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Introduction
The Futurist

“First I just want to say that we’re all doomed,” the silver-haired director intoned. He was speaking to an Earth Day audience in Santa Barbara, California, in 2000, mocking his own predilection for spinning apocalyptic scenarios. James Cameron has spent his life looking ahead, warily, expectantly, and in the case of his chosen art form, movies, technologically and artistically. And he is constantly entreating the rest of us to join him there, in the perilous world of what’s next.

Ever since he left the fate of the planet in the hands of a diner waitress in The Terminator in 1984, Cameron has shown a steady faith in ordinary people to handle extraordinary responsibilities. It could be you who has to save us from the machines, he tells any man or—remarkably—woman sitting in a dark theater watching his film. It could be you who has to decide how to live or die on the Titanic.

But there is not much that is ordinary about Cameron’s own story. He’s a truck driver who directed the highest-grossing movie of all time before he turned forty-four and then ditched Hollywood to spend a decade of his life exploring the deep ocean and the heights of science. He’s a tinkerer and a dreamer who pioneered tools that revolutionized the way stories are told, technologies that a generation of filmmakers now rely upon as surely as they do sound and color. He’s a too-smart kid who spent his adulthood doing things other people called impossible, from filming a movie two and a half miles under the ocean to making a woman an action hero.

More than anything else, Cameron has muscled movies into the digital age, freeing filmmakers to tell stories that had once been possible only in their imaginations. It was he who first showed that computers could deliver not just sharp-edged images, but organic-looking forms, via the twenty computer-generated (CG) shots of a water tentacle rising in The Abyss. With the liquid-metal man in T2, he created a CG character, the T-1000, that stretched the rules of physics and the limits of storytelling. On Titanic, he was making a movie in which the special effects didn’t draw attention to themselves but instead disappeared into the reality of a sinking ship, leaving behind only the visceral feelings of beauty, dread, and loss.

But it is Avatar, more than any of Cameron’s previous films, that has the makings of revolution. He first laid out much of the technology he would use on the film in a digital manifesto in the early 1990s and labored to perfect it over the course of a decade and a half. For this movie, he created cameras that let him peer into virtual worlds and pushed for the industry’s adoption of a digital 3-D format. The result is as if the director had broken through the screen, grabbed the viewer’s hand, and pulled him or her into this exotic, never-seen world called Pandora, a planet of floating mountains, bioluminescent rain forests, and an elegant, tall, blue people called the Na’vi.

Cameron’s fancy tools, however, are merely tools, just the latest iteration of the ape flinging the bone in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Technology doesn’t come with the wisdom to wield it, whether to make art or to make war. The dark side of our steady march of scientific advancement is a theme Cameron visits in each of his movies and puzzles over in his private life. His first cinematic “the end is nigh” warning was The Terminator, in which people had unwittingly surrendered our nuclear codes and our very humanity to machines, which waged war against us in 2029. By the time he got to Avatar, twenty-five years later, we were taking our bad habits, our rapacious treatment of the planet Earth, interstellar.

You have to walk fast to keep up with Cameron on one of his film sets. He moves in hyperspeed. After the first time I visited the stages in the Los Angeles warehouse where Avatar was filmed, I learned to wear my sneakers to work. I was there for a Time magazine assignment and was astonished by what I saw—a reinvention of how movies are made, a virtual set that existed only inside the director’s camera, and in his mind. I knew Cameron to be an innovator, but this was clearly his magnum opus as a future-minded filmmaker. As I watched the director work, I became curious about a man who seemed interested only in doing things that were hard, and in doing them perfectly, and I was determined to follow his intriguing film’s progress more closely.

I was a fly on the wall during the movie’s performance-capture shooting and as Cameron teleconferenced with artists at Weta Digital in Wellington, New Zealand, to perfect Avatars 2,500 special-effects shots. I visited his production company, Lightstorm Entertainment, in Santa Monica as he conferred with scientists to shape the mythology of Avatar, and his home in Malibu as he edited the film. I talked to more than fifty of Cameron’s friends, family members, and colleagues. I met his mother, who is an action heroine trapped in the body of a Canadian grandmother, and spoke to his friend Arnold Schwarzenegger, who has appeared as an iconic villain and hero in three of his movies and spends weekends riding motorcycles with him through the Santa Monica mountains. I talked to Dennis Muren, who helped achieve the stunning advances in computer graphics on The Abyss and T2, and to Peter Jackson, who stood on Cameron’s shoulders to make the Lord of the Rings trilogy before lending his friend his special-effects house for Avatar. I interviewed Gale Anne Hurd, his second wife and first producing partner; Peter Chernin, the Fox executive who green-lighted Titanic and Avatar; Jon Landau, the producer who enables Cameron to realize his ambitious projects; and Rae Sanchini, who runs his company.

“You can’t help but come away from spending time with Jim feeling that you’re a little bit stupid,” Jackson warned me early in my research. “He’s got such a sharp mind, he’s formidable.” Jackson was right. Cameron’s brain is formidable, fascinating, and equally developed on both sides—the scientist and the artist. I found a man who has both the ability to tease out esoteric engineering problems, like how a futuristic helicopter should land realistically, and to articulate a clear aesthetic vision to a team of artists, like how a lush alien forest should glow eerily at night. He also showed an uncanny ability to tune out a Greek chorus of naysayers and, just as amazingly, to convince lots of rational people to join him in pursuit of his daunting visions.

