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    Introduction: From Monster Kid To McGeezer


    by Don Glut


    


    “I’m very happy to see Castle of Frankenstein for more reasons that one. First off, it shows me monsters are getting popular again. For a while, I could only rely on [title blacked out] which doesn’t exactly hold up to what I like, although it’s not the editor’s fault. I know Forrest J Ackerman, and was invited to his birthday party where I also met Bert I. Gordon, the writer-producer-director and special effects man for such pictures as The Spider, Attack of the Puppet People, War of the Colossal Beast, The Cyclops, and his soon-to-be-released Magic Sword (formerly known as St. George and the Seven Curses).”


    The above quoted letter, written by one Mark McGee of Arcadia, California was published in the second issue of Castle of Frankenstein in 1962. The missive was accompanied by a photo of McGee — perhaps shot for a high school yearbook — showing a nice-looking, cryptically smiling teenager. Not just a smile, mind you, but one with a slight upward curl of the right side of his mouth. Was that a smirk, a sneer, a suggestion of superiority because he knew FJA and met Mr. B.I.G. and we didn’t? Something more sinister, maybe?


    That same annoying photo also turned up in the “Fang Mail” section of Famous Monsters. According to the editor’s copy, this McGee guy, whose name was starting to become ubiquitous in these magazines, won a prize for that issue. Aware of “Uncle” Forry’s negative attitude towards the competition, I wondered if he would have run that obnoxious photo had he known it would almost simultaneously show up with a letter in CoF.


    But who was he, this seemingly smirking teenager who had the effrontery to put down that sacred cow Famous Monsters of Filmland, who was lording it over the rest of us by boasting about knowing Ackerman and meeting Bert Gordon?


    I grew up in Chicago, where finding and then befriending fellow “monster kids” my age was no easy task. Most of them tended to be overweight, sported short, dorky haircuts, preferred film scores to rock ‘n’ roll, and were just, well, “uncool.” Of course, I had my usual friends, the kids that hung around street corners, who wore black-leather jackets and had long and greasy hair like Elvis. They liked rock ‘n’ roll and preferred movies like Blackboard Jungle to The Beast of Hollow Mountain. As far as my monster kid friends went, I had less than half a dozen, with whom I usually got together when my “regular” friends were not around. I remember one day I had my uncool monster-movie friends over when one of those regulars showed up unexpectedly. He reminded me of that surprise for months to come.


    Naturally, my monster kid pals had seen that smug photo of McGee and his letter and were all of a unified opinion: Maybe we didn’t all like the same music, but whoever this guy was, we hated him!


    In early summer, 1962, as a high school graduation present from my mother, I visited Hollywood, California where I too got to meet Bert Gordon while also becoming friends with Forrest J Ackerman. So in that regard, Mark McGee no longer seemed quite so special. We were now kind of on the same playing or slaying field, as FJA would have said. A month or so later, Bob Greenberg (one of my monster-kid friends who would later become one of Mark’s friends) returned from a visit to Los Angeles and while he was at the “Ackermansion” the phone rang. Forry, unable to answer it, asked Bob to do it. “Do you know who it was?” Bob asked me. After a pause, he dramatically revealed, “Mark…McGee.” Admittedly, I was somewhat in awe upon hearing that name. By then McGee had become ubiquitous in my monster kid circles, if only by name, turning up in more places within FM’s pages and various fanzines. I knew he was president of a fan club devoted to stop-motion maestro Ray Harryhausen of The 7th Voyage of Sinbad. My response to Bob’s revelation may have been something like “Wow!”


    I relocated from Chicago to Los Angeles in August of 1964 and almost immediately began connecting with the local monster kid community but I didn’t meet Mark for two more years. I almost met him on that infamous night at Forry Ackerman’s when Carroll Borland (introduced to the audience by the president of The Count Dracula Society, Doctor Donald Reed, as “our beloved Carroll ‘Luna’ Borland”) slowly and dramatically read her seemingly unending script, Countess Dracula, a rather obvious and embarrassing love letter to Bela Lugosi. Mark vividly describes this event from his own perspective in the Foreword to this book. The reason I didn’t actually meet Mark that night was because he and his friend Dave Allen had the foresight to show up late. I got there early to ensure getting a good seat and for hours I was stuck in “Bore Land.” I think Mark and Dave, standing outside, got the better end of that deal!


    My earliest encounter with Mark Thomas McGee was at Forry Ackerman’s when British horror star Christopher Lee was the guest of honor, in town to promote Rasputin, the Mad Monk. When my girlfriend and I arrived, there was Lee enjoying the attention of his fans, towering above them all (he was six feet, five inches tall).


    At the party, I whispered to Mark that Christopher Lee wore a toupee, which was a well-known fact. Oddly enough, all I vividly recall from that party was Mark, who stands five feet, five inches in height, staring for what seemed endlessly up at the statuesque actor, trying to spot the hair piece lacings!


    Mark is younger than me by about three years (and shorter by at least four inches). He grew up in a safer and quieter L.A. suburb, while I experienced a more rowdy Chicago street-kids background. Yet we still shared a lot of the same kinds of experiences within our monster kid worlds. Like Mark, I made amateur monster movies. During the 1970s I participated in a screening hosted by Dennis Muren at his home, where the admission price was one of our films. Among the attendees, soon to become movie-industry professionals and even Oscar® winners, were David Allen, Rick Baker, R.J. (Randy) Robertson and Jim Danforth. I was honored to be included. Mark showed his short film Dr. Hatchet Cuts Your Head. Unlike most monster-type movies, Mark’s was honest, living up to the title — literally. But not only did Dr. Hatchet do what the title promised; under the influence of a hypnotic knife, he also transformed into a Mr. Hyde-type character, mysteriously acquiring a hat! There was some amazement and not just a few laughs that historic evening!


    Like Mark, I wrote for fanzines, published one myself, did artwork featuring monsters (including painting and sculpting), religiously watched the Screen Gems’ “Shock!” package of old Universal and Columbia’s horror movies, listened to Dick Jacobs’ Themes from Horror Movies LP in addition to rock ‘n’ roll, and wrote and drew my own comic-book stories. But I also did things I suspect Mark did not do.


