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Through Blood, Sweat, and Tears:
FOREWORD by George Saunders

For nearly four decades, Sheldon Lettich has been at the forefront of the action film genre, penning such iconic movies as Bloodsport, Lionheart, and Double Impact, starring one of the legends of actionnoir, Jean Claude Van Damme. He has arguably defined the male action star of the 1980s, 1990s, and the genesis of the new millennium.

I met Sheldon in 1996 when, on his suggestion to the producers, I was brought on board a project called Perfect Target, a script badly in need of a rewrite. Together, Sheldon and I toiled over this imperfect piece of clay, eventually developing a screenplay that morphed into a rather decent flick. Sheldon carefully and patiently worked with a budding screenwriter (myself) to craft a well-structured script that hit all the intrinsic beats of the requisite genre. Not only was Sheldon my guiding light and mentor in this enterprise, he was also the director of the film, which starred Daniel Bernhardt as the hero lead, lending Van Damme-esque muscular integrity to all things kickass.

I had the opportunity to watch Sheldon direct his actors, compose scenes, and otherwise invoke both excitement and pathos out of both character and story. Not every director can master the multiple tasks of handling actors (notorious for extremes in temperament and insecurity), deliver good storytelling and frame (no pun intended) a final product that is both fun and satisfying. Sheldon is one such artist who has fulfilled all these parameters and has done so not on just one picture but over a dozen in his varied career. On a film both he and I wrote in 2005, called The Hard Corps, I journeyed up to Canada to watch Sheldon in action, directing Jean Claude and Vivica Fox. Now you must understand that in person, Sheldon is a man of medium stature who comes off more as an erudite college professor versus that of a guy who directs muscular sweaty men hell-bent on the cinematic kill. One would expect a fellow with multiple and legendary action-film credits to be six foot four on the hoof and possessed of a body any longshoreman would envy. Sheldon is not such a dude – he is a regular gent, yet gifted with, and paraphrasing Rudyard Kipling, “the virtue of he who can walk with kings yet blessed with the common touch.” This modest legend [Lettich] directed Van Damme strategically and compassionately, evoking one of the star’s most sensitive performances.

Sheldon’s sense of humor is also one of unsuspecting grace and surprise. One could easily be engaged in a serious sociological or political debate with him, when, quite out of the blue, Mr. Lettich will disarm you with irreverent commentary, thus disabling whatever point or treatise you were trying to make as a devil’s advocate. You would be forced back into your primeval hole of iniquity and lick your wounds inflicted by Sheldon’s soft yet scathing commentary on how little you pretended to know on a given subject.

I believe many of Sheldon’s filmmaking gifts stem from a fascinating first-hand life experience. He served as a radio-operator in the Vietnam debacle toward the end of that dreadful conflict, hiking and sludging through muck and blood with the toughest of hombres and watching friends and peers die at his side. Sheldon is himself an action hero, borne from hard trials in the merciless jungles of Southeast Asia. He was not afforded the luxury of pretending to be a tough guy for the camera; he had to live the role of a true-blue hero.

I remember once discussing with Sheldon on our way to get Chinese food for one of his legendary parties – wherein I rather arrogantly stated that I had dreamed of greatness in the film or television industry. I asked him if he ever had such aspirations. He merely shrugged and in typical subdued fashion responded: “George, I never aspired to greatness. I’m just happy that I made it this far doing what I really liked to do.”

I have known Mr. Lettich for over twenty-five years and have seen him in action, both personally and professionally. A devoted family man, married for forty years with three lovely daughters, Sheldon is a two-legged hen’s tooth in Hollywood. Such luck is rarely enjoyed by the majority of us who struggle in the antediluvian slime of Tinseltown, with all its moral infirmity and pretense. Sheldon has circumnavigated triumphantly the primal muck of ignominious temptation. His is a most enviable circumstance as through the years he has risen to great estate, inspiring others to excel and vanquish the absurd number of obstacles the film business proffers.

I have learned much from Sheldon and owe a great part of my career, such as it is, to his involvement, participation and priceless guidance. On a global field of play, he has almost single-handedly defined the male action star in his films – and represents an era which is in its twilight – a time when men were men and kicked the shit out of one another when needed. Today’s male action star is invariably wearing a cape or dressed in tights, or a suit made from super-titanium, or other alien alloy utilized to ward off evil and other nefarious elements threatening Western Civilization or the galaxy at large.

The action star of Sheldon’s age (and truth be told, mine as well) is all but gone. John Rambo is part of a heroic yesterday. When Sheldon assisted Sylvester Stallone in Rambo III, the net was cast again to bring back hard an action star of beloved yore. The blood-drenched heroes of Sly, Van Damme, and Schwarzenegger are all but gone in the modern epoch of action fealty. Yet the legends continue to be appreciated and most importantly remembered.

The stuff of legends is imbued inexorably in the name of Sheldon Lettich. He shall join the pantheon of other greats, Howard Hawks, James Cameron, John McTiernan, Tony Scott and John Woo.

For me, Sheldon will remain more than a legend and master craftsman.

Sheldon triumphed over time and incomprehensible challenges. He gored himself into the history books and his place therein has been earned through blood, sweat and tears.

He will forever be my big brother and dearest friend.

A guy like Lettich comes around once in a rare generation.

I fear we will not see his like again.