One of Cameron’s oft-uttered phrases is, “I knew that would happen!” He says it with annoyance when a stunt goes wrong or a piece of technology fails, or with vindication when a championed actor delivers a strong performance or a crazy technical idea takes off. His movies, so many of which depict the future, have turned out to be far more predictive than your average sci-fi fare. Some of the ideas and images contained in them—robotic weaponry, exoskeletal suits for soldiers, massive domestic terrorism, economic ruin, a camera-driven culture—have come true in the years since they were made. So, too, have the filmmaking techniques he evangelized about, despite the skepticism of his colleagues. When he started work on a digital 3-D camera in 2000, most of the industry still thought of 3-D as an entertainment fad best left buried with Smell-O-Vision or disco. By 2010, every animated Disney and Dreamworks movie will be produced in digital 3-D, as will several live-action movies. Based on Cameron’s track record as a futurist operating in a fictional world, it’s entirely likely that 2029 will require our best survivalist skills.

But what all futuristic fiction, including Cameron’s, does better than predicting what’s going to happen next is mapping our present aspirations and fears. Cameron’s movies provide us a place to imagine a path to a better future. Yes, we’re all doomed, Cameron told that Santa Barbara crowd. “But on the positive side, we created this impending doom ourselves, with our brains, with our technology, and we can damn well uncreate it.” Cameron’s career has been built on questioning accepted wisdom and believing in the power of the individual. His outlook, that we can take fate in our hands, has implications far beyond making entertaining movies. It determines the very future we face.




1.
A BOY AND HIS BRAIN

The Beginning of the End

The end of the world was coming. And he was eight. That’s when James Cameron found a pamphlet with instructions for building a civilian fallout shelter on the coffee table in his family’s living room in Chippawa, Ontario, a quaint village on the Canadian shore of Niagara Falls. It was 1962, the year of the Cuban missile crisis, and Philip and Shirley Cameron felt they had reason to be concerned about the bomb—the Camerons lived just a mile and a half from the falls, a major power source for communities on both sides of the international border. But for their oldest son, discovering the brochure was a life-changing epiphany. Prior to that moment, the boy’s only real care in the world had been getting home on his bike before the streetlights flickered on, the family rule. “I realized that the safe and nurturing world I thought I lived in was an illusion, and that the world as we know it could end at any moment,” Cameron says. From that time on, he was fascinated by the idea of nuclear war, his fears fueled by the apocalyptic scenarios depicted in the science-fiction books he devoured at night, reading under his blanket with a flashlight. He may have been the only kid at his school to find the duck-and-cover bomb drills neither funny nor stupid. “Was this crazy or just a heightened awareness of truth?” Cameron wonders. “As the world turned out so far, it was a bit paranoid. But there’s still plenty of time to destroy ourselves.”

The pensive eight-year-old boy would grow up to tell vivid stories about worlds ending, from a machine-led war in 2029 to an unsinkable ship’s descent into the deep in 1912. Each James Cameron movie is a warning against his darkest childhood fears and a kind of how-to guide for living through catastrophe with humanity and spirit intact. His own story begins with a long line of troublemakers.

Philip and Shirley

Cameron’s great-great-great-grandfather, a schoolteacher, migrated from Balquhidder, Scotland, to Canada in 1825. “He was a bit of a free thinker. He didn’t like the king,” explains Philip, a plainspoken electrical engineer, understating things a bit. The Cameron clan is one of Scotland’s oldest, a family of notoriously fierce swordsmen who were leaders in the Jacobite uprisings, the bitter Anglo-Scottish religious wars of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Some were executed for treason, others exiled. Philip Cameron’s branch ended up on a farm near Orangeville, Ontario, about fifty miles northwest of Toronto, where he attended a one-room school before following work north as a nickel miner to earn the money to enter the University of Toronto in 1948. “Pops is very male, strong. He was always bigger than everybody even though he wasn’t bigger than everybody,” says the Camerons’ youngest son, John David. “He was the guy you didn’t want to mess with. If it took you two turns of the wrench, it took Dad a half.”

In high school Philip met Shirley Lowe, a slim, blonde-haired, blue-eyed dynamo who drove stock cars in the Orangeville powder-puff derby and won a countywide award for her war bond painting of a city in flames. “Do you want this to happen?” it asked ominously in red paint. While a mother with three kids under age eight, Shirley would join the Canadian Women’s Army Corps, happily trooping off on weekends in fatigues and combat boots to assemble a rifle while blindfolded and march through fields in the pouring rain. She kept up her painting, in oils and watercolors, and one night a week she attended an adult education course in a subject of interest, such as geology or astronomy. “I did those things for me and nobody else,” says Shirley, who professes bewilderment that she might be the inspiration for the gutsy maternal heroines in movies like The Terminator and Aliens. “I don’t know why Jim thinks I’m so self-reliant,” Shirley adds with a shrug, her blue eyes sparkling. Philip looks up from the dining table in their Calabasas, California, home, clearly amused by his wife of fifty-seven years. “Well, you are,” he says wryly. Shirley is creative, impulsive, and fiery, Philip stoic, analytical, and precise. “It’s tough to be diplomatic with stupid people,” he confesses. Their wildly different dispositions would combine uniquely in their son, who became equal parts calculating gearhead and romantic artist.