    When I showed my homemade monster movies in my mom’s basement, I charged a nickel or dime admission (also sold popcorn and drinks), always to a full house. The program included one of my own movies, followed by a truncated version of a feature film from my ever-growing library of Castle Films, which included It Came from Outer Space and Creature from the Black Lagoon. Influenced by the live spook shows I was seeing at the time (Dr. Silkini’s Asylum of Horrors being the best), I put on similar extravaganzas in the persona of black-clad, bespectacled “Marvin,” the Windy City’s own Shock Theatre horror host. Like the Silkini shows, mine consisted mostly of horror-oriented magic tricks, followed by a blackout during which my friends, dressed as monsters, stalked menacing into the terrified audience, while my 78-rpm of Forbidden Planet blared from my record player. The mothers seemed to appreciate my shows, as they got the kids out of the house and off of the sometimes dangerous Chicago streets, at a fraction of the cost of a real matinee. Some of my creative endeavors were not as well received. In 1954, Life magazine ran a full-page photo of this fantastic-looking monster carrying a girl in a white bathing suit out of the ocean. It was a publicity photo from Creature from the Black Lagoon. Almost mesmerized by the picture, I cut it out and converted it into a faux wanted poster, which I nailed to the tree in our front lawn. Younger kids were terrified, believing the Gill Man was going to emerge from nearby Lake Michigan and kill them all. My mother had to do some powerful explaining to smooth ruffled feathers.


    Like Mark, I loved the ballyhoo often associated with the horror and sci-fi movies back in the 1950s. In 1956 I went to the Biograph Theatre (where gangster John Dillinger met his demise) for a triple bill of The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man and Atomic Monster (Man-Made Monster). On display in the lobby was a dummy of the Frankenstein Monster strapped to a table. For the Chicago premiere of Hammer’s remake of The Mummy, there was someone standing in the lobby dressed like a mummy. He claimed to have been Christopher Lee’s stunt double in the movie, although I had some doubts, as he was only a couple of inches taller than my five foot nine inch self. That same year, a team of performers dressed as famous monsters stalked down the auditorium aisles and into the lobby when The Fly opened in the Windy City.


    As time passed, both Mark and I got to know and even work with some of the actors who played in these movies. Glenn Strange, Universal’s Frankenstein’s Monster during the 1940s, enacted the role again in one of my own amateur movies — The Adventures of the Spirit — thanks to an introduction by Bob Burns (who is, in my opinion, the world’s first authentic Monster Kid). Kenne Duncan, whose credits include one of Mark’s least favorite films, The Astounding She-Monster, appeared in one of my USC student films, Superman vs. the Gorilla Gang. At the tail-end of the Sixties, while hunting for a new apartment in Studio City, the manager of one building surprisingly turned out to be none other than Don Megowan, a huge, intimidating guy who played the Gill Man in The Creature Walks Among Us fame. Although I didn’t take the apartment, I returned a few days later to have him sign some stills from his aborted Tales of Frankenstein television pilot. He didn’t seem too happy about my barging in. I apologized a few days later when we encountered one another in a line at the supermarket. He seemed to be okay with that. Years later, I directed Beverly (Superman and the Mole Men) Washburn and Ann (War of the Worlds) Robinson in my own Tales of Frankenstein (2016). And John (Tarantula) Agar in The Vampire Hunters Club, a short film shot in 2000. One thing about Mark I really like is that we share a similar sense of humor. Both of us like perpetrating gags and hoaxes. Back in the early 1970s, Mark and Randy authored an article for Photon, a fanzine published and edited by Mark’s East Coast friend Mark Frank. The article, simply and unpretentiously titled “Capsule Reviews,” was a spoof of the snooty film reviews published in more prestigious magazines. Bill Warren was outraged by the review of The Vampire. “Even John Beal can’t save this cheapjack story,” it read.


    It didn’t take much to push Bill’s buttons; one of his well-known traits was not liking to be proven wrong, especially when his opinion involved 1950s science fiction movies. In fact, Bill usually would not fess up to being in error when shown hard evidence that he was. You see, Bill was convinced that Mark didn’t “get it”; that he did not know that Beal was a very good, well-known stage and screen actor. By making that statement, Mark was just displaying his ignorance. Of course, Mark knew of Beal and his status as an actor. But Bill would not be swayed once he pronounced an opinion — and complained to me for decades about Mark’s obvious lack of knowledge. Recently, when telling this to Mark, he broke out into lengthy and boisterous laughter. Clearly, it’s taken decades for Mark’s joke to have its intended effect — at least on Mark.


    Probably where Mark and I basically differ on these old Fifties movies — other than for an occasional “jump” as in House on Haunted Hill — they never scared me. I believe some of these films may have frightened Mark, even into his teen years. As a little kid, a lot of movies scared me — The Wizard of Oz and Song of the South (I’d never seen a Black person before having grown up on the North, i.e., “White Side” of an essentially segregated city) — as did dark amusement park rides and, well, darkness in general. I didn’t like to be scared.


    How well I recall friends talking about a movie like Creature from the Black Lagoon and how scary it was going to be. When I finally worked up the courage to see it (I purposely went to the “less scary” 2D version of Creature), I found it not to be frightening, but rather neat and cool. I couldn’t wait to see Revenge of the Creature, not to be scared, but entertained, as I would if I were watching a comedy or a Western or any other kind of movie.


    As to the movies we liked and didn’t like, our ages may have been a factor. I was older than him by a few crucial years. When he saw these movies for the first time, I think he actually loved most of them, albeit realizing even then that such turkeys as Man Beast or Phantom from 10,000 Leagues were vastly inferior to such first-rate fare as Forbidden Planet and The Day the Earth Stood Still.


    I, on the other hand, started weeding out the junkier movies at an earlier age. I remember sitting in movie theaters and when the American International logo appeared in that black and white film grain “the size of footballs” (as Bob Greenberg described it), I knew I was in for a bad time. Mark familiarized himself with the names of the producers and directors. He knew that if Edward L. Cahn’s name appeared in the opening credits, he was not likely to have a good time. Back then, I paid more attention to the actors. Eventually, I caught on that if Robert Clarke was the star I might want my admission back. I caught up with most of them on television or private screenings. Strangely, I found myself subsequently noting the merits in and actually liking some of the movies I vigorously avoided back in the day, such as The Day the World Ended and Not of this Earth, titles that had always been (and presumably still are) on Mark’s “like” list.


