literate to something catchy but dumb. It’s happened to me a few times. The Jade Jungle became Armed Response, Moonlight Sonata was released as Midnight Terror. The Silent Flute became Circle of Iron. I think it’s something about distributors needing to mark their territory. They have to piss on it just before they release it. If these guys had been around in 1939, The Wizard of Oz would have been called Witch Hunter, and Gone With the Wind would have been The Burning of Atlanta, or Rhett’s Revenge.
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ANDREW COOPER/MIRAMAX FILMS

I told Quentin I wasn’t too sure about my performance. “It’s kind of over the top,” I said. Quentin laughed. “I’ve gotta see that!” He has his own screening room, decked out like a ’50s movie theater. He calls it “The Church.” A perfect replica of a ’50s movie house.

He showed some grungy trailers before the film, and several of those cartoons advertising popcorn and soda pop, which, by the way, were available, along with a gourmet spread of sushi and fine wine.

Okay, now, fast-forward to 2002.


Volume
one
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Thursday, March, 21, 2002

I’m back from across the great water. After four weeks in Alicante, Spain, making a movie called La Bala Perdida (The Lost Bullet). Had the greatest time, riding my noble stallion and doing fast draws, surrounded by crazy Spaniards who hardly spoke English. Had to (get that: HAD to) stop in Paris on the way back. My wife, Annie, and I spent one glorious romantic night there, and then took the Eurostar, the train that goes under the English Channel, to jolly old London to close a deal to do a play there next year. We walked the streets, saw a play, and took the train back to Paris for one more day. It turned out our flight was cancelled—something to do with terrorists—so we were “forced” to stay an extra two days in Paris. Poor us.

Our hotel was a sweet little bed-and-breakfast right around the corner from the Arc de Triomphe. We visited the Sacre Coeur, a beautiful church on a hill that overlooks all of Paris, above the Place Pigale, where all the strippers hang out. A visit there has been an always tradition of mine since around ’75. We spent an afternoon on the Ile St. Louis, an island in the middle of the Seine, and crossed the bridge to the Ile de la Cité, where Notre Dame Cathedral is, the place where Quasimodo the hunchback rang those bells. Then, that night, I took Annie for an extra treat: the Crazy Horse Saloon, for the classiest strip show on earth. She was almost the only female there, except for the ones on stage. Annie loved it. My kind of girl. After the show, the owner made us get on stage with the girls for a picture.

We walked back to our little hotel on a rare balmy Paris night, and kissed on the sidewalk, something we try to do on every sidewalk we’re on. So far, we’ve done that in seven cities on three continents, plus a few small towns, and a temple or two.
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A day in Paris

When we got back home to L.A., there were three messages from Quentin Tarantino. Something about a documentary he was doing; interviews connected with the DVD releases of Quentin’s movie Jackie Brown. There was also a message from my agent. I called him first, and was told I was up for a movie called Kill Bill, directed by Tarantino and starring Warren Beatty. I called Quentin and we set it up to meet at a Thai restaurant on Sunset Boulevard the next day, Friday. I was jumping! “I’m going to be in a Warren Beatty film!”


Friday, March 22

The next morning, I dressed myself in the cool clothes Annie had impelled me to buy in Alicante, Spain, and hopped into my ’82 Maserati Quatro Porte. The place was hard to find. There were three Thai restaurants within two blocks, none of them with the name I remembered Quentin giving me. On the third try, I finally walked into a dark chamber with ’50’s rock & roll posters on the walls. I knew this must be the place. Quentin was already eating. I didn’t recognize anything on the menu, so I ordered something more or less at random, which turned out to be a huge pile of noodles. Quentin talked pleasantly about this and that.

He said, “That’s a great jacket.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Annie got this for me in Spain. I don’t pay any attention to clothes. I usually just wear stuff from the movies I make.”

This is not strictly true, but Quentin said, “Yeah! Me too!” Then he said, “Do you remember when we met, in a bar someplace in Toronto, during some festival?”

“Yeah,” I said, “the Toronto Film Festival.”

“There was this song you were playing on the piano. It was over the titles in Sonny Boy.” (This is a cult movie I made in New Mexico, in which I wore a dress—kind of Bonnie and Clyde, with me as Bonnie.)

“Yeah,” I said. “‘Paint’; it’s called ‘Paint.’”

“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe it’s ‘Paint,’ right?” Quentin has an incredible memory. “I like that song.”

What the hell! Did he come here to talk about my music?

Then, finally, he got down to it. “You said a psychic had told you to meet me.”

“Well, yeah. My wife … ex-wife … was … uh … I know it sounds weird …”

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t. What you said was this psychic told you we were supposed to work together.” He put a big emphasis on “work.”
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“Uh, yeah. That’s what he said.”

“Well,” Quentin said, “now’s the time.”

Cool!

“And,” he said, “it’s come about in a really organic way.”

I said, “Isn’t just about everything you do done in an organic way?”

