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14     GARY KENT

Nicholson, Lewis, and I were in Utah making a couple of movies and this 
evening we had peeled out of the location site and were racing each other back 
to company headquarters at Kanab, a tiny village perched on the rim of Zion 
National Canyon. For the next two months it would be home for cast and crew. 
All twenty of us.

Please Pass the Panama Red
The year was 1965. The Vietnam War was raging. President Lyndon Johnson 

promised the nation he would do everything in his power to keep South Vietnam 
free from communism. On the West Coast, hippies and pot were starting to 
appear openly in L.A.’s Griffith Park, while in Watts, the worst race riot in twenty 
years went down, killing thirty-four.	

In San Francisco, flower children were dancing to The Jefferson Airplane and 
grooving on the free food supplied by The Diggers at The Golden Gate. Their 
compadres, the Vietniks, marched past the Presidio shouting slogans and earnestly 
waving anti-war banners.

New York City elected John Lindsay as mayor, the first Republican to run The 
Big Apple since Fiorello La Guardia. Mariner 4 was sending 8x10 glossies back 
from Mars, and a couple of Frenchmen picked up the Nobel Prize for proving that 
viruses hijack cells.

Things were starting to change all over the free world, just not in Kanab. There, 
except for the short skirts of the waitresses at Ruby’s Cafe and the occasional 18-
wheeler rumbling through town, it might as well have been 1910.

That suited our purposes just fine. We needed the lonely texture of the landscape 
to cloak our motives. We were doing two personal, introspective Westerns. Jack 
Nicholson was the star and co-producer of both films. Paul Lewis was production 
manager. And me? I was the stuntman.	

Beneath all the phony tinsel is the real tinsel. 
—Oscar Levant, describing Hollywood

It had started back in Hollywood, where Jack and his partner, Monte Hellman 
(Two-Lane Blacktop), were anxious to make their own movies. In the early 60s, if 
you passionately wanted to make a film independent of the major studios and you 
had no money, no bankable stars, and a non-formula screenplay, there was only 
one person you could go to—Roger Corman.	

Roger Corman is suave, connected, approachable to fledgling movie talent, and 
tight as a wet boot. Hellman and Nicholson had worked for Corman on several 
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of his low budget projects, notably The Little Shop of Horrors and The Terror. They 
designed the two Westerns to specifically appeal to him: small casts, location 
shooting, mostly exteriors, non-union crew. Roger signed on as executive producer 
and they had the money to make their films—$60,000.	

Monte would direct. Jack would star along with a cast consisting of friends and 
working acquaintances. The ensemble included Warren Oates (from TV’s Stoney 
Burke), Millie Perkins (The Diary of Anne Frank), Will Hutchins (Sugarfoot), Harry 
Dean Stanton (Cool Hand Luke), and Cameron Mitchell (The High Chaparral). 
Next they needed someone to handle the logistics, someone to hire crew, secure 
locations, permits and lodgings, someone to manage the unmanageable. Corman 
recommended Paul Lewis.

Lewis had been manager of The Actor’s Playhouse in New York and production 
and company manager of the highly successful off-Broadway production of the 
musical Simply Heavenly. In Hollywood, Paul had been company manager of 
Genet’s The Blacks at the Ivar Theatre.

Impressed with Paul’s background, Jack and Monte hired him to manage their 
movies. In many ways, Lewis turned out to be as thrifty as Corman. When the 
three of them went location scouting for the two Utah films, Paul would check 
into a motel and rent a room for himself, while Jack and Monte hid on the floor of 
his old Rambler wagon. After he got the key, Paul would sneak the other two into 
the room. They would toss coins to see who got to sleep on the bed. 

Paul hired a friend of mine, Art Names (The Black Klansman), to work on the 
sound crew for both films. Shortly thereafter, I entered the scene.

Until I experience something to the contrary, I just flow with 
coincidence or, to put it in professional terminology, “What the fuck?”

—Paul Krasner, as quoted in Deep Self by John Lilly

It was nine a.m. and raining, which is not always a happy event in Los Angeles. 
The rain heightens the sludge and piles garbage in the open gutters. It pulls hillsides 
out from underneath houses, collapses cliffs, and tosses pools of dark ooze onto 
the highways. If a rain lasts for more than two days in L.A., people get real moody. 
It had been raining steadily for four days.	

We were having coffee, Art and I, at Denny’s on Sunset Boulevard near 
LaBrea. Art talked and I watched the hookers walking their walk on the south 
side of the boulevard. Faux fur and stiletto heels in a downpour. Once, at the same 
restaurant, I saw a man immolate himself on the sidewalk across the street. He sat 
down on the curb, doused himself with gasoline, then, before anyone knew what 
was happening, he struck a match.	
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“Desperate measures,” I thought, then heard Art saying something about two 
movies that were going to film in Utah. “They’re looking for a good stuntman,” he 
continued. “You interested?” He handed me Paul’s office number.

I went to a wall phone near the men’s room and called. “Hello, Paul, my name 
is Kent and I’m a stuntman.” He asked me to come by for a talk. 

I had time to reflect on the way to the interview, driving west on the Strip, past 
Chateau Marmont, through the La Cienega intersection, past the kid with the 
long hair picking up cigarette butts outside The Whiskey. I had lied. I was not a 
stuntman. I was an actor, out of work, like thousands of other actors. Oh, I had 
been working some amateur rodeos down in Compton with my pal, John “Bud” 
Cardos (Kingdom of the Spiders). Nothing to brag about, ribbon roping and some 
saddle bronc stuff. Drinking mescal, mostly—chasing that worm and getting our 
asses thrown off horses not meant to be rode.

Secret for a Happy Life: Find somethin’ ya’ love doin’. 
Then do it ’til it kills ya’.

—Willy G. (homeless Texas alcoholic)

I pulled into a parking lot behind a stucco building on the southwest corner of 
Sunset and Doheny. Paul was sharing an office with a dark, serious looking actor 
named Johnny Seven (The Apartment). Seven offered me a chair. Through the 
office windows, I could see the rain-soaked traffic on the boulevard below. A long 
row of brake lights blinked continuously, like strange, outdoor ornaments.

Paul entered the room. He was around thirty-five, medium build, sporting an 
East Coast attitude and a mustache that would do a pirate proud. We howdied 
and shook. I liked him immediately.

I don’t think Paul had ever hired a stuntman. He asked me a couple of questions 
that didn’t make sense. I fired off some colorful answers. The next thing I knew, 
I was on my way out the door, with his approval and directions to the producer’s 
office for a final interview.