When their first child was born, the Camerons were living in an apartment in Kapuskasing, a cold, remote company town in northern Ontario where Philip worked as an engineer at the local paper plant. Shirley had trained as a nurse in Toronto but was now a somewhat restless homemaker. On August 16, 1954, James Cameron arrived in the world one month late and screaming, an image Hollywood studio executives will have no trouble picturing. Because he was their first child, the Camerons didn’t know there was anything unusual about Jim. When he strode into a doctor’s office at eighteen months old, extended his hand, and said, “How do you do, doctor?” they learned their son was a little precocious.

Chippawa

When Cameron was five, Philip’s job took the family to Niagara Falls, and from there they moved to a comfortable split-level in Chippawa, where they would live until 1971. The family kept growing—next came Mike, Valerie, Terri, and John David. The Cameron kids freely roamed the shores of Chippawa Creek, which is actually, by non-Canadian standards, a rushing river. There were fishing trips and daredevil hikes above the deep gorges. Cameron once slipped off an algae-covered board down a hundred-foot cliff, catching a tree limb and scrambling back up, a misadventure he never shared with his parents. “What happens on the hike stays on the hike,” he says. He became a tinkerer, building and experimenting, often with his brother Mike. They made go-karts, rafts, tree houses. A favorite toy was the Erector Set, which Cameron had earned by selling greeting cards. (Shirley paid off the neighbors to buy them—mothers can keep secrets, too.) He used the Erector Set to construct Rube Goldberg contraptions for dispensing candy and Coke bottles. Once he built a mini bathysphere with a mayonnaise jar and a paint bucket, put a mouse in the jar, put the jar in the bucket, and lowered the bucket off a bridge to the bottom of Chippawa Creek. When he pulled it back up, the mouse was still alive, but probably not without having had a good shock. Another proud engineering milestone was the Summer Vacation Trebuchet, a siege engine Cameron constructed out of an old hay wagon at his grandparents’ farm near Orangeville and used to launch twenty-pound rocks at spare-lumber targets he had dragged into the cow pasture.

The Cameron boys’ handiness with tools was not always constructive. When some neighborhood kids stole their toys, Jim and Mike visited the lead suspects’ tree house and sawed through the limbs. When the juvenile criminals climbed up to their woody retreat, it toppled to the ground. “That one they got in trouble for,” says Shirley, nodding. “You don’t do things where people can get hurt.” Philip was the stern disciplinarian in the family, usually able to get his point across in few words. “My dad used to warn me, ‘If you mess up I’ll take you to the woodshed,’” remembers John David. “I was pretty confident I knew the house, and I didn’t think we even had a woodshed. The threat was worse than any actual act.”

Early on, Cameron demonstrated a knack for assembling large groups in service of his own goals. When her oldest son was about ten, Shirley noticed his younger siblings and several neighborhood children streaming into her side yard carrying scraps of wood and metal. “I said, ‘What are you gonna do with all this junk?’” Shirley recalls. “Jim said, ‘We’re gonna build something.’” When Shirley checked on the project a couple of hours later, the kids had constructed an airplane. “Guess who was sitting in it being pulled?” Cameron was very good at telling people what to do. He took it upon himself to keep his younger siblings in line when the family went out to dinner. The oldest boy would fold his hands on the table and start twiddling his thumbs, a cue to the little ones to follow and not to grab the salt and pepper shakers.

Shirley encouraged her son’s artistic side. At his request, some Saturdays they traveled eighty miles to the Royal Ontario Museum, where Cameron pulled out his sketchbook to draw helmets and mummies. “Everything I saw and liked and reacted to I immediately had to draw,” he says. “Drawing was my way of owning it.” He created his own comic-book versions of movies and TV shows he liked, from pirates inspired by the 1961 Ray Harryhausen fantasy Mysterious Island to spaceships he saw on the first season of Star Trek in 1966. He easily won all the local design contests—to paint a mural on the Seagram Tower at Niagara Falls or the bank windows at Halloween. At age fourteen, he painted a Nativity scene for the bank for one hundred dollars, enough to buy Christmas presents for his parents and siblings.

The Cameron kids are an intense bunch, biochemically turbo-charged. Close in age and temperament, Jim and Mike were sometimes coconspirators, sometimes rivals, often both at once. Mike would grow up to be an engineer like his father, building the sophisticated filmmaking and diving technologies used on The Abyss, Titanic, and his older brother’s documentaries. Both bright and convinced of their own opinions, the two oldest Cameron boys are a technically potent and often explosive duo. They could turn a theoretical conversation on space travel into a rowdy brawl. “When they’d mix, there would be fireworks, good and bad,” says their youngest brother, John David, who likens the Cameron family dynamic to “Japan before warfare; everybody’s got their own systems.”

Dinner was served at 6:00 p.m. at the Cameron house every night and timed with military precision. “I make good carbon,” Shirley says of her culinary efforts. “I burn things.” Her sons talk glowingly of her chili and pot roast but say that it was best when Shirley didn’t bring her adventuresome spirit into the kitchen. At a certain point, dinner with the Camerons would become a contact sport. “The more of the family that gets together, the more chaotic and loud and bright and crescendoed it gets, from who gets the goddamned dish,” John David says. “There will always be a moment when somebody says something that shouldn’t have been said. It’s priceless. But it’s participatory. If you sit idly by, you’ll get chewed on.”

