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I started thinking about this book back in 2006. I had recently interviewed Deep Red editor Chas. Balun and fanzine veteran Steve Bissette. My idea at the time was to conduct and assemble a collection of interviews with some of the key people involved in the old fanzine scene. Not just any zine scene—I wanted to talk to the guys behind the horror film rags. Dirty little things like Subhuman, Slimetime, and Sleazoid Express.

I began working on things in earnest, but I quickly realized that I had started to spread myself way too thin. I was working a day job as a technical writer for General Motors and trying to keep my DVD label (Barrel Entertainment) out of debt. I started shelving a lot of the projects that I was involved with, and Xerox Ferox was one of them.

By 2007, I was mentally and physically drained. It was time to take a break from things. I said goodbye to my old life, spun a much needed cocoon, and eventually resurfaced with new wings. I started working at one of the finest museums in the world—The Henry Ford in Dearborn, Michigan. The time that I spent there was essential and rejuvenating. All of my colleagues were in love with history, and I embarked upon a five year tenure as a both a student and teacher of early American agriculture.
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Working at a museum can be relaxing and maddening at the same time. When things were good, it seemed as if I was on a paid vacation. When things were bad… well, let’s just say that I began to seek solace in a long lost love—exploitation films of every shape and size. Films and fandom suddenly became fun again. This wasn’t something that I did for a living. It was something that I did to relax. I started watching movies again. I started reading about them again. And I started to write about them again. Another very personal metamorphosis was about to take shape.

When David Kerekes (the publisher of the book that you’re now reading) wrote and asked me if I had any of the old files from my lengthy (and sadly aborted) book about the exploitation director Joel M. Reed, I pinched myself. Perfect timing. I went directly to a long locked vault and started searching. Sure enough, there they were. I set about editing a few chapters together, and what do you know? I enjoyed it. I enjoyed it so much that I started excavating some other artifacts from my past.

In 2011, I stumbled upon some ancient floppy discs and cassette tapes that had been patiently waiting in a box that I thought was long gone. The dust covered thing was labeled (in rather crude printing) “Xerox Ferox.” I decided to give the contents a once over.
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Before I knew it, the past became a big part of my present. I started making plans with myself to begin climbing the mountain that would eventually become Xerox Ferox.

I started out by transcribing the tapes. Shit, this stuff was good. Really good. But would anyone else be interested in a book about old fanzines? Would I be able to track down the people that I wanted to interview? And if I did manage to track them down, would they even care about the old boxes in their closets? Only one way to find out. I started making some phone calls.

One of the first people that I talked to was Jim Morton, the editor of Trashola. He lives in San Francisco, and I live in Detroit. By the time I finished talking to him, it was very early in the morning, but I didn’t care. Jim was great—thoughtful, funny, and full of wonderful stories. I quickly transcribed the interview and made some more calls. Before long, I was talking to a lot of the old gang, and they were actually talking back—pages and pages of taking back. If I didn’t have the contact information for a potential interview, it was almost guaranteed that somebody within my newfound circle would. Before long, I was looking at twenty, thirty, forty interviews. And that was only the beginning.

Actually, this is probably a good time to address my beginning. I was born in 1973 in Warren, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit. Most of my earliest memories involve watching horror movies. Like many of the people interviewed in this book, I was mesmerized by the fuzzy UHF signals that came to life on the family television. I was addicted to a show called Chiller Double Feature. It aired on Saturday afternoons, and a man who called himself Sir Graves Ghastly administered my first dose of horror films from the sixties and seventies. I’ll never forget seeing Eugenio Martín’s Horror Express for the first time. The glowing eyes of the creature scared the shit out of me, as did John Cacavas’ haunting score.

Shortly after, I discovered comic books. One day, my grandfather brought a big box down from his attic. It was filled with coverless pre-codes, and I instantly fell in love with them. I started making weekly trips to the library, scouring the shelves for any information that I could find about the things. Before long, I was reading about Fredric Wertham and his attack on what I had recently identified as the ECS. I’m fairly certain that I was the only sixth grader in my neighborhood that had an axe to grind with the man.
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And then, I discovered Famous Monsters of Filmland. I had seen ads for the magazine in the back pages of Creepy and Eerie and I really wanted to read it. I finally found a few tattered copies at a flea market and I took them home. As a child of the eighties, I wasn’t really impressed by the content. Famous Monsters was talking about “old” movies, and by this time, I was hip to the splatter craze that was just beginning to blossom. What did make an impression was the other-worldliness about it. As with the ECs, Creepy, and Eerie, reading Famous Monsters was very much like stepping into a time machine. I was enamored by the history and nostalgia of it all, but where was the voice of my generation?

Suddenly, it hit. On a routine trip to the local pharmacy, my young eyes saw Fangoria for the first time. I was still too young to buy it (and my mother yanked it away before I could turn to page four), but I knew then and there that it was something very special. My father had the ECs, my older cousins had the Warren mags, and I had Fangoria. A few years later, I was a proud member of the Fango Family, and my life would never be the same.

Before long, I was sneaking into R-rated horror flicks with my friends. That was always a thrill, even if the film that we saw was less than stellar. It was almost as if we were breaking the law. We were doing something taboo, something forbidden. And when a VCR finally hit my household, all bets were off.

It was around this time that I discovered the fanzines. I remember seeing ads for a comic book shop called FantaCo in the back pages of Fangoria. It was kind of like seeing the ads for Famous Monsters in Creepy and Eerie, but this time the ads were current. I quickly sent away for something called the Gore Score. Soon after that, I purchased my first copy of Deep Red. On page thirty-eight of issue number 2, was an article called “Fanzines A-Z.”
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I sat down with a pencil in my hand and made out a list of the zines that I wanted to read. Cinemacabre. Crimson Celluloid. Demonique. Gore Gazette. Sleazoid Express. I didn’t get my hands on them all at once, but as the years went on, I built up a solid collection.

Those zines led to others, and I soon became a full-fledged bloodhound: I was sniffing out fanzines from every corner of the earth and I was always on the lookout for more. When I read in Incredibly Strange Films (the seminal book from RE/Search) that guest editor Jim Morton had once published a fanzine called Trashola, I knew that I had to track it down. Before long, I was a part of a network of zine and tape traders, and the goods kept rolling in: Stink. The Splatter Times. Fatal Visions. Hi-Tech Terror. I was coming of age with the help of a new generation, and I was having the time of my life.

The fanzines were different than the mainstream magazines like Fangoria. They had nothing to lose, and the results were both serious and sleazy. Nothing beat getting down in the dirt with Rick Sullivan as he ranted and raved in the pages of Gore Gazette. There was something mysterious and fascinating about Sleazoid Express—Bill Landis and Jimmy McDonough were wading knee-deep in filth, but there was real poetry to be found in their words. Stefan Jaworzyn’s Shock Xpress took genre criticism to an entirely new level. And J. Adler’s Grindhouse was just plain out there!

When I was a kid reading fanzines, I had a theory. I figured that all of the guys who wrote, edited, and published the things were kind and kindred spirits. A wonderful network of fans connected in those days, be they readers or writers. I was a reader who wanted to become a writer, and as I made headway with my research for this book, I realized that I was slowly becoming a part of this wild and crazy bunch. The interviews went on for hours into the night. At times, I was asking questions. And at other times, I was simply talking to fellow fans. To paraphrase something that Dennis Daniel said in the pages of Deep Red, we were friends shooting the “horror shit.” We were brethren. We were one.
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As much as I’d like to call this book the definitive study of its subject, I have to acknowledge two glaring omissions. I made every effort to interview Psychotronic’s Michael Weldon and Rick Sullivan of the Gore Gazette. Both publications were seminal zines that paved a road that is still widely traveled. Alas, those interviews were not meant to be. I’d like to take this moment to thank both men for all of their hard work and inspiration. Perhaps we’ll get the chance to talk one day.

[image: 001]

With that out of the way, let’s get on to the meat of things. The book that you hold in your hands is the result of a lifetime obsession with monster movies. That obsession is not just mine. Everyone interviewed within this book’s pages shares the same love of the genre, and their enthusiasm and passion shines through with every word. I’m sure that you share these sentiments as well, and I dedicate this book to all of the fans who once sat spellbound in front of the television, marveling at the monsters that seemed to live inside it. We are brethren. We are one.
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I’ve held these interviews close by my side for a very long time. The time has finally come to let them loose…

John Szpunar
Detroit, Michigan
The last days of January, 2013
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The title of this book was inspired by David Slater’s article, “Xerox
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I first met Steve Bissette on a cold Halloween night, many, many years ago. One of my neighbors was passing out comic books, and I ended up going home with something called Swamp Thing. As a sheltered monster fanatic, I was thrilled; a quick glance at the cover told me that this was something that would normally be out of my reach. I stashed the book under my pillow and waited for bedtime.

That night’s reading proved to be different. Swamp Thing was different. It was adult in nature and it was nothing like the other comics I’d seen before. Not sure what to make of it, I read the thing again and again as the clock on my nightstand slowly ticked its way toward november. The clock (its face lit up green, as I recall) is long gone, but I still have that issue of Swamp Thing.

I next encountered Bissette in a magazine called Deep Red. I was about to enter high school, and was hell-bent on horror films. In his “Reditorial”, editor Chas. Balun mentioned that Swamp Thing artist Steve Bissette had joined the Deep Red fold. I couldn’t believe it. It seemed like this Bissette guy was showing up in all of the right places.

I was at those places, too. We next met in the pages of FantaCo’s Gore Shriek, and then in an issue of Death Rattle. By this time, I was a full-fledged Bissette fanatic. And by the time Taboo hit, I knew exactly what to expect.

But it didn’t stop there. Bissette contributed an avalanche of essays and reviews to many of my favorite magazines, including Gorezone, European Trash Cinema, Ecco, and Video Watchdog.

I could go on and on about Bissette’s fine hand as an artist. About his encyclopedic and obsessive essays and film reviews. About his current work as a teacher at Vermont’s prestigious Center for Cartoon Studies. I could go on, but I don’t have to. If you’re reading this book, you’ve met the man somewhere along the line. You know him, too.

I will, however, say this.

I had the chance to work professionally with Steve a few years back (hell, it’s been more than a few years now; who’s this old boy trying to kid?) and he was one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. And when I first started work on the book you’re now reading, he was the first person I contacted for an interview.

So, hurry on up to bed and lock your door. Pull down the windows and dim the lights. Smell that cold October air? Hear that clawing at the door? Recoil in terror, you fool!

Urm… Aw hell, enough of that! No need to panic. After all, it’s only Steve Bissette…

The following interview was conducted via telephone in August, 2006; edited & revised November, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: You mentioned to me that you still remember the first issue of Famous Monsters of Filmland that you saw.

STEVE BISSETTE: Oh yeah. It was number 28, the one with Bela Lugosi on the cover—the portrait of him as the leader of the Manimals in Island of Lost Souls.
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JS: Was that the first time you’d seen a magazine like that?

SB: Yeah, pretty much. I was born in 1955, so aside from occasionally stumbling onto coverless horror comics from the fifties, all that I really saw were the code-approved comic books of the sixties. Tales to Astonish and that kind of stuff. I didn’t dream that monster magazines even existed. TV Guide and True Confessions were the only film magazines that I’d seen before. And the scariest thing I’d ever seen was the National Enquirer.

JS: Seriously?

SB: When I was a kid, the Enquirer was very different from what it is now. It was a really disturbing tabloid newspaper. I still remember visiting an aunt’s house, and there was a cover photo of Jayne Mansfield’s fatal accident with this little white arrow pointing to a clump of hair on the ground. It was her head.
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JS: Interesting…

SB: I didn’t imagine that there was anything like monster magazines. But I already had a deep and abiding love for monster movies and I caught them whenever they were on television.

JS: Do you remember the first horror film that had an impact on you? I’d imagine that you were pretty young.

SB: Yeah. I grew up in northern Vermont. We essentially had three TV stations to choose from. WMTW from poland springs, Maine had a package of films that included The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, Them!, and The Thief of Bagdad. I got to see those movies over and over again. At that time—the late fifties and early sixties—the TV stations leased their film packages. And they’d repeat them fairly constantly. The first of the three films that I saw was The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms. I was so young that I tried to talk my dad into driving us to Coney Island before they killed the monster. I don’t know how I knew it, but I knew that Coney Island was a real place. I knew that what I saw on TV was sometimes “the news”. I knew that I was only watching a movie. But still, on the off-chance… Anyway, my dad didn’t have a clue as to what I was asking or what I was talking about. I must have been three years old. And that’s the film that sold me for life.

JS: Were you aware of dinosaurs at the time?

SB: Oh yeah. Dinosaurs were my first love. I was one of those little kids who, when my mom would read dinosaur books to me, she couldn’t pronounce their names. She’d stop at that part of the book and I’d pronounce them. That’s pretty much how I learned to read. I copied those drawings and I had the little plastic Marx dinosaur sets that came out in the late fifties. That was a real important part of my childhood. So dinosaurs, yeah, they were big. No wonder The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms was the movie that caught my eye. Ray Harryhausen was the first filmmaker that I was aware of. And that was thanks to Famous Monsters.

JS: Were there any fan magazines going prior to Famous Monsters?

SB: Fan publications about horror films followed Famous Monsters. The two magazines that existed when I was a kid were Famous Monsters of Filmland and Castle of Frankenstein. There were many others, including the Charlton monster magazines (which were hard to come by and lame), including some good ones like Modern Monster and Russ Jones’ Monster Mania, but those came a bit later; for me, Famous Monsters and Castle of Frankenstein were it. This was before I saw or ever heard of a fanzine dedicated to horror movies. Now, what both of those magazines did from early on was list the addresses of other monster movie fans. There were sections dedicated to that. And as the fanzines began to appear, I first heard of them there. Specifically in Castle of Frankenstein. They would actually reproduce the covers of some of the monster, comics, and serial fanzines that were coming out.

JS: What year are we looking at?

SB: That was a little later in the sixties. 1963 to 1965.

JS: I sort of assumed that horror fans would have been writing and publishing about monster movies before that, considering the whole science fiction fan network that had started much earlier.

SB: The science fiction fanzines existed first. And some of the people involved with the science fiction fanzines were later editors at comic companies like National Periodical Publications, now known as DC Comics. People like “Julie” Schwartz. Forrest J Ackerman occasionally wrote columns about science fiction films. If you’re tracking the origin of horror film fanzines, you have to go back to those publications. Although, that’s in the context of fanzines that were actually dedicated to literary science fiction, with the exception of Forrest J Ackerman’s “scientiFilms” columns, which date back to 1934.

JS: The pulps.

SB: Yeah. The pulp era of Weird Tales and Amazing Stories. Fantasy and science fiction. And then, in the early fifties, you had the first wave of comic fanzines.

JS: The EC Comics fanzines?

SB: Those were the first, as far as I’m aware. Now, I don’t know how many of the terms I’m about to use will make sense to your readers, but most of those magazines were either done as carbon copies or with mimeographs. That was an early form of printing where you’d actually have to type onto these stencils. And if you wanted to draw on the stencils, you’d have to use cutting tools that were specifically designed for them. I used those in grade school and a little bit in high school. At that time, schools were still using mimeo for papers.

JS: Did you ever try to draw with one?

SB: I did get to play with trying to do a comic on a mimeo. It was hard. You couldn’t draw the way you’d normally draw; you couldn’t use a pencil or paper. You had to draw on this opaque blue-black surface that was sort of like a messy sheet of carbon paper. You’d have to carve into that to leave an impression on the mimeo master. And that’s what you’d run your copies from. It had this very specific smell to it—I can smell it right now, as we’re talking.

JS: I’ve often wondered why those early fanzine drawings looked so crude.

SB: That kind of thing, seen today, is beyond archaic. You just can’t picture the process of what mimeography was about. But that’s how most of the early fanzines were done. The cost of printing was expensive. You didn’t have photocopiers; they didn’t exist yet. That kind of technology didn’t emerge until the late sixties. You certainly didn’t have the equivalent of a photocopy shop in every town the way you do today. And typesetting was still done the old way where you actually set the type in these large flatbeds. The type was metal slugs. All of that was beyond the reach of any kid. You’d have to be a really devoted adult fan to do something like that. So, the first fanzines that I actually saw printed were in the late to mid-sixties.

JS: The Warren magazines played a big part in the evolution. How did they evolve?

SB: Jim Warren was a young independent publisher and there were a lot of strange adult magazines being published back then. This was way before there were hardcore adult magazines. There was nothing like Penthouse, and Playboy was brand new. Most of the men’s magazines emerged from the men’s “joke” magazines. That’s where Jim Warren began. He did a magazine called After Hours, and he printed an article by Forrest J Ackerman [issue number 4—Js]. It was a pun-filled photo-illustrated article on monster movies with an adult twist. I’m assuming the photos included buxom babes with little on. That article was the catalyst for Famous Monsters.

JS: Famous Monsters emerged in 1958.

SB: Right. That was the thing that put Warren on the map with the distributors. Nobody had ever done a magazine like that before. It was surprisingly successful. Like most publishers of the time, almost everything else he had done had been an imitation of something that already existed. After Hours looked like thirty other softcore magazines. I’ve since gone back and scoured the flea-markets. I’ve found artifacts from the pre-Warren period. Certain issues of Popular Mechanics and Popular Science would have an article on the special effects in a science fiction movie. I’ve tracked down copies of science and invention magazines that had cover stories on George Pal’s Destination Moon. There’s a great one with a cover story from The Creature from the Black Lagoon. I’ve also tracked down some of the men’s magazines from that era.
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JS: What were they like?

SB: They were about the size of the men’s magazines now, but they didn’t have slick paper and they didn’t have full nudity. There were breasts inside, but never a shot of pubic hair. Certainly no sexual activity. And those magazines would occasionally have articles with guys wearing Frankenstein monster masks or ghoul masks. Little two- or three-page articles that weren’t even articles; just photo sessions of semi-nude models and a guy with a monster mask. And those magazines would occasionally have an article on horror films. I’ve stumbled upon a few. I’ve also found these digest-size magazines—they were like a weird cross between an adult magazine, a tabloid news publication, and an entertainment magazine. Very strange little things.

JS: They were published in the 1950s?

SB: Yep. And in them, I’ve found individual photos and articles about horror films. But there was no scholarly angle to them. They were just selling pages. The reason I’m going on about this is because when Jim Warren and Forrest J Ackerman introduced Famous Monsters, it was a wholly new kind of publication. There had never been anything like it before. It wasn’t like the EC horror comics; it wasn’t like the black and white magazines that Bill Gaines created to emulate Mad. And it wasn’t like Mad. Mad was a completely different creature. So, that’s what put Jim Warren on the map. And a quarter of Famous Monsters’ contents was devoted to advertisements for Captain Company, which was Jim Warren’s mail order business.

JS: I look back at those advertisements and wish that I could order some of that stuff.

SB: For fifty cents! But that was a whole new thing. I’ve seen copies of the trade magazines that were designed for newsstand distributors. There was a cover story in 1963 or ’64 about Famous Monsters, bringing it to the attention of distributors—here’s the new hit. Warren hit at the right time with the right thing. There was that whole wave going through our pop culture. The Shock Theater packages were on late-night TV in urban and rural markets, and had been since 1957. A whole generation of kids was being exposed to the black and white Universal horror films for the first time. You had a science fiction and monster boom going on in the drive-ins, thanks primarily to American International Pictures and Allied Artists. And horror comics had been banned. But the appetite for that kind of thing never goes away. There was an entire generation that wasn’t able to satisfy the craving for horrific entertainment via comic books and Famous Monsters of Filmland was tapping into that whole thing. Creepy and Eerie followed.

JS: How did you first stumble across Famous Monsters?

SB: I discovered it through the Aurora model kits. When the first Aurora monster model kits hit—Dracula and Frankenstein—there was coupon inside the box for a sample copy of Famous Monsters of Filmland. I sent in for one and so did my next door neighbor, Mitch Casey. We each got a different issue.

JS: Was it easy to find on the newsstands?

SB: Not until later. Obviously, after we saw our first issues, we started scouring the newsstands for it. We ordered back issues through our sample copies. That’s how we first started getting our hands on the magazine. Famous Monsters wasn’t really available in our part of vermont until the big monster boom hit in 1964.

JS: Why do you think the big boom happened at that particular period in time?

SB: That’s a good question. Firstly, there’s the obvious answer that these things run in cycles. It had been a full decade since the 1953-’54 horror comics boom had been shut down. What goes around comes around, and there was a new generation—my generation—that was hungry for that stuff. But, the monster boom of the early sixties was, in part, a carryover of the exploitation and drive-in boom of the late fifties. And it definitely was an offshoot of what was happening on television.

JS: You mentioned Shock Theater.

SB: The Shock Theater thing never went away. It just got bigger and sort of rippled out. When Zacherley was no longer the staple of the urban market, the little boon dock stations, like the ones I got, had their Shock Theaters. We got it on Channel 5 in the mid-1960s, which was the NBC affiliate out of Plattsburgh, New York. And the evening weather guy—a guy with a wig, some Halloween makeup, and a Dracula cape—he was the host for the first late-night monster movie program that we had direct access to. So, first of all, you had that ripple effect of what had been big at the drive-ins throughout the fifties. Those boom years, as you know, were 1957 and 1958. And then, the Hammer movies hit and they never stopped. I mean, the Hammer films were running all throughout my childhood and teenage years. I was part of the generation that got to see Dracula, Prince of Darkness, Plague of the Zombies, and everything that followed as they hit the theaters. But the biggest monster boom was from 1962 to 1965, and part of what nurtured it was network TV. Network TV finally embraced things. We had The Outer Limits and The Twilight Zone. Alfred Hitchcock Presents had been going since the mid-fifties. There were the comedy shows, the monster sitcoms. The Munsters and The Addams Family really pushed it. And then there was Irwin Allen and Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea. That was a monster of the week program, no question about it. We’d watch it just to see what the monster was going to be on Sunday night.
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JS: You mentioned the Aurora model kits.

SB: Those were a major part of it, too. They were like the monster magazines; we could put our hands on them and bring them into our homes. They were ours. There was definitely the tactile possession part to it. We could build them and paint them. The Mars Attacks! cards came out around then, too. I still remember when those hit. We thought they were amazing, but there was no way that we could see all of them because they were yanked off the shelves, almost immediately. But that just made them all the more precious. The Sears Christmas catalog arrived, and suddenly there were these weird monster and science fiction toys. There was something called hamilton’s Invaders. It wasn’t connected to anything—there wasn’t a show called Hamilton’s Invaders. It was just this huge green bug with bloodshot human-like eyes. It came with these little plastic tanks and army guys. The jaws of the bug would close around them. This was in the sears catalog! You could ask for it for Christmas! So, that was a really exciting time to be a kid.

JS: Were you drawing comics at the time?

SB: Yeah. By the time Mitch Casey and I saw our first issue of Famous Monsters of Filmland, we were already drawing our own comics. You’d take three sheets of paper, fold them, and staple them. There was no way to reproduce it; we didn’t have access to the mimeo machines at elementary school. Early on, we tried to do Basil Gogoslike covers with colored pencil and crayon. So in terms of monster magazines, we were already making our own one-of-a kind fanzines. This would have been in 1963.
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JS: Did that progress into wanting to write about movies?

SB: Not really. Actually, what it progressed into was that we started ordering the fanzines that we read about in Castle of Frankenstein. I saw a cover of somebody’s fanzine reproduced in “The Graveyard Examiner” section of Famous Monsters. I saw a cover for Gore Creatures in another magazine. That was the first fanzine that I ever ordered, Gary Svehla’s Gore Creatures. I also remember seeing the cover of another magazine in Monster Mania.

JS: What was Monster Mania?

SB: It was a short-lived magazine that Russ Jones edited. It was dedicated to Hammer films. I think they did four issues. That would have been around 1966 or 1967. Anyway, I remember seeing a cover of a zine reproduced in the letters column—it turns out that it was John Carpenter’s fanzine.

JS: The filmmaker?

SB: Yeah. I didn’t know that at the time. Nobody knew it at the time. Not even he knew it! Anyway, Mitch was a little older than me and he got into organized sports and girls. He and I weren’t getting together anymore, and that led to my not drawing comics. There was nobody to do them with. I won’t bore you with all of that. I started ordering fanzines. And that’s kind of my entry point into what this book is about.

JS: How did the fanzines stack up to the prozines?

SB: It’s interesting. Once I was exposed to Famous Monsters, I wanted to buy all of the monster magazines that I could get my hands on. And within a year or two, there were a bunch of them out there. In the early sixties, the Charlton monster magazines like Mad Monsters were the worst. They were badly printed and would have one picture on a page, sometimes two. No articles, just stupid captions; they were just thrown together. I didn’t know anything about production, but I definitely knew that those were cheesy magazines. And then, there were these interesting, shortlived magazines that would pop up. There was one called Modern Monsters. It had a really high level of writing—that’s the first place I read about Invasion of the Body Snatchers. That was one of the first scholarly essays I’d ever read about a movie. It tried to describe what it was like to see the film and what the impact was; it hinted that there was a political dimension to it. That was something new to me. But, the top tier of all the monster magazines, from when I first laid eyes on it, was definitely Castle of Frankenstein.
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JS: That was partially inspired by Cahiers du Cinema.

SB: Yep. Castle of Frankenstein wrote at an adult level. They still had the stupid puns and the dumb captions, but one of the first issues that I saw had one of those reprints that [publisher] Calvin T. Beck did—completely illegally—of a serialized article from either Sight & Sound or Films and Filming. He just reprinted this article verbatim, and it was a great little history of horror movies. It was fully illustrated, but it was written for the adult British film magazine reader. That was something new to me. The capsule reviews that Joe Dante and Bhob Stewart wrote were really amazing. They had an attitude and sassiness to them, and they were very well informed. They weren’t just reviewing the obvious horror and science fiction films; they were writing about Fellini’s Juliet of the Spirits, The Fool Killer, and all of these odd movies that I suddenly wanted to see. I found out that they existed and I found it interesting. So my point is that Castle of Frankenstein was the high-end of the magazines. As for the fanzines, Gore Creatures wrote at a very high level. Gary Svehla’s writing today is pretty close to how he wrote then. If you’ve read any of the Midnight Marquee magazines or books, that’s pretty much the level that Gary was writing at for Gore Creatures. Some errors would pop up, but that was true of all the newsstand magazines. It wasn’t until Castle of Frankenstein that things started getting more sophisticated.

[image: 001]

JS: Bhob Stewart edited Castle of Frankenstein.

SB: Bhob was also writing the blurbs for TV Guide. He was one of the first manhattan sophisticates to tap into this kind of junk pop culture. He brought that sensibility to his work for Castle of Frankenstein. And Joe Dante, from the time he was a teenager, had that appetite too. I still have the Famous Monsters with “dante’s Inferno”, which was his list of the worst horror movies. That was something new, a new sensibility. Gore Creatures fell between those camps. It was as good as Modern Monsters in its writing, but not as sophisticated as Castle of Frankenstein. And it was heads and tails above what Famous Monsters was doing, with the exception of the [Famous Monsters] filmbooks. The writing in the filmbooks was always great.

JS: The early issues of Gore Creatures were very crude.

SB: If you want to bridge the gap between what was happening in the midsixties to the seventies, Gore Creatures is a good zine to chart. That was one of the magazines that went from a pre-photocopy mimeo-zine format to offset printing. Gary was very conscientious about putting together a professional package. But, without listing every fanzine that came out around that time, the class-act of the day was Photon. It was edited by Mark Frank and it was the best of the current fanzines, bar none. It had the best writing, the most sophisticated articles, and the most mature orientation to the genre and to the films. It printed the first retrospective article on Curse of the Demon—just wonderful, wonderful stuff.

JS: And after that?

SB: The one that made the jump from fanzine to prozine in production and writing quality was Photon, and the first of the high-end zines that finally hit the newsstand was Cinefantastique. Tim Lucas can get into that more, because he actually wrote for Fred Clark. The first time I read Tim’s work was in Cinefantastique.
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JS: That started publishing in the early seventies, right?

SB: Cinefantastique actually started in the late sixties. I have a couple of copies of the early format, when it was just a mimeo-zine. By 1971, I could find it at a college bookstore up in Burlington, Vermont. I believe that the first issue I bought was one of their first newsstand distributed copies. The issue with the Andromeda Strain cover. And then I subscribed; I never stopped buying them. I still have a complete collection. That was probably the transitional zine. It was written and packaged at a much higher level than anything since Photon.

JS: Was Castle of Frankenstein still kicking?

SB: By then, Castle of Frankenstein kind of disappeared. I bought the last issue that ever came out off the newsstand in Johnson, Vermont when I was in college. And by that time, Famous Monsters was just a jumble of new material and reprints. They had some good writers like Randy Palmer, but it just wasn’t an imperative to me anymore. I would buy it occasionally if there was an article or a cover that I liked, but that was just out of nostalgia.

JS: Fangoria was on the horizon.

SB: I was a member of the first class of the Joe Kubert School of Graphic Art. I started in September of 1976 and I graduated in May of 1978. That’s when Fangoria hit. We’d never seen anything like it. The first issue of Fango looked like any other science fiction knock-off. But when they did the spread of the exploding head from Dawn of the Dead, that was it. It was like, “Whoa!” We’d never seen anything like that in a magazine before. That was the kind of thing Forry wouldn’t have touched with a ten-foot pole.

JS: Yet alone print in color.

SB: Right. So, I have to point to Fangoria as the beginning of the wave of the gore, exploitation, and sleaze zines.

JS: I first saw Fangoria in the early eighties. I remember wishing that I could buy a copy without getting in trouble at home.

SB: Well, luckily I was old enough to buy it by then, so I didn’t have to worry about that. But you know, that is an issue that you’ll probably be talking about with somebody. I never hid my magazines from my mom, but I vividly remember coming home from school one day. There was a stack of magazines on my bed and my mom was upset about one of the covers. The Famous Monsters covers were almost never gory. They were just those amazing Basil Gogos covers. But she didn’t like them.
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JS: The stories I could tell!

SB: That’s a part of all of our existences [laughs]. I couldn’t have gotten away with bringing something like Fangoria into the house in the sixties. I mean, I just couldn’t have.

JS: I had no idea what it was. All I knew is that I wanted to read it.

SB: And if it’s forbidden, you’ll want to read it even more.

JS: Let’s talk about some of the fanzines from the late seventies and early eighties.

SB: That’s when Sleazoid Express popped up. Suddenly, there was a whole new wave—Sleazoid Express, Gore Gazette—they were down and dirty exploitation magazines. Journals, in a way—they really were more diarylike. And they flaunted their homemade aspect. They were all written with a punk attitude and they reflected the residue of the punk era of the seventies.

JS: A New York attitude.

SB: Oh yeah. Bill Landis from Sleazoid didn’t give a fuck. And that’s what made it so appealing to read. I wanted to read about what was playing on 42nd Street because when I was at the Kubert School, I was going to 42nd Street. And, back home in Vermont, I missed that world.

JS: This would be during the Taxi Driver era of New York.

SB: It was dangerous to go there. Times Square was a real nasty part of Manhattan. On one side of the street, there was nothing but exploitation and horror films. And on the other side, there was nothing but XXX films. I didn’t really care about the XXX films, I just wanted to see the bizarre Italian/spanish horror films that were playing. I finally got to see a couple of Andy Milligan movies on 42nd Street. I’d read about them, but I’d never seen them before.
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JS: What was the scene like?

SB: The marquees were incredible. 42nd Street, at that time, still had the prominent marquees above the theaters. I never gravitated toward one theater or another. I would just take the bus into New York, usually to go to a job interview. I was hoofing the pavement, trying to get gigs with magazines. Illustration jobs from comic publishers—anything I could get my hands on. And I would build my trip around the movies. When I left Port Authority, I’d walk across 42nd Street to Broadway and I’d scope out what was on the marquees. I’d decide what I was going to see after the job interview, before I got on the bus to go home. And I’d see three, four, five movies, if I could figure out a way to get the timing right. The last bus didn’t leave until 12:30, sometimes not until one in the morning. And the movies ran all night long. But they came and went. I’ll tell you, there was more than one time when the movie title on the marquee had changed before I got back. It was already gone, and there was another film playing. Some of those programs turned around in one day. If you missed what you wanted to see, you were out of luck.

JS: That must have made for some interesting viewing.

SB: It was weird. You never really knew what was what. I remember going to see a double bill of Eyeball and Almost Human. I knew Eyeball was a giallo because Lenzi’s name was on it, but I didn’t know what Almost Human was. It turned out to be one of the Tomás Milián gangster films. So there was a weird mix on 42nd Street, and that’s what Sleazoid Express was all about. Bill would write up everything that was playing there. It was kind of like having somebody keeping the finger on the pulse of one of my favorite film havens on planet Earth. Sleazoid Express and Gore Gazette were just the tip of the iceberg. There were tons of different magazines like that. Donald Farmer was doing Splatter Times. I subscribed to everything I could get my hands on. And none of those guys, at that point in time, were being proprietary about things. They would cross-promote each other’s magazines, put the addresses in, and tell you what they cost. It would be eight bucks for a year and they showed up every two weeks. It was great.
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JS: Where did Deep Red fit in?

SB: Well, you sort of had a split happen. You had the attitude of the Rick Sullivans, the Bill Landises, and Donald Farmers; it kind of distilled (a little later in the eighties) into the distinctive brand of writing that Chas. Pursued, once Deep Red was introduced. Chas. had a partner that he did the first Deep Red with.

JS: Chris Amouroux.

SB: Yep. Chris and Chas. had a specific take, and Chas. ran with it. It was a fresh voice to most people, but if you track it back, the precursors were definitely the New York/New Jersey/Chicago magazines that were coming out. And they all went through their little arcs. Gore Gazette kind of disappeared after Sullivan lost his job for using the photocopier late at night. In the case of Landis and Sleazoid, 42nd Street was starting to go through its final phase, before it got Disneyfied. Bill got heavily into gay hardcore films. He started writing about that in Sleazoid, but those weren’t the kinds of films that were interesting to his readers. It wasn’t so much homophobia; they just wanted to read more about the exploitation, horror, and violent films. And that’s not what Landis was into anymore.

JS: Things were about to change again.

SB: You had the real scholarly stuff that popped up like Shock Xpress and Tim and Donna Lucas’ Video Watchdog. There were really diverging forks in the road at that point: Chas. and his school of writing going in one direction and then Stefan Jaworzyn and his peers—you know, Shock Xpress, Eyeball, and the more genre-specific magazines. You started seeing magazines that were only about Italian horror films. And then you started seeing magazines that were only about Eastern European horror films [laughs].
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JS: How did you meet Tim Lucas?

SB: Tim wrote for Fangoria. And Fangoria ran a two-part article that he wrote about Mario Bava. Now, Mario Bava had been, and still is, one of all time favorite filmmakers. I was one of those kids in the sixties that had been traumatized by Black sunday. I mean, that movie was probably the first film that I saw that scared me in an adult way. I became addicted to Mario Bava, but it was hard to identify his movies; his real name wouldn’t always be listed.

JS: He was credited as “Mickey Lion” on a lot of films.

SB: Yep. Once I was sixteen and had a driver’s license, I’d go to the drive-in and see anything that sounded even vaguely like it might be a European horror movie because it might turn out to be a Bava film. That’s how I lucked into stuff like Kill, Baby, Kill and Twitch of the Death Nerve, which first played in Boston as Carnage.

JS: Who released it?

