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About the Book

On May 25, 1977, a problem-plagued, budget-straining independent science-fiction film opened in just a small number of cinemas. Conceived, written, and directed by a little-known filmmaker named George Lucas, the movie originally called The Star Wars quickly drew queues around the block, burst box-office records and ushered in a new way for movies to be made, marketed, and merchandised. It is now one of the most adored – and successful – movie franchises of all time.

If Star Wars wasn’t game-changing enough, Lucas went on to establish another blockbuster series with Indiana Jones, and he completely transformed the world of special effects and the way movies sound. His innovation and ambition forged Pixar and Lucasfilm, among others.

Here Lucas’s colleagues and competitors offer tantalising glimpses into his life. His entire career has been stimulated by innovators including Steven Spielberg and Frances Ford Coppola, actors such as Harrison Ford, and the very technologies that enabled the creation of his films – and allowed him to keep tinkering with them long after their original releases.

Now, bestselling author Brian Jay Jones delivers a long-awaited, revelatory look into the life and times of the man who created Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, and Indiana Jones. Like his unforgettable characters and stories, Lucas’s influence is unmatched.


For Barb

(The Force is strong with this one.)


Prologue

Out of Control

March 1976

R2-D2 refused to work.

It wasn’t stubbornness on the part of the droid — a trait that would endear the character to millions of Star Wars fans around the world. Rather, as the first day of filming began on Star Wars in the Tunisian desert on the morning of March 22, 1976, R2-D2 wouldn’t work. His batteries were already dead.

The little droid wasn’t the only one with a problem. Several other robots, operated via remote control by crew members standing just out of sight of the movie camera, were also malfunctioning. Some fell over, others never moved at all, while still others had their signals scrambled by Arabic radio broadcasts bouncing off the desert floor, sending them careening wildly out of control across the sand or crashing into one another. “The robots would go bananas, bumping into each other, falling down, breaking,” said Mark Hamill, the sun-washed twenty-four-year-old actor playing hero Luke Skywalker. “It took hours to get them set up again.”1

The movie’s director, a brooding, bearded thirty-one-year-old Californian named George Lucas, simply waited. If a robot worked properly, even for a moment, Lucas would shoot as much footage of it as he possibly could until the droid sputtered to a stop. Other times, he’d have a malfunctioning unit pulled along by invisible wire, until the wire broke or the droid fell over. It didn’t matter anyhow; Lucas planned to fix everything in the editing room. It was where he preferred to be anyway, as opposed to squinting through a film camera in the middle of the desert.

It was the first of what would be eighty-four long, excruciating days filming Star Wars — twenty days severely over-schedule. And the shoot was a disaster almost from the beginning. “I was very depressed about the whole thing,” Lucas said.2

Lucas’s misery was due partly to the fact that he felt he had already lost control of his own film. He laid the blame at the feet of parsimonious executives at 20th Century Fox, who had nickel-and-dimed him every step of the way, denying him the money he needed to ensure that everything worked. But the suits at Fox were skeptical; science fiction, they insisted, was a dead genre, and the necessary props, costumes, and special effects were expensive. As far as the studio was concerned, Lucas could get by on a shoestring budget, and simply fix his robot problems as he went along. “It was purely a case of Fox not putting up the money until it was too late,” seethed Lucas. “Every day we would lose an hour or so due to those robots, and we wouldn’t have lost that time if we’d had another six weeks to finish them and test them and have them working before we started.”3

It wasn’t just the remote-control robots that were giving him trouble. Anthony Daniels, a classically trained, very British actor who’d been cast in the role of the protocol droid C-3PO, was miserable inside his ill-fitting, gleaming gold plastic costume, and unable to see or hear much of anything. With every movement he was poked or cut — “covered in scars and scratches,” he sighed — and when he fell over, as he often did, he could only wait for someone on the crew to notice and help him to his feet.4 Within the first week of filming, Daniels despaired that he would ever complete the movie in one piece. “It was very, very difficult getting things to work,” Lucas said later. “The truth is that the robots didn’t work at all. Threepio works very painfully. . . . I couldn’t get Artoo to go more than a few feet without running into something. . . . Everything was a prototype . . . like, ‘Gee, we’re going to build this — we have no money, but have to try to make this work. But nothing really worked.”5 Lucas vowed he’d never cede control over his films to executives at the studios again. What did they know about filmmaking? “They tell people what to do without reason,” Lucas complained. “Sooner or later, they decided they know more about making movies than directors. Studio heads. You can’t fight them because they’ve got the money.”6

If Star Wars worked out, one thing would have to change for sure: he’d control the money.

Still, there were some things he’d never control, no matter how much he might wish otherwise. The wildly unpredictable weather in Tunisia, for example, wasn’t making production any easier. During the first week of filming, it began raining in Tunisia’s Nefta Valley for the first time in seven years and didn’t stop for four days. Equipment and vehicles bogged down in the mud, requiring assistance from the Tunisian army to pull everything out of the muck. It was often cold in the morning and blazing hot by afternoon, and Lucas would begin most days in his brown coat, hands shoved deep in the pockets as he peered through the eyepiece of the camera; as the sun rose higher in the sky, he would shrug off his coat, put on his sunglasses, and direct his actors in a checked work shirt, with a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. When it wasn’t raining, high winds tore up the sets, ripping apart the sandcrawler and blowing one set, as a crew member put it, “halfway to Algeria.”7

And sand, it seemed, got into everything, stinging eyes, abrading skin, and getting into nearly every crack and crevice. Though Lucas kept his Panavision cameras wrapped in plastic sheeting to prevent any damage from wind and sand, a lens from one camera was still nearly ruined. He was plagued by equipment problems as well as just plain bad luck. A truck caught fire, damaging several robots. When trucks failed, Lucas would move equipment on the backs of donkeys.

By the end of the first two weeks of filming, Lucas was exhausted. With the constant setbacks caused by bad weather, malfunctioning droids, and ill-fitting costumes, he felt he’d gotten only about two-thirds of what he’d wanted on film — and what he had, he wasn’t happy with. “It kept getting cut down because of all the drama,” said Lucas, “and I didn’t think it’d turned out very well.” He was so upset he even skipped a party he hosted himself to mark the end of the Tunisian shoot, shutting himself into his hotel room to wallow in his own misery. “I was seriously, seriously depressed at that point, because nothing had gone right,” he sighed. “Everything was screwed up. I was desperately unhappy.”8

A little more than a year before it was scheduled to hit theaters, if it ever did, the Star Wars project was a mess, and the movie was going to be terrible.

Lucas was certain of it.


