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Introduction: I Like to Watch

According to Mel Brooks, who is never wrong about such things, the difference between comedy and tragedy is, “comedy is if you fall down an open manhole and tragedy is if I get a hangnail.” Maybe this is why we love disaster films. The world can be ending, but as long as it’s happening to someone else, we want to see them do the brodie down the manhole. Disaster films are a kind of mass rubbernecking in the way cars slow down to gawk at a roadside accident, invariably tying up traffic behind them (and often causing more accidents) just so they can cluck their tongues and say, “thank God it’s not me.” It’s that mixture of morbid curiosity tinged with sadism and arrogance that carries over to the movies and has made the disaster film a genre unto itself.

The unspoken question asked by such films is why we take pleasure in other people’s misfortune. Are we innocents like Chance the Gardener (“I like to watch”) in Jerzy Kosinski’s Being There? Or are we secretly itching to see what it looks like for a person to be stung to death by killer bees in The Swarm (1978)? We’re told to stand under a doorframe in case of an earthquake, but the movie Earthquake (1974) shows us that nothing we do is going to keep us from being crushed into tartare.1 We knew that no one really drowned when the 1997 screen Titanic went down with 1,517 souls (especially the guy who ricocheted off the propeller), but we felt for them anyway and didn’t avert our eyes. The reason is simple and it defines the essence of motion pictures: movies are a voyeuristic experience. Nothing exploits this more than disaster films.

Best of all, unlike passing an auto accident on a back road, nobody sitting safely in the audience has to actually rush in to perform a rescue; after all, it’s only a movie. The bigger the danger, the less the obligation to intervene. One might be expected to help the victims of fire, flood, or crime. But what about tidal waves, earthquakes, planetary collisions, alien invasions, or bugeyed monsters? The disaster has to be something that people can relate to.

Most folks have been stung by bees. Some have had close calls under water. Covid has raised consciousness about plagues. And we’ve all been burned. Thus when we see someone in flames in The Towering Inferno, we know what it feels like at a very basic level and our imaginations can extrapolate the pain to imagine what the victim is going through, even if it’s happening to a trained, protected stunt performer who has been set aflame for the amusement of the audience. The ability to relate to fire—to know how to use it as well as to fear it—is why The Towering Inferno stands alone. Even though we know we’re watching a movie, we know how hard it is to control fire, even for the experts. The brilliance of the film is that the audience is constantly aware that, while making it, somebody could’ve really been hurt.

Perhaps the most astute explanation of its power comes from the man who exploited the genre better than anyone else and is the spirit behind this book: Irwin Allen. “I have a private theory,” he shared in an un-aired 1977 public relations interview while he was getting set to produce The Swarm (1978). “I think we’re all really Walter Mittys. We stand in front of the mirror in the morning and we conjure up some great experience we’re going to have on that particular day, and we go out and face the world attempting to be heroes. Because the truth is, we’d all like to be heroes. When you couple that with what I think is the basic problem with human nature, I think something is missing in our individual ids and I think, strangely enough, and unhappily, we all like to attend accidents. You’ve never seen an automobile crash that didn’t have fifty or sixty people around it. You never saw a fire engine racing through the streets that wasn’t followed by a crowd of kids and some grownups. And when they finally reached the fire, one of the greatest difficulties is to hold back the fire line. The combination of wanting to be the heroic Walter Mitty character and the fact that we enjoy accidents makes the present disaster movies the hits that they are. It gives the Walter Mittys of the world the opportunity to vicariously enjoy the thrill of being a hero while watching a terrible disaster in which they can’t be hurt from the comfort of the theatre seat. The problem with our individual ids is that we’re all madly attracted to disaster. And I think those two, more than anything else, plus the way you put it on the screen, result in the success of the disaster film—and for which I’m terribly grateful.”2

The Towering Inferno wasn’t the first disaster film, nor was it the last, but it was the biggest and the best. It took the financial resources of two Hollywood studios to get it made, and it was the crowing achievement of its fifty-eight-year-old producer who could not have known at the time that his career had hit its zenith and that everything he did afterwards would be downhill. Allen’s story and the history of his greatest film cannot be told separately. Like the fictional 138-story skyscraper3 which was built with a fatal defect, so, too, was Irwin Allen.

He was a tireless self-promoter who garnered so much success early in his career that the self-promoting was justified. In an industry that ran on smoke and mirrors, he was flesh and blood (and fire). He had confidence born of actual achievement, not presumed expertise. Although he and modesty were strangers, he was often quick to acknowledge the work of those around him. As a producer he provided everything his cast and crew needed, and he was near-maniacal about safety on his hazardous productions. He was vain but charming about it, and at heart was a sentimentalist about the movie business that he so dearly loved. If he had flaws, they were the flaws of passion.

