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    Dedication


    With love to Dory Benami and Nat Segaloff


    and to Tanya Roberts — our Sheena — may she rest in peace.

  


  
    Author’s Preface




    Poor Tanya Roberts. Quite literally the day after I sent the final draft of this book to Ben Ohmart of BearManor Media the news flashed that Tanya, who starred as Sheena, had died. According to first reports — begun by her domestic partner, Lance O’Brien and sadly announced to the media by her representative Mike Pingel — the actress had collapsed on Christmas Eve after returning home from walking her dog and was taken to Cedars-Sinai Hospital where she died.


    Within hours, however, further word was released that she was still alive, beginning three days of retractions, corrections, and explanations that were as hopeful as they were confusing. Finally, on January 3, came confirmation that she had, that day, passed away from what was later called a urinary tract infection.


    It was a sad, if bizarre, ending for a sweet person and a devoted actress with whom I very much had enjoyed working years ago when we were both young and fearless and finding our way in Africa for Columbia Pictures.


    I hope that this book is a fitting tribute to Tanya, just as I hope it is to the hundreds of people, both behind the scenes and in front of the cameras, who worked terribly hard under unforgiving conditions to make what we hoped would be an entertaining movie.


    The movie Sheena, Queen of the Jungle could not be made today. Nor should it be made. But it was, back in 1984, and that’s what this book is about.


    Much, but not enough, has changed since then. What was accepted (or at least tolerated) in 1984 is now rightly damned. The overt racism of Jim Crow, if not the institutionalized racism in American DNA, was felt but largely unspoken at the time cameras rolled on what was dismissed as a “female Tarzan” movie. Indeed, although Edgar Rice Burroughs’ Tarzan, introduced in 1912, drew criticism for its stereotypes of Africans, Sheena, who debuted in comics in 1937, seems to have dodged many similar attacks, perhaps because they were superseded by criticism of her sexuality.


    Both Tarzan and Sheena promote what Rudyard Kipling condescendingly called the “White Man’s Burden,” and I wish we had made criticism of it an element in Sheena. But we didn’t know to.


    We also weren’t making satire (although some critics said we did, albeit accidentally). We were just making an adventure film that overcame production obstacles that no previous Hollywood movie had ever faced.


    My Adventure with Sheena arrives now as the Black Lives Matter movement challenges the conscience of the country as no crusade has achieved since the Civil Rights Struggle of the 1950s. It also follows the uplifting 2008 election of Barack Obama (whose father was Kenyan) as President and the 2020 election of Kamala Harris (whose father is Jamaican) as Vice President. My hope as the author of this book and the executive producer of the film is to use reminiscences of Sheena to contrast how society was at the time it was made, how society has changed since, and to urge for this change to continue.


    The now-outdated, even offensive, ideas behind Sheena were not intended as malice; they were the conventions of the time. Most of our African cast and crew members realized this. Good and fair people have evolved since then, but it’s helpful to look to the past for clues of how far we still need to go. It’s in the spirit of growth, progress, and unity that I’m writing about Sheena.


    That was then, this is now.

  


  
    Do You Speak Swahili?




    Suddenly there she was. A woman, blond as the sun, walking toward me. She wore nothing but a leather bikini. I was in the office of Guy McElwaine, the head of Columbia Pictures, and I was waiting for her with Guy and director John Guillermin. There was a woman walking with her: Ann Roth, the award-winning costume designer. As she walked past other people on the studio lot, she turned heads but returned none of their glances. A few moments later there was a knock on the door and Tanya Roberts — that was her name, the star of Charlie’s Angels (and would soon star in the next James bond film) — walked in. She was sexy and knew she was; she owned the room the moment she entered it. This was the first time I met Sheena, Queen of the Jungle. It was a wardrobe-fitting meeting to approve what she would be wearing every day for months in the African sun. It was made of brown leather — a minimum of leather — and showed off her perfectly sculpted figure.


    It would be my job to produce the movie, and I didn’t have to wear a bikini to do it.


    My adventure started at the end of June 1983. My agent, Sam Schwartz, picked me up and drove me to our lunch with Columbia Pictures production executive Sheldon “Shel” Schrager. Two things were already unusual: first, that my agent picked me up instead of telling me to meet him at the studio. Second, the fact that Sam Schwartz represented me at all. I was a producer and Sam specialized in big-name composers such as John Williams, Randy Newman, James Horner, and Ennio Morricone. Schwartz had a score in mind for me, but it wasn’t the musical kind.