    The reader may get the impression that Mark really doesn’t like these movies, few of which have stood the test of time, but take my word for it he still loves most of them, despite their obvious defects. Now, a half century later, he can view these films from a (more or less) adult perspective, still forgiving the beloved king for having no clothes. These movies are, as they say, what they are. They’re not going to get any better.


    I no longer hate or even dislike Mark Thomas McGee. He’s been a good and loyal friend for almost half a century, and in many ways he’s still the same person, older of course, that I remember from that party, trying to spot Christopher Lee’s toupee.


    Okay, read Mark’s book. You will probably learn a lot about things most people in this world would find uninteresting and unimportant. It should spark some “mummeries,” some better than others. And you may even find yourself laughing out loud (as I did) at things you never thought even amusing half a century ago. Wait until you read the part about King Kong vs. Gonzales.


    You may not believe your eyes!

  


  
    Foreword


    


    The November 11, 1957 edition of Life magazine devoted two pages to what it called the “Ghastly Look of a Film Fad.” The two brief paragraphs that accompanied the dazzling display of movie monsters and ad art offered no explanation for this not so sudden glut of monster movies. It was simply stating a fact.


    They came from everywhere these monsters, from mountain tops and other planets, from beneath the sea and the bowels of the earth, from the past and the future, in all shapes and sizes, and some with no shape at all. They were almost never friendly and were often radioactive. Nevertheless, they were greeted with open arms by horror-hungry teenagers and children looking to be scared out of their wits or tickled into fits of laughter. It really didn’t matter which. We aficionados understood that nine times out of ten the movie would be little more than a pale suggestion of what the advertising promised. Low expectations was the key to survival.


    Two months after that issue of Life, another magazine hit the newsstands that changed the lives of thousands of children everywhere — Famous Monsters of Filmland. For those of us who thought we were the only ones in the world who liked these movies it was a life preserver. To many parents it was cause for concern. Countless copies of the magazine found their way into the nearest wastebasket. The rise in juvenile crime was dramatic during this period and, as usual, opportunistic politicians crawled into bed with the guardians of morality to find simple solutions to complex problems. Horror movies were just one of their targets. Comic books, rock and roll music and anything else the kids liked also came under attack.


    Life concluded their piece with the following announcement: “Coming soon in War of the Satellites (1958), will be the ultimate in scientific monsters, a creature inspired by Einstein’s relativity theory who has traded his mass for energy and becomes as disembodied as an old fashioned ghost.”


    Twenty years later, I ran a 16mm print of War of the Satellites for a few of my friends who shared my affection for these artifacts from our childhood. At the time, all but the cream of them had disappeared from television and private screenings were about the only way to see them. My eight year old daughter, Danielle, came out of her room to get something from the kitchen and paused for a moment to watch the movie. “This actually played in theaters?” she asked with surprise. Yes, we told her, it had. “And you paid to see it?” We admitted that we had and were grateful that she didn’t think to ask why we were watching it again. When your frame of reference is Star Wars (1977), something as impoverished as War of the Satellites is incomprehensible, and the situation has only gotten worse. Computer generated images and accelerated film language have put a gap between the old and the new that’s too wide for most people to bridge, especially the ones who refuse to watch black and white movies.


    Two of my very best friends, Randolph James Robertson and David William Allen were there that night. They always were, regardless of what was showing.


    Randy was the co-author of the original version of this book — Reflections of Fear, which I’d forgotten we’d written until Denetia Arellanes, the woman Randy lived with for more than a decade (and should have married), dug it out of a box in her garage a few years back. Randy and I wrote a lot of stuff together. On the night in question we were still hoping to break into the business. Six years later he would, and he spent the next ten years co-writing a dozen or more stories and screenplays, including Deathstalker II (1987), The Haunting of Morella (1990) and Beastmaster 2 (1999).


    Dave Allen was already in the business, a familiar name to fans of stop-motion animation, having worked on When Dinosaurs Ruled the Earth (1970), Flesh Gordon (1974) and Crater Lake Monster (1977). Before that he worked for Cascade Pictures, home of the Pillsbury Doughboy, Mrs. Butterworth and the Swiss Miss. We were there late one night when Dave was looking for something he wanted to show me, and had to dig through a lot of boxes to find it. His attention was momentarily diverted by a box full of Swiss Miss Pudding cups that had been buried for five or six years. He tore open the box, plucked out one of the cups, ripped off the lid and, with the cup proudly on display in the palm of his hand, he enthusiastically announced, “Seems dairy fresh…for years!”


    Every now and then, for his own amusement, Dave would stay all night and embellish some of the Doughboy spots. The tag on most of these commercials had the housewife playfully poking the little fellow in his tummy. He would giggle and rub his belly as the commercial faded out. Dave had the finger go all the way through him. The Doughboy’s eyes went wide and his head spun off his shoulders.


    For a brief period, the Doughboy had a partner — Little Poppy. In Dave’s version of one of the commercials, the Doughboy snuck up behind her as she was huckstering some product and ripped her mask off, exposing the horrible twisted face beneath. Little Poppy turned on him and strangled him to death. It was unfortunate that this piece of horseplay was accidentally added to the reel that was sent to the client, who had been told that one of the reasons the commercials were so expensive was because of the time-consuming labor involved in the stop-motion process.


    Although he worked on major studio productions — Young Sherlock Holmes (1985), Ghostbusters II, Honey, I Shrunk the Kids (both 1989) — Dave was more comfortable calling the shots as the head of his own company, working on lower budget films. Here at Dave Allen Productions we strive for near professional results, and sometimes almost succeed!


    Dave was obsessed with King Kong (1933). In college, during lectures, he made gorilla heads out of pliable erasers. When I first met him he showed me a series of flip-books he’d drawn, recreating Kong’s death on the Empire State Building. They were fantastic. He would later animate Kong for a Volkswagon commercial that became an underground classic. There was no conversation, no matter the topic, that Dave couldn’t steer in the direction of his favorite film. You’ll be reading more about Dave and Randy and some of my other friends because they’re part of the story. They’re the baby boomers who grew up with these movies and took them to heart. Dave. Randy. Bill Warren. Don Glut. Bob Greenberg. Ace Mask. When I first met these people it was if I’d known them all my life, and in a way I had. Because we all shared the same history. We saw the same movies, the same TV shows, made our own home movies, edited our own fanzines, religiously read Famous Monsters, and played the Themes from Horror Movies album until we wore it out. And we all wanted to make movies. Believe it or not, the fifties has been called Science Fiction’s Golden Era.


