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Foreword

Not every 16-year-old gets to see Superman fly. And I’m not talking about watching him on television or reading one of his adventures in a comic book. It was 1977, and I was in the Fortress of Solitude on the legendary 007 Stage at Pinewood Studios.

Standing at one end of the set was a soon-to-be-famous actor named Christopher Reeve, who was garbed in the famous blue, red and yellow costume of the world’s most popular superhero. When director Richard Donner called for action, Chris defied gravity and took to the air with an effortlessness befitting a bird on the wind. This was magic. Pure and simple.

From that moment, I was hooked. I knew how I wanted to spend the rest of my life - I wanted to follow in my Uncle Colin’s footsteps and create special effects for movies.

Working as a runner on Superman: The Movie was the best summer job a kid could have asked for. I did anything that was asked of me, from buying supplies for the workshop to making tea for the crew, all while trying to learn as much about the filmmaking craft as possible. As the Creative Supervisor and Director of Special Effects, Colin proved to be an excellent mentor as I took my first steps into a new world.

Despite my never-ending barrage of questions, Colin was happy to show me the ropes and pass on his knowledge. We worked together again on Saturn 3, Superman II and Superman III, and I was grateful for his boundless patience and support.

That’s one of the great things about Colin - his openness. When he took me under his wing, he kept an open-door policy and was always available for a chat. He had a genuine passion for helping the next generation of filmmaking artists and technicians - something that lives on to this day.

My career continued to grow and develop over the years, and I found myself supervising special effects for such directors as Steven Spielberg, Ridley Scott and Roland Emmerich. In a field with so many remarkable peers, I consider myself extremely fortunate to have been awarded Oscars for my work on Gladiator and Gravity.

But Colin did it first. Along with five of his colleagues, he won an Academy Award for Superman. Long before the CGI revolution, the special effects they created made the world believe that a man could fly.

The book you are now reading is the story of how Colin got to that point - then continued soaring. After becoming an accomplished director himself, he went on to collaborate with Michael Jackson to create the most ambitious music video ever produced. He also helped the X-Men leap from the comic-book page to the big screen for the very first time.

Colin’s life reads like a great adventure story. That’s because it really is one. But I don’t want to reveal too much and ruin it for you. As with all stories worth telling, getting there is half the fun.

Neil Corbould

November 2018
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Introduction by Aaron Lam

“Wanna see Superman?” Dad asked me on that fateful day in 1979.

I was out for a Sunday stroll with my family at Ontario Place in Toronto, when the poster for Superman: The Movie caught our attention. The Cinesphere, which was the golfball-shaped theatre that usually played IMAX documentaries about things like sharks and volcanoes, was playing Superman as part of a feature-film series.

The poster was pure magic. That unmistakable Superman “S” was framed against a moody sky, with a dramatic shaft of blue, yellow and red energy surging past the emblem and into the mysterious void beyond. Below the beautiful artwork was a simple tagline: “YOU’LL BELIEVE A MAN CAN FLY.”

I was immediately hooked. I had to see this movie. Right away.

“Are you sure you want to watch it?” Dad asked. “Aren’t you a little old for this sort of thing?”

“Nope,” I replied. After all, I was only 5 years old.

“Okay. Let’s get tickets.”

For the next two and a half hours, we sat spellbound as the greatest comic book adventure of all time unfolded before us. From the very first note of John Williams’ classic soundtrack, this movie kicked ass. Christopher Reeve was Superman. Margot Kidder was Lois Lane. Superman: The Movie was perfection.

It was the most exciting film I’d ever seen in a theatre. Come to think of it, Superman was the first film I’d ever seen in a theatre.

Even after the Man of Steel had finished saving the day, I sat spellbound as the end credits rolled to the heavenly sounds of the London Symphony Orchestra. Colin Chilvers. Derek Meddings. Les Bowie. And the list went on. These were the names of the magicians who’d made me believe that a man could fly. Those names would become quite familiar to me after my first dozen or so viewings of the film over the next several years. Thus began my obsession with Superman: The Movie that continues to this day.

