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    “I don’t play villains, I play very interesting people.”


    


    Alan Rickman

  


  
    Foreword by Steven E. de Souza


    (screenwriter of Die Hard, The Running Man and Commando)


    


    From the days of silent pictures, movie villains have been maligned as a breed apart, but in truth, they’re not so dissimilar: They pull on their nano-weave CBRN-proof ballistic trousers and jackboots one leg at a time, just like us.


    They have ups and downs, good days and bad days, personal and family problems, just like us. Granted, apart from Thanksgiving gatherings, our family problems rarely include parents or siblings determined to kill us, but the main thing villains have in common with us is, they are the heroes of their own stories, and they’re just trying to get through the day. When we writers knead that nuance into a Villain’s clay on paper, on the stage it too often gets scissored out, sacrificed on the altar of Running Time to make way for another CGI sequence. Too many times, all that’s left on screen is a moustache-twirling two-dimensional character that’s such a paper tiger, the hero’s victory seems as anti-triumphant as mounting a safari to hunt a mouse.


    Villains can be categorized. Let’s start with some definitions. Metaphorically speaking, a dragon the hero must slay is not always a “villain.” The burning building in The Towering Inferno, the iceberg in Titanic, the shark in Jaws, these are challenges to overcome, but they lack the key ingredient that makes a villain: Agency. Unlike the previous examples, a villain is a thinking, planning foe, and not only does he or she not need the destructive force of a fire or a frozen sea, a good villain can present no challenge at all for the hero in physical terms — Mr. Glass in Unbreakable and Gollum in Lord of the Rings come to mind — but in their sheer cunning, long range planning and gift for dissembling, they can have us on the edge of our seat in fear for our heroes, no matter what strengths they bring to the Octagon.


    Next off, there is a lot of confusion about the pecking order of Villainy: For our purposes, a capital “V” Villain is, in gamer terms, the Final Boss. Often a brilliant tactician, a good Villain can kill people with autodial, let alone automatic weapons, and is best saved for a final, fatal encounter with the hero, who will have just finished working his or her way through various underlings. Just before dispatching the Villain, the hero has likely dealt with underling #1, The Heavy, who is the Villain’s go-to right hand for all things nefarious. (Note: if the Villain is distant in time or space or has other mischief to deal with besides our hero, the Heavy may occupy much of both the hero’s attentions and the spotlight; Darth Vader and Lucius Malfoy are prime examples of a Spotlight Heavy; Steppenwolf, more of a USDA Choice example.)


    Before dispatching the Heavy, a hero will have dealt with numerous Henchmen, to wit, underlings with guns; and Minions, underlings with Gmail. Finally, there’s what old Hollywood writers used to call the Dog Heavy: Whereas the Villain in a low budget Western got to feast on killing the Sheriff, and the Heavy dined out on whacking the Deputy, in the limited running time of a 65 minute B-Picture, all that was left for the Dog Heavy were scraps, like kicking a dog on the way to rob the bank, or knocking an old lady aside during the escape.


    Of course, the best villains soar above these hoary stereotypes. If you’ve seen the films featuring the rogue’s gallery of villains now in your hand, then you know that time and again these talented actors have made us scribblers look good, by breathing life into fully-formed, red-blooded adversaries audiences secretly want to root for.


    So, what are you waiting for? If this were a movie, you’d be buying popcorn during the preview. Turn the page, and fall in hate all over again.


    


    Steven E. de Souza


    Los Angeles, January 2018

  


  
    Introduction


    


    They say that a hero is only as good as the villain and, for movie fans raised on 1980s action movies, we were spoilt for choice. We had Nazis, sophisticated European thieves (“Who said we were terrorists?”), former soldiers-turned-mercenaries, drug runners, martial arts killers, smugglers with diplomatic immunity, and whatever megalomaniac James Bond was facing down at that time.


    Born in 1983, I was raised on a steady diet of classic movies. My parents had their own unique tastes: my mum loved musicals, Doris Day films, classic Ray Harryhausen flicks, and sci-fi; my dad was also a movie fan, but generally forgot all about them the minute the credits rolled.


    As such, I was introduced to a wide range of genres — Rogers and Hammerstein classics, Hitchcock thrillers, black and white monster movies from the 1950s, big budget Spielberg blockbusters, and the staple of the decade: action movies. My heroes were Arnold Schwarzenegger, Bruce Lee, Sylvester Stallone, Jackie Chan, Bruce Willis, and Carl Weathers. If there were guns to be fired, henchmen to be punched in the face, and a world to be saved, I was on board.


    It was also the era of VHS! My brothers and I would often go to the local video rental shop and look in awe at some of the amazing cover art on display. Of course, at that age, we didn’t know the difference between the latest big budget offering and the direct-to-video shlock, but if the box art was gripping, we watched it! Inevitably, we ended up watching plenty of films from Cannon Studios thinking they were big budget studio movies and I was equally entertained by Indiana Jones-rip-off King Solomon’s Mines (1985) and American Ninja (1985) as I was by Commando (1985) and Lethal Weapon (1987).


    While 1980s action cinema may have been a time of shaggy mullets, big biceps and one-liners for the heroes, it was always the villains that stuck in our minds once the credits rolled. Whether they were kidnapping the hero’s family, smuggling cocaine, unmarked Bera Bonds or Krugerrands, or simply attempting world domination — they were always the best part of the film! Better still, they were so diverse! You had evil Russians, Jamaican drug dealing gang-bangers, the Yakuza, and multi-ethnic mercenaries all out to make a quick buck.