PART I

HOPE

1944–1973


1

Scrawny Little Devil

1944–1962

The victorious underdog — and the more brilliant and unappreciated the better — was a narrative George Lucas would always love. Lucas liked to think there was a triumphant dark horse involved with his ancestors somewhere along their journey, “some criminal or somebody who got thrown out of England or France,” he told an interviewer. But it’s no secret that Lucas enjoys being enigmatic; it’s practically in his blood. “My family came from nowhere,” he once explained. “Nobody knows where we originally came from.”1

As a fourth-generation northern Californian, Lucas could already trace his ancestry back further than most Americans, with the roots of his family tree burrowing down deep into the soil of Modesto, California, after winding through Arkansas and Illinois and Virginia nearly a century before the American Revolution. But “that’s it,” Lucas insisted, going no further. Whether he came from a line of colonial farmers or cobblers or brick masons didn’t matter, and looking back wasn’t his way. “I’m always sort of living for tomorrow, for better or for worse,” he said. “It’s just a personality quirk.”2 There was one thing, however, of which he was certain. “It’s great not to have been born a prince,” Lucas once noted. “I appreciate that. I truly believe in this country, that you can do anything if you apply yourself.”3

Apply yourself. It was the kind of admonition that George Lucas Sr. — Lucas’s small-town Methodist father — could have made. And, waving a finger stridently in his only son’s face, probably had.

George Lucas Sr., as his son later described him, “was a very old-fashioned kind of guy . . . kind of a classic small-town businessman who you’d see in a movie.”4 As the owner of Modesto’s most successful stationery store — and president of the local Retail Merchants Bureau, no less — George Lucas Sr. was smart, conservative, a pillar of the Modesto community. And he had been working hard — applying himself — practically all his life.

George Walton Lucas Sr. was born in 1913 in Laton, California — then as now little more than a dot on the map just south of Fresno — the only son among the bevy of daughters of Walton and Maud Lucas. Walton, an oil field worker, was also a diabetic, and in 1928, when George Sr. was fifteen, Walton died of complications from the disease — a condition that would leapfrog one generation on its way through to Walton’s famous grandson. Within a year of Walton’s passing, Maud had moved George Sr. and his older sister Eileen twice, first to nearby Fresno, and then more than ninety miles up the San Joaquin Valley to Modesto, where George Sr. would live the rest of his life.

Founded in 1870 among the wheat fields lining the Tuolumne River, Modesto was established as one of the final stops on the Central Pacific Railroad as it wound its way northward from Los Angeles toward the capital at Sacramento. The town forefathers, in fact, had deferentially insisted on naming the new settlement Ralston, after William Ralston, the director of the Central Pacific. Ralston, however, declined to have the town named for him, a touch of humility that allegedly inspired the town’s new designation: Modesto, the Spanish word for modesty.

Despite its name, the little town of Modesto had big ambitions, reflecting California’s can-do attitude as well as its tendency toward immediate gratification. By the time it was formally established in 1884, there were twenty-five buildings on the site, most of them housing businesses whose owners — sensing the ample opportunity that came with living near the railroad — had simply picked up their homes and office buildings and relocated to Modesto from nearby Paradise City or Tuolumne City.

Modesto took its time to become a metropolis — it wouldn’t hit 100,000 residents until the 1980s — but as the town grew, it took its civic pride seriously, and by the early 1900s was boasting of its residents’ well-manicured lawns and colorful rosebushes, as well as its commitment to education and culture. In 1912 its proud residents erected an enormous arch to welcome visitors as they bounced down Ninth Street in their automobiles — a new and exotic invention that no one was quite sure was going to catch on — and passed under the city’s motto in blazing incandescent lights: WATER, WEALTH, CONTENTMENT, HEALTH.5 It was a motto as straightforward as its residents.

By the time George Lucas Sr. arrived in Modesto with his mother and sister in 1929, its population had grown to just slightly under fourteen thousand, sprawled out across a well-organized series of flat grids typical of western towns. As the United States began its slump into the Great Depression, George Sr. split his time between classes at Modesto High School and a job as an apprentice to a mechanic in a typewriter repair shop, already plying a trade at the age of sixteen. In the 1930 census, both Maud and Eileen listed their occupation as “none,” making George the lone and much-needed source of support for his sister and widowed mother.6 Earning a living, then, was a responsibility George Sr. took seriously. There would be no frittering away his time, no goofing off, no daydreaming. George Sr. decided he’d study law and become a lawyer, and applied himself in high school to getting good grades. And yet, at Modesto High School, the serious young man — stiff-backed, with a head of dark, wavy hair and a rail-thin body made for buttoned-up suits — fell in love at first sight with a girl in his history class and immediately informed his mother that he was going to marry her — even if he didn’t actually know her name yet.7

After a bit of prying, George Sr. learned he’d been smitten by Dorothy Bomberger, a young woman who belonged to one of Modesto’s oldest and most prominent families. That their famous son could later declare himself a fourth-generation Californian was due entirely to his pedigree as a Bomberger, a family whose roots in America predated the Declaration of Independence. For generations the Bombergers had been quietly making the investments in real estate that would give their family both wealth and reputation. By the 1900s, various branches of Bombergers owned and managed property across the San Joaquin Valley — and Dorothy’s father, Paul, had additional interests in seed companies and car dealerships — making them one of the valley’s best-known and most prosperous families. The comings and goings of Bombergers would be a regular topic on the society pages of the Modesto Bee and News-Herald.

Dorothy was a dark-eyed and dark-haired beauty, wispy and somewhat fragile, but a good catch — and she and George Sr. were a good-looking, popular, and utterly devoted couple. In their senior year, they were co-starring in the class play, a three-act comedy called Nothing but the Truth,8 and George would serve as class president with Dorothy as his vice president. After graduation, they briefly attended Modesto Business College together, where George joined the Delta Sigma fraternity, while Dorothy continued to be active with the Phi Gamma Girls’ Club.9 Soon, George took a job with Lee Brothers, one of Modesto’s newer but smaller stationery stores, serving customers out of a cramped shop on Tenth Street. To his surprise, he found he actually liked the stationery business. “It was pure dumb luck,” he said later. “I wasn’t even sure what ‘stationery’ meant.”10 His plans for studying law were abandoned.11

On August 3, 1933, George Sr. and Dorothy were married at the local Methodist Episcopal Church. Given the Bomberger connection, it was hailed as a “wedding of widespread interest” by the local newspaper, which dutifully reported on the planning and mailing of invitations to the ceremony.12 George was twenty, Dorothy eighteen — and the young couple set off on their way with the nation officially in the midst of the Depression. But while Dorothy was educated and well connected, George, with his stiff back up and conservative Methodist hackles raised, refused to permit his wife to work. Working — applying oneself — and supporting a family were a man’s obligation. George would work, then, while Dorothy would stay home and look after the children George was certain were all but inevitable.