By the time Superman II was released, my bedroom wall was plastered with posters of Superman, Lois Lane and General Zod (the best villain this side of the 28 known galaxies). I loved the second film almost as much as the first, and I applauded along with my fellow moviegoers when Superman saved that little boy from falling to his death in Niagara Falls. I was living in Dunnville, just down the road from Niagara, so it was thrilling to know that Superman had dropped by to perform some heroic deeds in my neighbourhood.

Little did I know that Colin Chilvers, the special-effects supervisor of the first three Superman films, was living just outside of Niagara Falls. It would take another thirty years or so before we’d actually meet.

“Colin Chilvers” was a name that I’d always respected. The guy won an Academy Award for Superman, which was impressive enough on its own, but it was much more than that. My brother Ryan was the world’s biggest Michael Jackson fan, and I was totally blown away when he first showed me MJ’s video for “Smooth Criminal.” It wasn’t just another music video - it was a 40-minute-long special-effects extravaganza with Michael Jackson morphing into a robot, fighting gangsters in a magical nightclub, and transforming into a spaceship to battle an evil warlord hellbent on selling drugs to the kids of the world. It had gun battles, a futuristic sports car, and a giant laser cannon that emerged from the side of a mountain. You couldn’t fit more coolness into a single video. And who directed it? Colin Chilvers.

I was also a huge fan of the 1953 film The War of the Worlds. When it was announced that a new series based on H. G. Wells’ classic story was scheduled to air in 1988, I knew I couldn’t miss it. The two-hour series premiere was amazing, especially its explosive finale that featured Martian warships from the 1953 film blasting their way out of a top-secret government warehouse. Just awesome. And who directed it? Colin Chilvers.

On top of that, he also worked on 2001: A Space Odyssey, The Rocky Horror Picture Show and X-Men. Not a bad track record.

Fast-forward to 2011. By this time, I was a documentary filmmaker and journalist working in Hamilton, Ontario. A friend of mine in the film industry was acquainted with Colin, and upon learning what a huge Superman fan I was, he told Colin about what a fanboy I was. My friend provided me with Colin’s contact info and recommended that I reach out.

Picking up the phone to call Colin was one of the most nerve-wracking things I’d ever done. His work as a special-effects supervisor and director had meant the world to me growing up. When I finally mustered up enough courage, I dialed his number and left the rest to fate.

Colin answered the phone with a calm, friendly tone that immediately put my nerves at ease. That didn’t stop me from gushing to him about how much Superman had always meant to me, but at least I didn’t come across as hysterical. At least, I hope I didn’t.

I asked Colin if we could meet for a coffee and discuss his career, which would be the equivalent of winning the lottery for a film historian like myself. To my delight, he invited me over to his house for a visit instead. It was surprising to discover that Colin had been living so close to me for all these years. If only I’d known about this back in the eighties - I would have been the happiest kid in the world! But now was better than never.

On my way to visit Colin, I blasted the Superman soundtrack through my car speakers. It felt like the right thing to do, as geeky as it was. Listening to John Williams’ music during my drive made the day seem even more surreal. Was this really happening to me, or was it just a dream?

When I first pulled up to Colin’s house, a handmade sign on his neighbour’s fence caught my eye. A familiar name was etched across it: “The Kents.” As it turns out, the neighbours weren’t related to Clark Kent at all, but it was a suitable last name for the people living next to the man who’d made Superman fly.

When Colin answered his door, he greeted me with a relaxed smile that I’ve since gotten to know quite well.

“The Tour de France is just finishing up,” he said. “Do you mind if we chat while we watch the end of it?”

We ended up chatting about his career for the next three and a half hours, first in front of the TV as the Tour de France came to its conclusion, and then in his backyard with its beautiful view of Lake Erie. Colin was happy to answer my questions about his career, especially his experiences making Superman, and he was generous enough to let me hold his Academy Award.

“Have you ever thought about writing a book about your life?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, “but I never got any further than jotting down some preliminary notes.”

The afternoon went quickly, from my perspective anyway, and my visit came to an end because Colin had a business meeting booked for that evening. It was an unforgettable day and I was determined to remember his every word for posterity’s sake.

The following day, I sent Colin an email to thank him for his hospitality. He sent a response back shortly, but it wasn’t exactly what I was expecting.

