


ProducingWoody’s Life
by Betty Jeffries Demby and Judith McNally

“Director Hal Ashby and
director of photography
Haskell Wexler shared
producer Leventhal’s com-
mitment to make an honest,
‘un-Hollywood’ biography.
‘Haskell had actually known
Woody,’ Leventhal ex-
plained, ‘although only
casually, and Hal Ashby had
been a great admirer of
Woody for years. In fact,
when Hal and I first met, he
said: ‘This is a movie I have
to do.’ ”_—
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He was a shy little man, a slow talker,
and not much of a conversationalist.
Although he was a skilled guitarist and
wrote some fine songs, he didn’t sing them
especially well and just never quite made
it commercially. He was a pro-union man
back in the 30’s when unionists were far
from popular in many quarters. He had a
rough childhood and even got a raw deal
genetically in the form of a heredity
degenerative disease called Huntington’s
chorea. He was only 55 when he died after
spending years in a hospital. Yet when he
wrote his autobiography, Woody Guthrie
called it “Bound for Glory”—a choice
typical of his nothing-can-stop-me spirit.
Now, 11 years after he began rounding

up the necessary rights and permissions,
producer Harold Leventhal has given us
BOUND FOR GLORY, a filmic treat-
ment that captures the irrepressible, can-
tankerous, highly creative spirit of Woody
Guthrie set against a panoramic, grittily
realistic background of America during
the Depression. All done thanks to Hal
Ashby’s fine direction, Haskell Wexler’s
extra-ordinarily fine cinematography,
and David Carradine’s performance as
the hard-driving, hard-loving populist
folk singer.

Harold Leventhal, for years Woody’s
personal manager, decided to film the
sprawling biography back when Woody
was still alive and from the outset the
project had the subject and his family’s
blessing. Leventhal, a gentle, soft-spoken
man, chuckled at the suggestion that the
film was an attempt to give a dying man
immortality. “We never thought of it that
way,” he said. “Woody was always
delighted that his songs were being sung
by other people, that his books were being
published. He wanted his work to get to
the people and I felt a good movie would
tell Woody’s story and explain what he
stood for.”
But realizing that concept was far from

easy. Although United Artists committed
itself to financing and distributing the
picture some 9 years ago, shooting only
began in August of 75. Leventhal ex-
plained the reason for the extended delay
was “lack of a suitable script.” The re-
jected versions all attempted to cover the
whole of Guthrie’s patchwork life, “but
that was just too episodic,” said
Leventhal, “and failed to develop any
period really well.”
After four unacceptable scripts which

cost $400,000, the studio refused to
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“We’d be all set to shoot,
and our train would come
by on schedule all right——
but with all the cars in
the wrong order. Of
course that had to be fix-
ed or the footage
wouldn’t match—but
that meant going back 30
or 40 miles to a turning
where the train could be
rearranged. And that
would often kill the
whole day. ”—Director Hal Ashby and David Carradine,
who plays Woody Guthrie, pause between
scenes atop a freight train during filming.

finance a fifth try. So Leventhal rounded
up money from a few interested investors
and dug into his own pocket to hire
screenwriter Robert Getchell for yet
another first draft. “We were fortunate,”
the producer explained. “UA accepted
that first draft immediately, reimbursed
us for it, and went on from there.”
Perhaps one reason Getchell succeeded

where others had failed was because his
screenplay zeroed in on just four years of
Guthrie’s life. “We finally decided we
couldn’t cover it all; we had to stop
somewhere.We had to center on the most
significant period.” They began with
Guthrie’s decision in 1936 to leave his
family in desolate Pampa, Texas, and
seek his fortune in California. BOUND
FOR GLORY follows his cross-country
trek as he rode the rails with hoboes and
hitched rides with Okie families turned
into migrants by the Depression.
Instead of a promised land full of work