Thirty minutes later I was in Beverly Hills, inside a weathered brick two-
story, looking for Jack Nicholson. His office was at the top of the stairwell, very 
narrow and ringed with shelves, reams of paper, and stacks of envelopes. I do not 
remember a desk. It could easily have been an office supply room.

There was nothing momentous or portentous about the occasion, nothing to 
suggest that this guy Nicholson was about to become a major motion picture star 
and remain so for decades (except for the killer smile and dead serious demeanor 
about his work). I told him Paul Lewis has recommended me for the stunt job.
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“The problem, as I see it,” Jack explained, fingering his script, “is we’ve got to 
have a horse get sick, begin stumbling, fall down, lay down, and die. Do you know 
how to do that?”

“No problem,” I lied. “Paul said something about a couple of saddle falls and 
a tumble off a stagecoach?”

My plan was to get his mind off the stumbling horse. Fall off things I knew 
how to do. A horse that gradually took sick and died was another story. That 
animal, I figured, was going to have to be one hell of an actor.

Jack went briefly over the story lines. In the first film, The Shooting, a decent 
cowhand, Warren Oates, is hired to hunt down and shoot his own brother for the 
accidental killing of a child. As Will Hutchins’ character, Coley Boyard, tells it, 
“He got to drinkin’ and he rode over a little person!”	

In Ride in the Whirlwind, a screenplay Jack had written himself, three likable 
trail hands, Cameron Mitchell, Tom Filer, and Nicholson, are mistaken for 
stagecoach robbers and are chased by a posse through the Utah wilderness. Two 
are killed, one escapes.	

The birth and death of real Westerners wrap my life, head to toe, like a long, 
colorful cape. Bronc busters, drovers, cavalrymen and cattlemen, ranchers, 
rounders, and scoundrels, we share the same skin. Their dusty blood flows along 
my bones, keeping me warm and my feet against the earth. For me, most of the 
Westerns from Hollywood weren’t honest and their plots were thin as bus station 
chili. I would just as soon bite a bug as sit through their bullshit.

In that little Beverly Hills office that somber morning, Jack was telling me 
stories that delighted my heart: no John Wayne, no Gary Cooper, no singing 
cowboys in shiny shirts. No good guys. No bad guys. Just people caught up in 
situations above and beyond their normal lives. This was dangerous territory.

Roger Corman was known for exploitation films, monsters and werewolves and 
teenage girls losing their virginity in the back seat of a Chevy—films like Attack of 
the Giant Leeches and T-Bird Gang. Now this cocky young actor from Jersey was 
going to make a couple of Westerns for grownups? How were they going to get it 
marketed? Who would bother to go see it? I knew one thing for sure, I would! My 
enthusiasm carried the day. Jack hired me.

Durin’ daylight, she’s hotter’n a pot a neckbones!
—Death Valley Scottie, describing the Mojave Desert

I rode to location with Art Names in his red Triumph convertible. We took the 
Grapevine to Barstow, then hooked a right through Calico, the ghost town, and a 
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spot in the road called Yermo. Warren Oates also drove from L.A. and he praised 
the man who ran the one filling station in Yermo. “He was a happy man,” Warren 
grinned. “The only truly happy man I’ve ever met in my life and he’s runnin’ a gas 
station in Yermo, California!”

Warren never said why the man was so happy. Remembering Yermo as Art and 
I saw it, it surely had to do with the fact there was no hurry or worry in Yermo. 
No television, no radio, just a whole sky full of sky, a sunset the color of fire, and 
a quiet so sweet you could taste it on your tongue.	

We crossed the Great Mojave at night; still, the temperature was pegging 
ninety-nine at the witching hour. Art had the top down and the desert and the 
dark jumped right into the car with us. Simon and Garfunkel were on the radio: 
“Don’t talk of love, well, I’ve heard the word before, it’s sleeping in my memory.” 
Overhead, a trillion otherworldly lights blinked earthward. Things were as warm 
and cozy as the inside of a mitten.	

I could see Art clearly, about five-foot-nothing and a half, sturdy, with thick 
eyeglasses and the requisite mustache of the times. He was tougher than a stewed 
skunk, all one hundred and forty pounds of him. He was a World War II vet, 
82nd Airborne, reputedly the meanest fighting outfit in the U.S. Army.

About twenty miles east of Mesquite, on the Nevada-Arizona border, the car 
radio began to fade. “I am a rock, I am an island” segued into white-noise. The 
voice of some high-desert broadcaster broke through with the fruit-frost warnings, 
then Art clicked off the radio. We rode awhile, without speaking, savoring the 
sound of the Triumph’s engine cutting through that thin, desert air. Art, a chain 
smoker, fired up a Salem and began to tell me about himself.

“Hell, I’ve been in show business most of my life,” he grinned, sucking on that 
menthol, letting a thick, white plume escape from under the mustache. “My dad, 
Art Senior, had a traveling rep company in Texas in the 1920s and early 30s. Tent 
shows were the big thing. We were doing tabs (condensed versions of Broadway 
plays). By the time I was fifteen, I was doing juvenile leads, opposite my mom.”

“And then?”
“And then,” he sighed, “and then, the goddamn movies came along and put us 

out of business.”	
He was right. Motion pictures and air conditioning had put an end to traveling 

theater in the United States. No one was going to sit in a tent, sweltering or 
freezing, when for ten cents they could see four hours of movies, suck Necco 
wafers, munch buttered popcorn, and luxuriate in fuzzy, climate-controlled bliss.

About two a.m., just after we rolled through a darkened St. George, Utah, I fell 
asleep. Art shook me awake at sunup. My turn behind the wheel. We exchanged 
places, and while he dozed, I drove the Triumph up a thin slice of highway that 
cut through miles of unusual and colorful stone formations. We were following 
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the Virgin River upstream into Zion Canyon, into a landscape grotesquely molded 
by the consequences of time. Wind, water, and frost had carved out the cliffs and 
left natural terraces, like giant red and white layer cake. To the right and left of 
the road, huge limestone fingers sprouted from the canyon floor. The gorge was 
four thousand feet above sea level, its walls two to three thousand feet high. The 
road wound and snaked its way to seven thousand eight hundred feet, then spilled 
onto a large plateau, part of Zion National Park. The map showed us to be thirty 
miles from our destination, a small village nestled on the other side of the plateau 
called Kanab.

Once described at the most inaccessible town in the United States, Kanab 
consisted of one lonely main street, a general store, post office, knick-knack shop, 
filing station, and a café called Ruby’s. At the near end of Main Street as you came 
into town was a large, white hotel with a spacious lawn, formal dining room, and 
semi-luxurious suites. At the other end of town, a small stucco motel squatted fifty 
yards from the highway. It was surrounded by gravel and boasted a postage stamp 
of a swimming pool and an ancient soda machine. There was no restaurant, no 
view. There were no telephones or televisions in the rooms. Paul Lewis had cut a 
deal. This is where we would stay for the six weeks it would take to shoot Jack and 
Monte’s films.