“Well, yeah. It’s kind of my métier.” He laughed. Quentin laughs big. He does everything big. “Do you know anything about Kill Bill?”

Well, I knew a lot about it by now, but I just said, “Only that it’s a movie you’re making with Uma Thurman.”

Okay, then he began this long story about his “love affair” with Warren Beatty, and how that had sort of soured.

“So, we had this meeting,” he said. “And, sometimes I was thinking, It’s okay, we can make it happen. And sometimes it was like, No way! This is just not going to work. I was beginning to think Warren just didn’t get it, you know?

“Then, Warren suddenly blurted out, ‘Look, I don’t give a shit about Chinese kung fu movies, and I hate spaghetti Westerns, though I like Clint personally, and I wouldn’t go to a Japanese samurai movie if you paid me.’

“Now,” Quentin said, “he was saying that for effect, you know. And, well, it HAD its effect, you know? It just wasn’t romantic! The relationship [I don’t think Quentin really said “relationship”] between a director and his star has to have a little romance to it!

“And Warren was saying now, ‘Hey, how long is this really going to take? How much time do I really have to put in? Do I really need to do all that training?’ So, I’m thinking, You know I was really writing this character for you … about you, all the time … and I’m thinking, Shit! And we had another meeting, to try to put it back together—I mean Warren had been part of the film for a year—and I was saying how I wanted him to act … to be … sort of like David Carradine in this movie, and Warren said suddenly, ‘Why don’t you offer it to David?’ Well, that gave me my out! Sooo …”

Suddenly I was getting it. This movie was no longer a Warren Beatty film. He was talking about me playing Bill. I was not stunned—no; nothing stuns me—but flipped out for sure. Quentin knew the effect he was having. He was really digging it. Beaming, he handed me a thick, I mean thick, script and told me to read it and get back to him and we’d meet Sunday and talk about it. He said he wanted to make sure I got it. If I did “get it,” apparently the part was mine.

I walked out of there on some kind of cloud, almost bumping into things. Somehow I found my Maserati.

I looked at the cover of the script, almost two inches thick, with the title in hand-printing with a Magic Marker, which looked pretty childish. It said:

The 4th film by

Quentin
Tarantino

UMA
THURMAN

is going to

Kill
Bill

Written & directed by
Quentin Tarantino

Based on the character of “the bride”, created by

Q& U

… Only much funkier.


Saturday, March 23

Now, I’m thinking, Who knows what a script by Tarantino is going to be like? It could be toilet paper. I mean, his movies look as though they were improvised, don’t they? Well, not Jackie Brown, for the most part. Still, I had no idea what to expect. On the first page, it identified the script as owned by a company called “Supércool Manchu” with a French acute accent on the “e”! Okay, let’s see.

Well, with four kids all over me, it was really hard to get the chance to read the thing. I knew I couldn’t skim it. I had to be ready with a smart answer for anything Quentin was going to ask about it. Anyway, once I got alone and started on it in earnest, there was no way to skip a single word. This script was hot! It was late Saturday afternoon when I finished. It turned out what was inside was actual literature. Beautiful, gripping stuff, worked out to the last detail. And funny! Two hundred pages of it. Just brilliant.

And, he essentially wrote it for me!

Actually, scratch the “essentially.” According to Quentin, he wrote it for me and about me, thinking at every page, What would Carradine say, how would he react? Not the guy in Kung Fu so much as the guy in Americana, the film that won me the People’s Prize at the Directors’ Fortnight at the Cannes Film Festival, which he’s watched on video several times. He’d rather see movies in their original real movie format, which in the case of Americana would be wide-screen 35 mm, with four-track magnetic surround sound; but a print is hard to find. Make that impossible. And the guy in The Long Riders, for sure. And the guy in Shane; he has 16 mm prints of that. Because of his fascination, you could say his obsession, with cheap movies, bloody movies, revenge movies, actually any movies, but particularly ones that are near the bottom of the industry’s barrel, the ones that almost don’t get a release, he has also consumed an almost fatal dose of my seventy-five independent, largely exploitation films, most of which went straight to video. He knows about the eleven Shakespearean plays I was in, too. This guy does his research.

And then there’s the guy in my personal public figure, and, yeah, my mystique, I guess you have to call it. I think he was more … not impressed by, but simpatico to the iconoclastic madness of my life story than anything. He loves that shit. It’s him, or the Him that he dreams of himself. Like Hunter Thompson. I think it might have been Tom Wolfe (if it wasn’t, my apologies, Tom, and my apologies to whoever it was) who said in print once, “David Carradine lives the life that Hunter Thompson only writes about.” And that’s Quentin: able to get inside the heads of people who’ve experienced things which only a madman would wish on himself for real.

So, he wrote Kill Bill about me, or about what, with the help of my movies and the stories about me, he imagined I was like. He, of course, couldn’t make the deal with me in the role, the Hollywood outsider and near pariah. (Which was, like I said, one of his reasons for digging me. His company, after all, is called “A Band Apart.”) So, Warren Beatty was hired. A great choice, if you’re stuck with someone on the A list. Warren is Royalty.