“You Can’t Read, Jim?”

As a child, Cameron was sometimes too smart for his own good. At the end of first grade, his teacher called Shirley in to explain that her son was going to be held back. “She said, ‘He can’t read. He can’t do anything. He just sits and looks out the window,’” Shirley recalls. “I said, ‘You can’t read, Jim?’ He gets this smirk on his face. He knows I know he can read.” Shirley asked her son to pick up any book on the teacher’s desk. He selected a science text and began reading aloud about the species of the Pleistocene era. “The teacher’s jaw dropped. She said, ‘Why didn’t you tell me you could read?’ He said, ‘If you think I’m gonna sit there and read See Spot Run all day long …’ I was so mad at that kid.” In the fall of second grade, Shirley got another call. This time the teacher was skipping her son to grade three. In the middle of grade three, he was moved to grade four. Shirley had a rule that her kids weren’t allowed to do homework when they got home from school. She felt they had spent enough time bent over books. But Cameron was a voracious recreational reader who pored over the latest comic books, especially Spider-Man, and loved science-fiction writers like Arthur C. Clarke, Robert Heinlein, Ray Bradbury, and Kurt Vonnegut.

He won every academic prize given out for grade nine at Niagara Falls’ Stamford Collegiate High School. “We thought it was wonderful,” says Shirley, “but the other kids didn’t.” Skinny and a head shorter than his classmates as a result of the two skipped years of grammar school, Cameron was an easy target. “I got pounded,” he says. He eschewed sports and instead became president of the science club, which, he recalls, “consisted of me and one Czechoslovakian girl.” In tenth grade, he was bitten by the history bug in a class on the ancients. “The Egyptians, Minoans, Greeks, Romans. I can picture every class, every slide show, and almost quote the lessons,” he says. By then he had learned to do well enough to earn good marks without drawing too much attention to himself. The awards stopped. Cameron had enough smart, oddball friends that he didn’t feel like an outcast. But sometimes the groupthink of his peers baffled him. “They thought they were being so rebellious by all wearing bell bottoms,” he says. “I didn’t get it.”

First period meant singing the national anthem and saying the Lord’s Prayer. In tenth grade, standing at the head of his row, Cameron listened to his classmates and felt a surge of defiance. “It struck me as this tribal chant.” In the middle of the prayer, he sat down, opened his book, and started to read. When he looked up, his teacher’s eyes were wide, but she didn’t chastise him, and he never said the Lord’s Prayer again. Shirley had brought her children up attending an Anglican church while Philip, agnostic since age sixteen, stayed home. One of the books Shirley found her son reading under his covers at night was a thick history of world religions. His Sunday-school teacher wanted to put him in the adult Bible class, but Shirley objected. As a teenager, Cameron’s interest in religion was driven as much by intellectual curiosity as by any kind of spiritual questing. As an adult, his movies would be full of religious imagery. Today he calls himself a “converted agnostic”—“I’ve sworn off agnosticism, which I now call cowardly atheism,” Cameron says. “I’ve come to the position that in the complete absence of any supporting data whatsoever for the persistence of the individual in some spiritual form, it is necessary to operate under the provisional conclusion that there is no afterlife and then be ready to amend that if I find out otherwise.” By the way, Cameron’s explanation for why he’s not agnostic is similar to his father’s reason for why he is agnostic. “An agnostic questions things,” Philip says. “They don’t have all the answers.” It’s easy to see how things can get cerebrally rambunctious with the Camerons.

Other Worlds

Growing up hundreds of miles from the nearest ocean, Cameron never so much as stuck a toe in salt water, but he was riveted by Jacques Cousteau’s underwater documentaries. The French oceanographer’s movies aired on TV regularly in the 1960s, delivering images of the richness and exoticism of life beneath the waves into the living rooms of landlocked families like the Camerons. Later in his life, Cameron would adopt Cousteau’s deeply felt environmentalism, but at sixteen, it was the spirit of exploration that hooked him. “I began to think of the deep ocean as equal to outer space,” Cameron recalls. “This was an alien world I could actually reach.”

Inspired by Cousteau, Cameron begged and cajoled his parents into enrolling him in a scuba class at a Buffalo YMCA pool. At the Y, he learned diving military style, with harassment drills, in which the instructor pulls off your mask and rips the regulator from your mouth. The harsh training engendered in Cameron a confidence and resourcefulness that would help him survive two near-drowning experiences in his life, one of them while filming The Abyss. His first dive outside the Y pool was in 1971, in Chippawa Creek. He had been taught to dive with a buddy, but the only scuba-certified citizens of his town were the two guys who pulled bodies out of the Niagara River for the fire department. So Cameron dived alone with a rope tied around his waist, the other end held by his father, who was standing on a dock. “Unbelievably lame move, but it made sense to us at the time,” he says.