and money, California turned out to be
dotted with wretched shantytowns where
thousands of people waited, mainly in
vain, for a chance at a pitiful handful of
farm and fruit-picking jobs. Said Leven-
thal, “that was the period when Woody
developed into a radical, when he began
writing songs with social/political con-
tent. In a very real way, the rest of his life
was based on what happened during those
years.”
Interestingly enough, those few years

pulled from the middle of a wide-ranging,
hectic life do have a satisfyingly coherent
beginning-middle-end structure. Even
though a few dramatic liberties were
taken, like telescoping several of Woody’s
radical friends into one character, the
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producer pointed out that even the
Guthrie family agreed these changes were
“consistent with Woody.”
Although BOUND FOR GLORY’s key

production personnel were drawn from
Hollywood’s front ranks, director Hal
Ashby and director of photography
Haskell Wexler shared Leventhal’s com-
mitment to make an honest, “un-
Hollywood” biography. “Haskell had ac-
tually known Woody,” the producer ex-
plained, “although only casually, and Hal
Ashby had been a great admirer ofWoody
for years. In fact, when Hal and I first
met, he said: ‘This is a movie I have to
do.’ ”
But one of the most critical tasks was

finding the right actor to play a folk singer
who is still the center of a devoted follow-
ing. “Almost every folk singer around
wanted to do it,” Leventhal recalled, “but
one of the first things Hal and I decided
was that we weren’t making a musical; we
needed someone who was first of all a fine
actor.”
Inevitably, Woody’s son Arlo (himself a

folk singer and star of ALICE’S RES-
TAURANT) was considered. However,
the director felt asking a son to portray his
own father would place an intolerable
burden on any actor. “As Arlo’s personal
manager,” said Leventhal, “I was very
much in the middle.” But ultimately he
too decided it would be a no-win situation
for Arlo. “After all, if his work was
criticized, he wouldn’t just be an actor
who’d given a poor performance; he’d be
letting his father down. And if he did a
brilliant job, that might be even worse
because in everyone’s eyes he’d become
Woody.”

Eventually they settled on David
Carradine, and Leventhal confesses that
“at first I was a little taken aback. Having
known Woody so well for so many years, I
was locked to his physical image. Then
there was David: much taller, straight
sandy hair instead of Woody’s dark curly
hair, etc. But Ashby made the very im-
portant point that the people who
remembered the real Woody would be
only a tiny portion of the millions of peo-
ple we wanted to reach. The important
thing was finding an actor who’d give us
the feel of the man. And even from the
outset, many, many things about David
were right: the walk, the mannerisms—
you could really believe him as an Okie. I
think the best summation came from
Jody Guthrie, Woody’s youngest son, who
told me: ‘He has Woody’s vibes.’ That’s
just what we wanted rather than an inch-
by-inch, gesture-by-gesture imitation of
Woody.”
The pre-production research was exact-

ing, both in terms of Guthrie’s life and the
period. Fortunately there was an abun-
dance of material available in both areas.
The Guthrie family provided snapshots,
family memorabilia, and personal
recollections. Production designer
Michael Haller and costume designer
William Theiss spent endless hours por-
ing over every available book on the
period, vintage Life magazines, Walker
Evans photos, and so on.
Once production began, both the

schedule and the budget grew like Topsy:
location shooting (most of it in the
Bakersfield/Stockton area of California)
began in August of ’75 and wasn’t com-
pleted till January 6, 1976; and the
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—“The budget and the
schedule grew respec-
tively larger and longer
when Ashby decided to
expand the migrant
camps from 200 or so ex-
tras to some 500 to 700.
And casting, transpor-
ting, clothing, and feed-
ing those 700 plus extras
became a gargantuan
task.”
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original $4 million budget almost doubled
to a final figure of $7 million. Ashby shot a
hefty 700,000 feet of film, but none of the
overages gave his producer any major
qualms. “After all,” he explained, “no
director wants to find himself short in the
editing room. And the finished film vin-
dicates his approach. I have to give UA
great credit; even as we were going over
budget, they never wavered. They loved
what they were seeing in the dailies and
backed us all the way.”
One unanticipated time- and money-