    I’m not sure what that means. A lot of these so-called nuggets, stripped of their nostalgia, can be pretty tough going, as my daughter could attest to. But it pisses me off when they draw fire from people who have no empathy for them. My brother Steve gave me a pretty hard time when we were growing up, but if anyone else gave me a hard time he was in their face. It’s the way I feel about these movies. They’re family.


    To put you in that front row seat, as promised, it’s necessary to first have a look at the economic and political considerations, as well as the conventional wisdom that helped shape these fright films. You’ll hear from the producers, directors, and writers who made them, as well as the actors who were in them, the critics who reviewed them, and the exhibitors who showed them.


    Today, sci-fi, horror and fantasy films rule the day. They attract the hottest stars, obscene amounts of money are lavished on them and armies of technicians slave over the special effects. In my day, there were two guys working on the effects in a garage, the movies were made by people working outside of the studio system for $55,000 or less, and the stars were Sally Hopeful and Bill Newcomer. Sad to say, War of the Satellites wasn’t the exception, it was the rule. For every high end, major studio offering like Forbidden Planet (1956) there were two or three dozen like War of the Satellites. Sci-fi fans couldn’t wait around for steak. Our appetites were insatiable. We were willing to settle for hamburger. Sometimes, we ended up with Mighty Dog.


    Drive-in Movies. That’s what people call them now because that’s where most of them played. “That’s where all the money was,” said Gene Corman. He and his brother Roger made monster movies. According to him, nurturing relationships with the owners of the drive-ins was crucial. “There were certain givens, of course. One, that you understood where the market was in terms of subject matter and, two, what audience you were aiming for. If you brought them together, and you were spending in the area of fifty thousand, it was almost impossible not to make some money. We couldn’t compete with the major studios because with our money, we wouldn’t have the production values or the stars. The major studios weren’t making science fiction so that’s what we made.”


    Why on earth weren’t the major studios making science fiction? “There was a bad feeling toward science fiction in those days,” said George Pal. He ought to know. He was the only major studio producer delivering quality sci-fi pictures on a regular basis. The War of the Worlds (1953) and The Time Machine (1960) are true classics. His Destination Moon (1950) was a landmark film.


    Bert Ira Gordon worked outside of the studio system. His first big hit was The Amazing Colossal Man (1957). He agreed with Pal. “In those days science fiction was a dirty word. The movies were considered garbage. Junk. But I never felt that way about them. I always loved fantasy. Those were the kinds of movies I wanted to make, so I didn’t care what other people thought about them.” “Science-fiction was considered bottom of the barrel in those days,” said actress Lori Nelson, the star of Revenge of the Creature (1955). When she was cast in the picture, she let everyone know she wasn’t happy about it. “Of course, that’s the picture I am most remembered for.”


    Beverly Garland was in more monster movies than anyone. She said, “If you’re an actress you want to work, so you take what you can get. You make one of these things and hope to God nobody sees it.”


    So, there you have it. Science fiction movies were an embarrassment. Garbage. Junk. But they made money. When Life ran that article, everyone in the business, from the exhibitors to the studio executives, knew that their old audience had been lost to television. The only people who regularly went to the movies were the kids and they wanted to see movies they could relate to. Instead of catering to this new audience, the stubborn studio moguls tried to woo the old one back, with spectacles and new innovations like 3D, CinemaScope and stereo sound, when all anyone ever wanted was a good story, color and air conditioning. Some of the exhibitors were no better than the studio executives. They registered their complaints in Boxoffice magazine, in a section titled “The Exhibitor Has His Say.” Mind you, these were the small town, independent exhibitors who changed their programs two or three times a week and were on a first-name basis with their customers. In the previous decade, Boxoffice devoted three pages to the exhibitors. By 1959 it was down to a single half-page, and not in every issue. Hit hard by years of high-priced studio features and television, most of the independents had closed their doors. And yet, even though these people were fighting for their lives, a lot of them had chips on their shoulders when it came to these horror movies, and were actually upset when some stinker like I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957) packed their theaters. “Why don’t they come out for better pictures?” Exhibitor R.L. Stranger snarled, “Any time George Pal thinks he can replace westerns with these science fiction pictures, he had better think again.”


    Exhibitors who had their heads screwed on straight couldn’t believe it. Terry Axley wrote: “I notice some exhibitors complain about horror pictures, but my kids and teenagers eat them up.” J.C. Balkcom agreed that the films were fantastic “but why should I object if that’s what my patrons want?” O.M. Shannon was more direct. “You folks who are passing these up are missing something that will bring them in. It does not matter if we like it, the crowds do.”


    American International Pictures, a company that Bert Gordon and the Corman brothers often worked for, led the pack when it came to supplying the market with double-feature monster packages that the kids couldn’t wait to see. James Hartford Nicholson, a down on his luck exhibitor, founded the company. He would later hook up with a lawyer from Iowa named Samuel Zachary Arkoff and by 1958 these two men were responsible for more than half of the sci-fi and horror movies in release, movies that came under constant attack on all fronts. Producer Jerry Wald took the floor at an AIP sponsored luncheon and accused Nicholson and Arkoff of making movies that would ultimately destroy the industry.


    “The pictures dropping off the assembly line today are more horrid than horror,” wrote critic Arthur Knight in the October 1958 edition of Saturday Review. “The real horror is that these pictures, with their bestialities, their sadism, their lust for blood, and their primitive level of conception and execution should find their greatest acceptance among the young. It is sad enough as a commentary on our youth, but even more so on the standards of the motion picture industry.”


    That same year, an obscure producer-director named William Castle persuaded Lloyds of London to issue a blanket policy that guaranteed to pay $1,000 to anyone who died of fright while watching his incredibly dull mystery Macabre (1958), a gimmick that paid off handsomely and was the envy of every bargain basement filmmaker in Hollywood, Nicholson and Arkoff included.


    For his next picture, Castle sent a skeleton sailing over heads of his audience and called it Emergo. Percepto was a vibrating theater seat. Other filmmakers followed suit. Before long there was HypnoVista, PsychoRama, Dynamation, Mystimation, Horrorscope, Terrorscope, Regiscope, Mattascope and Fuck-U-Scope. (This last innovation was not confined to monster movies.)


