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HOW A BUNCH OF HOLLYWOOD
SCREENWRITERS STRUCK IT RICH

BY JEANIE KASINDORF

HEY ARE HOLLYWOOD'S NEW $1-

million bovs: ten screenwriters
+ who over the past ten months

have sold original screenplays in

deals that will earn them at least

51 million. In a city where multi-

million-dollar deals for actors
. and directors have long been
commonplace, these new million-dollar
deals for writers have become the wlk of
the town. When Shane Black, 28, sold The
Last Boy Scout o David Geflen and
Warner Bros. lor $1.75 million—believed
to be the most ever paid for an original
screenplay—the Los Angeles Times ran
the story on the front page.

What does it take to write a $1-million
screenplay? If these ten writers are any indi-
cation, it helps to be a man. It helps to have
gone 10 film school. Only three never went
near a film school—but two have been
making movies since they were of college
age. And it helps to have the same commer-
cial taste as the moviegoing public. “I'm

lucky in that my tastes seem 10 agree with
the general population’s,’” says Shane
Black. “The job of a screenwriter is to write
what he wants to see on the screen.”

[t also helps 1o have wrilten an action-
adventure buddy film. With one exception
(a palitical thriller about an American pres-
ident and his best friend), the scripts are all
“boy stories”—a World War 11 drama
about a “platcon of guys'; a buddy story
about an old detective and his protégé; the
Robin Hood legend recast as a buddy story;
the saga of a sentient robot and his scientis
buddy; and the story of two abused broth-
ers who create a fantasy world to escape
their real life. (The last film, by David Mick-
ey Evans, 27, was the first project bought
by Peter Guber and Jon Peters after they
took over Columbia Pictures. Trying o
keep a tight wrap on what will be their de-
but film, they are refusing to let Evans dis-
cuss the movie until it is released.)

Why do action-adventure films com-
mand top dollar? Get 100 people in a
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room and put a comedian up in front of
them, the story in Hollywood goes. and
only a certain percentage of the people are
going to laugh. Have somebody run onstage
and pull out a gun and you can bet all 100
people will duck under the tables. The
point of this story is that action-adventure
films are more universal and can be sold
more easily in every comer of the world.

“Ever since the $500-million Guber-Pe-
ters deal at Columbia,” says Peter Dekom,
one of the leading entertainment lawyers in
Los Angeles, “everyone is looking for more
money. Five vears ago, these scnpts would
have commanded $100,000 1o $400.000.
Mow if someone has a good concept and if
word is leaked out in just the right way
from their agents, it provokes a bidding
war. All yvou have to do is have one compa-
ny bidding more than another company and
the price skyrockets,”

The deals are not all for a sim-
ple §1 million in exchange for
one script. David Mickey Evans’'s
S1-million contract includes a fee
for directing his film. Most of the
others include a $250,000 pro-
ducer's fee, which Dekom calls
“nothing more than a way to dis-
guise part of the wrter's fee.”
Some also involve complicated
contracts that guarantee the
screenwriters 31 million and
miore if they write a second script
for the studio,

some studio chiefs are grous-
ing about the new prices. "'l don't
wanl to see this story in the Wall
Street fournal,”’ one studio chief
told an agent after he made a
% 1-million deal. " It's completely
out of hand," waid David Hober-
man, head of Disney's Touch-
stone Pictures, the day after the
Shane Black sale.

But writers say they are only
beginning to get their fair share.
“1 don't think the prices are ex-
orbitant at all considering ilm
budgets,” says Rick laffa. who
co-wrote Hell Bent . .. And
Back, the first of the new crop
of films to be sold in a $1-mil-
lion deal. “Actors and directors are paid
$4- and $5 million for a film and set up
financially for life off a character that
someone else created. Although the actor
and director certainly bring a lot to that
creation, and sometimes even change it so
that it's a lot better, it still seems unfair
that the writer has always eamed so little.
Those of us who have made these deals
are the fortunate ones. The number of
people in the Writers Guild who make a
good living is unfortunately incredibly
small. [In fact, Writers Guild statistics
show that only 30 percent of its members
earn any income in a given year, and
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among those who earned something, the |
median income was about $50,000]. Pay-
ing &1 million for a screenplay for a $30-
or 340-million film is certainly worth it. |
As far as the writers go, it's about time.”

didn"t work out. I'm much too insecure.
After | graduated, | went to my parents
and said, *Look, | think 1 want to try writ-
ing." And they said, ‘Okay, tor six months
we'll help you pay your bills." And [ think
in the back of their minds they thought, If

| he fails he can come back and start some-

SHANE BLACK

............ #Ei.n_

CAN'T COMPREHEND THE FACT THAT
| 1 make money, in any field. In the
back of my mind, I'm still a stu-
dent indulging a hobby, and pretty
soon I'm going to have 1o figure
out what to do with my life.”

shane Black, the $1.75-million
man, is sitting in the living room of
the run-down stucco bungalow he shares
with four roommates. The room is decorat-

"WHAT IF A NUCLE-
AR BOMB BECAME
SENTIENT?"

ed with a sofa covered in orange flowered
vinyl, an old green leather chair, and post-
ers advertising Bugle Boy, Esprit, and Cher-
okee sportswear. The open windows have
no screens, so bugs buzz in circles around
the center of the room. Qutside, the room-
mates” dusty old cars, including Black's
1987 white Mustang GT, are parked on the
small front lawn in front of cans and boxes
overflowing with garbage.