“You know that book idea we were talking about?” he wrote. “Would you be interested in co-writing it with me?”

And so began the next two years of interviews and movie screenings at the Chilvers residence for the creation of the book you are now reading. I’ve had the pleasure of spending many afternoons shooting the shit with Colin, and I’m thankful to him and his wife Colleen for their kindness and friendship. And even though I’m more of a dog person, I like their cats too.

Collaborating with Colin on his autobiography has been a dream come true for me, and I feel honoured to help share his stories with a wider audience. Working on this book has never been a chore, largely thanks to his patience and good humour.

Colin has called me “the most obsessed Superman nut he’s ever met.” Whenever I share a new piece of obscure Superman trivia with him, he just shakes his head, grins quizzically and asks, “How do you know all this stuff?” I get a real kick out of seeing his reactions to my sheer geekiness, and I’m proud to report that he gave me that same head shake and bemused smile when I first did my General Zod impersonation for him, which, for the record, is spot on.

[image: image]

Me wearing a cape from Superman II while holding Colin’s Academy Award.

In 2013, Colin attended his first ever Comic Con in Niagara Falls, and I joined him so I could gather more material for the book. Many fans approached Colin at his booth to ask for an autograph or share their fond memories of his work. Colin was always gracious when interacting with his fans, and he was happy to let people hold his Academy Award.

At one point, Colin needed to leave his booth for a washroom break. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he told me. “Make sure nobody walks off with Oscar, and if anybody asks, just say you’re Colin Chilvers.”

Colin has led an eventful life, full of remarkable accomplishments, crushing disappointments and unforgettable memories. After spending a little time in the life of Colin Chilvers through the pages of this book, I bet you’ll agree that the journey was worth taking. And better yet, he’ll make you believe that a man can fly.


CHAPTER 1

MAGIC IN BLACK & WHITE

Steve Martin had an arrow piercing his head. Not a real arrow, thank goodness, but one of those gag arrows that curves around the back of your head to create the illusion that it has tunneled through your brain. He also had a green hood covering his entire head. A strange sight, yes, but it all made sense.

The date was April 9, 1979, and I was backstage at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion in Los Angeles for the 51st Academy Awards. Standing beside me (and the hooded, arrow-inflicted Steve Martin) were my fellow special-effects artists from Superman: The Movie - Denys Coop, Roy Field, Derek Meddings and Zoran Perisic. The sixth member of our team who was scheduled to be awarded that evening, Les Bowie, had recently passed away, so we would accept the Oscar on his behalf.

In retrospect, Les was the person responsible for starting Derek and I in the field of special effects, so it was especially sad that Les was not able to join us for such a prestigious honour.

On stage was the host of the evening, Johnny Carson, who introduced that “wild and crazy guy” Steve Martin to present us with Special Achievement Oscars for the effects we’d created for Superman.

Martin walked onto the stage with the hood and fake arrow, which got quite a laugh from the crowd. Thanks to special-effects magic, people watching the Oscars on TV saw Steve Martin without a head at all, and the arrow appeared to float in the air above his shoulders, following him wherever he went. His hood was removed from the shot as a live video effect, much like maps are added behind weather reporters during a news broadcast.

Also waiting in the wings backstage were Superman and Lois Lane themselves, Christopher Reeve and Margot Kidder, who would present the Oscar for Outstanding Achievement in Sound after the award for Best Visual Effects was presented.

It was a bit of an unusual year at the Oscars, as the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences had decided to give the visual-effects award to the Superman team without nominating any other films in the category. The Academy had felt that Superman was the clear winner without any other films at our competitive level. That doesn’t happen very often and it’s quite an honour when it does.

Soon, Steve Martin would be calling our names, and it would be our turn to make our grand appearance in front of the packed house and the millions of viewers watching around the world. Needless to say, I was scared shitless. All I had to do was walk onto stage when our names were called, pick up my statuette and look gracious, but I still couldn’t keep my knees from buckling.

