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Foreword

There is no shortage of fascinating memoirs about Hollywood. There are memoirs by movie stars, directors, producers and studio executives. There are memoirs by character actors, composers, film editors, and cinematographers. And I’ve read quite a few. But until now, I had never read, much less even heard of, a memoir by an assistant director. Which is a shame, because assistant directors – “A.D.s” as we call them – have great tales to tell, tales that rarely turn up in those other memoirs, and here’s why.

One of the essential duties of an A.D. is to keep things from the director. I know, I know – all this time, you were under the impression that an A.D. is supposed to make sure the director knows exactly what’s happening on the set. Well, not exactly. The A.D. must also make sure that the director keeps his or her focus clearly on the art and craft of filmmaking. That means getting the best performances from the cast, designing and capturing the right images to tell the story, ensuring that the lighting properly illuminates and reveals what’s most important in the scene, and making decisions about countless other creative necessities and nuances. Therefore, an A.D. does not tell the director about problems which the director cannot solve, nor about things that will distract, upset, impede or interfere with the director’s work. If the crew has a pool going about how many takes the star will require to get through his big scene without blowing a line? The director doesn’t need to know. If an extra is filing a grievance against the company because she broke a fingernail? The director doesn’t need to know. If there’s some hanky panky going on between the still photographer and the makeup assistant in the aquarium set next door? The director absolutely doesn’t need to know. But sometimes these sorts of things make great stories. And you’ll find some of them in David’s book (although not the aquarium incident).

I’ve produced or co-produced five of Robert Zemeckis’s movies. After the movie is finished, I’ll often tell Bob about something that happened during production and he’ll say, “Really?? I had no idea!” David has a LOT of those stories, including a few on our pictures about which I had no idea.

When we were in pre-production on Back to the Future, Bob was desperate to find an A.D. with whom he felt comfortable, someone low key, steady, grounded and easygoing, who had the right sense of humor, and was really smart. Bob isn’t a screamer, so he didn’t want an A.D. who screamed. That was extremely important, because setting the right tone on a movie set (which is up to the director), is critical to the working environment. Bob and I had been on sets with screaming directors and/or A.D.s, and we could always sense a general uneasiness among the crew. Not our style. And not David’s, either. I don’t recall who recommended David to us, but it was clear from our first meeting (recounted within), that the chemistry was exactly right. The fact that he had done two movies for director Sydney Pollack was another major point in his favor. The highest compliment one can pay to a crew person is to rehire him/her on another picture, so David clearly had Sydney Pollack’s seal of approval. Based on that fact, his other credits, and the job interview, we hired David on the spot and it was one of the best decisions we made. David proceeded to earn the Bob Z seal of approval, and Bob brought David back for both Back to the Future sequels, the California portion of Who Framed Roger Rabbit and an episode of Tales from the Crypt. In these pages, David has written what I call an “anecdotal memoir.” No stories about his childhood, his upbringing, or the teachers who were mean to him. Very little about his personal life, which he always and admirably strove to keep separate from his career. Instead, we have a treasury of wonderful behind-the-scenes tales about many movies you’ve seen, some movies you’ve missed, and a few you may have never heard of. Some stories are amazing, some are heartwarming, some are funny and some are unbelievable…but all are entertaining and full of humanity because at the end of the day, David is a warm, sensitive, caring human being. That is his greatest strength. Just ask anyone who knows him.

Now, find yourself a comfortable chair, because that chair is about to become The Best Seat In The House.

Bob Gale – August 2021


Introduction

Writing was always my dream job. Being a director was far beyond my own expectations, but a few lucky breaks put me on the path. I was fortunate to be working with one of my heroes, the writer-director-producer James L. Brooks. We’d been honing the script of “Say Anything” for several years, and the time finally came to find a director for the project. We had a short-list, on it were two wonderful women auteurs – Susan Seidelman, and Joyce Chopra. Both were busy with their own projects. Next came the esteemed Lawrence Kasdan, who almost said yes but ultimately stuck with the great film he was about to make, “The Accidental Tourist.” But Kasdan made a point of calling the studio to say how much he loved “Say Anything” and suggested I direct it myself. The idea was beyond intimidating to me, but James Brooks more than concurred.