George P. Saunders
December 12, 2021


INTRODUCTION

In the era of parachute pants, leg warmers, and Cabbage Patch Kids, who would have thought we would still be discussing the films from the 80s the way we do. The fandom those properties have spawned just continues to grow year after year. Some of the films have been remade, they’ve had sequels, and even what is now being called a ‘requel’, a remake that doubles as a sequel. The book you are about to read isn’t about any of those things. There is a major connection though.

Before modern special effects, most everything would be done in camera. When you would do a film like Sam Raimi’s horror masterpiece The Evil Dead (1981), all those crazy, elaborate special effects were done in real time, live on the set. During this time, all the horror films would employ this method; it’s all that was available.

During this same time period, action films were done the exact same way. The majority of explosions, car crashes, or crumbling buildings, were all done live on the set. What the action film had the horror ones didn’t were the action stars. These men and women were given roles in these films because, in a sense, they were their own special effect. They were hired for how they looked or what they could do over their acting abilities. Guys like Steven Seagal, Jeff Speakman, or Sylvester Stallone all had their own unique set of skills which made them stars. There was an amazing amount of action stars had the look or martial arts skills which would earn them acclaim around the world.

As time would pass and movies evolved, so did modern technology and these performers were no longer needed by major studios. They could take any actor and make them look like they were performing these amazing feats with the use of computers. The ‘real’ action heroes were left to do the best they could in smaller budgeted films released direct to video. By the late 90s, you couldn’t find a Jean-Claude Van Damme film playing at the local multi-plex and the age of Computer Generated Imagery (CGI) had taken over.

The stories you are about to read in this book take place in the era of film so many of us refuse to let die. Jean-Claude is also a major presence in many of these stories simply because of the relationship he had with our subject, they made history together. Sheldon Lettich had very little film experience when he was tasked with writing the script for Bloodsport (1988). The film became a worldwide phenomenon and launched both men into another realm career-wise. This book will take you into the stories behind the films Sheldon has worked on, how his work has helped to launch the careers of others, and give you a look into who this guy actually is.

Through the jungles of Vietnam to the hills of Hollywood, Sheldon’s life has gone from one extreme to another while always trying to maintain his integrity. The man who developed these insane action masterpieces also happens to be a beloved husband and father, avoiding the personal destruction and deceit so many people in Hollywood fall in to. Sheldon and I have spent many hours collaborating to bring this book to the masses. Our hope is to entertain, inform, and hopefully inspire our readers to keep these films alive.


Brooklyn to Beverly Hills

The story of Sheldon Lettich starts in the winter of 1951 when he was born in Brooklyn, New York. His parents, Max and Sonja, were refugees from Eastern Europe, who had met at a Displaced Persons Camp in Munchberg, Germany after the end of the war. Max was from Bukovina, an obscure province of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire, which after World War Two became absorbed into Western Ukraine. His mother was from Wolbrom, a small town in central Poland.

As with many immigrants during that time period, they left Europe by booking passage on a ship, which transported them across the Atlantic Ocean to New York City. They were processed by the Immigration authorities at Ellis Island, and then found themselves a small apartment in a six story Brownstone tenement building in the Bensonhurst neighborhood of Brooklyn. The building itself was filled with recent refugees from Europe as well, most of them Jewish, and most of them unfamiliar with the English language. The language most commonly spoken in the building was Yiddish, and apparently that ended up being Sheldon’s first language as well. In fact, Yiddish would be the only language he knew for several years since it was all he heard spoken around him both day and night. Sheldon’s relatives who knew him at the time said he didn’t speak or understand English until he was about five years old. He’s still able to understand a small amount of spoken Yiddish, but with the comprehension of a five-year-old.

When it comes to extended family, the war really took its toll on his. “Very few of my parents’ immediate family survived the war. I never met any of my grandparents, all of whom perished in the Holocaust. The same was true for most of my aunts and uncles. Out of nine children in my mother’s family, she and her sister, Eva, were the only two to survive. From my father’s family, only he and one sister, Dora, survived the war.” His father found employment in New York’s garment district, working with a noisy machine that knit sweaters, while his mother stayed at home taking care of him and, eventually, his two sisters, Yvette and Melanie.

There were a few other relatives, cousins on his mothers’ side, who had also survived the war and had migrated to America. Among them were Nathan and David Schpelski, two brothers from his mother’s little town of Wolbrom, who eventually changed their family name to the more Americanized version, Shapell. They had made their way to the other side of the country, to Los Angeles, California. Both were very smart, motivated, energetic, and they very quickly found for themselves some golden opportunities in the Golden State. Specifically, they had foreseen a massive postwar need for housing, and very slowly, one by one, they began building houses. Nathan and David, and Nathan’s brother-in-law, Max Weisbrod (changed later to Webb), started a small house building company, S&S Construction, which eventually expanded to become Shapell Industries, one of the major builders of tract homes throughout California. They convinced Sheldon’s parents that there were much better opportunities to earn a living in Los Angeles. In 1956, his entire family boarded a plane and left New York for California. His parents remained in Los Angeles for the rest of their lives. His father and another uncle ended up buying and managing a millwork plant in Watts, in South Central Los Angeles, where they manufactured all the doors, windows, and cabinets for the newly constructed S&S homes. It was a successful, symbiotic relationship with the Shapell family that lasted for decades, until everyone’s dying days. Following Nathan’s death in 2007, Shapell Industries was eventually sold in its entirety to Toll Brothers, another major home building company.