It all seemed so unreal. Of course I’d dreamed about winning an Academy Award someday, but part of me never thought the dream would come true. Yet here I was, about to be invited on stage by Steve Martin to accept an Oscar for a blockbuster film. We had also been awarded recently by the British Academy of Film and Television Arts, but being honoured by Hollywood was the icing on the cake.

My thoughts drifted back to my childhood growing up in Kentish Town. My life had taken so many strange twists and turns since then. If only I’d known back then what the journey ahead would bring.

I started off with both feet planted firmly on the ground. Sort of. I was a happy child growing up in Kentish Town, a suburb of North London, England, with a loving household and a closely-knit community that made my formative years safe and nurturing.

But part of me was always stargazing, pondering fantastic worlds beyond the limitations of reality. I was craving adventure beyond the familiar trappings of my cozy little neighborhood. Little did I know that I would one day visit the planet Krypton and moonwalk with the Prince of Pop. But that would come later. First, I had the whole “growing up” thing to experience.

[image: image]

Feeding pigeons in London.

Kentish Town was a magical place for a kid in the forties and fifties. Neighbours were more than just nameless people who happened to live beside you. People really knew each other in the community and, more importantly, people actually took the time to care about each other.

We lived on a tiny street that was too narrow for any cars to squeeze down, so we could play outside without fear of being hit by traffic. With rows of terraced houses on both sides of the street, it looked a bit like Coronation Street. Kids would often tie ropes onto the lamp posts to make swings, secure in the knowledge that someone in the community was always on the lookout for their safety. It was a good time. A good childhood.

I was born at the end of the war in 1945 when my mother Kate was 44 years old, and I was an unexpected addition to the family 13 years after the birth of my sister Jean. When my mother became pregnant with me, she thought it was just a cold coming on. Boy was she mistaken. My parents weren’t expecting to be changing diapers again any time soon. I was the sudden splash of water in their faces (quite literally, especially when diaper changes were involved). But despite my surprise arrival, they always treated me like an unexpected blessing.
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My parents Kate and Cornelius.

I’ve always admired the strong work ethic of my parents. My father Cornelius, the youngest of thirteen children, worked for the local council in waste management. My mother joined the war effort at a local factory that manufactured aircraft parts and was employed there until her retirement at the age of 84.

Although my childhood memories of Kentish Town were full of happiness and security, it wasn’t always the case for my parents. The Blitz transformed the face of London, reducing much of it to rubble and making life in the city one of fear, pain and death.

Sometimes my mother would sleep in the underground stations when the bombs started falling. It was the safest place to be and it was better to have an uncomfortable night if it meant living to see another day. Other times, she acted as fire-watcher on her factory’s roof to ensure that none of the bombs were setting the building aflame.
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My sister Jean.

Being too old to be called up for military service, my father volunteered and ended up fighting at the Siege of Malta. He was a Royal Marine who felt strongly about serving his country and making it a safer place for future generations.

My sister Jean was thirteen years older than me, and my parents decided that staying in London during the Blitz was too dangerous for a small girl like her, so Jean was evacuated to Guildford for two years.

Luckily for me, I came along too late to witness the horrors of World War II with my own eyes. With both parents working much of the time, Jean was like a mother to me and she played a major role in my upbringing. In fact, I was more scared of my sister than I was of my parents.

Our house was tiny, what we called a “two-up, two-down” because it had two main rooms downstairs and two small bedrooms on the second floor, as well as a cramped scullery kitchen, a loft or “boxing room” as we call it in England, and an outside toilet. The house may not have been a mansion, but it was a home that was always full of warmth from family and friends who would drop by for a cup of tea and a chat.
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My parents in front of our home in Kentish Town.

As kind and sociable as my neighbours were, I had a naturally reserved temperament and I spent a lot of time alone in my youth. When I was four or five years old, I would go and hide under the table if we had visitors at the house, making up my own games to keep myself entertained.

My mother would call me “The Daydreamer” because I’d be lost in my own imagination all the time. I think it was good for my creativity because I didn’t have the distraction of siblings or other kids. It allowed me to live inside of myself and create my own imaginative worlds.

Creativity didn’t seem to have been passed down to me from my parents, who had practical jobs and lived very practical lives. My sister, however, demonstrated creative spark with her strong sense of fashion, and she channeled that into a job as a buyer for the children’s department of a local store.

