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Foreword

John Milius didn’t plan on being larger than life, it just turned out that way. Raised as an outdoorsman, he is an experienced hunter and marksman as well as a staunch Conservative in a business peopled with Liberals. And yet his screenplays, and the films he has directed from them, cannot be so easily pegged. His heroes are strong but have doubts; his histories are clear but complex; and he can both embrace right-wing values and detest some who espouse them. Are these traits at odds? As Walt Whitman wrote, “Do I contradict myself? Very well, then I contradict myself, I am large, I contain multitudes.”

John Milius contains multitudes.

In Hollywood, where youth is valued above experience, Milius revels in being out of step. “A lot of the principles by which I live were dead before I was born,” he sighed between puffs on the cigar he isn’t supposed to be smoking in his two-room Warner Bros. suite. This is in 2000 as he and I begin the bulk of our formal conversations after running into each other in various cities and in assorted situations for the previous 25 years.

Below him is a parking lot full of BMWs, SUVs and Porsches, each in a space fiercely protected with a “reserved” sign. The secluded bungalow also houses the offices of producer Mark Canton, director Joel Schumacher, and actor-director Clint Eastwood. Compared to their palatial spreads, Milius’s digs are positively Spartan. On his walls hang obligatory posters for his films, which include Conan the Barbarian, Big Wednesday, Red Dawn, and The Wind and the Lion. The rest of his office, which he shares with his assistant Leonard Brady, is filled with military artifacts, photos, plaques, and mementos, any of which might more properly decorate a wall in Pentagon than the cheap paneling of a movie studio. There are also shelves of books, ranging from literature to politics, that you just know have actually been read. In short, his digs are a cross between a tree fort and Elba, reflecting his demimonde status as a Hollywood insider who acts like an outsider.

“I have always been on the other side of the cultural war,” the burly, bearded Milius says with relish. “I have always been an example from the beginning of that which was culturally incorrect.” As to why the studio bosses resist green-lighting his personal projects, he surmises, “I think they go around and say, ‘He’s too much trouble’ or ‘I don’t want to deal with him because he won’t do what I want him to do.’” Regardless of trends, he remains a traditionalist. He detests “hipness” and “cool,” belongs to the NRA, has a broad range of military contacts, and is politically conservative—a resume that brands him as a maverick in an industry which prides itself on being liberal.

Milius is widely regarded as the best writer of the so-called “USC Mafia,” a tight-knit group of filmmakers which resuscitated—though some say homogenized—American cinema in the 1970s. Perhaps it’s his politics that have kept him from being as prolific as his friends, who include box office champions Steven (Spielberg), George (Lucas), Francis (Coppola), and Robert (Zemeckis). But the fact is, his tastes are different; consequently, so is his commercial clout. Every Milius film has been conceived in struggle, born of grit, and tempered by the fires of Development hell. It’s a grueling gauntlet but he has achieved an astonishing record in three decades.

“I’m probably going to be the last writer to have twenty-three credits,” he laments. “People don’t get a lot of credits any more; they get rewritten so much. There were so many movies I shoulda done that were done by inferior people, and they can never be done again.” Indeed, a comparison of his original scripts with some of the films that others made from them reveals that they were wrong and he was right. How does this happen? Says Milius, “It’s Hollywood, that’s how it happens.”

His taste in film—his own and other people’s—is decidedly classical. Raised on Ford, Hawks, Lean, and Kurosawa, shaped by filmmakers as disparate as Fellini and Delmer Daves, Milius favors history books over comic books, character over special effects, and heroes with roots in reality, not stardust. His reputation as a historian infuses his scripts with a keen sense of time, place, and customs, and when they describe complex military maneuvers and procedures (such as in The Greatest Raid of All or Rough Riders), they are both vivid and forthright. If there is a burr under his saddle, it is that so much of what he writes winds up being directed (often badly) by “hipper” people. Nevertheless, Milius struggles forward with his own projects with the confidence of a battle-hardened general who knows how to win the war if only those damned politicians would let him. The fact that he has succeeded so often is a testament to his skills.