    The more I thought about the villains, the more I realized there was also a hierarchy to them. After all, the 1980s was the age of macho action men, whose muscles were bigger than their heads. Schwarzenegger, Stallone, Willis, Van Damme and co. needed someone to go toe-to-toe against, and that meant massive, muscular henchman to provide the physical threat. There was also the loyal right-hand man, there to either hack some computer system, torture the hero, or be overly sleazy to the wife/partner/daughter that had been kidnapped. Even more dangerous was the lone wolf psychopath that followed no orders but their own and as such was unpredictable and seemingly impervious to dying.


    After them, there was the man at the top: the big boss — the one pulling all the strings. Often played by a former Shakespearean actor eager to get a big, fat Hollywood paycheck, these roles came to embody Hollywood’s only acceptable form of xenophobia by personifying evil as a smooth-talking, good-looking, RADA-trained British actor.


    Whatever the role, what mattered was the talent and actors such as Vernon Wells (Commando, 1985; Mad Max 2, 1981), Ronny Cox (RoboCop, 1987; Total Recall, 1990), David Patrick Kelly (The Crow, 1994; The Warriors, 1979) and Steven Berkoff (Beverly Hills Cop, 1984; Rambo: First Blood Part II, 1985) created some of the most memorable bad guys of all time. This book sets out to collect interviews with them about the infamous roles they have played on the silver screen, as well as their experiences making the films, whether they felt it type-cast them at all or if it took their career in directions they could never have imagined and, most importantly, whether bad guys really do have all the fun.


    Now, you will inevitably flick through this book and say, “I can’t believe (insert actor’s name) isn’t in here! He/she totally deserves to be in this book!” and you’re probably 100% correct. If you’re thinking of (insert actor’s name) as one of the prominent villainous actors of 1970s, 1980s and 1990s action movies, then you can almost guarantee I reached out to them for an interview. However, for whatever reason, be it scheduling, availability, or personal issues, I was unable to get an interview with them. There were at least two actors who wanted a truckload of money for a 30-minute phone interview, so, naturally, that was impossible. Interestingly, they were two actors that haven’t been in a movie for at least a decade, so the idea that they could charge that amount of money was laughable. Speculate away at who they were!


    Of course, there are actors that I wish I had been able to interview for this book, but who have tragically left us: Nigel Hawthorne (Demolition Man, 1993), Ricardo Montalban (Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, 1982), Robert Z’Dar (Maniac Cop, 1988; Samurai Cop, 1991), and Powers Boothe (so many films).


    Also, if you’re dismayed at the lack of horror icons in here, such as Robert Englund, there is a reason for that. Growing up, horror films terrified me! It wasn’t until my late teens that I watched the likes of Halloween (1978), Friday the 13th (1980) and A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) for the first time. Action films were my thing, horror films were for much braver children than me. Although, there’s an idea for a follow-up. Either way, sit back, put on some classic 80s rock anthems by the likes of John Parr, Joe Esposito and Stan Bush and enjoy!

  


  
    The Heavies


    


    While the primary antagonist is often intellectually superior to our hero, they don’t always have the physique to go toe-to-toe with them. Instead, they opt to pull the strings from behind the curtain, sending out more physically intimidating specimens to face whatever force of righteousness is coming their way; That is why every villain needs a loyal lieutenant or chief henchmen to do their bidding.


    From time immemorial, the henchman has been physically imposing, and this is no different when it comes to action cinema. Look no further than Pat Roach’s massive German mechanic in Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981); Brion James in Blade Runner (1982), Red Heat (1988), and Tango and Cash (1989); or Richard Kiel as Jaws in the The Spy Who Loved Me (1977) — they are all hulking giants that our heroes must use their wits to outsmart if they are to survive. Tragically, these actors, each of whom personify the henchman-type so perfectly, have since passed on, but the action world is filled with actors who have played similar roles. Right-hand men are staples of the genre and, during the 1980s, they came in many different forms from muscle-bound giants to lightning-quick martial arts experts, or stoic killers. Whatever their skillset, their purpose was clear: they were expendable, to kill or be killed before the hero gets to the main villain!


    Often, not much is known about the henchman. He has no fascinating backstory and no time is spent looking at his motivation. He’s there, he’s bad and he deserves a punch in the face. Also, if it’s a Bond film, he probably has some cool quirk like a robotic hand or inability to feel pain.


    While most minions of cinema are uniform and legion, action cinema likes to make henchmen physically distinguishable and diverse. Just look at the henchmen in films like Lethal Weapon and Die Hard — Asian, Black and White criminals all working together to destroy the greater good.


    Growing up and watching so many action heroes go toe-to-toe with these memorable characters made tracking down the actors that played them a delight. Some are still working, some have since retired, but all had wonderful stories about making some of the greatest action films ever made.

  


  
    Sven-Ole Thorsen


    


    “You killed my snake! Thorgrim is beside himself with grief! He raised that snake from the time it was born!”


    Thulsa Doom, Conan the Barbarian (1982).


    


    Select Filmography


    Conan the Barbarian (1982) — Thorgrim


    Conan the Destroyer (1984) — Togra


    Red Sonja (1985) — Bodyguard of Lord Brytag


    Raw Deal (1986) — Patrovita’s Bearded Bodyguard


    Lethal Weapon (1987) — Mercenary


    Predator (1987) — Russian Officer


    The Running Man (1987) — Sven


    Overboard (1987) — Olaf


    Red Heat (1988) — Nikolai


    Twins (1988) — Sam Klane


    The Hunt for Red October (1990) — Russian Chief of the Boat (COB)


    Last Action Hero (1993) — Gunman


    Hard Target (1993) — Stephan


    On Deadly Ground (1994) — Otto


    Quick and the Dead (1995) — Gutzon


    Mallrats (1995) — La Fours


    Gladiator (2000) — Tigris


    


    After seeing his family slaughtered by the snake cult of Thulsa Doom and being sold into slavery, Conan (Arnold Schwarzenegger) has grown up to a vicious warrior and a cunning thief. Hired by King Osric (Max von Sydow) to find his missing daughter, Conan infiltrates Doom’s temple but finds himself captured and confronted by the men who killed his family decades before…


     


    


    Looking at Sven-Ole Thorsen’s filmography is like looking at a list of the greatest action films ever made; Conan the Barbarian, The Running Man, Lethal Weapon, Predator, The Hunt for Red October and Gladiator.