    “Do you speak any Swahili?” he asked as I got in the car.


    “What the hell do I know about Swahili?” I said. “I can barely speak English.” This was not completely true; I had lived in America since 1979 and had been making pictures with a pretty good grasp of the language, but I was born in Israel and my first language was Hebrew.


    “Never mind,” Sam prompted me. “When they ask, say that you can. And how well do you know Africa?”


    “Never set foot there,” I said.


    “Also keep that between us.”


    The affable Shel Schrager was Vice President of Production at Columbia under company President of Production John Veitch. For several years, the studio had been trying to develop a feature film of the Sheena, Queen of the Jungle comic book created by Will Eisner and Jerry Iger in 1937. The script was written by David Newman and Leslie Stevens, depicting a white girl whose parents were killed in an African country. She is raised by an African Shaman who becomes her surrogate mother, teaching her to communicate with the animals. When a corrupt local ruler seeks to exploit the country’s natural resources for his own ends, Sheena, working with an American sports broadcaster with whom she has a chaste romance, rallies her animal friends to set things right.


    None of anybody’s attempts had come to fruition and Columbia was about to write it off as a bad investment, but not before making one last attempt. Somehow they had found a way to give Sheena another life, and Sam Schwartz knew it, and it was his scheme to propose me as the solution to their Sheena production problems.


    “Columbia is in trouble,” he began. “They committed to make Sheena. They have a big-time director signed to do it. They have a script. Now they have Tanya Roberts as Sheena. But they need somebody to control all these elements, especially the headstrong director John Guillermin.”


    “Columbia’s been making movies for sixty years,” I said, shaking my head in astonishment. Something didn’t make sense. “What’s different about this one?”


    “First,” Sam said, “they want to shoot it in Africa but they’re not sure if it can be done because no major American film company has made a whole movie in Africa lately. Second,” he said, getting on the 101 freeway to Burbank, “this thing has been rattling around their studio for seven or eight years. At one time they wanted to shoot it in South America, at another time in Mexico, and most recently on the back lot.”


    “A jungle picture on the back lot?” I said.


    “The director said he’d walk if they tried that. He’s a strong director. Uncontrollable. He’ll eat you alive. He even has a business partner who he wants to be the co-producer. Watch yourself.”


    This struck me as odd. “It’s strange that, after looking in all the wrong places, the studio now actually wants to shoot the picture in Africa.”


    “In Kenya,” Sam said.


    “What changed their mind?”


    Sam smiled the kind of smile an agent smiles when the conversation turns to money. “Columbia was bought last year by the Coca-Cola Company and became a subsidiary,” he started. “Coca-Cola has bottling plants all over the world, including East Africa, which is Kenya.” He leaned closer. “Do you know what frozen assets are?”


    “Sure,” I said. “They’re profits a company makes in a foreign country but the country won’t allow them to take out because it might collapse their economy.”


    “Exactly,” Sam said. “Columbia — which is to say Coca-Cola — has millions of dollars trapped in Kenya and the only choice they have is to make the movie there, to pay for it in Kenyan shillings, and to be credited in dollars in America for this expense and investment at Coca-Cola headquarters in Atlanta.”


    “But why do they want me out of everybody else in town?”


    “Because you’re a troubleshooter, Yoram. You’re somebody who can go into the field and solve problems that come up. You’re Israeli, they’ll probably look at you like you were in the Mossad and can handle any kind of operation anywhere in the world. On top of that, you brought in your last picture ahead of schedule and under budget.”


    He was referring to Lone Wolf McQuade, starring Chuck Norris, David Carradine, and Barbara Carrera. Orion Pictures gave us $4.5 million to make the picture and, working closely with director Steve Carver, we not only wrapped early, we returned $250,000 to Orion Pictures in unspent funds and opened the picture as the number one box office attraction in America. In Hollywood terms, this made me a hot property.


    Sam didn’t stop. “These guys don’t know the first thing about shooting a whole film in Africa. No studio has done it in decades. They don’t want it to be a National Geographic nature special. They want it to be a big-time summer release that will play in thousands of theatres. You’ve pulled together shoots that should never have happened,” he continued. “It’s your time, Yoram. Strike while the iron is hot, because it won’t last forever.” He looked at me to drive home his point.