Shane Black was raised in Pittsburgh
and moved to Southern California with
his family in the late seventies. He en-
rolled at UCLA as a theater-arls major, 1
wanted to be an actor,” he says, “but it

thing that's a real job.

"1 have a group of friends | met in col-
lege, the same people I've known now for
probably ten years. They're mostly screen-
writers. And we formed our little band,
which we called Pad o' Guys, and lived in
a house we called the Pad.” In 1984, one
of the Guys, Fred Dekker, who was work-
ing on a version of Godzilla, introduced
Black to his agent, David Greenblatt. “|
took him the first script | wrote, a piece
called Shadow Company,” Black says. "It
is a very strange cross between The Exor-
cist and Platoon. It is about
missing-in-action soldiers who
haunt their families after the
war is over. The script got me
meetings with all these develop-
ment people who at the time |
thought were gods. Then you
find out that development peo-
ple, for the most part, they're
scum. But at the time | was jusi
s0 impressed that | was in an of-
fice with people who were in the
movie business."

Twentieth Century Fox hired
Black to rewrite a science-fic-
tion epic called The Last War-
riors, But when interest in a
script he'd written called "Le-
thal Weapon™ heated up, he
left. Warner Bros. bought the
script for $250,000 up front
and another $150,000 when the
film was produced. Lethal
Weapon grossed $65 million in
the United States.

When it came time 10 make
Lethal Weapon 2, Black was
hired to do the scrpt. 1 hated
it," he says, “hated, hated it. |
was burned out at this point and
sweating ideas. It was not a
good time. After six months, |
jumped ship. Scared rabbit,
didn’t want to make changes, didn't think
[ could. Jeff Boam came in and did a good
job. | regret that if 1'd stayed on the proj-
ect”"—ithe film grossed $150 million—"1
would have made a lot of money. | got
paid $250,000 for the first and split that
with [co-writer] Warren Murphy. | would
have made $200,000 as a passive payment
for the rights of the characters if I'd sat on
my hands. Because | spent six months ag-
onizing and writing the damn thing, |
made $125,000."

For two years, Black bummed around
his house, traveled to Mexico, hung out
with his friends, and wrote nothing. “I
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was starting to really Iniz
out around the edges.” he
says, “'and get really neurot-
¢.” Finally, last December,
he started 1o write The Last
Boy Scout

"The dea was one | had
back in 1986 or '87." he
says. 'l even pitched it 1o
Joel Silver"—the producer
with whom Black worked
on Lethal Weapon. | told
him it was a movie called
IMe Hard, and later, when
they needed a title for the
Bruce Willis film, they used
[die Hard. The oniginal idea
was to do a buddy f(lm
about an old, tough,
grouchy private eve who
knows every trick in the
book. And let's give him a
sidekick who's a young hot-
shot kid who wants to be a
detective, It ended up as a
story of a down-on-his-luck
PFI'!.-L'IH.' 1.".L W I'I.I.'l Eams l.!]'l
with an ex—football great o
track down a murderer. s
a real raunchy character
picce, set in Los Angeles.”

On a Monday morning in
early April, Black took the
script 10 David Greenblant
at InmterTalem Agency. On
Tuesday, Greenblait and his
pariner, Bill Block, met
with Black’s lawver to come
up with a strategy. Mean-
while, the agenis staried
calling people up, working
up a feeding frenzy by tell-
ing everyone that finally
lhl..'rL' WHs 3 Mew Sl'lq'tr'll..'
Black script ready to see.

When Black lefi Fox to
write Lethal Weapon, the
studio negotiated an agree-
ment that they would have first bid, last
refusal on the next original Shane Black
script. S0 the agents sent the seript 1o Fox
on Thursday night. On Monday, Fox bid
5850,000. Greenblatt and Block told
Black they thought they could get more.
"Okay.” he said, "go for it.”