SB: It was released by Hallmark; they put it out as the second film rated V for violence (because Mark of the Devil was the first)! I saw an ad for Carnage in a Boston paper, and it said, “Mario Bava’s Carnage.” It had the image of that woman lying on the ground after her throat was cut. Carnage disappeared; it never played anywhere else. Then, the ad for something called Twitch of the Death Nerve appeared in a New York paper. I recognized the graphic from Carnage, and I said, “That’s it!” It played a couple of weeks later at our local drive-in. So, I was into Bava and Fangoria came out with the first article that I’d ever seen on him. The only writing that had existed about Bava before that were the capsule reviews that Joe Dante wrote in Castle of Frankenstein. When the article appeared in Fangoria, I wrote to Tim, via Starlog Press. They forwarded the letter to him, and Tim wrote back to me. We struck up a correspondence and we’ve been friends ever since. I had written a paper on Bava’s films for college, and had amassed some clip files; I offered whatever I had to Tim, once he let me know he was working on a book about Bava, and I could just let go of that pipedream. I mean, Tim was so far beyond anything anyone had ever written about Bava, and clearly would get his book done, however many years that might take. So we initially corresponded in the 1980s. That’s around the time that I started connecting with Chas., as well. We’re talking late eighties here.
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JS: What was your first published work in a fanzine?

SB: I sent some sketches to Greg Shoemaker, in Ohio. He did a fanzine called Japanese Fantasy Film Journal. His was one of the few fanzines that I really stuck to until it ended its run [in 1983—JS]. I loved it. His obsession was just with Japanese science fiction films. When his magazine started, it was done with a mimeo or with crude offset printing of some kind. It got slicker, issue by issue. Greg was very serious about what he was doing—he began to strike up correspondences in Japan, and so on. So, I drew some of the Japanese monsters and sent the originals to him. This was before photocopiers. The first one published was a photo that I copied from Famous Monsters of Filmland number 28 of The Manster. He ran it, and that’s when the bug bit. Well, wait a minute, my memory is a little shaky here. I also sent some art to other zines, one of which—Gary Heilman’s Crypt of Horrors—actually published one of my drawings, a few years before Greg did, so I reckon Crypt of Horrors was actually the first of my fanzine art to see print. Then Greg ran my Manster sketch in Japanese Fantasy Film Journal, and I later contributed some artwork to Ted Rypel’s The Outer Limits fanzine, which was published, too. I sent a lot of art out that never saw print and that I never got back, which is one of the hazards of the zine scene. I was lucky: some of mine saw print. The first writing I ever had published was a letter in Take One, which was a terrific Canadian film magazine. They ran this pretentious, scholarly article about Godzilla and whoever wrote it got the chronology completely wrong. I wrote a letter clarifying things, and they published it.
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JS: I first became aware of your critical writing via Deep Red.

SB: I’ve got to say that the person who really opened the door for me was Chas. Balun. I was really impressed with the first issue of Deep Red when I saw it. I wrote Chas. a fan letter, and he immediately said, “Well, why don’t you submit some stuff?” The first big piece that I was really happy with was my interview with Buddy Giovinazzo about Combat Shock. I was the first or second person to do that. I think it had gotten some good press in Shock Xpress over in the UK and I was the first person in the US to give the film some attention. I thought it was just a tremendous film; that’s when I thought I was doing something worthwhile.

JS: You also started writing for zines like European Trash Cinema.

SB: Yep. ETC, for Craig Ledbetter. That was around the same time. I also did work for [Charles Kilgore’s] Ecco, and for Tim and Donna Lucas for Video Watchdog—I was in on that from their first issue, and was in fact one of the folks who convinced Tim and Donna to pursue self-publishing. I really felt a sense of camaraderie and loved a lot of the work that was coming out at that time. And some of the folks who were doing the magazines were just good, good people. Craig Ledbetter was a wonderful guy. We only met once, but we talked on the phone a lot; he was based in Texas and I was up here in Vermont. I started writing reviews and submitting them to Craig and he almost always ran them. When I was working on Taboo number 4 and reprinting (for the one and only time in America) the Eyes of the Cat (written by Alejandro Jodorowsky and drawn by Mœbius), I got to spend two days with Jodorowsky in Boston. They were showing Santa Sangre at the Boston Film Festival that year. I got to have dinner with Alejandro and his producer, Claudio Argento.

JS: What were they like?

SB: They were completely unlike one another [laughs]. Alejandro was like this amazing gesticulating madman and Claudio was as cool as a cucumber. They were very nice, both of them, and we did a formal interview during the meal. And then, I turned around and I found as many places as I could to sell the interview. I loved the movie so much and I wanted to help promote it. I sold a portion of the interview to the Valley Advocate, which is an alternative newspaper that serves Massachusetts and southern Vermont. I sold a section of it to Gorezone, which was the briefly-published magazine that Fango did to knock their competitors off the newsstands. That was in the early nineties, when Slaughterhouse and a lot of other full color gore/horror zines came out. So, I did the interview and I sold a portion of it to Tony Timpone. And then I went to Craig. There were chunks of the interview that I couldn’t include in the other publications because of what Alejandro was talking about. It was either so outrageous or so specific to something that the readers of the other publications wouldn’t know or care about. I knew Craig would love it, and he was like, “Oh yeah, great!” He ran the section of the interview that I couldn’t run elsewhere. Alejandro was either making sexual references or he was talking about Juan López Moctezuma, the guy who did Alucarda. Alejandro was outraged when I mentioned Moctezuma’s name; he just went ballistic. He spit out his food: “That bastard! He stole my money! All my money he stole to make his films!” Craig loved that [laughs]. He ran with it, no problem. And then, I started doing some covers for Craig.
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JS: You also did some covers for Charles Kilgore’s Ecco.

SB: Charles Kilgore is terrific. I was going to talk about him, as well. Ecco was going around the same time as ETC, and I loved it; I started doing covers for him, early on. I did a swamp-trash cover for his article on hillbilly movies. I think I did five or six covers, including one of Abel Gance’s J’accuse. At that time, there was no money in it for any of us. It was just exciting to be able to write about the films that I loved and to see the stuff published. And with very few exceptions, Tim and Donna, Craig, Charles, and Chas. ran just about everything that I put together. So, that was a real exciting time.
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JS: Things would eventually wind down.

SB: Yep. Around the mid-nineties, for a variety of reasons. It was all tied in with distribution; some of the distributors began to go under and every one of these folks was burned in one way or another. Distributors went out of business and owed them money. And when you’re doing a low print run fanzine that has nothing to do with your day to day income, that’s just a loss. That’s quite a blow. What happened was interesting. A few people like Tim and Donna stayed focused on Video Watchdog. They really put together an economically viable model. Donna still worked freelance in the computer business in the Cincinnati area, but by in large, their whole life became tailored around the Watchdog. There were a few diversions; Tim’s written a couple of wonderful novels, but they kept their focus on the magazine. Other people got pulled in other directions. Craig Ledbetter sort of got yanked in a few directions with the success of ETC; he got pulled into Asian Trash Cinema for a brief time, but whatever happened there (and I don’t know what happened) was a bad experience. He just retrenched and got out of it. So, it’s interesting. I’ve seen different people achieve a certain level of fanzine success and if it started pulling them away from the fanzines that got them that attention, it would start to dissipate their energy. They would just sort of drop it. And when they dropped it, they tended to drop it completely.

JS: Craig went from ETC as a magazine to ETC as a mail order service.

SB: Right. And in the case of Deep Red, Chas.’ fortunes were pretty tied up with FantaCo Enterprises, Tom Skulan’s company in Albany, NY. Tom was a retailer, ran conventions, and was publishing a lot of great stuff, including comics. When FantaCo closed up shop, Chas. Sort of closed up shop for a time. He took a few stabs at doing other issues or books in that vein, but he was burned by those experiences. They weren’t happy experiences, in every case. That gets tough. It really gets to a point of, “Why am I doing this?”

JS: Most of the zines that we’re talking about right now made their mark, took a bow, and went out strong. They didn’t slowly fade away or repeat themselves.

SB: I think part of what made that whole period of fanzines so compelling is that there was a real candor and honesty about them. Deep Red, for instance, existed for as long as Chas. kept his enthusiasm for what was out there. And that enthusiasm was about being as candid and honest about how crappy some of the stuff was, as well as being as candid and honest about saying, “Hey, why are you paying attention to that bullshit that Paramount’s putting out? Look at these movies!” Chas. did it for as long as it kept his interest. That meant he wasn’t perpetuating some sort of front.

JS: Yep.

SB: You could tell in Famous Monsters when Jim Warren, as publisher, was just saying, “OK, we’re going to do a reprint.” As a reader, you could just feel that laziness. And that was never an aspect of the magazines you’re talking about. They were real labors of love. And, as is the case of a labor of love, when you fall out of love, you put no labor into it.
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JS: What’s your take on the state of things today?

SB: A number of things have happened. We’ll start out by talking about the internet. The impulse that once led to somebody making a physical magazine no longer exists for the new generation. I have a blog. I use it as a writing exercise in the morning to warm up, before I work on my other stuff. Now, years ago, if I’d had the internet—why fuck around with submitting stuff to an editor? You put it up, and it’s out there. If you’re doing it for free, which a lot of us who were writing for these zines by in large were… Well, actually, I don’t want to stand with that perception. There was usually an economy of barter that drove the writing for the fanzines. You got copies of the magazine you were in. The person you were submitting to was also sending you bootleg videos of things that you wouldn’t otherwise see.

JS: Right.

SB: The internet has changed that. The impulses that once led to the publications that we’ve talked about (going back to the first science fiction fanzines in the thirties and forties, right up to Deep Red, Ecco, and Video Watchdog) are now, by in large, channeled into the internet. There are still a lot of interesting magazines and fanzines out there, but a lot of that energy, I have no doubt, is spent online. You and I could name, off the top of our heads, sixteen people each who come across as experts in various aspects of the genre… and we’ve never read them in print. So, that’s a major change.

JS: The printed fanzine has started to disappear.

SB: Another major change happened. The fanzines worked their way up from a mail order and subscription-only basis and started to appear on the newsstands. Newsstand distribution opened up for a little bit in the nineties. Some of that involved the direct sales market. But then, the alternative distributors who were supporting this collapsed, owing a ton of money to all these little publishers.
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JS: Psychotronic was a casualty.

SB: Yeah. And we should mention Psychotronic. That was one of the great ones. I was a subscriber since the first issue. I even have some of the newspaper tabloid issues that Michael did back in his New York City days. But anyway, my point is that the fanzines were burned by distribution throughout the nineties. There’s case history after case history after case history.

JS: And, now—

SB: And now, you have a wave of what would have been fanzine publications manifesting as one of two things. Publishers like FAB press and Headpress are yielding wonderful full-size books. That’s the kind of intensity, passion, research, and hard work that used to go into fanzines. And then, there’s the independent DVD labels. No longer do you have to dedicate all your time and energy to a magazine that will somehow be a testimonial to a film (in the vicarious manner that print is). Now, you can put all of that energy into actually releasing a restored edition of the film itself. The extras—the interviews, the commentaries, the booklets, the what-have-yous—have become the fanzine.

JS: I think about that from time to time. When I was putting together the Last House on Dead End Street DVD, I really wanted it to be a love letter to Deep Red.

SB: You did it, man [laughs]!

JS: It’s kind of crazy, when you think about it. A lot of people who started out buying bootleg tapes and reading fanzines eventually became a part of the DVD industry.

SB: When you were a kid and first getting into this stuff, I was an adult, aching to see the movies that were not available on television or via any theatrical distribution method, including 16mm rental. Video changed all of that. There suddenly were bootleg tapes on the tables at conventions all around the country. And those tables have now become DVD labels. The entire market for the European horror films—from the giallos to the Bava films to the Franco films—would not exist on DVD today if it had not been for ten years of video bootleg marketing. We wouldn’t have anime labels. And we wouldn’t have Disney owning all of Miyazaki’s films and releasing them in sterling editions on DVD, had it not been for twenty-five years of bootleg anime marketplace. All of this is an outgrowth of fanzine culture.
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JS: That’s a pretty wonderful thing.

SB: It’s mind-blowing. And it shows just how far the culture has come. And now, things are coming back around. Internet activity—websites, discussion boards, blogging (which I did daily from 2005 until January of 2012)—sort of sucked up a lot of that energy and oxygen. My son Daniel got me back into drawing comics and zines, when he did his own odd little one-shot zine, Hot Chicks Take Huge Shits, in 2006. Teaching at the Center for Cartoon Studies since 2005 has gotten me back into zines big-time; our first Fellow, who joined the faculty, was Robyn Chapman, this amazing cartoonist, creator, and zine editor/publisher who absolutely loves comics and all zines, and her enthusiasm got me back into print zines over time. Robyn’s love for the zine form and freedom was and is contagious. Given the fact that CCS has its own fully operational production, print, and binding lab in the school’s basement, all the students and many of the faculty make their own zines. Robyn scored with a comic zine about wearing glasses entitled Hey, Four Eyes, and others. I also teach with Alec Longstreth and Jon Chad, and they’ve been doing this marvelous pinball zine, Drop Target—just terrific stuff. The students and alumni are constantly creating their own zines, and its fantastic, stimulating stuff.
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JS: What do you think of the recent activity of some of the old fanzine guys? Dan Taylor has started up Exploitation Retrospect again, and Tim Paxton and Brian Harris have launched Weng’s Chop.

SB: Well, I’m sort of guilty of getting Tim Paxton going again, according to Tim. Since 2002, I’ve been experimenting with print-ondemand, and as of this year [2012] have been gearing up to do my own eBooks, all of which are extensions of zine culture, or a synthesis of DIY zine culture and book publishing. I guess you could call my first original print-on-demand book with Black Coat Press a zine: it was entitled Green Mountain Cinema, and it was the first of a planned series of book-format publications about vermont films and filmmakers. I did it with my friends Jean-Marc and Randy Lofficier’s Black Coat Press. Jean-Marc handled all the digital production, and we published it in 2002, and I self-distributed over 1,000 copies to Vermont bookstores—a regional filmzine, if you will, in book form. I then collected all my weekly newspaper video review columns from 1999–2001 into a four-volume book series, S.R. Bissette’s Blur, with and for Black Coat Press, and kept working with Jean-Marc, Black Coat, and the print-on-demand format, eventually doing truly odd books like Teen Angels & New Mutants (400+ pages on Rick Veitch’s graphic novel Brat Pack and the whole of teen pop culture and comic book sidekicks).

Among the many books I’ve labored over now for quite some time are collections of all my horror zine and magazine writings, and I’m working up new material and excavating unpublished material for those. For one of them, I convinced Tim Paxton (whose zines I’ve always loved) to write an article on his 1960s correspondences with Paul Blaisdell, the pioneer effects and monster maker who created The She Creature, the Saucer Men, the Venusian for It Conquered the World, and so on. Tim came through in 2010–2011, excavating his original letters from paul, and we put it together for one of my upcoming books. Tim told me recently that resurrected his passion for doing zines, and he began collaborating with another friend, Brian Harris, on what has become Weng’s Chop, and I contributed to number 1 and number 2 (and will likely continue to, as long as Tim and Brian keep going).
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It’s great seeing this happening. I’ve never given up on zines—as I said, Robyn Chapman reawakened that enthusiasm, and I’ve been a regular subscriber to comics zines like Mineshaft, Rob Imes’s Ditkomania, and so on, and contributed to a few over the years. I never stopped reading, and occasionally contributing to, Video Watchdog; I love Tim and Donna, and what they do. It’s still a great medium, and the internet hasn’t supplanted what zines are, what they do. I’m now expanding my activities into eBooks, and I’m currently working with Crossroad Press, and I do see the eBooks in part as fat zines.

JS: I’d also like to hear a little bit about the genesis of Horror Boo!M and Monster Pie. Comic zines kind of bring things full circle.

SB: Among my tightest friends in the circle of CCS alumni and colleagues is Denis St. John, who this past year completed his first horror graphic novel Amelia (serialized, over five years, in his own comics zine Monsters & Girls, and most highly recommended). Denis was part of a “horror host” monster movie scene in Indiana called Atomic Cinema before he came to CCS as a student, and we clicked with all the shared enthusiasm for the genre in all media. Denis graduated from CCS a number of years ago but stayed, geographically and actively, with the CCS community, and we’ve continued doing things together, showing movies every week to the CCS students and so on. That led to our doing some odd oneoff fun things for film and comics events near us—we did a couple of minicomics, a “survival guide” for a double-feature showing of The Killer Shrews and Night of the Living Dead that we did a couple of years ago with fellow CCSers (now alumnus) Tim Stout, a “Killer Klowns” perverse poetry minicomic we did this Summer for the Keene, NH Saturday Fright Special “horror host” Spooktacular 35mm theatrical showing of the Chiodo Brothers’ Killers Klowns from Outer Space. I’d also contributed a couple of “pinup” drawings to his Monsters & Girls. We enjoy working together, we’re into the same crazy shit—at some point, I proposed we do a zine together to have something new and weird for a then-upcoming Keene NH comics shop appearance in conjunction with the Saturday Fright Special Spooktacular for Halloween 2012, showing a 35mm print of the Amicus Tales from the Crypt. So we pulled together two zines, Monster Pie and Horror Boo!M, and had fun with the process and were pretty happy with the results. We’re going to keep going—Monster Pie is our personal collaborative monster zine, and with Boo!M we’re going to devise theme issues: War Boo!M, Six-Gun Boo!M, and so on. We’ve sold a few, but mind you, per usual, there’s no money in it. There never is with zines. It’s another labor of love, is all. As long as it’s fun, we’ll keep going, I reckon.
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Also bringing this conversation full circle is one of my print-on-demand/eBook projects which is nearing completion, which tracks the “secret history” of monster magazines, John—all the way back to those science fiction fanzines of the early 1930s. I’ve got stuff nobody has ever written about, that I know of, and some nobody’s ever put together in terms of historical importance and chronologies. I’m hoping to have that done and out in 2013, so—hey, I’ll race you to the finish line!
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The fact is undisputable: Bhob Stewart has gathered enough feathers for his cap to last him a lifetime. An incessant fan of comic books and science fiction, Stewart published the first EC Comics fanzine, the EC Fan Bulletin back in 1953. In 1954, he collaborated with fellow comics scholars Ted White and Larry Stark on Potrzebie, a groundbreaking fanzine that again focused on the old ECs. In 1962, he and John Benson interviewed Bernard Krigstein. The piece still stands as one of the most detailed studies of a comic book artist’s work that has ever seen print.

In 1963, Stewart began his long tenure as the editor of Calvin T. Beck’s seminal magazine, Castle of Frankenstein. Originally edited by Larry Ivie and Ken Beale, Castle of Frankenstein is widely regarded as the thinking man’s Famous Monsters of Filmland. Stewart came on board with the third issue and he stayed with the magazine until the early 1970s.

Stewart went on to co-author Scream Queens with Calvin Beck in 1978, and has written for TV Guide, Publishers Weekly, and Heavy Metal. 2003 saw the publication of Against the Grain: Mad Artist Wallace Wood. His most recent writing can be found online on his blog Potrzebie.

Bhob Stewart has enough memories and information swimming around in his brain to fill an entire series of books. In this interview, we discussed the science fiction pulps, the early days of fanzine culture, EC Comics, and the origins of Castle of Frankenstein…

The following interview was conducted via telephone on May 22, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: When did you first get involved with fanzines?

BHOB STEWART: I started with fanzines when I was in high school. In the forties, I was really caught up with Fawcett comic books. Captain Marvel, Mary Marvel, the Marvel Family—I really loved that stuff. But as I got older, there came a time when I was about to totally drop it.

JS: I guess it’s safe to say that you didn’t.

BS: When EC comics started 1950, I decided to continue reading them.

JS: How old were you at the time?

BS: In 1950, I would have been thirteen.

JS: What was it about the ECs that held your interest?

BS: Well, I could see that what they were doing was kind of similar to what I had been listening to on the radio. I listened to Suspense, Escape, and Inner Sanctum. It was pretty clear that they were coming from the same area. I’d also been reading science fiction magazines—you know, Astounding, Galaxy, and the Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. I think there was a photo of Johnny Craig in the EC offices that showed an entire shelf of Astounding Science Fiction behind him. So, it was pretty clear to me that the people who were putting out these publications were very familiar with everything that I liked. At the same time, the NBC radio show Dimension X had begun. In fact, in 1950, everything sort of took off. There was Sunset Boulevard, Young Man with a Horn, Destination Moon, Rocketship X-M, and the ECs. It was almost as if everything exploded, and I was absorbing every aspect of it.

JS: There was an article about old radio shows in Castle of Frankenstein. What effect did they have on your imagination?

BS: Basically, I’d say that I listened to the radio every day. I grew up listening to those shows and I continued to listen to them, even when they were coming to an end in the early fifties.

JS: It’s fascinating to me that Mad parodied things like The Shadow and The Lone Ranger before they appeared on TV. There was only a radio reference—the artists had to create their own images of the characters.

BS: It’s funny—in 1949, they came out with this thing called Frontier Town. I don’t know if you got it in certain boxes of General Mills cereals or what, but what you would get was a sheet of paper. You’d unfold it, and it would spread across the entire living room floor. You’d have these little cardboard buildings that you’d put together from the different cereal boxes. You’d set them around on the landscape—your entire living room was transformed into the old west. You’d reach over, turn on the radio, and listen to The Lone Ranger. You actually could see where his horse was running, right on your living room floor. What do you think of that?
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JS: Well, it sort of reminds me of the storybook records that I used to listen to when I was a kid. And it sounds as if it might have been a good selling point for General Mills [laughs].

BS: It’s surprising that no one else ever did this, as far as I know. It was a very complicated marketing idea—I guess you had to keep buying boxes of cereal to populate the American West [laughs]. They had a great gimmick on The Lone Ranger—when he would ride across a wooden bridge, the sound effect would change to the sound of hoofs galloping across a bridge. And right in front of you, you were seeing the bridge that he was riding across.

JS: When did you start reading the sci-fi magazines?

BS: I started reading Astounding Science Fiction with either the April or May issue of 1950. I picked up my very first issue of Fantasy and Science Fiction in the summer of 1950. And at the end of the summer, the very first issue of Galaxy came out. Each of these magazines had its own distinct personality. At the same time that I was reading all of this, I would go to the library. They had the giant Groff Conklin anthologies—I was reading every book of science fiction they had. One day, I went there and said, “I think I’ve read everything here.” The guy said, “Oh, yeah? Follow me.” He pulled Out of the Silent Planet off of the shelf. That was my introduction to C.S. Lewis.
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JS: Why did you start writing?

BS: It was almost like a way of life. I was interested in the whole idea of how you could express yourself, and I began putting out my own handwritten publication. I passed it around to the other students when I was in the sixth grade. This was before I even thought about doing a fanzine.

JS: Didn’t you call that the Nutty Newspaper?

BS: [stunned] Where did you get that information?

JS: I did a little research. What was it like?

BS: Well, I was a kid. I just opened my notebook, took a out pencil, and started imitating the newspaper format. Are you a reader of science fiction?

JS: Yeah. My family had a pretty big stack of books, and I got my start there.

BS: In the early fifties, I was really big on Heinlein and Bradbury. I don’t think that EC Comics really realized that they had a lot of readers who recognized that they were swiping the Ray Bradbury stories. We all read The Martian Chronicles, and we knew where they were getting their story ideas.

JS: My first experience with Bradbury was reading the EC adaptations. Again, from my family’s library.
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BS: Did you get to read any of the science fiction magazines?

JS: No. I had access to a lot of old paperbacks.

BS: You have to realize that things were sort of in transition. By 1954, Weird Tales and the other pulp magazines were collapsing. What you were seeing was a transition from pulp magazines to digest magazines and paperbacks. You would walk into a newsstand and it would all be there. Mainstream magazines, a whole section of digests and paperbacks—there would be comic books up to the ceiling. I would sit on top of a stack of Collier’s and read comic books.

JS: What did you think of the EC imitations?

BS: I lost interest in them pretty fast. I remember reading certain issues of Adventures Into the Unknown. I’d read the stuff that had Basil Wolverton—Weird Tales of the Future, and that kind of thing. But for the most part, I didn’t really pay much attention to them.

JS: What led up to your publishing of the EC Fan Bulletin?

BS: I was working with a guy on a science fiction fanzine, and I started to think, “Why don’t I do something that I’m more interested in?” There had never been a fanzine about EC comics before.

JS: Was that in 1954?

BS: That would be in 1953 or ’54. It lasted a couple of issues, and that led to the idea of doing Potrzebie with Ted White and Larry Stark. After one issue, Ted turned the publication over to somebody else.

JS: What was your goal with Potrzebie?

BS: I originally intended Potrzebie to be not so much of a fanzine as a literary publication. Larry Stark had just graduated from Rutgers with a degree in Library Science, and I knew that he had written these letters to Bill Gaines. Gaines felt so highly of them that he gave Stark a lifetime subscription. Once I got in contact with Larry, I said, “The criticism that you’re writing is fascinating. We should actually do a publication where the main point is your writing.”

JS: How did you meet Ted White?

BS: Ted White put out one of the very first comics fanzines. I guess I had ordered it. It was called the True Story of Superman. Every time he got some new information about Superman, he would retitle it—the True Story of Superman, Third Edition. He was also doing a fanzine called Zip. I think I might have contributed to that. But basically, we shared certain interests. We both had an interest in EC Comics, and it just seemed logical that Larry Stark, Ted White, and I would get together to do Potrzebie.

JS: How approachable were the EC guys?

BS: Well, I was in East Texas, so there was no real way to approach them. However, one day I got a postcard from Jerry DeFuccio, and another day I got a postcard from Bill Gaines. So actually, I was in contact with them. What they didn’t know was that I was in contact with Marty Jukovsky, who would visit their office. They didn’t quite understand where I was getting certain news items from. Similarly, Larry Stark would come down to visit the office, but again, I was more interested in what he was writing as criticism. This was a brand new thing—nobody other than Larry Stark had ever said, “Hey, I think I’ll write a very serious critical commentary on these comic books.” This led me to write a fanzine article about Bernie Krigstein. That particular article was read by Krigstein. Years later, when I went to interview him, he was fully familiar with what I had written some years before.
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JS: It’s fascinating to me that guys like you were taking this stuff seriously at a time when the majority of the world really wasn’t.

BS: That’s a good point. You would find that people such as teachers and librarians really despised anything connected to pop culture. I had an English teacher in high school. She told the class that if she was reading the newspaper and saw an editorial cartoon, she would—quote—avert her eyes.

JS: I guess that eliminates Thomas Nast…

BS: I’ll leave it up to you to figure out whether this woman was totally demented [laughs]. And in college, I had a very good teacher in contemporary literature. I tried to get him interested in Lovecraft, but he totally dismissed the idea as not being worth his time. There was a long period where these people would not acknowledge any of this stuff.

JS: How were you doing research?

BS: There was no place to do research. As a matter of fact, there weren’t even any books about movies back then. If you wanted to read about them, the only things that existed were the fan magazines. There was one book called something like “Remember When.” It was kind of like, “Well, there used to be these silent movies…” It was totally barren territory. James Agee’s Agee on Film wasn’t published until a few years later—that was the first collection of film reviews.

JS: It’s almost hard to believe, in this day and age…

BS: You know, years passed before there was even a book about film noir. Everybody knew about film noir, but there were no books about it until The Film Noir Encyclopedia was published in 1979. The only thing prior to that had been a magazine article in Film Comment, or something. It’s kind of interesting—all of these people were paying attention to this stuff and then years later, they began to write about it.

JS: I’d like to talk a little about the mechanics of putting out a fanzine in the early days. What was working with a hectograph like?

BS: Well, it wasn’t very pleasant. Every time you brought out a page and moved over to the next one, things would be a little bit dimmer. You began to realize that you were never going to be able to push the thing past fifty copies—anything after that would just be fading away. And when it was all over, you’d have all of this alinine ink on your hands. You couldn’t get rid of it, no matter how many times you washed them. Everything about it was wrong. That’s why we switched to mimeograph when we did Potrzebie.

JS: For a youngster like me, could you explain the difference between hectograph and mimeograph?

BS: With a mimeograph, you’d take a stencil and wrap it around a drum. The ink came through the stencil letters as you turned the handle. With a hectograph, you’d put the master face down on a gelatin pan and pull it off. The image was now in the gelatin, and you’d put individual sheets of paper on top of that and pull them off. There was absolutely no advantage to hectograph, other than the fact that you could get red and blue illustrations.

JS: Let’s hear a little about that…

BS: Well, I have a defective eye—I can’t really see artificial 3-D movies, magazines, or comics. But, I got the idea that it would be interesting to do a 3-D drawing and put it into a fanzine. It turned out that hectographs were perfect for that because the colors red and blue worked perfectly with the 3-D glasses.

JS: How could you tell?

BS: I didn’t know what I was doing, but I’d show my experiments to my brother. He’d say, “This one’s a little better.” I began to understand the mechanics of 3-D, even though I couldn’t see it. With that in mind, I began to produce full page 3-D drawings, and I put out the world’s first 3-D fanzine.

JS: Wasn’t that called Fansciful?

BS: Yes. I did that with a fan writer named Bobby Gene Warner. I haven’t seen a copy in many decades, so I don’t remember much about it. I do remember one thing that we did—I contacted Jim Harmon. Do you know who he is?

JS: Yeah. At the time, he was writing short stories for Rare Science Fiction and things like that.

BS: Right. I contacted him and I said, “I would like you to write a parody of this ad that’s on the back cover of Galaxy Science Fiction.” He said, “OK.” and he did it. I met him later at a science fiction convention and apologized for putting it out with a hectograph [laughs].

JS: Let’s hear some more about mimeography.

BS: Well, as the years went on, there was a huge upgrade in mimeograph technology. If you get into reading about it, it’s kind of interesting. There was the Gestetner company—they came out with an extremely high-tech mimeograph machine. With that, it was possible to do something with electronic stencils. There were places that you could take the stencils to and get an image burnt into them. So, let’s say you wanted to do a photograph. You would take it to this place, and they would burn it in. You could take that to a Gestetner machine and actually get a fairly high quality image. In the olden days, you had to put down a photograph and trace around it with a stylus.

JS: Let’s get back to the prozines. What were your impressions of Famous Monsters when you first saw it?

BS: Well, you have to realize that Ackerman had been doing this years earlier. When I was in junior high school, he was writing a column for Imagination. It was essentially the same sort of stuff—he wrote about one movie after another, and occasionally there would be some bad puns. So to me, Famous Monsters was really just the final expression of what he’d been doing years earlier. I wasn’t particularly interested in it. A lot of people thought that Castle of Frankenstein imitated Famous Monsters, but I had very little interest in it.

JS: On that note, let’s move on to Castle of Frankenstein. How did you meet Calvin Beck?

BS: I went up to Calvin at a convention in Philadelphia. I was interested in the idea that maybe I could do some kind of work there, because he seemed to be an independent kind of guy. I got very little response from him. Now, time passed—maybe a year or so—and Larry Ivie had been putting the magazine together for him. Ken Beale phoned me up and said, “Calvin’s afraid that the new issue won’t get finished because Larry isn’t here.” I guess he’d gone on a Christmas vacation or something. I didn’t see what the big deal was—why not just wait until he got back? But, I went out to New Jersey and saw what was left, which was very little, actually. It was just sitting there and it didn’t take very long to finish things up. We sent it to the printer. After that, I said, “Let’s get to work on the next issue.” That was how it all began.

JS: You came in with issue number 3.

BS: Yes. Meanwhile, Larry Ivie had returned. I said to Calvin, “Look, it would be great if Larry does his comic strip. I’ll continue to put the magazine together.” Calvin said, “No.” For some reason, he didn’t really want to run Larry’s comic strip.

JS: Why was that?

BS: I don’t know. I was trying to get a lot of comics into the magazine when I could. Larry went off and launched his own magazine. By turning him down, Calvin basically created his own competition. Monsters and Heroes was born because Calvin said, “We don’t need you anymore.”

JS: I haven’t seen any issues of that.

BS: It was distributed by Kable News. It was totally written, produced, created, and assembled by Larry Ivie.
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JS: What’s Ivie up to these days?

BS: He’s vanished. We’re trying to figure out just what the hell happened to him.

JS: Wow…

BS: He was living in California. Last year, some people tried to contact him and nobody could get a response. Somebody went to his house, and it was empty. Nobody has heard from him. So, let’s get the word out and see if we can hear from Larry Ivie.

JS: What was it about Castle of Frankenstein that made you want to be a part of it?

BS: Well, I was working at TV Guide. And of course, I was a cog in a big, huge juggernaut. The idea that I could go to New Jersey on the weekends and do an entire magazine on my own, without anybody telling me what to do, was a lot of fun. I worked seven days a week for about four years. I would leave New York on Friday, go to New Jersey, and spend the entire weekend working on Castle of Frankenstein. I’d come back to the city on Sunday night and go back to work at TV Guide the next morning. I did that week after week and month after month.
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JS: I’ve read that you were very meticulous.

BS: I built up whole systems of organizing all of the files—everything was systemized. I even had a concept of how you could storyboard a magazine by putting pictures up and deciding what was going to go where. One of the key factors in this was an article that had appeared in Esquire. Jim Warren had been interviewed, along with Gloria Stavers of 16 magazine. I read that article over and over again, and it gave me all of these ideas of what I should be doing.

JS: Such as?

BS: Gloria stavers said, “We try to make the magazine look like the readers have actually done it.” I said, “hey, that’s an interesting idea.” Jim Warren said, “We’re trying to reach the eight- to twelve year old market.” I said, “hey—why not eight to sixty-five? Why are you eliminating all of these people?” The article really kicked me into thinking about what I was doing. I was trying to put out a magazine for an adult audience, and I don’t think that’s what Jim Warren and Forry Ackerman had in mind.

JS: A lot of the people I’ve talked to really appreciated that.

BS: Another point here is that there were no magazines devoted to B movies. In fact, there were no books devoted to them until Kings of the Bs was published.

JS: That would have been in the mid-seventies.

BS: Right. That was an important book. Nobody had ever covered that subject before—it had never been done.

JS: Castle of Frankenstein seemed to cover everything. You even ran capsule reviews of Jess Franco movies in 1965…

BS: That was probably due to Joe Dante. He wrote almost all of those miniature reviews. Calvin and I did around ten per cent of them, but he did the rest.
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JS: I have to ask about Joe Dante— how did he come into the fold?

BS: I believe he was writing similar kind of stuff for a magazine in Philadelphia. How he made contact with Calvin, I do not know.

JS: Matt Fox (of Weird Tales) did some artwork for Castle of Frankenstein.

BS: Correct. He wanted to sell horror posters, and he thought that Castle of Frankenstein would be a good place to advertise. He came over one day; I wrote about meeting him in my blog. It didn’t work out—he didn’t get any orders for the posters like he thought he would and he never turned up again. I might have seen him twice in that period of time.

JS: Wally wood also contributed some artwork. How did that happen?

BS: That was a trade off. He was starting his magazine Witzend. He said, “Run my ad, and I’ll send you a free picture.”

JS: What was Wood like?

BS: You know, a lot has been said about Wood’s problems, but they weren’t all that apparent. There were a couple of things a little later on, but he wasn’t hitting the bottle while he was working. Work was getting done, and work was getting out. It wasn’t that much of an issue in ’67 and ’68—he was very productive. But on the other hand, you could look at things this way: Why wasn’t he a success like Jack Davis? I think a lot of that had to do with the fact that Jack Davis was a very social kind of a guy. Wood was very withdrawn—it was all in the artwork.

JS: How and why did your tenure with Castle of Frankenstein come to an end?

BS: Cal wanted to switch from zines to books. I assembled a full issue that he never printed. I then began writing Scream Queens with him.

JS: These days, things seem to be heading into cyberspace. Can you tell me a little about your blog?

BS: Potrzebie combines memoir with pop culture observations. Have you read it?

JS: Yeah. I really enjoy it.