If God could do the things we do, He’d be a happy man!

—Eli Cross, the messianic director in The Stunt Man 
(played by Peter O’Toole)

The crew, the crew, those hearty sons-a-bitches! These are the sorcerers who 
conjure up the “show” in show-business. Under unusual and frequently impossible 
circumstances, they make raindrops, teardrops, forest fires, plagues, snow in July, 
Easter in August, and day into night. They create shadow and light, call up 
ghosts, and pierce the veil of eternity. They carry within their trucks and trailers, 
their ditty bags, pouches, kits and kaboodles, the stuff necessary for the weaving 
of dreams.

An average independent film today may have a crew of fifty or more. Jack’s 
production had twelve. The less money in the budget, the fewer people to do 
the work. Our twelve enthusiastic souls would haul the equipment, gnarly, 
cumbersome stuff, with names like brute, spider, barn-door, alligator, and extender, 
up mountains, down cliffs, across rivers. Once we got the shot, we would take it all 
down and haul it back to ground zero.	

Nicholson was having a swim in the tiny motel pool when Art and I arrived. 
John Hackett (Hoffa), a friend of Jack’s and an actor, was with him. John, about 



20     GARY KENT

thirty-two, was model handsome. He would be playing a lawman in Ride in the 
Whirlwind. Jack beamed at me, seal-like, from just above the water line. The crew 
was beginning to straggle in from L.A. and he introduced us to each other by 
shouting our names from pool central.	

Gregory Sandor was the director of photography. A round, affable man with 
a fondness for fine Cuban cigars, he had somehow managed to side-slip the 
embargo. While smoking one stogie, he always had two or three more poking 
from the pocket of his Hawaiian shirt, ready for active duty. His professional 
attire was completed by a Panama porkpie and a freshly washed pair of Black Bear 
Can’t Bust ’Em coveralls. Sandor had previously lensed Navajo Run and Secret 
File: Hollywood.

Usually, the director of photography has an operator to work the camera for 
him. Greg would operate our large 35mm Arriflex himself. His one assistant would 
load and unload all film magazines, follow focus, keep the slate and the camera 
reports, and work as camera grip. Greg’s assistant was a young, hardworking fellow 
named Gary Kurtz.

Kurtz was freshly spawned from the pool of cinematic talent at the University 
of Southern California. His classmate was George Lucas and Kurtz would later 
produce American Graffiti, Star Wars, and The Empire Strikes Back, all mega-hits 
directed by Lucas.

Kurtz had a reserved, military bearing, which made him the logical candidate 
to get us up in the morning. Wearing khakis and engineer’s boots, he performed 
the task with crisp efficiency. I can still remember the sound of those boots. I’m 
bone-tired, having helped with entertainment at a cruel smelling bar somewhere 
across the border (Utah being a dry state). About two a.m., some kindred spirit has 
managed to haul me back to the motel and pour me into bed. Instantly, it seems, 
the sound begins: Klomp-klomp-klomp-bang-bang-bang. “Hello! Time to rise and 
shine. It’s five o’clock.”

I had known the art director Wally Moon back in Hollywood. We had worked 
together for Ted V. Mikels, one of the all-time great characters of low, low budget 
films. Wally had two assistants, a woolly Scotsman named Jim Campbell, and a 
slim, blond-haired aristocrat, Brandon Carroll.

Warthogs feed on the decaying fruit of the marula tree, while the ring-
tailed lemur sucks the fermenting pods of tamarind.

—Krebs, Alcohol in Nature, 1977

Trained in classical theater, Brandon had the voice of an orator, deep and 
mellifluous, and he used it to his advantage when visiting the Mormon dowagers 
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in search of heirlooms to prop the two movies. He was a striking figure, agile as a 
bullfighter, head up, back straight, shoulders square to the horizon. A rigging ax 
and pouches of nails were hooked to his low-slung waist belt, along with a canteen 
full of whiskey. He never allowed that canteen to reach empty. Now and again, 
Brandon would secretly pour a nip into his host’s tea, just to spice up the day.

Frank Murphy was the sound  mixer. Murphy was an enormous man, weighing 
easily over three hundred pounds. He was an authority on almost any subject. 
His knowledge of Sherlock Holmes and George Armstrong Custer, in particular, 
was top drawer. He reminded me of my vision of Mycroft Holmes, Sherlock’s 
mysterious brother, who, too corpulent for the chase, remained comfortably seated 
at the Diogenes Club, sipping brandy and advising his cocaine-chipping brother 
on the real way of things.

There were two women on the crew. Joyce King was the script supervisor, and 
Brandon’s wife, Vanna, a tall, blonde drink of water, was responsible for wardrobe. 
Both were hardworking professionals. Joyce would prevail in the business and 
would later do script on Easy Rider and Robert Altman’s masterpiece Nashville 
in 1975.	

I was shaking hands with my stocky roommate, key grip Russ Namarillo, when 
a freckled, balding, red-faced dervish whirled into the room accompanied by his 
terrier, Rex. The dervish was named Ernie, and he would be our Kanab “contact.” 
His energy, enthusiasm, and reputation served as a buffer between ourselves and the 
local Mormon community. Ernie helped secure difficult locations and negotiated 
for the livestock, wranglers, etc. The only problem with Ernie was his dog.

Rex the Wonder Dog, as he would come to be known, was a canine obsessive-
compulsive, and his compulsion was making love of the carnal variety. He was 
forever at the ready, tumescent and anxiously trolling for alliances. He was not a 
large dog, but once his paws were wrapped around the object of his desire, he was 
impossible to dislodge. Rex’s most prestigious score was the lead actress, Millie 
Perkins. He nailed her one morning when she stopped for an innocent chat with 
some friendly town-folks.

After cast and crew were introduced, Monte told me that in the morning they 
would need me to take a horse into the hills a mile or two. Then, I would catch 
the sun in a hand mirror and cast a series of flashes toward camera, as though 
sending signals.	

Ernie advised us to rethink the schedule. Rain was expected overnight and 
would likely continue into the next day. “Looks like it’s fixin’ ta’ come one.”