“We’ll go to one more director,” he said, “but if he says no, Buddy, you should suit up and do it yourself.” He oﬀered as an example some of our favorite directors, from Billy Wilder to Preston Sturges and Woody Allen. Not unlike Brooks, they’d all begun as writers who ultimately chose directing to protect their own work. We sent “Say Anything” to the last director on our list. He read the script and called to give me notes. I’d gotten used to hearing notes on my script, but this was a new one. He was watching a Lakers playoﬀ game on television. All I remember was a) he was yelling at the screen because the Lakers were losing and b) I wondered if he’d even read my script. His comments were bereft of any details. He was excited, but not about my project. (“HE’S A FUCKING IDIOT!!” “Which character?” “Sorry, talking to Pat Riley…”) I considered the scary road ahead. I would need a lot of help. But I was going to become a director.

I tell you this story by way of preparing you for David McGiﬀert’s wonderful book, Best Seat in the House. No director ever started, much less finished a movie on their own. There is a community behind a director, a diﬃcult world of people who must be cajoled, assembled and convinced of the journey ahead. There’s the cast, of course, but also tough producers, anxious studio executives, entire departments, people who must be let go, locations that must be held… it’s a Star Wars bar of characters that make a movie… and always, always running at top-speed, making it all happen, is the Assistant-Director. The AD is the spokesman and the diplomat of the director, the one who knows that every thousand-decision day demands that he get at least 999 of those decisions right. They are the Special Sauce, the secret weapon, the superhero behind the scenes. There’s no movie without the AD. I learned early, on the first day of pre-production. The movie – and the Director – will only be as good as the Assistant Director who will fight for your vision.

I met David while preparing to make Vanilla Sky, a challenging New York movie that would star Tom Cruise. Cruise himself had told me about McGiﬀert. They’d worked together several times (as you’ll read in McGiﬀ ’s terrific accounts to follow) and Cruise indicated that we’d be lucky to get him. “He’s the best.” I’d been spoiled early by working with one of the Mighty OG’s of ADs, Jerry Ziesmer. Ziesmer was like a father figure and a Buddha. (He is also the actor in Apocalypse Now who suggests Kurtz be terminated “with extreme prejudice.”) David McGiﬀert came in for our meeting with sparkly spirit, and a supremely youthful desire to do great work. He was close to my own age, he felt like the future. You’d have never guessed that he’d already worked with so many of the greats, from Sydney Pollack, to Paul Newman, to Steve Zaillian, Milos Forman, Barry Levinson, Robert Zemeckis, and that’s just a few. He too was an OG, but his delight in every detail was palpable. I’d have bet he was just getting started. But he already knew just about everything. Especially the power of making dreams come true. So many of your favorite movies bear the watermark of McGiﬀert’s passion in making them happen. He knows how to move armies, or hold the hand of an ailing crew member, and all points in between. He even helped clear Times Square when we needed that shot for Vanilla Sky. All those memories came back with heart-pounding authenticity when I read his sharp account in Best Seat in the House.

Speaking of heart, we now arrive at that epicenter of what makes David McGiﬀert… McGiﬀ. It’s the heart that David McGiﬀert puts into his job. It’s a heart filled with family, humanity, and the pure joy of making a soul connection with his fellow workers. It not only shows up in the movie, but also in the lives of all the participants for the years to follow. In one of the beautiful stories in this book, David is told what is usually the case that warm familiarity with a Director will disappear when the project is over. It’s the way it is. Reading that passage, I thought to myself, yes, that’s usually the case, but not with David McGiﬀert. The bond he creates in making a movie with you doesn’t disappear. His super-committed and excitedly passionate work as an Assistant-Director actually stems from that incomparable humanity. Once you read this book, you’ll recognize why some of your favorite movies are the way they are. McGiﬀ was there, behind the scenes, making sure the empathy and the excitement – the heart – of what makes a story authentic is there in every frame.

So thank you to that last barely-interested director who turned down “Say Anything” while shouting at the Lakers. I am so grateful. His disinterest put me on the hallowed path that led to the very special soul whose creative journey crossed paths with mine. Now you’re the lucky one. You get to read his book. Over to you, McGiﬀ.