Cameron’s relationship with his father would strain in his teenage years. Philip wanted his son to be an engineer. “He didn’t understand me very well ‘cause I was into art and science fiction and fantasy and all this stuff he just couldn’t hang with,” Cameron says. “We were on this big disconnect.” If Philip didn’t always understand his oldest son, he kept holding the rope while he dived, literally and metaphorically. He would provide financial help in Cameron’s hungry early years as an aspiring filmmaker, tacitly supporting the career choice no matter how grievous the odds that his son would succeed. After Cameron directed Titanic—his seventh movie, the highest-grossing film of all time and winner of eleven Oscars—Philip finally acknowledged verbally that this directing thing might just work out.

As a teenager, Cameron’s twin interests in science and art didn’t lead to any conventional career path that he could identify “There didn’t seem to be any reconciliation possible,” he says. “You were either in science or you were in the arts. But I was interested in both.” His dream was to write a science-fiction novel and illustrate it. Had the art form of graphic novels existed, Cameron says that’s what he would have wanted to do, but it didn’t yet. “I suppose it was pretty logical to say I want to be a filmmaker because as a filmmaker you’re telling a story with pictures. But I hadn’t really thought of it.”

The first time he considered film as a career was in 1968, when he staggered out of a Toronto movie theater showing 2001: A Space Odyssey. Stanley Kubrick’s long, philosophical science-fiction film was performing poorly at the box office, and fourteen-year-old Cameron was one of only a handful of people in the giant, 1,500-seat room, sitting dead center in the front row of the balcony, alone. With its vast, allegorical story stretching from the dawn of man to a future where travel to Jupiter is possible, its realistic special effects and daring lack of dialogue, 2001 made a deep impression on Cameron. After it ended, he reeled outside into the sunlight, sat down on the curb, and threw up from the vertigo of the third act’s psychedelic trip sequence. “I didn’t know what to make of it,” he says. “It was really exciting intellectually, but mystifying and powerful visually. It was everything I thought I liked, but it didn’t really have any answers. But I felt viscerally that I knew what the answers were.” It was the moment Cameron went from being a fan of movies to wanting to make films himself. Specifically, he was interested in special effects. He wanted to be the guy who made the spaceships look real.

Cameron and his friend Mike Nestler got their hands on Nestler’s father’s Super 8 camera. They galloped around Niagara Falls shooting everything in sight, splicing their footage together to make social commentaries about their hometown. They built spaceship models, lit them, and staged intergalactic battles in front of a strip of black velvet, wondering at their creative achievement. “It’s all garbage, but you start to think in a visual, narrative way,” Cameron says. He found a thick book about how 2001 was made, which taught him a few filmmaking terms but didn’t really answer his questions, leaving him to solve the mystery of the movie’s sophisticated special effects like an archaeological problem. He returned to the theater and saw the film several more times to try to understand how Kubrick had managed to place his actors so believably in space, his apes in their rocky, prehistoric world. The answer is a special-effects technique that Kubrick pioneered called front projection, in which the background image is projected onto both the performer and a highly reflective background screen, bouncing off the screen and into the lens of a camera. It would take about a decade before Cameron figured out how Kubrick did it, but knowing would eventually prove crucial to getting his first promotion in the movie business.

When Cameron was sixteen, Philip came to his family with some news. His company, the paper manufacturer Kimberly-Clark, was transferring him to a plant in Orange County, California. The next school year would have been Cameron’s last—in Ontario at that time, students on a precollege track attended through grade thirteen. Moving would mean no prom and no graduation. But that didn’t faze him. “Jim said, ‘Can we leave tomorrow?’” Philip recalls. “He knew he was getting close to Hollywood.”

Gone West

In the fall of 1971, the Cameron family moved to Brea, California, a onetime oil and citrus town, now a growing suburb south of Los Angeles. The weather was perfect, their new house on top of a hill spacious, the ocean Cameron had long dreamed about just a twenty-five-minute drive away. And he was miserable. He was only thirty miles from Hollywood, but he might as well have still been 2,500 miles away for all that living in Brea had to do with show business. He didn’t know a soul. Cameron enrolled at nearby Fullerton College, a junior college with about twenty thousand students, planning to major in physics. He skipped Calculus 1 and went straight to Calculus 2, because that’s how he had always done things. As usual, he got an A in physics, but not in calculus. “So I thought, ‘Maybe this isn’t for me,’ and switched to English,” Cameron says. This is sort of like slipping on ballet shoes for the first time, not getting up on pointe by the end of the day, and abandoning dance for accounting. But it made sense to him.

Cameron missed Niagara Falls and was starting to get itchy feet. When his Canadian friend Mike Nestler came to visit, they decided to spend the summer of 1972 hitchhiking together from Los Angeles to Vancouver to Niagara Falls. Cameron painted a gonzo freeway prop for their journey—a giant, photo-real hand with its thumb sticking out, which he wore on his arm. The superthumb worked—they never had to wait long for a ride. In the middle of Saskatchewan, they were picked up by a driver in a four-speed pickup truck. Cameron and Nestler didn’t have their driver’s licenses yet, but the pickup driver wanted to go to sleep. So at 2:00 a.m., on a rural Canadian highway, a stranger taught Cameron how to drive a stick shift. When the teenager finally got back to Niagara Falls, his beloved hometown was a bit of a disappointment. He realized his memories of the place were better than the reality. The next fall he would throw himself into making a life in California and finally grow to feel at home there.

