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For John Strickland & John Hughes

While both of these Johns have had a significant influence on me as a writer, I’m also extremely blessed to consider the former a life-long friend and long-time mentor.
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Please note that while the movie is officially titled National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation you might notice that I will alternate between using that full title and the shorter Christmas Vacation. That is done both as a convenient short form, but also to reduce the redundancy of having the full title appear too often.
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Introduction

National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation is one of those “modern” classic perennial favorite films that people tend to watch every single holiday season.

I’m definitely one of those people.

Yes, there’s something about a film you can watch repeatedly over the years. Sure, you know what’s coming, but, like digging into one of your favorite meals, as each next delicious scene that you crave approaches, you scoop it up with delightful anticipation.

And somehow—even though you know what’s coming—you laugh at those moments every single time.

No, I can’t remember the first time I saw the film. Nor can I count the number of times I’ve watched it in the past 35 years.

But back in 2006, when I was unable to track down a copy of the movie’s soundtrack as a gift for a fellow fan (as you’ll read later in the book no official soundtrack has, to date, been released), I made a custom version of it, designing my own unique cover.
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I went with songs from the movie as well as additional Christmas-themed tracks from other popular family favorite movies and songs. (Oh, I also incorporated a few auditory clips from the movie between songs just for atmosphere). The tracks I added appear later in this book in the chapter that covers the movie’s soundtrack in more detail.

One of the things I enjoyed about working on this book is that, while I’ve watched the movie a countless number of times between its original release and the writing of this book, that the research I dug into helped me discover so many additional elements and things that I missed over the years.

One example of something I’d never before noticed is in the scene where Clark and Eddie are shopping at Walmart, and as they’re talking, Eddie grabs yet another giant bag of dog food, while across from him, Clark looks at a small box of Christmas lights. Just after Clark places the box on top of the shopping cart, Eddie drops the dog food onto it, and you can hear the lights being crushed under the weight of the glass. In that scene, neither character reacts to it, which is why, perhaps, I’d never noticed it.

But it is, of course, yet another hilarious moment in a movie that is filled with them.

I’m hoping, dear reader, that in this book you find some element, some scene, some moment that you might not have noticed or previously paid attention to, and that it helps enhance your own experience of re-watching this timeless classic.

Mark Leslie

November 2024
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IF DAD HADN’T SHOT WALT DISNEY IN THE LEG THESE MOVIES WOULD NOT EXIST
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A journey through the Vacation franchise 

Before digging into trivia related to the Christmas Vacation, I wanted to spend some time looking at the entire Vacation franchise as well as where it all began.

Like so many of my favorite 80’s films, it started with a writer/director named John Hughes.

Hughes dropped out of the University of Arizona and began his writing career by selling jokes to comedians. He took on a job as an advertising copywriter in Chicago in 1970. This led to becoming a humorist and fiction writer for National Lampoon magazine.

In September 1979 the magazine published a short story about a disastrous family road trip where virtually everything that could go wrong did go wrong. Told from the point of view of one of the children, it is a tale that reveals all the warts, absurdities and disfunction of the American family. And it was written at a time when Republican president Ronald Regan was attempting to enact his campaign promise of “Let’s Make America Great Again!” with his call of a return to simpler and easier times—at least for heterosexual white men.
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The story, “Vacation ‘58” was set at a time when 1950s television shows like “Father Knows Best” were held up in some sort of Norman Rockwell style “American family” ideal, Hughes seemed to have fun poking holes at this “sacred cow” of the family.

Hughes wrote the story when he was snowed in during a horrendous Chicago blizzard and couldn’t leave the house for a few days.

The story was optioned by Warner Bros. and Hughes was hired to adapt it into National Lampoon’s Vacation.

One of the differences between the short story and the screenplay adaptation is that in the original tale, Clark and his family are on their way to Walt Disney World. But in the film, that has been adapted into the fictional Walley World.