Milius is a captivating raconteur. A conversation with him is like sitting around a campfire, and—unusual for Hollywood—his tales are rarely about himself, but limn the drama of history. When he intones, “You know, it’s interesting…,” it invariably is. He insists that he honed this ability as a surfer, yet the precision of his language exceeds the argot of those who hang ten. Milius’s stories reflect his own deeply held ethic embracing the values of tradition, adventure, spiritualism, honor, and an intense loyalty to friends. For an interviewer, not having to untangle spoken words is a blessing. Milius is one of only five people I have met who has this mouth-to-page facility.

So this is probably a good place to disclose that John and I have known each other for something like 45 years. Though I had first heard of him from George Hamilton who touted him as the “truly talented young writer” who had just written his film, Evel Knievel (1971) we only met after he made his directorial debut with Dillinger (1973). I discovered him to be refreshingly honest and happily indifferent that his political conservatism placed him at odds with most of his peers. This, plus his fondness for macho themes, not surprisingly made him a frequent critics’ target. Pauline Kael, the former New Yorker reviewer, once wrote that if there were to be any animals shot during the making of a Milius film, Milius himself got to do it. Other legends hold that his contracts demand that every producer give him a new gun, that he almost killed John Huston, and that he once actually refused to accept money for a writing assignment (although he did accept tribute of a Chevy Suburban filled with Cuban cigars). Similarly, he was happy to write a new opening scene for the 1983 Chuck Norris film, Lone Wolf McQuade, whose director, Steve Carver, was his frequent shooting partner. Further, I was paying him a visit one Friday afternoon when he was finalizing plans to go trap shooting over the weekend with two people I’d never thought of as having an interest in guns: Steven Spielberg and Jeffrey Katzenberg. The idea of the man who opposed guns so much that he used CGI to replace them with walkie-talkies in E.T. confused me. But, then, in Hollywood, it’s the idea, not the ideology.

He once told (baited?) me that I was the only liberal film critic he liked; whether this says more about him or me, we never decided. The subject came up over Red Dawn (1984). He had just come from a tour of the Pentagon conducted by General Alexander Haig, Ronald Reagan’s one-time Chief of Staff. John excitedly described the experience: “they have separate floors for each branch of the services, they have these neat uniforms and grand oil paintings hanging everywhere, and you have to get around in a golf cart…” Listening to his enthusiasm, I soon realized that he was describing the building more than the institution. Finally, pausing to light a cigar, he asked, “You ever been to the Pentagon, Nat?”

“Well,” I offered nostalgically, “I demonstrated outside of it a couple of times.”

John raised his eyebrow, puffed the cigar thoughtfully, and said, “We have more in common than you like to think, and it bugs the shit out of you.”

Like Ford, Hawks, and other filmmakers he admires, Milius’ works address heroes, leadership, loyalty, duty, friendship, professionalism, and the difficulty maintaining those ideals in an amoral and confusing world. In his lexicon the worst thing to be is stupid, and the worst sin is to be dishonorable. Although he privately chafes at his public image as a gun-toting, Liberal-baiting provocateur, he allows himself to be painted as such, at times even holding the brush. He plays the Hollywood game like a pro, yet sticks to his own rules; he is a romantic filmmaker who avoids love scenes; his movies contain violence, yet no death in them is without meaning. Most frustrating, his best-known writing has been in films that other people wound up directing, sometimes without giving him credit.

No one is more aware of his paradoxes than Milius himself. For example, the day after Farewell to the King opened (disappointingly) in 1989, I dropped by his house where he and his then-wife overlooked one of Los Angeles’s most picturesque canyons. As we walked through the living room we were trailed by an attentive terrier that was tap-dancing behind us on the tile floor. John waited for the tiny thing to catch up, and then gazed down at it in disgust.