This news was as welcome as a train wreck. Most of the first week of shooting 
had been scheduled for outdoors, to give Wally and the boys time to finish building 
and dressing what few interiors there were in the script. The budget didn’t include 
room for grouchy weather. There was nothing to do but wait until morning to see 
if Ernie was wrong. He wasn’t.
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Searching for the Muse
It was a restless first night. My roommate Nanarillo was a veteran of World 

War II, Pacific Theater. He had been on those “hot, stinkin’ islands with stinkin’ 
jungles full of leeches ’n’ shit ’n’ fuckin’ mosquitoes big as B52s. MacArthur? He 
was useless as wet bread. Came back when the goddamn war was over!” Russ fell 
asleep easily, then, in his dreams, would start reliving it all. He would scream at 
enemies, curse, call to fallen comrades, and weep. His nightmares went on all 
night, every night. 

Breakfast was at Ruby’s, a café about the size of a schoolroom. There was 
nothing upscale about the place except the service. The waitresses, never more 
than three, were teenage Mormon girls, steeped in the ethics of hard work and 
courtesy. The food at Ruby’s was just right for lumberjacks, lots of pancakes, 
sausage, and chicken fried steaks big enough to choke a linebacker. No kiwi or 
granola here. There was an ancient Wurlitzer jukebox against the wall. “Windy” 
by The Association was the record of preference.	

We gathered at the café that first morning, cast and crew, seated in avocado 
colored booths and at small oilcloth-covered tables. Monte and Jack were trying to 
decide if there was anything we could shoot in the rain. The mood was less than 
jolly. Someone threw a quarter into the music machine, “And Windy has stormy 
eyes that flash at the sound of lies.”	

Suddenly, the door flew open and in walked a man as big as a house. He was 
Calvin Johnson, our wrangler. Calvin was a rancher with vast holdings in the area, 
crop and grazing land, horses and cattle. Paul Lewis had made a deal for him to 
supply livestock for the film. He and his ranch hands would truck the animals to 
and from location, look after their well-being, and saddle them when needed.

Calvin stood  six five and must have weighed two hundred and sixty pounds. He 
reminded me of Merlin Olsen, the actor and all-pro tackle for the old Los Angeles 
Rams. Calvin told Monte the weather was going to stay as ugly as homemade soap 
most of the day. We were definitely not happy. First day of shooting and we were 
already behind schedule.

It was decided that Monte, Greg Sandor, and Gary Kurtz would try to get 
some atmosphere shots on the quick, whenever the sky opened and gave them 
some light. The rest of us were free to do whatever we wanted as long as we were 
primed and ready to roll if need be.

My roommate decided to go with Monte as driver. I would have time alone to 
catch some sleep. I began to feel real friendly toward the rain.

The room was subterranean in spirit. One had to walk down a set of stairs on 
the outside of the building, past the Coke machine and a broom closet to reach 
it. It was a homely environment, square, concrete walls, no pictures, no telephone, 
just two beds with a nightstand between them.
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A script for The Shooting was on the nightstand. I picked it up, opened it. 
The screenplay was written by Carole Eastman, who because of Writer’s Guild 
regulations, wrote under the pseudonym Adrien Joyce. She would later write Five 
Easy Pieces with Bob Rafelson, which was nominated for both a Golden Globe and 
an Oscar.	

Once I started reading The Shooting, I couldn’t put it down. I had entered 
a world of spare, dreamlike sequences, where communication was reduced to 
conversation as bleak and barren as the isolated characters in the story. In that vast 
desert setting, their behavior seemed claustrophobic. Each individual imprisoned 
in his or her own cynical world was trying to survive as long as possible. The story 
was unsentimental and starkly honest.

My roommate returned from a fruitless first day, went to bed, and within 
minutes began reliving the beach assault on Iwo Jima. It was several hours before 
he finally drifted into a deeper, quieter sleep.

Shortly after midnight, I finished the script. I clicked off the table lamp. In 
our tiny cellar there wasn’t much room for moonlight, still a lone, silver sliver 
managed to creep through the window, and it bathed the far wall of the room in 
diffuse light, like a movie screen. I could hear a faint electric purr coming from 
the Coke machine outside, and way off somewhere, a dog was barking. Just before 
I fell asleep, I became aware that the rain had stopped.

For the measure of a man’s life is the well spending of it, 
and not the length.

—Plutarch

Morning brought the sun and much mud. Still, we enthusiastically began 
filming The Shooting. Warren Oates was perfect for the part of the bounty hunter, 
Willett Gashade. He was tall and lean, with a natural country manner and a great 
Kentucky drawl. He was friendly and unaffected. It was later in the production, 
when we were alone jaw-jacking, that I began to notice his melancholy side. 
Warren was a man dealing with memories of bad times and they haunted him 
like a ghost.

Gashade’s horse senses it. A slight disturbance in the heated atmosphere causes 
the animal to raise its head from the water hole and look back toward the gray hills. 
Gashade feels it, too. He stands, listens. He hears the thin desert wind, the hum of 
an insect….

I was leading a mare behind the big red stallion they were using as Gashade’s 
horse. Sure enough, as soon as he heard that lady pass by, Big Red lifted his head 
from the water hole and looked back over his shoulder to scope out the possibilities. 
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Warren Oates moved into the shot and turned toward the hills. Those weary, 
worried eyes searching the horizon. “Cut, print!”

We had been shooting all morning without a hitch. I took the mare over to 
a little rope corral we’d jerry-rigged and turned her loose. My roommate Russ 
moseyed over and offered me some of his homemade coffee. He poured it from 
a large, plaid thermos into a Styrofoam cup. “Take it down before the cold gets 
to it.”	

I took his advice. It hit my stomach and brain simultaneously, one-third 
genuine coffee and two-thirds bourbon. Instantly, I felt goddamn magnanimous. 
I spotted Warren standing alone by the fence line and took him a cup of Russ’s 
brew. He sniffed it, handed it back. “Kidneys. Doc’s orders. Any more alcohol and 
I’ll be pushin’ up them daisies. Thanks, anyways.”

He fired up a hand-rolled cigarette. I helped myself to his coffee. Things were 
quiet on the set, camera problems. With time to kill, we just naturally slipped into 
a quiet confab.	

He was born in Kentucky in 1928. He married his sweetheart Teddy when 
they were both in their mid-teens. Warren joined the Marines, and after discharge 
he went to school and studied acting on the G.I. Bill. While looking for theater 
work in New York, he held down a job as a hat check man at the 21 Club. He got 
to Hollywood in the late 50s.

“I thought one’st I got to L.A., I’d be a happy fella’. Well, I got to L.A. and 
no siree.” Warren, his voice as soft and southern as a Stephen Foster song, looked 
mostly at the ground while he slipped me bits and pieces of himself. “I got to 
actin’ right away. Good stuff, too. Ride the High Country, Yellowstone Kelly, Major 
Dundee. I was on TV more’n I was home. Gunsmoke, Twilight Zone, The Fugitive, 
then in ‘62, I landed me a permanent gig on Stoney Burke. Worked steady for two 
years. Only problem was, I was miserable.”