Cameron Crowe
August 2022


Preface

I had been working on feature films as a First Assistant Director for thirty-three years when I took a break in 2004. I didn’t realize at the time I was stepping away for good. That was a decision that evolved over the following months as I realized I wanted to be a full-time husband to my wife Shannon and a dad to our two children, Evan and Natalie, something that my total immersion in feature films had hindered to an increasing degree.

While I was working, both my kids were too young to know much about my involvement in the film business, and they certainly had no idea why I loved what I was doing. What follows are recollections I began writing for them that have stayed with me over the years. Most of the accounts have to do with specific films and I have arranged them in the order they occurred. A few stories describe a person or an event that is not associated with a particular film, so I have placed them in the closest relevant time period. Each account is complete in itself.

As a favorite author, John McPhee, has noted: “Creative non-fiction is not making something up but making the most of what you have,” and that is what I have tried to do. While some may remember a few details slightly differently, the stories are authentic.

I was especially fortunate to have had an unusual number of mentors who took the time to offer encouragement and advice, and who gave me opportunities that put me in the right place at the right time. Without their guidance, my ‘career’ would not have taken off.

To Anthony (Tony) Foutz, Peter Fonda, Brian Frankish, Penelope Spheeris, Jack Grossberg, Marty Elfand, Sydney Pollack, Ron Schwary, Gerald Molen, Michael Hausman, Milos Forman, Robert Zemeckis, Steve Zaillian, and Paul Newman. Thank you.

These accounts are also in memory of Robert Walker Jr., Matthew J. Clark, Don Coufal, and Rafael Elorgegui; dear friends who have gone on ahead to check out the best locations in other realms. I miss you guys.


1. What is a First Assistant Director?

The job description for an assistant director can be intimidating or seductive, it depends on how you’re wired. While the responsibilities are wide-ranging and differ depending on the particular film, most people know the assistant director schedules the movie and runs much of the on-set activity. They process an unending stream of information and have to understand what it all means, both for the particular shooting day and for the film’s overall schedule. A.D.’s constantly have to be looking ahead so that when problems arise – and problems always arise – they have an alternative plan in mind to minimize the difficulties. One of the lesser-known aspects of the job is potentially the most significant: the assistant director is responsible for the on-set safety of everyone on the cast and crew. It is sometimes described as one of the most stressful jobs in filmmaking, so along with the ability to think ahead, to problem solve and to be able to handle crisis situations, it is not surprising to find that tact, diplomacy, and a calm demeanor are also helpful qualities. I worked in feature films for over three decades and never stopped learning the job.

Because they are usually at the center of activity, it’s easy to assume the assistant director is in charge. When it’s time to shoot the A. D. will call for the set to quiet down and everyone gets ready for filming. When they ask the cameras to roll and call for ‘background action,’ the shot begins. While the director is the true leader of the project with overall responsibility for the film’s outcome, it is the assistant director who watches over and manages the film’s process, mainly by communicating the director’s plan to the cast and crew and by facilitating the needs of the crew – the people who are actually making the film. In a very real sense, it is the film’s crew that allows an assistant director to represent them and to guide them, but that is only truly possible if the A.D. has earned the most precious gift a film crew can bestow; their trust.

This brings me to a fundamental aspect of the job that is worthy of attention but rarely discussed. I am normally not particularly outgoing, but when I was representing a director and a film crew, it was always surprisingly empowering. I bring this up in case someone is reading this and thinks that assistant directing sounds interesting, but the thought of being out in front of large groups of people seems intimidating. Please don’t let this stop you! It is amazing how personal concerns drop away when you are speaking on behalf of the people you work with.

Perhaps most interesting of all, assistant directors have a unique view into how a film gets made. Their work begins weeks before the shooting starts as the movie is being prepared. At that point they are mainly involved in creating the shooting schedule; a timetable that contains all the details needed to shoot each scene in the script. This document is the production’s roadmap. Everyone who works on the film uses it. A.D.’s are usually responsible for estimating the number of background players (sometimes known as “extras”), that are needed in each scene. Many times, when a director discusses their ideas with the production designer, the art director, the costume designer, the prop master, or the location manager, the A.D. is there. They are involved as the director and the cinematographer work out how the scenes will be staged. Once the filming begins, an A.D. is there as the actors and the director rehearse the upcoming scenes. They will see how the grips and the electricians – the backbone of a film crew – prepare the sets for shooting, and they will become familiar with the range of methods used by the camera crew and the sound department as they photograph and record the story to create the best possible experience for an audience. If they are lucky, an A.D. may be able to listen in as the director and the editor exchange ideas about how to edit the finished sequences.