    Though he is quick to say he is not an actor, Sven has played numerous infamous roles throughout the years, evolving from a stuntman to playing Tigris, the undefeated gladiator that Russell Crowe battles in Ridley Scott’s Gladiator.


    Thanks to his decades-long friendship with Arnold Schwarzenegger, he also holds the distinction of not only appearing in almost every one of The Austrian Oak’s films, but has also been killed by him on-screen more than any other actor.


    Originally from Denmark, where he was a champion bodybuilder and strongman (winning Denmark’s Strongest Man in 1983), Sven’s drive to be the best at what he does has seen him work with some of the biggest action stars and directors in Hollywood.


    While I already knew Sven from films like Conan The Barbarian, The Running Man, Predator and Gladiator, it was in researching for our interview that I realized just how many of my favorite films he’d appeared in. That large German heavy that tries to kill Ben Affleck’s Jack Ryan in The Sum of All Fears (2002)? That was Sven. The ‘Would Be King’ leading the rampaging army in The 13th Warrior (1999)? That was Sven. The Demon chasing Bruce Lee in his dreams in Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story (1993)? That was Sven. The list just went on and on and I was amazed at how someone so big and recognizable could disappear into so many roles.


    Despite his intimidating stature, Sven is absolutely charming, and made me feel like an old friend within minutes. His quick wit, numerous hilarious anecdotes and zero tolerance for ego and bullshit made for a thoroughly entertaining conversation that could have gone on for hours. Plus, he kept calling me “boss,” which was awesome.


    


    You started off as a body builder, a dead lifter and a martial artist in Denmark — how did you end up in the movie business? Was that always the plan?


    


    Very early on I did different sports, but in my late teenage years I found weight training and realized I wasn’t dependent on teammates and I could do it any time I liked. I was tall and skinny, so I made the decision that I would spend the next ten years being the biggest and the strongest man that ever walked on earth! I had this vision that when I died one day, my friends would pick up my coffin and the bottom would go out and they’ll all look down and say, ‘Fuck, he was big.’


    


    So, from 83 kg, I built myself up to 142 kg. I also got involved in martial arts. At thirty years old, I began to train with the world champion Seneka from the Japan Karate Association. Even though I was a beginner, I trained with him three times a day and after two-and-a-half years, I became a black belt and I whooped everybody’s ass!


    


    I invited Arnold [Schwarzenegger] to Denmark in the late seventies because of his movie Pumping Iron and shortly after that, I started the Danish Body Building Federation. By the time I was forty years old I ran the Danish Power Lifting Federation. I was running the Danish Karate Federation, I was European champion, and I was the strongest man in the world, so I went to California.


    


    You just packed up and left? But it sounds like you were essentially the national champion of bad-assery in Denmark…


    


    I was so busy with those sport federations, so I was in the public eye all the time and the privacy was gone. I felt I had to challenge myself. I’d become the best in those three sports and I just felt Denmark was too small. Also, the weather in Denmark sucks. I just went to California so I could lie on the beach and have a Coke!


    


    When I arrived in Los Angeles the only person I knew was Arnold. I called him up, not to start in the movie business, but because he was the only guy I knew. I called him up and said, ‘I’m in town, how about a cup of coffee?’ He said, ‘Come up to Bridget Park. I’m shooting a movie up here called Commando. Come and say hi.’


    


    I had just left Denmark two weeks earlier and could bench press 242 kg, so I was a monster! When [the producer] Joel Silver saw me, he was so excited. He said, ‘Hey Sven, how would you like to be in the movie? I will pay you $20,000, but you have to be a member of the Screen Actors Guild.’


    


    So, I went to the Screen Actors Guild and had to prove that I’d done three American pictures outside of Denmark and then I was in “the business.”


    


    You had already worked with Arnold at this point though, hadn’t you? Because you’d made Conan The Barbarian, Conan The Destroyer and Red Sonja — I assume those were the three American pictures you’d made outside of Denmark?


    


    I had been in Los Angeles during the late seventies for a martial arts world championship in Long Beach and I’d hung out with Arnold. He said to me, ‘I have to go and see a director who wants to do a movie called Conan The Barbarian. I want you to come with me.’


    


    We went and when [director] John Milius saw me, he was really impressed by my size and that I came from Denmark. He saw me as some kind of Viking! He was writing the screenplay at the time and said, ‘I need a good strong name. Give me a good strong name for a character in this picture.’ I said, ‘What about Thorgrim?’ He loved the name and six months later he called me and said, ‘Hey, Sven. I want you to play Thorgrim in Spain. Get your biggest friends. We’re going to put you all in Conan the Barbarian.’


    


    So, I picked ten big friends, all weightlifters, and we went down to Spain. We were called The Animals! There were ten big guys from Denmark, ten American stuntmen and ten Spanish stuntmen — thirty guys, so of course there was a lot of competition between us and John ended up using us for most of the stunts in Conan the Barbarian.


    


    It’s a hell of a film for your first movie role. It must have been an amazing experience.


    


    I’d done a couple of small movies in Denmark as a henchman, but [Conan] was an experience beyond what you can imagine. It’s playing cowboys and Indians all day long! Seventeen different locations around Spain, eating great food, great wine, chasing women — having so much fun!