consumer was the long train sequence, in-
volving stunt work, some risky photo-
graphy, and perhaps most difficult of all,
working with actual trains. “The first
problem,” Leventhal explained, “was get-
ting period engines and boxcars. We
scouted around and found some trains in
museumsfibut they didn’t even have the
power to roll out of the museum. The
train we actually used had to be brought
down from Oregon for us.
“Then we were working on active, live

tracks, so we had an elaborate job of coor—
dination with the railroads to be certain
those tracks would be clear when we were
shooting. Other times we’d be all set to
shoot, and our train would come by on
schedule all right—but with all the cars in
the wrong order. Of course that had to be
fixed or the footage wouldn’t match—but
that meant going back 30 or 40 miles to a
turning where the train could be
rearranged. And that would often kill the
whole day. None of us had ever worked
with trains before, but we checked and
found everyone else had run into exactly
the same problems. You just can’t control
a train or make a definitive schedule.”
The train sequence also included a lot

of shots of Woody and a friend jumping on
and off fast-moving freights, then climb-
ing up to the tops of the cars as the train
barrelled along. Since a lot of close-ups
were involved, finding stunt doubles for
David Carradine and Ji-Tu Cumbuka
might have been difficult but the question
was academic: Carradine insisted on do-
ing his own stunts. Carradine is athletic,
gutsy, and as is obvious from the footage.
handled himself well on the speeding
train, “but it had us very nervous,” said
Leventhal. “It was every bit as dangerous
as it looked—so much so that all the other
actors on the train were stunt people. And
David did have one very close call: he
slipped once while climbing on and was
inches away from the tracks." Right
about then, the insurance people found
out about the star-turned-stuntmanand
threatened to cancel BOUND FOR
GLORY’s coverage unless Carradine sat
out his stunts. Fortunately the near-
accident marked the last stunt scene.
The budget and the schedule grew

respectively larger and longer again when
Ashby decided to expand the migrant
camp scenes from 200 or so extras to some
500 to 700. “He told me the picture had to
be bigger and more open,” Leventhal ex-
plained. “He felt he needed a bigger can-
vas and I felt it was justified because we
wanted to show that a whole section of the
country, a whole segment of society, was
involved in the Dust Bowl migrations.
You just couldn’t build a true picture with
lots of little scenes of ten people here and
ten people there because there were really
hundreds of thousands of people involved
in it.”
But casting, transporting, clothing, and

feeding those 700 plus extras became a
gargantuan task. The vast majority of the
extras were people living in the Stockton
area where the company was shooting,
and interestingly enough, many of them
were the children and grandchildren of
Okies who had settled there during the
Depression.
They cast through ads in local papers

and by scouting Y’s, senior citizens’
centers, and slum areas for men, women,
and children with the right “look.” “We
needed Wasp-y types, gaunt and poor-
looking faces—and plenty of people like
that live in the area. Not surprisingly,
many of the people we used were on
Welfare or out of work so we had lots of
whole family groups.”
Calling the extras every evening was a

mammoth job, especially since they
would routinely call more people than ab-
solutely necessary to compensate for the
inevitable dropouts and no-shows. The
extras would turn up at 6 the next morn-
ing at company headquarters (a local
motel) where a fleet of buses (“I
remember counting more than 20 once,”
said Leventhal) took them out to an enor-
mous empty warehouse near the location.
“It had been used for fruit-picking and ac-
tually looked like an airplane hangar but
we used it for wardrobe. Fortunately we
didn’t need to do makeup for all those
hundreds of people.” By 8 am, a number
of production assistants, working from
the assistant director’s master plan, had
gotten the extras settled in the migrant
camp’s shacks and tents.
Further complicating the shoot was the

fact that the children involved could only
work a limited number of hours each day,
so scenes with them had to be carefully
scheduled. Also, California state law re-
quires instruction by certified teachers for
school»age children who are working in
films. At times there were so many
children on hand that a makeshift
elementary schooliof respectable size was
in session on the outskirts of the location!
For many of the extras BOUND FOR