An A.D. has to learn enough about everyone’s job so they can talk with them about it. Because the flow of information taken in and given out is ever-changing and nonstop, they are often described as being the hub of the communication wheel on a film set. It is a job with very little downtime. A. D.’s are on their feet for most of the working day, even the meal breaks are typically spent with the second assistant director finalizing the call sheet; a document produced each day informing the cast and crew what the requirements are for the following day’s work and which scenes are coming up in the days ahead.

I was unusually fortunate to have found this unique and captivating occupation, where I learned so much from so many smart and fascinating people. It should come as no surprise that I always thought of my job as the best seat in the house.


2. Beginnings Saturation 70, Tony Foutz 1969, Los Angeles

I grew up in Los Angeles. In my twenties, when I began contemplating a career, nothing was further from my thoughts than working in the film business. Then in 1969, a friend who had recently graduated from the University of Southern California Film School, called me one evening wanting to know if I would be interested in being the second assistant director on a film he was working on called Saturation 70. I didn’t understand what he was talking about but when I asked him what the job entailed, he told me not to worry, that I would be working with him and he would show me as we went along. I was naïve enough to believe him.

My first week of film work was a baffling and inexpressible blur of new experiences and unfamiliar people. I had no idea what I was doing or what was expected of me. I only did what I was told. A week later, to my horror, my friend quit over a salary dispute.

Tony Foutz, the film’s writer and director, had worked as an assistant director in Italy with some world-famous directors and had first-hand experience with the job I had just unexpectedly inherited. He immediately took me aside and explained that he would show me what I needed to do to become his A. D., but if I couldn’t keep up, he would have to find someone to take my place, he had to have an assistant director he could count on. Miraculously, under his patient if hurried tutelage, I managed to fake my way through the remaining weeks of shooting.

It is, however, impossible to overstate how much I didn’t know about filmmaking. Although I understood that the job could be hard work, I had never imagined the amount of energy and focus a twelve to fourteen hour shooting day required and I certainly had no experience trying to keep up with the rapidity of the changes that happen as a matter of course on a film set. What I did quickly realize early on was, if you have a rigid mindset, you should probably look for another line of work.

In the midst of my intensive learning curve, some incidents occurred that will make people who have worked on films smile with recognition. For example, one evening the crew of Saturation 70 took over a Gelson’s supermarket in Century City. The film schedule referred to it as a “night shoot.” We were going to film a fantasy sequence involving a little boy who witnesses a gunfight between a Green Beret and a Viet Cong soldier in the market’s frozen foods section. I innocently assumed we’d probably film until around midnight and that would be that.

[image: images]

Death in the frozen food section – Saturation 70
Photo – Tony Foutz archive

At 3 am, with the store brilliantly lit up for daylight, I finally understood that a night shoot was an all-night shoot. Slightly jangled from trying to keep up with the pace of shooting and the long hours, I bolted down another cup of coffee and hurried back toward the camera position. When I rounded the corner into the frozen food aisle, there was Tony, flat on his back, legs akimbo, eyes closed, surrounded by the crew looking down at him. With a gasp, I quickly knelt beside him fearing the worst – this had been a strenuous night. “Tony,” I whispered gently, “are you okay?” He remained motionless for a second. But then he slowly opened one eye and looked over at me calmly. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just working out how the guy should look after he gets shot.”

If I could have snapped my fingers at that moment and vanished, it would have helped, but instead, I had to stand up to suffer the understandably amused looks from the rest of the crew.

Foutz’s ground-breaking script was a brilliantly written prophetic fable, warning us five decades in advance of the environmental catastrophe that faces us today. Sadly for audiences everywhere, Saturation 70 was never able to be completed. But it was Tony Foutz who gave me my film-life, and for that, I owe him an unending debt of gratitude.