Shortly after the wedding the Lucases moved to Fresno, where George had landed a job with H. S. Crocker Co., Inc., one of California’s largest stationery stores. The job paid $75 per week, a respectable sum at a time when a new refrigerator could be had for a hundred dollars.13 But Dorothy missed her family — so in early 1934, after only five months in Fresno, back they went to Modesto, where George found work at Modesto’s chief stationery outfit, the L. M. Morris Company.14

L. M. Morris, initially established by a group of brothers in 1904, was one of the oldest stationery stores in the region. LeRoy Morris had bought the business from his brothers in 1918, renamed it the L. M. Morris Company, and made the store a cornerstone of downtown Modesto, where it would remain at its same I Street address for nearly sixty years. By the time George Sr. began his employment there in 1934, the company was proudly celebrating its thirtieth anniversary.15

Morris specialized in office furniture, typewriters, and adding machines, but over the years it had begun to diversify, adding motion picture cameras and projectors, children’s books and toys, and a gift department its owner boasted was “full of the latest novelties.” As usual, George Sr. applied himself with gusto — “I liked the kind of customer I got to serve,” he explained later — and quickly distinguished himself among Morris’s twelve employees.16 Sure enough, when LeRoy Morris placed a gigantic ad in the Modesto Bee in late 1934, there, just below Morris’s own photo, was a picture of George Sr., staring back at readers with just a hint of a smile.17

George was more than just hardworking; he was ambitious and savvy, and he knew how to read people. And it didn’t hurt that he and LeRoy Morris hit it off immediately, both perhaps knowing that they needed each other. While the fifty-year-old Morris had two grown married daughters, he had no son, no successor to whom he could pass on the business.18 Meanwhile, George Sr. — who had lost Walton Lucas to diabetes less than a decade earlier — had no father, no paternal figure, no family legacy to inherit. Each filled a role for the other. It was a subtle, complex mentor-apprentice relationship, exactly the kind that George Sr.’s own son would covet — and explore on the movie screen — decades later.

Things were going well enough that only a little more than a year into his employment with Morris, George Sr. somewhat brazenly mentioned to his employer that he hoped to have a store of his own, “or at least part of one,” by the time he was twenty-five.19 In 1937 — when George Sr. was twenty-four — Morris offered his industrious protégé 10 percent of the business, with an eye toward an eventual full partnership. George protested that he had no money to invest in the firm, but Morris wouldn’t hear of it. “You’ll sign a note you owe me so much,” Morris told the young man. “This business is no good if it won’t pay out.”20 With an official share in the company, George Sr. began working six days a week, determined to vindicate Morris’s professional and paternal devotion.

While George Sr. was concentrating on business at L. M. Morris, Dorothy was attending to their home life with an equal dedication. In late 1934 she gave birth to their first child, a daughter named Ann, followed two years later by a second daughter they christened Katherine, but whom everyone would always call Katy or Kate. With his family growing and business succeeding, George bought a lot at 530 Ramona Avenue out on the edge of Modesto and, using $5,000 borrowed from Dorothy’s parents, built a respectable single-story stuccoed house he was certain he and Dorothy would fill with more children.

But two pregnancies in three years had taken a toll on Dorothy’s health. Delicate from the start, and likely suffering from pancreatitis, Dorothy found each pregnancy harder than the last, compelling her to take long periods of bed rest — and after Kate’s birth, doctors advised her to stop having children.21 Yet she and George would continue to try to conceive over the next eight years, suffering through at least two miscarriages.

Finally, in late 1943, Dorothy became pregnant again, this time with a baby she carried to term. At 5:30 a.m. on Sunday, May 14, 1944 — a pleasant, clear Mother’s Day morning — Dorothy gave birth to a son. Perhaps recognizing that with Dorothy’s frail health, this might be his only chance for a namesake, George abandoned the name Jeffrey, which had earlier been considered for the newborn, in favor of a name much more appropriate for an heir apparent: George Walton Lucas Jr. The baby was very small — only five pounds, fourteen ounces — but healthy, squirming so much when the attending doctor put the infant on Dorothy’s stomach that she nearly dropped him. “Don’t let him fall off,” she warned. “This is the only son I’ve got!”22

Like his parents, George Jr. had dark hair and dark eyes, as well as another distinguishing feature that ran through the Lucas line: ears that had a tendency to stick out. George Jr.’s, in fact, were more prominent than most, and one was even a bit floppy — a defect that George Sr. was quick to remedy by taping it up. George Sr. would eventually proclaim it “a good ear,”23 but George Jr.’s ears, which leaned upward and stuck out, would always be one of his defining features. “[He] was a scrawny little guy with big ears,” recalled sister Kate warmly.24

Scrawny. It was one of the many diminutive adjectives Lucas would hear for decades. As a toddler “[he] was quite small,” said his mother. “Really a peanut then.”25 At age six, Lucas weighed thirty-five pounds; by high school he would reach his full height of five-foot-six and barely tip the scales at a hundred pounds. “A scrawny little devil,” said George Sr.26

Lucas’s youngest sister, Wendy, would be born three years later, the last child Dorothy would have. Perhaps predictably, the two pregnancies had severely taxed her strength, and for most of George Jr.’s childhood, Dorothy would spend much of her time in and out of hospitals or confined to bed. “Her health kind of went downhill,” remembered Kate. The care of the children was left largely to an outgoing housekeeper named Mildred Shelley, whom everyone called Till. Till could be strict and quick with the back of her hand, but she was also loud and funny, telling stories in a southern drawl, and the Lucas children adored her. Because of Till, said Kate, “we were never without a mother figure.”27 But it was George, she thought, who had a special place in Till’s heart. “He was the only boy in the family, so he was sort of the apple of everybody’s eye,” said Kate.28 For his part, Lucas would always speak fondly of the lively Till. “I have very warm feelings about that time,” he said — a positively glowing remembrance from the famously tight-lipped Lucas.29

In 1949, when George Jr. was five years old, LeRoy Morris — making good on his promise of a decade earlier — sold George Lucas Sr. the L. M. Morris Company. Morris and Lucas announced their transaction on January 26 in the pages of the Modesto Bee, after which Morris retired — and unexpectedly died seven days later.30 “He was one of God’s gentlemen,” George Sr. said of his partner, surrogate father, and benefactor. “He prepared me to little by little take over his business.31 Now George Sr. planned to do the same for his own son. If all went as intended, George Jr. would work hard — apply himself — join the company, and, little by little, take over the family business. It was an ambitious goal — and it would also prove to be a major point of contention between father and son.

For George Lucas Jr., growing up in Modesto as the son of the town’s most prosperous stationer was never a bad life. But Lucas would always remain ambivalent, and slightly conflicted, about his childhood. “I had my share of traumas and problems,” he said later, “but at the same time I enjoyed it quite a bit.”32 At times his father irritated him; each summer George Sr. would force his son to shave his head down to a tight crew cut, a ritual Lucas hated. “My father was strict,” Lucas noted later, though even that memory became somewhat muddled. “I mean, he wasn’t overly strict,” Lucas added. “I mean, he was reasonable. And he was fair. My father was extremely fair.”33 Fair or not, when it came down to it, Lucas remembered being “very angry” with his father for most of his childhood.