BS: If you search Potrzebie for “Weird Tales”, you’ll find an article that I wrote about the history of Weird Tales, which is related to these publications that were almost like fanzines. And the humor publications of the 1920s were very much related somehow to Weird Tales. I was curious about this, and the whole point of the article was to find the connection between Weird Tales, cartoon magazines, and comic books. You’ll find it interesting, because I put in illustrations of Home Brew magazine, which is where Lovecraft started. Home Brew was apparently very close to being like a fanzine.
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JS: In a way, the fanzines are still flourishing in the form of blogs, although I’d imagine that it must have taken a little more time and money to churn something out in the mimeo days.

BS: I don’t know. The cost of a stack of mimeograph paper wasn’t that much. And in some cases, a person might have been able to produce a fanzine by having access to a mimeograph machine in a school, a church, or some other place. I don’t know of any examples, but some people must have done that. A person who puts out a blog today is not any different than a person who put out a fanzine in the 1950s…
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Cary Svehla began publishing Gore Creatures in 1963, at the age of thirteen. In 1976, he changed its name to Midnight Marquee, and it’s been going strong ever since. Gore Creatures/Midnight Marquee will always remain the longest running monster magazine in the history of fandom. Gary was there from the beginning, and he certainly shows no signs of stopping.

I was introduced to Midnight Marque with issue number 37, the twenty-fifth anniversary edition that FantaCo distributed in 1988. I started searching for back issues shortly after that, and was amazed at the transformation that had taken place: what had started out as a quintessential homemade fan publication was now a squarebound, glossy, beautiful thing. Midnight Marquee was added to my list of must-haves, and I’ve been reading and enjoying it for nearly twenty-five years.

Today, Gary Svehla runs Midnight Marque Press with his wife Susan. I thought it would be a good idea to talk to him about the early days of fandom, the influential monster mags of the 1960s, and about the evolution and future of Midnight Marquee.

The following interview was conducted via email, July, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: What are your earliest memories of watching a film?

 GARY SVEHLA: When I was five years old, my mother took me to see Disney’s Lady and the Tramp in 1955. By the middle of the movie I was totally bored and vocally complained, so she had to take me home before the movie ended. When I was seven years old my father Richard and older brother Dick took me to a neighborhood movie on a school night. Boy, that was extra special! They wanted to see a movie called Bop Girl because of the music (both my father and brother played saxophone in bands), but the co-feature was The Monster that Challenged the World, and I wanted to stay and see the monster feature twice. Even watching the onscreen terror behind clinched hands covering my eyes, I knew these monster movies were for me.

JS: What were you reading when you were growing up?

GS: As a child I was into 1950s and 1960s classic science fiction. The idea of going into outer space and finding other planets with life was always exciting to me. When the US gave up on the space program of sending people into space, I felt this was a major mistake. I loved all the DC comics, mainly Superman and Batman and Justice League. I also liked Archie comics and Little Lulu and the classic Walt Disney stuff. While EC and the classic horror comics were gone by 1957 when I started buying comics, I loved all the monster comics that were available. But when I discovered Famous Monsters of Filmland, I was hooked on monsters forever.

JS: What was your childhood like?

GS: I was the luckiest kid in the world. My mother supported my hobby, but it was my father who actually enjoyed the classic horror movies and told me stories of when he first saw Dracula and Frankenstein in the theaters, when he was about eleven years old.

I watched all the classic horror movies on late-night TV, making my mother adjust the antennae in the backyard, even during Winter snows (“Mom, a little more to the left!”), so I could get the best broadcast signal to see Bride of Frankenstein. I bought and assembled all the monster model kits, chewed a wad of gum to get all the monster non-sports cards and had to get every single issue of every monster magazine ever produced. And of course, inspired by Famous Monsters and Castle of Frankenstein magazines, I started my own fanzine Gore Creatures at the tender age of thirteen in the summer of 1963.

JS: Let’s talk a little about Famous Monsters of Filmland.

GS: A boy in school brought in issue number 11 of Famous Monsters and I was awestruck. At the first opportunity, I walked half a mile to the drugstore that had the largest magazine rack in the area, looking for that monstrous cover. When I found it, I eagerly thumbed carefully through its pages and headed to the nice lady at the register. I would come back every week or so to buy my comics and monster magazines. It was one of the most exciting times I ever experienced in my life, not knowing what I would find on the magnificent magazine rack.
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JS: What was your initial reaction to FM?

GS: Being a horror film fan, I learned that a community of monster movie lovers existed around the country. I knew this through all the letters and fan ads placed in the front and back of Famous Monsters and Castle of Frankenstein. While none of my buddies were into monsters (except my good pal Dave Metzler), I developed long-distance friendships with other budding monster fans. We did not have email, Facebook or Twitter, but we wrote long letters to one another regularly and even made cassette tapes where we spoke to one another and shared our passions. The sci-fi and movie conventions were the places for all of us to eventually meet.

JS: When did you first meet Forry Ackerman?

GS: Around 1965 my father richard took me up to LunaCon, the major fantasy, horror and science fiction convention held in New York City. New York hosted the World Science Fiction Convention in 1967. And I believe it was there at Nycon 3 that I first met Forrest J Ackerman. We posed for photos with each one of us proudly displaying our own monster magazines. It was magical finally meeting this living icon.
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JS: What kind of impression did he make on you?

GS: Forry was the fountainhead of horror film fandom. He was the adult who made all our monster passions legitimate. He validated all of our obsessions and made us feel like a worthy community of Monster Kids who were normal and not weird. Forry made it cool to love horror and science fiction.

JS: You remained friends…

GS: I do not know if anyone was truly Forry’s friend. Forry always was about Forry, self-promoting himself and his magazines, books and movies. He was a great figure and fan, but he always told the same stories in the same ways year after year. Forry was wise enough to know that being an icon to children meant a great deal of his personal life should remain private. I believe Forry was rather shy and that he crafted his persona to help him emerge from his shell. I hosted Forry at my house for dinner once and saw him socially in Baltimore when he attended the FANEX film conventions that we sponsored. One of the best times was when Forry attended the Thursday night 16mm movie screenings at the home of good friend George Stover, who has hosted these classic movie nights at his home for over forty years. Forry was truly in his element there. But Forry never really let his hair down or allowed fans to get past his Uncle Forry persona. He always remained an enigma. Fans were only allowed to see the tip of the iceberg.

JS: When were you introduced to fanzines?

GS: From 1961 to 1962 I studied the “Haunt Ad” pages of Famous Monsters and similar sections in Castle of Frankenstein. I loved to write and seeing amateur versions of the great horror magazines inspired me to try the same. The fanzine that really rocked my world was Alex Soma’s Horrors of the Screen. I studied the paper, the layout, the position of the text, the percentage of text to graphic image, etc. I never dreamed that an amateur magazine could acquire such a high degree of quality. I knew I had to do my own fanzine, and in 1963, at age thirteen, I did.
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JS: How did your peers react to your monster obsession?

GS: My peers always thought I was strange so it did not matter whether I did a fanzine or read monster magazines or collected comic books. I was a marked man. So I kept my small circle of friends and continued to indulge in all my passions. There are always a few friends around who share your mad obsessions.

My friend Dave Metzler loved the monster stuff and many of my friends went to see horror movies with me, but other than Dave, none shared the obsession with monsters and vampires that I had. All kids love genre cinema but not all kids take it to the next level. That’s the difference.

JS: What are your memories of Castle of Frankenstein?

GS: For me this was the greatest monster magazine of all time. Famous Monsters sparked the fires of the child within; Castle of Frankenstein provided the adult horror film education. Famous Monsters was written for kids but it never spoke down to its audience. And let’s face it, the classic era of Famous Monsters actually existed for only its first thirty-three issues or so… a relatively short stretch. After that, the magazine deteriorated. But as we matured, we had Castle of Frankenstein and Calvin Beck to latch on to and continue our education in the grotesque. Castle of Frankenstein provided my primary education in horror and science fiction cinema.

JS: When and why did you start publishing Gore Creatures?

GS: I started publishing Gore Creatures because, being shy and not knowing die-hard monster lovers locally, I wanted to reach out and provide a beacon for horror movie lovers across the USA. Just as Forry Ackerman and Calvin Beck inspired me, I now wanted to reach out and provide a forum to inspire others, to bring us all together as the children of Ackerman and Beck.

JS: How did you settle on the name? Did you have any alternate titles for your publication?

GS: Remember, I was twelve or thirteen at the time, and every fanzine was a variation of the title Famous Monsters of Filmland. I do not remember any alternate titles, to be truthful. But the word “gore” was not commonly used at the time, so something called Gore Creatures seemed to fit the bill just fine.

JS: What did you feel that you could bring to the table?

GS: At the time, as a thirteen year old, I did not think philosophically or psychologically. For me it was like joining the band. I was the East Coast USA version of the newly emerging monster mania. After my crude beginning, what I thought I was bringing to the table was the personalized touch of being able to share my personal and private love of monster movies with the world. I was Monster Fan Number One and my obsessions could become yours. Also, I focused on using original art in the magazine and reached out to attract some fantastic artists such as David Ludwig and Bill Nelson to draw for my little fanzine. Also I wanted to provide a forum to review other fanzines published around the country, and I tried to spark an interactive letter column that could become a “message board” for horror movie fans to express their views.
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JS: How was it produced?

GS: The fanzine was first produced, typed, with carbon paper copies; soon we went high tech by being printed on gelatin sheets; then we switched to mimeograph; then we went offset; and finally we added professional saddle-stitch binding to the offset printing. Today we are printon- demand with our magazines manufactured by Createspace. Next stage will most likely be digital and paperless.

JS: How did production change as the issues went on?

GS: We could get about twenty copies from a carbon copy. With the ditto produced from the gelatin sheets, we could get forty to seventy-five readable copies. With mimeograph we got a few hundred copies. With offset the sky’s the limit. In other words, as our sales increased we needed to find a method of reproduction that could handle increased print runs. And with magazines such as Photon going very slick and glossy, we had to follow their lead. I still thank my late father richard for going out to A.B. Dick Company to buy the latest machine to produce the latest issues. He was there for me all the time.
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JS: How did you distribute?

GS: Based in Baltimore as we were, Diamond comics picked us up to distribute to comic book shops very early on. Many independent distributors also carried us, but most of them went bankrupt, belly-up, often filing bankruptcy still owing us lots of money. Many independent bookstores and comic shops carried us. And primarily we took out ads in some of the pro magazines and many of the fanzines. Remember, fanzines were primarily published as a labor of love, not to make a profit. However, Gene Klein (soon to be Gene Simmons of KISS) always busted my chops because I dared charge a quarter for my fanzine while he insisted that fanzines should be given away for free. Gene’s philosophy did slightly change over the years! The KISS ARMY never gave anything away for free!

JS: Do you have any favorite issues/articles from the Gore Creatures days?

GS: I have fond memories of all the issues, but you are right, the extra special issues were the ones from issue 18 through issue 25. At this time the magazine was the focus of my life and these issues demonstrated the evolution of technology where the improving look of the magazine matched the improving quality of articles and artwork. We were growing by leaps and bounds and earning the respect of the fanzine-loving public. It was great being a big fish in a small fishbowl.

JS: When and why did Gore Creatures become Midnight Marquee?

GS: Ronald v. Borst, a writer for Photon and the number one horror movie poster collector in the country at the time, hated the title Gore Creatures, calling it juvenile and childish. So, in 1976 Gore Creatures number 25 was followed by Midnight Marquee number 26. We never started from scratch because the magazine was absolutely the same—the same writers, the same artists, the same editor and publisher. But issue 26 was the only issue of ours to be printed on glossy stock. To be honest, I never liked it all that much because the glare of the paper did not favor the reproduction of photos. Funny thing, a few years after I changed the magazine’s title, splatter and gore films became the rage. If I had only held out a few years longer, Gore Creatures would have become a cool title once again for the new age of emerging horror. But I foolishly listened to ron borst.
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JS: You’ve been publishing since the early 1960s; how do you deal with burnout?

GS: I deal with burnout by stepping back and chilling. I taught high school English for forty years (I recently retired), got married and became devoted to Aurelia Susan, my wife. We sponsored the FANEX horror film conventions (including Monster Rally and Classic Filmfest) for nineteen years. And in 1995 we started Midnight Marquee Press, INC., our niche book publishing company. So if I became burned out from doing the magazine, I could focus more on the books or my personal life or the conventions. Diversify! If I wanted to publish two issues a year I could, or even one. For me it is all about longevity, not the amount of issues published.

JS: How did you start working with artist Bill Nelson?

GS: Bill wrote me and wanted to see a copy of Gore Creatures. From there of course I asked him to do some artwork for us, and he did. Bill was always a gentleman and true fan, always willing to help another fan. He was busy with his university teaching job but he always had time to do some art for my magazine. In fact when our fiftieth year anniversary issue is published next Summer, guess who volunteered to do our cover? Of course, none other than Bill Nelson. He’s a wonderful man and an absolutely fantastic talent.

JS: I remember ordering the twenty-fifth anniversary issue of Midnight Marquee from FantaCo as a kid. It was the first issue I saw, and I was blown away. Can you tell me a little about what went in to producing that issue?

GS: Tom skulan was an avid fan of our magazine and was selling many copies through his FantaCo distribution company. He had the idea of doing something special for the twenty-fifth anniversary issue. He would pay for the book-size anniversary issue and he wanted me to be a special guest at his annual FantaCo convention, and the anniversary issue would premiere at his show. It was a great experience to relive twenty-five years of publishing the magazine and to be honored as special guest at the Albany, New York convention. For my father, Susan and me, it was the thrill of a lifetime. I will never forget Skulan’s kindnesses.
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JS: What was your relationship with Tom Skulan of FantaCo like?

GS: Absolutely perfect! Perhaps it remains our finest issue ever, but without the participation of Tom Skulan, the anniversary issue would have been an ordinary issue. He was a gem!

JS: What can you tell me about the FANEX conventions?

GS: My wife susan wanted, as her way of doing something special for me, to bring the pages of Midnight Marquee to life. Instead of horror film experts writing articles, we could finally meet one another socially as friends and share our knowledge and expertise at panel discussions. Instead of writing about our love of celebrity genre giants, we could bring stars such as John Agar, Ray Harryhausen, Roger Corman, Christopher Lee and hundreds more to Baltimore and show them our appreciation. FANEX was entirely Sue’s concept and her legacy to horror film fandom. And she did it to bring the pages of my magazine to life.

JS: How is Midnight Marquee produced today?

GS: With all our business responsibilities, Susan always insists that I devote time to Midnight Marquee the magazine. It never was a moneymaker; as I said, the magazine was always a labor of love. We now produce the magazine once or twice a year, even though I wish I could publish it more frequently. We experimented with going digital, but most classic monster movie fans are old school and want to be able to hold, sniff, and display their monster magazines. We experimented with doing a totally all-color issue (interior and exterior) but sales did not justify the added expense. In other words, with fifty years of publishing upon us, we are still growing, trying new things. As Bob Dylan said, he who is not busy being born is busy dying.
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JS: How has distribution changed throughout the years?

GS: Distribution for fifty years has always caused the biggest headache and created the most problems for niche magazine publication. At first the independent distributors latched on to a good thing, but they suddenly stopped paying us or went belly up, sometimes overnight. Great companies such as Diamond, who supported us for decades, now require a higher minimum pre-order than a niche product can provide, so we are dropped after decades of working together. Websites, Facebook and having a presence on Amazon.com certainly help, but it has always been an uphill battle for the little guy to get noticed and survive.

JS: How and when did Midnight Marquee Press start up?

GS: We incorporated [Inc.] in 1995 when Sue suggested we expand our market by publishing trade paperbacks and not only magazines.

JS: How do you go about selecting titles?

GS: Susan and I suggest topics to our stable of professional writers and the ones that garner the most interest became published books. Just like any other publisher, most of our books result from authors approaching us to publish their book. We sometimes say no, but when we say yes, we put our heart and soul into each project. We are a totally open shop and encourage first-time authors to approach us.

JS: What does production involve?

GS: Today, every writer feels he or she can self-publish and they can cut out the middleman, the publisher. And their final product suffers as a result. When an author approaches us with their book, being fans, we know the subject matter. We help authors shape their books and suggest ways to improve an already good concept. When the book is submitted, we do a pre-edit as we gather up photos, posters, graphics, etc. Authors are encouraged to submit graphics for consideration as well. Then we lay out the manuscript. After the layout stage, the book goes to one of our professional editors, and they do the final edit. At this point, the book, laid out, goes back to the author for one final check, or to do the index. When everyone is satisfied, the book goes to Create Space for digital manufacturing. After publication, we help the author promote the book. Besides having a well known website presence, we have a mailing list of 5,000 active names. And we have a presence on Amazon.com and many independent bookstores across the US. With Hemlock Books in the United Kingdom, we have a presence in Europe and beyond. But with any niche publication, the success or failure of any book depends in large part on the efforts of the author to promote his or her book.
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JS: Where do you think print media is headed?

GS: Print media is dead. Well, to be honest, print media will become a niche product for people resistant to technological change. With the barrage of iPads, Kindles, Nooks and beyond, digital publishing is the wave of today, as well of the future. As I said, I wanted to take Midnight Marquee digital years ago but our customers would not have it. Print media will continue to fade away, slowly at first, then more rapidly, as e-publications become the latest wave. To me this new technology is exciting and fuels creativity. And that is always a good thing.

JS: What’s your take on internet fandom?

GS: In the old days one reader would write a publisher a letter and that would take a week. It would take another week to respond. That’s two weeks for one communication cycle. Today, on message boards or the internet, it takes minutes to deliver the same result. So, in one sense internet fandom is fantastic, making communications a keystroke away. However, this can also be a bad thing. People sometimes respond rapidly without thinking things through and they might come to regret the venom they spread. Sometimes immediate communication is not as effective as well thought out communication where people carefully pick and choose their words. Sometimes message boards become a boys’ club meaning cliques form and we once again have an in and out group. When anyone among the in-group publishes, everyone pats the person on the back and gushes. If someone in the out-group publishes something just as worthy, he or she receives far less attention, let alone a pat on the back. It’s as though the schoolyard playground has been transported to the internet. But human nature is human nature and the habits of youth sometimes follow us into adulthood. But maintaining the fandom network via the internet is overall a wonderful thing.
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JS: The state of fandom today?

GS: I wish I saw more fresh young blood in the hobby, but the state of fandom is the best it has ever been. It has never been easier to communicate with likeminded individuals via the internet, Twitter, Facebook, etc. In 2012 more horror movie magazines are being published than ever before. And this pertains only to print publications. When it comes to webzines, they are exploding upon the scene. Conventions are held practically every month. We have podcasts and blogs. For anyone interested in any type of niche hobby, it is happening now on the internet. Fandom has never had so many technological tools by which to share one’s obsessions and passions. And while flame wars and petty attacks bring everyone down, such negativity appears to be the exception, not the rule. So I believe the state of fandom today is thriving. More power to fandom! Long may it continue to prosper.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: When were you born?

DAVID SZUREK: In 1948. I’m sixty-three now.

JS: You grew up in Detroit…

DS: Yeah. When I was little, I lived on the west side. There were a lot of macho kids that belonged to street gangs. Some of the parents were employed and some weren’t. My father worked in a factory. My mother was what you’d call a housewife. Later on, I lived in what became notorious part of detroit called the Cass Corridor. That’s when I was in my late teens. At that point, that neighborhood was kind of like the Midwest version of Haight-Ashbury.

JS: Was your father supportive of your interests?

DS: I guess he was supportive of what I was into, but he was not supportive of a kid basing his life around movies and reading. You were supposed to go out and play ball all the time.

JS: I’d imagine that it would make you want to push the envelope a little further.

DS: It probably did. At least when I got into my teens. And I was the world’s youngest completist, at one time. I took to seeing films, even though I knew that I wasn’t going to like them. It was strange. I started writing about them. When I was in high school, I started doing a fanzine called Demons Unlimited. That was originally for this monster club that I had formed in the neighborhood. After the first issue, I decided to advertise it in Famous Monsters—I wanted to make it into a regular magazine. I’d send it to whoever wanted to see a copy, as long as they paid. And the payment was only something like thirty-five cents.

JS: What was your club called?

DS: Monsters of Detroit.

JS: [laughs] That’s great! What was Demons Unlimited like?

DS: A lot of the articles were actually reprinted (with my name on them) from FM [laughs]. It was mostly reviews and sometimes, just plain synopses, which really bored me a few years later. I know there were a couple of guys who put out fanzines that were nothing but synopses. And they bored the hell out of me, you know? No kind of content or review.

JS: Were you aware of Famous Monsters from the start?

DS: Yeah, but the funny thing is that FM came to Detroit a little later than it did everywhere else. I’d say the first issues hit Detroit in 1960. And actually, I saw three magazines before FM—World Famous Creatures, Monsters and Things, and Monster Parade. Monsters and Things and Monster Parade were published by the same guy. He never gave his name, he just called himself Dr. Headstone.

JS: What did you think of those mags?

DS: They were pretty bad. I recognized that as a kid.

JS: Those magazines are very scarce these days. How hard was it to find them back then?

DS: At that time, they were kind of limited to a few stores. Like the way some movies are limited to grindhouses, you know? It was the same way. There were a few stores that carried them, and a lot that didn’t. Including Famous Monsters. In the beginning, they weren’t distributed everywhere.

JS: Do you remember the first horror film that you saw?

DS: I’m not sure if it was Them! or Creature from the Black Lagoon. I went with my mother and she went to see something else. I know it was one of the two. You can’t really tell by the release date, because everything was kept in reissue, until it hit television.

JS: Was it a common thing for you to go out and see movies?

DS: Yeah. Oh, yeah.

JS: What do you remember about the theaters in Detroit at that time?

DS: When I was a kid, there were at least two theaters in my neighborhood. I usually went to the Senate—that was within walking distance from home. And there was one called the Kramer. It was the first one to take what I consider the suburban fare. It played one movie at a time. It never had a double-bill or a triple-bill, even. It charged a little more and everything. So, I thought it was kind of poetic justice when, a few years later, it became one of the ultimate grindhouses in Detroit. They’d show a G, an R, and an X rated film, all on the same program. They didn’t even list the films in the paper—they advertised themselves, with handbills. Later on, I walked about three miles to a theater called the Lincoln. Later, after I’d been around the country, I went back to see what had become of it. It’s now one of the city’s DHSS offices.
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JS: You’ve been involved in fandom for a very long time.

DS: Since the sixties. Comic book, film, and science fiction fandom.

JS: Who were your favorite science fiction writers as a kid?

DS: At that time, I’d say Bradbury and Heinlein. Now, if there are any, I’d say it would be Harlan Ellison. But I don’t really read that much any longer.

JS: Did you ever get the chance to talk to any of those guys?

DS: I met Harlan Ellison once. But that was before he was big. I think he had one or two stories published.

JS: What kind of comic books were you reading back then?

DS: Mostly superhero and horror comics. And I always thought that too much attention was paid to the ECs and not to the other horror comics. The ECs were the best, I have to admit, but it’s like the others are almost ignored—things like Chamber of Chills and Tomb of Terror.

JS: Did you ever think that the horror comics went too far?

DS: No. Somehow I always knew that the comic books and movies were fictional. But one time, just after I saw Them!, there were all of these crickets outside of our house. They were chirping, and I remember thinking, “These are giant ants!”

JS: Let’s talk a little about the first Detroit Triple Fan Fair convention.

DS: I was one of the originators of that—me and a guy named Bob Brosch, from Allen Park. It started out as just a gathering of fans. The next thing I knew, he wanted to rent a hotel and everything. I didn’t really think it would go through, but it did. He had big ideas. I was sixteen years old. That was in 1964. We held it at the Tuller hotel. I don’t even know if it exists any longer.

JS: It’s long gone. How did you go about organizing the convention?

DS: Well, we contacted all these fans, and we contacted some people to be the guests—they never showed up [laughs]. We rented Things to Come, which was not often seen at the time. We also rented a Flash Gordon serial. Or was it a Captain Marvel serial? I don’t remember—it was so long ago [laughs]. I know that eventually, the same convention showed both. Anyway, after the second convention, I wasn’t really involved with it. I attended it, sometimes. One year I had a choice of attending that or something called Autoclave, which was one of those science fiction conventions. I ended up going to Autoclave instead. They were both on the same weekend. I don’t know if there was intentional competition there or not.

JS: How did you meet Bob Brosch?

DS: In those days, there was a network going on. Whenever somebody had a letter in FM or something like that, all these people in the same area would look up their number in the phone book. You’d call them up and sit and talk for a while. That’s how I met Bob. I had a letter in FM, and all of the sudden, I got a call from him.

[image: 001]

JS: It seems like the fan community was pretty big.

DS: It was, at the time. At least in Detroit and in some cities like New York and Philadelphia.

JS: Did you ever have anything besides a letter published in Famous Monsters?

DS: No. It’s a funny thing—I sold a review of Curse of the Demon to a thing called Fantastic Monsters. They paid me, but then they went out of business right before it would have been published.

JS: Wasn’t Ron Haydock involved with Fantastic Monsters?

DS: Yeah. Fantastic Monsters was him, Paul Blaisdell, and Jim Harmon. I get the impression that they were a lot like the Detroit fandom guys, except somebody had enough money to put out their magazine professionally. And they called it Fantastic Monsters of the Films. I mean, how close to Famous Monsters of Filmland can you get [laughs]? But it was a halfway decent magazine. I wouldn’t call it great, but they were better than some of the others that came out.

JS: I meant to ask you this earlier— were you active in any journalism programs in school?

DS: I wrote for the school paper for a while, but I never got anything printed. The principal would inspect it before it could go out. I know that’s not supposed to happen, but that’s the way they did it at my school. And after all, that was in the early sixties, and he was a real super-conservative. I was writing articles about ending the war and legalizing marijuana. He decided that he didn’t want to see any of that in the paper.
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JS: It sounds like you were a rebellious kid.

DS: Well, the so-called counterculture was beginning to happen. There had been no social progress of any kind for most of my life. I just figured that I’d become…well, basically a weirdo. I really identified with the Beat culture. I fantasized about that a lot, but I was still in high school. Mostly, what we did was go out and smoke dope.

JS: What gave you the drive to self publish?

DS: It was a creative drive, I guess. I don’t really know where it comes from. It’s just something that’s built into you. As I mentioned before, I did Demons Unlimited when I was a kid, and more recently Weird City and Weirdness Before Midnight. Actually, Weirdness Before Midnight was about the same magazine as Weird City. I hadn’t done an issue for about two or three years, so I decided to change the name. Both of them were mostly written by me and they were pretty general—I wrote about whatever I felt like writing about. The mainstay was film, but there would be other articles about my personal experiences.

JS: Your taste in genre films seems to be all over the place.

DS: Well, I eventually dropped the Toho and Santo films, but my interest in films didn’t change much over the years. The first director I was interested in was Corman, but there were directors that I liked a lot better later on.

JS: Such as?

DS: Romero, Larry Cohen, and Mario Bava. But I still can’t get into some of those other Italian directors like Dario Argento. I only really liked a couple of his pictures—Suspiria and Deep Red. I thought the other ones were very overrated.

JS: I think Suspiria and Deep Red are two of his more lucid pictures… if you can even use the word lucid and Argento in the same sentence.

DS: He’s too much into style and not enough into story.

JS: What was it about Mario Bava that grabbed you?

DS: The cultivation of atmosphere. And Larry Cohen always seemed to make his stories seem at least halfway plausible. Romero did the same thing. I really liked the atmosphere of Night of the Living Dead. When I first saw that, it hardly had any advance publicity, or anything. When I went to see it and saw the name Romero, I figured that it was a foreign picture. And of course, I didn’t know anything about it. It was the lower half of a double-bill, and it had what I considered one of the worst posters that I’d ever seen at the time. I went in, and it broke all of the clichés.

JS: Where did you see it at?

DS: At the Fox Theater in Detroit. It was a real obscurity and an unknown film at the time.

JS: [laughs] The Fox has since been restored and it blows my mind to think that Night of the Living Dead once played there on a double-bill!
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DS: It was a big old grindhouse. They mostly played triple-bills [laughs]! When it closed down, the Adams Theater kind of took its place. You know the Adams, don’t you?

JS: Yeah. It closed in the late eighties. You know, I have to say that I really loved your article about the old Detroit movie houses in Magick Theatre number seven. “Detroit Grindhouse Blues” is one of the only documents of that era that I’ve come across.

DS: The theaters in Detroit tended to almost be like the ones in New York. They were showing just about everything—even things that most people thought were direct-to-video.

JS: You’re very well known in the fanzine world. You’ve been published in just about everything.

DS: Yeah. It wasn’t done by design or anything [laughs]. It just sort of happened.

JS: I remember reading your stuff in things like Temple of Schlock, Subhuman, and Wet Paint. You seemed to explode from there. Were you on some kind of crazy mission to appear in every zine known to man?

DS: Yeah [laughs]. But not until I’d seen them first. I was writing just about every day, for a while.

JS: It also seemed like you were reading everything. Even if you didn’t contribute to a zine, you always seemed to have a letter published in the letters section.

DS: Yeah, I think I was reading everything. And for a little while, I didn’t keep the same address for very long. I’d just write to people, and they really didn’t know if I was writing to them form a mailing address or a park bench!

JS: This is kind of a weird question, but did you ever encounter any peer-backlash for being involved in fandom when you were growing up?
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DS: I didn’t encounter that so much. I did encounter some people in fandom that were kind of down on people who weren’t. But there were some people who would get down on anybody who was obsessed with anything, you know? And there were people who were down on anybody who had any sort of intellect. But those were guys who were more like my father. They were playing sports all the time, and all of that. But the majority just kind of took it as, “you have your interests and I have mine.” It was a coexistence sort of thing.

JS: When I was growing up, I was sort of an outsider.

DS: I ended up having two kinds of people that I’d hang out with. There were the “mundanes” (as we called them) and the people more like me. I got along with both.

JS: Another thing about my childhood—when I was growing up, Fangoria was sort of the “new” Famous Monsters. What did you think of Fango?

DS: Well, it changed the definition of what horror was. They made little claims that were certainly their own to make them sound like they were the general attitude. They were always calling certain movies cult films. There was never a Last House on the Left cult until they started to talk about it. Craven’s original reputation was based more on The Hills Have Eyes than on Last House. And Last House on the Left was a movie that a lot of people ignored before Fangoria started talking about it. I didn’t think it was a very entertaining movie at all. I didn’t even like it when I finally saw it. It was one of those movies that you see and sort of forget.

JS: That’s an interesting take on things. What other films (and cults) rubbed you the same way?

DS: Well, there’s the cult thing about Andy Milligan. But I kind of like Andy Milligan’s movies.

JS: So do I.

DS: They have a sense of enthusiasm to them. But I assume a lot when I think that most pictures have some kind of system of enthusiasm to them. Otherwise, they wouldn’t even exist! Some people express it better than others.

JS: Milligan is an interesting case. In a way, I think it goes back to the outsider thing. The fact that his films actually played in theaters is amazing to me. I’m really glad that he got some recognition. Now that we’re talking about cult films, what was your take on Ed Wood?

DS: Off and on. At least there was a sense that he liked what he was doing, for more than the money. Which is the opposite of Herschell Gordon Lewis and his partner Dave Friedman. They both admitted that they were basically making films for money.
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JS: I’ve always had a soft spot in my heart for H.G. Lewis.

DS: Actually, I did like Two Thousand Maniacs. I didn’t like the other ones so much.

JS: Why do you think that was?

DS: There seemed to be a little bit more of the same thing that I was talking about with milligan. There was an enthusiasm behind it. It didn’t even seem like his other movies. And I kind of liked The Wizard of Gore, despite the fact that it had one of the dumbest titles I’d ever heard in my life [laughs].

JS: What did you think of Ted V. Mikels?

DS: I thought he had a sense of enthusiasm, too. But I didn’t think that The Astro-Zombies had much of it. And the sequel to it certainly didn’t. That was just boring.

JS: When I was in college, I worked with a guy who saw The Corpse Grinders when it first played in Detroit. He told me that he was pretty disappointed with the thing. What’s the expression? All sizzle, no steak? I don’t know if I’m some kind of idiot, but I really enjoyed it when I finally saw it.

DS: I did, too [laughs]!

JS: He told me that he walked into the theater and there was a big display. You know the drill—“Do you know what this is? This is a corpse grinding machine!”

DS: Well, the Corpse grinders only showed at the things that they called grindhouses, anyway! And that was one of those films that didn’t get much publicity, except in the fanzines. A lot of those films didn’t have much going for them, other than the camp element. And some of them didn’t even have that!

JS: OK, here’s the final question: Are you aware of just how important your writing was to the zine scene?

DS: Well, I don’t know if it was important or not. There were a lot of others from that era. Your friend Greg Goodsell is one of them. He was in everything. And then, there was Jeff Smith from Wet Paint and Cecil Doyle from Subhuman. There was Kris Gilpin. There was Brian Johnson. He did a zine called They Won’t Stay Dead. There were a lot of guys, and they were writing about everything. It wasn’t just me…
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The world would be a considerably duller place without the grace of Little Shoppe of Horrors, for which the epithet “old school” might well have been invented. The stalwart Hammer films zine, edited and published by Richard Klemensen, and expanded to other reaches of British fantasy cinema, has been around forever. Well, since the seventies, anyway, which is much the same thing. The format has barely changed over the years, with perhaps the exception that the quality of contributor artwork is now nothing short of astonishing.
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There’s not an awful lot I feel I can add to the story that follows. So I venture instead a meeting with a friend of mine called Graeme Cuthbert, who has confessed more than once to a tenuous connection with Little Shoppe of Horrors. As a British teenage Hammer fan in the early 1980s, Graeme attended the proto Hammer film conventions in London, organised by Hammer International. Richard Klemensen had also been in attendance at the first of these, and possibly the others, too. Richard writes about his experience in the debut issue of his scarce side project, the Hammer Journal (abandoned due to pressure from the studio, concerned that it might be construed as an official vessel for Hammer).

Recalling the Hammer movies screened at the convention and the personalities in attendance (Roy Ashton, Michael Ripper, Ralph Bates and Ingrid Pitt among them), Graeme says that the studio already appeared relegated to history, despite new inroads into television at the time.
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In Little Shoppe of Horrors number 7 (December 1982), he has a photo published. It shows Oakley Court, the old manor house next to Bray studios as featured in many Hammer films. He doesn’t recall any actual correspondence with Richard Klemensen. But rather he sent the photo unsolicited as a fan. This was followed likewise by a bunch of photographs taken in the Palladium Cellars; a relatively short lived London attraction with famous movie characters rendered as wax animatronics. The exhibition had a section with Hammer monsters, including Oliver Reed as a werewolf who growled and rattled his cage. Alas, these photographs never reached their intended destination and are lost.

What goes around, comes around. Today Graeme works in post production for a company called Deluxe that restores movies for release on blu-ray—among them some of the Hammer classics. His office on Wardour Street is located opposite what was once Hammer House, the old Hammer films office. I imagine Graeme’s story is typical of Little Shoppe of Horrors.

The following interview with Richard Klemensen was conducted by email in March 2011.



DAVID KEREKES: How did Little Shoppe of Horrors come about?

RICHARD KLEMENSEN: I was always a fan of horror and science fiction movies, and always had a little thing for self publishing (my first attempt was a humor magazine done during the ninth grade—not very funny though—called Fleabit). But my interest in the films, and Hammer in particular, came together during a trip to the drive-in theater in 1969 (after just recovering from a Summer bout of “mono”) to see The Valley Of Gwangi, Godzilla Vs. The Thing and Hammer’s Dracula Has Risen From The Grave. I was knocked out by it, rushed home very early in the morning—even though I had to get up to go to work in a few hours—and dug out my old copies of Famous Monsters of Filmland and Castle of Frankenstein.
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Writing off for back issues of those prozines, I also discovered amateur titles like Photon and Gore Creatures listed. And ordered copies of those, too. Much more than the professional mags, the fanzines really struck a chord with me. I soon realized I would like to publish a similar magazine. But finishing my first four years of college, in May 1970, I immediately received my draft notice. The Vietnam war was going on, and all of us who were able were being taken. My two best friends saw serious combat, but I never left the States, being stationed in Richmond, Virginia my whole tour.