Late Monday morning, the script wenl
out around town. By the afternoon, ac-
cording to sources familiar with the deal.
there were several offers over 31 million.
Al eleven Monday night, Eric Eisner, pres-
ident of the David Geffen Company,
called and offered $1.25-. He wanted to
make the top bid and take everybody out
by Tuesday morning. But others were
willing to go higher. '[.'Lll'l."h.:ldI ;u::d '['rl Star
offered $1.25 million, -, then
$1.6-. By Tuesday night, 'ilL"nll which
had been joined by Warner Bros., had
llpr"'_d 118 Ll'H-'.-T [[] ":.I |'"_I ._'|'|'|liJ {_ Irl.Jl.LU |.‘"HI
Tri-Star were saying they would go as
high as $2- to $2.3- million.

RICK JAFFA AND
DOUG RICHARDSON.

PLAY TIME

"WE

WOULD EN: \f_ k:
OF THE FILM,

MOMENTS
=SALD JAFFA, "IT

WAS LIKE BEING KIDS AGAIN.™

While this was going on, Black sat mt
home in a big chair and read detective nov-
els. "1 was very happy to let them do what

they do, and occasionally answer the

|::|'|L:-|1-;:.“ he says. “That's the lovely position
I'm in, because this is a fantasy to me.”

Finally. on Tuesday night, Black decid-
ed to accept the $1.75 million offered by
Geffen and Warner Bros. instead of the
$2.5 million he could have gotten from
Carolco and Tri-Star. Geflen and Warner
Bros. had a deal with Joel Silver. He felt
better going with them. On Wednesday
momning, Greenblatt offered the script
once more to Fox for the $1.75 million.
They said they would pass.

The deal was done. And Shane Black had
walked away from three quarters of a mil-
lion dollars. “There's an expression that the
Satan you know is better than the Satan you
don’t know,” Black says. 'l wanted to work
with Joel Silver because | think he gets my
ideas. And I thought 1 could deal with the

!" ooWwWas ON THE

people at Warner Bros. Not that 1 would
always agree with them, but | could deal
with them. It seemed like it would mean the
least stress for me. Whether it's worth what
| gave up, | don't know. But what the [---.
It’s all Monopoly money.”

BRIAN HELGELAND AND
MANNY COTO

ﬁ_..

PHONE WITH MANNY
right before | went home to Mas-
sachusetts for Chnstmas,” says
Brian Helgeland, “*and as a joke, |
said, ‘Let’s not hang up the phone
until we come up with an idea that
we can sell for 51 |11if|in..I|'| " Mo-
body believes it now, but it's true.
| was just joking around. We got to talk-
ing about nuclear bombs, and Manny
said, “What if a nuclear bomb became sen-

JUNE 18, 1090/NEW YORK 43



M 1

tient?” And we started to roll with the idea
for The Ticking Man. In an hour, we had
the main characters and the whole prem-
ise of the movie. And | said, "We really are
going to sell this for 31 million." "

Brian Helgeland and Manny Coto, both
29, are two hlm-school graduates who
tast March sold The Ticking Man 1o pro-
ducer Larry Gordon (e Hard, Predaror,
48 HES., Field of Dreams) {or 1 million,
Helgeland, a 1all blond man who com-
bines a low-key New England charm with
a Hollywood sense of sell-promotion, was
raised in New Bedford, Massachusetis. He
majored in English at Southeastern Mas-
sachusetts University, then went 1o work
as a scallop fisherman,
which his father had
been before him. 1 al-
wavs liked Iilms a lot,”
he savs, “but ot
really occurmed (0 me
that | could make a liv-
ing at 1. [hen one day
around Thanksgiving of
1985, we were in real
heavy seas out in the Al-
lantic. That day, we took
some real big rolls on the
boat, and | was jusi
hanging on, swinging
back and forth on the
two-ton dredges that, if
you slip between them
on the wet deck, can
crush your feet. That
night, | went back 1o my
bunk and said, "1 think 1
should a1 least attempt
e find a new line of
work.” "

JIL'IE-!-!.'IJI.III_I applicd (o
study film at Lovola
Marymount University
in Los Angeles. In his
hirst semester, he wrole a
comedy for a screen-
wriling class about a
group of senior citizens
who become urban ter-
rorists (o ey e keep
their building from be-
ing turned into a condo-
minium, It won second
'['|h1l.'l.' in & national
screcnwriting competition. “The Los An-
geles Times ran a picture of the winners
5!.:1 | I'I.i.:l.ll.‘ A 'I'|1|1'|-_'h | }:-h1_|||_-|_'1_:|'|i.'.'u .3|:||j
wrole this joke underneath aboutl needing
an agent and sent it 1o almost 70 agenis.
Chut of all of them | got only one call. from
loel Miliner.” Helgeland co-wrote a hor-
ror comedy called 976-EVIL, for which he
and a partner split $105.000. He was paid
L70,000 1o write A wighimare oi Elm
Street 4. Then he got $275,000 for High-
way to Hell, o teenage-comedy version of
the Orpheus siory, starring Chad Lowe,

NEYLer
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that will be released in the fall. He was on
the set of 976-EVIL when Millner intro-
duced m 1o Cote, ancther of s clients.