While Lucas’s most devoted boyhood companion was probably his younger sister, Wendy, he did have a stable group of friends, including best friend John Plummer, whom Lucas met when he was four and would remain a lifelong friend, and the slightly older George Frankenstein. The three of them would regularly play together at Lucas’s house on Ramona Avenue, where even Plummer and Frankenstein gave George Sr. a wide berth. “My memory is, you never crossed him,” said Frankenstein of Lucas’s father. “I mean, if you ever did something to tick him off . . . he was like a one-strike kind of person.”34 As John Plummer put it, “Every time Mr. Lucas came around, you just kind of hid.”35

Still, there were advantages to hanging out with the son of a stationer: George Jr. could get the latest toys and gadgets right off the shelves of his father’s store. “He had all the goodies,” said Frankenstein, “and he was very willing to share.”36 George was particularly proud of sharing a gigantic three-engine Lionel train, which, he admitted, “took up most of my bedroom,” winding through elaborate miniature sets George had made using army men, toy cars, and weeds and small plants pulled from the yard.37 At one point he even managed to lay his hands on concrete from a local lumberyard, which he and his friends poured into handmade molds to form small buildings for the train to whiz past. Later he would build small dioramas — which he always called “environments” — that he would display in a wooden case with a glass top and side. “I was always interested in building things,” said Lucas, “so I had a little shed out back where I had a lot of tools, and I would build chess sets and dollhouses and cars — lots and lots of race cars that we would push around and run down hills and things.”38

One of his most memorable projects — built with the help of the always willing Plummer — was an elaborately constructed kid-sized roller coaster that used a winding coil of phone cable to pull a cart up to the top of a steep incline — at which point the cart would be released to go clattering down another series of ramps to the ground. “How we didn’t kill people, I don’t know,” confessed Plummer.39 “It was probably only four feet tall, but we did it. It was fun, it was a great event; all the neighborhood kids came over. And we kind of got known for doing stuff like that. George was creative. He wasn’t a leader, but he was much more imaginative. . . . He always came up with a lot of the ideas.”40

“When I was very young, I loved make-believe,” said Lucas. “But it was the kind of make-believe that used all the technological toys I could come by, like model airplanes and cars. I suppose that an extension of that interest led to what later occupied my mind, the Star Wars stories.”41 Still, “there wasn’t much as a kid that inspired me in what I did as an adult.”42 Or so he would always claim.

Unlike a later friend and collaborator, Steven Spielberg, who made magical childhoods a centerpiece of many of his films, Lucas never had a romantic or idealized view of childhood. “I was very much aware that growing up wasn’t pleasant, it was just . . . frightening,” Lucas said later. “I remember that I was unhappy a lot of the time. Not really unhappy — I enjoyed my childhood. But I guess all kids, from their point of view, feel depressed and intimidated. Although I had a great time, my strongest impression was that I was always on the lookout for the evil monster that lurked around the corner.”43

Sometimes the monsters were the other kids on his own block, who bullied and intimidated the small George Jr., holding him down while taking his shoes off his feet and throwing them into the lawn sprinklers. George wouldn’t even fight back, leaving his sister Wendy to chase away the aggressors and retrieve his wet shoes.44

It makes sense, then, that throughout much of his life, the diminutive Lucas would seek out big brother figures to serve as mentors and protectors. One of the first was the fiancé of George’s oldest sister, Ann; Lucas was absolutely devoted to him. “That’s one of the ways of learning,” Lucas acknowledged later. “You attach yourself to somebody older and wiser than you, learn everything they have to teach, and move on to your own accomplishments.” When the young man was killed in Korea, Lucas was devastated. It was little wonder Lucas always looked back on his childhood with slightly jumbled emotions. It was a “normal, tough, repressed childhood filled with fear and trepidation all over the place,” said Lucas. “But generally I enjoyed it. It was good.”45

He was equally ambivalent about Modesto. For years, a slight embarrassment would tinge the way he talked about his hometown. While he would eventually come to embrace his status as a son of Modesto with pride — and his film American Graffiti would practically make it a destination — Lucas was, for the first several decades of his life, always slightly self-conscious about his Modesto roots. When asked where he was from, Lucas would respond with an ambiguous and unhelpful “California.” If pressed, he would admit to coming from “northern California,” or sometimes the slightly more specific “south of San Francisco,” before finally muttering, “Modesto.”46 Still, he knew his hometown had its charms. “Modesto was really Norman Rockwell, Boys’ Life magazine . . . raking leaves on Saturday afternoons and having bonfires,” Lucas put it later. “Just very classic Americana.”47

And for a boy growing up in the 1950s, that Americana also involved regular attendance at Sunday school — an obligation Lucas quickly grew to loathe. “When I got to be old enough — twelve or thirteen — I rebelled against it,” he said.48 In fact, even as a child, Lucas already had a complicated relationship with God; at six — an age when most children see God as simply a benevolent bearded man in the sky — Lucas had a “very profound” mystical experience that would shape the way he looked at spirituality in his life and work. “It centered around God,” he recalled. He found himself wondering “ ‘What is God?’ But more than that, ‘What is reality? What is this?’ It’s as if you reach a point and suddenly you say, ‘Wait a second — What is the world? What are we? What am I? How do I function in this, and what’s going on here?’ ”49 They were questions Lucas would struggle with, explore, and, with the creation of the Force in Star Wars, attempt to answer in his films.

“I have strong feelings about God and the nature of life, but I’m not devoted to one particular faith,” Lucas said later.50 While Lucas was raised a Methodist, he was more intrigued by the services at Till’s German Lutheran church, where worshippers still wore broad hats and bonnets and spoke in sharply accented, reverential tones. Lucas was fascinated by the formality of their rituals, which were much like an elaborate, well-scripted play in which everyone knew their roles. “The ceremony provides something essential for people,” Lucas acknowledged.51 He would always remain “curious, academically, about organized religion,” and his views on God and religion would continue to evolve over time.52 He would eventually describe his religion as a melding of Methodist and Buddhist. (“It’s Marin County,” he said in 2002, noting the area’s famously left-leaning ways. “We’re all Buddhists up here.”)53 For now, however, he would remain a devoted, albeit frustrated, Methodist. George Lucas Sr. would have it no other way.