    “By the way,” he said, as we pulled into the studio gate, “you never told me if you knew how to speak Swahili?”


    “Not a word,” I said.


    Sam turned to me and smiled slyly. “From now on you do. As long as they don’t, they’ll never know. And tell them that you know Africa very well.”


    Columbia’s offices were in The Burbank Studio on Alameda Avenue in Burbank. We met Shel Schrager in the studio commissary and went directly into the Executive Dining Room. Unlike the dining area for below-the-line personnel, which was a sea of Formica-topped tables, the Executive Dining Room featured table linen, silver cutlery, and attentive servers. The food could rival any fine restaurant. We had a cordial meal, exchanged typical Hollywood talk about people we knew in common, what pictures we’d liked lately, and who in town was about to be hired or fired (present company excluded). Shel confirmed what I had suspected: the studio was almost committed to Sheena but didn’t know how to move forward. Shel, who had worked his way up from assistant director to production VP, knew filmmaking inside out. He stressed to me that they needed a watchdog producer to keep director John Guillermin in line.


    Shel signed for the meal (which I expected to be charged to the budget of somebody’s picture, probably mine) and we went off to the big meeting with his boss, head of production John Veitch.


    In Veitch’s fancy office I was introduced to members of Columbia’s production team. Everyone was sitting comfortably on couches. They were all staring at me. Although I was going there for a job interview, I felt more like a gladiator entering the Coliseum. Then I met the director.


    John Guillermin sat almost rebelliously on his couch, away from the others, so he could take it all in. He was tan, trim, and looking, although fifty-eight, no more than his middle forties. Even sitting silently, he threw off an air of self-assurance, exactly the aura that drives fear into the hearts of already-fearful studio executives. It can also make him an enemy to a producer, so I instinctively went on my guard. Making matters even more complicated was the fact that Guillermin was a former client of Guy McElwaine, who now ran the studio and was undoubtedly responsible for hiring him. (Welcome to Hollywood!)


    The interview started. I knew I was in over my head. I hadn’t been in Africa. I didn’t speak Swahili. I was standing before people who had experience in huge numbers of big-budget movies. At some point I said to myself, “Fuck it, I don’t have a chance in hell of getting this job, so I’ll just be myself and say whatever I want. I’ll just be me.”


    “Can I get you something to drink?” John Veitch asked.


    “Thank you,” I said nonchalantly. “I’ll have a Diet Pepsi.”


    It just came out. The room fell silent. Even the birds outside stopped chirping. It was as if I had said I’d slept with the Columbia lady. Then it hit me: I had just asked the top people who worked for Coca-Cola for a drink from their biggest rival. Fortunately, I’m good at thinking on my feet and making the best out of bad situations.


    “Diet Pepsi?” Veitch said surprisedly, astonished that I had said such a thing in the Temple of Coca-Cola. “I don’t think you want to get this job.” “No, I do,” I said, and started to laugh. Most importantly, John Guillermin also started to laugh. It was the kind of laugh that said, “This guy has balls.” Once he laughed, everybody else did. They all thought I purposely said it as a joke.


    That’s when I knew I had the job. After that, they didn’t ask me a single question relating to the picture. (John Guillermin told me later that my performance in this meeting assured him that he could bond with me and that I didn’t lose my presence of mind in tough situations.)


    After that, Sam Schwartz went to work on my contract. I was to get a hefty fee for that time, plus a per diem (daily expenses on top of salary) for my personal use, and all other expenses paid. I was offered the title of Executive Producer.


    Only one obstacle stood in our way: Africa. We had to go there to find locations and make contact with the Kenyan government officials whose cooperation was essential. This was easier said than done; the president of Kenya, Daniel arap Moi, had barely survived a recent coup attempt and was skeptical of meeting new people. Rebels were believed to be reassembling in neighboring Somalia. Worse, Kenya didn’t have an experienced film commissioner; everything was handled directly out of the President’s office.


    Frank Price, the head of Columbia, laid down the law: before the company finally decides whether to make Sheena, go to Kenya and determine whether it is rational and safe to shoot there. Guillermin and I were handed our marching orders and sent off together on a “recce” (pronounced “reckie”), which is slang for a reconnaissance mission that includes a location scout. A few days later, as I packed my bag, I felt like Stanley embarking to find Livingston. I kissed my wife, Ani, goodbye for now, hugged my eight-year-old son Dory, assured him that Abba (Hebrew for Daddy) would be back, and set my jaw for whatever happened.