Coto, who is in lsracl directing Cover
Up, a political thriller starring Dolph
Lundgren, was borm mn Havana and came
to Orlando, Florida, with his parents
when he was seven months old. Y'1've
wanted to make movies since | was four-
teen,” Coto savs. | made short films with
my dad’s Super 8 movie camera and a lit-
tle Super 8 editor, dumb lintle stones
about monsters. One was called Flesh. It
was about a human hand that comes 1o
life owt of the attic and killz the children
and the baby-sitter. It siarred my little

LAURENCE DWORET
AND ROBERT POOL. Lo

VINDICATION
ALMOST
TURNED
THE SCRIPT DOWN.

FOR TEN YEARS,
EVERY STUDIO

brother and sister, but the dramatic mo-
ment was  spoiled my  brother
couldn’t stop laughing in his death
scene.

Coto studied a1 Lovola University in
New Orleans. It was halfway to Califor
nia.”" he says, “which was as far west as
my parcents would let me go.” As so0n as
he graduated, he moved 1o Los Angeles
and got a job as a production assistant for
Noel Marshall, who had been a producer
on The Exoreist. He persuaded Marshall's
wile, Tippt Hedren, to star in a twenty-

CalSe
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minute murder mystery called Twist. Tha
film got him accepted into the prestigious
directors” program at the American Film
Institute, There he shot a 22-minute film
called fack in the Box, about a witch who
gives a little girl a jack-in-the-box that
comes 1o life and tries o Kill her lamily
Helgeland and Coto teamed up in Octo-
ber 1989, “We wrote a horror comedy
called Freuds,” ||L‘|J£l.‘|iJI'II:J AdVE “The ba-
sic premise is that insanity is caused by
invisible creatures which eat vour sanity,
MNothing happencd wath it, so we deaded
we had to get out of horror lilms. Since no
one would hire us to write anything else,
we knew we had to wnite a spec scnpl.”
Helgeland and his wile
and infant son went home
Mew Bedlord for
Christmas, and Coto and
his wife went home o
Orlando. When they go
hack, they staried wnling
The Ticking Man
“The: basic premise of
ithe movie,” Helgeland
says, “is that it's five
years into the future and
we have negotiated a big
disarmament treaty with
the Russians, There's this
top-secncl p-rx-j-.'-.l: oul in
the desert called the Tick-
ing Man Project. The gov-
ernment has developed a
robhot who looks and acts
like 2 normal person but
who has o nuclear war-
head planted in his chest
They've decided 1o dis
mantle him, but what no
one realizes is thet the
tlicking man is now think-
ing for nmsell, S0 belore
they can dismantle him,
he escapes and tries o go
0 Moscow to explode
himself. S0 the govemn-
ment brngs in our hero,
Bruce Willis has been
sigmed 1o play him. He's a
genius who worked on
the project for the gov-
crnment and became
inends with the robot
From then on, the movie 15 a big chase with
Willis trving to stop the ticking man."
Helgeland and Coto ook the script to
Joel Millner, at Triad Artists Agency, the
second week in March, | had this idea we
should send ticking clocks o evervbody as
i forerunner (o the script.” Helgeland says
50 the week before, we sent twenty alarm
clocks that Manny actually painted with a
shadowy sort of hgure casting a big long
shadow. In the chest of the figure you can
s o Clock ticking. We set all the alarms (o
o off at four o"clock that afternoon and we



heard stories about these clocks going off
in meetings. Then people were calling to
complain they didn't get clocks.

“That was a Thursday. The following
Tuesday, we sent the script out at eleven
in the moming. By eight o'clock, we had
sold it. We're guaranteed the million even
if the film doesn't get made.”

The night the $1-million deal was
made, Helgeland was at home watching
RoboCop and Coto was in a film lab in
Hollvwood. “Joel and Manny celebrated
by meeting each other for dinner at Bar-
ney's Beanery,” Helgeland says, “but |
was baby-sitting, so | had o pass.”

DouG RICHARDSON AND
RICK JAFFA

I THINK IN MY HEART 1 ALWAYS
really wanted w0 be in the flm
business,” says Rick affa, 34,
who grew up in De Soto, Texas.
“But if you grow up in a place like
Texas, you can really push that
back and not pursue it. So | went

. 10 business school at the Universi-
ty of Southern California and had a few
corporate job offers but realized the only

job | wanted was in the him business. A

friend of mine encouraged me to try to get

inte the mailroom at Wilham Morms. He
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said that it would be a good place to start.
He said, “Why don’t you try to figure out
someone you know at the place?