And yet, despite his flaws, Irwin Allen saved my life, even though he never knew it. While his film was still shooting in the summer of 1974, I was hired by a marketing visionary named David M. Forbes who had been handed the mandate by Twentieth Century-Fox4 to assemble a special publicity unit that would make The Towering Inferno known nationwide. The team would supplement the work of the studio’s own superb ad-pub department headed by Jonas Rosenfield, Johnny Friedkin, and Ashley Boone. At the time, I was publicity director for Sack Theatres, Boston’s leading intown theatre chain. Having worked with many of the film company publicists whose releases played in our theatres, whatever PR skills I possessed were known to them and, when David asked around about who could take charge of Inferno’s northeast publicity, my name came up. He hired me, I joined the Publicists Guild (where I am a member in honorable withdrawal status), and David and I began a friendship which endures to this day. Not until years later did I learn that David had been warned not to hire me because Sack Theatres might seek revenge with a boycott of Fox product. Fortunately, The Towering Inferno and another Fox film released at the same time, Mel Brooks’ Young Frankenstein, were such inescapable hits that no boycott ever took place if, indeed, the threat was real. I never forgot David’s loyalty, and I also never forgot Irwin Allen, albeit for vastly different reasons, as you will soon read.

If my feelings about him, at times, seem mixed, they are. Like Allen, I love the movies but, unlike Allen, I believe it’s incumbent on those who make movies to preserve the history of how they were made. Apparently Allen saved nearly everything about his films and almost nothing about himself. Given his ego, this decision is unfathomable. What could he possibly have been ashamed of? How can one understand his films without understanding the man? All I can do is speculate, and that’s what I have done throughout this book where there was no other road to take. I appreciate those who spoke with me on and off the record and regret those who, for whatever reason, would not. It isn’t like I was writing about the Manhattan Project.

This book is not just about the making of The Towering Inferno. It is also about the making of Irwin Allen, the mystery of his life, and his legacy as a filmmaker. It is a look at the effect the movie had on the public and the social milieu into which it was released. It is also about the fascination of fire, which the film exploited and which remains a (dare I say?) burning issue in the building trade.

Irwin Allen was a showman for half a century. Fifty years is a remarkable span on the Hollywood timeline in a town when careers can come and go in less than a decade, and sometimes with a single movie. Fortunately, the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences preserves the past; their voluminous records have saved the deadlines of more writers than can be counted, including this one. I want to thank their Director, Matt Severson; Chief Acquisitions Archivist Howard Prouty; Senior Research and Special Projects Librarian Elizabeth Youle; Senior Reference Librarian Genevieve Maxwell; and the other dedicated Herrick staffers for all that they do, have done, and will do for motion picture history and the scholars who chronicle it.

I also want to thank, for assorted reasons (some of them best left unsaid), those who, over the years, have enriched my knowledge of the film industry in general and The Towering Inferno in particular. They are, alphabetically, Carole Aaron, Andrew Abbott, George and Pauline Abdon, Gordon Armstrong, Ashley Boone, Kevin Burns, Danny Downey (Stuntmen’s Association of Motion Pictures), F. X. Feeney, Carl Ferrazza, A. Alan Friedberg, Johnny Friedkin, Hope Miller Goldsmith, Robert Gollnick, Nico Jacobellis, Steve Jaffe, Mark Kermode, Edgar Knudson, Barry Krost, Russell Leven, Mallory Lewis, Don Morgan, Scott Newman, Wallis Nicita, Beverly Noble, Hal Potter, George Raymo, Jonas Rosenfield, Nat Rudich, ScriptFly.com, Mac St. Johns, Hal Sherman, Teller, David Traister, Robert Vaughn, and Mark Zavala.

I marvel at the research done by Marc Cushman, Jeff Bond, and Mark Alfred who waded through the Irwin Allen papers maintained by Derek Thielges at Prometheus Pictures. These are the legacy of Kevin Burns and Sheila Mathews Allen and are an unequaled resource for scholars as well as fans. I underline my thanks to Marc Cashman.

Thanks also, plus my love, to Tiana (Mrs. Stirling) Silliphant and the Estate of Stirling Silliphant for permission to reprint interviews and material curated by the author. She, he, and I first met when I arranged their publicity schedule for Inferno back in 1974 and stayed in touch ever since, something that rarely happens in Hollywood, the happy result of which led to my being asked to write his posthumous biography (The Fingers of God, Bear-Manor Media, 2013).