On discharge in January 1972, I was back in college and also started laying the groundwork for my own fanzine (early on I took the name of Little Shoppe of Horrors, after the Roger Corman horror comedy). I had stayed in contact with other publishers like Gary Svehla of Gore Creatures (soon to be Midnight Marquee) and had made a number of friends in England. Mainly Gary Parfitt (still a big time collector) and the late writer, Alan Dodd. That first issue in Spring 1972 had a definite British tinge to it.

Through the first three issues, it was apparent that while striving to be a general interest horror film zine, my interests really were heavily into the British horror films. So after my massive history of Hammer in 1978 (Hammer producer, Anthony Hinds, called it the best thing ever done on Hammer), I decided that if I was going to keep doing this, the emphasis would be totally Hammer. Even now, although we have expanded into other areas of British horror—Amicus, The Blood on Satan’s Claw, etc—Hammer remains the ultimate focus of Little Shoppe of Horrors.

DK: How were those early issues were put together, in terms of editorial content, as well as the physical layout and production?

RK: As today, sometimes the contents would be a combination of dumb luck and someone approaching me with an idea. Those first three issues were individual pages printed by a small firm (actually their house) in Janeville, Iowa (near my home of the time in Waterloo, Iowa) by two crippled brothers. Another smaller printer would do the page photos, and then I’d type the text working around those photos (I typed everything on an electric typewriter, which is why the joke is still around how I would do hand corrections to the text rather than start from scratch again! Even then, the issues tended to be huge in the sense of page count). My mother and I would spread the pages around my bed at home—I was still in college and living at home to save money—and together, we’d sort them by hand. As Little Shoppe of Horrors number 3 was 104 pages and by then we were up to over 1,000 copies, it was a monumental amount of boring work.
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Between issue numbers 3 and 4, I got married for the first time, so there was a four year gap in issues—something until very recently that happened quite often. Divorces, moves, job losses. All would put paid to an issue for a number of years. With number 4, I decided to go all out—color cover, professional typesetting, slick enamel paper. And with the help of many friends in England—especially Susan and Colin Cowie—I put together what is still considered the Bible of Hammer magazines, Little Shoppe of Horrors 4. From that, for one issue, I thought I would do a four time a year Hammer newsletter called the Hammer Journal, but a tussle with the Hammer owners of the time made me decide to go back to Little Shoppe of Horrors.

Up to issue number 8, each issue tended to be a hodgepodge of articles and interviews. With number 8, I decided to focus on one particular film or group of films (but not excluding other features or interviews). In this case, in 1984, we did the Karnstein trilogy. And we’ve had a central focus on all issues since then. I think I’ve been the one who has come up with the subject matter idea for each issue, although once I get an idea, it seems like related articles and interviews just seem to materialize once I get out the word to our contributors. For example, in our upcoming Little Shoppe of Horrors number 26, I decided to go with Hands Of The Ripper, because (1) it is an extremely good film and (2) there was research materials available to say something new. No need to just rehash the same stuff over and over. From there, I was able to find someone to interview Angharad Rees and Peter Sasdy. David Taylor had actually seen the uncut film in the phillipines and we had an article on the “Ripper cuts.” It seems to have worked out that way for all the issues.
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In the case of our Amicus issue, where we turned over a complete mag to what is really a booklength feature, I had been aware of Phil Nutman’s eighties research into Amicus, and always reminded him that the article had a welcome home in Little Shoppe of Horrors if he ever decided he wanted it published. I think that issue is wonderful and maybe the best thing we have ever done.
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Our Terence Fisher tribute issue was a personal goal for me. Of all the film people in the world, the only one I ever really wanted to meet was Fisher. For many years, a bio of Fisher by Alan Frank has been mooted. So far it has not appeared, and I wanted to give tribute to this great director while people who remembered him, and worked with him, were still around. Fisher’s daughter thought the issue was great, which was the ultimate compliment.
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It has gone where the two daughters, and brother, of Alan Gibson of the modern day Hammer Dracula films, helped us put that together. Or that John Gilling had been interviewed in depth by Gilbert Verschooten and I was finally able to convince him to let us publish the interview in our Plague Of The Zombies/The Reptile issue. Anyway, you get the idea.

Now, with the wonders of the computer age, where it used to take me two- three-four years, using snail mail and back and forth letters and telephone calls to put one issue together, we can put out two in one year’s email attachments. InDesign computer programs. The improvements sometimes seem like dreams.
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DK: What was the fan base for Hammer and horror films like back in the early days and how does it differ now?

RK: There was a good fan base out there in 1972 when I started. The problem always being how did one reach them? In those days, everything was word of mouth, reviews in other related fanzines and putting little ads in them. So things grew slowly.

With the advent of distributors who would get you into related shops, and comic book stores, sales really blossomed. The 1990s were the golden years of distribution where you could move thousands of copies. But the distributors, one by one, fell away and Diamond Comics Distributors took over the market. Two years ago, they had a bloodletting where they dropped hundreds of magazines and comics, Little Shoppe of Horrors included. What was ironic is the year before they had voted Little Shoppe of Horrors one of the ten best media magazines of that year. But the hard dollars and cents meant we just didn’t sell enough copies.
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The audience for classic horror films is much older now, and shrinking rather than growing. What makes it possible for a magazine like Little Shoppe of Horrors to survive is the internet. There are still a few shops in the UK and the States that give us presence, but we are mainly sold online. My son set up a website for me with issue number 16 in 2004 and it has been the godsend to keep Little Shoppe of Horrors going.

We were young and full of enthusiasm in the seventies. Access to the research and info just wasn’t there, but we were eager to find it. Now in this digital age, everything is at your fingertips. But I never see Little Shoppe of Horrors as a digital online mag. We’ll live and die as a real magazine. From that simple one-page-at-a-time rag of 1972 to the slick pages now, with covers by some of fandom’s greatest artists. Quite a journey.
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Many of the people interviewed in this book remember well the first time they saw an issue of Fangoria. I certainly remember mine.

There was a little store called Beacon Drugs that my mother used to shop at. It was the usual small town America kind of place—part stationary store, part candy store, part druggist, and part gifts and trinkets. The only thing missing was the soda counter. My brother and I were born too late for that.

But the place had a magazine stand, and that’s where we would gravitate to whenever our mother wasn’t paying attention. I was always on the lookout for the latest issue of Mad. Sometimes they’d have some old issues lying around, and sometimes I’d spot a few Mad paperbacks that I desperately needed to complete my collection. My mother had no problem with Mad, but she did have a problem with Fangoria.

I can remember it, as clear as day. My brother and I had gotten loose once again, and we made a break for the newsstand. Before long, something caught our eyes. My brother made a grab for it first.

“What is that?” I asked, while trying to wrench the thing from his hands.

My brother is two years younger than me, and I snickered as he mispronounced the title.

“Fang-or-a.”

We stood there underneath the fluorescent lights, paging through the magazine, laughing and gasping in amazement. I knew right then that I wanted to take “Fang-or-a” home with me. Unfortunately, my mother had other plans.

In an instant, she had tracked us down and she put the first issue of Fangoria that I ever laid eyes on back on the shelf. At that moment, I made a pact with myself. I was going to read this magazine one day. I didn’t know what it was, but I was going to find it, buy it, read it, and collect it. And as the years went on, I did.

Fangoria became a staple of my youthful reading and I savored every issue that I was able to sneak into my house. The mag was subversive, gory as shit, and it was mine.

Many of the zine editors and writers interviewed in this book cite Fangoria as a major influence, and there’s no question as to why—the magazine made a giant ripple throughout the mainstream press that was all but impossible to ignore. If Uncle Forry was the voice of his generation, Fango’s first editor, Bob Martin was surely the voice of mine.

So, gather ’round, kids. Here he is—our one and only Uncle Bob Martin. Make sure to dim the lights for his arrival. And make sure to leave your bedroom window halfway open. No telling what kind of guests might come a knocking in the night.

And, oh yeah…

Keep yer eyeballs peeled for your mothers…

The following interview was conducted via telephone, April 25, 2012.



BOB MARTIN: To start with, can I just ramble for a little bit about the subject? JOHN SZPUNAR: Sure.

BM: OK. At the time that Fangoria started, new york had a lot of stuff going on. There was Michael Weldon’s Psychotronic. There was Bill Landis and his rather notorious Sleazoid Express. And there was Rick Sullivan’s Gore Gazette. As far as I could tell, everything else was sort of in the shadow of those three guys. They were the giants of the zines, as far as I was concerned. And, I think all three of them started around the same time as Fangoria. I don’t know to what extent Fangoria encouraged them, or to what extent Fangoria was a product of them. I do know that I was looking at what they were doing. And, to some extent, I was copying my approach from them, especially Michael Weldon.

JS: Did you know Michael back then?

BM: Yes. He was a really good friend. When I broke up with the girl I was supposed to marry, Michael gave me his apartment for a while. He was out of town. You’re aware that he’s now a DJ, right?

JS: Yeah.

BM: What a collection of records the man had! Absolutely magnificent. I was there for maybe two or three weeks, and I spent the whole time filling up tapes with stuff from his collection. But anyway, at the time we met, we were still pretty much kids, and he was a great influence. He had scrapbooks that were filled with things that he had cut out (and organized) from magazines like Famous Monsters and Castle of Frankenstein. Has anyone talked to you about Ann Magnuson yet?

JS: Not yet.

BM: She used to have a counterculture salon on St. Mark’s Place. And once a week, the Monster Movie Club was held at her space.

JS: I’ve heard of that. They screened horror movies, right?

BM: Yes. It was run by Tom Scully and Susan Hannaford (who was later an actress, herself). I think Rick Sullivan was somewhat involved in their screenings. Michael used to attend them, Frank henenlotter was frequently there, and Bill Landis was part of that circle, too. There was this whole off-the-page, real-world warm-body culture that was going on. It was a real sausage fest, of course [laughs]. Girls weren’t into it. But, nevertheless, it was very influential to Fangoria. There were a lot of guys involved, either directly or tangentially, who contributed to the whole cultural stream. Anybody who had an opinion could say something, and the next thing you knew, it might be repeated in the fanzines or in Fangoria. Those get-togethers gave things a life that couldn’t be reproduced today.

JS: Why do you think that is?

BM: Well, there’s no such scene anymore. And, I don’t know if a scene like that could happen again today, because it’s so much easier to turn on the computer. But anyway, let’s get into your questions.
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JS: OK. First of all, I’d like to get an idea about what the years leading up to the Monster Movie Club scene and Fangoria were like.

BM: Sure. When I was a teenager, I left home. I was an extremely sheltered kid. I basically had to leave home, in order to become unsheltered. But, when I was at home, I read a lot and didn’t feel comfortable around a lot of people. I kept to myself—I used to think that I’d maybe become a priest. But, I lost religion hard at around eleven or twelve. My father died when I was twelve and that didn’t encourage me to become religious. I guess I should really concentrate on my high school years, because that’s where most of the readership of Fangoria was at.

JS: Sure. Let’s get into that…

BM: Well, my high school years were very bitter. Absolutely awful. When my father was alive, he used to volunteer for transfers within the corporation he worked for.

JS: Where did he work?

BM: He worked for Sears. When he transferred, he would go to a new store to break in the new team. That meant that he would get some quick advancement within the company. He would constantly volunteer for these new positions and we would move every couple of years. So, I didn’t really develop relationships. I was always the new kid. And the habit of always being the new kid kind of cures you of trying to make attachments to other people—I’m the new kid and I’m going to be the new kid again, someplace else. Why bother? But, I had books that I could carry with me to the next location. I was an incredibly voracious reader of everything.

JS: You mentioned that you lost faith in religion.

BM: I became an enthusiastic agnostic—I wasn’t an atheist, but I took up doubt rather anxiously. I also became very politically orientated. This was just after the civil rights years—it was right around the time that the Kennedys and King were killed. That hit me emotionally, and I became a political cynic. I was very anti Vietnam. I wasn’t at the draft age, but I knew that we had people out there, and that the war was slowly being escalated.

[image: 001]

I worked for LBJ’s reelection. Even though I was only twelve or thirteen, I went out canvassing and shit. And when Johnson turned out to be booster of the war, I was very disappointed. I became very cynical about that.

JS: A minute or so ago, you said that you moved away from home at an early age. What led up to that?

BM: One evening when I was sixteen, I told my mother that I’d be staying late after school to take an aptitude test. It was being given by the armed forces. I just wanted to take the test to find out something about my aptitude—I didn’t know what I was going to do as an adult, and I was worried about it. My mother thought that it was a step toward winding up in the armed forces, and she forbade me to do it. So, I took the train from Queens to the lower east side of Manhattan. I went to this apartment building that had a sign saying, “Vacancy. See superintendant.” A big fat black guy answered the door, and said, “What do you want?” I said, “I’m looking for an apartment.” He said, “you got money?” I said, “I have eighty dollars,” which was true. He laughed at me, and then he said, “are you prejudiced?” I told him no, and he said, “you can stay here for a while.” For the following three months, I lived with Bobby, a black guy who happened to be a marijuana dealer and the superintendent of four buildings. He put me up in a vacant apartment.
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JS: What was that scene like?

BM: It was pretty weird. For about three months, I had no communication whatsoever with the white world. I basically spent all my time with the fat guy. People called him Big Bobby because his cousin, Little Bobby, also lived there. He had a good friend who everybody called Spanish Bobby. I became White Bobby [laughs]. Now, Big Bobby forbade me to have any reefer. He said, “That white boy will go crazy and kill us all in our sleep!” So, I was forbidden to have any, but Little Bobby would pass me the J, anyway. After about a month, it was broken to Bobby that I’d been smoking and that I hadn’t killed anyone, so he said, “OK.” So, basically, that was my introduction to the New York underground.

JS: Where did you go from there?

BM: I ended up running into a guy in the Village who had been as much of a friend as I’d ever had in high school. His name was Terry, and he had moved into a one-room apartment on MacDougal Street in Greenwich Village with his girlfriend. And they were running out of money. I had a little bit of money, on account of having stolen some drugs. I won’t go into detail about that, because it’s not a story to be admired. But it was something that I had done. I was selling the drugs off, bit by bit. Eventually, I got ripped off for the vast majority of them. But for a little while, I had a little money and I was able to cover the rent. I wound up living on MacDougal Street in the Summer of 1966. That was my heyday as a hippy—that year and the next. I was in San Francisco for the Summer of love in ’67, which was another weird trip. So, those were my hippy years, which had nothing at all to do with eventually finding out how to make a living [laughs].

JS: What kind of a job did you end up getting?

BM: I got a couple of jobs in the publishing industry. They were boring office jobs that I do not wish on anybody. And when I was writing for Fangoria, I would think about the fact that my readers were going to have to grow up, get a job, and be slaves to the nine to five for most of their lives. I tried to encourage them to find some other way to live. Whether it’s making movies or making music, or whatever, there’s got to be something that you can do to avoid the nine to five.

JS: How did you get out of the grind?

BM: I got so fed up with things that I took a shittier job (as far as pay goes) as a clerk in a little occult bookstore on Broadway.

JS: What was the store called?

BM: Samuel Weiser. It was an interesting shop that specialized in the kind of books that most bookstores didn’t carry. Stuff on astrology, yoga, Buddhism, what have you. It had a very interesting clientele. Patti smith was always in there, buying flying saucer books and the like. Todd Rundgren was a regular customer. I sold Kareem Abdul-Jabbar a Koran. Anyway, that’s the kind of place it was, and that was the kind of crowd that we catered to. And it was a very interesting job for me because while I was there, I also explored my spiritual side a bit. I became somewhat involved in a workshop that involved the teachings of a Russian mystic named G.I. Gurdjieff. And through that, I came into touch with some people who were rather successful with writing. One of them was Henry Beard.

JS: From National Lampoon?

BM: Yeah. The other was Tony Hiss. His father was the famously imprisoned Alger Hiss—he was accused of trading our secrets to the communists by Nixon. Anyway, Tony and Henry had a writer’s workshop that I participated in, and I got a lot of encouragement from both of them. And, I got my first writing job from someone who was in the same group. Her name was Melissa Lande. Her family owned a magazine, and she was working for the family company.

[image: 001]

JS: What was the company called?

BM: North American publishing. One of their organs was called Marketing Bestsellers. It was about newsstand sales—paperback books and magazines. It was basically a trade magazine that had capsule reviews of new paperback books, outlines on new magazines, etc. My very first writing job was writing something like fifty reviews of paperback books each and every month. While I was doing that, I was also reading manuscripts for Dell Books, which was a paperback imprint. They’re probably better known as Delacorte now. I read the manuscripts, and wrote reports on whether or not I thought Dell should reprint them in paperback. I don’t why they thought I would know, but there you go. And through that, I also wound up writing paperback copy. I wrote the jacket copy for Islands in the Net, by Bruce Sterling. I saw it some years later, and it was terrible. Anyway, with all of these book reviews, book jackets, and manuscripts, I was reading about 200 books per month, for a period of two years. After those two years, I was incapable of finishing a book. It really robbed me of the pleasure of reading. I had been an addictive reader, but after that, you couldn’t get me to crack a book for anything. I’ve only recently been able to finish books again. Anyway, Melissa, the editor of Marketing Bestsellers, became the publisher of the magazine and needed a replacement as editor. She asked me if I would like to do it. I said, “Sure, why not?” I took her job.

JS: What was that like?

BM: It was terrible, for reasons that I won’t go into. But Mellissa told me that the publishers of Starlog were starting a new magazine and were looking for an editor. Now, by telling me this, she basically left herself high and dry, but she went ahead and did it. So, this was the third big favor that this woman did for me. I went to the Starlog offices and was interviewed by various people. And I told them the huge lie that I had a Bachelor of Arts in English from Brown University. I was a high school dropout and I never went back to any form of school after that. I got the equivalency diploma, and that’s it. But, I told them that I was a graduate from brown, and that helped put me over.
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JS: Did they ever find out the truth?

BM: I told everyone the truth a year later, but by then it was too late. Fangoria was a success [laughs]. So, that’s my life up until then. I can give you more detail on any part that you want.

JS: Were you aware of Starlog before your interview?

BM: Well, let’s see. I was aware of it, but I wasn’t a reader of it. I had been a reader of Monster Times. I was a regular purchaser of it, right until the end. Before that, I read Castle of Frankenstein. I never did get into Famous Monsters—I thought it was very childish, let’s face it.

JS: That’s true, but when I look at it through adult eyes, I can appreciate what it meant to people.

BM: Yeah, as an adult, you can respect it more than you would as a child. When you’re a child, you want to be grown up. You don’t want to be talked to like you’re a kid.

JS: That’s exactly the way that I felt when I was growing up.

BM: Me, too. I had that eagerness to be a hipster beatnik, even though I was a little kid. I was too much of a beatnik when I first saw Famous Monsters; this uncle Forry guy was talking to me like I was twelve. Damn it, I’m fourteen [laughs]! Now the thing about Castle of frankenstein was that Cal beck and Bhob Stewart made that magazine for themselves. They weren’t thinking of an audience that was somebody different from them. They were thinking of an audience that was just like them, that had the same interests. Somebody like Joe dante would read it and say, “yeah, this is for me.” Joe dante didn’t do much writing for Famous Monsters, although I’m sure he read it. I think he was much more enthused about Castle of frankenstein because it talked about film. I didn’t talk about the subjects of the movies as if you were telling stories around a campfire. And it didn’t matter if you were twelve, Castle of frankenstein was dealing with you as if you were an adult. And when you’re twelve years old and want to forget that you’re twelve—you want to be treated like a human being—that means a lot. I always tried to use the same approach in Fangoria, even though I was well aware that there weren’t many thirty year old people reading the magazine. I tried to make it as readable for me as it would be for anybody else.
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JS: What was the genesis of Fangoria? How did the magazine start?

BM: Ok…in the last issue of Marketing Bestsellers that I edited, there was a little blurb about this new magazine that was coming from the publishers of starlog, called fantastica. It was going to do for the world of fairies, elves, dwarves, and magical creatures exactly what starlog did for the world of spaceships and distant galaxies. This was in part due to the interests of kerry o’Quinn. He was very interested in fantasy art, as practiced by the hildebrandt brothers and others of that ilk. There was a feeling among the publishers (given that star Wars had blown science fiction sky high) that there was going to be something that would do the same thing for fantasy. They thought it might be the Conan movie that at that time was being planned, but wouldn’t see the light of day for another three or four years. They were looking to the Conan movie as possibly being the comet that they could tie their magazine to. I don’t think that they were aware that robert e. Howard was a little more manly than the type of elf art they were looking at. Anyway, that was the plan—to get the magazine going before Conan hit. They figured that the movie would take it through the roof.

JS: The magazine didn’t quite go that way.

BM: There were a couple of things that got in the way. The first thing was the lawsuit that stopped it from being published for six months. I was hired to be the editor. They had already put together an initial issue, which was sitting in boards. It was on the shelf in the office where I worked for six months, while worked a little bit on starlog and a few other projects. They certainly had enough work for me to do without Fangoria around.

JS: What was the court case about?

BM: There was another magazine in business called fantastic films. Now, fantastic films was established long after Cinefantastique, which was still in print at that time. As everyone knows, in French, Cinefantastique means fantastic film. But fantastic films felt that a magazine called fantastica was messing with their trademark and would confuse their potential audience. It was a rather ridiculous case that I think we should have won with no problem, but we lost it. The judgment was in favor of fantastic films. And so, I got to work one morning and was told that the boards that had been sitting on the shelf for six months needed to be gone over. Certain things that had aged beyond the pale needed to be pulled out, new stuff had to be created to make it seem more timely, and we needed to come up with a new title and send it out to press within twenty-four hours. So, ed naha and I worked on it. Now, ed had been the primary guy on the first issue—he had basically put fantastica together, as the editor. He had chosen not to put his own name on it. He chose the name Joe bonham. So, if you look at the first issue of Fangoria, you’ll see my name as associate editor because I did work on those pages before they were shipped out. But Joe bonham is credited as the editor of that issue, and that’s ed naha’s pseudonym.
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JS: Do you know where the name came from?

BM: It came from a novel by dalton Trumbo. Dalton Trumbo is the man who wrote the screenplay for spartacus, and he also wrote a novel called Johnny got his gun. It’s a pacifist novel about a paraplegic, and it’s told from the point of view of Joe bonham in his hospital bed. Anyway, that’s the name that ed naha chose to use for his pseudonym. And so, the first editor of Fangoria was ed naha.
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JS: How was the first issue received?

BM: The first issue and the eight issues that followed failed miserably, largely because the magazine’s focus wasn’t where people expected it to be. Part of the reason for that was the name of the magazine. If you see a magazine named Fangoria, you don’t think that it’s going to be about elves. You don’t know what it’s going to be about—you’re going to say, “What the fuck?” It’s a complete nonsense word out of left field, and it had no meaning until we gave it one.

JS: Who came up with the name?

BM: There’s a whole story about that. Again, it was a matter of these pages that had to ship out the next day. We needed a name for the magazine. Now, the editor of starlog at the time was a guy named howard zimmerman. Howard wanted the two of us to sit down and see if we could come up with something. And so, I sat down with him in his office. We were throwing around words, and he made a list. One thing that I thought of was the rather long word, “fantasmagoria.” Richard Corben did a selfpublished magazine called fantagor that was mined from that word, and I went back to that well, myself. Howard thought fantasmagoria was way too long. I said, “I know, but let’s play with it a little bit.” I don’t know if it was him or me, but one of us tried the shortened word “Fangoria”. He wrote it down, which was something that I would not have done. Looking over his shoulder, I said, “do me a favor. Don’t show that to norman Jacobs, because if you show it to norman, when I come into work tomorrow morning, I will be the editor of a magazine called Fangoria.” Howard betrayed me [laughs]. He showed the list to norman. Norman fell in love with it and said, “Fangoria it is.” And so, there we were.
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JS: You came into work the next morning as the editor of magazine called Fangoria…

BM: [laughs] I told you earlier about being a slave to the nine to five. As the editor of the magazine, I was never enslaved by that. People would have liked to see me come in at nine. I had a tendency to come in at eleven or noon, even when I was in trouble. On that particular day, I came in around 11:30 in the morning. They had a logo already, which is the familiar logo that you can see on the first thirty or forty issues. There it was, on my desk. I can’t say that I hated the title—well, no I will say it. I hated it. Day to day, what I had to do was tell publicists who were representing filmmakers and films that I needed to talk to their director or that I needed to get stills from their film, and that I wanted to put them in a magazine named Fangoria. They’d ask me how to spell it, I’d tell them, and they’d still sound doubtful. For a long time, they would be very reluctant—it was like pulling teeth. It took a long time before people realized that Fangoria was where you had to have your stills and you had to have your story for fans of horror to see that your movie might be something to contend with. I’d say that wasn’t even close to happening until issue 7. That was our breakthrough issue—it was the one with Jack nicholson from the shining on the cover, and it was pretty much the first magazine that had its focus together.

JS: When did sales improve?

BM: Well, the sales were not improving over the first five or six issues. As the magazine continued to falter, kerry o’Quinn started to maintain his distance. Nobody wants to be associated with a failure. But, the further away from it he got, the more successful it became.

JS: Did that give you more free reign to do what you wanted?

BM: Yes. Basically, I was able to take the lead of the readers. I was able to use the readers as my excuse for doing what I wanted to do. I wanted to make it a magazine that dealt with horror films without being dainty about it. Famous Monsters was a little bit shy of covering the type of film that was being made at the end of the twentieth-century. We were ready to cover late twentieth-century horror films and to move forward into the twentyfirst. No other magazine was going to do that. Even Monster times had always been somewhat shy and not ghoulish. When they covered gory films, they indicated, “Well, you know, instead of using real horror, this thing is exploiting gore.” Like that’s a bad thing [laughs]. We didn’t say, “This movie is just exploiting gore—what a horrible thing to do!” I would say, “hey, here’s one that’s exploiting gore. That’s a basic interest of ours. There’s no shame in exploitation.”

JS: The word “exploitation” carried a certain stigma for quite a while.

BM: Right. And it took me a while to get used to the idea that there’s no shame in using the word. I’d kind of test the waters of some of the filmmakers I dealt with by using the term exploitation with them. If they reacted negatively, I wouldn’t mention it again. The fact is, the vast majority of them reacted negatively because that’s the way we were all conditioned. Before there was Fangoria and before there was stephen king and Quentin Tarantino, we were all pretty much conditioned to regard anything that used real graphic horror as being exploitation. And exploitation was beyond the pale. It was something that unfair people did in order to take unfair advantage of something. But, there’s nothing unfair about exploiting gore. I mean, who does it hurt? Nobody gets cheated, except maybe the people who are told that something is going to be gory and it’s not. They go in and say, “Where’s the gore?” Those are the only people who get cheated. But, at that time, there was just this overwhelming cultural conditioning that exploitation was a bad thing. Fangoria was one of the first cultural waves against that. And we owed that, more than anything else, to the zines like gore gazette and sleazoid express. And personally, I owe that to Frank henenlotter. He’s the first guy to say, “yeah, I’m an exploitation filmmaker.” He was the first guy who said it with relish and who wasn’t at all defensive about it.
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JS: What can you tell me about David Everitt?

BM: David was my co-editor. He had equal billing with me—I made sure of that, because I wanted him to work just as hard [laughs]. First, though, I have to give due credit to robert Greenberger. Before there was David Everitt, the only guy really helping me out was robert. And his help was priceless. Without him, I would have drowned; I would have had to quit a lot sooner than I did. He went on to have a great career at dC and marvel as an editor. But, he started out with me on Fangoria, and he did a great job. He never tires of telling people about the day that p. J. Soles came to our office to take him out to lunch to thank him for interviewing her. But anyway, after robert left, David Everitt was hired. Not to replace him, but more or less as a free agent to work on various projects that needed help. Everything at starlog was always understaffed because they were so damn cheap. Everitt was there to lighten the load for the people who were swamped, which included me. I noticed that he had an encyclopedic knowledge of film. He could sit down and type out publishable copy on first draft. And, he was about the funniest guy I’d ever spoken with. We got along really well, so I went to my boss and made a devil’s deal. David and I lived to regret it, but not entirely.
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JS: What was the deal?

BM: Basically, the deal I made was this: I told norman Jacobs that this guy David Everitt was good. I said, “If you put him on Fangoria full-time, make him my co-editor, and give him equal pay with me, I will be able bring in the magazine at half of its current budget.” Ok. That was crazy. First of all, by the fact that I extorted salary equal to what I was getting, for the rest of the time that I was at starlog, I could never again really ask for a raise. I had used all of my juice to get everitt this equal money. Also, because we were going to be producing the magazine at half the budget, David and I were sold into the slavery of writing half the magazine each and every issue while we paid our freelancers what was remaining in our budget. David and I respected writers too much to screw them. That meant we were going to pay our writers fairly, but we couldn’t buy much stuff. We had to produce as much as possible in house. It instantly became tougher for all of the freelancers to sell stuff to us. And the freelancers, of course, weren’t happy with that change. But, because David and I knew the magazine so well, we were able to tighten the focus even further. We made it stronger, and that helped it’s sales. So, actually, although it was stupid crazy of me to make this deal, it was the best thing possible for the magazine.
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JS: What kind of effect did it have on your workload?

BM: It freed me, to a certain extent. I stopped slaving quite as hard as I had been, and saw a lot of the slack being picked up by everitt. But of course, to the extent that I relaxed, that’s the extent to which everitt became more enslaved. There was sometimes a weird and uncomfortable dynamic between us. He lost patience with me a few times when I was just a bit too lazy. As you know, my habit was to come in at eleven in the morning and leave sharply at five.

JS: Why was that?

BM: I did a lot of work at home. At home, I had a computer with a word processor—everything was publishable in its first draft. I didn’t have to retype shit. I just had to make a few revisions here and there. At work, I had to use a typewriter. Everyone else was typing things over and over again.

JS: I’m curious as to how you met Frank Henenlotter.

BM: In new york City in the late 1970s and early eighties, public access television was full of filth, which I used to watch for kicks. There was al Goldstein’s Midnight Blue, but before that there was an interview show with naked people. It was bizarre. Anyway, I used to watch these filthy programs, and before they came on, there was a show called the nikki haskell show. Nikki haskell was a socialite-type who had married a stock broker. I believe he died young and left her very well off. So, finding herself fairly young and with lots of money, she started buying time on public access TV to do a fabulous show about nightlife and such. On one particular occasion, she decided to take her show to the Cannes Film Festival. She encountered rex reed at poolside, and started interviewing him. He was very clearly drunk. I don’t know whether he was kidding her or if he was trying to play a cruel joke, but when she asked him if there was any film in Cannes that she absolutely had to see, he said, “nikki, you must see the film I saw this afternoon, Basket Case.” Now, months later when the film opened in new york, rex reed would famously give Basket Case a terrible review. He tore it apart. But before his review ever appeared, he did give a quote that was used in advertisements.
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JS: “The sickest movie I’ve ever seen.”

BM: Right. But it wasn’t necessarily part of a bad review. You can take that however you want. Later, his review came out and it was very negative. But here at poolside drunk, he told nikki haskell she had to see it. I didn’t know what he was driving at. I just heard the title, and I said, “This is something that might help Fangoria to establish a different sort of identity.” The next day, I went wading through all the trade magazines and there was a thick Variety issue for Cannes. I was finally able to find one tiny little item that said the film Basket Case was being represented by a company called analysis Film Corporation. Analysis was a company that, like a lot of new york film companies, had its start with porn. It had sort of slowly moved out of that with things like bob Guccione’s Caligula. That was still porn, but it was porn of a different level, I guess. They later handled bill Lustig’s Maniac. Anyway, I tracked them down, got a little bit of information about the film, and wrote it up in the “monster Invasion” section of Fangoria. I knew precious little about the film, but enough to make one little entry that there was such a film in existence. I also asked the people at analysis if they could please put me in touch with the filmmaker Frank henenlotter. I never heard back from them, but through the same grapevine that I was talking about earlier, I got Frank’s phone number. I called him up, and as usual it rang through to his answering machine. To this day, if you somehow find Frank henenlotter’s phone number and dial it, it will ring through to his answering machine. You leave a message, and he may or may not get back to you. So, I left him a message and told him that I represented Fangoria. He called me back, and said he’d be delighted to speak to us. He told me that he practically had a heart attack when he saw the name Basket Case in “monster Invasion”—he thought that someone had stolen their title [laughs]. So, that’s how Frank and I first got together.

JS: How did you start collaborating with him?

BM: Well, I did a couple of interviews with him about Basket Case because nobody else was doing it. Like I said, I thought it was the type of film that would help to establish who we were. I wanted to identify with that movie as much as possible by mentioning it as much as possible. And, when you’re nice to a filmmaker and his films, the filmmaker tends to be fond of you. We developed a friendship, and I think Frank saw an opportunity to make Fangoria a better magazine by educating me a little bit. I think Frank made me watch more ray dennis steckler movies than I had ever watched before. The same is true for Jess Franco and a number of different filmmakers. He was a huge influence on our attitude. Anyway, our friendship was there first, before there was any collaboration. Now, what happened was that I had a series of personality crises that culminated in my leaving the magazine. It was the best job I ever had, and I still think I was crazy to leave, but I really didn’t have any choice but to do it for my own well being. I left Fangoria, and some time later, I got a call from Frank. He asked me to come by and he said, “I’ve got another movie coming called Brain damage. The screenplay is right here and I’d kind of like there to be a book based on it.” I read the screenplay and told him, “yeah, I think there’s a book there. I could write it myself. And I’d like to publish it myself.” My plan was to write the book and put an ad in Fangoria for a limited edition hardcover based on the screenplay by Frank henenlotter and written by uncle bob. I had already priced out what it would cost to do a hardcover book.
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JS: What was the cost?

BM: It would cost me about four dollars per unit. It would cost me $4,000 to do a thousand copies that I would sell at $20 each. If I didn’t get $4,000 in responses I’d sent all of the checks back at my own expense. I went ahead with this ralph kramden “get rich quick” scheme, and it actually worked. The sales kept me afloat for approximately a year. And the next really big paycheck that I got was from working with Frank on frankenhooker. my collaborations with Frank got me through a couple of very tough years.

JS: Did you ever imagine that Fangoria would become such an institution?

BM: I knew that what we were doing and the way we were doing it was very different, because nobody else had dared to. And I was always thinking to myself, “When are the parents going to raise a squawk? When are they going to boycott the newsstands? When are they going to say, ‘This is a sickness entering our homes? We need to do something about this!’” The craziest thing about that is that it never happened until after I left Fangoria. I went to work down the hall in the same offices for another magazine out of the same company.
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JS: What magazine was that?
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BM: It was called rock Video idols, which is an awful name. Part of my going over to it was the deal that we would change the name. I wasn’t happy with the way the name was changed, either. It became hard rock Video. We were the first magazine to put metallica on the cover and we were the first magazine to cover anthrax. We were poised to take advantage of the way rock was going to change. If we would have hung on until nirvana broke, our magazine would have done very well. Anyway, one sunday, I actually watched Jimmy swaggart on television for some amusement. And that day, Jimmy was talking about rock mags. He was telling his audience that rock magazines were filth. He wanted everyone to band together and let all the chain stores know that they did not want this rock’n’roll filth coming into their homes. He went on like that for a good hour—he was really exhorting his crowd to do something. The next day—and again, I’m coming into work at 11:30 in the morning—I got the news, much like I got the news that our name was Fangoria. hard rock Video had been dropped by the distributor that handled us in six southern states. We had also been dropped by Walmart and 7-11. The magazine was killed in a day. That totally disgusted me.
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JS: Where did you go from there?