Cameron was taking fourteen units at Fullerton College by day and working four to six hours a night as a precision tool and die machinist. He continued to tackle his own creative projects on the side, writing science-fiction stories and drawing. He painted an emotional portrait of a Vietnam prisoner of war gripping prison bars that would be selected to appear on POW/MIA billboards across the country. By this point, Cameron was getting tall, about six-two, and had long blond hair and a reddish beard. He was losing his Canadian accent but held on to the sincerity he had brought south with him. He started dating Sharon Williams, a pretty, down-to-earth Orange County girl a year younger than him. It was she who suggested Cameron meet Bill Wisher, another Hollywood hopeful and sci-fi fan just finishing high school in Brea. “Jim was very intense, very bright, full of ideas,” Wisher recalls. “He was one of those guys that when you met him, you had the feeling he was going to do things.” Soon another Fullerton College student, Randall Frakes, came into their orbit. He shared Cameron’s passion for ideas, science fiction, and ancient tales. Frakes, who was seven years older and had been a journalist in the army, started out as a creative mentor. He read a postnuke survivor story Cameron was writing called “Necropolis.” “It was so maturely written, the poetic use of the words and yet the sharpness of the mind behind it,” Frakes says. “I said, ‘You should write movies, science-fiction movies specifically’” When Cameron had watched 2001, he had thought about finding a job on the technical side of movie making. It had never occurred to him to be a writer, and he had never read a screenplay before. So Frakes started loading Cameron down with Paddy Chayefsky scripts, Citizen Kane, Judgment at Nuremberg, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, any example of a well-written screenplay to get his friend started.

In his early twenties, Cameron led a bifurcated life. He held a series of blue-collar jobs, working as a janitor, a truck driver, and a machinist and pumping gas in the hottest city in the United States, the tiny Mojave Valley town of Needles, California. He took a job driving the hot lunch truck for the Brea Unified School District and on breaks would curl up in the cab and write. His coworkers in the maintenance yard labeled Cameron “the mystery man.”1 His girlfriend, Sharon Williams, was a waitress at the hamburger chain Bob’s Big Boy, an inspiration for Sarah Connor in The Terminator, who works at a diner. At night Cameron was painting, writing, and hanging out with Frakes and Wisher, often at the diner, drinking coffee and waiting for Williams to get off work, or at Kentucky Fried Chicken, talking passionately about movies for hours on end. On Saturdays, Cameron would stalk the library at the University of Southern California, photocopying graduate student theses on esoteric filmmaking subjects like optical printing and traveling matte processes. He filled two fat binders with technical papers. For the cost of a couple hundred dollars in photocopying, he essentially put himself through a graduate course in visual effects at the top film school in the country without ever meeting a single professor. Cameron and Williams married and rented a small house. Though passionately in love, they were often at loggerheads about the way his creative life took over both of theirs. Williams, whom Frakes describes as “smart in a streetwise way but not intellectual,” held on for the ride. “As Jim became more interested in Hollywood, they drifted apart,” Wisher says.

In 1977, Star Wars hit theaters, and the unprecedented success of George Lucas’s space opera fired up the unofficial Brea film collective to get to work on a blockbuster of their own. “We were just kind of like our own little fan pod,” Cameron says. “It didn’t occur to us that there was a way to make movies where you started small, where you made independent films and you grew from that. We wanted to go straight to Star Wars.” To that end, they began to craft a plan, writing a science-fiction treatment they called Xenogenesis.

Xenogenesis

Financing for the Brea filmmakers’ space epic came about through a friend of a friend’s dad, who was an accountant for a consortium of Orange County dentists looking for a place to invest some money. After introductions were made, the group delivered their pitch for a film about the search for a planet on which to start humanity’s next life cycle. Cameron brought some of his paintings, and the novice group proposed a thrifty budget based on staged financing. “Jim being Jim, he basically took over,” says Frakes. With thoughts of Star Wars dollars dancing in their minds, the dentists gave the earnest young men thirty thousand dollars to create a film illustrating a scene from their treatment. If it turned out well, there would be more money to come. “They didn’t understand that we were so far out of the orbit of any normal filmmaking environment that a grip on the cheesiest film knew more than we did,” Cameron says.

Inexperience didn’t stop Cameron and his friends from planning a very ambitious movie. They rented space in an industrial park near the Orange County airport and combed bookstores and libraries for how-to books on old-fashioned special effects like forced perspective and miniatures. They spent hours constructing sets with X-Acto knives and cardboard, sometimes working so late they slept beside their futuristic cityscapes. When they rented the camera, they had to be shown how to thread the film. “We were young and broke and had all the enthusiasm in the world and everything in front of us,” Wisher says. The special effects they accomplished are quite remarkable. In one shot, a character, played by Wisher, is running down a causeway being chased by a tank firing laser beams, while explosions blaze at his feet. To accomplish this, they had to rig the explosions and shoot Wisher’s performance with them, film a miniature of the tank, and animate the laser beams. They then had to combine the three strips of film into one. The twelve-minute movie that resulted includes some design elements that would resurface in Cameron’s later films—the tank is a prototype of the hunter-killer machines in The Terminator, and the robotic suit the heroine wears is a predecessor of Sigourney Weaver’s power loader in Aliens.