The area where the Lettich family first settled down in Los Angeles was Baldwin Hills. Truly, there were real hills in the neighborhood, just a few blocks away from the apartment building they were living in, close enough for Sheldon to ride a bike, or even walk to. On the summit of these nearby hills there was an earthen dam with a water-filled reservoir behind it, and even a small, abandoned World War Two era Army base. Overall, it was an amazing playground for an adventurous pre-teen boy with a fertile imagination, who wasn’t shy about getting out and exploring his neighborhood.

Around this same time, Sheldon would begin to discover the movies. There was a nearby theater, the Baldwin, which used to have what were called Kiddie Matinees on the weekends, which was a fixture throughout the 1950s. Many theaters back then used to have these shows every weekend, and they would generally screen two feature films, which were more often than not, Science Fiction. Playwright Richard O’Brian very famously immortalized this concept in The Rocky Horror Show (debuted on stage in 1973) with the opening song, aptly titled “Science Fiction/ Double Feature”, and which referenced many of the Sci-Fi cultural touchstones from that era. In addition to the feature films, every Kiddie Matinee would also screen a number of cartoons prior to the movies, and usually a black & white serial as well. For those not familiar with them (because they died out due to the popularity of television in the 1950s), serials were multi-episodic stories that were screened over the course of a number of weeks, with each episode being about fifteen minutes in length, and nearly always with cliff-hanger endings that were designed to draw audiences into theaters on a regular basis. Most of them were produced in the 1930s and 1940s, and by the time he was seeing them in the 1950s they were mostly reruns from the earlier period. One of the most memorable was Commando Cody character, who made his first appearance in Radar Men from the Moon (1952). He was an ordinary guy who possessed no super-powers, but with the aid of a rocket-pack on his back, he could fly through the air to go after various iterations of evil-doers and bad guys. He was the direct inspiration for The Rocketeer (1991) in Joe Johnston’s movie, and is also similar in many respects to the Boba Fett character featured in a few of the Star Wars movies and The Mandalorian (2019-) TV series. It wouldn’t be a stretch to conjecture that George Lucas and Joe Johnston were also captivated and influenced by these serials during their childhoods in the 1950s.

One double bill Sheldon saw numerous times was Journey to the Center of the Earth (1959), paired with The Lost World (1960). They were 20th Century Fox releases, based on classic Sci-Fi novels from the 19th Century, and both featured various species of lizards and other reptiles that were enlarged on-screen via a special effects process known as the travelling matte, which made them appear as though they were huge dinosaurs, menacing the likes of James Mason and Claude Raines. Other Sci-Fi and Fantasy favorites from that era include The Time Machine (1960), and the Ray Harryhausen masterpiece, The 7th Voyage of Sinbad (1958). There was no such thing as home video back then, so you had to see these films up on a big screen in a movie theater. There were only three nationwide television networks at the time, and they rarely screened movies of this nature. Fortunately, there were local stations that would screen older Horror and Sci-Fi classics, which is how he was able to become a fan of Kong Kong (1933) and some of the old black & white Universal Horror classics like Frankenstein (1931), The Wolf Man (1941), Dracula (1931), and The Mummy (1932). There was a magazine that catered to fans of these sorts of movies, called Famous Monsters of Filmland, which he devoured regularly. Sheldon had heard a rumor that the editor of the magazine, Forrest J. Ackerman, lived in the neighborhood. He would quickly learn that the rumor was true. “Forry serendipitously lived less than a mile from my parents’ first house in the Pico-La Cienega neighborhood that we moved to when I started Junior High School. My friends and I would actually be able to ride our bikes to his famous Ackermansion on Sherbourne Street, which was overflowing with decade’s worth of memorabilia from monster and Sci-Fi movies of the past and present. By this time I had begun reading Sci-Fi books, and one of my favorite authors at the time was Ray Bradbury, who I actually had the pleasure of meeting in person at Forry’s house.”

Around this same time he had also been introduced to comic books, and the early 1960s were a particularly fertile time for comic books and their readers, because this was precisely when Stan Lee and Marvel Comics began introducing characters that would go on to become a worldwide cultural phenomenon. Sheldon actually picked up the very first issues of these comics featuring The Fantastic Four, Spiderman, Iron Man, Thor, The X-Men, and numerous others from the local drug store or grocery store, where they were available for ten cents on a rotating magazine rack. He and his friends learned which day of the week the latest editions would be put on the stands, and they would be there waiting so they could be the first in line to snatch them up.

The Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) would not fully detonate until decades later with the first Iron Man (2008) movie, but there were other cultural bombshells about to explode in the early 1960s, all of which affected and inspired him, all of which had an impact on his subsequent career in the movies. The first of these was the release of the initial James Bond movie, Dr. No (1962), which Sheldon saw theatrically. This was followed with the second Bond movie, From Russia with Love (1963), and then with the blockbuster Goldfinger (1964), which set the template for all future Bond movies. “I was a huge fan from my first viewing of Dr. No, and my enthusiasm for the character and the franchise only grew with the release of each subsequent film. Of course, I followed up by reading Ian Fleming’s novels that these movies were based on.”