[image: images]

In the editing room with Tony Foutz (R.) – Saturation 70
Photo – Tony Foutz archive


3. Idaho Transfer – Peter Fonda 1971, Los Angeles and Seattle

In 1971, I was hired as the production assistant on Idaho Transfer, a science fiction film that would be directed by Peter Fonda. The main exteriors would be shot in Idaho before the company moved to Seattle to film the interior sets. My job, however, was to stay in Los Angeles and run the production office, where the duties consisted mainly of coordinating the processing and shipping of each day’s exposed film; the dailies.

Although they are still called dailies today, that now usually refers to film or video that is transferred digitally on the set so a production can immediately review what they have shot. Handling the dailies in the 70s meant I picked up the exposed film at the airport, delivered it to the lab for processing, then took the processed footage back to the airport the following morning to have it flown back up to the production. This allowed Peter and his Director of Photography, Bruce Logan, along with the rest of the cast and crew, to watch the footage they had shot a couple of days earlier to make sure they had the performances they needed and the look they were trying for.

When I first started working, Peter wasn’t around much because he was busy finalizing the casting and helping the company get ready to travel to Idaho, so it surprised me that when we did see each other, for some reason he immediately treated me as though he had known me all his life; taking me aside to chat about some of his ideas for the film over a cup of coffee or retelling some crazy story he always seemed to have. He made me feel like a co-conspirator, and it became an aspect of our friendship that never changed during the forty-eight years I knew him.

After the company finished three weeks of filming in Idaho and had traveled to Seattle for the interior work, it seemed as though everything was going according to plan, so I was caught completely off guard when the production office in Seattle called and told me there had been some problems and would I be able to fly up the next day to take over as the first A. D.? In spite of my astonishment, I immediately said yes. But when they asked if I would book two first-class tickets for the flight so I could bring Peter’s guitar with me in the second seat, I couldn’t keep from laughing at how crazy my life had just become, but of course I said yes.

The minute I started working with Peter, I was surprised to find that we were in sync. Naturally, I was watching him closely to learn how he worked, but almost immediately, I could anticipate some of his thinking. I started preparing the upcoming scenes ahead of time so that when he began to discuss them, many of the elements he needed were already in place, ready to go. Even though these were the earliest days of my movie work, I remember how delighted he was to find that we operated so well together. Later, when he found out our birthdays were two weeks apart, he began calling me “his Pisces brother” or “fellow fish.”

Over the years, whenever I saw him, the way we worked together was always one of the first things he’d bring up. After filling me in on his latest adventure, like the time an insane snowball fight broke out inside his Montana ranch house, he’d say, “Hey remember when you came up to Seattle, how I’d turn around to ask you to get something ready for the next shot and it was already done?” We’d smile at the thought. It was our little inside story that set the tone each time we saw each other.

Peter passed away yesterday, August 16th, 2019, and I know when we meet again sometime down the road, the first thing he’s going to ask me is if I remember how it was in Seattle the first time we worked together. And I already have my answer ready; “Yes, my Pisces friend, I’ll always remember how it was.”

[image: images]

Watching a rehearsal on Idaho Transfer
Photo – John Brumbaugh, McGiffert archive
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Peter Fonda – Idaho Transfer
Photo – Peter Riches


4. One Reason I Rarely Used a Bullhorn 1972, San Francisco

One of my earliest assistant directing jobs was on a low-budget independent feature shot in San Francisco and Marin County in the early seventies. The most complicated day of filming involved a crowd scene that took place on Van Ness Avenue in the heart of San Francisco. It was a Friday afternoon. The police had rerouted traffic and sealed off two blocks for the shot. We had attracted a lot of attention. Hundreds of people had gathered behind police barricades or leaned out of nearby hotel windows waiting for the filming to begin. I was standing in the middle of the four-lane street holding a bullhorn. To control a large scene like this, I had always heard an assistant director had to use a bullhorn.