    


    Every day on location we were served three course meals, with fruit, cheese, and wine. And of course, there were food fights, so lunch lasted three to four hours! By the afternoon, we were all tipsy!


    


    As Thorgrim, you were the henchman to James Earl Jones’s Thulsa Doom who was, and is still, one of the best actors in the world. Was that intimidating for you?


    


    Oh my God. He’s like royalty. His voice! I remember Arnold told me that the voice on CNN was James Earl Jones. He’s a Shakespearean actor and was a great help to all of us, including Arnold. It was a great experience. What a gentleman and what a skilled actor he is.


    


    What happened to Thorgrim’s hammer after the film? Did you take it with you?


    


    The prop guys and John gave me the hammer. It was a 25 kg fucking hammer! It was so heavy, it was ridiculous. For many years I had it in my office in Santa Monica, but then a couple of years ago John got quite sick. I gave him the hammer just to encourage him because every time he saw me he said, ‘You know, Sven, you’re the last Viking in Hollywood and the only Viking I know with a PhD!’


    


    I gave him the hammer and I know he used it as a doorstop in his office in New York.


    


    You were already a champion power lifter and so you were in a great shape, but how was the transition into doing stunt work on a movie set?


    


    Normally big guys are not so agile, but when people see me they say, ‘You are a big guy, but with feet like Gene Kelly or Fred Astaire!’


    


    It was just about combining agility and strength. Before Conan The Barbarian, I had never been on a horse before. I had never seen a horse. The costume weighted 50–60 kg, so with that big hammer, every time the horse saw me in the morning, he would try to hide!


    


    Body builders are obviously very competitive. When you’re doing scenes like the sword fight between you and Arnold in Conan the Destroyer, does it get ultra-competitive or, for safety’s sake, are you both consummate professionals?


    


    There’s always competition when it comes to guys that are physical! With Arnold, we worked out together and I would teach Arnold martial arts movements. We also had a great sword fight instructor called Kiyo Yamasaki. Every day we practiced with the sword for hours and when we worked out a fight scene, it was a combination of Yamasaki’s input, my input, and Arnold’s input. It was all team work. We hit each other’s hands several times and there was lots of cursing, but the fight came out fantastic. There were no stunt doubles, by the way.


    


    It doesn’t look like there were…


    


    Directors fear injuring the star but John [Milius] likes to hurt Arnold, so he can feel that it’s real. That’s why I think the best job Arnold has ever done was Conan the Barbarian. He was raw, he was himself, he was natural, and he looked believable because he did it himself.


    


    After you moved to California and Joel Silver put you in Commando, that must have opened a lot of doors for you as you ended up in several massive films like Lethal Weapon and Predator.


    


    My colleagues would tease me because they just saw me as a friend of Arnold. I was a big guy, but they never really accepted me as a stuntman — but after one particular stunt, I got respect.


    


    Was that the one in Predator? Where Arnold kicks in the door, says “Knock, knock” and blows you out the window?


    


    That stunt was done the old-fashioned way! The window was facing a cliff that went down to a river. There were ten guys with a rope, and at a signal they just pulled me the fuck out! I flew out the fucking window! I never knew what happened to me, but I was out of there in one take. After that they called [me] “One Take Sven.”


    


    Is it true that Arnie got very ill on Predator with a kidney infection and you essentially nursed him back to health?


    


    Yes. We shot the jungle scene in the jungles of Puerto Vallarta and stayed at a hotel just south of there. Every day, we ran from the hotel down to town and uphill again. Arnold was under a lot of stress as he had to be naked in the cold water at night in the jungle. He ended up getting diarrhea and flu, but he kept pushing himself. His kidney stopped working and he was in his bed for a whole week. I sat there reading Hans Christian Andersen trying to comfort him.


    


    After the whole thing was over and he didn’t die, Joel Silver gave me an old commando watch and said, ‘You saved his life.’


    


    As well as any stress Arnold must have been feeling, it must have been an incredibly testosterone-packed set as there you can had a very masculine cast — Carl Weathers, Sonny Landham, Bill Duke…


    


    Jesse “The Body” Ventura.


    


    Of course.


    


    There’s a lot of competition, but it’s friendly competition. I oversaw Arnold’s gym. We had a gym come down from Los Angeles that we set up in the jungle. Everybody used the gym as everybody was trying to keep up with Arnold’s energy and strength. He can work twenty hours a day non-stop.


    


    He’s also a big fan of power napping, so every time there was a break, he’d sleep for five minutes and then work for five more hours. He’s a bundle of energy and he motivates everybody. He’s the biggest team player in Hollywood.


    


    [Director] John McTiernan must have been impressed with you because he continued to cast you in many of his other films, such as The Hunt for Red October where you play the Russian COB. I must ask, as a proud Dane, you’ve been in lots of action films where you’re either a Russian or German like in The Sum of All Fears. Does it bother you that you’re cast as like a Pan-European henchman and never a Dane?


    


    No, it’s the movies! I’m just happy to work! When I was cast in The Hunt for Red October, I was supposed to do Total Recall in Mexico, but as I was about to leave I got a phone call from John McTiernan.


    


    He said, ‘Hey Sven, I’m doing The Hunt for Red October, it’s written by Tom Clancy and there is this part for you. We start shooting in two days.’ I said, ‘John, thank you very much, but I’m on my way to Mexico to do Total Recall with Arnold.’ John said, ‘Talk to fucking Arnold, I’m sure you could do both!’