Another cinematic hero Sheldon began following around this time was actor Humphrey Bogart. “This was pre-home video, so I would just have to be lucky to catch his movies when they showed on television. Like a true fan, I had a few Bogie posters hanging on my bedroom walls. There were a few theaters in Los Angeles that would screen some of the classic films once in a while, and every so often I’d be lucky enough to catch one of Bogie’s films on a big screen in an actual movie theater. The one that seemed to be screened more often than others was The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948), a true classic that was directed by John Huston.” Bogie was not an upright, law-abiding movie hero good guy like many of the male stars of that era. In fact, more often than not he would play a villain like Mad Dog Roy Earl in High Sierra (1941), or a reluctant hero like Charlie Allnutt in The African Queen (1951), or an ambiguous antihero like Fred C. Dobbs in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre.

“Another actor that I became a fan of during this period was Steve McQueen, who starred in some of my favorite action films of that era, including The Great Escape (1963), The Magnificent Seven (1960), and The Sand Pebbles (1966).” According to Sheldon, McQueen was also a favorite of Van Damme’s. The character Chad in Double Impact was named after McQueen’s son, Chad McQueen, who was a personal friend of Jean-Claude’s for a number of years.

In 1964, Sheldon’s family moved a few miles west, in order to take advantage of a better high school in Beverly Hills. This worked out well for his sisters, but was not a great move for Sheldon as he had a number of friends that he would be leaving behind. Still, there were opportunities at Beverly Hills High School that would have an impact on him for the rest of his life.

Around this same time, Sheldon acquired an interest in photography, almost by accident when he found an old Voightlander camera hanging from a tree during a trip to the nearby Angeles National Forest. “I took the camera home with me, and began tinkering with it. Then, after I checked a few photography books out of the local library, I began taking photos, and soon found this was a hobby that I both enjoyed and had an aptitude for. It wasn’t long before I combined this new passion with my love of movies, and decided that I wanted to pursue a career as a Cinematographer, a Director of Photography for motion pictures. I subscribed to American Cinematographer Magazine, and began following cinematography and prominent cinematographers with an almost religious fervor. I had a few favorites back then, many of whom are still my favorites today. Number One was Gregg Toland, who famously shot Citizen Kane (1941) and was also behind the camera of one of my favorite Bogart films, Dead End (1937).” Another one of his favorites at the time was Richard Kline, who was nominated for an Oscar for his work on Camelot (1967). Years later, Sheldon would have the honor and privilege of actually working with Richard on Double Impact (1991).

Sheldon had a favorite teacher all throughout high school, and that was his Art teacher, Mr. Lyle Suter. The school had put him in charge of producing a newsreel, which would showcase highlights of the school year. It was to be shot on 16mm film, and the school actually had a couple of 16mm cameras available. One was a legendary Bolex, which he believes had the capability of recording sync sound along with the picture. The other camera was kind of a primitive, boxy 16mm camera, which may have been manufactured by Kodak, (or at least it had a Kodak label on it). Both of these had rotating turrets with a choice of three different lenses. They also had some editing equipment, which was pre-digital (by many years) and very much old school. Basically, you would cut the film on the frame line, and then attach it to the next shot with a piece of cellophane tape. To screen the film, you’d run it through a projector, and pray that the tape splices didn’t break. Sheldon actually worked on a couple of them, which were called Norman Newsreels. He would film all kinds of school activities, including some sports events, of course. The school had an outstanding Theater Arts department, which would stage a musical every year. During his freshman year, Sheldon remembers one very excellent staging of Carousel. His personal Theater Arts interest at the time was not acting or directing, but Set Design, and in his senior year, Sheldon was actually tasked with designing the sets for the school’s quite lavish production of The Mikado, which resulted in his life-long obsession with Gilbert & Sullivan.

Of all the events he filmed for the school, the most memorable by far was a yearly event that they called Jazz Night, which would generally feature some semi well-known performers who would put on a show for the students in the school’s auditorium. During his senior year, Sheldon would hit the jackpot. “On one night they had a few fading stars who had been popular in the 1950s: The Coasters, and The Drifters. Then they scored a rising star named Linda Ronstadt, who was performing that night with her backup band, The Stone Ponies. The school’s big coup, however, was booking The Doors, who just so happened to have the nation’s number one hit single at the time, “Light My Fire”. The school had booked this obscure Los Angeles based band well in advance, before their popularity exploded. To the band’s credit, they honored the commitment they had made to give a live performance for the students in this local high school auditorium, at a time when they would have been able to book huge arenas anywhere in the country. I was the lucky guy who was given the opportunity to get up close and personal with them, because I had a professional-looking 16mm movie camera in my hands. I was down in the Green Room with them, filming them while they clowned around, getting ready to put on their show. I was up on the stage with them, getting closeups while they performed all their latest hit songs. Fortunately for me, I was not a huge Rock ’n’ Roll fan at the time; otherwise the excitement of being on-stage with The Doors might have completely overwhelmed me. While I liked The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, and Motown, my musical tastes at the time leaned towards Classical music and Broadway shows, especially those by Lerner & Lowe (My Fair Lady and Camelot). A couple other favorites of mine back then were West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof. I still know the lyrics to every song in those, by heart. My friend, Josh Becker, is also a My Fair Lady fan, and the two of us have amazed one another by singing, in unison, “Why Can’t the English,” and not missing a single lyric.” The 1960s were an epochal era for Rock ’n’ Roll, but Sheldon found himself marching to a different drummer. To a great extent, he still does. Beethoven, Mozart, Mendelsohn, and Max Bruch are some of his Classical favorites. Thanks to The Mikado, he’s still a fan of Gilbert & Sullivan, and has CDs of all the G&S shows.