As bad as Sunday school could be, for Lucas it had nothing on the regular classroom. He remembered being terrified his first day of classes at John Muir Elementary School — “a feeling of total panic,” he called it — and things would never get much better: “I was never very good in school, so I was never very enthusiastic about it.”54 In the beginning, he seemed to show promise. “He did well. He was bright,” noted Dorothy Elliot, his second-grade teacher. “[But] George was . . . quiet as a little mouse. He never spoke unless you spoke to him first.”55 To Lucas, however, there just wasn’t much in school worth talking about. “One of the big problems I had, more than anything else, was that I always wanted to learn something other than what was being taught,” he said. “I was bored.”56 While he enjoyed his art classes and diligently performed in the third-grade play — where he received last billing — Lucas hated math, his spelling was terrible, and writing would always be a painfully slow process. Even in high school, he had to rely on his sister Wendy, three years younger, to read through his assignments, looking for errors.

Lucas may have struggled with spelling and writing, but he enjoyed reading, a pursuit likely encouraged by his mother, who spent long stretches recuperating with a book in and out of hospital beds. His mother had often read him Grimm’s fairy tales as a toddler; but when he was left on his own, Lucas’s tastes ran toward adventure stories like Kidnapped, Treasure Island, and Swiss Family Robinson. He also amassed an enormous collection of Landmark books, a series of histories and biographies written for younger readers. “I was addicted to [them],” said Lucas. “I used to love to read those books. It started me on a lifelong love of history. . . . As a kid I spent a lot of time trying to relate the past to the present.”57

Still, Lucas would admit later, “I wasn’t that much of a reader.”58 And yet, that wasn’t entirely true either. Besides the Landmark books, there was something else Lucas collected and read ravenously: comic books. “I was never ashamed that I read a lot of comic books,” he said.59 Lucas discovered comics at a moment when they were selling in the millions in nearly every genre imaginable, from romance and western, to crime and horror, to superheroes and science fiction. John Plummer, whose father had a connection with the operator of the local newsstand, would bring home armloads of comics every week, their front covers missing and filed as unsold. “George used to sit out on my front porch all the time just reading them,” Plummer remembered.60 Even long after Plummer had been called inside for dinner, George would stay on the porch by himself, hunched over his pile of comics, reading intently.

Eventually, George and his sister Wendy would pool their allowances to buy comics of their own, ten for a dollar, and soon had a collection large enough that their father built a shed in the backyard with a space devoted solely to them. George and Wendy would throw quilts on the ground inside the shed and sit for hours, poring over comic books.61 It was no wonder Lucas was attracted to comics; given his struggles with spelling and writing, his learning style was clearly more visual than verbal. Comics were “storytelling through pictures,”62 he said, and pointed out that it was in comic books where he first learned “strange facts” and exotic vocabulary, words like scone.63 At Lucas’s best, his own storytelling style would mimic the colorful rat-a-tat bravura of the comic book page: words and images working together to propel the action forward, with little time for speeches or soliloquies.

Perhaps predictably, Lucas preferred science fiction comics to superheroes. “I liked adventures in outer space,” he admitted.64 While Lucas may have swooned over the sumptuous Wally Wood art and science fiction stories-with-a-twist in EC’s hugely popular Weird Science comics, he preferred DC’s more colorful intergalactic policeman, Tommy Tomorrow, who had taken up regular residency in the back pages of Superman’s Action Comics. Plummer thought he understood his friend’s preferences. “One of the things that came out of them . . . was the values that were so important to us,” Plummer said. “There were the good guys and the bad guys. I think that put a pretty strong [im]print on him.”65

If Lucas had to choose a favorite character, however, it wasn’t to be found in the pages of a science fiction comic at all. Rather, it was Scrooge McDuck, the money-hoarding, globe-trotting uncle of Donald Duck, who starred in his very own comic book, Walt Disney’s Uncle Scrooge, published monthly by Dell. As written and drawn by Carl Barks, Uncle Scrooge’s stories were smart, funny, and genuinely sophisticated, with Barks sending Scrooge and an elaborate cast of colorful characters on adventures in South American gold mines, atop Far Eastern mountains, under the oceans, back in time, or in outer space.

Lucas loved it — there would be a bit of Uncle Scrooge’s continent-hopping adventuring in Indiana Jones’s DNA — and was fascinated not only by Scrooge’s exploits but also by his conniving four-color capitalist ways. “Work smarter, not harder,” was Scrooge’s motto, and his stories were full of inventive schemes that, more often than not, made him even richer and more successful. In Scrooge’s world, hard work paid off, yes — but so did cleverness and a desire to do something in a way no one had ever thought of before. Scrooge’s ethic reflected those of writer-artist Carl Barks, who hailed “honor, honesty, [and] allowing other people to believe in their own ideas, not trying to force everyone into one form.”66

Lucas found it all exciting and inspiring. “To me, Uncle Scrooge . . . is a perfect indicator of the American psyche,” he observed later. “There’s so much that is precisely the essence of America about him that it’s staggering.”67 The lessons Lucas learned from Uncle Scrooge would, to some extent, shape the kind of artist and businessman he would become in the future: conservative and driven, believing strongly in his own vision and pursuing it aggressively, while at the same time nursing just a tinge of nostalgia for better times that may or may not ever have existed. Years later, when he was just on his way to amassing a fortune that would rival Scrooge’s own, one of the first artworks Lucas would buy was a page of Carl Barks’s original art for an Uncle Scrooge comic — a coy tip of the hat to his four-color forefather.

Besides Carl Barks, there was another artist Lucas adored who did the same kind of “storytelling in pictures” that Lucas admired in Barks, albeit in a slightly different format. Whenever he had the chance, Lucas would track down copies of the Saturday Evening Post just so he could stare at the gorgeously painted photorealistic front covers by illustrator Norman Rockwell. Rockwell’s work for the Post was intentionally sentimental, with boys and girls cheerfully swimming, ice-skating, raking leaves, playing ball, climbing trees, or celebrating Christmas or the Fourth of July. Even if they were getting into mischief, they were rarely in trouble, and instead were looked on kindly by understanding parents and authority figures. Lucas got a kick out of the detail in Rockwell’s work; it was like a comic strip compressed into one panel, and trying to figure out the entire story Rockwell was telling in a painting became something of a parlor game for Lucas. “Every picture [shows] either the middle or the end of the story, and you can already see the beginning even though it’s not there,” Lucas said. “You can see all the missing parts . . . because that one frame tells everything you need to know.”68

Rockwell, Lucas said, offered “a sense of what America was thinking, what [Americans’] ideals were, and what was in their hearts.”69 It didn’t matter that Lucas had never splashed in a swimmin’ hole or seen a sparkling white Christmas, or that he could barely play baseball; Rockwell’s paintings were snapshots of Life as It Ought to Be. Lucas would never be mawkish about his own childhood, but he could be very sentimental about the one that he might have had in a Rockwell painting. Decades later, as with the work of Carl Barks, Lucas would also collect the art of Norman Rockwell. To Lucas, it was something rare and valuable: art that actually spoke to him.