“That’s Posie,” he grunted. “A guy like me, you’d figure I’d have a dog named Fang.”

John Milius, the youngest of three children (Bill and Betty are older siblings), was born on April 11, 1944 to Elizabeth Roe and William Styx Milius of St. Louis, Missouri. The elder Milius was 56 at the time, and the vast age difference kept him, by his son’s admission, “a distant figure, sort of a Churchillian, statesmanlike figure.” When John was seven, his father retired, sold the family shoe manufacturing business, and moved everybody to Southern California, joining the Golden State’s postwar population boom.

By the age of 14, John had become both an avid surfer and a juvenile delinquent, two pursuits that went hand-in-hand “in the old days,” as he would later call them in his autobiographical Big Wednesday (1978). He acquired the nickname “Viking Man” for his flamboyance, and began honing his narrative skills in the story-swapping sessions that the beach community shared when the tide was out.

“Surfers in those days were more literate than the image of surfers today,” he explains wistfully. “You must remember that surfers then had a great beatnik tradition. The first time that the great waves of Waimeia Bay were ridden, Mickey Muñoz quoted the St. Crispen’s Day speech to the other surfers before they rode.” But such traditions were invisible to parents, and John’s shipped him to the Lowell Whiteman School in the mountains of Steamboat Springs, Colorado for eleventh and twelfth grade. By the time he returned to California he was developing into a first-rate raconteur and a recidivist surfer. Undecided whether to become an artist or a historian, he spent a summer in Hawaii where, on a day too rainy to surf, he wandered into a Kurosawa film festival. That did it. Returning home, he enrolled in the then-undergraduate Cinema School of the University of Southern California at a time when the term student filmmaker wasn’t even a gleam in Eastman Kodak’s yellow eye. By the time he got out in 1968, that changed; soon after, so would Hollywood.

USC, however, offered no automatic entree to Hollywood. Indeed, the film industry was largely a closed shop when Milius and his generation (George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese, Brian DePalma, Randal Kleiser, etc.) sought access. What blew the doors open was a combination of fresh talent and the fact that the old-line studios didn’t have a clue what the burgeoning youth market wanted to see, and a plummeting box office to prove it. Thus, when Milius et al arrived, the time was as right as it was for Patton at the close of World War II when he urged America to invade Russia. Unlike the Third Army, however, the “USC Mafia” struck hard against the major studios, finding allies (and eager exploitation) in the likes of independent producers such as Roger Corman, Samuel Z. Arkoff, Joe Solomon, and Larry Gordon. With the collusion of Francis Coppola, who had made inroads as the first film school graduate to land a studio career, the movie brats changed the shape of film, both artistically and commercially. By the time that the blockbuster Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975) consigned all previous grosses to Davy Jones’s Locker, it could be said that the New Hollywood had its finger firmly up the pulse of the public. And John Milius was its most celebrated writer.

At the time of these interviews, Milius was married to actress Elan Oberon, who was his third wife. His first marriage was to Renee Fabri, with whom he has two sons, Ethan (named after John Wayne’s character in The Searchers) and Marcus; and his second was to Celia Kaye, with whom he has a daughter, Amanda.

I believe what follows to be the most revealing and unguarded that John has ever been.

* * *

NOTE: For coherence and continuity, these interviews—some of which took place over nearly fifty years—have been edited into a chronology that reflects Milius’s life, career, and philosophy.


Growing Up American

Nat Segaloff: Before you, who was the storyteller in your family?

John Milius: My father would read or tell me stories; I remember he read James Fenimore Cooper to me. But one of the very first stories that he ever read me which told me something about him was the Rough Riders. He was quite taken; they were his heroes. He went to World War One and, when he grew up—he was Harvard, Class of 1910—he would go up to Colorado and work summers. My father was a lot older; he didn’t sire me till he was 56. So my father, even though I was somewhat close to him, was a distant, sort of Churchillian, statesman-like figure. He was a pretty good woodsman, so there was a tradition in our family to do that. I remember that I was sent to various camps, and they were pretty rough, not like the usual summer camps that kids go to. The best of them was the Cottonwood Gulch Foundation, which still exists, and my kids have gone there. That was in New Mexico where you lived with the Zuni Indians and learned woodcraft. It was a kind of early Outward Bound school.