    Jerry Warren, the producer-director-writer of Man Beast (1956), was the King of the Fuck-U-Scopes. “I never, ever tried in any way to compete, or to make something worthwhile,” he admitted. An actor who knew him well said Warren was the only guy he knew who set out to make a bad picture on purpose. A guy like Warren could only stay in business because other people were making better movies. If you saw something like Man Beast every time you went to the theater you’d stop going altogether, unless you were nuts. Fortunately, most of the movies we’ll be talking about aren’t as bad as all that, and considering the conditions under which most of them were made it’s amazing that any of them are as good as they are. And it should be noted that the worst of them were sometimes made by sincere people who simply weren’t very good at their jobs. Their clumsiness and wrong-headed choices often create screamingly funny disasters, and I speak from personal experience.


    “Throughout the fifties, our repressed paranoia visited us reshaped in the basic mythology of science fiction,” wrote Andrew Dowdy in his terrific Movies Are Better than Ever. “Each Saturday night, we witnessed the latest hostile surprise created by an environment more capriciously malignant than anything [Joe] McCarthy promised in his most lunatic moments.”


    Paranoia was the common denominator in all of these pictures. There were so many things to be frightened of in the fifties. The Cold War. The Russians. The communists. The bomb. Radiation. Flying saucers. The Abominable Snowman. Juvenile delinquents. Rock and roll. Comic books. Yma Sumac. Hula hoops.


    Today, people are afraid of terrorists. That’s too vague for me. In the fifties we knew who our bogeyman was — Russia. People were so afraid that the Russians were going to blow us up they built bomb shelters in their basements. (Two of my friends helped their dads build bomb shelters.) Which was really stupid. All they needed to survive a nuclear attack was a school desk. That’s what the government told us when we were kids. Just crawl under your desk and cover your head. I haven’t believed anything they’ve had to say since.


    Radiation played a big part in fifties sci-fi. It could do anything! It could make something grow or shrink, break the time barrier, and even make a slot machine pay off. At first, the writers attempted to explain how radiation could do what it did, but after a while they simply mentioned the word in passing and that was enough.


    The public at large knew almost nothing about radiation except that it could be lethal. The filmmakers seemed to know even less. In The Creature with the Atom Brain (1955), Richard Denning sensibly warns the authorities not to open fire on the villain’s house for fear of setting off an explosion that would poison the city with radiation. While a squad of soldiers engaged a dozen atomic-powered zombies on the front lawn, Denning crawled through an open window and started smashing everything in sight, causing so many explosions he’s finally driven from the house. Leo G. Carroll is so very careful when he’s loading his radioactive nutrient into a syringe in Tarantula (1955), then squirts the unwanted portion of the toxic liquid into the air. At the end of Gog (1954) Constance Dowling collapses and when she asks why she’s told not to worry. “Just a little too much radiation.” This sort of lunacy goes on in these pictures all of the time. It’s part of their charm. And forget the science. It’s truly fiction. No point in picking at it. The writers just made stuff up and hoped the audience was as ignorant as they were. For what I’m being paid you expect me to do research? Film scholars often give more attention to a film than anyone involved in its making. Keeping in mind that a “film scholar” is nothing but a film fan who went to college, here’s what Nancy Steffen-Fluhr had to say about Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), a story about seed pods from outer space that replace the citizens of Santa Mira with emotionless duplicates. These imposters chase the only two humans left — Miles Bennell and Becky Driscoll — into the hills. They’ve become a threat to the new social order. According to Steffen-Fluhr, when Miles and Becky enter the tunnel to escape the pod people, “Miles metaphorically enters into sexual intercourse with her. (His breathless ascent up the hill is his erection.)” The second Miles puts the last plank into place above their heads, seconds before the pod people rush into the cave, she equates it to sealing the lid on “a coffin-built-for-two…Claustrophobia, vulnerability, paranoia, terror, a desire to flee: this is such stuff as love is made of in Invasion.” She has to bend, reshape and invent a few things to make her case. She concludes: “For what is a world without pods but a world committed resolutely to macho principles — dangerously narrow, only half-human, a world devoid of rest, receptivity growth, and an empathetic acceptance of otherness. We know what that world is like. Alas, we live in it.”


    The Creature from the Black Lagoon (1954) was an uncomplicated yarn about an expedition to the Amazon that discovers a prehistoric animal — half man, half fish — living in the Black Lagoon. In The Journal of Popular Film, Frank D. McConnell compares the lagoon to the primal sink, and concocts a love triangle with the film’s three principals that simply doesn’t exist, around which he fashioned his thesis. McConnell believed the design of the Gill Man was effective because it was “exactly in tune with his deep-structure function in the plot: simply, his now-famous head looks like a penis.”


    Jack Arnold directed Creature. In John Baxter’s book Science Fiction in the Cinema, the author wrote of Arnold’s love of the desert, a conclusion drawn from the fact that it was the location of so many of his sci-fi films. Baxter never considered the practical reasons to set a story in the desert. Isolated locations limit the need for a big cast. Equally important, isolation leaves the characters to fend for themselves, adding to the suspense. Baxter should have gone to the source. I did. “No,” Arnold replied, “I don’t personally love the desert. I can think of many places I would rather be than the desert.”


    Sci-fi’s “Golden Age” was the age of the giant monster. Bigger was better in the 1950s. Bigger homes. Bigger gadgets. Bigger cars with bigger fins. Even the biggest monster of the decade wasn’t big enough for America. Godzilla was 150 feet tall in Japan. By the time he reached our shore he’d almost tripled in size, thanks to the miracle of dubbing. Two films — The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (1953) and Them! (1954) — started the giant monster craze and served as the blueprints for nearly every one that followed.


    In an isolated location a series of unexplainable incidents occur. Animals or people (or both) are missing or murdered, their bodies pumped full of something, drained, eaten or otherwise mutilated. The clues are puzzling — mysterious footprints, radioactivity, puddles of gooey gunk, and loud, grating noises often attributed to the wind. The hero is usually a scientist or a doctor with a very open mind. Sometimes he’s seen the monster but nobody will believe him. The heroine is also a scientist or the daughter of a scientist. She never wears anything provocative and usually has a masculine sounding nickname. A third of the way through the story the perpetrator of the mysterious events turns out to be a mutated something-or-other, unearthed by atomic explosions or the result of exposure to radiation, either accidentally or deliberately. All of these movies were dress rehearsals for Armageddon. The monster and the bomb were really one in the same, never more obvious than in Godzilla (1956).