In May 1954, George Lucas Jr. turned ten — and that summer came a new addition to the Lucas home that would change his life forever: television.

For his first ten years, George — like millions of Americans at the time — would sit on the floor in front of the radio, mesmerized by radio dramas, many of which used incredibly elaborate and convincing sound effects. “I’ve always been fascinated by the fantasy of radio,” Lucas said later. “I loved to listen and imagine what the images would look like.”70 He was particularly fond of suspenseful thrillers like Inner Sanctum and The Whistler, as well as adventures like The Lone Ranger. Radio, he said, “played an important part in my life.” But it would be nothing compared to television.71

John Plummer had actually gotten a television set first. In 1949, Plummer’s father brought home a little Champion TV set, which he put in the garage, then constructed a small set of bleachers so neighbors could crowd around to watch boxing. George’s own father was intrigued but skeptical; he would wait a few years for the technology to improve before he made an investment in such an expensive device. While George Jr. would watch as much television as he could over at the Plummer house, he would have to wait five more years for a TV of his own.

Once he had one, however, he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. The problem, as Lucas remembered it, was that “there wasn’t much to watch on television.”72 Still, the Modesto Bee dutifully reported the television schedules each day, listing the fare shown on channels like KJEO from Fresno and KOVR from Sacramento, both of which had signals too weak to be picked up clearly in Modesto. It took patience and a bit of finesse to tune in the few stations with stronger signals — mainly KRON from San Francisco and KTVU from Stockton — but once Lucas had tuned them in, he didn’t want to tune out. Ever.

Like generations of kids, Lucas would get up on Saturday morning to watch cartoons, sitting cross-legged in front of the set with his cat Dinky.73 The set could be on all day, rolling through game shows and newscasts, baseball games and comedies — and George Sr. had very carefully installed it on a rotating stand so the family could turn the TV toward the dining room to watch as they ate dinner. In the evenings, it was tuned to more serious fare like the courtroom drama Perry Mason or westerns like Have Gun, Will Travel, which Lucas never missed.74

But the TV shows that Lucas remembered the most fondly were those thirty-minute blocks of local programming in the late afternoon and early evening that broadcasters, looking for content, simply filled with installments of old movie serials.75 There were westerns and jungle adventures, cops and Canadian Mounties, spies and space operas, all in thirty-minute installments practically made for television — and ending on cliff-hangers, guaranteeing that viewers would tune in the next afternoon. “Movie serials were the real stand-out event,” said Lucas. “I especially loved the Flash Gordon serials.”76

Produced by Universal in the 1930s, the three Flash Gordon serials — based on Alex Raymond’s beloved comic strip — were quickly and cheaply made, with props, sets, and costumes borrowed from other Universal horror and science fiction films. And they were straight-ahead pulp-fiction fun, eye-rolling and over the top but earnest, with Flash battling Ming the Merciless and saving the galaxy in the process. “Thinking back on what I really enjoyed as a kid, it was those serials, that bizarre way of looking at things,” said Lucas. “I don’t think I ever grew out of it. Those serials will always be something I remember, even though they were pretty awful technically.”77

Lucas was part of the first generation raised in front of the TV set — a pop culture phenomenon that would forever change the way audiences related and responded to their entertainment. TV shows were quick, convenient, and disposable, there with the click of an ON button and a twist of the dial. With only thirty- or sixty-minute blocks in which to tell a story — and commercials breaking up the narrative — TV plots had to move rapidly, propelling the plot forward, often at the expense of character development. Attention spans were demanding, and any lag in the action would send viewers spinning the TV dial to another channel, looking for something better. As television grew louder and faster, subtlety became passé — or, at the very least, challenging. It would fundamentally change the way Lucas — and other filmmakers of his generation — would tell stories with the movie camera.

For the first time, too, one didn’t have to go to a movie theater to watch movies; instead, George could watch them in his own living room, spinning the TV around toward the dining room to ensure he never missed a moment. Lucas remembered watching “a whole run of westerns on television, John Wayne films, directed by John Ford, before I knew who John Ford was,” adding, “I think those were very influential in my enjoyment of movies.”78

As for seeing movies in the theater . . . well, Lucas rarely went. “We had a couple of theaters in Modesto. They’d show The Blob and Lawrence of Arabia and things like that.”79 But he was unimpressed. Even as a teenager, Lucas was more interested in what was going on inside the theater than up on the screen. “I would mostly go to the movies . . . to chase girls,” he admitted.80 While Lucas recalled seeing a few memorable films either on TV or in the Modesto movie theaters — Forbidden Planet, Metropolis, The Bridge on the River Kwai — for the most part, movies were simply a pleasant diversion, not an inspiration.

The young Lucas may have been ambivalent about movies, but there was one entertainment, in fact one place, he was very passionate about. “I loved Disneyland,” Lucas said — and so, it seemed, did George Lucas Sr., who flew the entire family to southern California to be there for the park’s opening day in July 1955.81 The Lucases remained in Anaheim for a week, staying at the Disneyland Hotel and diving into the park daily — a practice they would make a regular tradition. With its themed, immersive locations and rides, the place made an immediate impression on eleven-year-old George. “I wandered around. I’d go on the rides and the bumper cars, the steam boats, the shooting galleries, the jungle rides,” he said. “I was in heaven.”82

Disneyland in the 1950s was a far cry from the thrill-ride-and-roller-coaster-centric park it is today — but no one, then or now, designed attractions quite like Disney’s famous Imagineers. One of the cleverest rides was Rocket to the Moon, luring in visitors with the promise of a virtual trip to the moon and back. The mechanics were simple but convincing: riders sat in a small, round theater with enormous windows — actually video screens — set into the floor and ceiling, giving them the sense they were seeing the open sky and the moon through the window above, and the diminishing earth through the window below, as they rocketed through space. Decades later, when Lucas was given the opportunity to develop a Star Wars–themed ride for the Disney parks, he would use a setup similar to Rocket to the Moon — video screens acting as windows in a spaceship — then synchronize those on-screen images with state-of-the-art motion technology to give riders an even more convincing, and exhilarating, space travel experience. For now, however, Disney’s rocket ride was thrilling enough — and back in Modesto, the boy who hated writing set to work excitedly reporting his adventures at Disneyland for a new local newspaper.