    


    So, I talked to Arnold and he said, ‘Sure, no problem.’ When I was in Mexico, I flew about ten times back and forth between Los Angeles, Paramount Studios, and Churubusco Studios in Mexico City on a co-worker’s private jet. On one of those trips, the producer Andy Vajna, Arnold and I were flying back from Mexico and Vajna said to Arnold, ‘You know, I want to do your next Terminator movie. What can I do to convince you I’m the right producer?’ Arnold said, ‘Sven, what do you think?’ So, I said, ‘How about Andy gives you the airplane we’re sitting in?’ Arnold turned to Andy and said, ‘What do you say to that?’ And right there and then, there was a handshake!


    


    Arnold obviously respects your opinion if he’s going to let you weigh in on negotiations about such a major movie…


    


    I have a big brother relationship with Arnold. He would often ask me for advice. I’ve warned him about doing certain things, because sometimes he gets a little loose and needs somebody to say, ‘No.’


    


    Because I was bigger and wiser and a little older, he listened to me a lot. I’m always trying to encourage my friends to do their best.


    


    You’ve been in more of Arnie’s films than any other actor, and I think you’ve been killed on-screen by him more times than anyone else. Is there a particular death that sticks out in your mind?


    


    He doesn’t kill me, but there’s a scene in Red Heat, which we filmed in a sauna. There were thirty naked women and thirty naked guys, so that was a lot of fun.


    


    Anyway, I was supposed to fall out the window and continue the fight with Arnold in the snow. The interior shot of that scene was shot in Hungary, but there’s no snow there so we went to Schladming in Austria. All the crew were making bets amongst themselves on whether I could fall out of the window and do the fight in the snow. They didn’t know me except as Arnold’s “hanger on.”


    


    Of course, I took all the bets and we did the fight in the snow, which was very, very cold. [Stunt Co-ordinator] Bennie E. Dobbins had a heart attack and died because of the cold. I won a lot of money in those bets. A lot of money.


    


    I wanted to move away slightly from action films, because one role that many people recognize you for is from Kevin Smith’s film Mallrats, where you star as the security guard LaFours.


    


    That’s a funny story, because on Hard Target, one of the producers, James Jacks, was talking about Mallrats and said that I should be in the movie.


    


    Half a year later, I heard rumors that they were filming Mallrats in Minnesota, so I called up and said, ‘Hey, what the fuck’s going on? You promised me a job and now you’re shooting the movie without me?’ He said. ‘Ah, shit Sven. Bring your ass out here we’ll figure that out.’ So, I went to Minnesota from California in my shorts and my T-shirts and you cannot believe how cold it was!


    


    I don’t say a word in the movie. I just run around and chase guys with a silly hat on, but that movie is extremely popular. People are always coming up to me with posters and Mallrats stuff. I sign a lot of straw hats!


    


    Really?!


    


    Yes. It’s such a cult movie with a lot of followers. I’ve had couples crying that I take the time to sign their Mallrats posters and take pictures with them.


    


    Would you say that Mallrats is the film you’re recognized the most for?


    


    I think Gladiator. That movie is probably the part I’m known best for.


    


    I heard that you auditioned for over a year to get the part of Tigris. Is that true?


    


    I heard about the movie through my friend, Lou Ferrigno, because that was originally his part. We were in Gold’s Gym talking about him playing that part, so I tried to get on the movie for another cast in another role. I sent in my resume, but I never hard back.


    


    One day, I get a phone call from Branko Lustig, the producer of Schindler’s List. He said, ‘Hey. My name is Branko Lustig. I’m doing Gladiator. I’ve heard so much about you. We need you down here in Malta right now.’


    


    I go to Malta and they tell me they had to fire Lou because he looked too much like a body builder. In those days, there was no such a thing as body builders, just strong men and at the time, I looked more like a retired gladiator. I was still huge and muscular, but I was a little chubby.


    


    How did Lou feel about that?


    


    After I’d done the movie, I met Lou and he said, ‘You know what, Sven. I could not have done that job, so there’s no bad feelings.’


    


    As you got the role at the last moment, did you have to throw yourself in to the fight scene training?


    


    When I arrived, I was dead tired and Branko walked around me like I was an animal in a zoo. He said, ‘Sven. Are you the right man for the job?’ I said, ‘Mr. Lustig, I don’t know what the job is all [about], but whatever you guys want me for, I can do it.’ Ridley Scott walked up smoking his Montecristo No. 2 and he looked at me and asked the same question, ‘Are you the right man for the job?’ He’s Ridley Scott! So, I say, ‘Whatever you want me to do, I can do it!’ I didn’t know anything about the job, so they send me back to my hotel with a storyboarded script.


    


    I didn’t know anything about the film’s story, I just had that particular scene and it was pages and pages of drawings! About a hundred drawings of every move. I said to myself, ‘This is too much for me, I can’t do that. I’m old, fat, and I’m out of shape.’ It was so tough.


    


    Did you start rehearsing your fight with Russell Crowe straight away?


    


    I met Russell Crowe for the first time after two weeks of rehearsing. I had been practicing my half of the fight with a stunt double. After thirty or forty moves with Russell, he screamed at me, ‘What the fuck? You clumsy motherfucker!’ and he threw his stuff down and he walked away!


    


    The stunt guys said, ‘Sven, you did exactly what you should have done. Take it easy. Don’t get mad. Don’t kill him. Yet.’


    


    He came back an hour later and had calmed down. He said, ‘Sven, let’s do it my way,’ even though there was no ‘his way’ and it was already pre-arranged. So, we did the same thing and from that day on, we had a great time. In 2000 at the Taurus Awards, which is the Oscars for stuntmen, I was fortunate to win two awards, one for the Best Fight and one for Best Work with Animals.


    


    You’re not just contending with Russell Crowe, but also the live tigers you had on set. Obviously, there were CGI tigers for certain scenes, but how dangerous was it filming with those animals?