“50 | literally lay in bed at night think-
ing, Who do | know. who do | know? Fi-
nally | remembered that three years be-
fore, a friend of mine at Southern
Methodist University had been to L.A. on
her Spring break and been set up on a
blind date with a guy in the mailroom at
William Morris. | called her up. She didn't
even remember his name. She finds the
girl who fixed her up and calls me back
and says, ‘I've got his name.’ So | just call
and ask for this guy, not knowing whether
he's in the mailroom or he's the head of
the company. His name is Sam Haskell,
and he had become an agent. | don't think
he even remembered who this girl was. |
bugged him and bugged him and eventu-
ally he took the call and said, “If | see vou,
will you just stop calling me?' He was a
terrific guy. He's from a small town in
Mississippi, and we hit it off. So he took
me down to personnel. We walked in with
southern accents, and | think they higured
we grew up together. So | started three
weeks later. Two hundred dollars a week
in the mailroom and | was ecstatic.”

In 1983, two years after starting in the
mailroom, Jaffa became an agent. In 1986,
he signed up a young screenwriter named
Doug Richardson, not knowing that three
years later the two would make Hollywood

history when they sold Hell Bent . . . And
Back to Disney in a $1-million deal.

Richardson, 31, had been raised in the
small town of Loomis, California, in the
foothills of the Sierra Nevadas. *'l came 1o
USC film school saying | wanted 1o be a
director. When | graduated, | worked for
an education-film company in San Diego,
then decided that wasn't taking me into
Hollywood. So | guit my job and moved
into & small apartment in Hollywood and
started writing screenplays.”

Richardson wrote a script about Cali-
fornia politics that got him a development
deal with producer Bob Shapiro at
Warner Bros, "MNo one knew who | was,
s0 they could get me for 50 cents,” he
says. “'It was around guild scale, 51,000 a
week, but at that time it was more money
than there was in the entire world to me.”
He wrote Honor Bright, a him about “'a
bunch of guys in the Nawy"; Telegraph
Road, a film about a corrupt college-bas-
ketball coach; Salsa, a love story set in
East Harlem: Pravda, the story of a Soviet
journalist; and the first draft on Die Hard
2. None of the hlms except Die Hard #2
were ever produced.

For some time, Jaffa had been teasing
Richardson about a great idea he had for a
screenplay. “The idea was really an ex-
tension of what | did as a kid,” Jaffa says.
"1 was constantly going out to the pasture
and liberating ltaly and France. | thought,
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What if a group of guys during World | get home. “The film went out on a Tues- |
War Il who had been together a long time | day,” Richardson says, “and Ricardo
had become rogues? And they decide to | Mestres [head of Disney's Hollywood Pic-
do something that's really wrong and | tures] and Jeffrey Katzenberg [Disney's
immoral and through the course of time | chairman]” made an offer Wednesday
aré put into a situation where they are | moming.

faced with a moral dilemma. They have to | "Our agent, Mike Simpson, who was
choose between their original goal and | the best man at Rick's wedding, quickly
doing the right thing. | had a pretty vague | negotiated the skeleton of the deal and

outhne. So we =at down and created a

tried 1o find me. | was at the Dallas-Fort |

POPCORN

IT HELPS TO HAVE THE ;s

SAME

KIND OF COMMER- ~—

CIAL TASTE AS THE MOVIEGOER.

bunch of characters together and then |

wrote the [ilm. We would sit and literally
enact moments of the film together

again."’

William Morris to become an executive at

Tahiti. They decided to send it out to pro-
ducers the day betore he was scheduled to

Worth airport on the way to a wedding in

| Rhode Island. They got me at the airport.
| | said yes, hung up, and got on an air-
and had a blasi. li was like being kids |

plane. Then | sat on the plane for two

| hours waiting to take off.”
They finished the script in August |
1989, shortly before Jalla—who had left |

Meanwhile, Rick Jaffa was sitting up all
night in the Papecte airport waiting for a

| plane that was delayed. “We got in ai
Weintraub  Entertainment—was due 1o |
get marmed and leave for a honeymoon in |

4:30 the next afternoon,” Jaffa says, 'hav-
ing been up for 30-some hours, and there
are all these messages on my machine

| from all my old buddies at William Morris

that all sound horrible. My wife, Amanda,
and | listened to these messages and I'm
saying, ‘My Geod, | was prepared for it not
to sell; | wasn't prepared for my career to
be over.’ Finally Amanda said, ‘Maybe it’s
a setup; maybe something incredible has
happened.’ | said, ‘No, they wouldn't do
that to me." I couldn't find Doug, "cause
he was on a plane. So | called Mike’s of-
fice. His assistant, who deserves an Acad-
emy Award, said, "Listen, | can't really
talk; Mike's in a meeting at Warner Bros.,
but he wants you to come right in." | said,
"Look, I've been up 30 hours, ['ve been
out of the country two and a hall weeks,
what's up?' He said, *Well, I've been out
sick, 50 ['m not sure, but 1 think it's really
what's down.'