In September of 1966, another cultural bombshell dropped when the first episode of Star Trek premiered on national TV. Of course, Sheldon was watching, as he was still an avid Sci-Fi fan. “I was hooked, and probably became one of the first Trekkies. Besides loving the show and eagerly watching it every week, I was given a front row seat via a couple friends of mine, Paul and Larry Brooks, whose dad was a production manager on the old Desilu lot at the corner of Gower and Melrose in Hollywood. He didn’t specifically work on the show, but he was able to get us in and give us access to the lot, where we were free to wander around and to visit any set that wasn’t specifically designated a closed set. I believe the Star Trek set was usually designated as one of these off-limits sets, but security wasn’t all that tight back then, and nobody seemed to feel threatened by three teenage boys who obviously had some kind of connection or else they would not have been running around like kids in a candy store. We were able to walk right onto the sound stages where Star Trek was actually being filmed, and observe William Shatner, Leonard Nimoy, and the rest of the famous cast as they uttered some of their iconic lines of dialogue in some of their classic episodes. I never met the show’s creator, Gene Roddenberry, in person, but I went into his office one day and asked his secretary if I could get his autograph. He actually obliged, and signed a black & white still of Kirk and Spock for me, with an inscription which read: ‘To Sheldon Lettich. May you one day reach the stars! Gene Rodenberry, STAR TREK.’”

The following week, Sheldon went even one better than that. He purchased a large, full color poster of Leonard Nimoy, dressed as Spock, holding a model of the Starship Enterprise. On his next visit to the lot, he carried that rolled up poster with him, and then went around to the key members of the cast to ask if they would autograph the poster. “I was warned that Nimoy was generally reluctant to sign autographs for fans, but when I unrolled that big poster for him I got a positive reaction, and even a smile from the famously stoic Mr. Spock. Nimoy signed the poster, and even addressed it to me personally. Then I approached Shatner, who was also happy to sign his autograph (even though it wasn’t him on the poster), and the same with DeForest Kelley (Bones) and James Doohan (Scotty). Nichelle Nichols (Uhura) was not on the set that day, but during a subsequent visit I was able to get her to autograph a black & white still of herself. I believe all this made me a bona fide Trekkie, probably well before that term had even been coined.

Sheldon’s interest in photography continued, never diverging from his goal of becoming a Director of Photography. There were no photography classes taught at his high school, so he managed to enroll in an Adult Education course that taught basic photography in the evenings at an elementary school close to his parents’ house. Film schools were not as ubiquitous back then as they are now. Even in Los Angeles, there were only two colleges at the time teaching film courses which led to a degree in the subject, and those were the University of Southern California (USC) and The University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). After graduating high school, he looked into attending either of those schools, but his high school grades were mediocre at best, and a good academic record was necessary to get into one of those programs at a four-year college. After checking around some more, Sheldon found a local junior college, Los Angeles Trade-Technical College, offering a two-year degree program in Professional Photography, just what he was looking for. A thorough knowledge of photography (cameras, film, lenses) seemed like a good stepping stone towards a career as a motion picture cameraman, so enrolling at Trade-Tech seemed like a good way to get his feet wet. Besides, the grade point averages and the academic requirements were not nearly as rigorous as were required at the four year schools. At this time, Sheldon’s plan was to get an Associate of Arts (AA) degree in photography from Trade-Tech, and then transfer to either USC or UCLA afterwards.

He enthusiastically dove into photography classes at Trade-Tech, which were designed to prepare students for careers in Commercial Photography. The students were taught how to work with a big, bulky 4x5 inch view camera, the kind that harkened back to the earliest days of photography, the kind that Matthew Brady toted around during the Civil War. It sat atop a sturdy tripod, had a bellows, and required a shroud draped over the photographer’s while focusing the image on a ground glass with the aid of a loupe. The film for those cameras came in 4x5 inch sheets which had to be manually inserted into plastic film holders. All this had to be done in complete darkness; a far cry from the convenient 35mm film cartridges that he was used to. They were taught to develop this film by dipping the film sheets by hand into some very foul and caustic chemicals, and then afterwards to make black & white prints from these negatives, again working with even more foul-smelling chemicals, which were corrosive enough to slowly eat into your skin if you didn’t wear proper gloves. This was all done in a darkroom, which was dimly illuminated by red-tinted light bulbs.

In addition to film chemistry, they would learn about the optics of lenses, and about lighting; how to light a person, how to light a shiny reflective object, how to light a transparent glass object, how to light for texture. They were also taught the basics of architectural photography; how to straighten the lines of buildings with the aid of the swing & tilt features unique to a view camera. This was not the sort of photography that focused on creative expression, but on hard-nosed, rigid commercial photography, skills one could actually earn a living with. There was room for creativity, but that was not the emphasis. There was no Bachelor of Fine Arts degree to be conferred at Trade-Tech. Years later; he was able to utilize these skills to earn a decent living for himself as a professional photographer, which became his day job while struggling to gain a foothold as a screenwriter.