    The first movie to take a serious look at the possibility of nuclear devastation was Arch Obler’s independently made Five (1951). Apocalyptic tales were appealing to low-end filmmakers who were attracted to stories with limited casts. Eight years later two major films tackled the subject — MGM’s The World, the Flesh and the Devil and UA’s On the Beach, one a plea for racial tolerance, the other for nuclear disarmament. And though both films had their own fish to fry, they came to the same conclusion: school desks weren’t going to cut it. These were sincere and important films. Too sincere and too important. Only Roger Corman’s The Day the World Ended (1956) had the sense to throw a monster into the mix.


    The threat of annihilation was almost as terrifying as the political shenanigans that were going on behind the scenes in Hollywood at the time. Suddenly, people were asked to prove their allegiance to America, or rather their allegiance to the notion that the ruling class should make all of the rules. Twice, the House Un-American Activities Committee (itself un-American and illegal) set its sights on Hollywood, looking for subversive content in motion pictures. They couldn’t find any but managed to jail a few people and blacklist the ones who refused to answer their questions.


    Pandering to the committee, the studios produced a bunch of anti-Communist propaganda melodramas that were as embarrassing as they were ignorant. Commies. Nazis. Japs. They’re all the same. No difference in ideologies. Just a bunch of freedom-hating thugs. With but a few new scenes, Howard Hughes was able to change the villains in The Whip Hand (1951) from Nazis to commies. As Otto Waldis is about to scatter bubonic plague over hundreds of miles, he declares: “I am benefiting mankind by ridding the world of all the people who stand in the way of communism.” The movie proved to be a curious mix of director William Cameron Menzies’s genius and producer Hughes’s delirium. “All party members are emotionally disturbed, and should be on a psychiatrist’s couch,” William Alland told HUAC when he was called to testify, and happily named names, Bernard Gordon being one of them. Alland, an ex-member of the communist party, produced most of Universal-International’s sci-fi movies, and his pal Martin Berkeley wrote a few of them. Berkeley, who initially denied being a party member, threw more people under the bus than all of the other friendly witnesses combined, earning him the dubious honor of being the Motion Picture Alliance’s chief authority on communism. There were those who believed that Universal kept these two stoolies on their payroll to keep Red Channels off their backs. Red Channels was a pamphlet published by Counterattack, a right-wing newsletter funded by Alfred Kohlberg, one of the founding fathers of the John Birch Society. The newsletter listed the names of anyone working in the entertainment industry suspected of being a subversive. And a subversive was anyone who wasn’t satisfied with the status quo.


    As the Cold War waged on, religious programs flooded the airwaves with messages of hope. There was Billy Graham’s Hour of Decision, Bishop Fulton Scheen’s Life is Worth Living, Crossroads and The Guiding Light. But it wasn’t enough for MGM’s Dore Schary who insisted on making The Next Voice You Hear (1950), in which God makes nightly radio broadcasts. Meanwhile, tranquilizers were leaving drug store shelves in record numbers. Cigarette sales were up and it seemed like there were more liquor stores than gas stations. Hoping to ride the red menace all the way into the White House, Senator Joseph McCarthy turned up the volume and told the world he wouldn’t rest until he’d put an end to the threat of what he called “a brutalitarian force.” But it took the genius of producer Albert Zugsmith to drive the point home with his Invasion U.S.A. (1952). By means of hypnosis and a ton of stock footage, a group of people in a bar experience a collective nightmare in which they are killed when the commies take over America. “This can’t be happening,” Peggie Castle tells Gerald Mohr. “It was a cinch to happen,” he glibly replies. “The last time I met a girl I really liked, they bombed Pearl Harbor.” The implication is clear. If we want peace Mohr has to put the brakes on his love life.


    The only movie to suggest that the biggest threat to the United States was its own government was the 1956 adaptation of George Orwell’s depressing and prophetic novel, 1984. At the end of the film, Winston Smith (Edmond O’Brien) has been brainwashed and now embraces the totalitarian regime he once rebelled against. “Long live Big Brother!” he shouts along with his brainwashed co-workers. It proved to be so depressing an alternate ending was filmed in which Smith and his lover (Jan Sterling) are killed, echoing the sentiment of the decade — better dead than red. Only in this instance the color could be the old red, white and blue.


    For the most part, the filmmakers weren’t interested in exploring social concerns and fears. They just wanted to exploit them, along with anything else that might capture the public’s attention. “Jungle” Sam Katzman, one of the better-known low-end filmmakers, got his ideas from comic books and newspaper stories and things that his kids talked about. Katzman had a reputation for ripping pages out of scripts to keep his directors on schedule, pinching pennies, and cranking out movies faster than most people can sneeze, but the truth is everyone working at his level had to pinch their pennies or they’d be out of business. And plenty of ‘em tore pages out of scripts. Katzman got singled out because he made more movies than anyone else.


    Sometimes, against almost impossible odds a movie may truly be a work of art, but it’s always a piece of merchandise. At one time, before the motion picture business lost its mind, most movies were economically produced. People like Katzman kept the studio doors open. And he was one of the few people who could spot a fad and take advantage of it before the public lost interest in it, which is no easy task. Even Roger Corman, well-known for racing through pictures as if he were on roller skates, couldn’t say the same. He missed the boat on the Bridey Murphy phenomenon altogether.


    In 1956, a businessman named Morey Bernstein wrote a book called The Search for Bridey Murphy, in which he claimed to have hypnotized a young housewife named Virginia Tighe and taken her back through time and space before her birth. In a rich brogue, Miss Tighe chronicled her previous life as Bridey Murphy, a spirited, saucy-tongued girl of 1798 Ireland. The book sold over 170,000 copies and reincarnation became a fad, the subject of songs and nightclub acts. Paramount bought Bernstein’s book and while they were making a movie out of it, Corman told Charles Griffith to write a Bridey Murphy horror movie. Griffith hardly had the time to park his fanny in the chair in front of his typewriter before The She-Creature (1956) beat them to the punch. By the time Corman finished The Trance of Diana Love reincarnation was a dead issue. Some nosy reporters had gone to Ireland and discovered that there never was a Bridey Murphy. The stories Miss Tighe told Bernstein were stories she’d heard as a child from an Irish neighbor. The title of Corman’s film was changed to The Undead (1957) and advertised like a vampire movie.