| said, "What's down?!" | got really an-
gry with him. | said. “Transfer me to
Crabbe [Jim Crabbe, an agent].” So Jim
gets on the phone, puts his hand over his
mouth, and whispers, ‘Look, I'm in a
meeting, | can't really talk, it's very sensi-
tive. We've been friends a long time, so
you're going to have to trust me on this. It
will all work out.” I showered; | drove to
William Morris, It was the longest car ride
of my life. They called me up into a room,
a whole bunch of them. And they had a
video camera hidden in a box. Mike says,
‘We've got a problem. We've got a real
problem. How are you going to spend all
your money?' "
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LAURENCE DWORET AND | always come to you." He became an emer-

RoOBERT PooOL

N 1980, DURING THE IRANIAN-HOS-
tage crisis, Laurence Dworet and
Robert Pool wrote a film called The
Second Reckoning. It was the story

by Islamic fanatics against an un-
named American city
and how the president
of the United States and his
chief adviser handle it.

For five vears, almost ev-
ery major studio in Holly-
wood turned the script
down. It was too frightening,
some said. It was too dark,
said others. In 1985, it was
optioned for $10,000 by pro-
ducer Steve Tisch, who
could not persuade a studio
to back it. In 1986, Marty
Ransoholl expressed interest
in the story, then backed off
the next day. In August
1989, producer Ron Ha-
mady optioned the script for
no money, and got the pair to
do a rewrite. Since Dworet
and Pool told him that no
Hollywood studio would
touch it, he started a search
for independent financing.

Then, in March 1990, The
Hunt for Red October was
released. Dworet's and
Pool's agents watched for
two weeks 1o see how well
the film was doing at the box
office. When they saw that it
was a hit, they knew the time
was right to strike. Dworet

and Pool put a new cover THRILLS

page on the screenplay, 1 L iiiiiieisesaninnansienns . 3
naming it The Ullimatum, - ATAS T TTE e L =
and staried a bidding war. I'T WAS LITERALLY Nk
Their agents twld the studio LIKE RIDING A /7. -|_, .
chiefs that it was another o AR | o
Hunt for Red October, and ROLLER COASTER. iz

that was all they needed 1o

| al night and attend film school by day. He

gency-room physician and moved to
Southern California to work at a hospital
still practices emergency medicine. !

Pool, 36, a friendly, slightly disheveled
man with a decidedly un-Hollywood style,
was raised in McAllen, Texas, a small
town near the Mexican border. "1 was |

growing up,” he says. “l just wanted to

FEN DENSHAM.

BT KB

Dworet and Pool were paid $50,000 by
Twenticth Century Fox to write Under-
ground, a film about coke-dealers and nar-
cotics cops in Chicago, but that film never
gol made. Producer Larry Gordon op-
ticned a script Dworet co-wrote called
The Crossing, a Casablanca-like love tri-
angle that is set in Guatemala.

During that time, they still kept trying

of a nuclear-blackmail threat made | never very interested in the film business | to sell The Second Reckering. They got

the $10,000 from Steve Tisch. “Our legal
fees practically ate up all
that,” Dworet says, “bul it
was greal 1o us because it
was someé encouragement.”
Then they had their one-day
deal with Ransohoff. 1 hat-
ed him," Dworet says. Then,
in August 1989, they made
the new deal with Ron Ha-
mady—who will share pro-
ducer’s credit on the Disney
film—alter Pool met him at a
poker game.

Finally came the Hunt for
Red October breakthrough,
“Qur agent literally 100k
control of the whole thing
over a weckend and hit the
town with it.” Dworet says.
“He said, 'The timing is
now.” They had three studios
bidding for it. Warner Bros,
came in at $150,000. Within
two hours, without any com-
peting bids, they doubled it
But they said, “We have 1o
have a decision by 6:30. You
can take our offer,
300,000, or it's rescinded.”
By 6:15, a number of other
studios were mterested.

“*The next morning. at
6:20, our agent gets a call
from Jeffrey Katzenberg,
waking lam up, saving, ‘|
have to have this script.
= o What's it going to take to get
this script? Then the bid-
ding got higher. The first of:
fer was $500,000. Then it
became a multi-picture deal
with Disney. We got

hear. Four days later, Dworet and Pool | get out of south Texas. | got accepted to | $300,000 for the script, in cash, outright

made a $1-million deal with Disney for a
script that had been sitting around Holly-
wood for ten years. “Our story is all about
timing in the movie business,” Dworet
says, "“Three weeks before, Disney could
have had the film for $10,000."
Laurence Dworet and Robert Pool met
in a directing class at UCLA hlm school.
Dworet, 40, a quick, inlense man, grew
up in Newton, Massachusetts. Although
he always wanted 1o go to film school, he
wenl to the UC San Francisco School of
Medicine instead. “If you become a doc-
tor," his father had told him, *people will
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Yale, where | majored in English lit. |
took a Super 8&-moviemaking class and | |
loved it.”