The newspaper was the Daily Bugle, and it was one that Lucas had helped start that summer with a ten-year-old friend, Melvin Cellini. After watching a TV show in which several characters tried to come up with a name for a newspaper, Cellini had been inspired to create a paper of his own and sought out Lucas as a willing collaborator. Their first issue, which Lucas and Cellini distributed for free at Muir Elementary School on August 4, announced itself with a banner headline declaring, “MELVIN CELLINI OPENS NEWSPAPER — APPOINTS GEORGE LUCAS STAR REPORTER.”83

The boys were enthusiastic, but producing a daily newspaper — including printing a hundred copies of each issue — was a lot of work. “Paper will be given out Monday to Friday,” they reported. “But this Friday it won’t be out because the press broke down.” Lucas, whose do-it-all-yourself instincts were already kicking in, quickly talked his father into letting them use the printing presses down at L. M. Morris for the Bugle, promising to repay any expenses. But in less than a week, the novelty had worn off. “The Daily Bugle stops,” they reported to their readers. “The Weekly Bugle will be put out on Wednesday only. There is the same news.” And, they stressed, they weren’t hiring. “We need no reporters, printers or newsboys. No subscriptions taken.”84

Despite its struggles, a kid-run newspaper was enough of a novelty that it made the pages of the Modesto Bee, complete with a posed photo of George and Cellini leaning over an issue of the Weekly Bugle, deep in conversation. Lucas, his hair in a close crew cut and wearing a breezy tropical-print shirt, already knew the prop needed to sell his image as the Bugle’s star reporter, and had tucked a newly sharpened pencil smartly behind his right ear.85

The Bugle soon folded — but if Cellini was disappointed by the lost revenues he had predicted from selling “about 200 copies a week” at a penny per issue, Lucas never gave it another thought. He wasn’t in it for the money, he told the Bee. Anything he earned from the Bugle he planned to put right back into the newspaper, paying any delivery boys and reimbursing L. M. Morris for the costs of paper, ink, and stencils.86 While Lucas may not have realized or appreciated it, his father — and Scrooge McDuck — had taught him well: Think differently, believe in yourself, and when you can, invest in yourself. But pay your debts.

Lucas showed similar business acumen when it came to managing his allowance. Under George Sr.’s roof, money was to be earned, and George Jr. and his sisters were expected to do chores in exchange for their allowances. George Jr.’s big weekly chore was to mow the lawn with a gigantic rotary push mower, a task he struggled with and quickly came to dread. “The frustrating thing was that it was tough grass to mow, and I was a little kid,” Lucas said.87 He eventually saved enough money from mowing so that, with a small loan from his mother, he was able to buy a gas mower, which made the task much easier. Lucas had figured out what he needed to solve a problem, and then put up his own money to do it. Invest in yourself. His father was grudgingly impressed.

But as well intentioned as George Sr. might be, doling out allowances with lectures on frugality and hard work, he and his son would never quite appreciate each other. “He never listened to me. He was his mother’s pet,” said George Sr. of his only son. “If he wanted a camera, or this or that, he got it. He was hard to understand.”88 The more George Sr. tried to impart his old-school Methodist values to his son, the more his son rebelled or frustrated him. “He is a conservative, self-made kind of man,” Lucas later said of his father, “with a lot of prejudices which were extremely annoying.”89

For George Sr., tensions between father and son must have been particularly frustrating — especially as the company that he was hoping to pass down to his son was thriving. In 1956, in fact, business was positively booming. That year, George Sr. moved L. M. Morris to a new space at 1107 I Street — the company’s first address change in five decades — and opened the Lucas Company, the area’s only supplier of the new copying machines. With the company growing, George Sr. also went looking for a more suitably upscale home address. The house on Ramona Avenue was sold, and the Lucases moved into a ranch house with a swimming pool on thirteen sprawling acres of walnut trees at 821 Sylvan Road. The new Lucas home was only about five miles away from Ramona Avenue — but in Modesto miles, and to George, it might as well have been on another planet.

Lucas was “very upset” about the move, he said later. “I was very attached to that [Ramona Avenue] house.”90 His mood blackened. “He started changing,” recalled John Plummer. “He started paying more attention to records. He was becoming more introspective. He started to almost become a little bit of a ruffian . . . to follow some of the bad kids.” Lucas bristled at that particular suggestion. “I was with all the crowds,” he said. “I was little and I was funny. I was easy to get along with. I made friends pretty easily.”91 Or so he thought. What was true, however, was that Lucas — like millions of teenagers — had discovered rock and roll.

Lucas had taken music lessons on a wide variety of instruments, and while nothing ever stuck, he loved music. As a child, he adored the marches of John Philip Sousa, intuitively realizing the importance of themes and loving the way a good, loud march could thrum excitingly in the chest cavity. But his life changed in September 1956, when Elvis Presley swaggered and snarled his way through four songs on The Ed Sullivan Show. When Elvis performed in San Francisco in October 1957, Lucas was there.92 For Lucas, rock and roll — and Elvis — was here to stay. Every day after school, Lucas would shut himself in his new room on Sylvan, read his beloved comics, and eat Hershey bars and drink Cokes while rock and roll throbbed from his little record player. Over the next decade, he would amass a “gigantic” collection of rock and roll records.93

Once Lucas began classes at Thomas Downey High School in 1958, his best grades, perhaps predictably, were in art and music. Otherwise, he quietly sank toward the bottom half of his class. “I was not a bad student; I was an average student,” Lucas explained. “I was a C, sometimes a C-minus student. I was definitely not an achiever.”94 That was putting it mildly; by the end of his freshman year, he was getting Ds in science and English. “I daydreamed a lot,” Lucas said later. “I was never described as not a bright student. I was always described as somebody who could be doing a lot better than I was doing, not working up to potential. I was so bored.”95

His real classroom was probably back at home, where Lucas took up photography, and converted a spare bathroom in the new house into a darkroom. He taught himself the basics, shooting airplanes as they soared overhead and eventually becoming savvy enough that he could catch his cat frozen in mid-leap. But just as his classes had taken a backseat to art and music, his photography would vie for time with a new passion that would take up nearly all of his next six years — and would very nearly take his life. “My teenage years, they were completely devoted to cars,” recalled Lucas. “That was the most important thing in my life from about the ages of 14 to 20.”96

It was motorcycles first, which the thirteen-year-old Lucas would ride at a breakneck speed — engine roaring, tires squealing — through the rows of walnut trees on the Sylvan ranch. (“I’ve always liked speed,” he admitted later.)97 At fifteen, “cars kicked in,” said Lucas. “I started hanging out at a garage, doodling with cars and working on engines.”98 He was good at it, too — the kid who had tinkered with toy trains and made a roller-coaster run with a reel of phone cable found himself right at home under the hood of a car. It wasn’t long before Lucas was yearning for a car of his own — and George Sr., who had already watched his son race dangerously around the ranch on a motorcycle, made a preemptive purchase that he thought was in his speed-demon son’s best interest: a tiny yellow Fiat Bianchina with a two-cylinder engine. “He figured that would be safe because it couldn’t go that fast,” Lucas said.99 But the engine, he groaned, was “a sewing machine motor. . . . It was a dumb little car. What could I do with that? It was practically a motor scooter.”100

What he could do was take it apart and, after making a few adjustments, put it back together again. “I made it extremely fast,” Lucas said proudly.101 “I’d race around the orchard and spin out and smash it up.”102 Then he’d start all over again, hauling his car down to Foreign Car Service, a local garage that specialized in European cars, where he’d rebuild the Fiat, cutting off the roof and lowering the front windshield to a mere sliver, punching up the engine, installing a racing belt and roll bar, and tinkering with the suspension. Like Han Solo’s Millennium Falcon, Lucas’s Bianchina wouldn’t look like much, but it would have it where it counted — and he would make a lot of the special modifications himself.