The third movie in the franchise, National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation, was inspired by another John Hughes short story. “Christmas ‘59” which first appeared in the December 1980 issue of National Lampoon.

While the stories are both told from the son’s point of view and do contain similar elements of family dysfunction and hilarious mishaps, as well as the father’s name (Clark), there doesn’t seem to be much continuity between them.

For example, “Vacation ‘58” ends with the father being sent to jail for shooting Walt Disney . . .


Mom, Patty, Missy, Mark, and I were cleared of conspiracy charges. They held Dad for attempted murder, assault with a deadly weapon, illegal use of a firearm, and two violations of the Beverly Hills noise code. He had to stay behind. We went home.



“Christmas ‘59” which takes place the following year, has Clark back at home. It opens with the following text, some of which you can see made it into the film adaptation.


All in all it was a pretty exciting Christmas, what with the relatives and the presents and the fun and the cops and Aunt Hazel’s dog blowing up in our living room. Mom and my Aunt Martha wanted to have one of those fun old-fashioned Christmases that people on TV have, where everybody wears ties and sweaters and sits by the fireplace and makes Christmas-tree ornaments out of food. But as Dad said, the only reason those people have fun is they’re getting paid for it.

I was just about positive I was getting skis and boots and poles for Christmas. It was the only thing I asked for, and when a kid asks for only one thing, it’s awfully hard for parents not to buy it, because of how disappointed the kid would be. Unless they bought him a BB gun or a horse instead, and the only way I’d get a BB gun was over my mom’s dead body and we didn’t have enough room in the garage for a horse. But it’s too bad we didn’t have a horse in the garage, because then Grandpa Pete and Grandpa Swenson would never have gotten into their big fight about who got to keep his car inside.

My sisters and I spent most of the afternoon of the day before Christmas Eve sitting in the front window watching the road for our grandparents. At about four o’clock we heard what sounded like a drag race. And, sure enough, it was a drag race, and it was between Grandpa Pete and Grandpa Swenson. It was pretty cool to watch
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	The original script by John Huges was further adapted by both director Harold Ramis and star Chevy Chase to ensure the story was told from the father’s point of view instead of the son’s, which led to the iconic Clark Griswold.


	Vacation was shot in parts of Southern Colorado, Monument Valley, Utah, Flagstaff, Sedona, The Grand Canyon, Arizona, Santa Anita Racetrack, Arcadia, California, Magic Mountain, Valencia, California and St. Louis, Missouri.







	In the John Huges story that the film was based on, the family’s destination theme park was Disneyland. To avoid any potential legalities involved, all Disney properties were adapted into Walley World. The character of Mickey Mouse became Marty Moose and Walt Disney became Roy Walley.







	The Wagon Queen Family Truckster station wagon used in the movie was created specifically for the film and was based on the 1979 Ford LTD Country Squire and was meant to lampoon American cars of that era.







	Beverly D’Angelo nearly turned down the role of Ellen Griswold stating that she thought she wasn’t “right” for the part. Having performed in more dramatic roles—such as her breakthrough role as Patsy Cline in Coal Miner’s Daughter (1980)—she was concerned that she might not be able to deliver the comedic performance that character demanded.







	A soundtrack album was released in 1983 by Warner Bros. Records, with a musical score by Ralph Burns. While the album itself did not rank on the charts, the single “Holiday Road” by Lindsay Buckingham did reach spot #82 on the Billboard Hot 100. Buckingham wrote two original songs for the film: “Holiday Road” and “Dancin’ Across the USA.” Buckingham was the lead guitarist and the co-lead vocalist for the band Fleetwood Mac from 1975 to 1987 and from 1997 to 2018.







	The original movie poster for Vacation was a parody of the Star Wars (1977) movie poster. It was designed by Boris Vallejo. The same designer created the poster for European Vacation (1985).