You were born April 11, 1944 in St. Louis, Missouri. Your father was a shoe manufacturer who retired and moved the family to California. Why?

He thought it would be nicer out here for the kids to grow up.

And yet he sent you to Steamboat Springs, Colorado for secondary school.

That’s because I was a bad kid. By the time I was a teenager I was well into surfing and was a juvenile delinquent.

The two of them didn’t go hand in hand in those days?

Yeah, most surfers were rebellious youths.

You moved out when you were seven and didn’t get into surfing until you were, what, fourteen?

Eleven or twelve.

Before your bar mitzvah?

I was never bar mitzvah. We didn’t have a religious family.

You told me once that you were born Jewish but that you were a practicing pagan.

Yeah, but I’ve become Jewish as I’ve grown older. It’s in the blood; I can’t help it. I’ve given up Thor. I’ve given up any form of idolatry.

When did your asthma develop?

I had it pretty much from when I was a kid. Most of my life.

Is that what kept you out of the military?

Yeah. I thought it would keep me out of everything at various times.

You were hospitalized for it?

Oh, I’d have to go in occasionally to get injections and stuff. I hated all the medicine I had to take.

I notice you’re smoking a cigar.

Cigars never affected my asthma, even when I was young.

Do you take it all the way in?

Oh, heavens no! They actually calm me down to some degree. They sort of work as an anti-allergen. Asthma is brought on by extreme allergies. And I’m allergic to everything.

It would be romantic to say that you couldn’t go out and play with the other kids, so you stayed inside and read books. But what did turn you on to great literature?

Oh, I went out and played all the time. I was never a particularly avid reader [but] I’d find books that were interesting to me. I was absolutely fascinated by aviation when I was young. Airplanes and the old west. Just the greatest thing in the world was to see a Corsair fly over, or a Thunderbolt or B-29 or B-17 fly over near the base.

You’ve said that when your father took you to see the U.S.S. Princeton in San Diego it was like going back into the womb.

There was a relative who was an Ensign serving aboard the Princeton going away to Vietnam.

There’s an irony that the kid who didn’t get into the Army has turned into one of our greatest filmmakers of military history.

Probably trying to make up for it. I really would have liked a military career. I work for the Army right now and I’ve done other things for it, so, you know, I do it my own way.

You went to the Whiteman School in Colorado because you were a rebellious youth. What turned you around there?

The mountains. The wilds of Colorado. The mountains of Colorado were like throwing B’rer Rabbit in the briar patch. Plus life was simpler and different then. For example, we were allowed to go hunting. We were allowed to check out our rifles from the closet in the school and get up in the morning and go hunting before we went in to school. You can’t imagine kids doing that today in school anywhere. Any secondary school where you say you’re going elk hunting, or where you say you’re going to take a horse on Saturday and go up to the mountains and spend Saturday night with myself and my rifle and ammunition and a horse and some food. You can’t imagine any group of adults allowing that! [Today] there’d be a million insurance things, problems. Life was a different then. We were encouraged to learn woodsmanship, how to survive in the wilds, we were encouraged to learn various sciences, bird watching, geology —

Survival sciences?

Yeah, but also things that we were fascinated with that were happening out there. We were encouraged to become naturalists. One of my teachers—Wayne Kakela—went to Dartmouth, grew up a tough, burly character, wonderful guy, very intelligent, wonderfully well-read, something of a beatnik. Before he’d become a teacher there, he’d toured the world on a motorcycle. He was a great fan of Hemingway and Faulkner. He loved great literature, and he was a great naturalist, too. We learned how to do all kinds of things—a little taxidermy, build things
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