“I was seventeen years old at the time, having skipped Third Grade in Elementary School because somebody at the school thought I was a little smarter than average. As much as I was enjoying my studies at Trade-Tech, there was a restlessness gnawing at me. I felt a need to escape from my safe, cloistered, and comfortable life and to insert myself into the wide and dangerous outside world which I had only read about in books and seen in movies. I was feeling a need to test myself, and to gain some maturity which I felt I was sorely lacking at the time.” Maybe it was the influence of War movies Sheldon had seen and admired in the mid-60s, especially The Dirty Dozen (1967) and The Devil’s Brigade (1968). There were John Wayne and Audie Murphy movies before those, along with contemporary TV shows such as Combat (1962-1967) and The Rat Patrol (1966-68). There also was The D.I. (1957) with Jack Webb playing a hard-nosed Marine Corps Drill Instructor, decades before R. Lee Ermey took his own memorable shot at that role in Full Metal Jacket (1987).

The war in Vietnam was at its height, and Sheldon was feeling that if he didn’t jump on that bandwagon, the conflict might be over before he had the opportunity to be a part of that unique and life changing experience. “I didn’t discuss this with my parents, who I knew would be appalled. They were already scheming to get me a doctor’s note to excuse me from the Draft, citing my childhood allergies as an excuse. Prior to turning eighteen, I would have needed their permission and a parental signature to enlist, so I kept mum until my eighteenth birthday. I had told a few very close friends that I was already talking to a Marine Corps recruiter. My semester at Trade-Tech ended just before my eighteenth birthday in January. I informed the college of my plans and said I wouldn’t be returning when the new semester began. I’d already signed my enlistment contract, so all that was left for me to do was show up at the military induction center at the end of January.” Not long afterwards he checked in at the induction center in Downtown Los Angeles, then found himself on a bus with a motley assortment of other recruits, all headed towards whatever fate awaited them at the Marine Corps Recruit Depot (MCRD) in San Diego, California.


The Marine

What transpired upon Sheldon’s arrival at MCRD is a scenario that’s been seen in so many movies and TV shows that it’s pretty much become a cliché. First, Drill Instructors (D.I.) yelling at recruits to get off the bus and to find themselves a pair of yellow footprints. Then it’s followed by hair being shorn off into high & tight skinhead haircuts before moving on to the ill-fitting green uniforms and black leather boots. Then they’re soon herded into a barracks by still shouting D,I.’s for a fitful, sleepless first night as a Marine Corps Boot. “This was so very much different than anything I had ever experienced. I certainly got that change of scenery I had been pining for. Be careful what you wish for, right?” The following weeks were filled with unique learning experiences: how to march, how to properly wear a uniform, how to clean a barracks; fairly mundane stuff for the most part, not much having to do with war fighting.

There was also Physical Training (P.T.), which was mostly calisthenics, pushups, sit-ups, and an exercise they called Side Straddle Hops, known to most of us as Jumping Jacks. There were also three-mile runs, in combat boots. They had chants to accompany these runs, such as “If I die in a Combat Zone, box me up and ship me home!” along with “One-two-three-four, I love the Marine Corps!” The chants made these runs a lot more fun for them. In the Marine Corps, running was not quite the same as jogging. They were seriously running. Guys would drop out, huffing, puffing, and sometimes puking. There was no respite for the dropouts; the D.I.’s would force them to do a hundred side-straddle-hops, or a hundred pushups, or, rather than a finite number, they’d say “Do ‘em ‘til I get tired!” Most of them, Sheldon included, were getting into the best physical shape of their lives. “I didn’t have much enthusiasm for exercising or running in high school, but the Marines changed that mindset for me for the rest of my life. I’ve been fervent about exercising ever since, hitting the gym at least three times a week, and going on long runs through whatever neighborhood I was living in. In the last few years, however, I’ve had to change my cardio routine to either a stationary bicycle or an elliptical machine instead of a run, mainly because of problems with my knees, a medical issue I can attribute to the Marines and the many hills and mountains I would be going up and down during my tour of duty in Vietnam and subsequent training in Ranger School and as a Recon Marine after that.”

The recruits eventually moved on to the rifle range, where they were taught how to aim, fire, and maintain a rifle, skills Sheldon was woefully unacquainted with. Unlike many of the other recruits in his platoon, his parents never kept any firearms in the home. Having had horrendous experiences with World War Two, they had an aversion to firearms and weapons of any sort. His dad never took him to a shooting range, bought him a BB gun, or took him out hunting, which for many of the other guys seemed to be a standard rite of passage for American boys.

The rifle they were introduced to was the M-14, which was like a supercharged version of the famous M-1 Garand which had been the workhorse for American troops during World War Two. The major difference between the two was that the M-14 could fire on fully automatic as well as single shots. It also fired a different bullet, which was the 7.62 caliber NATO .308, which all the NATO countries had adopted as their standard military round. The lightweight M-16 was in the midst of being phased in to replace the heavier M-14. Fortunately for Sheldon, the M-14 was a better rifle for an introduction to marksmanship, especially for someone who had virtually no experience at all with firearms. Unfortunately for him, the heavier bullets gave the weapon a serious kickback when fired, something he wasn’t quite prepared for the first time the trigger was pulled and firing a live round at a target. After firing a few more, his shoulder ached for a week. Despite that, they were back on the range the next day, and the day after that. He would learn to lean his shoulder into the buttstock before firing, to prevent the recoil from slamming that heavy piece of wood and metal into the soft, fleshy shoulder (which was what he was instructed to do in the first place). Little by little he would start to get it, to grasp the basics of marksmanship. Sheldon didn’t do quite so well with his marksmanship in Boot Camp, not like many of the other guys who’d grown up handling and shooting firearms, eventually he would become reasonably adept with a rifle.