BM: I continued to work in the magazine field for another ten years, but it put a bad taste in my mouth that lasted forever. When I finally quit the business, I think that was the biggest reason—what Jimmy swaggart did to me.

JS: What can you tell me about Toxic Horror?

BM: I had gone on in the magazine business and worked for a few different companies. I got to thinking, “you know, my old boss norman Jacobs wasn’t such a bastard after all [laughs]. I could probably come up with another magazine idea that I could make work for him.” So, I went to norman’s office and I pitched him a magazine called toxic. Not toxic horror, just toxic. I told him that it would be about social irritants—things that rubbed society the wrong way like sand getting into your shorts when you go to the beach. Things that are there to annoy society and wake it up a little bit. I’ll tell you—what comes closest to the idea that I pitched to norman was a book that came out around that time. It was edited by adam parfrey.
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JS: Apocalypse Culture?

BM: Exactly. I was driving at something like that. At the same time, I was talking to a friend of mine about possibly doing a fanzine that we would call Countdown to Millennium. We would number it according to the number of months between the year and date of the year 2000. The magazine would be all about how much crazier things were going to get as we approached year zero. And toxic was my idea of trying to make Countdown to Millennium more commercially acceptable and viable to somebody like norman. Anyway, I put together a magazine. I contacted miriam Linna from norton records. She also did a rock fanzine called kicks and was well known as a collector of paperbacks. Miriam did a portfolio and an essay about teen delinquent fiction for the first issue of toxic. I interviewed Ivan stang from the Church of subgenius. I did an article about zines where I talked to donna kossy from kooks. Do you have both toxic one and two?

JS: Yeah. I think I have all of them.

BM: If you have number one and number two, you have the magazine that I put together. They cut my magazine in half and filled the empty pages with Freddy krueger and Jason. They did a first and second issue based on the material that I put together for issue number one. I gave them a complete first issue, but they tore it apart and diluted it. I quit that day. I said, “I understand why you’re doing this, but the magazine that you’re making this into is not something that I want to have anything to do with.”

JS: I always thought that Starlog launched Toxic Horror to eliminate the competition on the newsstand.

BM: That might have been in the back of norman’s mind. I know he’s done things like that in the past. Take gorezone, for instance. gorezone was a good magazine in its own right, thanks to the people who worked hard on it. But it really came about because norman wanted to be his own competition. But by the time that toxic came around, I think we’d pretty much wiped it out. All I was trying to do was put out my dream magazine.

JS: You interviewed Joe Coleman for Toxic Horror.

BM: Joe was my upstairs neighbor. I lived in an basement apartment on east 10th street, just off of second ave. Joe lived in the first floor apartment directly above me. I was shocked as hell to be sitting on the steps one day. He walked into the building, and I recognized him. I don’t know how many people would, but I did. I was stunned. Then I noticed that if you looked in the window on the right hand side of the building, there was this dummy head that looked pretty weird. It was part of his odditorium. I wish I’d been sick enough to show a real interest in that, but at the time I was so disgusted with the way my career was going that I was distracted from the wonder that was right above me. But, I did strike up a friendship with Joe and I interviewed him for the magazine. He certainly fit right in with what my concept of toxic was. That was supposed to be one of the real gems in the first issue. And by the way, I also wrote a review of apocalypse Culture in the first issue. I had to say something unpleasant about it, because adam had gone out of his way to insult howard Cruise, who was a good friend of mine. He said that the way howard blended the disney style with homosexual themes gave him a sense of vertiginous nausea [laughs]. I had to defend him, so I made a remark about that. Other than that, I gave it a good review. It certainly was a groundbreaking book.
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JS: What did you think of the way Fangoria went after you left?

BM: The fact is, no matter what I thought of particular editorial choices that were made, I have to thank Tony Timpone every day for keeping the magazine commercially viable. He did that for twenty-five years. I only did it for five. Now, ok I gave him a great start. I’ll take credit for that, sure. But, a great start is not twenty-five years. He kept it going, and I won’t say anything bad about him. My baby is still out there, and people are saying it’s better than ever. I’ve heard that Chris alexander is doing a great job, and I tend to believe what people tell me.

JS: What have you been doing lately? I know that you were writing stuff for the Dread Central website for a while.

BM: I’ve been plotting and planning my next move. I’m not over as a writer, in my opinion but I’m not entirely sure what is coming next. I have a couple of strange ideas—they aren’t all writing, but they’re all creative in one way or another. Anyone who pals me up on Facebook will certainly be informed.

JS: Are you still writing for Dread Central?
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BM: It kind of petered out. Here’s the deal—for a blog to be effective on dread Central, it has to be really regular and clockwork. That draws more and more people from month to month. People say, “are you reading uncle bob’s blog? It’s not bad and it comes out every third Thursday. You should log into dread Central and check it out.” But, if you don’t do it regularly like that, it’s not worth a cent. They were paying me more generously than they could afford for somebody who is just too temperamental to be able to write like clockwork. I can’t be burdened by a deadline right now—I’ve got too many other things to do in my life than to wrack my brain for copy that has to be due by the third Thursday. So, while I enjoyed writing and working for them, I was too just expensive for them, and they were too demanding for me. Not that they were demanding of me. For the money they were paying me, they deserved to get more than they got. I knew that I wasn’t bringing them the eyeballs that a regular blogger can. I was too infrequent and I knew that it wasn’t going to work out. If what I were to do next would be some kind of a blog thing, it would be my own blog on my own site. That’s something I’ve considered doing and might yet do. It’s one of a whole field of possibilities that I’ve thought about. And, certainly one ambition of mine is to write a decent novel of some sort.

JS: One last question—where did the nickname Uncle Bob come from?

BM: Well for one thing, in Famous Monsters Forry ackerman was known as uncle Forry. The fellow who was most aware of that was David Everitt, who was a Famous Monsters reader as a youth. But it was actually a way for David to Mock and attack me [laughs]. There were times when we were asked to do things in a certain way, and I felt like we were cheating the readers. I’d say, “norman, I can’t do that. It wouldn’t be fair.” David started calling me uncle bob because of my avuncular attitude. I was really concerned about the readers getting the magazine that they deserved.
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Never got to know bill Landis. I wrote to him years ago, but that was a strange affair. My plan was to interview him about Times square—the old Times square that had once festered with every sin and vice imaginable. Bill had once pounded the beat, recording what he saw on the streets and in the run-down theatres for his legendary fanzine sleazoid express.

I wanted to know bill Landis. I shot him a letter. But before I was granted access to the man, I had to talk to his wife, michelle. “must be some kind of screening process,” I thought. “makes sense, I guess. Never know what kind of crazy fans you’ll run into these days…”

I played along, but after a week or so, our correspondence ended. I received fewer and fewer replies to my letters and soon, they stopped coming altogether. I decided to bide my time. “Let’s not be too overeager,” I thought. “I’ll try again someday.”

That “someday” never came. Bill Landis passed away on december 22, 2008, the victim of a heart attack.

I never got to know bill Landis. I only knew him through his writing.

Make no mistake about it; bill Landis could write. The pages of sleazoid express were filled with his unique vision of a world gone to hell. Of course, hell is what you make of it, and bill seemed to be having a fine time trawling the streets of Times square, ducking into theatre after theatre, taking in some of the most disgusting and depraved films known to man. The theatre experience became a part of his reviews. Soon, bill was not only reviewing the films he saw, but the theatres he saw them in. He seemed to have become one with their inhabitants…both human and otherwise.

Bill was no longer just an observer. He was as much a part of the seedy trappings that surrounded him as the films he was writing about. sleazoid express broke new ground in the fanzine arena. The style was fresh, funny, and degenerate; others soon took note.

As much as we’d like it to, the carnival can’t go on forever. There comes a time when the fun and games are forced to move on. The carnys emerge from their tents, gloves in hand, to pull up the stakes and rip down the canvas. By 1985, the first attempts to sterilize Times square had taken hold. You could almost see each light bulb on the theatre marquees break and go dark as the years marched on. Times square’s star was fading and so was sleazoid express.
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I never got to know bill Landis. I only knew him through his writing. A hand reached down from the sky to turn on the lights of the empire Theater one last time as mr. Sleazoid slowly walked home.

The following interview was conducted by Jan Bruun. It originally appeared in Creeping flesh: the horror fantasy film Book, Vol. One (headpress, 2003).



JAN BRUUN: Where were you born? I assume it wasn’t in Times Square?

BILL LANDIS: This takes a bit of time: nearly forty-four years ago, I was born of American parents in Landes de busac, France. Hence, the name Landis—Landes Watch Your Wallets and Stay Out of the Bathroom! Is the euro spelling—like Corleone in the godfather movies—it’s a taken name from where I was born. I grew up until age five at a full service hotel in Christine keeler-era London. Fun reading about her in the scandal sheets, though I didn’t comprehend all the “mechanics” then. It was 66 Lancaster Gate, for American military personnel. The location of the hotel changed when I was last in London in 1972. Interestingly, my cousin patti pallidin—of Johnny Thunders notoriety (she sang with him and produced some of his records and was in the Cale group snatch with Judy nylon)—is an American expatriate in London.

I first set eyes on the deuce when returning to ny around 1965. To a little kid, it was a neon palace. Sexually driven. It was still the era of the “midnight cowboy”, so they were around, looking weird and delusional, like something dropped off of hollywood boulevard.

MICHELLE CLIFFORD: I was born in boston, massachusetts. Little Ireland. Moved at seven years old to Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Moved then at nineteen in with bill, on 14th street, nyC.

JB: Do you have any education pertaining to movies, journalism or anything else, or did you just learn as you went along?

BL: I had been writing critiques of movies since age ten or so, with the encouragement of some neighbourhood girls. We’d trade tips on movies after seeing them on creature features—late-night TV, where the censorship was low. “That was Jane Fonda’s tit just now in Circle of love!” they’d shout. And that movie was playing theatrically with Murmur of the heart.
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Some movies had simultaneous theatrical and edited TV runs, like Mondo Cane. By the time I was fourteen, pbs (public broadcasting in the us) ran all the great euro-movies like la dolce Vita, l’aventurra, all the bergmans (I liked sawdust and tinsel best), great Japanese ones like the Burmese harp and hara-kiri. So I got an early education in art movies by the time I was fourteen, which were stodgy by the time sleazoid came out in 1980.

In high school, I was the paper’s film critic, as I was in grad-school. A selftaught one. In fact, ironically, michelle found a note from a teacher saying I should expand beyond reviews. I think I got a b in the required expository writing—the classes were in huge auditoriums and often taught by a grad student who found it an annoyance to their own studies. I got sick of it early. Just read the books, passed the test, then went to 42nd Street all the time to catch new movies since I was sixteen. I was in a perpetual state of competition—how many new flicks could I see a week? Ten, fourteen, more even? John Friday [contributor to the early sleazoid express] went on the ride for some, and got shocked by last house on dead end street, though we both thought the race-hate Black gestapo was hilarious, well paced, and delivered roughie elements.

MC: It’s passion. What I write about is my religion. I try to tell the truth. Truth is my religion.

JB: What were the first movies you saw in Times Square, and when? What kind of impact did it have to go there for the first time?

BL: Oh, it’s been so long ago. The streets were lined with neon…the theatre marquees were a virtual umbrella over the deuce, which was tiny considering it is just one block—42nd between 7th and 8th. Sex stores abounded for every preference. Everything from the serena s&m classic loop girls Behind Bars to bestiality Color Climax coded ones were ubiquitous.

In terms of movies, cannibal vomitorium; Carnivorous (last survivor)—that was a shocker billed with i drink your Blood…andy milligan’s torture dungeon (didn’t live up to the title and the milligan aesthetic is hard to take the first time you accidentally see it), bob Cresse’s love Camp 7 (did live up to the title), as did slaves in Cages. My intro to Jess Franco was Barbed Wire dolls, which showed how much further euro movies went than us ones—not quite hardcore, not quite softcore. Of course, fave women-in-prison movies like Big doll house and Black Mama White Mama. Among the hundreds of kung fu, I liked streetfighter for the violence, hammer of god for originality and visuals, and Master of the flying guillotine because the guillotines looked like those little fans sold to hot commuters on ny subways. Saw the edited-down version (r-rated) of ginger with the heavy giallo girl in room 2a—that impressed me with its action and relentless sadism. Eventually, I did catch up to the uncut ginger and it was everything I’d hoped it would be.
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The cut versions of devil in Miss Jones and deep throat played at the mini Cinema for at least a year after animal lover was busted. Eventually, I saw the uncut versions of them. “porno chic” flicks I liked included 800 fantasy lane, alex de renzy’s femmes de sade, Waterpower and a weird one called the naughty Victorians.

MC: Mountainside Motel Massacre and girls for sale—my first date with bill; my first day in nyC. I thought it was like a wee tiny street for such a big reputation.

JB: Did you enjoy the slightly dangerous and half-criminal feeling of the old 42nd Street/Times Square days?

BL: Loved it, participated in it, was part of my life as a projectionist/ theatre manager there.

MC: The crime never scared me, it entertained me. I was never harmed there. The old Times square reminded me of my mother. My childhood. In the old Times square, you could be yourself. For good or ill.

JB: How does the clean-up completed in the last ten–twelve years make you feel?

BL: Well, I took my kid to the Toys r us there for a small ferris ship ride and kept remembering that it used to be the Loews Fiveplex. The topography keeps changing all the time…it’s not the same. Took her to see thomas the tank engine, and it made me sad because it used to be the empire, where I saw Blind rage, Battle of the amazons, many great triple bills. You go over to 9th avenue, 10th avenue; no theatres there, but the hispanic population has stayed since the 1950s, with some Irish holdouts.
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MC: The cleanup is “progress”. Life changes. The world changes. The values of the world change. Change hurts. But, now we bring our daughter to the multiplex and tell her a book was dedicated to her about how it used to be, a long, long time ago. A history book we wrote…when mom and dad met a long time ago.

But let me add, when Times square closed, it broke our hearts. Bill stopped writing about the films because there were no more playing. Video companies like something Weird had yet to acquire their stocks. He was heartbroken that it was demolished. I took photos of its death there. Some are in the book. Some we have of bill standing in front of places being torn down. It just killed him. It hurt him to see other mags ape his style and claim to have been there when they were lame imitators. He stopped writing for a couple years, then I got him to go back to record “all that hath occurred”, as Crowley, I think, put it.

The last film we saw there was falling down, appropriately enough. The audience was so sad. Everyone knew the end had come. America had changed. And we and our kind especially were not wanted. Film mags, periodicals, we couldn’t write for because the deuce wasn’t “timely” anymore. We were a figment of the past. And one that nyC was glad to get rid of. They let the buildings rot until, like decayed teeth, needed to be extracted. Which was their plan. The owners of the theatres got rich. Millionaires.

JB: Did the cinemas in the Times Square area show a mixture of porn and horror, or was that always in separate theatres?

BL: Always separate, with one funny example. On us holidays, the victory—a porn theatre right off 7th avenue north near subway—would have a horror triple bill! Things like the Curse of the living flesh thing (an old mario bava movie, an anita ekberg vehicle), kingdom of the spiders, frogs, real horror oldies that aquarius pictures either got a hold of or had prints lying around.

MC: Sometimes the theatres changed what they showed like the roxy went hardcore, changed to exploitation, then back to triple X.
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JB: When was the original version of Sleazoid Express published?

BL: Summer 1980, on a manual typewriter. 8 x 11.5 inches, offset printed.

JB: That was just a couple of sheets in each issue, wasn’t it? How often did that come out?

BL: It came out every other week, literally telling what was good, bad or indifferent on the deuce. A one-sheet bulletin. It was also distributed at Club 57 where friends of mine like kenny scharf, basquait, and keith haring also encouraged my interest in Times square. We did performance art pieces—like one where I gave kool aid to an audience tripping on Lsd pretending I was Jim Jones. I also gave out sleazoids at artforum parties at the hellfire Club, record and bookstores. We also did a thing called the Times square show, where all these artists did their raunchiest projects and I gave out hundreds of sleazoids. Beth and scott b were involved—I later played a small part in their movie Vortex. Then, it grew to 11 x 17, offset printed with a cover price of fifty cents. That let me examine genres, directors, and campaigns more explicitly.

JB: Why did you decide to restart it as a thicker zine a few years ago?

BL: After the success of michelle’s Metasex, and seeing how many people copied the sleazoid formula without even venturing to 42nd Street. The latter factor is one factor in my depression—all these imitators. That made me stop putting out the magazine. And michelle encouraged me to be myself more with the new one (I had always wanted it magazine length). The love of eurosleaze films, old chestnuts from the deuce, obscure films, all together. With the background of the vice there—Metasex handles that in-depth.

JB: Did you arrange special screenings of films during the old Sleazoid period?

BL: Yeah. A throwback to the smoker era with rented or owned 16mm prints at Club 57. All my faves like Big doll house, Manson (I had a manson impersonator and the lie album play), Villain with a drunk richard burton as a gay s&m gangster, the sleaze classic toys are not for Children, Caged heat, paul bartel’s best movie Private Parts, Warhol’s flesh, Paranoia with Carroll baker, Larry Cohen’s god told Me to (aka the demon), and, of course, Mondo Cane.
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JB: You portray the director of Mondo Cane, Gualtiero Jacopetti, as a lying racist paedophile in Sleazoid, but that film remains one of my favourites. I had the local Cinemateque in Oslo dig the film out of their archives to show it for a full house in 2002, with lots of media coverage. It was probably the first time that print had been shown since the sixties…Do you still show movies?

BL: I did it again in 1981. I was the first to revive herschel Lewis’ Blood feast in a decade, since the demise of the elgin Theater, at the now defunct 8th street playhouse, which had a midnight movie a night. Blood feast was a midnighter. Then I talked the owner into having a month-long sleaze festival—the only constraint that the rental of the movie had to be below $250.

That was march, 1983. We had Pink flamingos and female trouble; a gay triple of the Back row with George payne and Casey donovan, Wanted: Billy the kid (freakish straight scene) and demi gods (an animated short, very rare, with the heads of sal mineo, marlon brando et al in various positions); the Big doll house and Big Bust out; night of the Bloody apes and the last survivor; Russ Meyer’s good Morning and goodbye and Common law Cabin, finders keepers and Cherry harry &amp; raquel; i spit on your grave (the one ebert hated) with the extraordinary axe; ilsa she Wolf and harem keeper (uncut); the love Butcher (great deuce find) with Cresse’s love Camp 7; the ghastly ones (one of milligan’s best) with the headless eyes (a fave crazy loner horror, X for violence); fight for your life and Black shampoo (race hate mixed with blaxploitation); drive in Massacre and i dismember Mama; i drink your Blood and don’t look in the Basement; the tranny documentary the queen (supposedly staged).

Years ago, it took legwork to find out who had these films—the meyers weren’t yet on Cable Tv; I got to know a lot of deuce distributors through this project other than ones I already knew, like ava Leighton of audubon Films. Another trip—it was fun arranging this festival from the pay phone at the bryant Theater, where I was the projectionist.

MC: We started showing movies again in 1999—did a sleazoid Festival at yerba buena Center for the arts in san Francisco in 1999 showing last house on dead end street (its first theatrical showing in years; people were getting sick!), Pets, the Candy snatchers, sweet savior (Troy donohue as Charlie manson) and Back row.

We just met with the owner of the pioneer Theatre/Two boots on 3rd street and avenue a, a nice hipster venue and are planning a sleazoid/ Metasex Festival, similar to that at the 8th street playhouse. They have capacity for video projection, which opens up the floodgates for many obscure films (like Pets) that are just on tape and the rights are floating in limbo. Also, they are reviving some hardcore movies, so we’re looking at Behind the green door and bill Lustig’s Violation of Claudia—we will be doing dvd notes for Lustig’s company blue underground. So we’re back in the swing of doing film festivals; they’re far from a thing of the past for us.

JB: Did you make notes continually or do you remember all these details regarding the look and smell of the sleaze theatres, the patrons, the movies, the directors, distributors etc?

BL: Both. And the first sleazoids were so immediate I just went home and typed them down. Whatever was remarkable—the patrons, the film, whether Joe brenner had slipped a horror title on a stupid Italian crime movie…whether the theatre was packed or empty, freezing or not…some movies it was worth noting the details, others I couldn’t give a damn…like when Mad Max first opened it took second place to let Me die a Woman in the first sleazoid because (1) It wasn’t sleazy enough and (2) I didn’t like the dumb dubbing or brian (queen) may music.

Another funny thing—I hated the romero adaptation of Creepshow (I felt he totally sold out by then) and someone got stabbed to death while watching it. So I took note of that—that piece of garbage was the last thing the person saw with his dying eyes.

MC: I remember from memory the smell, the look, the floor, toilet, patrons, meeting actors.
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JB: Were the theatres open twenty-four hours?

BL: Some were: The harem (all porn, “balcony for couples only”; people would go in there and change into drag), and the roxy, after it became an exploitation grindhouse. Some of the regular deuce grindhouses I remember leaving at 3:30 am. They were open pretty late.

JB: Did bums “move in” to sleep? Any sex or violence or anything out of the ordinary when you were working as manager or projectionist at the theatres?

BL: Oh, you haven’t seen (sub) humanity until you’ve seen 8th avenue around the time the bars close at 4:30 am. There was a curtain behind the eros theatre that made people adjust their eyes for a minute to get used to the light…and they’d stand and get pickpocketed there. The eros was open from 10 am to 5 am.

The venus had a lot of sleepers—it was open 10 am to 7 am. And that’s where you had a lot of crazy outbursts. Like in Metasex number 1—real interesting one reeler XXX films. But more of a closety black street clientele than the all-male eros next door. And the whites that sought them out. Most remarkable scene at the venus: a dusthead ripped his clothes off, declaring “IT’s orGy TIme”—the ems lady who showed up later with an ambulance said “all that trouble for that little thing”…and then the guy would go in again and we’d just hope he wouldn’t start it up once more…

There was the problem of the mad shitters at the venus…a black guy in thick glasses with a M*a*s*h army T-shirt—he got nervous and everyone said, “don’t let him in!” It turned out he was defecating in the aisles.

Stabbings—a common summertime thing on 42nd Street. I saw my first stabbing when I was around sixteen. Some guy went nuts in front of a massage parlour, then there were cops following bloody footprints to the subway. We describe this in the book. Black robbers often assumed asian men had hidden sums of gambling money or that Indian men were easy marks. They’d take each side of the victim, flash a small sharp pocket knife or object and rob them. The victim would be too terrified to even leave the front of the theatre, fearing the assailants were still out in the throngs of deuce street.

One of Chelly Wilson’s girlfriends, the obnoxious one named angela who was paying off some “medical debt” was so nasty to the venus customers that one night they pistol whipped her. Same thing for mae. Mae was from hell’s kitchen, but moved to brooklyn and continued to take the train at the ungodly hour or 5 am. When she’d close the eros, she’d end up being beaten up or pistol whipped, too. Mae was about eighty. Blonde wig, very sweet. Why her kids were letting her work there is beyond me. She used to have an apartment on 42nd and 9th; a real old time hell’s kitchener.
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Chelly Wilson’s 8th avenue Theaters had poor security. The avon chain had a million people ready to stop a disturbance, from a live show team to a bouncer, so there were no problems like that at the doll. Only that phil prince was a murderer!*

MC: Phil prince was the director of the notorious roughie avon films like kneel Before Me. All starring George payne.

BL: You could—in a way—conceive of 42nd Street/Times square as marco vassi’s ideal of the “metasexual”—except, like many things in human execution, it got way, way distorted from its idealization.

JB: Did you work at making movies as well, writing scripts? You mention some of this in your Andy Milligan article in Sleazoid’s Spring 1999 issue. Tell me some of the movies you’ve worked on and what you did.

MC: I never worked in film.

BL: I did scriptwriting anonymously for certain infamous people under very phoney names…and I was paid but I have no idea what happened to them!

JB: In your Andy Milligan article you mentioned working as “focus finder”…

BL: Oh yeah, that’s how antiquitated andy was—a focus finder! They never use ’em on regular flicks any more—and general gofer, I guess, for that production he did Carnage—a haunted house thing that went right to video and isn’t half bad.

*Phil Prince had a wife with whom he worked in the live sex shows. The police suspected him of killing her to get the life insurance money. Suspect number two was Phil’s best friend (and possibly homosexual lover) Pat rodgers, a fellow employee at the avon theatre. The whole story is in metasex number 2.

JB: What other magazines have you written for over the years? MC/BL: Many articles for film Comment, Carbon 14, screw, swank, hustler, Jersey Voice.

BL: Many for the Village Voice. One article I wrote for them got reproduced in two books, an aCLu handbook and a book called Beyond Crisis—it was about the needle exchange program by aCT-up. I wrote for sohonews when it was in existence—I had a weekly column on what was playing on the deuce.

JB: Bill, I find it very interesting that your wife seems to share a lot of your interests re: the sleazy films and the industry. How did you two meet?

BL: She wrote me a letter after film Comment did a profile of me.

MC: I wanted to be a writer. I read bill’s articles and respected his writing. I saw it in a mag in the library in Florida. I was a high school dropout. My mother had been shot in the head by a police officer and I was taking it easy in the library. Reading for my education. Not much to learn in Florida. I would go to the library every day and read a book or two a day. I wrote to him. Moved in with him as a teen. I knew what he wrote was real. He taught me much.

JB: I appreciate your ongoing effort to document these areas of popular culture that most others would scorn or regard with contempt or disinterest. I think it’s important to remember and preserve, especially in the light of the clean-up of NYC.
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MC: Vice is my area. I document this area because of my mother bringing me to the Combat zone as a child and to grindhouses to see films. She took me to see taxi driver when it came out and the godfather. She loved film. She was a tough Irish mick criminal. reservoir dogs style crimes. Violent crime and killings, I saw one once…at six years old. She was a madame as well…I didn’t grow up with her. I visited. I visited her in jail once. She gave me my first 8mm camera and polaroid. She was a violent criminal. She would tell me the inner workings of the vice arena. Her friends, pimps, etc, would treat me like a princess and tell me very personal stories and let me polaroid them as a kid. I document like John Grisham tried to, what I knew to be truth. Inner workings of a secret society. Not a friendly one. One that doesn’t like outsiders.

JB: Is it hard to maintain an interest in these movies for such a long time?

BL: You know, some of the movies I can live without seeing again like Carnivorous. Or farewell uncle tom, or anything by Jacopetti. Others like Black emmanuelle are perennial faves. Or anything with alice arno. I think la Comptesse Perverse is her best role—along with the faithful adaptation of Justine where she plays the lead. Alice is like the sleazoid marilyn monroe—her image is on the website and there’s the snuff scene hyperlink with her in la Comptesse Perverse mentioned in issue number 3. There are the old Times square chestnuts I love, such as Barbed Wire dolls, although I’ve taken a liking to more eurosleaze. la Punition with karin schubert is pretty unforgettable and it would be hard to make a movie like that in the us. Same thing for eden &amp; after; I like the image so much I made it one of the covers for sleazoid.

JB: I just rented the TV movie Rated X with Charlie Sheen and Emilio EStevez, about the brothers Jim and Artie Mitchell, who made Behind The Green Door and started the O’Farrell Theatre in San Francisco. Artie used even more coke than his brother, became violent and threatening, so Jim brought over a shotgun and killed him.

BL: Actually, the sheen brothers didn’t do a bad job, all things considered. There are two books about the mitchells—Bottom feeders, which is very, very good, and rated X, which is more about their legal trials.

Personally, I have nothing against Jim…when we had the film festival in san Francisco he donated a brand new 35mm of green door for the screening—people went nuts, loved it. It was all young couples turning up.
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But I think the tragedy of the mitchells—apart from the obvious of what happened—is that they turned into peepshow pimps instead of developing as filmmakers. green door, resurrection of eve, reckless Claudia—the early movies—they are very interesting semioutgrowths of underground movies mixed with the stag mentality. Quite unique and often aesthetically very good. I assume they just made more money running a dirty bookstore and didn’t develop as filmmakers. The later big budget ones like insatiable are pretty dull compared to the early seventies’ ones.

MC: With the survivalist mentality Jim had, the attitude was if you are being physically threatened, you hurt or kill the aggressor. No questions asked. So I understand why Jim would do this if the brother kept acting nuts and threatening his girlfriend.

JB: I was in San Francisco recently and lived around the corner from O’Farrell Street, so I walked by their cinema, still owned by Jim, I suppose. It’s a strip club now. I didn’t go in, though.

MC: When I was in sF for the sleazoid Film Fest, I went into the mitchell Theater. It’s a very friendly place. We were running Behind the green door at the museum, yerba buena. Although a crazy stripper did start a fight with our driver right outside the theatre while we were inside, saying it was her “handicapped parking zone”…

JB: When you did the Anger book, did you ever talk to Kenneth Anger or get any co-operation at all at any point, maybe early in the process?

BL: I was friendly with him when I got him on the cover of the soho news in 1980. Then by the end of the year I started seeing why people thought he was a jerk and a leech—though he never got to leech off me. This is the difference between art and exploitation—the guy’s been on the scam and he’s only made two-and-a-half hours worth of film in his life! Exploitation is a one-time sale, but the filmmakers are so, so, prolific.

JB: I’ve heard that Anger is quite difficult to have anything to do with.

BL: This is true. Even when you’re attempting to help or be friendly with him. So after the last straw—the danceteria incident—I turned him into a subject for ridicule for a while. He was supposed to read from his then current book hollywood Babylon 2 and he was on acid and freaked out and ran down the street like a nut. He refused to go on. The incident is all in the anger book.

MC: I was co-author, but didn’t take any credit on that book. I was an odd duck. Shy. anger wrote to me. After appealing to me to stop the book, he cursed me, in a ridiculous scroll letter which bobby beausoleil, designed years before.* kenneth anger didn’t know I was friends with bobby, so the “curse” was useless to scare me. Big red lettering. Ooga booga…I had a pleasant time working with him and wish him the best.
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JB: I just saw a video copy of Paul Morrissey’s Forty Deuce, which is about hustlers around Times Square…

MC: That film sucks. It’s like a filmed high school play. Terrible, and kevin bacon played an excellent hustler in the film Jfk. So it was the director, not the actors.

JB: Do you have any memories of Hubert’s Museum and freak shows on 42nd Street?

BL: By the time I was there, hubert’s museum was a sleazy hustler arcade in the process of turning itself into peepland, the thing with the giant quarter.

JB: What kind of movie is Russ Meyer’s Steamheat? I saw it mentioned in one of your articles.

BL: It’s a nudie. And a rare one, because William mishkin put it out. Supposedly the idiot son who died of brain cancer could have melted that down for the silver content too. It was made before russ was big, meaning it could have been a one-time sale to mishkin. He made it four years after the immoral Mr teas.

JB: How did the deal for the Sleazoid Express book come about?

MC: We were approached by an editor at simon and schuster, through our wonderful agent, Craig nelson. The book is all original….all about theatres, films, genres.
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BL: There’s lots of unpublished stuff, all within a historical/grindhouse/ etc. Context. You can think of the book as both magazines with new material and new outlooks on some of it.

JB: Will the Sleazoid and Metasex zines continue to come out?

MC: Both mags continue. We’d like to do a documentary and maybe another book…

*Michelle interviewed Bobby Beausoleil for the Anger book. The Letter is some stationary that Beausoleil designed for Anger.
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I wasn’t sure if I’d get the chance to talk to Jimmy McDonough. Well, that’s not entirely true. Getting a hold of him was easy enough—I sent him a letter outlining my intentions for this book and he wrote me back within the hour. His response was sympathetic and encouraging, but it left me anxious. I knew from the start that there might still be some rancor between McDonough and bill Landis, and Jm’s response confirmed my fears. It wasn’t that McDonough was afraid of what bill might say in rebuttal; Landis died of heart failure in 2008. Rather, McDonough wasn’t so sure that he wanted to revisit that particular chapter of his past.

“The history is a tortured one. I’ve never really spoken about it and don’t know if I want to. It can only bring me grief. I’ll think it over. I hope you’re not in a hurry.”

My heart skipped a few beats as I wrote him back. I thanked him for his frankness and honesty and asked him to take his time.

I first read Jimmy McDonough’s work in bill Landis’ sleazoid express. se made an instant impact on me, and McDonough’s writing played a big part in that. His words seemed effortless, and they painted sleazoid’s pages with the rancid sights, sounds, and smells of old Times square. The picture was far from pretty, but it was alluring, just the same. Mcdonough and Landis were creatures of the night, and they documented everything they encountered—good, bad, and ugly—in a way that no “legitimate” journalist would ever dare. The two made an amazing team before things went south.
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But, as they say, all good things must come to an end. The streets of Times square were eventually swept clean and conflicts of personality caused McDonough and Landis to part ways. Luckily, that didn’t keep either of them from writing.

Landis went deeper and deeper underground, but eventually surfaced with a biography of kenneth anger in 1995. In 1999, he and his wife michelle relaunched sleazoid express. 2002 saw the publication of a full-fledged book, sleazoid express: a Mindtwisting tour through the grindhouse Cinema of times square. Then, sadly and suddenly, the hand of fate came knocking, and bill Landis left this world far too soon.

Mcdonough tried his hand as a biographer and the words that poured out of him were even more fluid and focused than what he had written for sleazoid express. With relentless obsession, he laid the lives of neil young, Russ Meyer, and Tammy Wynette bare. the ghastly one: the sexgore netherworld of filmmaker andy Milligan (2001) stands as one of the most exhaustive and heartbreaking biographies ever written. The book’s dedication is haunting in itself: “For Landis—arrivederci.”

Nine days after writing to Jimmy McDonough, an encouraging letter appeared in my inbox: “send me questions. I’ll do my best to answer.”

I sent the man a cautious wave of questions, and they were promptly answered with the addendum, “Js…send more questions. Go for broke.”

Far be it from me to turn such an offer down. I took the bait and went down deep. And when I finally came up for air, the following exchange surfaced with me.

So, how about it, kids? You wanna go down deep, too? There’s only one train running this late at night. Jm told me about it. Things might get dirty. Things always get dirty when you go down that far. But don’t worry. Jimmy McDonough’s been there, and he can teach you a trick or two. Get your tokens out of your pockets—the next stop is port authority. all aboard the night train…

The following interview was conducted via email, may–october, 2012.

JOHN SZPUNAR: I just read The Ghastly One and Big Bosoms and Square Jaws again, in preparation for this interview. You’ve recently published Tragic Country Queen. How do you go about choosing the subjects for your biographies?

JIMMY MCDONOUGH: I have to be moved by them. That’s it.

JS: I can only imagine the amount of work it must take to be so exhaustive. How much preparation and research do you do on somebody before you decide to take the plunge?

JM: Usually, I’ve thought about it a few years or more. That first phone call to somebody in the story is always the most interesting. It sort of predicts how things will go.

JS: Have you found that gaining access to interview subjects has gotten easier over the years?

JM: No. If anything the opposite. Everybody is so aware of everything these days. And they want to control the end result.

JS: Let’s back up for a second. Where were you born and raised?

JM: Born in new york. Moved to Chicago, then new Jersey, then Indiana. My childhood is a weird blend of happy days and hee haw. Left home at sixteen or so. Moved to nyC when I turned twenty.

JS: Were you always a reader?

JM: Yes, and I was always obsessed by something, even as a little kid. Dinosaurs. Abe Lincoln. Leonardo da vinci. When I’m interested in something I have to know everything I can about it. Everything. Always been that way.
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JS: A broad question, but what was your childhood like?

JM: I don’t recall too much about it, to be honest. My wife natalia’s always saying, “how can you write these books? You can’t even remember what happened an hour ago!” maybe that’s why I’m so interested in the lives of others. I was off in some dream world most of the time. My father was a salesman. He was a funny guy, grew up on the wrong side of the tracks. I have a great picture of him shaking hands with perry Como at some convention. I guess it was in the blood. Whatever moxie I have came from him.
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JS: When did you become interested in journalism?