Particular thanks to my agent, Lee Sobel, for his skill and, most of all, friendship, and to my friend Ben Ohmart whose BearManor Media is a resource for film and pop culture history, much of it told by the people (the authors) who lived it. I share his love of movies, especially the flammable ones.

Nat Segaloff

Los Angeles



1 By the way, the Centers for Disease Control say never to stand under a door-frame; a table is safer.

2 Special features on 2003 DVD The Towering Inferno

3 At this writing the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, United Arab Emirates is the world’s tallest building at 2,717 feet, or more than half a mile and 162 floors.

4 At the time, Twentieth Century-Fox was hyphenated.


Chapter 1: What is a Disaster Film

There was a time when the people who made disaster films defensively insisted on calling them “group jeopardy” movies. This was, no doubt, a ploy to keep Variety from using the term disaster against them in a negative review or box office report. But it was also a way of stressing the human elements over the special effects in these productions, even though it was the special effects which drew audiences into the theatres. To be sure, these movies had their flaws. If there is any criticism that is most frequently leveled against them it is that the members of the jeopardized group were not defined well enough to care about them.

The Towering Inferno is different, as will be shown.

Many people think a disaster picture is any film in which a small number of characters fall into danger from a cataclysmic event. This is a pretty broad definition, and it has relatable, real-world counterparts in the effects of present-day climate change, coronavirus, Ebola, pollution, water shortages, and other actual threats that affect every human being on earth. There are also manmade mass disasters such as cyberattacks, terrorism, economic disparity, and loss of habitat. For Hollywood’s purposes, however, disasters are anything tangible and unstoppable, no matter what their cause, that affect a small group of individuals, preferably movie stars.

Said Ronald Neame, who directed Irwin Allen’s 1972 disaster film, The Poseidon Adventure, “The moment you’ve got a group of people in jeopardy and you know enough about each of them to care a little bit about them, you are held. You are gripped.”5

The key to Neame’s remark lies in “you know enough about them.”

Robert Vaughn, who co-starred in Inferno, added, “I think people go to see disaster films, or any film, to get away from their own lives which are nasty, brutal, and short, as many philosophers have said.”6

“There are disasters,” said stunt performer Loren James, “there are earthquakes that do horrible damage. There are floods that happen. There are avalanches. There are all these things that really happen in real life, and I think maybe that’s something that gets people excited because it’s something that could happen to them, and I think it makes it more personal and they get really caught up into it.”7

There is another school of thought, a psychological one, explaining the success of disaster pictures as a way of defusing the stress caused by frightening, real-world issues. In that regard, the timing of history worked for both Poseidon and Inferno.

“We were coming off a difficult time in our country’s history,” opines David Forbes, who coordinated the marketing for The Towering Inferno. “Vietnam, all the protests and political activity, and then along came movies with great disasters—and also great heroes.”8

The choice of threat is important. Any old disaster just won’t do. It cannot be mundane. It must be pervasive and indiscriminate, if not Apocalyptic, something that could be on the cover of a book of worst case scenarios. It also has to be cinematic (plagues are hard to film, although it’s been done.) For example, an action drama about a B-17 bomber crew on a mission over Germany in World War II may technically be a group jeopardy film, but it’s not a disaster film because the crew knew what they were getting into and has the means to deal with it. Neither is a horror movie about a bunch of kids braving it out in a haunted house because they’re the only ones in danger. A bona fide disaster movie is one in which the Four Horsemen are waiting in the wings. And it needs a little something “extra”: the audience must identify not only with the people but with the threat.

Airport (1970) fits this definition. One of the first in the modern cycle of disaster pictures, it concerns a suicide bomber who blows a hole in a Boeing 707 during an international flight and both the crew and the airport must prevent tragedy. The stakes are raised by having the airport socked in by a snowstorm, an overworked manager heading for divorce, a captain having an affair, and his inamorata announcing that she is pregnant. In this case the triggering event is caused by a human, but the group is nonetheless in jeopardy. Notably, despite a full passenger manifest, only a handful of characters are well-defined, including Helen Hayes, who won an Oscar® for her role. Surely the effectiveness of Airport is grounded in the public’s pervasive fear of flying, as numerous sequels and spoofs have proved. And yet–and this is a construction problem that plagues most disaster films—the actual disaster doesn’t happen until nearly the end of the movie. The build-up is character development, something modern filmmakers don’t mind abbreviating. When producer Irwin Allen and screenwriter Stirling Silliphant embarked on both The Poseidon Adventure and The Towering Inferno, they realized this shortcoming and crafted those films to get down to business as quickly as possible, letting the characters define themselves as they faced the danger. It was a lesson that has been heeded by successful disaster filmmakers ever since.