The creativity gene seems to have been passed on to the next generation, as two of my nephews, Chris and Neil Corbould, have already won Academy Awards for special effects. My nephews Ian and Paul, along with their sister Gail, also work in the field and continue to make the “Corbould” name synonymous with special effects in England.

Perhaps I inherited some of my creativity from my Uncle Toggy. We used to visit him in Stratford, not the one made famous by Shakespeare, but in the Docklands of London’s East End. He was a talented carpenter who loved to make things out of wood. I would watch as he’d pull driftwood out of the local canal, the cheapest source of building materials. Uncle Toggy would dry out the wood and use it to build the most beautiful pieces of furniture. We both loved to get our hands dirty and create something out of nothing.

The only other relative in our immediate circle with a strong creative bent was Uncle Bill. He was a talented musician who could play pretty much any instrument with seemingly no effort. Maybe some of his creative spark also rubbed off on me.

Or maybe my creativity came to me via osmosis from the visitors who regularly packed our living room for the amazing parties thrown by my parents. Uncle Bill always played our piano and we’d have 50 or 60 people crammed into the place. After I was sent to bed, the whole house shook because of all the dancing downstairs. When I listened to the music and laughter coming up through the floor to my bedroom, I still felt a part of things because the whole house was alive with joy.

Gathering around the radio was another way that family and friends spent time together in the evenings. Some of the radio shows were amazing in those days, especially the ones that told tales of alien invaders and flying saucers like “Journey Into Space.” This was probably my earliest introduction to the worlds of science fiction and fantasy.

I made a point of never missing one particular serial about a spaceman’s intergalactic adventures. My imagination was forced into overdrive and I was on the edge of my seat the entire time. I can still hear the narrator’s voice echoing in my head: “Will the heroic spaceman survive his encounter with the deadly lizard man from Mars? Find out next week!”

We didn’t own a television until about 1955. The first time I ever watched TV was in 1953 when Queen Elizabeth was crowned. It was at a friend’s house and he was the envy of the neighbourhood for having a state-of-the-art television set, which was the size of a refrigerator. It’s amazing to think about how far technology has come.

I remember my sense of amazement at seeing images on a television screen for the first time. Pure magic. I was actually peering through someone else’s eyes and participating in someone else’s life through the magic of the broadcast image. My world suddenly became a whole lot bigger.

But as much as I was dazzled by TV in those days, it still couldn’t hold a candle to a good old-fashioned book. It’s magic when you read a compelling story with an exciting plot and engaging characters. The simple act of turning pages and feeling the paper under my fingers held a unique satisfaction that TV couldn’t compete with.

My personal library continues growing to this day. The book collection at my summer cottage became so large that some creativity was required to find space for everything. I built a special bookshelf that can swing out from the wall to reveal even more room for books behind it. I guess being addicted to books isn’t the worst thing in the world.

A Princess of Mars was the first book I’d ever read all the way through in one day, in a single sitting. Uncle Bill gave it to me when I was at home, sick in bed. I was only 10 years old at the time, but the memory of devouring that book is still fresh to this day.

Edgar Rice Burroughs’ ability to tell a gripping story and breathe life into his characters was incredible. He was ahead of his time and the sheer level of imagination on display was astonishing. A Princess of Mars ended on a great cliffhanger, just like the radio serials, and it made me hungry to read the other books in the series that chronicled the adventures of John Carter. By this time, I was thoroughly hooked on science fiction and I could barely wait to get my next fix.

I always looked forward to reading the latest issue of Eagle Comics, which also featured the fantastic adventures of aliens, superheroes and detectives. Larger-than-life characters like Special Agent Harris Tweed and Navy Commander Storm Nelson came to life in bright primary colors, but it was Dan Dare, Pilot of the Future that always made the biggest splash with readers like me.

His adventures combined the intrigue of war stories with the high-tech gadgetry of science fiction. How could an impressionable young boy in England not fantasize about rocketing into action as Dan Dare and saving the gorgeous damsel in distress? These were the early days of the space race and the atomic age, so comic book adventures seemed all the more relevant and convincing to youngsters.