    


    There’s a scene where Russell is running backwards and I’m chasing him with my axe and my sword. I had a tiger on each side and after the shot, the assistant director comes up to me and says, ‘Come here, we want to talk to you.’ In the middle of the arena, there was a tent with screens for every camera in there. We go in and he says, ‘Okay, let’s run camera four,’ and I see one of the tigers, like a pussy cat, was pawing at my hip and shoulder. It was playing with me like I was a mouse, but I didn’t feel it because I had the armor on. I also couldn’t see shit, because there were only two small holes in the mask. That’s why I had to rehearse for several weeks before, because it’s like doing the fight blindfolded!


    


    Everyone was looking at me wondering if I’m going to sue them, because in Hollywood people will sue anyone if their life is in danger, but I’m a Dane! I just said to Ridley, ‘Mr. Scott, a Montecristo No. 2.’ An hour later, on a tray, a box of twenty-five Montecristo No.2s were delivered to me!


    


    I imagine with the heat, the dust, the tigers, and Russell Crowe, that was probably the toughest job you’ve ever had?


    


    Yes, but also, at the same time, the most fulfilling as I had to use all my skills.


    


    Didn’t you already know Russell from The Quick and The Dead because you’d previously worked on that film?


    


    On The Quick and the Dead, I had the great pleasure of working with Gene Hackman, Leonardo DiCaprio and Sharon Stone, but Russell was very subdued. He was very much into the part of playing that priest, so even when there was a break, he was still playing the part.


    


    You have been in so many big films, such as The 13th Warrior, Batman & Robin (1997) and Ghostbusters II (1989). What projects stand out in your mind as being the most fun to work on?


    


    The two that stand out for now and forever are Conan the Barbarian and Gladiator. Conan really made an impression on me. For that short period of time, you’re a family. You bond, you cry together, you fight together, you have fun together, you work together.


    


    With Gladiator, the sets were unbelievable. There were giraffes, lions, tigers, elephants. When I was there, I felt I was the character; I became the character. When I stood there in the morning, they had dressed 5,000 extras cheering for me. I got goose bumps!


    


    When you’ve done big movies like that, do you feel spoiled when you work on smaller movies like The Bad Pack (1997) or Abraxas: Guardian of the Universe (1990)?


    


    I’m just happy. I have a job! With Abraxas, the director was Damian Lee and he had a company that was called Rose and Ruby, but in the movie business it was called Run and Run!


    


    I said ‘Damian, I want to work for you, but I want to be paid all my money. I want $50,000 in my bank account, and then I’ll come out there and you can use me all day long.’ Sure enough, I went out there for two-and-a-half months and he worked me for eighteen to twenty hours every day.


    


    I’m a team player, I want everybody to be happy, I’m going to do my very best, so I never complain about the size of my trailer or the food. When you hire me, I’m going to give you my very best.


    


    You’re obviously favored by directors like John McTiernan, but are there any directors who impressed you that you would want to work with again?


    


    Richard Donner would put up storyboards every morning, so we could see what we were supposed to shoot that day. We could always ask questions and then everybody knew exactly what they had to do. John McTiernan has a very dry sense of humor. You make jokes and then three days later, he would laugh. It takes him a while!


    


    Then, of course, there’s John Milius who’s like a little boy playing with toys. He’s also one of the best storytellers in the world.


    


    You’ve also worked with some of the biggest stars in the world, which naturally comes with some big egos. During the Eighties, Arnie and Stallone had a very public rivalry and I read that, at one point, it almost got out of control, and you were the one that brokered some sort of truce between them. Is that true?


    


    I set up a meeting for them in Santa Monica. In those days, I was also hanging out with Sly and he wrote a part for me in Rambo III (1988). I’d just done a pilot for Captain Power (1989) and wanted to work with Sylvester, [rather] than do a TV show in Canada, so I asked for some ridiculous things to get out of it: two cars, a massive dressing room, a penthouse, my wife on the payroll…nd they said yes! So, I had to turn Sly down.


    


    Anyway, I was quite close to Sly and Arnold at the same time and I said, ‘Why don’t you guys fucking meet?’ So, I set up a meeting, they met, and then they both came back and said, ‘That guy has too much of an ego!’ But now they’re best buddies!


    


    You would have thought as you brokered a friendship between them, you’d have roles in all The Expendables movies…


    


    That’s not the way it works! They are best buddies now, but, in those days, they talked so much shit about each other. I’ve met a lot of egos. Steven Seagal, for example, there’s a big ego there!


    


    I was in an airport with a female friend and Seagal was there with Kelly LeBrock. My friend had worked with her in London, so she drags me over to say hi. I hadn’t met Seagal before and when he shook my hand, he twisted my thumb. I said, ‘That hurts, don’t do that,’ and he kept fucking doing it. I ask him not to do it again and when he continued, I pulled him in and swept his legs out from under him. Of course, my girlfriend was upset with me because I’d acted like a bully.


    


    A week later, I’m looking for job at Warner Bros. and I found Steven Seagal’s production office. I said, ‘I heard that Steven Seagal is doing a film in Alaska and there’s a character in it called Otto who is some kind of sidekick.’ I had done my research!


    


    Then Steven walked out of his office, and said, ‘Hey Sven, what are you doing here?’ I said, ‘Hey Steven, I know you’re shooting a movie in Alaska, so here I am.’ He said, ‘Are you an actor?’ and I said, ‘Here’s my resume.’ He looked at it and said ‘It’s called On Deadly Ground, but you know what Sven? I make all the decisions. I’m directing, I’m producing, and I’m starring.’ I said ‘Fine. When do I work?’ He said, ‘Let me think about it.’