He reached forward, scratching the mare beneath her ears. She leaned into his 
fingers, and he scratched harder, right where the bridle leather had thickened the 
skin. “I usta’ think if I could just make myself fifty thousand dollars in one year, 
I’d be on top ’a the world, happy as a old coon hound. I made more’n fifty, and 
it didn’t happen. Then I made a hunnerd, hunnerd and fifty thousand, and I was 
more miserable than ever.”

“What seems to be the problem?” I asked. I’d never made fifty thousand dollars. 
At that time, not even thirty, and, I was happy as a clam at high-tide.

Warren shrugged it off, but after that first talk, every once in a while I would 
notice that there wasn’t a lot of joy hanging out with Warren Oates. I came to 
know he had marital problems, stuff most of us wrestle with. He had a son with 
serious medical difficulties, and he had his own health worries. A wonderfully 
kind man who was never superficial, Warren would die in 1982 at the age of 54. 
Heart attack.
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Revolutionary Shoes
During the course of the Utah shoot, Oates argued repeatedly with Jack 

Nicholson about gun control and Vietnam. Warren always sided with what he 
called “the old ways.” Nicholson was another situation entirely.

Jack told me with some pride that in 1960 he had played Weary Reilly in 
Studs Lonigan, the movie based on James T. Farrell’s tough, street-wise novel. 
I was impressed. Studs and The Amboy Dukes were the Catcher in the Rye of my 
time. It was great, full of the angst young city guys were dealing with everyday: 
sex, violence, fear, brotherhood, and living up to manly bravado. Parents strongly 
disapproved of the book. I carried a paperback copy in my football helmet for one 
whole season.

Weary Reilly was one of my fictional heroes. He was born on the wrong side 
of Chicago, where it’s concrete and cold as a gravestone in January. Knowing Jack 
had played him, from then on, I always saw a little bit of Weary looking out of 
Jack’s eyes.	

That morning in Utah, Jack was wearing a black and white Western outfit for 
his part as Billy Spear, gunfighter. He was good in the role, too. Concentrated and  
intense, in spite of having to carry on his shoulders all the baggage of being the 
co-producer on a low budget film.

Nicholson was handy on a horse except for one little habit he had of always 
looking at the ground when he dismounted, as if he was trying to avoid stepping 
in horse shit. I mentioned that he might want to look straight ahead, like he knew 
where he was going. Oops! Those eyes grew colder than a frosted frog. Then he 
let me have that smile, high beams on, turned his horse over to one of Calvin’s 
wranglers, and sauntered away.

Floyd the wrangler was a living work of art. A mid-size, sinewy fellow, he was 
the only man I’ve ever known who could roll a cigarette with one hand while 
reining a mustang over rough ground with the other. Floyd had a permanent grin 
etched into the piece of leather he called a face, and he looked at life about as slow 
and easy as a day in August.	

William “Wild Bill” Mackelprang was another Kanabian. He was a husky 
fellow, six two with a large belly, a jolly nature, and he was distinguished by 
his eyeglasses. He had broken one lens right down the middle and taped it back 
together with electrical tape. It was a bit unnerving when he was staring at you, 
almost as though one of his eyes has been cleaved in two, and each half was having 
a look. Wild Bill appeared on location one day looking for work. Paul hired him 
for general labor, and he was so handy he ended up working both films, and even 
did some acting in Ride in the Whirlwind.	
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In many ways the filming was so simple, no sets, just us, out in the middle of 
nowhere with four people who were on an exhausting search for a child killer. 
Much of the time they were on foot, as their horses gradually took sick and died. 
I got to do my stumbling horse stunt. Actually, I called the local veterinarian. 
Under his supervision, the animal was doped, then filmed as he slowed, staggered, 
and gradually lay down to sleep.	

Will Hutchins, who was playing the part of Coley, an innocent, vulnerable 
tagalong, wanted to be a clown, a real clown! It’s in the family; his wife Chris 
is Carol Burnett’s sister. After his sojourn in Utah, Hutchins went on to attend 
a professional clown school. His performance in The Shooting was a tragi-comic 
masterpiece. One of the best scenes in the film is when Coley, abandoned by the 
others, stumbles across an old man who has been thrown from his horse and lies 
dying in the desert. Coley, in spite of his own predicament, tries to comfort the 
man. He ends the scene by giving him his only possessions, a small tin of candy 
and a toy puzzle.	

Coley’s generosity is followed by a sequence in which Nicholson, as the evil 
Billy Spear, taunts him, then shoots him off his horse, killing him. Stunt time!

I say it’s a darn good day when a man can put on his 
shoes and go to work.

—John Burns, detective

They dressed me in Coley’s clothes. I mounted his horse and loped around for 
a minute to get the feel of the animal, then reigned up near camera and waited for 
my cue. In the stunt business, saddle-falls aren’t considered tough duty, but every 
once in a while, tumbling off a horse goes bad and someone is seriously injured or 
paralyzed.

What a feeling it is to sit waiting for word to do something difficult and 
potentially dangerous. Your nerves are keyed, your eyes get clear and bright. 
Excitement pervades your entire system, your muscles and mind fuse into one. 
I wasn’t thinking about hurting myself; I was wondering how I was going to do 
something different, a fall that would stand out. Most saddle falls are done by 
the stuntman peeling off the side of the horse and taking the hit on the strongest 
part of his body, his back. I decided to throw myself straight to the rear, let my 
shoulder hit the flank of the horse, spinning my body into mid-air. That way, I 
would hit the ground face first, making a bigger splat.

Damn, it sure seemed to be taking the crew a long time to get the shot ready. It 
was getting hot, the clothes were beginning to smell a lot like Will Hutchins, the 
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horse was getting antsy, and inside my boot my foot had started itching. I patted 
the lathered neck of my mount, calming him. I took a good, deep breath.

“Ready, Gary?” Kurtz shouted from next to the camera. “Standby.” Mouth 
dry, adrenaline rushing, body tensing, then I hear Monte yell, “Action!” I hit 
that horse’s flank so hard it bounced me three feet into the air. The fall to the 
ground was perfect. I landed rolling, my nose digging a jagged row in the caliche. 
Everybody applauded.

That night at Ruby’s, I felt so good I could hardly eat. In fact, I could hardly 
sit. During my saddle-fall my gun got twisted underneath my body, and when I 
hit the ground, it put a bruise on my hip the size of a watermelon.

You’ ll at least have cleaner heartaches.