I eventually graduated to more sophisticated science fiction, including the works of Arthur C. Clarke. As fate would have it, I would eventually find myself working on the film version of his most famous novel, 2001: A Space Odyssey.

I still love the genre for its ability to break free from reality to examine human existence from a fresh perspective. Still, nothing can take away the magic of those pulp novels and comics from my childhood. Sometimes you don’t need to justify magic.

By the time I was ten years old, nobody was home after school because everyone was working, including Jean. My parents made arrangements with a friend in the neighborhood to take care of me after class. She was a nice lady who always had tea and cookies waiting. Her two daughters were four or five years older than me and they welcomed me as a surrogate brother. It was like having a second family.

Neither of my parents ever drove and we didn’t have a car. If we wanted to visit Uncle Toggy and Aunt Mary in the East end of London, we’d take a couple of connecting buses and travel through the middle of London. The desolation left over from the Blitz was impossible to miss. Seeing bombed-out ruins of buildings everywhere was a regular reminder of the Second World War and its devastating death toll.

When I visited my cousin Allan in North London, I used to find shell casings and shrapnel from the war in the garden. I’d hold those bits of metal in my hand and imagine where they’d come from. The battles, tragedies and victories of the war came to life in my mind. I imagined myself as a great war hero, leading the British charge against the Nazis and striking a remarkable blow for freedom.

Any chance to get out of London was a welcome prospect for me and my family. I loved riding the big old steam trains that made the earth shake when they pulled into the station, and those monstrous engines just smelled wonderful. I know the fumes weren’t the healthiest, but I always associated the smell of those trains with the carefree days of summer.

Our annual vacations took us to Canvey Island on the east coast of England. It took two or three hours by train to travel only 40 miles, but it felt like we were going to a different world. Every year, my family and I stayed in the same bungalow with Uncle Bill, Aunt Tich and cousin Allan.

The cottage didn’t have enough space inside for all of us at night, so I slept on a bed they dragged out to the covered porch. It was an adventure sleeping outside with the sounds of nature and the shimmering stars to keep me company.

The next two or three weeks were always a refreshing break from the routines of Kentish Town. Uncle Bill and Allan both liked to have a good time and they always filled our vacations with great conversations. We loved to walk up and down the beach picking cockles and contemplating our futures.

The cottage was close to an estuary, where the tide changed dramatically, and we loved to race around the wet rocks and mud during low tide. An old torpedo boat had run aground in the estuary during the war and it still sat there. The things was in quite a state of decay and all of the guns had been stripped off. When the tide was out, you could actually walk out and play on the boat. It was the best playhouse a boy could’ve asked for.

During our vacations to Canvey Island, I enjoyed going on “Magical Mystery Tours,” which involved booking a bus trip without knowing the exact route or destination. It was a great way to do some sightseeing in the area.

Inevitably, the trip would end up at a pub or two. Since we vacationed in the same area year after year, my uncle was quite well known at all of the local pubs. Before long, he was playing the piano and sharing pints with the locals. Because Allan and I were so young, we had to wait outside, but we loved to just sit and listen to the sounds of the piano and the good cheer as it spilled out into the street.

I loved going to the nearby fun fair when we were on vacation. My parents would give me some pocket money and I’d be allowed to go by myself. It was exciting to enjoy the rides and play the games without adult supervision. Ah, the taste of independence. I’d play bingo or ring toss, hoping desperately to come away with a prize of some sort. If I didn’t win a prize, I’d often spend my pocket money on something cool like a penknife, which every self-respecting boy needed.

We always looked forward to visiting my parents’ friends who lived on a Thames barge, a beautiful old sailing ship about eighty feet long and twenty feet wide. It had huge legs that would be dropped down its sides so it didn’t tip over during low tide. What a strange but romantic place to make a home.

It was fun capturing crabs and holding our own version of the Kentucky Derby by racing them along the wooden decks of the ship. With my fanciful imagination and naturally inquisitive disposition, it was easy for a boy like me to find adventure wherever I went.