    Having never been to Africa, my mind filled with wild fantasies. Would we be welcomed in Kenya? Would I be cooked in a kettle by cannibals (like I used to see in the old movies)? Would lions surround the plane when we landed?


    As they say in Swahili, chochote kinaweza kutokea (anything can happen).

  


  
    The Kenyan Connection




    John Guillermin was formidable. At fifty-eight, he was an accomplished filmmaker of such large-canvas productions as The Bridge at Remagen, (1969), The Towering Inferno (1974), and the remake of King Kong (1975), as well as earlier, more intimate features: I Was Monty’s Double (1958), Waltz of the Toreadors (1962) and Guns at Batasi (1964). Educated at the City of London School and Cambridge University, he joined the RAF as World War II was winding down. He began shooting documentaries at age 22. He and a business partner formed their own production company in England in 1948 and turned out a few small features before Guillermin set out for Hollywood two years later to conquer the studios. He was a journeyman director until 20th Century-Fox production chief Darryl F. Zanuck took a liking to him and graced him with a succession of larger and larger pictures culminating with The Blue Max (1966), starring George Peppard as a World War I German flying ace thirsting after his country’s top military medal.


    Like Peppard’s ace, Guillermin, too, sought recognition. Although his films range from the romantic crime drama PJ (1978) to the western El Condor (1970), he was most at home commanding large crews and logistically complex projects. This made him perfect for Sheena.


    John was considered argumentative, stubborn, and manipulative. But he was also knowledgeable, unflappable, and decisive (except, surprisingly, on our flight to Kenya during which he irritated the First Class cabin attendants by first wanting, then not wanting, and finally wanting his meal). This was the first example I saw of a condition I came to call the “love-to-fuck-with-you” syndrome. For example, one morning during the shoot we were waiting at the hotel to be picked up by our car to be taken to location, As we stood there, Susi Olroyd, the script supervisor, joined us to go to the set and said casually, “Good morning, Yoram,” and then, to John, gave a pleasant, “Did you sleep well, John?”


    John took a pause and then shot back at her, “What the fuck do you care how I slept?” Out of the blue, that’s what he said to her. It was so harsh and for no reason that she went back inside the hotel with tears in her eyes. To make it worse, after that she had to be at his side all day long for months taking continuity notes. Despite this, he always got the best crews to work with him on his pictures. That was John.


    John had the personality of a commander, not only in his ability to get the job done but not caring who he stepped on to do it. Producer David L. Wolper said he was “a pain in the ass” who nearly caused the crew of The Bridge at Remagen to quit en masse. [1] Norma Barzman, the widow of Blue Max co-writer Ben Barzman, wrote of him as being difficult with a “cold, stiff-lipped manner,” [2] an opinion shared by the film’s producer, Elmo Williams, who called him “demanding [and] indifferent to people getting hurt as long as he got realistic action” whom “the crew disliked.” [3] Novelist James Dickey (Deliverance) called him a megalomaniac after their project, Alnilam, fell apart. Even the normally diplomatic Charlton Heston (Skyjacked, 1972) admitted that he had an “irascible streak.” John also had a habit of being fired, most notably from the big-budget films Midway (1976, replaced by Jack Smight) and Sahara (1973, replaced by Andrew V. McLaglen).


    He was certainly impressive. Athletic, in impeccable shape, with angular features, a full head of brown hair swept back over a tall forehead, and with a patrician bearing, he carried himself in the manner of a British colonial lord. As with many men who survived World War II, particularly those in the elite flying corps, no situation fazed him and he was intimidated by no living creature. That invulnerability was to be tragically tested during the making of Sheena but that was yet to come.


    As we flew first class to Kenya on our mission to see if we could get the job done, I knew I was at a disadvantage. John had already shot two films there: Tarzan’s Greatest Adventure (1959) and Shaft in Africa (1973). Truth be told, only the exteriors of Tarzan had been filmed in Kikuyu land, Kenya with interiors completed at Pinewood Studios in England, and Shaft in Africa took place in New York, Paris, and Spain as well as Addis Ababa, Ethiopia and Massawa, Eritrea. By that measure, Sheena would be the first American studio film
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      Left to right: Donovan Scott, Tanya Roberts, visiting Kenyan Culture Minister Maina “Jimmy” Wanjigi, me, Ted Wass.
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