JM: I don’t know that I ever was. I just wrote. Even as a kid. It was just something I did. There was no plan.

JS: When did it hit you that you had a talent for words?

JM: It still hasn’t hit me. None of it comes easy. I can remember when Landis and I were each invited to write an article on 42nd Street for Variety. That was a big thrill for us. I wrote and rewrote, huffed and puffed. As usual, Landis left it to the last possible minute. Finally he showed up at my hoboken apartment zonked out of his skull. In between nods, cig hanging from his lip, he scribbled something down in one shot. The end result? His was great. Mine was crap.

JS: Where were you first published?

JM: Free hippy paper in bloomington Indiana. Primo times. A review of neil young’s Comes a time, which I also illustrated. It was a pan.

JS: Your work really holds a mirror up to its subjects and the reflection isn’t always pretty. That said, you paint a very human portrait of them. How does this impact your relationship with the people that you research?

JM: Some get a big kick out of it. Some want to kill me. It’s not my concern. Biography may be an art; it can also be an illness. I think that’s never far from the surface in my books.
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JS: Most of the films that I love today were the product of another generation. What was it about the films of Milligan, Meyer, Sarno, and Lewis that made that era so special and memorable?

JM: They were handmade. When the budget is $1.50, the personality can’t help but bleed through. As well as a grimy reality. If you want to know what a certain year feels like, find an exploitation film from that time. You can smell the hot dogs. These days, slickness is available to everyone for that same $1.50. Not so exciting, if you ask me. But that’s the way of the world. You can’t go back. I’m just glad I was there to see some of it, even if it was only the death rattle.

JS: That brings us to Times Square. What initially attracted you to that circus?

JM: I was working in the film business and walked down 42nd Street day and night. Joke shops and knife stores and porno bookstores and record shops and back-issue magazine joints and greasy spoons…dubious characters of every stripe wherever you looked. I loved the carny atmosphere of it all. Any movie fan had to gravitate to the place. You could bounce like a pinball from theatre to theatre not knowing just what you might encounter next. A movie-based fantasyland. It was delirium. Now, 42nd Street was the final destination for bill Landis. Turns out I was just passing through.

JS: How much of a feeling was there of the neighborhood’s past? I’d imagine that walking into a once grand, now deteriorating theater would conjure up a lot of ghosts…

JM: Oh yeah. Back in the day, Landis and I used to hit these two decrepit nyC porno theatres—the met on 14th street and the variety a few blocks down. These joints had been around since stonehenge. Sticky floors, shadowy clientele, grunts in the darkness…every once in a blue moon they’d show some ancient sexploitation/exploitation picture. Without warning—you had to be a fucking detective to deduce what they’d slipped onto the bill. Believe me, there was no advertising or coming soon, nothing. At the met you’d have to read what was scrawled on the paper in the ticket taker’s window, pay your $1.99 or whatever it was and take your chances. You’d have to call up the variety and ask hector what was playing and hope you could decipher the mumble. Sometimes you’d go by and the poster was just a title in magic marker hastily written on the back of another poster. I remember telling dave Friedman one of his movies was playing the variety. News to him. Smoke was practically coming out of his ears as he ran to call his sub distributor. No wonder we could never find out what was showing. It was free money to whoever physically possessed these prints at the time. They just wanted to pocket the flat rental, which had to be next to nothing. These were movies nobody cared about being showing to an audience that wasn’t watching anyway. They had other things on their minds, haha. But being the cineastes William z and I were we actually came to watch the film. It’s kind of amusing, actually. You should’ve seen the look on the faces of the poor working stiffs in the box office when we inquired as to what was playing and when. It was as if we were asking to read their toilet paper.

JS: Why do you think the vice nested and settled in Times Square?

JM: Location is everything. You had the port authority and the subway right there. Passersby with loot in their wallets. A never-ending stream of rubes hungry for cheap thrills.

JS: Do you think that element was always there? Did it just change to reflect the times?

JM: Well, I’m no historian of Times square but I can tell you when crack came in, everything changed. You knew the end was near. Everybody had gone loco. dawn of the dead, but starring disco Tex and his sex-o-Lettes.

JS: How did you meet Bill Landis?

JM: I had read his rag and was fascinated. None of the alleged competition moved me. Only Landis and sleazoid. You sensed it wasn’t a hobby with this guy. He’d show movies at Club 57 and I’d attend. At the time, he was this pudgy mama’s boy in a leather jacket—it was only later that he developed a peculiar style all his own. Bill was blessed with the most obnoxious, most annoying, room-clearing staten Island accent, and he’d host these movie nights, trying to be real serious and in charge, shushing all the hipsters as the picture was starting. And they’d all laugh at him. I remember the night at Club 57 i, Burr went on. This was bill’s raymond burr exposé, which starred ex-Warhol “superstar” ondine. Ondine was tripping, and he started making fun of the play—while he was performing it. I felt for bill that night, like I did most of the time. He wanted to be a tough guy, a cool customer, and he was anything but. I started talking to him and was amazed by his encyclopedic knowledge of movies and the way his mind worked. Bill had odd ideas on everything. We hit it off. He was an extreme character, as was I.
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JS: How did you end up writing for Sleazoid Express?

JM: I found bill and his real interests a bit more fascinating than a lot of what was in sleazoid then. Review after review—who cares? I encouraged him to make it more personal, much to the disgust of some fans. Nobody wanted to hear about Toby ross or similar subjects at the time. Bill took a lot of flak for that—“What’s with all the fag stuff?” I was also on his back to make it look a bit better. I have to hand it to bill, he went for it. And he encouraged my participation. We started writing together. A lot.
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That said, I could be as much of a minus as I was a plus. The material I wrote on my own was often the worst crap in the magazine. Like an ape with a crayon, I was. I literally didn’t know how to form a sentence. I wish I could torch it all. But bill gave me a chance. He let me contribute to the sleazoid articles in mainstream magazines and I can tell you none of those big shots wanted me included. They just thought I was another dope fiend maniac he hung out with, which was only half true. It was a big surprise when I started doing things on my own, let me tell you. It never would’ve happened at all if it hadn’t been for Landis. And that’s why the ghastly one is dedicated to him. That’s my best book. And that one’s for bill. As far as I know, he never read it.

JS: Those old issues of SE are amazing time-capsules. Were you aware at the time that your writing and reportage would be such an important cultural artifact?

JM: Oh, I knew it was original. Not like anything else. I’d get a shiver in my blood every time an issue was finished. I saved everything—the original art, fliers, manuscripts, even the glassine bags. I wish somebody would put together a book of the original run, I’d be all for it if it were done right. I have all the material. I doubt it’ll ever happen. Too bad. Nobody knows this, but Landis called me before he started the magazine again. We hadn’t spoken in years. Apparently, bill wanted me on board. I thought it was a terrible idea and told him so. We’d shot our wad on the first go round and it was perfecto, a little jewel of a thing. So what if only seventeen people knew? At the end of that first run, every issue was something you waited for, something you had to see. A real cliffhanger—what’s gonna happen with this bunch next? We felt we had to up the ante each time, and we did. Very few things in life come together like that. So why go back? Obviously he felt differently.
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As I’ve said before, the last issue of the original run was my baby—“ecco: The story of a Fake man on 42nd Street.” For me, that issue was the culmination of it all. And it was personal. I thought bill was going down with the ship and told him so. All the subscription money was going to nickel cokes. I paid for that one to be finished. To say Landis wasn’t happy with the end result is an understatement, haha. I’m told in later years he refused to send out copies if people requested it. To this day, I think it was the best thing we ever did. How I slaved over every detail, including the crazy layout. I’d love to see an oversized 11 x 14 reprint of that one just as it is. On the very last page in the bottom right corner were the words “all me back”. It was supposed to say, “Call me back”—just a bit of type I lifted from some fifties pulp magazine, God knows why. I can remember using a black sharpie to add the C to every copy.

JS: What can you tell me about Buggin’ Out? I’ve always wondered about him.

JM: Buggin’ out was a roommate of bill’s for a spell. I won’t reveal his identity without permission. Haven’t talked to that guy in decades. He contributed a lot.

JS: What did he do for a living?

JM: B.O. Was a musician and worked as cook. Somewhere I have a tape of him and Landis jamming. William z on vocals. Bill, the frustrated rock star. Buggin’ out did a couple of the all-time great sleazoid covers. Old ads all cut up, very crude and raw.

JS: I always enjoyed reading his stuff.

JM: Buggin’ out was an important part. He was another one that got erased from the dirty canvas that was sleazoid. They had a falling out. What else is new? Bill fell out with everybody sooner or later. That side of things got increasingly tiresome to me. Bill had to have an enemy. And the harassment of that enemy became a twenty-four hour a day obsession. The extreme nature of it was amusing—until you were on the receiving end. Then came the phone calls and the hang-ups and the emails from seven addresses. There was a reason bill loved Chuck Connors in the Mad Bomber or nicholas Worth in don’t answer the Phone. He was that guy. What did all the harassment really amount to? I think his mother never let him throw water balloons or toilet paper a house. The puny and penny-ante nature of it all…sooner or later dealing with bill became like swatting a fly. A very annoying, insistent fly. The vibe could be so down around that guy. Great for the magazine, but exhausting if you were living it. Everything was hate, hate, hate. Even hate becomes boring after awhile.

JS: How closely did you and Bill work as a team? A lot of SE articles are credited to both of you.

JM: How closely? Like Lennon and mcCartney, Jagger and richards, shields and yarnell. We could finish each other’s sentences. It was like that. Together, we added up to something we weren’t on our own. Bill and I hung out day and night. A lot of stuff came out of what I call routines—stuff we’d talk about while walking to this theatre or that. We came up with a whole lingo that went along with it—popeyes, bodybuilding grannies, velour soul, Friday the sensuous John. We’d talk these things into the ground. The more vicious or juvenile the sentiment, the more he enjoyed it. I could do a pretty fair impression of Joel reed. Bill loved that. He even had me call reed while I was impersonating him. That was odd. Imagine Joel reed having an angry conversation with himself. Bill had everybody calling that poor slob, and I do mean everybody. He got calls from around the world! George payne made the best ones. He’d use that low, nutty psychopath voice of his. At one point, we were going to write a book about the calls simply entitled the Caller. A treatment exists for that somewhere. There were so many things we never got done it was frustrating. Bill and Joel. Funny. I always thought bill had more in common with reed than he cared to admit.

Later on, bill sold copies of the mag with my byline erased. Suddenly I was no longer part of the tiny history of sleazoid express. I mean, can you imagine physically obliterating somebody’s credit? It’s like the kGb taking oswald out of the photo. After all I had been through with this guy. We had created this stuff together. I could handle the trash talk and the denigrating of my contributions, but that was the lowest of the low. Bill found out what would hurt you the most and then stick the knife in. He could be a real bum, Landis. Look, I loved the guy and I defended him to the death, but that was William Z, unfortunately. I’m far from the only one who feels this way. Maybe in later years he changed and shazam, turned into Gandhi. I couldn’t tell you, I didn’t know him then. And maybe I deserved it all for the “ecco” issue. Couldn’t help myself, I had him in the sights of my love gun. They call me the hunter/and that’s my name…

I’ll tell you a funny story. Just to annoy me, Landis used to do an impression of my then-paramour Carole. This “Impression” consisted of Landis slipping on her high heels, her blonde wig, then taking his schlong out and prancing around whilst in a very high voice shrieking “yoo-hoo! Jimmy, I’m home!” he looked like one of those grizzled queens in Bloodthirsty Butchers. Now, I would rather watch the blu-ray of Zaat than see bill mincing about with that tired tallywacker flapping in the wind, but it was funny. Once. Thirty-six times later, not so amusing. 
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So one day she came home and I said, “Carole, guess what? Bill does an impression of you. C’mon, bill. Show Carole your impression.” Well, bill turned green. And started stuttering and sputtering. Presto! No more impressions.

JS: What was Bill like back then?

JM: Bill was a perverse character. He would’ve humped hitler just to see what would’ve happened. Or bea arthur. Or even the family pooch. He was too degenerate for andy milligan, which is saying something. Landis claimed that he made a pass at michael Weldon one night. Now, I didn’t know Weldon at all, but he struck me as a pretty reserved guy. That’s like pinching hal holbrook on the ass. The fact that bill did that—if he did—cracked me up. Bill was shameless. Anything to provoke.

Understand this: bill Landis was a walking exploitation movie. Some people grow up on the bible or the beatles. Bill grew up flipping the pages of the big red American film institute feature films 1961–70 books studying the date, place and time White slaves of Chinatown opened. That’s what made him fascinating, unique. And maybe that was his downfall.

I was down in the catacombs the other day and found those aFI books in the archives. They’re bloodstained, the binding’s shot and they are generally beat to shit. We got a lot of use out of those two volumes, Landis and I. It kind of choked me up to see them, actually. I live in a land of ghosts, boo-hoo for me. I miss them all, even that little bastard.

JS: Can you describe a typical night out in Times Square?

JM: Better you crack open an old issue of sleazoid and get a contemporaneous account. That part of my life is long over and I’d be faking it now. I could give a shit if I ever see another exploitation movie. Stephen Thrower certainly got the vibe right in that book of his. [ nightmare usa, 2007.] and he’s the only one I know of. Too bad he didn’t hang out with us in the bad old days. He would’ve fit right in.

JS: What was the most notorious theater in those days?

JM: The harem was a real armpit. Twenty-four hour porno theater. Dimestore transsexuals. There was a murder in the theatre once. The roxy was a favorite of mine. I believe that was the first all-video exploitation theatre. Just a fuzzy blown-up vhs tape blaring in a crappy little room with rows of plastic seats that were every bit as uncomfortable as the ones at the port authority. No frills grindhouse. Climbing the barren stairwells in that hellhole was a bit daunting. There were a lot of homeless people who just stayed all day watching shaft’s Big score over and over. Whatever happened at the roxy, you knew you were on your own. It seemed like nobody worked there.

By far the most extreme theatre I’ve ever been in was in downtown Los angeles. A cavernous dump called the Cameo. Imagine Calcutta with four walls and a movie screen. Hazy smoke rose from the audience…there seemed to be constant wheezing, hacking and moaning. It was hard to tell if some audience members were alive. A guy actually went around with a stick and rousted people to make sure they were conscious. Ancient prints of harry novak’s stuff were still playing there in the late eighties or whenever it was.

JS: A lot of people who are my age look back on the SE era of Times Square with nostalgia for something they never experienced. Why is there still a fascination for those days?

JM: Because it doesn’t exist anymore. People can romanticize anything once it’s gone.

JS: I probably wouldn’t have lasted a week.

JM: A lot of it wasn’t great, I’ll tell you. It was misery and burning hell. The “ecco” issue covered that. I can remember being in bill’s 14th street apartment one day. It was a great joint—dingy, dirty and an always unforgettable line-up of exploitation posters he’d put together hanging in a long row on the brick wall. I was sitting there staring at a vinyl copy of Lou reed’s the Blue Mask that had been jettisoned to the floor. Across the cover was a big spurt of blood from a hypo. And I thought, “I gotta get outta here. Or I’ll turn into a wax dummy.” Bill was smitten by all that Johnny Thunders, Lower east side, dyed-black-hair, nodding-off-in-dirtyblack- leotards crap. I thought that number had been done to death, no pun intended. That’s when I decided to go hang out with honky-tonk singer Gary Stewart, who was living like dracula in a Florida trailer with the windows blacked out. My idea of healthy, haha.

But you couldn’t stop bill. The worse it was, the more Landis wanted it. He was a man possessed. Tough luck. For everybody.
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Who knows if it’s true, but I’ve been told that one of these well-known potentates who spews forth all the exploitation crap out on dvd puts down the ghastly one because it doesn’t represent the “fun” side of exploitation. Yeah, 42nd Street, just like a ride at the carnival. Well, I saw what it did to bill. I saw what it did to andy. And many others. There’s a reason it’s called exploitation, right?

I loved hearing that comment, by the way. Loved. I don’t blame the guy, he probably has children he has to justify himself to, haha. It’s amazing the shit people forward you these days. Everybody’s an expert, everybody judges everything. You can’t escape it now. Like when I sold andy’s prints. Putting them on ebay was one of the best things I’ve ever done. It led me to nicolas Winding refn, the absolute perfect person to have andy’s stuff. I’m sorry it took so long to get it released. I tried but it just never worked out. It had to be done with respect and admiration for andy, not some crap release just chucked out there. And nicolas has accomplished that, I’m happy to say. Andy milligan on blu-ray released by the bFI? I laugh every time I think about it. Refn’s got balls. Although just today I got the dvd and nWr’s notes are wrong: he only paid 15k for the milligan bounty. I mean, twenty-five…that would’ve been larceny, haha.
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JS: You said that you slaved over your work for the first Variety piece and Bill waited until the deadline. Was this dynamic always the case between the two of you?

JM: It always came easy for him. Not for me. Landis was great under pressure, I was in awe of the way he could just spit it out. The flip side of that coin was the fact that bill was lazy as hell when it came to research. When he was doing the anger biography, I gave him a ton of leads. He never followed up. Bill had a very narrow vision of things and he didn’t want it to be sullied by anything unexpected. That’s a powerful stance to take. And that attitude served sleazoid well. We were arrogant punks who thought we ruled the world, and all because of a badly typed mimeographed rag thirtyseven people read, haha. So crazy. I remember one night I was pissed off by something one of these queer-haters had written in his fanzine about bill and the “new” sleazoid. We drove out to the suburbs high out of our minds and papered his lawn with copies of sleazoid. A particularly homosexual issue, I might add.
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JS: Actually, how did the Variety gig come about?

JM: We were friendly with the reviewer who covered exploitation, Lawrence Cohn. Great guy. They gave us a shot.

JS: Did writing for bigger publications change your style, or the way you approached things as a writer?

JM: Hopefully not, at least in the long run. Got a little excited the first couple of times we wrote for the Village Voice and film Comment, but that wore off fast. After sleazoid, I just did it my way, for better or worse.

JS: Why did Sleazoid Express end when it did?

JM: The volcano had erupted. We shot our load.

JS: What did you think of the relaunch of Sleazoid Express?

JM: I’m the wrong guy to ask. Didn’t read it.

JS: Bill did that with his wife, Michelle.

JM: If memory serves me correctly, I introduced those two lovebirds. She used to write us from Florida. I knew she was just what the doctor ordered. Michelle became the gatekeeper to all things bill and sleazoid. A thankless task. I’m sure she did her best.

JS: Do you recall the last time that you talked to Bill?

JM: I got a screwball “I’m the Greatest” email from him shortly before he died. I chose to ignore it.

JS: What led up to your decision to become a biographer?

JM: There was no decision. I just started doing it.

JS: Was Neil Young your first choice?

JM: Everything I write about is my choice. I can’t manufacture enthusiasm.

JS: What was the genesis of that book?

JM: Young made three albums that had a big influence on me as a kid. I was writing profiles for the Voice at the time and a pal at Warner brothers said, “Who do you want to write about? Anybody on the label—anybody.”

“ ‘Well, there’s one guy. You don’t want to hear his name. And I want to tell him his albums have sucked for the past ten years.”

“C’mon, who is it?”

“ ‘neil young.”

Long pause. But he got me there. Nine months later, there I was in the passenger seat one of young’s million-dollar vintage cars. It was intense. I got in his face, told him what I thought. He spilled his guts about a few things. What a good sport he was. Little did I know I was just one more in a long line of opinionated assholes that he’d collected. Anyway, I did the interview and never thought I’d see him again.

Some months later, I got a call inviting me back into his life. I remember a little devil and a little angel were sitting on my shoulder, one going, “don’t go back—you already did the interview, leave it at that!” and the other saying, “do it, do IT!” I chose to listen to the devil, of course.

JS: What was Neil like to work with?

JM: Neil gave me the freedom to do the book, yet made it as difficult as possible. And neil young is a master at making things difficult, believe me. There are days I’d like to take a croquet mallet to his skull. But he taught me a lot about creativity, mr. Young.

JS: How did you deal with the stress?

JM: By taking 3-D photographs of naked broads. My only remaining vice. Using mostly vintage cameras from the fifties. There are hundreds, if not thousands of them. Very few people have seen ’em. One day, it’ll all be a book. My wife natalia took a bunch of them, it’s a collaboration. Here’s one below, although not in 3-d, of course. That’s annie eating a popsicle and natalia. Let me know if it reduces your stress.

JS: What’s it like dealing with celebrities?

JM: Dealing with celebrities of that stature is like dealing with General motors. They have a phalanx of henchmen whose job it is to tell you what not to do. And they don’t like anybody getting too close to the merchandise. Naturally, I don’t get along with these people. Such dopey authority figures are meant to be kicked. The whole thing became a nightmare. And that was when neil was on my side!
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JS: How long did it take you to research and write Shakey?

JM: Eight years. Another three years were spent battling to get it published, which was exhausting. The time spent I regret. Once I start something I stay with it until it is done—whatever the odds. As usual, good for shakey, bad for everything else. I lost a few projects close to my heart. Mr. Young would be happy if I was locked in a box somewhere still working on it. Everything about that book was lunacy. I’m glad people seem to like that one, but I think it’s my worst book. Too much monkey business.

JS: When did you decide that you wanted to write a book on Andy Milligan?

JM: From the moment I saw one of his posters hanging on bill’s wall. I was staring at that poster, and a bolt of lightning hit. I had to know everything about the guy. That was a very hard book to sell, haha. The advance didn’t pay for the blank tape.

JS: What was your initial reaction to his films?

JM: I just couldn’t believe it. They seemed like broadcasts from another dimension. Everything about them was unusual, off in some way.

JS: I was sort of re-introduced to Andy Milligan’s films when Tim Lucas did those long articles in Video Watchdog.

JM: He did a great job. His knowledge of film is something else. Way out of my league. Facts are great, but I’m more interested in emotions.
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JS: The Ghastly One is a very personal book. How difficult was it for you to write?

JM: That one was easy. Everybody had kicked the bucket. I’d thought about it a long, long time. After the endless interference that came with shakey, it was a vacation. It happened faster than a speeding bullet. Nine months.

JS: I’d imagine that writing a book on Andy Milligan is as strange of an experience as writing a book on Neil Young. What was the general reaction of your interview subjects when you approached them about talking to them about Andy?

JM: “andy mILLIGan?!? You musT be JokInG.” People laughed in my face. Some of the snobbier members of Caffe Cino reached for the smelling salts. They didn’t want the Cino legend defiled. One or two people really blocked my efforts. But they gave up; I couldn’t be stopped. There is more of the Cino story revealed in that book than anywhere else.

JS: You’re as much of a character in the book as Andy Milligan. Do you feel that you could have written the book any other way?

JM: No. I do what the book tells me to do and ignore everything else.

JS: I’m glad of that. When do you know that you’ve done enough research on a subject?

JM: When people start asking me, “Isn’t this enough? You’ve interviewed neil young’s phys ed teacher, can you just quit it now?” research is the fun part, you can never do enough. Look at that Caro guy and Johnson. I would’ve loved to have been able to apply that approach on milligan. Four 500-page volumes on andy. Just imagine.

JS: How do you go about turning your brain off after such a ride?

JM: Turning the brain off is something I’ve wrestled with my whole life. Not easy. I’ve tried everything. I get obsessed. What’s that epigraph of selby’s? “a man obsessed/Is a man possessed/by a demon.” I agree.

JS: When I first read that you were working on a book about Russ Meyer, I was very excited. The book didn’t disappoint! What led up to your work on Big Bosoms and Square Jaws?

JM: I don’t know. It was just one of the names in the hat. There aren’t very many names in that hat, I’ll tell you.

JS: What was it about Russ Meyer that attracted you?

JM: The guy was driven by an absurd fetish and based a career around it. Rm gave the world the finger, did whatever the fuck he wanted, and sat on his pile of money. There was an utter disregard for anything else, namely reality. We should all be so lucky. Of course, it didn’t end well. He thought he had all the answers, russ. When he needed help nobody was there.

JS: How difficult is it to research and get personal with someone who you don’t have direct access to?

JM: I don’t know, I zeroed in on rm’s vibe right away. I started talking like him in my head, seeing things his way. He had such a deathly serious attitude, even when mailing a letter. He reminded me of sterling hayden in dr. Strangelove.

JS: How did the lack of personal interaction affect the way you wrote the book?

JM: Makes you try harder. And sometimes it can give you freedom.

JS: Russ Meyer and Andy Milligan were both artists who had very unique and personal visions. How do you feel that their work differs? What’s the link that they have in common?
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JM: Rm was all about making fantasy reality. Andy was, “make reality even grimmer.” They both spoke a language that was wholly and completely their own. They were almost childlike—and somewhat puritanical. Awfully obsessed with their mothers, those two, haha. And both were more than a little nuts. I’d love a film festival where they alternated between meyer and milligan. Probably cause seizures.

JS: You’ve recently written about Tammy Wynette. What was it about her that made you want to tackle her life as a subject?
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JM: A great singer that never got her biographical due. Again, she had a big impact on me as a kid. Tammy and her husband George. George Jones that is, the greatest living country singer. I’m a sucker for a sad song. I’d love to write a book with that title—sucker for a sad song. The slower, the sadder, the better. Oh, how I can pontificate on that subject. I have a vast collection of southern soul and country ballads. So this was a chance to immerse myself in the country side of it, tell the world why I love this music so. Tammy was fatally romantic. She wanted life to be the cover of a romance novel. That’s an attitude I can appreciate. I like writing about women. Next stop, Golda meir.

JS: Your work as a biographer covers a very diverse section of people. What do you think links them all?

JM: Obsession. A certain yearning, a certain melancholy.

JS: What can the world expect next from Jimmy McDonough?

JM: I wish I could tell you. I’ve spent the last few years in nightmare City. I’m amazed that I’m still ambulatory, to be quite frank. Hopefully it will lead to something creative. Not thus far. So here I sit, waiting for Whatever to happen. One can’t force these things. The important thing is that I got a new pair of snakeskin shoes today. Italian. Loud, sinister, questionably stylish. Like me.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: When did you start reading zines?

DAVID SZULKIN: The first horror zine I got my hands on was barry kaufman’s demonique—this was at the height of the slasher/gore movie craze, maybe 1981 or ’82.

JS: How instrumental were they in turning you on to films that you’d never heard of?

DS: Fanzines were absolutely crucial to my discovery of movies (and music, too). At the time, there was no other access to information about many of these forgotten, weird, and obscure films. I couldn’t see most of these movies; even if I’d had a vCr, most of them were not commercially available. The commentary and images in the old zines sparked my fascination with horror and exploitation movies; fanzines were also the gateway for collectors who sold or traded bootleg videos. The zines fueled the obsession with finding this stuff; they were generally written by obsessed characters (who else would make the effort?) and that appealed to my own obsessive nature. It’s been said that the posters and ad campaigns for most exploitation flicks were more memorable than the films themselves; I’d add that the reviews in horror fanzines by guys like Chas. Balun, michael Weldon, rick sullivan and bill Landis were often more entertaining than the actual experience of watching the movies they wrote about. A one-paragraph, matter-of-fact summary by michael Weldon saved you ninety minutes of living death by boredom. And a zine like Craig Ledbetter’s european trash Cinema was vital for us in the states where the movies he wrote about were completely unavailable. There was a mystique, a kind of intrigue surrounding these bizarre, low-down, dirty and overlooked movies at a time when there was no instant access to them…or even to information about them. You had to seek it out—you had to send letters to other likeminded weirdos and trade tapes, and the zines were at the center of all that. Donald Farmer’s splatter times and hugh Gallagher’s draculina were important fanzines, too…I read all of them that I could get my hands on. These days, all the mystery is gone—all the info is a mouse-click away, nothing is obscure or overlooked…and it’s not quite as interesting. On saying that, ultra Violent are the heirs/keepers of the horror zine flame; they are continuing the tradition of doing the print zine and they do good work. Same with dave kosanke whom I met not long ago. He still doe a print zine.

JS: What are your memories of Sleazoid Express?

DS: A friend of mine named John donaldson loaned me his complete collection of sleazoid express when I was in college. It was fascinating. I was more of a gore gazette guy in high school, but the gg was sophomoric by comparison. Deliberately so, I think—as I understood it, rick sullivan started the gore gazette as a reactionary response to Landis. Anyway, I was late to the party with sleazoid, but thanks to my friend John I caught up with the back issues maybe around 1989. (not sure if bill was still publishing at that point, but I don’t think so.) sleazoid express was dangerous, creepy, highly intelligent, and hip. Bill was among the first writers to delve into the lower depths of exploitation cinema. He really walked that beat, not as an academic studying the genre but as somebody who lived the life. He hung out in 42nd Street grindhouses where no respectable film critic would set foot and he brought that experience to his readers. For that reason, his writing is without peer. Those zines felt feverish, they had all the menace of the territory they covered. sleazoid wasn’t just about the movies, it was about Times square, the underworld of porn and drugs and prostitution; most of the other zines came off nerdy by comparison. As I recall, the issues got more intense as the magazine neared the end of its run—bill’s writing got very personal as he became a part of the whole scene he was writing about (which is probably where rick sullivan reacted against it). I remember thinking bill’s “Led zeppelin: Faggots?” article about the song remains the same was pretty funny. And I love Led zep. By the way, Larry mcmurtry was a sleazoid express subscriber. He’s written about it in his essays (see his book film flam).

JS: What did you think of Bill and Michelle’s book? The newer issues of SE?

DS: The book was great. I’d put it at the top of a very short list of essential works about exploitation cinema. The later issues of sleazoid (and Metasex) were great, too. Some of the triviaobsessed fans complained that bill played loose with the facts—but those detractors don’t know the “facts” in the first place, and even when they think they are right, they miss the point. Bill Landis captured a cinematic netherworld in his writing. He really got the stickiness, the rancid allure of those movies; he understood the shady people who created them and the audience that consumed them. The tall tales carry more truth than the “facts”. Bill more than earned the moniker of mr. Sleazoid.
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JS: Let’s talk about Rick Sullivan’s Gore Gazette.

DS: The Gore gazette had an enormous impact on me! I can’t stress that enough; more than any of the other zines, the gg had the attitude that really grabbed me. Rick sullivan became a personal hero to me. I was a proud subscriber for years. When each new issue arrived (folded in a handwritten envelope) I ordered videotapes of rare movies from rick, exchanged letters, and years later, I met him. I think rick is the person that made me want to write about movies, the one who made it seem cool…though of course I was also immersed in all of the other writing I could find about horror and exploitation movies, particularly Chas. Balun and Deep Red, Michael Weldon’s Psychotronic encyclopedia of film (the bible!), the old issues of Fangoria (the great uncle bob martin and dave everett), and richard meyers’ book for one Week only. All of that stuff was scripture to me: I pored over it, memorized it, lived by it…I was more interested in that stuff than I was in any of the normal high school interests. Rick was the right reverend in the church of exploitation. I looked up to his zine persona. Like bill Landis, rick took you to the scum-infested theaters of 42nd Street; unlike Landis, he was very anti-artsy (or anti-“lobster”, in the gg argot). That rubbed off on me. I really enjoyed the sophomoric humor, offensive rants, and politically incorrect editorial slant of the gore gazette and still do—it actually influenced my personality…much to my detriment!

JS: How did you meet Rick?

DS: At nyu, one of my Cinema studies instructors was a super-cool guy named Chuck stephens. He happened to be a personal friend of rick’s. So when Chuck announced that he would be bringing rick in to give a talk on campus, that was like winning the lottery to me. Rick was very laid-back in person, very nice guy and as cool as I imagined him to be. I was the only student at the event who even knew about the gg, I think—I brought up all the jokes and lingo from back issues he’d probably forgotten already. As mentioned, I’d corresponded with rick before, and he was very helpful in getting me copies of movies I was looking for. I wrote about a lot of those movies I got from rick in my last house on the left book. He also gave me a tenth anniversary gore gazette T-shirt; one day, I was wearing that while walking through (fittingly enough) Times square and I got hassled by cops because the shirt said “Ten FuCkInG years and sTILL makInG enemIes!” on the back. I also want to mention one of my favorite stories from the pages of the gore gazette—about the black “video terrorist” who rented out of africa from a local video store, put the tape into a camcorder, and strategically taped over parts of the film with his own homemade scenes. As the story was told in the gg, the guy’s image would pop up right in the middle of this meryl streep film, saying, “you enjoyin’ the movie, you white asshole?”
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JS: You mentioned Chas. Balun’s Deep Red…

DS: Deep Red was one of the best horror zines—the writing and the graphics, too. Chas. Was a talented artist, and I think his was the best-looking of all the zines. And of course, Chas. Was an evangelist when it came to horror…he wrote with passion and conviction, and he got a lot of kids excited about movies. He encouraged his readers to go out there and do it themselves, whether it was writing, moviemaking, special effects, etc. He was down to earth, didn’t suffer pretentiousness or foolishness. And he was an old hippy who loved blue Cheer—gotta love that about him! (I remember a bio of Chas. In one of his books that listed one of his hobbies as “chainsaw chooglin’”!) Chas. Believed in the genre, and his fervor came through loud and clear. He wrote in a colorful, lively and irreverent style, and most of all, he was sincere. He was all about shooting from the hip; oftentimes his negative reviews were the most enjoyable ones. On the positive side, when Chas. Got behind a certain movie, he really pushed it. Like I said, he was an evangelist—if not for Chas., I don’t think certain films/directors would be so revered (or even known) by fans today. He’s much missed.
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JS: How did the idea for your Last House on the Left book come about?

DS: I was fascinated with the movie as a kid in the seventies, when I was too young to see it. I grew up in massachusetts and the distributors/ financial backers of last house also owned movie theaters in my area, so the movie often played at those theaters and drive-ins during the seventies and early eighties. The newspaper ads made a big impression on me—my brother had a collection of movie ads he cut out of the local paper, including some of those images I used in the book. So that was the seed of my obsession with last house. The idea for the book came about when I went to see roy Frumkes’ movie document of the dead. Roy was showing a 16mm print of document at a bar called Chet’s Last Call in boston, and he brought along his infamous reel of outtakes from last house. He had met Wes Craven not long after the release of the film, and Wes gave him a collection of materials related to it. That reel just hypnotized me! And as he screened those missing scenes from the movie, roy told some behind-the-scenes stories about the making of last house. This was all fascinating to me, and that’s when I started thinking about the book. I sold my first article to Fangoria magazine a year or two later, started writing for them regularly and they published an advance excerpt from the book. That got a great response, a ton of mail—this is back when people wrote letters, not emails!—and I stuck with it.

Years before I did any serious work on the book, I remember drawing a mock-up of the cover…actually, it was a fake ad for FantaCo, the company that used to sell books such as John mcCarty’s splatter Movies (another influence) and Chas. Balun’s the gore score. They used to advertise in Fangoria. About a decade later, that imaginary ad I drew became a reality, because FantaCo was the us distributor of my book and they did in fact take out a full-page ad for it in Fangoria! I willed that dream into being!

JS: How long did it take you to write it?

DS: I spent years gathering the material and researching it, on and off during the early 1990s. The actual writing of it took about six months.

JS: What was the biggest challenge in your research?

DS: I did most of the research before the internet, so it wasn’t like I typed something into Google and got my instant “expertise”. It was a challenge just to find some of the people involved with the movie at that time.

JS: Was anyone less than amiable about being approached?

DS: Some of the people who put up the money to make last house weren’t eager to be interviewed! But I did eventually talk to them.
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JS: You mentioned Roger Watkins by name in the book. How did you come across this information?

DS: Through Chas. Balun, of course!

JS: Wes Craven’s The Last House on the Left was one of the first books to be published by FAB. What was your relationship with them like?