	The original ending of the film involved the family taking Roy Walley hostage, but it did not perform very well with test audiences. A new ending, where Lasky, the security guard played by John Candy, was the one taken hostage was re-adapted. Because those scenes were shot several months afterwards, actor Anthony Michael Hall (Rusty) is noticeably taller.







	John Candy was paid $1 million USD for his appearance at the end of the film. It’s a far cry from the $414 USD he received for his appearance in Home Alone (1990).







	All of the cast members had a bad experience while filming the roller coaster scenes from Walley World. Chevy Chase (Clark) talks about the nausea he and other cast members experienced, Dana Barron (Audrey) mentions being ill from motion sickness and Anthony Michael Hall (Rusty) says the fear on his face was real and not the result of acting.







	Cousin Eddie’s daughter Daisy Mabel was played by director Harold Ramis’ daughter Violet.







	The theme park they used for Walley World in the film was actually Six Flags Magic Mountain in Valencia, California. The roller coaster referred to as “The Whipper Snapper” is actually one called “The Revolution” and was the first one to include a 360-degree loop.







	This film was Christie Brinkley’s first acting role. Her credit in the film appears as “The Girl in the Ferrari.” Producers originally wanted her to appear naked in the film, but she refused. A compromise was reached, which is why you see her in a bra and panties before she jumps into the pool.







	There is a blue Chicago Bears ballcap that Chevy Chase wears in a few scenes in this film. It’s the same cap he is seen wearing throughout all four of the movie’s franchise that focus on Clark Griswold.
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	When it was released, this film knocked Back to the Future (1985) out of the top spot, which it had held for the previous three weeks. After the brief displacement, the Michael J. Fox adventure reclaimed its top position for the following eight weeks.


	Harold Ramis was offered the position of director for this film, but he had to turn it down as he was busy making Ghostbusters (1984).


	Actor Dana Barron (Audrey in Vacation) was informed by producer Matty Simmons that she would be reprising her role in this second film in the franchise. But after Anthony Michael Hall (Rusty) declined his own offer (he had already accepted a role in the movie Weird Science) director Amy Heckerling thought it best that both Griswold children be re-cast.







	Dana Hill (Audrey) had Type 1 diabetes. This made shooting Audrey’s nightmare scene extremely risky and challenging. The actor had to make sure not to swallow any of the food she was supposed to be eating.







	The opening credits reveal the Griswalds address as 8805 Skyline Drive, Chicago, Illinois.







	This is the only film in the franchise where the family name is spelled “Griswald” (with an a). In all others, it is spelled “Griswold.” The surname itself (which is spelled either with an “o” or an “a”) is a surname of English origin from the Old English terms groesn (gravel) and weald (woodland). Some word origin paths trace the name back to “gris” (grey) and “wold” (forest).







	The JVC SF-P3 video camera that Clark uses to film Ellen in the shower (and which is later stolen) was Chevy Chase’s own video camera.







	The literal translation of the text on Ellen’s half naked picture on the billboard in Italy (La Donna Nella Doccia) is “The Woman in the Shower.” Closed captioning subtitles for the movie display “The Wet Hot Wife.”







	The t-shirt Clark is wearing when he is filming Ellen’s bathroom/shower dance is from Walley World (the family’s destination in Vacation). Later on in the film, when they are at a restaurant in Paris, Rusty is wearing a Walley World shirt.







	Kent Winkdale, the talk-show host of “Pig In A Poke” at the beginning of the film is a parody of two real-life game show hosts: Wink Martindale (The New Tic Tac Dough) and Richard Dawson (Family Feud).


	Scenes that were supposed to be taking place in Germany for the film were actually shot in a German-speaking part of Italy.







	William Zabka, who played Johnny Lawrence in The Karate Kid (1984) appears as Jack, Audrey’s boyfriend. He would later also appear alongside Dana Barron (Audrey from Vacation) in a 1985 episode of the TV show The Equalizer.







	Ellen (Beverly D’Angelo) Griswold calls her husband “Sparky” in all four of the films they appear together. For the DVD commentary for this film, Chevy Chase explains that this nickname was the actress’s idea, and that she continues to affectionately refer to Chase as Sparky.