The cameras were ready and the actors were in place. It was time to go. The director gave me a thumbs-up. I took a few steps toward the camera position and spoke into the bullhorn, “Please standby!” The sound of my voice boomed off the buildings and out over the massive crowd. Everyone tensed to see what was going to happen. I hurried toward the sidewalk to get out of the shot, but because I would give the cue for the action to start, I wanted to make sure everyone on the crew could see me, so as I approached a six-foot-wide swath of ivy between the curb and the sidewalk, I raised the bullhorn again. “All right everyone, please watch me.” All heads turned in my direction at the precise moment I stepped into a large hole hidden under the ivy and fell flat on my face. The bullhorn bounced uselessly down the sidewalk.

Two blocks of Van Ness Avenue packed with onlookers went wild. Amidst the laughter and cheering, the first aid man checked me over as I brushed myself off, but other than a few scrapes I was fine. The crew sat quietly, waiting for the hilarity to fade, doing their best to suppress their smiles. It took twenty minutes to regain a semblance of order. For the rest of my time working in film, I rarely used a bullhorn.


5. End Credits 1974, Oklahoma City, OK.

One way of becoming better known in the film business is when your name appears in the end credits of a movie. Most people who work in film have a special interest in that list of names, especially those who are just starting their careers, because those early credits are essentially a visual resume.

I was filming on location in the mid-west when I read in a local paper that the last movie I had worked on was opening in a theater twenty miles away. I hadn’t seen the finished film and because it was one of my earliest screen credits as a first assistant director, I decided to catch the late show.

When the filming ended that evening, I hurriedly changed clothes and hopped into my rental car. Half an hour later, I parked across from a modest family theater in the middle of a small town. I bought a ticket, got some popcorn, and with eager anticipation found a seat in an audience made up of mostly younger people.

The Roger Corman production of Fast Charlie and the Moonbeam Rider, starring David Carradine and Brenda Vaccaro, was the story of a 1930s cross-country motorcycle race. The movie was adventurous and funny with non-stop action. Everyone in the theater seemed to be having a good time. When the show ended ninety minutes later, people began leaving. A few minutes later, I was alone in the empty theater, leaning forward expectantly, waiting for the credits to begin. But as the first names appeared, the screen suddenly went black. I spun in my seat just in time to see the projectionist click the lights off in the booth as he headed home.

I walked out into the cool night air and had a moment of startling clarity as I realized how little the end credits of a film mean to most audiences. Why would anyone want to sit for five minutes when the movie is over, watching meaningless names scroll by? It was a learning experience I often looked back on over the years, a pointed reminder not to get too caught up in the self-importance of the movie business.


6. Brian Frankish – The Door Opens 1975, Los Angeles

From 1972 to 1975, under the guidance of mentors such as Brian Frankish, Penelope Spheeris, and Albert Brooks, I worked on everything from low-budget feature films to commercials and music videos. Those early film experiences contributed to a learning curve that lasted for over three decades.

It was Brian Frankish who changed everything when he hired me to be the production assistant on a commercial he was working on in the early 70s. His experience as an assistant director and a production manager in films and commercials, combined with his passionate interest in all aspects of filmmaking, made him a uniquely qualified mentor. Over the next few years, as he continued to hire me for a variety of jobs, he also took the time to answer my endless questions, providing me with hours of generous advice. Those early days spent working with Brian began a friendship that endures to this day. He has continued to teach me more about the film business than almost anyone I know.

In late 1975, Brian was hired as the location manager on King Kong by Jack Grossberg, whose title was “In Charge of Production.” While the movie was being prepared, Brian would scout for sites on the island of Kauai where the jungle exteriors would be shot. Once the filming started, he would become the unit production manager in charge of the entire Hawaiian portion of the filming.

One morning shortly after he had been hired, Brian happened to be in Grossberg’s office at MGM Studios when Jack mentioned he needed to hire a location scout to look for some beaches to film in California. Brian immediately told Jack that he knew of someone who might be available. When Grossberg told him he had to hire somebody by the next day, Brian ran back to his office and called my apartment. There was no answer (this was before pagers and cell phones). In desperation, he sat at his desk, put his hands to his forehead, and concentrated, saying over and over to himself, “David, call me…David, please call me!”

At that same moment, I had just finished editing a documentary about an actor named James Stacy who had lost an arm and a leg in a motorcycle accident. I was sitting in the editing room at Stacy’s beach house talking with him when, spontaneously, for no reason, I got up saying, “Excuse me Jim, I have to make a phone call.” To this day I have no idea what prompted me to call Brian.