As with Airport, the most effective disaster movies involve something with which the audience is familiar and, if possible, already nervous, if not downright frightened. The threat must be deadly and inescapable. These include Nature’s revolt (volcano, earthquake, flood, avalanche, fire, creatures) human miscalculation (computers, war, Armageddon) and biological crossovers (plague, mutations). Sometimes they go from the sublime to the ridiculous such as with the nuclear monster movies of the 1950s such as Them (giant ants), Tarantula (giant spiders), The Beginning of the End (giant grasshoppers), and Night of the Lepus (giant bunny rabbits. Honest).

The Towering Inferno is the love-child of Man and Nature. The fire that destroys the world’s tallest building didn’t come from anything as arbitrary as a lightning strike, it came from a relentless combination of the contractor’s venality, a businessman’s corruption, and the arrogance of those who thought they had their bases covered. But it was still a disaster film in the sense that fire—an uncontrolled force of Nature—puts a group of people in mortal danger. In line with that, the elements that go into group jeopardy films are straightforward: God, an act of hubris, or some monumental screw-up triggers the situation. The victims–make that potential victims, because everybody’s life has to be in danger (no super-heroes allowed)—must be an assortment of types, preferably reflecting the demographic make-up of the viewing audience. Most of them are couples who need to resolve problems with their relationship. The duets also give each of them someone to talk to for narrative purposes. They must be strongly etched characters in conflict with each other who are forced to put their differences aside to face a common threat. Traditionally, several of them will die along the way, one of them will show cowardice while another shows bravery, and a select few will survive to tell the tale. Finally, the resolution—which is not necessarily a happy one—can be a warning to Mankind-at-large that this sort of thing could happen for real. It is often accompanied by a religious epiphany. (Who says Cecil B. DeMille had the patent on Biblical films?)

“The main reason Towering does work,” wrote Gerardo Valero in 2014 commenting on a CGI-heavy renaissance of group jeopardy films, “is that, unlike the entries in the recent revival of the genre, the characters are well-defined and played with utter conviction, allowing the audience to feel some concern about who will make it out alive and who won’t…it’s easy to think back and remember what each of them was about.” This is in contrast, he notes, with Independence Day (2012), and the 2005 Poseidon Adventure remake, “where I can recall there being three dark-haired women among the escapees and good luck telling each one from the others.”9

Memorable characters go a long way toward making a disaster film realistic, believable, and serious enough to feel threatening (although Don’t Look Up, 2021, was a loving send-up of the genre). It’s all a matter of degree; a flooded basement is an irritation but a tsunami is exciting, at least on film. An overturned canoe is annoying, but an overturned ocean liner is phenomenal. A speeding stagecoach is thrilling but an unstoppable bus is positively explosive. And a house fire is a tragedy, but a skyscraper fire becomes a blockbuster.

Thus fire, and thus The Towering Inferno.

Even though Man has tamed fire, he is still enough of an animal to fear it down to his very genes. Anyone who doubts the mounting anxiety that fuels Inferno need only recall the monstrous images of people jumping to their deaths from the 104-story World Trade Centers on September 11, 2001 to avoid being burned alive.

In their nearly 130-year history, the movies have been no stranger to fire. One might even say that the movies were born in flame. Silent filmmakers looking for gripping subject matter readily dispatched camera crews to capture footage of local fires, then shot new footage to create a framing story around them.

Barring new discoveries, the first American fictional storytelling film was “The Life of An American Fireman” produced in 1902 by the Thomas A. Edison Company and released in January 1903. Directed by Edison’s workhorse technician, Edwin S. Porter, the short runs six minutes and fifty seconds at sixteen frames per second as restored by the Paper Project of the Library of Congress. It shows a fireman dreaming of a mother and child, somebody pulling a fire alarm box (reportedly one of the screen’s first close-ups), horse-drawn fire units racing to quell the fire, and a firefighter’s rescue of a mother and child (presumably those in the dream) from the burning second story. Inspired by, but not fully understanding, the way French filmmaker Georges Méliès had been making storytelling films since at least 1902’s “A Trip to the Moon,” Porter didn’t actually plan “Fireman” as a narrative. He cobbled together several earlier Edison “views” that had already run in peep show parlors. These included assorted shots of fire brigades (there are four separate ones shown in the film though they are presented as a single responding company), staged interior scenes of a second-floor apartment fire (notably with smoke and no flames), the alarm being pulled, and a clever double exposure combining the dreaming fireman with the mother and child. No attempt is made at smooth cutting between shots; the same firemen seen sliding down the pole from the firehouse’s second story at one angle are shown again doing the same thing from street level, and the rescue of the mother and child is shown first from inside and then repeated as they are being carried down the exterior ladder.10 Over the years, attempts were made to re-edit “Fireman” to anticipate cross-cutting, but these were done after-the-fact. Nevertheless, the subject matter of fire is an emblem of an America when homes were still largely built of wood, and audiences knew it.