	Although he was credited as a writer for the film, John Hughes had nothing to do with it other than creating the original characters from the franchise. He claims to have had no idea that a sequel was in the works until he saw a preview of it on television. Writer Robert Klane also incorporated some concepts that were in Hughes original script for Vacation and so Hughes was credited by the Writers Guild of America.







	The first time that Clark hits the Bike Rider (Eric Idle) with his car, the former Monty Python actor shrugs it off as “just a flesh wound.” This is a nod to a classic line from the film Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975).







	During filming, Chevy Chase and Eric Idle became friends. Shortly after this movie’s release, the two began work on a follow-up screenplay they were calling Australian Vacation. The project was abandoned after it never got fully fleshed out beyond a few shark-related gags.







	The U.S. poster art for the film was done by Boris Vallejo, who also did the poster for Vacation. Vallego also illustrated Tarzan, Conan the Barbarian, and Doc Savage, as well as art for Heavy Metal magazine.







	European Vacation is the only film in the original generation franchise in which Cousin Eddie does not appear.


	Clark W. Griswold’s middle name is Wilhelm. His full name is Clark Wilhelm Griswold, Jr. This fact is revealed in the end credits title sequence of European Vacation when the passports of the family are shown. (Of course, in this film, it is spelled “Griswald.” But we know, in all of the other main films featuring Clark and his family, that the name is really and properly spelled “Griswold.”)
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	This is the only film in the franchise to receive a PG rating by the MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America). Vacation received a rating of R (for crude and sexual content and language throughout and brief graphic nudity). European Vacation was rated PG-13 (for plenty of sexual content, including innuendo, bare breasts, adults who make a sex tape, and teens making out and dating). Christmas Vacation was also rated PG-13 (for the course language and sexual references). The 2015 Vacation movie was, like the first in the series, rated R (for crude and sexual content, language, and brief graphic nudity).


	Vegas Vacation is the only film in the original franchise to not have a writing credit for John Hughes.


	Clark tells Rusty and Audry that he hardly recognizes them anymore. This is a reference to the fact that different actors have played the Griswold kids in each of the previous four films in the franchise.







	Brittany Murphy was originally cast in the role of Audrey for this film. But it ended up going to Marisol Nichols. This movie was Nichols’ feature film debut.


	Filming took place in June 1996 at Las Vegas' Chapel of the Bells, where the film's producer Jerry Weintraub and his wife Jane Morgan were married in the mid-1960s. Weintraub appears in the film as "Gilly from Philly", the gambler who befriends Rusty.







	The living room where Ellen had dinner with Wayne Newton was at Newton’s actual Las Vegas home. The same room was featured when Newton appeared on MTV’s Cribs in 2000.







	Ellen Griswold’s full name (Ellen Priscilla Ruth Smith Griswold) is actually a tribute to actress Beverly D’Angelo’s mother, whose name was Priscilla Ruth Smith.







	The Griswold house featured in this film is the same one that is featured in Christmas Vacation. When Clark pulls into the driveway you can see that the neighbor’s house still has the same second floor window, which Clark ruined when hanging Christmas lights.


	This marked the final film appearance of actor Sid Ceasar (Old Guy).







	The happy family that appears on the center of the Las Vegas brochure is a photo of director Stephen Kessler and his family.







	Chevy Chase and Wallace Shawn (Marty) went to the same elementary school. Shawn was trained to be a blackjack dealer by the sister of Andre the Giant (who co-starred with him in the 1987 film The Princess Bride).

	In the original version of the script, the Griswold’s stay at the Walley World Hotel and Casino and Roy Walley was included in that script.







	The role of the front desk clerk at the Mirage was written for Edie McClurg. She wasn't interested because John Hughes wasn't involved in the project. The role ended up going to Julia Sweeney, who is a natural blonde. Her wig was designed to resemble Edie McClurg as she appeared in the John Hughes film Planes, Trains and Automobiles (1987).