—Townes Van Zandt telling a friend why he 
should quit drinking

Utah being a dry state, those of us who were thirsty, which meant the entire 
crew with the exception of Gary Kurtz, would finish dinner at Ruby’s and head 
for the Arizona border seventeen miles away. Just as you crossed the state line a 
bar-pool-hall-juke-joint, appropriately named The Sidewinder, opened its arms to 
those that were road-weary, friendly, pissed off, or just plain lonely. The place was 
packed every night.

There was a lot of talk among cast and crew about things that were happening 
on the West Coast. We brought a lot of New Age sentiment with us to Utah. It 
filtered to the waitresses at Ruby’s, to their customers, then followed a railroad of 
loose lips all the way to the border. It eventually wound up in the nightly gab of 
those elbow-callused citizens at The Sidewinder bar.

We were sitting near that bar, Paul Lewis and I, discussing his respect for the 
novel Naked Lunch, and its zoned out author, William S. Burroughs. Someone 
kicked up the music. There was an acoustic guitar, fiddle, and a voice, locals all. 
Once a week there would be a steel guitar and harmonica. The tunes were all 
Hank Williams stuff, songs about workin’, cheatin’, and losin’ the blues. Things at 
The Sidewinder were startin’ to coil and hiss!	

Paul’s conversation turned to the hippie phenomenon and its public persona, 
the flower children. “There wouldn’t be any hippies without Kerouac,” he insisted. 
“The Beats set the style ten years ago. I’m talking about guys like Ferlinghetti, 
Ginsberg—”

“How about Rod McKuen?” I interrupted.
The question pissed him off and I was forced to buy another Smirnoff rocks just 

to keep the conversation percolating. When I got to the bar, Brandon Carroll was 
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leaning on it, holding some cowboy hostage while he performed a Shakespearean 
soliloquy. Brandon was so drunk he couldn’t scratch himself without falling over, 
yet he never flubbed a line. The cowpoke applauded and whooped, which got 
the attention of a gentleman who was sitting all by himself in a corner of the 
room. The man was dressed in a well-tailored suit, and something about his sloped 
shoulders and short, curled hair seemed familiar. He turned our way. It was the 
famous actor, Joseph Cotten.	

Cotten had a solitary sip of his cocktail, when what looked like a studio driver 
arrived. The driver gave the bartender some cash and was handed a brown paper 
bag. The bag was shaped suspiciously like a bottle. Actor, driver, and bag left the 
building. We learned Cotten was also staying in Kanab, starring in the movie 
Brighty of the Grand Canyon, along with stars Dick Foran, Pat Conway, and a 
donkey named Jiggs.

It was starting to get cosmopolitan in Kanab. Fess Parker showed up to shoot 
some episodes of the television series Daniel Boone. Financed by Twentieth Century 
Fox, the Boone group and their guest stars were put up at the big hotel. Cameron 
Mitchell arrived in town, along with Harry Dean Stanton and Rupert Crosse. 
They were principal players in our second film, Ride in the Whirlwind.

Whirlwind starts with a stagecoach robbery. As the guard riding shotgun on 
the stage, I was scheduled to get shot and do another fall. The man they brought 
in to drive the team of coach horses was Dynamite Harry Woolman.

Dynamite Harry, also known as Three Finger Harry, was older than oatmeal 
and hard as Texas oak. He had been doing movie action work since the days of 
silent film. Dynamite walked with a permanent limp. As I was preparing to do my 
stunt, he informed me his limp was the result of a fall he had done off a stagecoach 
in the 1930s.

Harry Dean Stanton was brought in to play old Blind Dick, an outlaw with 
a missing eye. On a lonesome western road, miles from anything civilized, Blind 
Dick starts the movie by taking a pee. He buttons up, then waves his rifle to Indian 
Joe (Rupert Crosse), a fellow bandit on the opposite hillside. Indian Joe runs down 
the hill, rallying the other gang members. Here comes the stagecoach.

I was sitting in on the shotgun seat alongside Dynamite Harry. Inside the 
coach, acting as passengers, were the writer, Charles Eastman, and one of 
Nicholson’s close friends Walter Phelps. It was nine a.m. We had been doing run-
bys, atmosphere shots, and horse inserts since six.

The light at mid-morning was all pastels, soft pinks, thin blues, and pale grays. The 
coach road was bright red clay, hard as a wood floor. As the stagecoach approaches, 
the outlaws confront it, shoot the guard, and force the vehicle to a halt.

I took the bullet hit from the top of the stage, so I could get up in the air and 
lay out. It took forever to come down. I could hear the wind whistling past my 
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hair, my shirt was flapping like a waterfront flag, and I almost had time for a nap 
before I hit the earth. THUD! When I did land, it was a full-body blow that felt 
like being hit by a car. I didn’t hear anything break or snap, so I figured I was still 
in one piece. Pulling myself painfully to my feet, I discovered the crew already 
leaving for the next sequence.

Out on the Limb That Breaks	
Cameron Mitchell was born in 1918 and was a star on Broadway, television, 

and in motion pictures through six decades. I remembered him most for his 
performance in Monkey on My Back, portraying champion boxer Barney Ross, 
whose toughest fight was an addiction to morphine. Cameron was in Utah to play 
Vern, one of Nicholson’s trail riding buddies.

“I ain’t even goin’ to get started with you today, Vern.” Jack’s character Wes 
scowls at Cameron. The cowpokes are camped alongside a line shack, which, 
unknown to them, is occupied by a gang of stage robbers and murderers. Suddenly, 
all hell breaks loose. A posse, led by lawman Brandon Carroll, has discovered the 
hideout and begins firing at the bandits, including the two innocent cowhands 
and their companion Otis (Tom Filer).	

The three innocent men make a run for it. Otis is killed; Wes and Vern flee 
into the high country. Later, while cornered in a farmyard, Vern steals a horse and 
is shot attempting to escape.	

I was scheduled to double Cameron in the saddle fall. Greg Sandor showed me 
where he needed me to end up, an imagined circle in the center of the farmyard. 
I climbed on the back of a mid-size mustang and backed him about fifty feet 
from the camera, then stopped. Horse and rider ready and waiting. I didn’t want 
a rehearsal.

“Action, Gary!”
The second I had his rein, the mustang took off. I could see my landing area 

coming up. I slipped my boot out of the left stirrup, took the bullet hit, then, with 
my right foot, shoved myself out into the air. I hit the ground rolling. Nicholson 
galloped up on his mount, and though wounded, I (doubling Cameron) jumped 
on behind him and we hightail it out of there.