Destiny prevailed, however, when Uma Thurman got pregnant. A year of keeping it on hold gave the project enough clout so that it didn’t really need Warren anymore to fly, and then he and Quentin sort of fell out of love. Then, during one of their frustrating last meetings about it, like the date you have with a girl after you’ve broken up, when you almost put it back together, and then somebody says something that scatters the little house of cards you’re building, Warren himself pitched me for the part. Just busted out with it, I’m told. “Why don’t you offer it to David?” Quentin shook hands with him, I guess with a little tear in his eye, and started those wheels turning. Harvey Weinstein himself told me that he asked Quentin, “Is he crazy?” Quentin said, “No, he’s not crazy!” Harvey said, “Well, okay, you’re the boss.” And they went for it.

So, it’s late Saturday afternoon, and I call Quentin. He later did an imitation for the amusement of the cast of my call. A great … no, a perfect imitation of Quentin Tarantino imitating David Carradine is what he did.

He said, “So, I’m waiting. It’s Saturday morning. He doesn’t call. Saturday afternoon. Still no call. I’m thinking, What the fuck! Finally later—a lot later—the phone rings.”

“Hi.” He pauses in his narrative, for the effect. “It’s … David”—Talking very slowly.

“‘Oh. Yeah. Hi,’ I say,” he says.

“So …” Pause. He says, “I’ve read the script.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Pause … Long pause. “I … like it.” Long pause. “Sooo …” Pause. “I … guess we should get together,” Another long pause, then: “Aw hell! I fucking LOVE the script!”

Pretty much how it went, except I think some of those long pauses were more what he’d seen me do as Kwai Chang Caine on TV than how I was actually talking that day. No matter; Quentin gets to play around if he wants to.

He makes a date for Sunday afternoon. That would be Academy Awards Sunday. I have to go to Norby Walters’ “Night of a Hundred Stars” at the Beverly Hills Hotel that night. I need to make it back and get into a tuxedo in time to get picked up by the limo and walk the red carpet. I’d managed to reserve the lone Cadillac sedan the limo company owned, in spite of the Oscars rush they were having. I hate Lincolns. A prejudice, I know, but I nurture it. Bob Dylan once identified the Lincoln as “A good car to drive after a war” and I’ve never been able to ditch the image of the owner (or passenger) of one as a fat war profiteer, sitting in the back, smoking a fat Cuban cigar. Not that I have anything against Cuban cigars, just fat war profiteers.

I don’t sleep much that night, my head full of what I’m going to say to Quentin. I wish I could think of a way to act like my regular self when we meet, but I know that’s impossible.


Sunday, March 24

I can’t believe Quentin has time to take off on Oscar Sunday to meet with me. Well, yeah, I can believe it. The guy’s his own man (A Band Apart, remember?) and this is about casting the lead in his movie, his great epic film.

So I put on some jeans, cowboy boots, a tank top with something about .357s on it, and a big, heavy, black leather jacket from Kung Fu, The Legend Continues, climb into Annie’s huge black GMC SUV with the Harley sticker on it, with Thunder, my Bernese mountain dog, in the back (he goes everywhere with me), and haul over to Quentin’s pad in the Hollywood Hills. I’d been there before, to watch movies in his vintage movie theater, but had never been inside the house. He buzzes the gate open and I growl up the long driveway. I leave Thunder in the truck, and ring the doorbell. It takes a while before Quentin opens the door. He’s in short pants and a Hawaiian shirt. “Yeah, yeah. Come on in,” he says. “I’ll be right with you.” And he disappears. I go in through a big foyer and work my way through a maze of movie posters and memorabilia, in four or five languages, all over the walls, chairs, and floors. I find a space on a couch and sit down. He reappears, and says what do I want to drink. I say coffee, if he has it. He’s got an espresso maker, but he’s never used it. Doesn’t know how it works. We fuck around with it for a while with no success, and finally I settle for a Coke. He has a beer, and we go outside to the terrace. We start talking about everything under the sun, except the film.

But it’s all about movies. Orson Welles: We both agree that Citizen Kane is not the best movie ever made, as the American Film Institute claims. It’s too black and white, in every sense of the term, and he overacts. Anyway, it’s not even Welles’ best. That would probably be Touch of Evil. He lets himself hang out almost embarrassingly in that flick. Incredibly self-knowing performance. And I try to imagine him, grumbling and stumbling through that performance, and then saying “Cut!” and “Now put the camera over here.” Boggles the mind. But it’s not the best movie ever made.

Steven Spielberg: Quentin and I sort of disagree about him. I feel that his massive and remarkably popular body of work doesn’t hold a candle to the few pictures that David Lean made: Lawrence of Arabia, which gets my vote as the best movie of all time, and The Bridge on the River Kwai, a close second. Lean’s philosophy is always intact and consistent. Steven’s is all over the place. I feel he’s forgotten the kid who used to climb the fence to try
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