Boot Camp should have lasted for nine weeks, but they’d managed to accelerate it down to eight in order to get guys over to the war zone a little quicker. The year Sheldon graduated was 1969, when the U.S. had the highest number of troops in Vietnam, five hundred fifty thousand. After graduating, his entire platoon was packed into buses, shipped about forty miles north to the Marine Corps Base at Camp Pendleton, California to commence a few weeks of infantry training. Camp Pendleton was a huge, sprawling base that encompassed about seventeen miles of prime Southern California beachfront real estate, following along the shoreline of the Pacific Ocean, and for another ten miles inland. Established in 1942, marines would be trained there for amphibious landings, which would become their primary means of insertion for their island-hopping campaign across the Pacific in World War Two.

For Sheldon and the rest of the guys in his training platoon, Camp Pendleton became the place where they started feeling like they were really marines. Instead of marching in a neat, orderly formation across an asphalt parade deck, they were humping up and down hills, learning basic combat tactics, learning how to fire and maintain exotic weapons like M-60 machine guns, anti-tank rocket launchers, and M-79 grenade launchers, oftentimes with live ammunition. They also had to arm and throw live fragmentation grenades. They now were doing the cool stuff they had only previously seen in all those old John Wayne movies. It was a lot more than just fun & games. Their D.I.’s and tactical training instructors, nearly all of whom had already served in Vietnam, kept warning them to pay attention to what they were teaching because very shortly, “Y’all are goin’ to Vietnam!” In mid-1969, around the time he was going through infantry training at Camp Pendleton, there were over two hundred Americans dying every week in Vietnam, a very sobering statistic.

After completing infantry training, they were bused back to MCRD where everyone was told what their primary Military Occupation Specialty (MOS) was going to be. Most of the guys in Sheldon’s platoon were assigned 0311, which was a Rifleman, a basic ground-pounding grunt, the backbone of the infantry. He would be assigned the MOS of 2533, which was a Radio Telegraph operator. Telegraph is not an anachronistic misspelling; 2533’s were actually expected to learn Morse Code. Surprisingly, even as late as 1969, the Navy was still transmitting messages from ship to ship using Morse Code, and since the Marine Corps was a part of the Navy, they needed to have operators who could transmit messages via Morse Code while serving aboard Navy ships. Sheldon felt it was totally unnecessary for marines to learn Morse Code in the late 1960’s; he never used it once during his entire time in the Corps. Eventually the higher-ups came to the same conclusion; Sheldon’s class was one of the last to ever be taught Morse Code. From then on all marine communicators were simply 2531 Radio Operators, which was his job in Vietnam and afterwards.

The small class plowed ahead and learned all the various dots and dashes that make up the Morse Code alphabet. “I was amused to see it unearthed for a scene in Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar (2014) where two of the main characters use it to furtively communicate with one another. In addition to Morse Code we were also taught touch typing, which is something that actually did come in quite handy for me, but later in life, when I became a screenwriter, not at all while I was in the Marine Corps. We were introduced to the Prick-25, the PRC-25 field radio, and were taught how to use it and maintain it. It was a simple and very rugged piece of electronic equipment, which weighed about twenty five pounds. Depending on the type of antenna used and atmospheric conditions, it could reliably communicate with a similar piece of equipment that was within a radius of about three to four miles. With a longer antenna, the range was supposedly good for around eighteen miles. We practiced carrying these on our backs, communicating with one another at the nearby Marine Corps Air Facility at Miramar.”

Finally they were assigned to what would be their first duty stations. Not surprisingly, nearly everyone was going to Vietnam, as had been promised (or warned). They were given a week’s worth of Leave, so they could say goodbye to families, or to girlfriends. Sheldon didn’t have a girlfriend at the time, so he just visited with his immediate family and a few close friends for a few days. “I was actually chomping at the bit to get overseas, to whatever fate or adventure awaited me. Movie nerd that I was, there was only one thing I wanted to do before leaving for Vietnam: I wanted to watch 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), up on the big Cinerama screen one more time. That was my wish, my last request, so to speak. That wish was granted. I got to see 2001 up on that vast curved screen at Warner’s Cinerama Theater on Hollywood Blvd., where it had been screening since the day it first opened, and where I had already seen it three or four times. To this day, it remains one of my all-time favorite movies, and I’ve seen it in movie theaters at least a dozen times.” Ironically, the premiere of Bloodsport (1988), a couple of decades later, was in that very same movie theater.

It was September 1969 when Sheldon boarded a chartered civilian plane which was packed with Marines heading to the Southeast Asian war zone. After a long flight over the Pacific, with one stopover in Hawaii for refueling, he arrived in Vietnam at the military air base in Da Nang, and it was sweltering hot outside. “When I stepped out of the plane, the heat hit my face like I’d stepped inside a blast furnace.” The temperature was hovering near one hundred twenty degrees Fahrenheit and the relative humidity was around one hundred percent. He would soon learn that this would be the norm throughout Vietnam for the entire summer. Under these severe climate conditions he would soon be humping up and down hills and through triple canopy jungles with roughly a hundred pounds of radio equipment and other gear on his back.