The dentists never signed on for the feature-length version of Xenogenesis, but the experimental film served as a career stepping-stone for Cameron. It made a persuasive demo reel, showing that he knew how to build models and light and shoot in 35 mm with a special-effects camera. He would take Xenogenesis to Roger Corman’s New World Pictures, the prolific B-movie house that happened to be staffing up for the next best thing to Star Wars, a guerrilla version called Battle Beyond the Stars. Cameron was about to land exactly where he needed to be, in a Darwinian environment for would-be filmmakers, a place that rewarded smarts and scrappiness and the kind of alpha behavior he had honed as the oldest boy in a creative and boisterous home.


2.
THE ROGER CORMAN SCHOOL OF FILM

Roger

Cameron is not the first Hollywood director to arrive at filmmaking by way of a science background. Before he sent Douglas Fairbanks swashbuckling through Robin Hood, Allan Dwan studied engineering at Notre Dame. Howard Hughes and Frank Capra both attended classes at the science mecca that is now Caltech. Howard Hawks was an engineering student at Cornell University, and Alfred Hitchcock studied electrical engineering in London.

It was a Stanford University industrial engineering grad who would give Cameron his first job in the movie business—Roger Corman. “In engineering, one of the big things you do is plan,” Corman says. “And it’s the same with making movies. When the director is able to say ‘cut, print’ on the first day of shooting, that picture’s half made.” Corman should know. He has produced and/or directed some four hundred of them, with an efficiency and thrift that NASA would admire. Corman famously claims to have filmed the 1960 comedy Little Shop of Horrors in two and a half days, on a bet. When he went to England to shoot the Edgar Allan Poe adaptation The Masque of the Red Death in 1964, he saw some leftover sets from the just-wrapped Becket lying around and decided to use those. He is best known for exploitation films like Candy Stripe Nurses and Death Race 2000, but Corman’s oeuvre stretches to the gothic horror of the Poe movies, inventive sci-fi like X: The Man with the X-Ray Eyes, and a thoughtful antisegregationist piece that was one of William Shatner’s first starring roles, The Intruder. The prolific director-producer also distributed foreign art-house movies in the United States, like Fellini’s Amarcord and Akira Kurosawa’s Dersu Uzala. He even had the temerity to show an Ingmar Bergman movie at drive-ins, to the Swedish tragedians delight.

But the most successful product of Corman’s movie-making factory has been people. His low-budget productions have launched the careers of Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, Ron Howard, Jack Nicholson, Peter Bogdanovich, Jonathan Demme, and many others in Hollywood. Corman recruited the young and eager—he was usually the only person working at his company over age thirty. “I was giving them training and an opportunity to make a picture that nobody else would give them,” he says. “In return they were getting less money than someone with more experience.” The hours were long and the working conditions far from glamorous—if an office had a leaky roof, its inhabitant was encouraged to look forward to the end of L.A.’s brief rainy season. But those were trade-offs most were happy to make for a chance to work at a company where, with enough pluck and talent, you could go from carrying light stands to directing your first picture in less time than it took to graduate from film school.

By the time Cameron came knocking on the door of Corman’s New World Pictures in 1979, the independent film company was beginning to feel some pressure. Thanks to the success of Jaws in 1975 and Star Wars in 1977, Hollywood studios had suddenly discovered genre pictures, Corman’s mainstay, and were making them with bigger budgets and higher production values. “They started making the exact type of film I had been making,” Corman says. “They were taking away our bread and butter.” In retaliation, Corman was about to embark on his most expensive movie to date, a $2 million nod to Star Wars called Battle Beyond the Stars. The story of space mercenaries trying to save a peaceful planet from a tyrant named Sador, Battle Beyond the Stars was a sci-fi version of Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai, which had already been given a Western reenvisioning in The Magnificent Seven. Corman pulled out his big guns for the film. John Sayles, who would later write and direct the Oscar-nominated screenplays for Lone Star and Passion Fish, wrote the script, while the animator Jimmy Murakami directed. The cast included some name actors whose careers had crested: Richard Thomas, John-Boy from The Waltons, played the hero. George Peppard, moving from the Breakfast at Tiffany’s to the A-Team stage of his career, was a space cowboy, and Robert Vaughn, the smooth spy from the 1960s TV show The Man from U.N.C.L.E., essentially reprised his gunslinger role in The Magnificent Seven. A rookie film composer named James Horner wrote the score—he would go on to work with Cameron on Aliens, Titanic, and Avatar. After bids came in for the film’s special effects that totaled more than the sum of his entire production budget, Corman decided to create his own effects department and hired a TV effects supervisor named Chuck Comisky to run it. It was Comisky for whom Cameron screened his Xenogenesis footage. He was hired on the spot as a model builder.