	The War dealer (Male Blackjack Dealer) is played by Nick Mazzola. He also played the blackjack dealer in Rain Man (1988), and Casino (1995). In real life Mazzola was a blackjack dealer at Caesar’s Palace in the 1970s and 1980s.







	Christie Brinkley reprised her role as “The Girl in the Red Ferrari.” She also spoofed the role in a 2008 DirecTV commercial with footage from Vacation and again in 2015 as the wife in an Infiniti commercial. That role came up again in 2019 in the TV series The Goldbergs.
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	Dana Barron (who was the original Audrey in Vacation) reprised her role as Audrey Griswold. She is the first (and to-date only) actress to reprise the role of a Griswold kid in an actual film.


	On Chevy Chase’s talk show he interviewed Beverly D'Angelo, and she reminded her long-time co-star that he had an idea for a Vacation film to be set on a desert island that was nicknamed “The Griswold Family Robinson.”


	While Eddie is flying the float plane, shots of the instrument panel which are visible show the airspeed as zero, with fixed altitude, even during landing.







	Eric Idle appears in this movie in the role of “English Victim.” He suffers several mishaps at the airport and on the plane ride thanks to the bumbling antics of Eddie. This is either a nod to his role as “Bike Rider” in European Vacation or a reprisal as the same character. When he is first injured by Eddie he says: “It’s quite all right. Just a few . . . you know . . . a few superficial breaks. This sort of thing happens to me all the time.”
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	The film was originally set to be released on November 13, 2015, but it was moved to July 29, 2015, the 32nd anniversary of the release of the first Vacation film.


	This movie has the curious distinction of being both a sequel (incidents in prior films are both referenced and cknowledged), and a remake/reboot (the plot and some sequences are the same as, or very similar to the original Vacation).


	Chevy Chase and Beverly D’Angelo reprise their roles as Clark and Ellen Griswold. The couple own a bed-and-breakfast in San Francisco.


	While the role of Rusty is played by actor Ed Helms in this film, Anthony Michael Hall, Ethan Embry, and Johnny Galecki were all offered to reprise their role before Helms was cast. Additionally, Jason Sudeikis, Adam Sandler, and Michael Rosenbaum were all considered.







	In a scene where Rusty is looking through an old photo album, all the previous actors who played Rusty (Anthony Michael Hall, Jason Lively, Johnny Galecki and Ethan Embry) appear in archival photos from the previous Vacation films.







	Christina Applegate, (Rusty’s wife—Debbie Fletcher-Griswold) previously starred in Married . . . with Children (1987-1997). That show’s intro included stock footage of Chicago, which was used in Vacation (1983).


	Randy Quaid couldn’t reprise his role of Cousin Eddie due to his arrest involving a house payment dispute. His character does not get a mention in the movie.







	Chris Hemsworth played a significant supporting role in this film as well as Ghostbusters (2016). Both are re-launches of iconic 1980s movies that involved Harold Ramis. Ramis directed Vacation (1983) and was a co-writer and co-star of Ghostbusters (1984).







	Director John Francis Daley makes a cameo in the film as the ride operator for the “Velociraptor” ride at Walley World.







	There is a “Girl in the Ferrari” scene in this movie, which is a nod to that classic scene in the first Vacation. (Except, in this film, she gets hit by a semi-truck). Both of the women driving the Ferrari (Christie Brinkley and Hannah Jeter) were Sports Illustrated Swimsuit models.
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	Family Guy episode “Boys Do Cry” (April 29, 2007) includes a scene of a hot young woman driving next to Peter and getting hit by a truck. (Interesting that this same humor bit was used in the 2015 Vacation.)


	In an Infiniti QX60 TV spot, Christie Brinkley plays a mom who comments on another blonde beauty driving in a convertible. Ethan Embry (Rusty in Vegas Vacation) plays the dad.
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