DS: Very good. Harvey Fenton of Fab press did an excellent job with my book in every way. I visited him in London after the book came out when a british zine publisher named paul brown [ is it uncut?] put together a film festival that included last house.

JS: You’ve worked a lot with Grindhouse Releasing. How did that come about?

DS: I got involved with Grindhouse releasing after I moved to Los angeles in 1999. One of the first people I met on my initial trip out to LA was bob murawski, who cofounded Grindhouse with sage stallone. They had released Fulci’s the Beyond a couple of years before I met them, and they’d put out Cannibal ferox (aka Make them die slowly) back in the days of laserdisc! Bob and I met through eric Caiden at hollywood book and poster, hit it off right away, and he introduced me to sage, who became one of my closest friends throughout my time in Los angeles. Bob was working on a dvd release for one of my favorite movies: David Durston’s i drink your Blood. I ended up coming on board as a co-producer of that release. Bob, sage and I all had the same interests and the same sensibility as far as movies, music, and yes, the old horror zines.
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JS: Steve Bissette said that the niche labels like Synapse and Grindhouse could be considered the new fanzines. What’s your take on that?

DS: I’ll take that as a compliment! I can see Steve’s point in that these are dvd labels run by fans, for the fans. I can vouch for the fact that Grindhouse releasing co-founder bob murawski and I both read all the horror fanzines. It’s still hard for me to talk about sage in the past tense, but I have to say that sage stallone knew more about movies than anybody I’ve ever met. He didn’t even need to get information from a fanzine—when it came to films, he was just a walking encyclopedia unto himself. Sage showed me movies that nobody has ever heard of, or probably ever will! And I give him a lot of credit for pursuing his interest in offbeat cinema the way he did, instead of being some lame hollywood conformist.

Grindhouse releasing is the only one of these (now dwindling) labels that is purely a labor of love—it’s a hobby, not a full-time business, and the reverence for the movies comes before the profit motive. The amount of time and money and hard work that goes into producing the Grindhouse releasing discs is staggering—and ironically, the label gets a lot of grief from the fans for not putting out the movies quickly enough. It’s also worth mentioning that Grindhouse releasing has made a point of hiring the great horror fanzine editors to write liner notes, including both Chas. Balun and bill Landis. We’d love to get rick sullivan to contribute something to one of our releases.

JS: Any thoughts on fandom today?

DS: With the advent of dvd came this sense of entitlement among the fans—and with the internet, everyone became an instant expert. A lot of fans seemed to become focused on the minutiae of technical specs, digital transfers, running times, etc. The whole Tim Lucas/ Video Watchdog approach. But whereas Tim Lucas is a very thoughtful, intelligent guy who genuinely loves film, the digital-age fanboys reduced movie-watching to a mechanical exercise in comparing screen captures and spouting technical jargon. I wonder how these people even enjoy movies when they’re sitting at their computers and looking for flaws in an audiovisual presentation to prove their own eagleeyed superiority. Their great pleasure appears to come from announcing on the internet that they own the region 7 dual blu-ray release of Jess Franco’s worst cinematic excretion and that they find the color correction lacking. Now that the dvd craze is all but dead, that phase of “fandom” seems to be waning…but at its worst, that mentality really sucked the fun out of things for me. I’ve focused instead on theatrical releases—bringing these movies back into theaters the way they were meant to be experienced. And that’s been very gratifying for a zine kid like me; from clipping movie ads out of the newspaper as a teenager, I’ve gone on to place some of those same movies I loved back into theaters. I’ve worked with bill Lustig releasing Maniac and Zombie in theaters all over north america. With Grindhouse releasing, I’ve released evil dead, i drink your Blood, Pieces, Cannibal ferox, the Beyond, gone with the Pope, Cannibal holocaust, and others. Knowing that there’s some kid getting to see these movies for the first time in a packed theater full of gorehounds is a great feeling. I feel like we’re at least striking a symbolic blow against the lameness that permeates the world today!
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Without Jim Morton, the world would have waited a lot longer for the films of ray dennis steckler, Ted v. Mikels, and herschell Gordon Lewis to achieve wide recognition, let alone critical analysis. incredibly strange films, first published in 1986 by re/search, was as much of a pioneering force as the filmmakers it celebrated. Written and edited by Jim Morton and boyd rice (with assistance from v. Vale and andrea Juno), incredibly strange films took a serious approach to the films that had once lined the bottom of the cinematic barrel, concentrating not only on the works of said directors, but also on their personalities, obsessions, and place in a largely forgotten chapter of American pop culture.

Morton began his writing career in san Francisco, self-publishing trashola, an offset printed fanzine that covered the schlock films that graced the city on a weekly basis. After editing incredibly strange films, he went on to publish Pop Void, a one-shot journal (which survives today as a website) focusing on an esoteric assortment of cultural oddities. In a similar vein, he co-authored What a Character!: 20th Century American advertising icons (1996) with Warren dotz and John William Lund. Most recently, morton’s writing can be found on his east german Cinema Blog, in which he concentrates on the films of deFa, the official film studio of east Germany.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on november 11, 2011.

JOHN SZPUNAR: What kind of films did you watch as a child?

JIM MORTON: Anything and everything. My mom worked at the train station in Tucson and she used the downtown movie theaters to babysit me. It was cheaper to just give me a quarter, or later, fifty cents, and have me sit and watch the same movie for a few times before she came back when she got off work.

JS: And what kind of movies made an impact on you back then?

JM: Well, I was always a big fan of horror movies, from a really early age. The first movie that I remember seeing by myself was the deadly Mantis. I tended to like the horror movies; I went to them more often. I was also completely fascinated by the “sin-films”—I don’t know what you’d call them. The black and white films like Baby doll and Walk on the Wild side. By modern standards, they’re pretty tame, but back then they were considered very shocking. Completely wasted on a ten year old kid, though!

JS: You’re a native of Tucson?

JM: Yeah, I was born and raised in Tucson.

JS: When did you move to San Francisco?

JM: Well, first I moved to new york and lived there for about a year and a half. From 1974 to the first part of ’75; kind of right before punk broke, actually. I should have stayed a little longer; things were about to get interesting. But at the time, new york was really dead. CbGb’s wasn’t cracking yet. I moved to denver. New york was a little too crazy for me, but denver was too boring. I spent a couple of years there, moved to san Francisco, and I’ve been here ever since.
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JS: San Francisco was about to get its first taste of punk…

JM: I first encountered punk in denver. There were maybe ten of us who were interested in it, and my girlfriend and I were two of the people! There was Wax Trax in denver, which was a really great record store that was promoting punk music pretty heavily. I think we decided to move to san Francisco one night while we were at a party. I put on the stranglers and somebody came by, said they hated it, and put on buffalo springfield or something. I said, “ok, we gotta get out of this town!”

JS: What was a typical night out like in San Francisco back then?

JM: Well, you would either go to the mab, and then later to the deaf Club, which I actually kind of enjoyed more. Or to Temple beautiful—those were kind of the three main places. And there was Club Foot, in the early eighties. That was about the time I started trashola.

JS: I take it that you were reading a lot of the punk fanzines that came out at the time.

JM: Oh yeah. And trashola was spawned by an article in new york rocker by bill Landis (he had been doing sleazoid express for about a year at that point). He wrote an article called “From Tack to Gore”—it was kind of an overview of things. This was stuff that I knew really well, because I’d seen so many horror movies. There was that whole “do it yourself” aesthetic of the times. I was like, “yeah, that’s what I like to talk about! I like to talk about sleazy, trashy horror movies!” so I started trashola.

JS: Didn’t you publish something earlier called the Horror Show?

JM: I did have something called the horror show, but that’s hardly known. horror show was my first fanzine. It came out in 1978—it was really early. That was all handwritten and xeroxed—a lot of collage stuff. But I didn’t distribute it, I just sent it to my friends. I actually printed up a couple hundred copies of trashola and left them in little coffee shops around san Francisco. And then, I commandeered a newsstand at the corner of second and market. I used to put them in there, too.

JS: You were seeing films in movie theaters…

JM: There were a lot more theaters back then. The main places were along market, between 8th and 5th. There was the st. Francis, which was a duplex theater. They would usually show one of three things: First-run movies that weren’t quite good enough to make it in the bigger theaters; the guy who owned it had some deal where he was showing hong kong films dubbed into english—those were kind of fun. And then, just trashy horror movies for my people.

JS: When you started Trashola, did you figure that there would be an audience for what you were writing about?

JM: You know, I really didn’t care. It was more of a case of, “ok, I’m really interested in this stuff. I’m going to put it out there—let’s just see what happens.” I’m kind of doing the same kind of thing with the east German cinema stuff. I’ve never really worried about whether there was an audience for what I did. This is what interests me. It’s nice if there’s some other people who are interested in it, but you can’t plan on what you do to please anybody else.

JS: Trashola did find an audience…

JM: Oh yeah, I got people from all over the country. I went back and was sort of surprised at some of the names of the subscribers who have gone on to become pretty well known film reviewers and filmmakers. It’s kind of funny.

JS: Care to name any?

JM: Well, I know that Joe dante used to get it. Chuck stephens was reading it—that kind of surprised me.

JS: How did you distribute the thing outside of San Francisco?

JM: The way I got national interest was thanks to bob martin of Fangoria. If you were a subscriber, they had a wrap on the magazine; it was a like a little newsletter. Bob mentioned trashola on one of those, and he told people how they could get it. Bill Landis gave me a plug, too.

JS: You said that Sleazoid Express inspired you to do Trashola. Your sensibilities were a little different than Bill’s…

JM: Trashola was more about horror stuff and low budget filmmaking. sleazoid express had a stronger bent for really sexual stuff. Straight and gay. That kind of deuce culture really appealed to bill. I was more horrororiented and I was also trying to explore the area between really badly made movies and experimental movies. What makes it acceptable and artistic for Godard to film somebody’s feet while they’re talking, and yet doris Wishman would be mocked for doing the same thing? I was sort of exploring that. I wanted people to say, “Look, there’s more here than meets the eye.”
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JS: Were you aware of Rick Sullivan?

JM: Well, once I started doing trashola, I heard from a lot of the others. Although, interestingly, they were all from the east coast. gore gazette was one of them. There was always some sort of animosity between bill and rick sullivan. I never understood that. Actually, sullivan’s zine was in some ways closer to mine; he was really horror-orientated. I was somewhere right between gore gazette and sleazoid express.

JS: How were you producing Trashola? Were you photocopying?

JM: I worked at a print shop back then, so it was actually offset printing. I went through a few typewriters and eventually a dot-matrix printer for the last issue. But, most of it was done on this old Ibm executive. I did it on a larger sheet and then most of it was reduced to 8.5 x 11. I got a big discount because I worked there, so I was essentially just paying for the printing. And everybody at the print shop read it.

JS: Vale and Andrea must have read it.

JM: I was doing trashola and vale and aJ [andrea Juno] at re/search got a hold of some copies. They thought it was really cool and they introduced me to boyd rice, who was into a lot of the same films that I was. He knew about these films—I mean, there was some stuff that I was talking about that very few other people knew about. the incredibly strange Creatures Who stopped living and Became Mixed up Zombies!!?, and stuff like that. Boyd was really into all that stuff. It was like, “Finally! Somebody actually knows these films!” vale and aJ came over to my place; I had just gotten a vCr.

JS: VHS or BETA?

JM: I eventually had both. I think at that point, I just had a vhs. This was about a year before the end of trashola. Anyway, they called me and I showed them—I don’t know, it might have been incredibly strange Creatures. I showed them a film every saturday night. Around the same time, I met marcus hu, who runs strand releasing. We rented videos from the same guy who really liked John Waters films. This was back in the very beginning of video rental. This guy had this service where he would deliver the video rentals to your house, which I thought was great. I gave him some of my newsletters and he’d put them in with his newsletters that he’d mail to his clients. So, marcus contacted me and he was a wealth of information. He knew people from all over the place.

JS: Was Marcus instrumental in helping you track down some of the people that you covered and interviewed in the book?

JM: He wasn’t instrumental in tracking down the people, but he was instrumental in tracking down some of the films. He was instrumental in tracking down some of the herschell Gordon Lewis films at a time when they just weren’t available to anybody. And then, my friend Lory ringuette had a copy of spider Baby, which, back then, was like gold. He was an actual film collector. We’d go to his house and he would show us movies; he’d screen them in his living room.
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JS: A lot of people take the availability of these films for granted these days.

JM: Some of the stuff that we were trying to write about—we just assumed that the Curse of her flesh was gone. Nobody would ever get to see it. But something Weird video has it now. Everything was still out there, it just needed some light shone on it.

JS: There’s mention of the Incredibly Strange Films book as forthcoming in the Boyd Rice interview in Industrial Culture Handbook. Whose idea was it to do the book?

JM: That’s a good question. I don’t really know who came up with the idea. At some point, vale, I think, said, “you and boyd should do a book on these movies.” Whether he had discussed that with boyd before me, I don’t know. That was the way I first heard about it.

JS: Was researching the book an equal effort between all of you?

JM: It was a little bit of everybody, really. When we first started the project, aJ knew about films from going to university. But she’d been trained in the classic film stuff—this was all new to her. Vale was a complete innocent—everything was new to him. So they were mostly just following our leads. We’d say, “We really need to interview ray dennis steckler,” and they would say, “ok.” But then, later, they started adding their own interviews as they talked to people. They would go traveling; they did more traveling than I did back then. I couldn’t afford that; I was working at a print shop for just a little bit more than minimum wage. When I interviewed David Friedman, I took an overnight Greyhound bus to La, interviewed him, and took an overnight bus back to san Francisco. That was a grueling schedule!

JS: I can imagine. How did you track these guys down? Were they listed in the phone book?

JM: Yep. I worked at blueprint service, which back then was at second and market. The aT&T building was a block away, back before they broke up the telephone company. Just off the lobby of the building was a phone book for every city in america. I would go to the California section and just look in all of the Los angeles area phone books. You would be amazed at the people who were in the phone book. Sometimes I would go, “I can’t find this director—who produced the movies?” That’s how we found ray dennis steckler. He wasn’t in the phone book, but the guy who produced his films was. Ray had already moved to Las vegas and was doing movies there.

JS: What was the usual reaction to your calls?

JM: Most people were really happy. It was like, nobody had ever done that before. Nobody had ever asked ray dennis steckler or T.v. Mikels for an interview; certainly since the mid-sixties. Every one of them was really nice, especially David Friedman. He was such a sweet guy; I was so sorry when he died. The only one who was prickly was doris Wishman. I had tried to get a hold of her back when I was doing trashola, and she would not respond to me. She was in the phone book. I knew her address, but she would not contact me. She eventually let aJ interview her. Russ meyer was a little prickly, too. But, he let me interview him.

JS: You actually went to his house.

JM: Yes, I did.
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JS: Out of curiosity, what was it like?

JM: Well, on the outside, it was just one of those normal ranch-style houses; nothing special. But the inside was filled with all of his posters and photos, so it was pretty cool. He was a little cantankerous; he didn’t like what I wrote about him, which totally shocked me. I mean, I said that faster, Pussycat! was the greatest movie ever made and that Beyond the Valley of the dolls was a great American film. Those are quotes from the book. You would think that that would be enough for one person. You would think they would just take those high levels of praise and go home with them. But, I also said that I thought that his earlier movies were better than his later movies. That’s all he saw. He was so used to being praised at that point. The idea that anyone would offer any criticism at all would just send him to paroxysms of anger. He sent all the books back.

JS: Wow…

JM: And then, there were people we wanted to interview that we just couldn’t find. Herschell Gordon Lewis, for instance. He was one of life’s little mysteries—he was really hard to find for a long time. And then, all of the sudden he showed up in the direct mail marketing stuff. But, when we first started that book, he was invisible. He had completely divorced himself from his past.

JS: Was there anybody you wanted to interview that you couldn’t find?

JM: Let’s see. Michael Findlay was dead by then. It would have been nice to interview roberta Findlay, but that was more of a case of not getting a chance to. At a certain point, we just sort of had to wrap it up.

JS: How did you know when it was time to do that?

JM: We had been working on the book for two years. We just realized that we could do this forever; it’s theoretically never going to end. Let’s just put the book out; maybe we’ll try to do a second one later.

JS: Were there ever plans to actually do a second book?

JM: Well, there was some discussion. There were topics that we wanted to cover that we didn’t even talk about. We wanted to cover blaxsploitation, but we didn’t really get to it.

JS: A Rudy Ray Moore interview would have been hilarious.

JM: It would have been wonderful. An interview with melvin van peebles would have been great, too.
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JS: Back to working with Vale—I went to visit him at the RE/Search office back in 2002 and was really impressed with the sheer amount of books, records, and everything else that lined the walls. I could have explored it for days. What was the place like in the mid-eighties?

JM: It was about the same, except they had Compugraphic typesetters in there [laughs].

JS: Really?

JM: Incredibly Strange Films was all done on a Compugraphic typesetter. In fact, I’ve been busy scanning some of the pages to turn them into text again because it’s all gone now, you know? The machines are gone, and the book was done on 5½ inch floppies in whatever code that particular machine used.
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JS: The book deserves to be in print. Did you have any idea that Incredibly Strange Films would be such a watershed when you were working on it?

JM: I kind of did; I didn’t know to what extent. For me, at that point, there were really only two books that were as important as incredibly strange films seems to have become to a lot of people. Those were kings of the Bs and sinema.

JS: I’ve never heard of Sinema.

JM: That’s a good one. Turan and zito wrote it. Those are great books—huge sources of inspiration and ideas. But, I knew that there wasn’t really anything out there. I knew that michael Weldon was working on something, but that it was more of an encyclopedia. He wasn’t doing the same thing; I knew there wasn’t anything out there like our book. So yeah, I thought it was actually pretty important. No false modesty there.

JS: I probably wouldn’t have even cared about Ted Mikels if it wasn’t for your book. His films never seemed like they’d be my cup of tea, but after reading those interviews, I had to track them down.

JM: Yeah, that’s one thing I’ve discovered in everything I’ve written. You can just take some subject—even if it doesn’t sound that interesting—you just start to dig into it, and all of this interesting stuff pops up. That’s kind of the story of my writing career.

JS: I was able to find his films via video, but that was a few years after the book had come out. What was actually available to you? Was there grey-market stuff floating around?

JM: Oh, just the beginnings of it. It was very, very minimal. There were a few things, but it was a little hard to get stuff at first. That’s changed. Even within that last year of trashola, it was already changing pretty dramatically. Once vhs and betamax machines became cheap enough that almost anyone could afford to have one, you saw this explosion of stuff. I would tape stuff off of late-night TV and somebody would be wanting tales of hoffman. I would have recorded that. I’d trade it for two thousand Maniacs.

JS: That’s a good trade! Video made things more accessible, but did you miss the theater experience?

JM: Video was pretty cool, but I’ve always preferred watching movies in a theater. It was part of my impetus for doing “The revenge of the popcorn eater” in trashola. Which, ironically, turned out to be the most valuable thing about trashola. Most of the movie stuff is all available now, and my synopses were so brief that they really didn’t add much to that. But my reviews of the movie theaters are something that you can’t find anywhere else. I was just putting them in to fill up space, but it turns out that they were actually the thing of real value.

JS: So…movie theaters, San Francisco. Describe one, if you would!

JM: Of all of “The revenge of the popcorn eaters,” the one that made me the happiest was the one about the st. Francis. It was a wonderfully sleazy place. The audience there was primarily young black kids; very loud and boisterous. They would scream at the screen when somebody would do something really stupid. “don’t go in there! Don’t go in there!” Then, after the girl goes in there in gets killed, they’d say something like, “White people are so stupid!” It was kind of fun to be in there. I was in there one day with stefan hammond, who writes about hong kong films. He’s the guy who wrote sex and Zen &amp; a Bullet in the head. He and I went to see evil dead 2. The st. Francis was packed! A big, raucous crowd. About a half-hour into the movie, a rat decided to run up through the aisles. The whole audience went ballistic—people were crawling on each other and screaming and crying! Complete pandemonium in the movie theater! You don’t get that at home [laughs]!
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JS: Not unless you live in a really bad home!

JM: The strand was always a fun and sleazy experience, too. But my favorite theater, I think, was the embassy. It unfortunately was destroyed in the ’89 earthquake. It’s now just a big pit in the ground. That was the most fun of all the theaters. They would show triple, sometimes quadruple bills of movies with no particular order to them. It would be like, the eyes of laura Mars with trouble Man with Bring Me the head of alfredo garcia. Some weird combination like that. Action films and stuff for the masses. And the snack bar, besides serving the usual stuff, also served liverwurst sandwiches.

JS: How much would a sandwich set you back?

JM: It went for like five dollars [laughs]. But my favorite thing was this: before the 8:00 film, they would pull this giant wheel out on the stage. They would spin it and give away money. The first time I went to the embassy, I actually walked out with more money than I came in with. I was hooked from that point on.

JS: What kind of runs did the films have?

JM: Usually, at the embassy, they’d show the same film for a week. The same three films. But they’d cycle through, and stuff would show up again. If you missed Bring Me the head of alfredo garcia one week, you could wait a month or two and it would show up again.

JS: Did the audiences differ from theater to theater?

JM: It was pretty different. The st. Francis, like I said, was mostly young black kids. The embassy had a fair number of homeless people. The strand was this weird conglomeration of street people and artsy-types; film lovers. The roxy was a little more intellectual; they tended to show more serious stuff. So yeah, each theater kind of had its own vibe going. It was interesting that way; it wasn’t uniform by any means.

JS: Incredibly Strange Films was published in 1986. When did you start working on Pop Void?

JM: I started working on that as soon as I finished the incredibly strange films book. Pop Void took a little while to put together, too.
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JS: You were painting on a larger canvas. What gave you the urge to start that project?

JM: Curiously enough, it was a guy named William James sidis. He was this kid—his father (boris sidis) was a really wellrespected psychologist in new york. His kid was named after William James, the psychologist (who was henry James’ brother). Boris sidis had this belief that kids are never too young to learn; if you get to them really young, you can make them geniuses. He wanted to prove this with his own son. So, by the time the kid was five, he could speak several languages. He could translate books from Greek and Latin. It’s just insane. I think he was accepted to yale at the age of eleven, but he didn’t go until he was around thirteen. He was like this total whiz-kid. All of the newspapers were following him; it was like a “This kid is smarter than any of us!” kind of thing. He worked for a while teaching higher mathematics, but when he turned eighteen, he was kind of a free man. He completely dropped out of sight; nobody knew what happened to him. What happened was this: he would go to a town where nobody knew him, get the most menial job he could—accounting in some factory—and spend his days collecting street transfers off the ground. He sorted them in boxes.

JS: Why?

JM: That’s the question! He eventually wrote this massive, 350-page book called, notes on the Collection of transfers. The single most boring book ever written. It’s just about collecting street car transfers. It just fascinated me that somebody could do this. I thought, “What a great idea! I’ll find a subject that people find completely boring—of no value, whatsoever—and write about it. That was sort of my impetus for Pop Void.

JS: I kind of want to find his book now!

JM: [laughs] Whatever subject you take, if you kind of look at the other side of it, there’s all kinds of interesting stuff going on.

JS: OK—you got the idea. Where did you go from there?

JM: Well, then I just started thinking, “What are the things that I don’t really like to write about?” I said, “ok, I wouldn’t really want to write about rod mckuen, so rod mckuen should be in there.” Or those big-eyed paintings of kids. “ok, the keane paintings are in.” Kraft macaroni and Cheese dinners—they’re pretty boring. It kind of went like that. But then, as soon as I started writing about something, it got interesting [laughs]!

JS: How did you go about producing Pop Void?

JM: Two things happened: my dad died, and the place that I was working at closed. That gave me enough money to not work for a little while and to buy myself this new computer called a mac plus. I started working on this new computer with a program called pagemaker. I realized that the world had just changed. I went and told vale and aJ, “Quick! Sell your typesetting equipment!” They eventually did.
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JS: This was the start of desktop publishing.
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JM: Yeah, Pop Void was one of the first desktop published books. Although, there were no scanners then, except for this little thing called a Thunderscan. I did put that to some use, but I still had to shoot halftones for the photographs.

JS: You co-authored a book called What a Character! (about American advertising icons) in 1996. It includes more than a few Pop Void-like subjects.

JM: I had an idea for an article about Funny Face. It was this drink that General mills put out in the sixties to compete with kool-aid. Each flavor had its own character. I thought that would be a good thing to put in Pop Void. I went over to the museum of modern mythology, which unfortunately no longer exists.

JS: The Museum of Modern Mythology?

JM: That was a museum that was devoted to advertising characters and our modern myths. We don’t have fairies, zeus, and hera anymore. We have Tony the Tiger and speedy alka seltzer. They represent powers in our life; they can fix things for us. It was a fairly high concept, but it was a great little museum. I met ellen Weis, who was the person who ran it and started to work with her. Then, I met this guy named Warren dotz; he was one of the collectors who liked to come to the museum. He contacted me about doing a book about characters, based on his collection. It’s really pretty much based on what Warren collected at that point.

JS: Why do you think you’re fascinated by this kind of thing?

JM: I don’t know. I think that on some level, everything either does or can fascinate me. I tend to try to find things to study that I haven’t thought about studying before. I do that a lot. the east german Cinema Blog is kind of a case in point. That came about because I started to learn German, which was something that I had never considered doing in my life.
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JS: What made you decide to study the language?

JM: I was working at a trade show in Germany and I learned a few things in German. They said, “you speak pretty good.” So, I figured, “aw, what the heck. I’ll learn German.” Word of advice to anybody: do not learn German! It’s a hard, hard language [laughs]! But I really got into it. I think it was because it was so difficult—that made it more appealing to me. You do have to work a lot harder to master the language. It was through that that I encountered those east German films. At first, it was sort of a case of, “oh my God! I can’t believe this movie exists!” and then, “This movie was made behind the Iron Curtain? Are you kidding me?”

JS: Nowadays, the fanzine has all but metamorphosed into the “blog”.

JM: Yeah, absolutely. The thing about blogs is that anybody can do one fairly easily. And that means that there’s a lot of crap out there. But I believe that if you write well, and your writing engages people, it’s going to find an audience. And if it’s serving some function other than just stroking your own ego—Like, when I write about the east German films, I always try to pick up information that hasn’t been put in one place before. I do that for people who really are going to want to do something more serious with it, like in school or something.

JS: You can’t really discuss those films without discussing East German history.

JM: Every time they made one of those films, something was going on with Walter ulbricht or erich honecker, or whoever was in charge at that point. There was always something involved with that; you always have to refer back.

JS: What’s the earliest film that you’ve seen?

JM: Well, the earliest film (and this is kind of what it is) is the Murderers are among us. That was the first east German film; in fact it wasn’t even east Germany yet. It was still in the soviet occupation zone, at that point. But, that was the first film made by the studio that would eventually become deFa. Defa made all the films for east Germany.

JS: What was the last?

JM: The last film is a little harder to say; there were a few in the can that were distributed after the wall fell. But, the film that premiered the same night that the wall came down was a film called Coming out, about gay men in east Germany. It was sort of a pro-gay film.
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JS: Are you planning on doing a book?

JM: Yeah. At some point, all of that east German stuff will end up in a book. It won’t be like the blog; the blog’s just, “here’s a movie.” It’s very straightforward. I’ve already started working on the book, and it’s more of a rolling history of east Germany. I see it as kind of a history of east Germany, told one frame at a time.

JS: Are you still on the lookout for “Incredibly Strange” films?

JM: I keep finding new ones every day. I just saw a Japanese film from 1960 called the Warped ones. Unbelievable. It’s about wild and crazy youths in Japan—mostly about this guy who needs to listen to loud jazz music all the time and jiggle around, or else he sort of goes berserk. It’s insane [laughs].

JS: I take it that it has a pretty wild musical score?

JM: Yeah. It’s a wonderful movie. In fact, it was actually released by radley metzger. Probably heavily cut and badly dubbed; I’m sure he butchered it. But they just released the original version on dvd in a box set. So, that was a recent discovery that may well become one of my favorites. It’s pretty mind boggling. From the eastern side, I love in the dust of the stars, sometimes referred to as the east German Barbarella. And then, of course, hot summer, which is sometimes referred to as the east German Beach Party. Except the beach is on the baltic sea. It’s pretty wild. The songs are actually better in hot summer. you can watch Beach Party and you won’t come away humming anything from it, but I guarantee you’ll be humming those damn songs from hot summer for the rest of the week.

JS: That’s a totally different culture tackling a very American genre. Did they copy it?

JM: The girls are wearing two-piece bathing suits and the guys are wearing swim trunks. They kind of copy things, but without admitting it. It’s got a very proletarian theme to it. It’s not about the individual, it’s about the collective. The bad girl is the one that’s not doing what the collective needs to be done—that kind of thing. But, there’s stuff from east Germany—I’m still finding stuff every day. I recently saw a film called the Baldheaded gang. It’s a film about skinhead bikers made in 1963. That’s two years before the Wild angels.

JS: You’re kidding!

JM: There was stuff going on over there that we didn’t know anything about.

JS: What’s next for you?

JM: I don’t know what I’ll do after I finish this. Maybe I’ll look at Czechoslovakian films [laughs].

JS: There’s a whole world of things out there to discover.

JM: There really is. There’s so much out there. And I’ve tried to do as good a job as I can of chronicling and examining. In the end, it’s all about the joy of discovering things. Who knows where I’ll go next…
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My introduction to the world of fanzines was the “recommended reading” section of Michael Weldon’s trailblazing and indispensable the Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film, which I didn’t get my hands on until almost a full year after its November 1983 publication date. There on page 804, under the subheading of “Magazines,” were newsstand known quantities such as Fangoria and Cinefantastique sharing space with titles that were new and exciting to my fourteen year old brain, including Sleazoid Express, Gore Gazette and a few with questionable post-publication postmortem dates that seemed to be telling me I may have just missed the boat: Trashola, (1980–1984), Confessions of a Trash Fiend (1982–1984), and Fear of Darkness (1982–1983). My suspicion was confirmed a few months later when Jack barth’s “Fanzines” article in the April 1985 issue of Film Comment referred to all three in the past tense.

I caught up with Trashola and Confessions of a Trash Fiend by the start of the 1990s, thanks to a friend with an extensive collection of fanzines, but it took another fifteen years after that for me to get my hands on an issue of Fear of Darkness. In early 2005, while reading posts on the message board AV Maniacs (née DVD Maniacs), the name of a recently registered board member jumped out at me from the past: tim Mayer. Could this be the same tim Mayer who edited the elusive Fear of Darkness so many years earlier? It was, and we were soon corresponding through email and swapping old fanzines for rare Lee Frost movies on DVD-r. I learned that Mayer’s zine was indeed officially pronounced dead by the end of 1983. I also learned that unlike many of its counterparts, FOD was printed offset and is a real magazine (with advertising!) rather than a photocopied fan sheet or two-page newsletter.

Speaking of fan sheets and newsletters, the debut issue of FOD not only boasts “A Look at Movie gimmicks” by Trashola’s Jim Morton, but an excellent interview with John Waters by Sleazoid Express founder/ editor bill Landis. Talk about instant street cred! Two more articles by Morton and Landis—“With My tombstone and guitar: A History of rock’n’ roll Horror Movies” and “Essays in Sleaze,” respectively—appear in the sophomore issue, along with a Paul Naschy profile written by Gore Gazette founder rick Sullivan. For number 3, brian curran of Zontar, The Magazine from Venus chimes in with “Art and Aleination: the bad Horror Movies of Larry buchanan,” with an essay on LSD movies by Morton and a look at mondo documentaries by Landis also included. Issue number 4 contains goodies like “the Movie’s the thing: good Acting in Horror Films” by Cygnus and Wet Paint editor Jeff Smith, ubiquitous zine contributor Dave Szurek’s “bombastic bikers, Hairy Hippies and cinematic Sleaze,” and a letter from Fangoria’s uncle bob Martin. Szurek’s “All Night at the grindhouse,” from FOD number 5, offers a detailed remembrance of two long-gone twenty-four hour grindhouses in Detroit, the Fox and colonial, and is an excellent warmup for his masterpiece, “Detroit grindhouse blues,” published a few years later in Magick Theatre number 7 (1986). Other highlights of issue five include a Harry Medved interview by Kris gilpin (reprinted from the canadian zine Yeech!), “Screaming Mimi: Forgotten Psycho Flick from the Fifties” by roger berrian, and “Mad Max: one View” by Confessions of a Trash Fiend’s Richard Green.

At about the same time I brought my own fanzine back from the dead in blog form, tim resuscitated Fear of Darkness as an online presence (www.gammaone.blogspot.com) and then expanded the brand with Z7’s Headquarters (www.z7hq.com), his blog dedicated to “pulp, mystery, science fiction, fantasy, crime and horror novels.” He’s also a member of several movie message boards, and is very much a part of the fan community, so disregard that tombstone inscription on page 804 of the Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film: tim is still here, and the fear of darkness never goes away! The following interview was conducted via telephone on July 5, 2012.

CHRIS POGGIALI: When I first approached you to do an interview about Fear of Darkness, your response was “Sure! If nothing else, future zine editors can learn how not to lose their shirt.” TIM MAYER: Things were different thirty years back. You didn’t have the internet, for one. You didn’t have a lot of digital printing options like you do today. So if you had a burning desire to get a magazine out, you were going to have to invest a significant amount of capital on it. Then you had to find a distribution outlet. And so forth. And if you didn’t know the first thing about printing, like me, you were in for a nice sharp line curve. It could get really expensive. I ended up supporting a lot of printers!

CP: I miss the cut and paste aspect of doing a fanzine, but not the photocopying, the collating, the mailing…

TM: Things are better now. You don’t have to go to print physical media if you want to get something out. If you’ve got some burning desire to give your opinion on a film, it’s much easier just setting up a web page. But the problem with “anybody can do it” is, in fact, sometimes everybody does. Then you’ve got to sort who’s got something worthwhile to say. So I think the fact that it was a difficult barrier did mean the people getting into it were pretty dedicated. Or they found out they were going to be dedicated after the first issue, when they were trying to figure out how to pay for a second.

CP: And once the issue was done and printed, they still had to find an audience for it.

TM: Distribution was a big problem. You do 1,000 copies of the magazine. Well, how do you get it out there? Do you just put ’em in your car and drive around? I tried that. It doesn’t work that way. You find a dis–trib–u–tor. They’ll take some and then pay when the next one comes out. There’s kind of a delay factor there. That’s why a lot of people just did a little newsletter they could slap into an envelope and mail out.
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CP: Like Sleazoid Express.

TM: Exactly. For somebody like bill Landis, that was perfect, because he’s right next to 42nd Street, he goes out, sees all the great movies that nobody else can see—because we don’t live in New york—he writes about them, bangs out a little newsletter on his typewriter…It worked fine for him for years. Same thing with Jim Morton in San Francisco.

CP: So you were familiar with the photocopied zines before you first issue of Fear of Darkness was done.

TM: Yeah, I subscribed to Sleazoid Express and the one Jim used to do, Trashola. I think there was one out of chicago [ Chicago Shivers]. It was a small group of people who were just starting.

CP: Was the first shot fired by Psychotronic or Sleazoid Express?

TM: The thing that kicked it off was bill’s article in New York Rocker, called “From tack to gore.” It was a 1980 issue of New York Rocker. It was a really, really neat article. I must’ve read the thing over about ten times. It was about exploitation films. Basically, he listed types of movies that no one seemed to even know about because they had vanished from the face of the earth after being released [laughs]! Like the black and white adult stuff from the sixties that never made it into the seventies. I think it kind of woke people up, thinking “Here are hundreds, maybe thousands of films that people have just completely forgotten about.”

CP: 1980 was also the year Lawrence Cohn started covering the 42nd Street beat for Variety. What do you think brought on this new wave of fandom and interest in exploitation movies?