A Spaceship with Tits

New World’s model shop was in a dusty former lumberyard in Venice, California, a few miles from Corman’s office in Brentwood. The producer dispatched his twenty-four-year-old assistant, Gale Anne Hurd, to check on the progress of the model builders and the sets. A Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Stanford with a double major in economics and communications, Hurd was a classic Corman hire—bright, hardworking, and young. She was given far more responsibility than a studio executive’s assistant would have—making offers to agents, scouting locations, preparing marketing materials, and keeping Corman up on the progress of his technical staff. A pretty, petite brunette, Hurd walked into the model shop, which was full of spaceships and builders hard at work. “This very tall blond guy came up to me and said, ‘Hi, can I help you?’” She explained that she was there to make a report for Corman, and the tall blond guy gave her a tour. He showed her the designs for the spaceships, the various stages they were at, the time lines for finishing them. “I said, ‘Wow, that’s really impressive. You must be the head of the model shop.’ He said, ‘Oh, no, no, no, I’m just a model builder.’” Cameron had only been at Corman’s for a matter of days, but he was already taking charge. He seems constitutionally incapable of doing otherwise. “He had a very commanding presence,” Hurd says. “Even if his position was not running the model shop, he clearly seemed to be running the model shop.”

When Cameron was hired, all of the spaceships for Battle Beyond the Stars had already been designed, except for one. The hero ship, Richard Thomas’s vessel, was supposed to be run by a female robot named Nell. Corman held a design bake-off for the spaceship, soliciting ideas from his staff. Cameron had always won the art contests back in Niagara Falls, and, in his own way, he had been preparing for this moment for years. His Star Trek comic books, his 2001 Super 8 knock-offs, the concept art for Xenogenesis—it was all about to come in very handy. He threw himself into the design, deciding the ship should have a female personality to match the robot that was running it. He drew a warrior ship that was graceful and streamlined and resembled a twisted, almost cubist female torso. It had two big, round engine pods in the front. Corman made his way around the room looking at the proposed designs. The others were all geometric—rectangles and triangles. When he got to Cameron’s design, Corman stopped. “He said, ‘Now what’s this?’” Cameron recalls. “I said, ‘It’s a spaceship with tits.’ He said, ‘I like this.’” Clearly Cameron knew his audience. Corman’s films were as famous for baring breasts as they were for making money. “He said, ‘This is the design. You are now in charge of this ship.’” All of a sudden, Cameron was in charge of something. “Intuitively, Jim understood that each spaceship had to have a personality of its own,” Corman says. “He expressed it in his design, clearly and simply.”

The young model maker was emboldened by his new responsibility. The next time Corman came through the shop, Cameron stopped him. “I said, ‘You know, Roger, I’ve been studying the production and there’s a fatal flaw.’” He explained to Corman that the filmmakers had no way of putting the actors in their movie inside the model environments in a realistic way. But there was a way to do it, Cameron said: front projection. It was what Stanley Kubrick had done on 2001: A Space Odyssey. “And I know exactly how to do it,” Cameron told him. He didn’t tell Corman he hadn’t actually done any front projection before. “I didn’t lie, I just didn’t tell the whole truth,” he says. Cameron was made head of the New World Pictures’ new Front Screen Projection Department. He hired a staff of one, his friend Randall Frakes. “I was like the guy in Flight of the Phoenix who knows exactly how to fix the plane. But they find out later he’s only ever built model airplanes. I had a tremendous amount of theory and zero practical experience.”

Just over a month before principal photography on Battle Beyond the Stars was to start, Corman made Hurd assistant production manager. She noticed that the art director, who had come highly recommended by Universal Studios, was moving awfully slowly. None of the sets had been designed. The art director was used to having a draftsperson design the sets for him, but on a Corman film, if you were the art director, you were the draftsperson. Hurd recalls, “I said to Roger, ‘I’m really concerned. I haven’t seen any blueprints. There are no hammers pounding nails.’ He said, ‘Why don’t you go find someone who can pull it all together?’” Looking for advice, Hurd sought out someone who actually seemed to know what he was doing: Cameron. “Who do you think can do this?” she asked him. “Interiors need to match exteriors.” Cameron immediately drew what the interiors would look like and gave Hurd the drawings to show Corman.

Cameron was so eager and the production so consuming that he had started sleeping at the model shop. Instead of going home at night, he pulled a prop gurney out into the hallway, away from the smell of the paint and Bondo, and grabbed a few hours of sleep there. That’s where he was when Corman’s new assistant, Mary Anne Fisher, woke him up at 3:00 a.m. Corman had just fired the art director, she told him. Did Cameron want to take his place? He had never been an art director and had no idea what was involved in the job. “Sure,” Cameron said, and rolled over and went back to sleep. In a matter of weeks, he had jumped from a model builder on a film to its art director. Even by the accelerated career-advancement standards of New World Pictures, it was a breakneck promotion.

The Culling Process

The day after his prop-gurney recruitment session, Cameron entered into one of his first negotiations. “OK, let’s talk about my salary,” he said to Fisher. At the time, he was making $200 a week. Fisher offered him $300. “What did the other guy get?” Cameron wanted to know. $750, but he was very experienced. “I said, ‘Yeah, but he fucked up. The show is in dire crisis. You fired him. You want me to do the same job. I want the same money’” He nearly quadrupled his salary. There’s a reason Cameron has spent much of his career without an agent.

Next he reported to the production manager’s office. “He said, ‘OK, here’s your petty cash voucher. And here’s your coke and here’s your black beauties,’” Cameron says. It was January 1980. “I said, ‘What’s this for?’ He said, ‘Well, this is for the crew. It’s part of the payment system.’ “Cameron took the two bottles. He had never done either drug before, so he took
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