The fall went as planned. I was beginning to get a rope on this stunt stuff. 
Based on my performance in the fall, Millie Perkins agreed to have dinner with 
me. We dined at Ruby’s, seated at the best table in the house. Actually, it was a 
window booth on the west side, with a view of some gasoline pumps. The rest 
of our group sat on the east side, giving us some slack, but still able to keep an 
eye on us.
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We stared at the menu. It had been five weeks of pork chops, fried beef, 
white bread and gravy; we were hoping something new would pop off the page, 
something we had previously overlooked. I would have paid some serious money 
for a fresh fruit salad. I settled for a tuna sandwich and iced tea. Millie had the 
macaroni and cheese.

If we do not better our world, there is no use trying to save it 
with guns and bombs.

—Grandmother Nixdorff, age 97

We talked about Vietnam and the body count that was broadcast daily into our 
living rooms by the combat photographers. Millie believed Ride in the Whirlwind 
was strongly anti-gun, and this when the national psyche wasn’t concerned with 
gun control issues.

Through the window of the café, I could see the sun cutting into the horizon, 
spilling the color of blood over that lonely landscape, covering the desert like a 
crimson shadow. A soft, pink light began to spread toward us. It seeped into the 
buildings and bathed the skin of the people. Millie’s hands were luminescent, the 
color of pearl. My eyes caught Nicholson’s eyes. They were deep and dark, like well 
water. He grinned that famous grin and gave me a thumbs up.

Cameron Mitchell, who usually ate at the big hotel, was sitting at a table with 
Monte Hellman and Monte’s wife Jackie. When Cameron saw me, he excused 
himself and headed my way. He nodded to Millie, then, looking me in the eye and 
squinting like a gunfighter, rasped, “I been talkin’ to the production manager over 
on the Daniel Boone set. Guy goes by the name of Shields. I told him about you. 
He maybe wants to hire you to work the show. Room 202, Shields. Can’t hurt to 
give him a call.” Cameron pinched my arm before sauntering back to his table.

About then, Brandon Carroll, drunk as a barn weasel, entered the café reciting 
a bawdy rendition of Robert Service’s “Dangerous Dan McGrew.” His partner, 
the rollicking Scotsman Jim Campbell, threw some silver into the Wurlitzer: 
“And everyone knows its Windy...cause Windy has stormy eyes, that flash at the 
sound of lies.”

Jim and our script supervisor, Joyce King, started to dance. All things 
considered, I remember it as a very romantic evening.

I’ve never known a stuntman who wasn’t a little bit mean.
—Al Jones, stuntman
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Ted White is six four and a former star football player for the University of 
Oklahoma. He has doubled Lee Marvin, Rock Hudson, John Wayne, and Jack 
Palance in such classics as Rio Bravo, The Alamo, Point Blank, and City Slickers. 
Ted has doubled Jason in Friday the 13th, for Christ’s sake. 

Roy Jenson was also a football player, an all-American tackle at UCLA. Jenson 
is six two, two hundred and thirty pounds. He became a star in the rough and 
tumble Canadian leagues before breaking into films as a stuntman. He has done 
some of the best and most brutal fist-fights in the business, and has acted as well, 
in pictures like Harper with Paul Newman, Chinatown with Nicholson, and The 
Getaway and The Thomas Crown Affair with Steve McQueen.

Gloomy, muscled Charles Horvath wrote the martial arts manual used by the 
U.S. Marines for hand-to-hand combat training. During the big war, he was a 
round-the-clock bodyguard for General Eisenhower. These three men made up 
the stunt unit on Daniel Boone, and that morning in ‘65, they were looking at me 
like I was lower than an outhouse rat.

The energetic Mr. Shields had hired me for a week’s work in the big leagues. 
After Jack and Monte gave their okay, I found myself standing in the Twentieth 
Century Fox stunt trailer, being subjected to the abuse the real articles always 
heap on the new guy. They knew I was green as a guacamole salad, and they’d 
been on my case all morning.

“Why in hell,” Jenson sneered, “would anyone do a saddle fall without digging 
up the ground first, and layin’ in some sand?” I explained that I didn’t know what 
he was talking about. Charles Horvath, prying the cap off a bottle of Corona with 
his teeth, snorted gleefully. “That makes you about a bright as a box of rocks, 
don’t it, Kid?” When Horvath moved across the floor, he didn’t touch down. He 
glided on about a half inch of air; he was that smooth. Actually, stealthy would be 
a better word than smooth. I felt his breath on the back of my neck. For a second, 
I thought he was going to bite me. Luckily, the door to the trailer flew open and 
in stepped Daniel Boone.

Just before Fess Parker, dressed as Boone, walked into the trailer, Ted White 
went into a West Texas cedar fit. His arms were flapping, and he started blowing 
the air around like a squall off Padre Island. He shoved the cigarette he’d been 
smoking into my hand and was moving away when Fess came through the door. 
Ted glared daggers at me. I got the message! I began puffing away on the cigarette. 
It worked. As I was introduced to Fess Parker, his first words to me were, “You 
should quit suckin’ that cancer stick, Kid!”

It turned out that he and Ted White had a bet down. Two hundred dollars and 
all the beer the stunt guys could drink if Ted could leave the filthy weed alone for 
a week. Today was only the second day of the bet. Stuntmen and women protect 
each other the same as cops do. Your life may depend on your partner. I went to 
an imaginary wall for my boss and won immediate acceptance.
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Gigs and Gags
Before doing a fall, you pad up: elbow pads, knee pads, hip pads, sometimes shoulder 
pads. Dig up the ground where you intend to land, shovel in a foot of soft sand, or 
use an inflated airbag. Get rid of anything hard, like a gun! Replace it with rubber or 
throw it out of the way. You put roll cages in cars, solder on fences instead of barbed 
wire. Score furniture with a saw to make it break during a fight. Use balsa wood for 
clubs or bats, and always tickle alligators on the tummy—it hypnotizes them.

I learned these secrets and more from the stunt guys on Daniel Boone. They 
were as safety minded as a crew from EMS. In my first gag on the show, I was 
doing a fight with burley actor Aldo Ray. In the course of the action, a gun is 
knocked to the ground. I lunge for it, Aldo pulls a hidden weapon and shoots me. 
During the take, we somehow got out of position. I lunged for the gun and looked 
up. Aldo was six inches from me with his weapon pointed right into my face. Ted 
White lost vertical hold and angrily cut the camera. After a tongue lashing that 
would have made Bligh’s floggings on the Bounty seem like a petting party, Aldo 
and I redid the scene.	

In October 1984, while filming the TV series Cover Up, actor Jon-Erik Hexum put 
a gun loaded with blanks to his head and pulled the trigger. The explosion sent the 
wadding from the blank into his brain, killing him instantly. Hexum was laughing 
when the gun went off. No one bothered to tell him that up to a distance of five feet, a 
blank is extremely dangerous.