In May 1960, George Lucas turned sixteen. There would be no more spinning out and smashing up the Bianchina in the walnut groves; now, said Lucas, “I could really drive around, out on the streets.”103 School, never a priority, was all but forgotten. “I wasn’t paying much attention at high school,” he admitted later. “I found it all pretty boring and spent all my free time working on my car.”104 From that point on, said Lucas, “cars were all-consuming to me.”105

As his grades suffered, Lucas began to look more and more like the juvenile delinquent his teachers were already convinced he was. The crew cut was grown out, and Lucas combed and greased his hair back in the style everyone called a “duck’s ass,” or sculpted his already wavy hair upward into a shiny California variation on the pompadour called the “breaker.” Lucas didn’t develop a lot of the bad habits typical of actual thugs — he wasn’t a drinker, and his biggest vice was gorging himself on Hershey bars — but he definitely looked the part, wearing unwashed Levi’s and pointy-toed boots with metal tips. At only five-foot-six, however, Lucas seemed more surly than intimidating — and John Plummer thought his friend simply looked lost, hanging out with “the undesirables and low-riders of [the] town.”106

By reputation alone, one of the biggest groups of “undesirables and low-riders” in Modesto were members of a car club known as the Faros. Their nightly objectives, as one member later described it, were simple: “girls, beer, and cars.”107 They were probably more swagger than threat — by their own admission there was little smoking or swearing — but they looked dangerous and could always find their share of trouble with rival gangs and car clubs. Lucas, who had already made a habit of befriending older and stronger protectors, hovered around the Faros, though more as a mascot than as a full-fledged member. “The only way to keep from getting the shit pounded out of you was to hang out with some really rough guys who happened to be your friends,” he said. Mostly, the Faros saw Lucas as the perfect decoy for churning up rival gangs, then luring them right into the Faros’ waiting fists. “They’d send me in and wait until somebody would try to pick a fight with me, then they would come in and pound ’em,” said Lucas. “I was the bait. I was always afraid I was gonna get pounded myself.”108

For Lucas, however, being out on the street was never about fighting. Having his own car meant two things: racing and cruising. And Modesto, with its streets laid out in long grids, was ideal for both. “[George] was addicted [to cruising], more than anyone, I think,” recalled Plummer.109 For Lucas, cruising was more than an addiction; it was “a very distinctive American mating ritual,” he said later. “[It’s] very unique because it’s all done in cars.”110

The ritual was elaborate but predictable: usually Lucas and his fellow cruisers would troll down Tenth Street — “dragging Tenth,” they called it — then cut one block east over to Eleventh Street, where they would cruise back up before cutting over to Tenth again, round and round all night. At times they’d park at the drive-in, order food, and move from car to car, blasting Buddy Holly or Chuck Berry, chatting through open windows or, if one got lucky, sliding into the backseat for a quick make-out session. It was a ritual that began to consume nearly all of Lucas’s waking hours. “[It] was the main entertainment, sort of just going around in circles chasing girls all night,” said Lucas. “You’d come in at four in the morning, get a couple hours of sleep, and go off to school.”111

Despite his regular efforts, however, Lucas didn’t actually catch that many girls. “I never really had any high school kind of girlfriends or anything,” he said. “I was always going around picking up girls and hoping for the best.”112 While he allegedly lost his virginity in the backseat of a car, he seemed to enjoy the chase — the ritual — more than the conquest.113 “Cruising is like fishing,” Lucas explained later. “Unless . . . you happen to catch a shark, there are no real great moments. Mostly it’s just sitting around talking, having a good time. . . . [O]ccasionally you get a fish, but it’s never that exciting.”114

What was exciting, though, was racing. With his souped-up Bianchina, Lucas was a force to be reckoned with on Modesto’s long straightaways; the little car was now built for speed, low and lightweight, with a driver who still weighed barely a hundred pounds. “George could drive ’em,” said Plummer admiringly. “He was really good at that.” Lucas loved gunning the engine then “peel[ing] rubber through all four gears with three shifts. . . . It was the thrill of doing something really well.”115 It was no wonder the Modesto police found him an easy target, issuing him so many speeding tickets that he eventually had to appear in court — and in a dreaded suit, no less.

After his immersion in the car scene, Lucas now knew what he wanted to do with his life. He didn’t just want to race on Modesto’s back roads; he wanted to drive a race car for a living. Unfortunately, California law prohibited him from officially racing until he reached the age of twenty-one. So Lucas made the rounds at northern California autocross events instead, putting his little Fiat through its paces on tightly controlled parking lot or airfield courses marked out with red cones. He even managed to win a few trophies, giving him bragging rights among the other car enthusiasts at the Foreign Car Service garage.

But there was an autocross driver at Foreign Car Service who was even better than Lucas, a fellow Modestan named Allen Grant, four years older than George, who seemed never to lose a race. Lucas, who loved speed, was impressed. “Since I was the fastest driver, George took a liking to me, and we became friends,” said Grant.116 In Grant, Lucas had found yet another big brother figure to whom he could attach himself. He joined Grant as his mechanic and, when needed, co-driver. As they leaned over the engine of Grant’s car, Lucas could quickly make Grant, and the rest of the Foreign Car Service crew, a bit crazy. “He was always jabbering . . . ‘What about this? And doing this?’ ” said Grant. “And you know, we didn’t take him very seriously. But we liked him.”117

The racing community gave Lucas some much-needed structure. It wasn’t school, but it was social, organized, and respectable in an underground way. Lucas joined the newly formed Ecurie AWOL Sports Car Competition Club — created almost solely so its members could compete at autocross — and edited its newsletter, writing its lead commentaries and filling its pages with drawings of cars. And he got his first real job, working as a mechanic at Foreign Car Service. He still looked like a greaser, but he was acting more like a professional grease monkey now, fixing cars, rebuilding engines, and acting as Grant’s pit crew at the races Grant seemed to win almost effortlessly.118

It wasn’t all cruising and racing, however. A car also gave Lucas “my own life,” he said — freedom to explore the world beyond Modesto.119 What he saw intrigued him. For one thing, there were art house cinemas showing
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