At UCLA, Dworet wrote a script aboul
emergency-room doctors that won the
school's Samuel Goldwwn Award. That
script got Dworet and Pool their first job,
writing The Practice, another film about
doctors, for which they were paid
£35.000. In 1980, they teamed up to write
The Second Reckoning, In 1985, Pool was
hired by Marty Ransohoff o write Big
Town, a movie about dice players in Chi-
cago. The hlm made him 3$1235,000.

and have to do an infinite number of re-
writes. And more than $500,000 for an-
other project. They have o pay us within
nine months for that other script or one of
their projects they want us o do.”
Dworet and Pool celebrated by taking
their wives to dinner at a jazz club to hear
Stanley Turrentine. Now they are waiting
o see il the film finally gets made. “They
were going to go right into production,”
Dworet says, ““then Steven Spiclberg got a
hold of the script. We were told he was
given it by Warren Beatty, who wanted to
do it, and that he said it was the best



script he's read in three years. He will de- | lighting cameraman, and | can remember | was nominated for an Oscar in 1973. An-
cide if he wanis to direct the film after he | playing with his cameras when | was three | other, Don’t Mess With Bill, was nomi-
sees our rewrites,” or four vears old,” he says. "He didn't | nated in 1980,

“We feel very vindicated,” Pool says, | want me to go into the business; he want- “Finally, we reached a point where | re-
“but we'll feel a lot better if it gets made.” | ed me to be an electrician, learn radio re- | alized we had to bridge into the dramatic

“The money is irrelevant,” Dworet | pair. But | never wanted to do anything | side.” Densham says. “'So | wrole a script
SEYS. else. When | was nineteen, | went to Can- | for a 25-minute film about a horse that

“Well, it’s not totally irrelevant,” Pool | ada and went to work for companies that | was foaling, and the crucible was that it
says. ' But what you want is to see a movie | were making short films.” was a breech birth and the guy had fifteen
on the screen. 've had only one movie |  Watson, 43, was born in Somerset to | minutes to decide whether 1o save the
made, and it was a great thrill to watch an | parents who ran a dairy farm. *| graduat- | mare or the foal. It is called If Wishes
audience hear it. It was like my life was | ed from Cambridge with a Greek-classics | Were Horses. A Canadian reviewer called

complete for a while.” major, and | didn't know what | wanted to | it the best movie of any length ever shown
be, except | didn’t want to be a farmer,” | on Canadian television.

PEN DENSHAM AND he says. "1 went to work in London for the | “Norman Jewison saw it and brought

JoHN WATSON London Weekly Advertiser, going from | me 10 be his guest producer-director on

store to store making sure they were | the making of F.15.T. He had gone to the

’ﬂ gl ol ey stocking the newspaper. | ran into some | Canadian government and said, ‘1 want to

American film editors. | got into a cutting | do something for Canadian filmmakers.’

i T WAS LITERALLY LIKE RIDING A | room with them, and | was instantly fasci- | He interviewed me and a couple of others,
roller coaster,” Pen Densham says | nated. | just loved it. In 1969, | talked my | and he chose me. John came with me. Af-

about the night last February | way into a job in Chicago as the assistant | ter that, we ended up coming 1o Los An-

when he and his partner, John | to an editor and worked with him on short | geles with our wives 1o take the plunge—
Watson, sold their screenplay, | films. But after six months, | would have | starting at the bottom. We were adopted

Prince of Thieves, in a deal that | had 1o enroll with the draft board 1o re- | by Stallone and worked on several of his

will earn their production compa- | new my visa, so | went to Toronto.” films as consultants. So the studios be-
ny $1.2 million. "It was wonder- | By then, Densham was running a big | came interested in us. We hired people to
ful and exhilarating.” house for young filmmakers in Toronto. A | develop scripts for us, and the scripis

Unlike some of the other screenwriters | friend told Watson that he could probably | were terrible. We were watching people
with $1-million deals, Pen Densham and | rent a room there. The two met when they | who were supposedly professional screen-
lohn Watson spent many years working | were both 22 and have been friends and | writers fritter away our opportunities. 5o
up to that moment. Densham, 42, was | partners ever since. Over the next ten | we started writing our own scripts.
born in London to parents who were in | years, their short films won more than 80 | “About a vear and a hall ago, | was
the British lilm industry. "My father was a | awards. One short film, Life Times Nine, | coming up to a space of time when |

3 0 ahead. We invite you. Take our glamorous beach on the new 'in” island.