After a few days on the television series, I got homesick for Jack and Monte, 
and our little band of film-making gypsies. It just wasn’t as edgy working for a big 
studio. Yeah, the money was excellent, and the food! It was prepared by white-
smocked gourmet chefs cooking in large motorized chuck wagons, then served 
to us individually by cheery-faced interns. It was too much, reminded me of the 
Officer’s Mess in the goddamn Navy.	

I spent most of my time on Daniel Boone being chased by Indians, those sneaky 
red devils, “They can’t keep their dirty paws off the wimmin!”

The Indians were always portrayed as cruel beasts, sneaking through the 
grass with knives between their teeth, bent only on destruction. I am six 

years old, and I’m convinced that Indians are horrible people. I have 
nightmares about them. In the morning, when I brush my teeth, I see in 

the mirror the face that terrified me in my dream. Sometimes I cry.
—Jamake Highwater on late night TV, Ritual of the Wind

The only good Indian on the series was Mingo, Daniel’s buddy, and Mingo 
wasn’t even an Indian, he was an Italian. Mingo was played by Ed Ames, a 
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founding member of the famous The Ames Brothers musical group. I rode to the 
set with Ed, the two of us sitting in the backseat of an escort van. On the twenty-
mile drive, Ames would always start singing, filling the vehicle with a marvelous 
bass-baritone and the overwhelming odor of garlic.

Within a week, I was back across the tracks and glad of it. My sojourn on 
the series had confirmed the suspicion all movie people carry around in their 
prejudiced heart of hearts: Film is art; television is a ham and cheese sandwich.

The Indy 500 Blues	
We were in the last week of the shoot. Each day had that feverish feel you get 

when you’re on the home leg of the journey. The ritual automobile race to and 
from location had grown to mythic proportions.

The company rules were to follow each other in a single file to the film site, 
but that arrangement collapsed after the first few days. It was thirty miles of 
straight flatland to the site, with a three and a half mile zig-zag along a steep 
cliff near the end. The race started spontaneously when, after leaving location 
one evening, a small group of troublemakers, myself included, began to elbow 
and maneuver our way around each other in an attempt to be the first to arrive 
at Kanab. Gradually, favorites emerged, a primitive form of dissin’ began among 
drivers, tension increased.

Nicholson refused to take any passenger, he didn’t want the extra weight. 
Paul Lewis complained of having to slow for Joseph Cotten, who, in his personal 
adventure with alcoholism, always seemed to be walking down the middle of 
the road at race time. There were mutinies. Riders in the Walter Phelps’ vehicle 
accused him of being too stoned to drive aggressively and replaced Walter with 
Brandon Carroll, a drinker.	

One final grand competition was planned. It was to be called “The Governor’s 
Cup” and was slated to take place during the last week of shooting. As race day 
grew closer, the madness began to escalate. Bets were placed. Money changed 
hands. Staunch Mormons like Calvin Johnson and ol’ Floyd found themselves 
reaching for their wallets.

The night before the race, Governor’s Cup Eve, I hit the one gas station in 
Kanab and tanked up the Mack. Nicholson and Lewis were already at the pumps 
in pre-competition mode. Paul was wearing a French dock-worker’s cap, and it 
had slipped across his forehead, covering all but a slit of his eyeballs. He looked 
like an assassin. Nicholson refused to acknowledge either of us.

Suddenly, I felt a tap on my shoulder. Actually, more a poke than a tap. I 
turned and found myself face to face with an irate Monte Hellman. He tore into 
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the three of us like a bull at Pamplona. “How could you guys do this? Jeopardize 
the entire movie!”

Paul tried to hide under his hat. It didn’t work. Monte started to dance around 
on the balls of his feet, like he was considering throwing a punch. “There will be 
no fucking Governor’s Cup Race as long as I am director of these movies!”

Of course, Monte was right. We never did get to have that one, big, final 
duke-out, but we did get the films finished without hurting anyone. Jack and 
Monte took their movies back to Los Angeles, where both the critics and the 
distributors turned their backs on them. A disheartened Nicholson took the films 
to the Cannes Festival, carrying the reels through customs in a hat box because he 
couldn’t afford the surcharge for baggage.	

In Paris, the films were booked into a theater off The Place de l’Étoile, where 
they played successfully to a select audience, boosting their notoriety and eventually 
achieving cult status. In the United States, however, Corman sold the film rights 
to the Walter Reade Organization, who dumped them into a television package.

In 1971, the two Utah films finally got a limited theatrical release in the United 
States. The American audience still largely ignored them, but critics loved the 
movies, lauding them as two of the best Westerns ever made.

Ultimately a powerful film, with an offbeat performance by Nicholson 
as a hired gun, and an incredible, unexpected ending.

—Leonard Maltin on The Shooting, 1998

In March of 2000, the South by Southwest Film and Music Festival (SXSW 
2000), an increasingly important cultural event held in Austin, Texas, began 
the festivities with an honorarium to director Monte Hellman. Filmmaker Rick 
Linklater (Slacker, The Newton Boys), as President of the Austin Film Society, 
hosted a reception in Hellman’s honor and presented a retrospective of his work.

Movie people tend to gravitate to Hellman’s tough early Westerns, “Ride 
in the Whirlwind” (1965) and “The Shooting” (1965) — succinct, 

genre-subverting dramas that move with a skittish, real-time 
naturalism and a squinty-eyed disengagement that demands a second 

viewing. You can feel the unfiltered blaze of the sun and taste the tawny 
dust. Tarantino ranks them with the best Westerns ever made. 

—Chris Garcia, Austin American-Statesman, July 2008

My wife, producer Tomi Barrett (Rainy Day Friends), and I attended the 
reception in Monte’s honor. It was a genuinely happy event, watching so many of 
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today’s young, pointy-booted filmmakers pay him well deserved homage. During 
the evening, Monte and I took time to slip off and chuckle about the old days in 
Kanab and the infamous Governor’s Cup Race.	

“What happened to you after the shoot?” Monte asked. “Where did all you 
guys go after Utah?”	

Well, after Utah, Paul, Millie, Brandon, Gary Kurtz, Greg Sandor, and I all 
returned to Los Angeles and jumped barefoot right into the middle of the so-
called New Hollywood. In the back-alleys and back lots of the town, independent 
and exploitation filmmakers were tearing down walls of bigotry and narrow-
mindedness that had ruled the industry for more than a quarter century. And, 
they weren’t doing it slowly, stone by stone, but by here-and-now, in your face, 
total demolition. A new creative breeze was blowing through Hollywood. It would 
quickly turn into a howling wind of revolution.