GLORY soon became more than just a
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few weeks of well-paid outdoor work.
Somewhat to his surprise, Leventhal
found himself bombarded by requests
from the cast and crew for copies of
Woody’s book, and before long many of
the company were spending much of their
spare time immersed in the printed ver-
sion of the film they were making.
Another factor responsible for the enor-

mous espirit de corps which developed
among the company was that, at
Leventhal’s request, United Artists in-
vited the entire Guthrie family to be pre-
sent on the set—and many of them
accepted the invitation, some for a few
days or weeks, a few for the duration.
Leventhal explained that his unorthodox
request was prompted by a number of
reasons: “To some extent,” he said, “I
wanted to share some of the enormous
obligation I felt in doing this film. All of
us, of course, wanted to do a good job for
Woody and the family, but I felt a special
responsibility. For example, Woody’s
sister, who is portrayed briefly in the film,
had to grant permission for that, of
course. She told me she would allow it
because I was the one asking her and she
personally trusted me. That imposes a
kind of responsibility you can’t take light-
ly. Also, I didn’t want the family simply
to come to an opening night; I wanted
them to have a bigger part in making the
film. Of course they had read and liked
the script, but their presence on the set
and their constant approval gave us
wonderful moral support during a long,
difficult shoot.”
Mary Guthrie, Woody’s first wife who is

prominently featured in BOUND FOR
GLORY, was especially helpful, staying
with the company virtually from start to
finish. “She and Melinda Dillon, the ac-
tress playing Mary Guthrie, became very
close,” the producer explained, “and
Mary was very supportive, even down to
details like describing the outfits she wore
on certain occasions.” But wasn’t it
wrenching for the now-middle-aged
woman to watch the breakup of her
marriage played out by actors on a movie
set? “It was a curious thing,” Leventhal
recalled. “It seemed Mary was trying to
be both involved and detached simul-
taneously, and I think she succeeded. The
involvement was inevitable: I remember
the day we shot a climactic scene where
Mary and Woody have a bitter fight
leading directly to their splitting up.
Mary was watching the take and she was
in tears, no doubt reliving it all. Yet at the
same time she was detached enough to
help us a great deal.
“I think we were all really galvanized

by the family’s presence. For example,
Jody Guthrie, Woody’s youngest son, was
around fairly often. Jody happens to be a
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“The train sequence in-
cluded a lot of shots of
Woody jumping on and
off fast-moving freights,
then climbing up to the
tops of the cars as the
train barrelled along.
But Carradine insisted
on doing his own stunts.
‘It had us very nervous,’
said Leventhal. ‘It was
every bit as dangerous as
it looked.’ ”
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_“Bound For Glory makesno attempt to gloss over
the singer’s womanizing
and occasional erratic
behavior. ‘The fact that
he walked out on his wife
—well, he did it,’ Leven-
thal said. V‘Any artist as
burdened by his creativi-
ty as Woody was gives
first preference to it, un-
fortunately. Or perhaps
fortunately — it all
depends on your point of
view.’ ”
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dead ringer for his father, and he’s exactly
the same age as Woody in BOUND FOR
GLORY. I remember the first day he
visited, a lot of people were shocked——it
was kind of eerie, like an apparition had
walked on the set. He and David
Carradine became very friendly; I think
the cast just absorbed things from the
family almost unconsciously.But perhaps
the most helpful thing was that the family
was 100% behind our efforts.”
In fact, it was especially gratifying