“The Life of an American Fireman” was so successful that Porter was inspired to make another storytelling film later in 1903, this time starting from scratch with a script. With the caveat that it was planned from the git-go, as opposed to being assembled after the event, “The Great Train Robbery” is rightly considered the first true American narrative film.

It has been discovered, however, that “The Life of an American Fireman” was in all probability influenced by a British film the previous year called “Fire!” Made by James Williamson for his Williamson Kinetograph Company and released in England on October 15, 1901, “Fire!” pulls no punches. A British bobby spots a fire in a row house and summons the local fire department who race to the scene. As Porter would do a year later, the firemen rescue victims from a burning room which, unlike “Fireman,” is actually in flames. Williamson reportedly shot his four minute, forty-seven second film at the abandoned Ivy Lodge in the seashore town of Hove, setting it on fire for the camera.11

It’s tempting to draw a line from “Fire!” and “The Life of an American Fireman” to The Towering Inferno which was made more than seventy years later. All of them ask their audiences to face one of Mankind’s primal fears through identification with screen characters in jeopardy of being burned to death. Although, as we will learn, Allen used real fire because there was no way of faking it effectively on screen, the movies have a history of honest fakery in service of entertainment. As they grew up, so did the technique of making them.

Effects photography evolved gradually but consistently over the decades with the development of faster film stocks, better lighting, and craftspeople stretching to meet creative challenges. Pioneers such as Méliès, Willis O’Brien, Linwood Dunn, Eustace Lycett, Eugen Schüfftan, Stanley Horsely, Farciot Edouart, Albert Whitlock, Ub Iwerks, and Ray Harryhausen, among other wizards, broke ground for modern special effects masters like Douglas Trumbull, Richard Edlund, John Dykstra, Dennis Muren, Gene Warre, Jr. and a whole new sub-industry which today dominates mega-budget filmmaking. All of them work with one common goal: to make fantasy look real. Their room-sized rendering banks of computers and scores of digital artists are a huge change from the days when model animator Ray Harryhausen worked alone moving dinosaurs a quarter inch at a time on a tabletop set with a Dynamation® projector flashing previously shot backgrounds frame by frame behind it.

Even when the appropriately named Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was formed in 1927 it took them three years to begin conferring Scientific and Technical Awards, by which time only those early practitioners who were still working would be eligible to receive them.12

For decades, movie magic was “practical,” that is, the ingenious use of physical devices to produce effects that would look real on the screen. Papier mâché boulders, chocolate syrup blood (for black and white movies), sugar glassware and balsawood furniture that shattered on impact, miniatures, sets built in forced perspective, and mattes (scenery and buildings painted on glass suspended in front of the camera) were in common use. German cameraman Eugen Schüfftan invented an eponymous process that involved a matte painting with a mirror angled to catch view of an actor, thereby combining, for example, a real doorway with a huge painted castle. Rear projection and, later, blue screen processes were developed to allow actors to be photographed in a studio against a background that had been shot separately. Bit by bit the technology advanced and, with it, the filmmakers’ freedom to imagine.

A crucial creative demarcation arrived in 1985 when computer generated images were integrated into a live action film in Young Sherlock Holmes. For a sequence in which the hero fights a two-dimensional knight who leaps from a stained glass window, the special visual effects innovators at George Lucas’s Industrial Light and Magic devised a way to marry photorealistic animation with photographic reality.

Special visual effects, of course, are as old as the movies. What they could never manage to do until CGI, however, was make miniaturized fire and water look real. Even shooting flames and waves in slow motion wasn’t completely convincing. The physical characteristics of fire and water are such that, when they are miniaturized and slowed down, they still look like, well, fire and water that have been miniaturized and slowed down. Even the parting of the Red Sea in both versions of Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments (1923 and 1956), despite brilliant optical printing and the use of 300,000-gallon dump tanks on the Paramount lot, cannot approach the digital reality of the water in James Cameron’s The Abyss (1989) and Titanic (1997), both of which, of course, used CGI.

It’s hard to know which developed more quickly: filmmaking technology or the audience’s ability to spot it. The Towering Inferno needed both fire and water to tell its story, and both had to look convincing despite 1974 filmmaking science standing in the way. How the production team overcame those challenges with ingenuity is what makes their achievement so astonishing and has kept the results memorable for half a century.

The rest of the miracle is how the film even
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