He was still in his office trying to figure out how to track me down when the phone rang. He grabbed it and answered quickly. “Brian Frankish.”

The only thing I said was, “What?” our shorthand from years of working together.

As he hurriedly began telling me that I had a job interview “on a real movie,” there was no way I could have known that my life had just taken its biggest turn. The next morning, during an hour long interview, Grossberg listened closely as I recounted my experience, and decided to give me the job. Three months later, in February 1976, now working as a location scout on King Kong, I was accepted into the Directors Guild of America as a first assistant director. At the time I remember thinking it seemed like such a long way from 1969 and the series of seemingly random events that had somehow led me straight to the best years of my working life.

[image: images]

Brian Frankish on the 1979 set of Savage Harvest in Brazil.
Photo – Brian Frankish archive


7. King Kong – A Helicopter Scouting Trip 1976, Los Angeles

In January 1976, my earliest assignment as a location scout was to find a beach on the West Coast where the production could film the crew of an oil research vessel coming ashore to explore King Kong’s uncharted island. I had spent two weeks driving between Big Sur and the Oregon coast, photographing a wide range of possible sites with little success. When someone suggested checking the beaches on the ocean side of Catalina Island, Jack Grossberg told me to put together a helicopter scouting trip to the island for the film’s British Director, John Guillermin.

On the day of the trip, I arrived early at Santa Monica Airport to make sure the arrangements were complete. Guillermin, Executive Producer Christian Ferry, Director of Photography Dick Kline, and I would fly to Catalina in a Jet Ranger helicopter I had chartered from a local air service. The helicopter was sitting on the tarmac in front of a large aircraft hangar. I introduced myself to the pilot, a Nordic-looking man in his sixties with pale blue eyes and close-cropped blond hair.

Twenty minutes later a van arrived. Guillermin and Kline, deep in conversation, got out and walked toward the helicopter while Christian Ferry stopped to talk with the pilot. After a brief exchange, the pilot nodded, the two men shook hands and Ferry walked over to us. “It’s all set John, you can ride in the front seat.” It was common knowledge that Guillermin was an avid pilot and Ferry had just gotten permission for him to ride in the co-pilot’s seat.

I had a rush of anticipation as we climbed aboard and buckled our seat belts. The pilot, now wearing dark aviator glasses, snapped a few switches on the front console and looked up as the rotor blades slowly began to turn. I tried to appear nonchalant. This was my first ride in a helicopter. From the co-pilot’s seat, Guillermin, a pipe clenched in his teeth, watched the pilot’s motions closely. The rotors spun faster now and seconds later with startling swiftness we were fifty feet in the air and rising fast. As the airport runway slid away, the city of Santa Monica flowed evenly beneath us. The shadow of the helicopter flitted and hopped over rooftops, a parking lot, the beach, and then with a rush of blue, we were over the ocean.

In the rear seats, Ferry, Kline, and I smiled and gestured. The noise made it difficult for us to talk, but for some reason we could clearly hear Guillermin and the pilot in the front seats. “Would it be possible to take it down to about fifty feet off the water?” Guillermin asked. “Sure.” The pilot glanced over at him briefly, “There’s a fairly big swell so we’ll be moving up and down a bit.” Guillermin nodded. “Right, very good.”

With a giddy rush we dropped lower. The perspective transformed dramatically. Now we were hurtling over the water at tremendous speed. The helicopter undulated up and down hypnotically as it matched the rise and fall of the swell. It was unexpectedly thrilling. As Guillermin puffed on his pipe, the smoke instantly vanished out a small window at his elbow. We rode this way for several minutes. Then Guillermin took the pipe out of his mouth and looked over at the pilot. “You know,” he said with what might have been the faintest hint of pride, “I was a pilot in the Royal Air Force during the war.” The pilot looked straight ahead for a long moment and said nothing as he worked the controls. Then he nodded slowly as he answered. “Yes? That’s strange because I was in the Luftwaffe.”

I think I may have gasped. Guillermin popped the pipe back in his mouth and leaned back in the seat. The swells hurtled by in a blur beneath us. We finished the last few minutes of the ride to Catalina in a frozen silence.
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