    It’s odd that neither Corman nor Katzman ever made a movie about a real-life monster that everyone was talking about at the time, the Yeti — half-man, half-ape — living near the snow line in the Himalayan Mountains, nicknamed the Abominable Snowman. He was the subject of dozens of magazine and newspaper articles. In 1954, the year that Argosy ran a piece titled “I Know Monsters Live on Everest,” The London Daily Mail sponsored a fifteen-week expedition to search for the creature, and W. Lee Wilder made the first film about him — The Snow Creature (1954).


    One of the major bones of contention about these horror pictures was they kept pushing the envelope when it came to graphic scenes of violence. Parents and film critics often expressed concerns about the effect these scenes might have on their impressionable children when they should have been worried about the mainstream movies. Intentional or not, every movie sends a message, if only by reinforcing the prevailing wisdom of the moment which, in the long run, will usually prove to be nothing more than one group holding tight to a power they never should have had in the first place.


    Case in point. In the films of the forties, women were seen as aggressive and smart. In real life, they were working the factory jobs left vacant by the men gone off to war. It wasn’t in anyone’s best interest to pretend any longer that they weren’t qualified to be in the work force. But once the war was over and the men came back, the women were expected to go home and be good little step-savers again. As a result, the strong, capable female from the forties almost vanished in the films of the fifties, replaced by a bubble-headed blond with enormous breasts, who may or may not have known her way around the kitchen. All of a sudden, every actress in Hollywood sported these intimidating, pointed bras, giving birth to the term “torpedo tits.”


    So, here’s just a few of the things I learned about women from the mainstream films of my childhood. They’re helpless, frivolous and all but worthless in a crisis. They scream and faint and have to be treated like children. Every now and then you have to slap ‘em around a little to put them in their place. They don’t have the intelligence to run a business, but if they do it’s at the cost of their femininity and they aren’t happy. The only way a woman can be happy is to please a man, even a two-timing swine because, after all, boys will be boys but only a tramp would cheat on her husband. “The God damn movies have ruined us for life,” Dave Allen once complained. Growing up in the fifties didn’t help.


    Small wonder that in the early sci-fi movies the women were all housewives, on screen just long enough to give the hero a kiss and send him on his way, scenes that were often snipped to make room for commercials when the movies were sold to television. Thinking out of the box, some writers took the women out of the kitchen and gave them jobs that would place them at the center of the action. In Tarantula, John Agar is mildly annoyed to learn that lovely Mara Corday is on her way to becoming a biologist. “I knew it would happen,” he grumbles. “Give women the vote and what do you get…lady scientists.” He says it with a smile but he’s only half kidding and she knows it. “Student so far,” she says, almost apologizing for being something other than a housewife. Joan Weldon offers no apology to James Arness in Them! When he tries to stop her from going into the tunnels of the giant ants because it’s too dangerous and “no place for a woman,” she puts him in his place in short order. She’s the only one who knows what they’re looking for. “There’s no time to give you a fast course in insect pathology,” she snaps. “So let’s stop all the talk and get on with it!” Likewise, Ken Tobey wants Faith Domergue to skedaddle as they get closer to the giant octopus they’ve been searching for in It Came from Beneath the Sea (1955).


    Her colleague, Donald Curtis, came to her rescue. “There’s a whole new breed [of women] that feels they’re just as smart and courageous as men, and they are. They don’t like to be over-protected or have their initiative taken away from them.” Written by blacklisted Bernard Gordon, in the end of the movie Domergue turns down Tobey’s offer of marriage so she can have a career. And he’s okay with it. It’s a very subversive moment.


    I don’t mean to imply that these movies were loaded with progressive thinking. This business about women scientists came about more as a story convenience than any desire on the part of the writers to promote the women’s movement. After all, Alta should have been the one to solve the mystery of the Forbidden Planet. She may have been naïve but she could run intellectual rings around Commander Adams on his best day. Based on what we’d seen, he wasn’t up to the task.


    When all was said and done, the message in most every film in the era was loud and clear — it was up to the man to get the job done, a self-serving mythology that led to the creation of a sub-genre of lost empire movies in which a handful of men stumble upon societies ruled ineptly by women. Cat-Women of the Moon, Untamed Women (both 1953) and Queen of Outer Space (1958) are perfect examples. Never were male and female roles more clearly defined than in these pathetic male fantasies. At first, male encroachment is met with hostility but by the end of the show the women bow to male superiority and heterosexual harmony is restored. I say “heterosexual” harmony because though it’s never even hinted at, we have to assume these women somehow satisfied their sexual needs before the men arrived on the scene. Of course, I would never suggest that the filmmakers should have shown these women engaged in lesbian sex. Some of the more deviant members of the audience might have derived pleasure from watching beautiful women hungrily kissing each other, their hands cupping their pliant breasts, their fingers gently tugging at their swollen nipples, their tongues exploring the hot excitement between their legs, but I’m certainly not in that camp! And neither was Randy!


    People like to wax nostalgic about the fifties, as if it were a magical time in America. When politicians talk about making America great again, I think the 1950s America is what they’re talking about, the glory days when we weren’t in debt, business was booming, a middle class was growing, and civil and equal rights weren’t an issue because everyone (except for a few malcontents) knew their place. Dairy products and bakery goods were delivered to your door, doctors made house calls, businesses actually hired people to answer their phones, “Customer Service” was something more than “lip service” and children weren’t afraid to walk or ride their bikes to school. Gas was cheap and there were service stations on almost every corner, with guys to pump it, wipe windows, check the oil and water, put air in the tires, and more often than not there was a mechanic on duty who could fix your car if it was broken. It was a glorious time when television was free and there weren’t televisions on every wall of every restaurant. You didn’t have to take out a loan to go to the movies and there wasn’t a God damn telephone glued to everyone’s hand. Boy, oh boy, do I miss all that stuff. But would I want to go back? Only long enough to retrieve my innocence and sense of wonder. Because if I went back, knowing what I know now, it might not look so good to me, just as some of the movies that I once loved so much don’t look so good anymore. But they still have a place in my heart, as they did in Randy’s.