Take adip in our % Caribbean, blue as a mermaid's eye. Windsurf, snorkel, scuba-dive, sail...

" Then take alookat the splashing rocks in our courtyard, our free-form
fantasy pool. Take our romantic rooms. Take a chance at the jackpot in our

casino. Take in our sizzling show. Now take a tour of our island, Aruba. Our natural

bridge. The charming gingerbread houses and duty-Iree bargains in
Oranjestad. Its a Dutch treal,
For reservations, information call us toll-free: 800-223-1588,
in New York City 212-661-4540. Ask your travel agent, (oo,
about our many attractive package plans.
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RQ 360 WIDEBODY...
by YONEX...

at PARAGON

This feather light racquet
constructed of “long Aber
graphite, incorporates the
following features:

« Hollow frame for
increased power and
control.

* Aerodynamic design
to minimize wind
resistance.

* Integrated power weight
system to reduce torque.

* Owal pressed shaft for
shock a!:rmrptinn and
flexibility.

* 102 sq. inch head size.

Frame with cover regularly

3230.00. Priced at $194.95.
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867 Broadway at 18th S, M.Y.C. 10003 (212 155-8034 Visa/Dinen/Thscover/ MC/AE Optima

Hirs. MonsFri. 10:00-8:00 Sae. 10:00-7-:00 Swn. 11004600
Mail & Phone Orders Add $3.50 Shipping. N.Y. Residents Add Local Sales Tax
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A special sale for all you pine nuts.

Satisty all those pine cravings
with one incredible sale,

A secret source for New

York's top decorators, this wonderful
collection of eceentric Scandinavian

pine furniture goes on sale June 11,

40% off our entire collection of
antique Scandinavian pine furniture.
Chairs, tables, unusual armoires, classic tall clocks,
benches, garden furniture, blanket boxes, cabinets, chest-of-
drawers, desks, beds, rag rugs, stoneware and much more,

For a limited mme only. Store hours: Monday-Sanerday, 11 am-7 paTL

EVER GeR*E-EN

In New York: 1249 Third Avenue, at T2nd, 744-5664, and 120 Spring Street, 900-6458,

didn't have something specific to work
on, so | started 1o go through my files, Out
of all the ideas, the Robin Hood onc
seemed to be the strongest. What | had
written in my fles was "Robin Hood
meets Raiders.'

“I talked to John and he got excited
about it, and we started working on il.
The first thing | wanted to do was a story
about saving England, and the second
thing | wanted 1o do was a story about an
Arab and a Christian 1aking on black mag-
i¢. The movie starts with this dazzling es-
cape. Robin is in a Saracen prison, and he
saves the life of this Saracen prisoner and
they escape together. The Saracen prison-
er says, ‘I'm coming back to England with
you." It starts with a classic buddy rela-
tionship. | decided to make the Sherilf of
Nottingham almost a Charlic Manson—ish
character, who's into the Druid religion
and black magic and is using that religion
to corrupt and co-opt the nobility and
take over England from the Norman king.
S50 Robin collects the band, and they team
up to take on the sherill and save
England."

It took about six months to finish the
screenplay. Densham and Watson showed
it to their William Morris agent, Mike
Simpson (who also put together the Jaffa-
Richardson deal), the first weekend in
February. *We had to offer it first to Para-
mount,” Densham says, “because we
have a deal there. It was a near-miss there.
Some people were excited; others didn't
want it. So we put it out over town over
the weekend of February 10. There were
people in all the studios reading it and
phoning our agent every five minutes. We
were gelting reports like "He's on page 63
right now, and he really likes it.’

“There was one studio that was offering
a very low amount of money for it, and we
were close 1o saying yes, because we
weren't sure what else was coming in. But
Mike pulled off a coup. He got some infor-
mation that one studio was very excited
about it, and then the movie took off in
terms of the bidding. Finally, on Wednes-
day, February 14, Valentine's Day, about
nine o'clock at night, the deal was made.
And all over town, agents and lawyers and
executives at three quarters of the studios
were earning the wrath of their spouses.”

They each celebrated with a quiet din-
ner with their wives. Then, about a month
later, Pen Densham celebrated with a trip
to Hawaii. 'l very rarely take any holiday,
50 | essentially forced myself out of the
door because I couldn't think of a better
excuse to do it. | waited until a month af-
| ter the deal was made, though, “cause for

that month, until everything is signed, it
was sort of like being in escrow. This in-
dustry tends to work in what we call feed-
ing frenzies. And you try and keep a cool
| head amid it. | like to use the analogy that
you've gol to harpoon the whale as it's
coming al you, ‘cause otherwise it's going
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| to run right past you." [