Richard Nixon was now the president of the United States, and the number of American troops in Vietnam was at its highest level ever. He had missed the bloody Tet Offensive of that year, which happened around February. The previous year, the 1968 Tet Offensive had seen vicious and coordinated attacks on Americans and American bases throughout South Vietnam, by the combined forces of Viet Cong (VC) and the North Vietnamese Army (NVA). Those attacks triggered a strong retaliatory pushback from American forces, resulting in massive Vietnamese casualties. By the time he arrived over there, the entire country was relatively pacified. The VC and the NVA had pretty much had their asses kicked during both Tet Offensives, and during the desperate siege of Khe Sanh, facts that seem to have eluded much of the general public. South Vietnam was not quite the hellish war zone that it had been in the previous couple of years. It was still a long way from being Disneyland, and battles were still being fought all over the country, but the VC and NVA had come to the realization that their smartest strategy might be to just hunker down and wait, surmising correctly that the American public would grow weary of being mired down in a Southeast Asian war, and would eventually withdraw the troops. That is exactly how the events would eventually unfold. A few decades later, the same scenario played out in Afghanistan. Americans simply don’t seem to have the patience and stamina of the Vietnamese, or the Afghans.

Within a day or so, all the newly arrived marines had been assigned to various units dispersed throughout I Corps, which encompassed the northernmost provinces of South Vietnam, and was where most of the Marine Corps units were located. “I was assigned to the Third Battalion, First Marine Regiment, of the First Marine Division. The Battalion headquarters was located on a hill alongside the meandering Song Vu Gia River. That location was named nothing more exotic or colorful than Hill Thirty Seven, which was simply the elevation of the hill. Many of the places where I would be temporarily bivouacked over the next year had similarly mundane and uninspiring names, just the elevation of a piece of terrain and nothing more.” A couple kilometers away from them was Hill Sixty Five, which is where the First Marine Regiment was headquartered. There was a ridgeline nearby that the marines would bombard with artillery fire every night, which had been nicknamed Charlie Ridge. A jungle-encrusted valley a few miles away had a more colorful and evocative name, Elephant Valley. Sheldon ended up going on a number of patrols there, but never once saw an elephant. It might have been named after the plentiful Elephant Grass that grew along parts of the valley floor. The grass may have earned that name because it was verifiably as high as an elephant’s eye.

As a radio operator, Sheldon was first assigned to Headquarters and Service Company (H&S) for the battalion, which meant he spent most of his days in the Combat Operations Center (C.O.C.), where he would make and receive calls for the officers who ran the battalion. There were three companies that comprised the battalion: India, Kilo, and Mike, and they were all spread out at various locations in the field near the battalion H.Q. He would end up spending a number of months at Hill Twenty Two with India Co., serving as their company radio operator.

Since the Viet Cong were laying low after their defeats during Tet and at KheSahn, it fell upon the American units to seek out and destroy the enemy, which meant they were constantly sending out patrols to try and engage the enemy. Every one of these patrols needed a radio operator. Sheldon went out with a number of squadsized patrols, usually eight to twelve men. These small patrols would generally go out at night, after darkness fell. “We would find a spot to quietly hunker down for the night, and then we would lay low and wait to ambush any passing enemy patrols. There were larger versions of this concept as well, platoon-sized or even company-sized. When I was with India Company, the unit actually struck pay dirt one night, and ambushed a large contingent of VC ferrying equipment and provisions south towards Da Nang, possibly in preparation for a future attack on the city. I wouldn’t doubt that there was some timely intelligence that tipped us off; otherwise it would have been extremely fortuitous that we had an entire company of Marines waiting at the right place and at the right time. Nevertheless the Viet Cong unit was completely decimated by small arms fire – M16 rifles and M-60 machine guns – without one single Marine casualty that night. There were around a hundred dead bodies on the ground afterwards, along with the weapons and the supplies they were transporting. I was the radio operator who was in contact with battalion headquarters that night, informing them of what was transpiring. The Viet Cong were wiped out so quickly and completely that I didn’t even have to call for artillery or air support to help them out. I read about it in the military’s Stars & Stripes newspaper a day or two later; apparently that was the biggest engagement of the entire night.”

The night ambush patrols were rarely that successful. Generally, the only casualties were the mosquitoes that were biting on them, which they would quietly swat away. Nevertheless, the danger of their circumstances was always present. If one of the eight-man ambush patrols would have encountered a hundred-man contingent of VC at night, they could have been in a world of shit had they stumbled upon them. A few months after the previous incident, Sheldon found himself in a situation which was close to the realization of that frightening scenario.

There was a specialized unit attached to the S-2, the Intelligence section of the battalion, and that was the Scout Snipers. This was very much a Recon unit, which went out on small patrols with around ten Marines, at the behest of the battalion commander. They conducted reconnaissance missions in the immediate area of operations for the battalion, and they had a secondary mission as snipers. Instead of the standard M-16’s they carried the older M-14 rifle, which fired a larger bullet and was more accurate, although it was decidedly heavier than the M-16. An M-14 with one hundred twenty rounds of 7.62mm ammo loaded into magazines weighed nineteen pounds, whereas an M-
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