Sitting on that barge, with its red ochre sails flapping in the wind, I imagined myself as a pirate like Errol Flynn in those classic swashbucklers, sailing the seven seas in search of treasure. I couldn’t picture myself living on an old boat like that in real life, but it was always great to visit and lose myself in make-believe escapades of derring-do.

[image: image]

A young man dreaming about adventure.

Given my tendency to daydream, maybe it was only natural that I’d gravitate toward films. In those days, you weren’t allowed into the Saturday morning matinee if you were younger than eleven, but I couldn’t let something like my age keep me from the movies. My neighbour’s daughters used to sneak me into the cinema and we’d spend glorious afternoons living vicariously through the flickering black-and-white images before us. That was my first introduction to the magic of movies on the silver screen.

Jean often took me to the local cinema, which was the hotspot on Friday and Saturday nights. Sometimes I’d piss her off on purpose when they ran the newsreel before the feature. Just like MGM had a roaring lion, the news-reel company had a crowing chicken in its logo. I thought it was the funniest thing, so I would crow out loud in response to the chicken. This would embarrass Jean to no end and she’d sink low into her seat.

The first movies I remember seeing as a boy were the Superman, Flash Gordon and Tarzan serials that played during the kids’ matinees. Every week brought a different serial that promised adventure and escape from reality. I also remember loving the 1940 version of The Thief of Bagdad, with its amazing special effects and memorable characters.

To actually see characters like Superman and Flash Gordon as “real” people in those serials was mindblowing. Those films are quite crude by today’s standards, but they were more than adequate for the time.

In those days, before computer-generated imagery (CGI) was invented to help filmmakers bring the impossible to life onscreen, kids needed to use their imaginations to fill in the gaps when special-effects technology wasn’t up to the task. With CGI making everything possible in movies, kids don’t need to use their imaginations to the same degree anymore, which is unfortunate.

It’s a shame that good storytelling has become secondary in a lot of modern blockbusters that rely too heavily on visual effects. Without a solid story to engage the mind and heart, effects for the sake of effects can be tedious. That being said, some wonderful stories could not have been told as effectively on film before the CGI revolution. Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings films and the Harry Potter movies are prime examples - CGI was put in the service of storytelling that never sacrificed plot and character for the sake of spectacle.

I enjoyed watching those old black-and-white films on a couple of different levels. While I was totally engrossed in the stories themselves, my interest in the filmmaking process was also stimulated. I kept asking myself, “How did they do that?” I didn’t know anything back then about double exposures or optical printing or what you could do with film effects, but from a mechanical perspective, I was able to figure out how they were achieving some of their physical effects, and that fascinated me.

As a kid, I was very apt to take things apart. If you gave me something mechanical, I would tear it to pieces in no time flat. I couldn’t always put it back together again, but at least it was an educational experience. I was fascinated by how things worked, which set a good foundation for my future career.

The whole filmmaking process, especially when special effects are involved, is essentially problem-solving. Taking things apart and trying to rebuild them helped me to develop problem-solving skills, which came in handy years later when working on the team that figured out how to make Superman fly.

The process of taking a bunch of raw materials and using them to create something functional was always gratifying to me. I loved to gather odds and ends from around the house and construct soap-box carts that I could race around the neighbourhood.

Speeding around in my cart allowed me to have adventures that brought me one step closer to the square-jawed heroes of the comic books and serials - in my imagination, anyway. On top of that, I had the pride of knowing that I had assembled a one-of-a-kind creation using nothing more than my own resourcefulness, and maybe a few old baby-buggy wheels fastened to scraps of lumber. You can’t get that kind of satisfaction by going to your local department store and buying something off a shelf.

I also discovered at an early age that I had some natural artistic leanings. I started drawing detailed diagrams to help me figure out the mechanics of things I’d disassembled.

Just taking something apart and learning about its guts wasn’t enough for me anymore. It became apparent that a given machine might work a little better if I changed the shape of a part or completely redesigned the whole thing from the ground up. I wanted to be more than a mechanic - I wanted to be an inventor.

Even though I didn’t realize it at the time, I was laying the groundwork for a long career in the field of motion-picture special effects. I was setting upon an unusual but seldom boring path that would take me to career heights I never dreamed possible.
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