    


    That was Monday morning, and on Tuesday I was flying to Alaska for two-and-a-half months!


    


    You guys must have patched it up if he gave you a job?


    


    Well, here’s the punch line. In the movie, I was supposed to have this big fight with Steven. He called me to set and said, ‘Sven, I know you’re a martial arts guy. Please kick me.’ I said, ‘What?’ and again he said, ‘Kick me.’ All my stunt colleagues are standing outside and it’s freezing, so I said, ‘I don’t want to fucking kick you.’


    


    ‘Come on, Sven! Show me your skills! Kick me!’ I knew it was payback time, so I did a half-assed kick, because I didn’t want to hurt him as he was the star. Of course, he pulls my leg and I fall on my ass. Everyone’s laughing and I was pretty embarrassed. Again, Steven said, ‘Okay Sven, this time, kick -’ and before he could say ‘me’, I kicked him right in the solar plexus.


    


    A couple of days later, when we were doing our fight scene, he hit me full blast on my neck. I took a week off, but when I came back, one of the producers saw me and said, ‘What the fuck are you doing here, Sven?’ I said, ‘I’m here to work’, but the producer said, ‘Haven’t you seen the dallies? When Steven hit you on your neck, he killed you. Your character’s dead!’ So, he conned me out of two or three weeks more work! He had a big, big ego.


    


    I have heard that over the years. Him and Jean-Claude Van Damme seem to have clashed with a lot of people.


    


    Oh, I have some stuff on him, too!


    


    Jean-Claude Van Damme? From when you worked together on Hard Target?


    


    He interferes in the other departments. He tells the hair people what to do, he tells the wardrobe people what to do, he tells the producers what to do. On Hard Target, they asked him if he was familiar with horses as there was going to be some riding. He said, ‘I was born on horseback!’


    


    In the film, he was supposed to run up to the horse, jump on it and take off. If you know horses, you know you have to let the horse know you’re coming from behind. So he came up behind the horse and the horse kicked the hell out of him! He was screaming at everybody. They had to cut a lot of the scenes out. We thought he could ride a horse!


    


    Obviously, you’ve been in so many films, but in many of them you are cast as the ‘intimidating henchman’. Does that bother you that you’ve been typecast in these types of roles?


    


    If you’re a film producer, and you have a job for me where I have to wear high heels and makeup, I’m your man! I just like to work. All my ambitions have been fulfilled. I used to say, ‘I’ve had so many second places in my life, nothing would feel like first place.’


    


    I don’t have those ambitions. I left Denmark because the fame fucked up my private life. In Hollywood, I can disappear into the crowd.


    


    No offense Sven, but I find it hard to believe that you could disappear anywhere.


    


    I’ve had big agencies behind me several times, but I’m always number four on their call list, so very often I’m my own agent. Once, I was out driving my jeep and I saw Baywatch (1989) was filming on the beach. So, I put my Jeep into four-wheel drive, drove down onto the beach, and stopped one meter away from David Hasselhoff. I jumped out and said, ‘Hey David, I have a question for you. My name is Sven I’m from Denmark, I’m an actor/stuntman — why haven’t you ever hired for Baywatch?’ That’s how I did two Baywatch episodes, and three episodes of Baywatch Nights!


    


    Of course, you were in that episode of Baywatch Nights where David Hasselhoff fights a Viking that’s been frozen in ice! You were the Viking!


    


    Dave is a great guy. My first day on the set, I saw them all in those Baywatch crew jackets with their names on, so I went up to him and said, ‘Hey Dave, where’s my crew jacket?’ and the next day I had a crew jacket with my name on it. I still have it.


    


    Do you think it’s more fun to play the bad guy?


    


    It’s just fun to work! Maybe it comes easy to me to be the bad guy, but I’m just Sven. When people call me an actor I say, ‘No, but I’m that guy that can take a bullet, can take a punch and say “Ouch” the right way!’
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      Thulsa Doom (James Earl Jones, center) and his Riders of Doom — Rexor (Ben Davison, left) and Thorgrim (Sven-Ole Thorsen, right) in Conan The Barbarian (1982). Photo courtesy of 20th Century Fox.
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      A publicity still of The Riders of Doom in Conan The Barbarian (1982). Photo courtesy of 20th Century Fox.
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      Sven reunites with Arnold Schwarzenegger in The Running Man (1987). Photo courtesy of TriStar Pictures.
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      Sven (center) just before his big fight scene with Arnold Schwarzenegger in Red Heat (1988). Photo courtesy of TriStar Pictures.
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      Maximus (Russell Crowe) faces off against Tigris (Sven-Ole Thorsen) in Gladiator (2000). Photo courtesy of Universal Studios.
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      Sven (far left) appears in Hard Target (1993) in one of his many assorted henchmen roles. Photo courtesy of Universal Pictures.
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      Sven appears alongside Michael Caine (center) and John C. McGinley in Steven Seagal’s On Deadly Ground (1994). Photo courtesy of Warner Brothers.

    

  


  
    Benny “The Jet” Urquidez


    


    “He’s too powerful. Don’t panic. Just relax. Treat it like a training session.”


    Thomas, Wheels on Meals (1984).