    Randy loved these movies so much he would watch every one as if he were seeing it for the first time. Never took his eyes off the screen, even if it was a film he loathed. It was easily five or six minutes before he noticed that everyone had slowly gravitated to the back porch the afternoon I ran The Indestructible Man (1956). “Well, son of a bitch!” he barked, getting on his feet. “I’m not gonna watch this stinking thing by myself!” He was in his pajamas and ready for bed the night I showed up at his apartment and told him we had to watch Curucu, Beast of the Amazon (1956) at one in the morning. “Mark,” he said plainly and firmly, “I don’t want to watch Curucu and neither do you.” And yet, we did. Well, he did. I fell asleep. I’d wake up just long enough to bluff a response to something he’d said and drift back off again. Since his eyes never left the screen he never knew.


    It amazed me that Randy embraced these movies the way he did. He was one of the most terrified souls I have ever known. His hands shook constantly unless he was holding a cigarette or a beer. (The thought of him doing rotoscope for a film like Dreamscape is mind-boggling.) And he was the only one of my friends that I know of who carried a switch-blade knife when he was younger. His father worked for, and travelled with the race track, which meant Randy went to as many as four or five different schools each year. Some of those schools, he told me, were pretty rough. I’m sure they were but the thought of Randy engaged in a knife-fight is as incomprehensible to me as War of the Satellites was to Danielle. Don Knotts with a knife in his hand is still Don Knotts. I always suspected Randy was paying homage to his favorite movie, Rebel Without a Cause (1955) and his hero — James Dean. He wore the same jacket Dean wore, smoked the same brand of cigarettes, and every now and then would mimic Dean and say, “Well, now, then, there.” Bounced around the way he was, Randy held tight to his friends. I think he understood, long before I did, they’re the only thing worth collecting. Randy’s other love was rock and roll music. He could tell you the A and B-side of every record, as well as the month and year of its release. One afternoon, sometime in the mid-seventies, he was trying to convey the importance of having the Jailhouse Rock soundtrack in 1957 to a young lady named Laurie. Holding the record proudly in his hand, he went on for quite a spell, and she patiently listened until she’d had enough and said, “Randy, I was born in 1957.” He looked at her as if she’d socked him in the belly. With his mouth still open and his eyes fixed on her, he threw the record across the room. I can’t think of anyone who had a quicker wit than Randy. He was always faster on his feet than I was. We were at a party once where every male eye was on one gorgeous, well-endowed young lady in a bikini, who jolly well knew it and was basking in the attention. One horny lad remarked under his breath, “There ought to be a law against a woman looking that good.” Without missing a beat Randy said dryly, “There is. The law of averages.”


    Though he never thought so, Randy’s greatest talent lay in writing new lyrics for old songs. Here’s his version of Dixie:


    


    There ain’t no phone in the land unknown,


    and you’ll be watching it alone.


    Run away. Run away. Run away from the land unknown.


    It stars Shawn Smith and Jock Mahoney,


    With dinosaurs that look so phony.


    Run away. Run away. Run away from the land unknown.


    


    You will find some more of these little gems sprinkled throughout the text. During his final days, with cancer eating away at him, Randy and I were still talking about these silly monster movies. When we wrote Reflections of Fear, Bill Warren was writing his now legendary Keep Watching the Skies! The three of us talked about collaborating but Bill wanted to write an encyclopedia, and Randy and I were thinking more along the lines of Carlos Clarens’s An Illustrated History of the Horror Film.


    I think Bill had been working on his book for a couple of months when he brought what he’d written to a party. He was about to hand the pages to me when Randy happened by. “What’s that?” he asked. Bill proudly gave him the manuscript. Randy glanced at the title page, hefted the weight and with a perfectly straight face remarked, “It’s a little weak on page ninety-eight.” He returned the manuscript to Bill and continued on his way. Bill was livid. He telephoned the next day to say, “That may have cut ice with you but not with me!” You could push Bill’s buttons easier than anyone I have ever known. We all had pretty thin skins in those days but Bill’s was the thinnest. He went ballistic over an innocent remark I made one night at Bob Greenberg’s place. Like me, Bob enjoyed running movies for his friends and on the night in question he was showing Curse of the Demon (1958), one of my favorite movies with one of my favorite actors, Dana Andrews. For the first time I noticed that every so often Dana’s tongue seemed a little thick and his timing was off. I whispered to Bill that I thought he might be drunk. He exploded. “How can you say that? You weren’t there! You have no way of knowing that!” On his way to the bathroom Bob asked Bill what the trouble was. “Mark thinks Dana Andrews is drunk and I…” “No question about it,” Bob said with a dismissive wave of his hand as he walked away. Bill was beside himself.


    I asked Bill why he didn’t include the horror movies in his book. He said he only wanted to write about the science fiction movies. I never understood why. With few exceptions, the sci-fi movies during this period were just horror movies in disguise. Randy and I always called them monster movies. However, I have to say that Bill saved himself a lot of grief by ignoring the horror movies. A fellow can get into a mind-numbing whirlpool of nitpicking trying to figure out what is and what isn’t a horror movie. Sci-fi movies are easily identified. If there’s any kind of science involved, even if it sounds more like voodoo, it’s sci-fi. Frankenstein (1931) is sci-fi but I’ll bet most people think it’s a horror movie. Everyone agrees that The Leopard Man (1943) is a horror movie but it looks like a murder mystery to me. Sure, it has some frightening and gruesome moments but so does Fried Green Tomatoes (1991). And while we’re talking about Val Lewton movies, if Bedlam (1946) is a horror movie why isn’t The Snake Pit (1948)? If Boris Karloff had been the star, instead of Olivia de Havilland, you can bet your sweet life it would have been a horror movie and there might even have been a gorilla in it! And what about movies like House on Haunted Hill (1959) where all of the supernatural stuff turns out to be a hoax? Or a dream? Are they still horror movies? It was all too much for Randy and me. With no rule book to guide us, we wrote about the movies we wanted to write about. And there were plenty to choose from, all of which found their way into the pages of Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine, or FM as it was affectionately known.


    FM united armies of monster-movie lovers. The editor, Forrest J Ackerman, became the pied piper of Horrordom. Every room of his Spanish-style home on Sherbourne Drive in Los Angeles, Karloffornia was filled with paintings, posters, props and books from the movies his magazine celebrated. The door to the “Ackermansion” was always open, attracting Ackerfans from all over the world. Over the years a lot of light fingers passed through his door, a price Forry was willing to pay for the fun of sharing his stuff. “Like taking a grain of sand from the beach,” was the way he put it.


    Forry had a relationship with his readers like no other editor in publishing history. What other editor would have taken a cross-country trip to visit
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