because BOUND FOR GLORY makes no
attempt to gloss over the singer’s
womanizing and occasional erratic
behavior. “The fact that he walked out on
his wife—well, he did it; that’s his
failing,” Leventhal said. “Any artist as
burdened by his creativity as Woody was
gives first preference to it, unfortunately.
Or perhaps fortunately—~it all depends on
your point of view. At the same time, he
was a man of complete integrity. At the
end of the film, he had the choice of
becoming a big radio personality or a big
pop singer if he stuck to ‘safe’ material.
Well, he didn’t—because making money
meant absolutely nothing to him. And we
had to show the real man, good and bad.”
Harold Leventhal is a relative new-

comer to the film industry (his only other
credit is co-producer of ALICE’S
RESTAURANT, although as actor Alan
Arkin’s personal manager he is “close to
the film scene”) yet he has a lifetime of
experience in managing artists (mainly
folk singers, among them Judy Collins,
Pete Seeger, and of course, Woody and
Arlo Guthrie) and feels the art ofmanage-
ment is a major part of a film producer’s
job. “Some of the problems are similar,”
he explained. “A sense of organization,
having things done at the right time,
making the connections to put things
together, anticipating needs, ameliorating
or averting problems—it all has to be
done whether you’re workingon a singer’s
tour or a motion picture. This was just a
tougher and longer organizational ex-
perience: a question of finding the right
script, the right director to realize it, and
then preserving his creative autonomy.”
But Leventhal also feels merchandising

is the producer’s second and equally im-
portant task, and has been closely in-
volved with BOUND FOR GLORY’s
publicity and advertising campaign.
“What’s the good of doing a film,” he
asked, “if it doesn’t get seen?” Although
many feel the current trend in the in-
dustry is toward blockbuster/disaster/
spectacular films, Leventhal thinks the
time is right for BOUND FOR GLORY.
“The whole political climate is now recep-
tive to this film,” he said “The recent
renewal of interest in the McCarthy era, a
new openness about dissent, makes me

think a film like ours is very much a part
of the coming trend.”
So far audience reaction has borne him

out, and young audiences have been par-
ticularly enthusiastic. “These kids don’t
necessarily know a great deal about
Woody Guthrie,” he explained, “so while
we’re stressing Woody in the advertising
—and by the way, we vetoed some
artwork that showed him as a dour,
solemn figure—we’re not overstressing
Woody. Rather, our emphasis is on the
whole period. This film is a revelation for
kids; they’re fascinated by the historical
background. Many young people do know
Woody’s music and through the film
they’ll connect it to its composer. But
Guthrie is a hero to younger people
because he never sold out—and I think
that’s especially appealing today when
people of integrity are relatively rare. For
example, one young Black girl—a com-
plete stranger to me—wrote me a letter
saying that to her, Woody Guthrie was
like Martin Luther King.”
Leventhal has also aimed the adver-

tising campaign toward a somewhat un-
conventional film audience: union
members. “Since this is one of the rare
pictures that deals with early union
struggles, it made sense to bring it to the
attention of union members. We invited
all the top union officials and labor
reporters to screenings, and we’ll be
reviewed in all the major union
publications. We have the active interest
of major unions like the United
Farmworkers, the Steelworkers, and the
Amalgamated Clothing Workers. That
way we’ll reach an entirely different
audience from the people reached by more
conventional film publicity.”
The film is also being supported by

heavy musical backup: some of Guthrie’s
own recordings including the songs used
in the film are being re-issued: BOUND
FOR GLORY’s soundtrack album is
available, plus a re-issue of “Tribute to
Woody Guthrie,” a recording of his work
by a number of well-known artists.
Perhaps the most intriguing question is

why Leventhal stuck with what at times
must have seemed a doomed effort for 11

years. “I just held on, held on, and held
on,” he answered. “If it was going to be
done, it had to be done right. I honestly
preferred no film about Woody Guthrie to
something inauthentic, glossy, or dis-
honest. I felt the work he had done was
tremendous and deserved to reach the
largest possible audience. Besides, I really
liked the guy.” The result of that honest
determination as carried through by the
whole BOUND FOR GLORY company is
a film biography with as much integrity
as its subject. As one critic summed it up:
“Woody would have been glad.”
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