    


    Select Filmography


    Force: Five (1981) — Billy Ortega


    Wheels on Meals (1984) — Mondale’s Henchman


    Dragons Forever (1988) — Hua’s Henchman


    Road House (1989) — Laughing Henchman


    Tango & Cash (1989) — Thug


    Martial Law (1990) — Tong Member


    Street Fighter (1994) — Sagat Gang Member


    Grosse Point Blank (1997) — Felix La PuBelle


    Spider-Man (2002) — Mugger


    


    It’s the final act of Wheels on Meals (1984) and Sylvia (Lola Forner), the heir to a sizeable fortune, has been kidnapped and is being held in a castle guarded by thugs. The three heroes — played by Hong Kong superstars Jackie Chan, Sammo Hung and Yuen Biao — team up to save her, but, upon entering the castle, they come face to face with a vicious henchman who is like no opponent they’ve faced before…


    


     


    With nine black belts in nine different martial arts, it’s fair to say that when it comes to on-screen villains, few are as physically capable as Benny “The Jet” Urquidez. During his twenty-seven year-long full-contact karate and kickboxing career, Urquidez won six World Titles in five different weight divisions, all while maintaining a professional record of sixty three to nil (win-loss), which included an incredible fifty-seven knockouts (although some sources say it could be more).


    As well as being a martial arts champion, Urquidez found the time to become a fight choreographer in Hollywood and, from his Jet Center in north Hollywood, has trained everyone from Kurt Russell to John Cusack, the latter of whom has been a pupil of Urquidez’s since 1989.


    However, it is for his roles in Jackie Chan’s Wheels on Meals, Dragons Forever, and the action-comedy Grosse Pointe Blank, where he plays a hitman, that he is best known. His lightning-quick moves and breath-taking agility make his scenes with Jackie Chan a pulse-pounding experience and it is no surprise that their two on-screen bouts frequently top polls as the most impressive martial arts fights ever put to film. In Grosse Pointe Blank, his brutal hand-to-hand fight with John Cusack’s Martin Blank also added a level of gritty realism to the dark comedy and suddenly made Cusack a believable action star.


    On-screen, Urquidez is always an intimidating presence, with a hard stare and even harder punches. His characters are also often men of few words, so it was surprising to discover that he was a fantastic storyteller, recounting his on-set experiences with delight and enthusiasm. In fact, just a few minutes into our conversation, he began recollecting how, whilst doing an exhibition fight in Hong Kong in the 1970s, he accidently accepted an invitation to take part in a Bloodsport-style Kumite…


    


    So how do you ‘accidently’ end up in a Kumite?!


    


    I was doing an interview in Hong Kong and somebody in the crowd yelled something in Chinese. My interpreter said, ‘He says, you’re not a real fighter, you’re an actor,’ and I laughed and said, ‘I fight for a living. That’s what I do. I fight for a living.’ And so, he told the guy, who kept screaming and yelling, and the interpreter said, ‘He’s challenging you. Do you accept?’ As I was getting interviewed on national TV and, if the money is right I’ll fight anybody, what else could I say?


    


    After the interview, I went back to the hotel and these two Chinese men came up to me and said, ‘How much money do you want to fight this guy?’ I said, ‘Are you serious?’ I told them, ‘I want $50,000. I want this expensive mink coat for my wife, I want 20% of the TV rights and it’ll take me six weeks to get in shape!’ They said, ‘There’s no TV. And it’s tomorrow.’ I thought it was going to be an exhibition fight and they agreed to the $50,000!


    


    The next day, they came back and gave me $50,000 in an envelope and the fur coat, so we start driving from Hong Kong to Kowloon. I tried to make conversation with them, asking if I was the first fight or the last, but they didn’t understand me. We ended up going into the Hong Kong mountains and parking in the middle of nowhere in front of this big building.


    


    Jesus…


    


    I asked the guy, ‘Where’s all the people?’ and he opened the door and inside were all these bleachers that went all the way up and around the building. The place was packed!


    


    I asked, ‘Is there a doctor?’ and was told there was no doctor. I asked, ‘When do I fight?’ and they said, ‘Now!’ I put on my shorts, put in my mouth piece and I go, ‘Who’s going to corner me?’ and this guy said, ‘I’ll corner you’, so I went, ‘Okay…here’s the referee?’ and the same guy went, ‘I am the referee!’


    


    On the other side of the ring is my opponent and this horn suddenly goes off! This guy turns around and yells, ‘To the death!’


    


    And didn’t alarm bells start ringing at this point?


    


    Well, I heard it…but I didn’t hear it. I still think I’m doing an exhibition fight! So, I go out there and I start kicking and punching and my first kick hits him right in his chin and the side of his face just swelled up! I looked at the referee and said, ‘He can’t go on,’ but then the guy just came after me! I hit him again, right in the eye. I start showboating because I still think it’s an exhibition fight, so I start doing the Muhammad Ali shuffle! I’m doing round kicks and jump kicks and putting on a show!


    


    The round ends and my opponent’s guys jump over and look at his eye, so I go to the referee and gesture for some water and he, honest to God, hands me a beer!


    


    The horn goes again and this guy turns around and again says, ‘To the death!’, but this time I heard him clearly. I looked at the crowd and they were all pointing their thumbs downwards. Then, everything started moving in slow motion. I saw the guy coming at me, so I kicked him with my front leg, hit him in the eye and then kneed him in the face. He went straight down, so I stood over him, yelling at him to stay down. The guy couldn’t breathe and he couldn’t see! And then the crowd started throwing things at me!


    


    The referee suddenly grabs me and says, ‘Let’s go! Let’s go!’ and they put me in the car and take me straight to the airport! They’d gone to my room and already got my luggage. I was standing in the airport with this guy’s blood still on me thinking what the hell just happened?!


    


    They rushed you out of the country for your safety?


    


    I don’t know! I came home, my wife picked me up from the airport and I told her what happened. After that, she didn’t want to wear the fur jacket!


    


    The whole thing bothered me, so six or seven months later, I told my whole family and they said, ‘Why don’t you tell that story and get it out of your system?’ I told the story to either Black Belt magazine or Insider Kung Fu magazine, and then a year later Bloodsport came out
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