TM: A lot of things were happening at the same time. The drive-ins were shutting down, the city theaters were starting to close, and people were realizing that a lot of these films might be lost. People started checking out what’s at the drive-ins. I had a group of friends who’d call me, “Hey, did you see what’s at the drive-in this weekend?” It was a combination of people feeling that part of the culture was being lost and we better get together and preserve it, and at the same time people were kind of connecting in some ways.

CP: What inspired you to start Fear of Darkness?

TM: Back in 1980, if you wanted to see some really cool films, you had to live in a big city…or, get some friends together and rent some 16mm stuff. So I had this film society I was running. It was called the Exploited Film Society [laughs]. Then I thought, wouldn’t it be nice if we had a magazine to go along with the film society? That would be really cool. I had seen a do-it-yourself fanzine called Magic Lantern sometime in the late seventies that covered all kinds of different film media and I thought: “this looks really neat! I should do something like this.” I couldn’t come up with a title, but I had a cassette tape playing of a local punk band and the song that was playing was “Fear of Darkness.” I thought, okay, there’s my title!

CP: Did the Exploited Film Society have a consistent venue for its programming?

TM: We kind of floated around. We got kicked out of one place. We showed Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! And people didn’t like that. It got nasty. At one point, somebody had won the use of a balcony at some movie theater, and they were showing a John Waters movie [Polyester] so we all got together to sit in the balcony, eat popcorn and watch the John Waters movie. It wasn’t very organized! So, we moved around, and finally found a home at a local art gallery.

CP: How long were you in charge of the Exploited Film Society?

TM: I did it for about a year, and then I turned it over to some other people. It was a case of “oops, we’re going to have to pay for that film. Well, there goes my paycheck!”

CP: It sounds like you were more interested in publishing the magazine than running the film society.

TM: It’s hard to get enough people to show up and pay admission. The people who took it over after me, I think they did a better job. It was always pretty much who was running the show was who could pay the bills [laughs]. I can remember going to a couple of showings at this art gallery that they had organized. At one point, the film was introduced by somebody who was “one of our fourteen chairmen.” It was kind of ad hoc.

CP: The home video boom was still a few years away.

TM: Video was just coming out at the time. At one point we found out we could get really great stuff on video, so I went out and found a place I could actually rent a video from. I got everybody together and we invaded somebody’s house, cos he had a videotape machine, and we all watched it there. That was a shadow of things to come.

CP: You did five issues of Fear of Darkness in two years.

TM: I kind of had an erratic publishing schedule. Again, whenever I could pay off the bills for the last one was when the next one would generally get published.

CP: You got off to a great start with that John Waters interview in issue one.

TM: Yes, bill Landis had done that interview, and the SoHo Weekly News—which was kind of the rival of the Village Voice—was going to run it, and I think they went belly-up right about that time. I had gotten to be friends with bill, about as best as anybody could’ve been friends with him at the time. We even flew him in to introduce a film. He was an interesting guy. God rest his soul. So bill told me “you can have the interview for your magazine.”

CP: In the second issue there are full-page reproductions of onesheets for movies like The Body Beneath and Alabama’s Ghost. Were those your posters?

TM: They were part of a collection I had, and I’d bought them from the great Southern Hotel theater in columbus, ohio. It had shown all those movies before it finally closed down. They showed Nightmare in Blood and things like that all the time, and they kept the posters. The poster for Alabama’s Ghost, which you can now find just about anywhere on the internet, is just astounding, such beautiful colors and it was printed on uncoated stock. I became kind of obsessed with the film just based on the poster. I think I did a few “In search of” type articles in Fear of Darkness. Then occasionally I would find a lobby card for the movie. Finally it came out on VHS, and I remember making a special trip to a video store in St. Louis because I’d heard they had a copy of it. And it was kind of a letdown! I don’t think anything could’ve matched my expectations!
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CP: I really enjoyed the George Kuchar interview in Fear of Darkness number 5.

TM: Pat Hollis sent that to me. [the Kuchars] were not that well known outside New york city and maybe San Francisco. And they’re still not that well known. The weird thing is, I think it’s Mike Kuchar—the one with the moustache—who’s still creating these little mini epics, but now he’s doing them all on video. He’s still going strong, making some of the most gosh-darned bizarre things you ever saw! More power to him!

CP: How many regular contributors did you have?

TM: I probably had five. I thought I could get a bunch of people to write for me. I thought, “Well, these guys are good writers. I’m sure they’ll want to knock out something.” Sometimes yes. I wrote things under pseudonyms. We all did that, to try and beef it up.

CP: So you did the five issues and threw in the towel?

TM: There was one more issue that never got published, number 6. Everything was all cut up and laid out on boards. It was all set up and ready to go to the printers, but I just had no money to get it printed. I sent it off to somebody who said they’d take it over, and they never did. They could never get it out. I’ve contacted him a few times over the years and he thinks he may have lost it. It’s too bad. It would’ve been a nice issue. It had a whole history of Florida’s independent horror movies, written by Fred olen ray.

CP: Was he doing his own fanzine at that point?

TM: No, but he had done one in the early seventies, I think. He’d gotten into tV broadcasting and had made a black and white movie called The Brain Leeches. Somebody had given him all this free film he could shoot on, and that was the genesis of it. I think he was able to put The Alien Dead together a little bit after that.

CP: How did Fred become a contributor?

TM: That was kind of funny. I got a real nasty letter from him after the first issue. He just tore the first issue to pieces. And then I found out he was a filmmaker. I thought, “oh yeah, this is just too perfect.” [laughs] So I called him up and did an interview. I did this whole preamble about “No, we don’t get mad! We do the interview!”

CP: Did you trade zines with other editors?

TM: Oh yeah, everybody did that. I never really had enough subscribers to make much of a difference. That was always the goal, to get a big subscriber base. But it’s kind of hard to get people to put money out for something they don’t have, or they don’t know if you’re going to be around afterwards [laughs].

CP: You told me once that you met up with Bill Landis during a trip to New York.

TM: Yeah, I had taken a job up there and thought I would try it for about a month. It was in north New Jersey. It didn’t work out. Bit of a cultural shock. I’m an ohio boy and getting dumped into north Jersey in the early eighties was just horrible. But it was nice because I could then go over and check out 42nd Street, and that was when 42nd Street was in its glory. I would call up bill and we would get together and walk around. He was busy. He had quit his corporate job and was trying to make it, I don’t know, doing various things wherever he could. But he was nice enough. He showed me around. I remember walking down 42nd Street with him. I was just amazed by it, and he said, “they’ve cleaned this up a lot” and I’m looking around, “oh really?” “oh yes, it used to be a lot worse than this.” “No kidding?” [laughs]

CP: How about the other New York editors?

TM: I hung out with rick Sullivan a few times. I met Michael Weldon, too. He was a really nice guy. I showed up on his doorstep one day. He was living in some efficiency apartment filled with catalogs and files of all kinds. He was a soft-spoken, quiet guy—just a really nice person.

CP: Did you ever get out to San Francisco to meet Jim Morton?

TM: No, but occasionally we would talk on the phone. Jim’s a great guy. He writes extensively now on East german cinema. He’s found a perfect niche!

CP: One of the great things about Fear of Darkness is that it brought fanzine editors like Bill Landis, Rick Sullivan, Jim Morton, and Richard Green together under one roof. Otherwise, there was never a really strong sense of community among early eighties zine editors.

TM: It’s too bad. You’d think at some point somebody would’ve said “Let’s all get together and try to work on common interests,” but I think also it would’ve turned into some case of “battle of the Egos.” It takes a certain amount of ego to think you can actually crank something like this out.

CP: In the case of Landis, Sullivan and Michael Weldon, I think they were too busy watching movies and banging out issues to have much time for correspondence. They were basically paving the way for the rest of us.

TM: They were real close to where everything was going on, so I think that helped them a lot. When you’re right next to the action, which is basically where they were in those days—until it just kind of diffused everywhere—you can get a ground view of what’s really going on. If you were living out in the Midwest at that time, hopefully you had enough drive-ins open in the Summer that would show some interesting things. But you couldn’t get to the drive-ins if you didn’t have a car or you were under sixteen.

CP: So that left late-night or Saturday afternoon TV.

TM: Some places, like Dayton and cincinnati—I’m from Dayton, ohio—would actually have all-night movies on Friday night. Once the network movies would go off they’d run three more movies until the farm report would come on. We didn’t have videotape at the time, so you’d set your clock to 4:30 so you could get up and watch The Vulture or something like that. That’s just what you had to do. I remember going to bed early one time and getting up at 3:00 because Lake of Dracula was on and I wanted to see it really bad. It made finding obscure things worthwhile. You really truly had to work at it.

CP: When I interviewed Richard Blackburn a number of years ago, he told me that he had heard a story about a guy who drove 100 miles with a VCR and checked into a motel in order to record Lemora from a late-night TV broadcast.

TM: I’ve heard that story. It’s true, you had to travel. It wasn’t unusual to drive a hundred miles to see a good movie back in those days. It wasn’t so easy to get, so it created a more hardcore fan.

CP: If only we had time machines…

TM: I’m not going to say that I want to go back to that, for god’s sake [laughs]! I like the fact that I can see all these obscure things with the click of a button.

CP: Still, when you have to go through almost as much trouble finding a movie as the filmmakers did getting it finished you become more forgiving of even the most cheapjack homegrown efforts.

TM: That’s why I think I’m still primarily interested in obscure movies before 1980—because somebody really, really had to bust their ass to make that movie. Granted that sometimes, like Manos, The Hand of Fate, it just fell apart on them. But at the same time, somebody really had to make an effort! Even if it was with a wind-up 16mm camera!

CP: When I put up the blog post about the Beatles Meet Star Trek on Temple of Schlock, you wrote a comment about seeing similar mashups at midnight movies.

TM: That’s the kind of stuff you would occasionally see back in the seventies and wonder, “What the hell?” there was a series of midnight movies that was playing around the country called underground cinema 12 that would play in small theaters, usually adult theaters. It was very hip to go to movies at midnight back then and watch all the cool short films. There was a place in columbus, ohio that used to do it. It might be a John Waters movie one night, a series of educational films another night—you never knew what was going to be there. You would see things like “tonight! The rolling Stones Meet Punk rock!” and they’d have a short of the rolling Stones matched up with one of Devo. I thought: “Who comes up with these things?!” but it was kind of fun to see that stuff, even if half the time I could never make it out there.

CP: A lot of the single screen and independent theaters that ran midnight movies began to disappear in the 1980s, along with the XXX houses that didn’t convert to video.
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TM: Jack Stevenson, who had a zine about that time [ Pandemonium], he wrote a book called Land of a Thousand Balconies (Headpress, 2003), about film collecting. He writes a lot for Bright Lights Film Journal. He did a series of articles about the decline of the adult theaters, how these things were falling into ruin. Basically the owners had squeezed every last dime out of them they could possibly get. It reminded me a lot of the city theaters that you could visit at the time. Just looking at the places, you knew they weren’t going to be around for very long.

CP: What fanzines, if any, did you read once you stopped publishing Fear of Darkness?

TM: Scareaphanalia was a great little zine I used to get. A guy out of Illinois, Jeff Smith, used to send me Wet Paint. there was a guy in St. Louis who did Vidiot, or something like that. It was pretty funny. But I didn’t follow a lot of the zines. I just didn’t have the time. This goes back to the VHS explosion. I used to joke that in 1984 I bought a Vcr and spent the entire year just watching all the stuff I had wanted to see [laughs]!

CP: That was a great time, wasn’t it? We suddenly had access to so many offbeat, unknown movies!

TM: Because all the low budget stuff was coming out and there were mom and pop video stores that had to have stuff to put on their shelves. Many times it would be a drive-in movie that you’d vaguely heard about that somebody had popped into a clamshell. “oh my god, there it is! I can’t believe I’m seeing this!” there were some funny stories about that.

CP: I had memberships to half a dozen different video stores and I knew what rare titles were stocked in all of the other rental places around town.

TM: I used to be really good friends with a Filipino family that owned a video store near where I lived in St. Louis. They were always good at getting the really obscure stuff. I don’t know if they just wanted to fill up the shelves or what, but you could find some of the most obscure titles in their store. They had every single kung fu movie known to humanity. Anyway, there’s a movie called I Dismember Mama with Zooey Hall, but the same company also put out Mantis in Lace, which I had always wanted to see. I grabbed Mantis in Lace because they had it on the shelf, I took it home, I popped it in, and lo and behold they’d spliced off the credits and it’s I Dismember Mama, which they also had in the store, but under that name. So I took it back, I showed [the storeowner] the two movies and I said, “you’ve got the same movie under two different titles.” She popped both of them in, saw that they are indeed the same movie, and she turned to me and said, “No one ever complained before!” [laughs]

CP: I would get a lot of movies through tape trades. Did you get into that at all? With some traders it would be a tape-for-tape trade, but other folks preferred to get two blank tapes for every title you wanted from their list.

TM: When I moved to Wichita in the late eighties, somebody said that you get all these obscure Distribpix films on a video trade. I said, “you’ve gotta be kidding me! That stuff’s been lost to history!” “No, no, somebody’s got ’em!” So I wrote off to this guy, and you’d send him two blank videocassettes and he’d send you one back with whatever movie you wanted. I remember going over that list and it was almost like the Holy grail! I thought: “I don’t believe what this guy’s got! Oh my god, he’s got stuff from the ormond family! I can’t believe this!” Somebody at some point had gotten access to a film vault and just started making copies of them.

CP: I think it’s great that, twenty-five years later, there are still so many rare films being found and released.

TM: Look at Nightbirds, that Andy Milligan movie that was considered lost. Now it’s out on DVD. That just blows my mind. I thought nobody was ever going to see that again.

CP: A few years ago you brought back Fear of Darkness as a blog.

TM: I tried, but I didn’t have anything left to say. I was finding out there were all kinds of things you could download and look at that were cool. But once you’ve seen The Stone Tape and Terror in the Jungle in one week, what else is left to watch?! I mean, I’m not that interested in anything after 1980.

CP: You also have a book blog called Z7’s Headquarters.

TM: Yeah, but that’s just basically whatever I read. That started out when I thought: “Wouldn’t it be kind of fun if you could blog about all those Operator 5 books and do commentaries?” Well, that lasted for about two books. But then I found a list of essential books that Karl Edward Wagner, the horror writer—he passed away in the nineties—published in the old Twilight Zone magazine. At the time you couldn’t find them. People were scouring book stores and libraries trying to find these things, but Karl had a very refined taste. Some of that stuff was just impossible to find. The r.r. Ryan stuff is still very collectible. But again, now stuff’s been coming out. Now it’s coming out under print on demand, so it’s a lot easier. So at one time I was just trying to review all of the books on that list. I’ve even got a little shelf here in my library just dedicated to Karl Edward Wagner’s list. I ran out of things that are kind of easy to get. The stuff remaining on the list may eventually come out, maybe not. Every now and then when I get around to it, I’ll review a book and throw it up there [on the blog].

CP: There’s always interlibrary loan.

TM: Yep. You’ve gotta go to a little bit of an effort to do that. As a matter of fact, I’ve gotten copies of stuff that was on Karl’s list from somebody who went through interlibrary loan. I got The Fire-Spirits by Paul busson, the german writer, which was actually translated into English in the 1920s in, as far as I know, one edition only. A guy found it in a library, got it through interlibrary loan and was able to get me a copy.

CP: I’ve gotten a few very hard-to-find books through interlibrary loan, including one or two that should never have left a rare book room.

TM: I remember in college I got to see an original Edgar Allan Poe edition in a rare book library at ohio State. I asked for it, and the librarian basically positioned himself between me and the door of the library until I finished looking at it!

CP: Are there any other lesser known science fiction authors you can recommend?

TM: I was very interested in the science fiction and fantasy writer Margaret St. Clair. I was able to get her books in used copies through Amazon. All knowledge of her seems to have gone, yet she was probably one of the major writers of short story fiction in the fifties and sixties. A lot of her stories are still considered classic, but she was a very private person and just didn’t do the convention circuit. She passed away in the early nineties and her writings just don’t seem to get reprinted anymore.

CP: There are still plenty of really interesting books and films waiting to be discovered or rediscovered.

TM: It’s amazing how many people knocked things out and they never went anywhere. Just last Summer I found out about a movie shot in Philadelphia in 1975 called 2076 Olympiad. The guy who directed it has a copy of it, and apparently that’s the only copy. It’s like one of the other shot in Philadelphia movies, Malatesta’s Carnival of Blood. I first heard about that in the early eighties. John Donaldson put out a zine called Crudezine, which was just full of movies like that. He basically slapped together Variety reviews of movies that had vanished. The only reason Malatesta ever came out on DVD is because the guy who shot the movie found a copy of it.

CP: Did you go to conventions when you were publishing Fear of Darkness?

TM: The only one I used to go to was a local film buff convention in columbus. I knew a guy who owned a theater and he had a lot of memorabilia to sell. But they were all 16mm collectors back then, so that was a whole different breed [laughs]. These were guys who lived in houses that were sealed up, like in the book Land of a Thousand Balconies. Jack Stevenson talks a lot about these people. Basically they lived in houses that were sealed; they had a projector, a home theater and their circle of friends. Most of the time they were divorced or never married because their collection was their wife. Those were the type of people who went to that convention. They’d sit there and trade-off copies of 16mm prints. They had little rooms set up where they had a projector and they could look at the films. I actually got a copy of David Durston’s Stigma that way. That’s an excellent movie. But when I explained to them what I was trying to do, they treated me like I was somebody’s idiot kid brother. They couldn’t believe somebody was actually interested in these films.

Now we’ve got things like Monster Mania down in cherry Hill, and chiller theatre, which is humongous. I went there a few years ago and had to wait on a line for an hour, and I wasn’t even going into the celebrity area! It kind of astounds me that these things have grown so big. I couldn’t get enough people to pay for a 16mm film rental or sell ’em a copy of my magazine, but they’ll pull these huge numbers for these events. So I do some conventions occasionally if I’ve got nothing better to do. I got to meet 42nd Street Pete. This was when Grindhouse had just come out. We were joking about all the twenty-something guys who are now grindhouse experts [laughs].
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CP: Meanwhile, we lost the ultimate grindhouse expert, Bill Landis, in December of 2008.

TM: Bill had a lot of personal issues, but he was such a good writer. He was the first. He was the guy who got out there and told everybody, “Look, all these little drive-ins and theaters, what’s playing there is just as good as what’s at your big screen art theater.” He was the first, and I’m really sad that he’s gone.

CP: Do you have any closing thoughts on doing a fanzine?

TM: It was fun at the time. There’s nothing quite equal to the thrill of getting that first copy in your hands and thinking, “Wow, I’ve done it! I actually produced this thing!” It’s kind of exciting. That’s probably why most of us did it. We wanted to feel like we were adding something, helping preserve culture, thought we had something to say…Some of the same mentality you see in the late seventies punk zines kind of carried over. “Just get out and do it! Do it however you can.” Towards the end I was doing it on a mimeograph machine that I had found somewhere—anything to keep the project going. I don’t think anybody in the long run really felt they were going to make a lot of money. Most people hoped they could quit their day job, but in most cases that never happened. I think we just did it mostly for the love of doing it.
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In october of 1980, a second one-page, bi-weekly review guide to the 42nd Street movie scene appeared in the New york/New Jersey area, barely four months after the debut of bill Landis’ trailblazing Sleazoid Express. This second serving of sleaze was named the Gore Gazette, and it was created out of editor rick Sullivan’s frustration with Landis’ heady film reviews, which he felt “were becoming increasingly critical and unfairly analytical of a genre of films that just don’t hold up to that style of criticism and were never made to.” The final straw was Mother’s Day, which Landis had supposedly “trashed” in the previous issue of Sleazoid but Sullivan referred to as “probably the best gore flick and comedy of 1980.” Not only was Landis’ review fair and balanced (“Still, there are some good, jarring, gruesome scenes, and the film is relatively well shot and edited”), it wasn’t even all that negative in its summation (“I wouldn’t say that I liked Mother’s Day, but I will say it isn’t boring”). As far as being the catalyst for a meat-and-potatoes rebellion and a symbol of his zine’s raison d’être Sullivan’s example of anti-intellectual genre cinema is a curious one; Mother’s Day—love it or hate it—is exactly the type of genre film that invites critical analysis.

“Now,” to quote bill cosby from one of his classic Fat Albert routines, “I told you that story to tell you this one.”

A few nights ago, I scanned the “best and Worst trash of 1983” lists from Confessions of a Trash Fiend and posted them on the official Facebook page of the book you’re now holding in your hands, just to see what the reaction would be. For the uninitiated: Confessions of a Trash Fiend (1982–1984) was the second review sheet to emerge from the New york metro area in the wake of Sleazoid Express. Like Sullivan, Trash Fiend Editor Richard Green was based in New Jersey and covered many of the same horror and exploitation flicks released to theatres at the time, but the similarities between the two publications end there. Green was a devoted follower of Landis’ writing and shared a similar critical viewpoint, and as a result, his reviews both in Trash Fiend and his later zine, Grind (1988–1990), were sometimes dismissed as the opinions of a contrarian. That was pretty much the consensus on Facebook the other night when beloved fan favorites like The Evil Dead, Xtro, The Last American Virgin and Basket Case suddenly appeared on a “Worst” list, while the obscure mid-seventies troma acquisition Feelin’ Up topped the “best” list, supported by such equally offbeat choices as Christmas Evil, Midnight, Pink Motel, Powerforce, Just Before Dawn and Teen Lust. None of the expected fallout seemed to bother richard at all. “Seventeen responses in less than twenty-four hours,” he wrote in an email to me the next morning. “that’s more people than saw those lists originally!”

Notice how he’s more concerned with the circulation numbers than he is with the half dozen incensed readers waving their fists at his lists? That’s because he still thinks like a fanzine editor. It’s something you never forget—like riding a bike. Say what you want about rick Sullivan and his taste in movies, but when richard disagreed with the critical direction Sleazoid Express was taking, he started his own damn zine and stuck with it for 106 issues and fourteen years. No one ever started a horror movie zine just so they could push a purposely unpopular agenda; it’s way too much trouble to go through for no reward whatsoever. The zine editors I knew did it because they loved movies and felt a need to express their opinions, no matter how unpopular they were. It took a lot more time, money, thought and effort for Richard Green to get that “worst of ’83” list out into the world than it did for anyone online to respond they way they did.

It is fitting, then, that the one person who came to richard’s defense on Facebook was Ant timpson, a former zine editor ( Violent Leisure, Filmhead) turned film producer (The ABCs of Death), who wrote the following: “RESPECT! Richard Green never towed the line. He was the Pauline Kael of xerox. Bow to his exquisite taste. He was a pioneer in trash commentary.” I smiled when I noticed that richard had clicked “Like” under Ant’s comment, so I clicked it as well—our way of bumping fists. There was no way Ant could’ve known that richard described bill Landis as “the Pauline Kael of zine writers” in the interview you’re about to read.

Respect indeed.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on July 22, 2012.

CHRIS POGGIALI: You were one of the few genre reviewers in 1983 who gave The Evil Dead a really negative review. RICHARD GREEN: Oh, I thought it was obnoxious! Everybody was talking like it was the greatest thing in the world! Ok, the second one had a lot of energy, there’s no way around it, and the third one was just goofy and a throwaway and edited to pieces, who cares. But no, I didn’t like it at all. I think by then emphasis was changing and it was becoming gore for gore’s sake. Another movie I despise is Cabin Fever. That, I think, is one of the worst films I’ve seen in my life, and I haven’t seen another of Eli roth’s movies to this day. To me, that was like The Evil Dead. The same mindset that made The Evil Dead made Cabin Fever. It’s gore for gore’s sake. I don’t get it.

CP: That was not popular opinion in 1983.

RG: Look, by the time The Evil Dead came out, everything had changed. It was all over with. I guess you can make the analogy to punk rock: as soon as it became popular, it was over. When Halloween hit it big, they started to drag out a lot of junk. The old stuff they were reissuing was interesting, but the new stuff coming out that was copying Halloween had a fanboy mentality that was not. “Isn’t this shocking? Isn’t this outrageous?” No, it’s not.

CP: This year marks the thirtieth anniversary of your fanzine debut.
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RG: When you first wrote to me, I was thinking about how different I am now than I was back then. I was so obsessed. I would go to see four movies a day. Now, if I get something from Netflix and watch it within a week it’s a miracle, for god’s sake [laughs]!

CP: Did you spend a lot of time in New York movie theaters as a kid?

RG: I was a suburban kid. If I did go to New york, I would go to the art houses because I was very much into foreign films. I had gone to a progressive high school and they had a film class, and we were only allowed to take the film class once, but they allowed me to take it for all four years. We watched Jules and Jim and other classics. The teacher was a big influence on me. So I started going to New york to see foreign films when I was a teenager.

CP: When did you become interested in offbeat horror and exploitation films?

RG: I was always interested in films that were lost and obscure. When I was a teenager, there was a series on PbS from the Museum of Modern Art—I think it was called Lost Films—where they would find old movies, silent movies, and broadcast them on PbS. They would talk about how they found each one. They had to go to a lab, go through a storage bin, and that fascinated me. I wrote to the woman who was the curator at the Museum of Modern Art, which was pretty nervy, and I said “oh my god, this is wonderful! This is what I want to do! How do I do it?” She was a very nice lady. She wrote back, “graduate from high school, go to college, and then think about it.” [laughs] And then, with all of the horror and exploitation films that were being dragged out that nobody had heard of at the time, I think that kind of fueled the interest.

CP: Who gets the lion’s share of the blame for turning you into a trash fiend?

RG: I think what inspired me most was Michael Weldon’s Psychotronic, which I read about in the Village Voice. There was a little blurb about this guy who was doing a weekly guide to movies on tV in New york. I was in my mid- to late teens, and I started to get Psychotronic immediately because of one little line in the Village Voice. This was when the local channels were playing movies from the early seventies that were starting to show up in tV packages. You would see Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things, The Crazies, and Deep Red show up on channel 9—all cut to ribbons, of course. So once I got into Michael Weldon I started to watch everything that was on channel 9, and those movies just blew my mind. Horror Express with telly Savalas, remember that? They used to show that a lot. And then Michael Weldon led me to bill Landis.

CP: What attracted you to Landis’ writing?

RG: In Sleazoid Express, you weren’t just reading about films, you were reading about him, and that’s what I thought was interesting. After a while, with Gore Gazette and zines like that, it was all about, “Look at the gore, look at the girls, look at this, look at that”—it wasn’t interesting. Landis was writing about his life, about himself, about his reactions. He was so brilliant. My god, he could encapsulate so many ideas into one sentence. His writing was very dense. I’m hoping there will be some kind of anthology. I know he did the book, but I mean a collection of his newsletters. If you read them, one thing builds on top of another. He’ll reference different things from earlier issues.

CP: How did Sleazoid Express affect you?

[image: 001]

RG: I wanted to see the things that Landis was writing about, so I made my first trip to 42nd Street, this little suburban teenager, scared out of my mind, to go to big bad 42nd Street. Well, it turned out I was right to be scared out of my mind! Back then, it was really rough! So I started going to 42nd Street to see movies, and I would plan it out. I would get the show times from the New York Post and get the bus, go right to 42nd Street, see three or four movies a day, get the bus and go the hell home [laughs]. It was a great education. Seeing something like the mondo documentaries with a full audience on 42nd Street was just amazing. The rest of the time I was watching this stuff in New Jersey, at multiplexes.
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CP: Do you have any 42nd Street stories you’d like to share?

RG: I’ll tell you one. I was crazy over ulli Lommel, and he had a movie out called Warbirds, which was a Top Gun rip-off. The second feature was The Accused, with Jodie Foster. I swear to you it was sold out, and it was a 99 per cent male, 99 per cent black audience. When the rape scene came on in The Accused, everyone in the theater started cheering and screaming the most horrible things! “rape that whore!” things like that. It was mind-blowing. But wait, it gets better! The movie goes on, and at the end when the rapists are convicted? The whole audience cheered [laughs]! They were doing the exact same thing! They were encouraging the rapists, and then at the end they cheered when they were convicted! You can’t make that up!

CP: How did you come up with the name Confessions of a Trash Fiend?

RG: When I started college I was in charge of the film committee. I was always trying to show edgy, interesting things like John Waters’ films. I almost got fired from the committee because I tried to show Female Trouble and Pink Flamingos. Because they knew they were rated X, they had to have a screening for the board before they allowed them to be shown. And they wouldn’t let them be shown. I was trying to show edgy, interesting things and some exploitation, and one of the other people on the committee said, “you really are a trash fiend! Did you know that?” So that’s how I got the name Trash Fiend [laughs]. Because this guy wanted to show Hollywood musicals!

CP: I consider Trash Fiend to be the suburban “bridge and tunnel” cousin of Sleazoid Express and Gore Gazette.

RG: It was more New Jersey because the stuff was in my backyard. I lived at the time, and still do, in this multiplex area—what they call “Whitelandia”—[laughs] I forgot who called it that, but it’s true. Big giant multiplexes and drive-ins. There were a lot of drive-ins in the area that would show this stuff. I started going to drive-ins as a teenager. I remember they showed Dracula and Son, a French movie, and I ran to see that when it came out. When Women Had Tails—remember that? That showed up as the co-feature to the bo Derek Tarzan movie, of all things.

[image: 001]

CP: When Women Had Tails was reviewed in the first issue of Trash Fiend.

RG: It was [laughs]?!

CP: At the Route 35 Drive-In.

RG: Long gone! It’s a costco and a multiplex now.

CP: You called When Women Had Tails “the find of 1981.”

RG: [laughs] Well, we were kids, we were at the drive-in just out of our minds with this ridiculous movie that had no business being shown in 1981, for goodness sake, because it was older than dirt!

CP: Around that time there were a lot of older horror and exploitation movies being released for the first time in the New York area, or rereleased under different titles by local sub-distributors.

RG: Again, this is post-Halloween. After Halloween became a big hit, every distributor in the world was looking for old, junky horror movies that they could throw out onto fifty or sixty screens, make some money and then disappear. So in the suburbs you’d have eight–, nine–, tenscreen theaters—back then ten was a lot—and there would be great big Hollywood movies on nine screens and on the tenth one, because they needed to put something in there, they’d play a Porky’s rip-off or a Halloween rip-off from Italy or Night of the Bloody Apes [laughs]! How that thing ever got released, I don’t know! But I saw it on a giant suburban multiplex screen!

CP: Multiplexes would also run double features, another thing that’s unimaginable today.

RG: I remember seeing Invasion of the Blood Farmers with The Coed Murders in a theater that must’ve had 1,000 seats. They had it in the big theater, and it was packed because everyone thought “oh, it’s a new scary movie! Let’s go!” on a Saturday night there were 1,000 people watching Invasion of the Blood Farmers from 1970-whatever, this old crappy movie, and just howling at it! Well, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I dragged my friends to it a few days later, and here were 1,000 seats that were completely empty [laughs]. A big cavernous theater and this totally weird movie, and absolutely nobody there. Very strange.

CP: Teen Lust, which was number seven on your “Best Trash of 1983” list, was also a few years old by the time it reached New York.

RG: Yes! What about Making Out, do you remember that one? That opened in something like eighty theaters [in the New york area]! It was one of those movies that had no business playing at a suburban multiplex. I remember sitting there in the afternoon, and it was no one but me—I was a kid—and a sea of businessmen in business suits on their lunch hour thinking they were going to see some softcore porn thing. Who knew what the hell it was?

CP: I found out later it was Schoolgirl Report 13.

RG: But who knew at the time? The posters gave no clue.

CP: That was released by SRC Films—their posters never gave a clue. The names were all bogus and the prints usually had a new title card and no other credits…

RG: But that was the fun of it, not knowing what you were seeing! I vaguely remember it was European and there were little vignettes and lots of little sex things that went a little too far and then they stopped and went on to another vignette. The other one that blew my mind was when troma released Feelin’ Up, which was this little experimental film from the seventies and they dragged it out into the eighties. That just blew my mind when I saw that on the screen.

CP: It was made in 1975 by the experimental film cooperative Total Impact, under the title Getting Together.

RG: And then troma had the nerve to release it like it was another Porky’s [laughs]! We sat there in the multiplex with our mouths open because we couldn’t believe this movie—we had no idea what it was—this movie with such a sixties mindset was showing in the eighties! And people were expecting a sex comedy with teenagers, and instead they got this radical experimental film commune project! Amazing. I still have a VHS of it because it’s just so wonderful.

CP: You were always pretty forgiving of Troma. You gave Waitress! a glowing review and wrote that it was funnier than Airplane!

RG: [laughs] the comcast Network has some of the old troma movies on demand this month. Waitress!, Squeeze Play, I can’t remember the others. I sat here and watched Squeeze Play twice all the way through! Because it’s free and it’s on demand [laughs]! It’s just amazing to go back to that period. I was trying to figure out the locations for Squeeze Play, where it was filmed, and I would’ve bet money it was in south Jersey. I was trying to identify the town. I had to look it up on the IMDb and no, it was way north Jersey, right across the river.

CP: I have to thank you for introducing me to the wonders of Powerforce.

RG: Oh, that thing! Yeah! That was another one that, again, showed in a big super multiplex because they needed filler. That’s the only reason. It was mostly showing in the inner cities, like Jersey city and places like that. Sometimes they’d skirt the suburbs and that’s when I’d see the kung fu stuff.
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CP: There were a couple of issues of Trash Fiend that were written entirely by Tim Ferrante and Craig Ledbetter.

RG: [laughs] yes, those issues were gifts!

CP: Tim didn’t think that he had ever met you, even though he wrote for Trash Fiend and you guys only lived about seven miles from each other.

RG: I did meet him at a convention in New york. I don’t remember where or when, but I did meet him. He was very nice. He offered to continue Trash Fiend for me, and I was horrified because I had so few subscribers back then, they were all comps, and I didn’t want him to know!

CP: I think he did take over Hi-Tech Terror for Craig temporarily…

RG: No, he wanted to buy my newsletter. I think he wanted to give me $100 for the title and the rights to it—not that there were any rights to transfer, I was a kid, for god’s sake, doing it out of my basement!—but for $100 he wanted the title, the rights, and my subscription list and he would take it over. And I was like…“Why?” [laughs] I had no subscribers! Everything was free, pretty much! I was scraping money together to put the thing out every month.

CP: Craig was very supportive of Temple of Schlock from the start. I think he’s the only editor who saw the first issue.

RG: Whatever happened to him? He was a good friend of mine for a little bit, and then, I don’t know…Is he still alive [laughs]? We used to write long letters to each other back and forth about things we were doing and we were really good friends and then we just lost contact. I’ll have to look him up.

CP: He still runs European Trash Cinema as an online business.

RG: He became obsessed with finding everything he could possibly find from every European director. That was his thing. And he was cataloging everything he could find.

CP: After two years and almost fifty issues, Confessions of a Trash Fiend ended its run.

RG: I had to stop because I was going to school and I had a lot of problems going on in my family. It was just too taxing to do it. I had a really crazy screwy family relationship, and it was just too much to handle at the time. I wanted to keep going, but I just couldn’t, and I had no confidence in what I was doing. I didn’t think it was any good. I would write this stuff and think, “god, this is terrible!” [laughs] because then I would read Landis and he’d be so brilliant, and I’d think, “I have no business doing this, I’m a kid from New Jersey, if Landis is living the life what have I got to say?” I had a lot of insecurities about it. I was a kid, I was screwed up.
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CP: Michael Gingold always says that it was Trash Fiend that inspired him to start Scareaphanalia.

RG: When anybody even remembers or writes about Trash Fiend, I’m just shocked, because to me it was junk. I absolutely hated it. I look back on it to this day, and if I re-read some of it—which I haven’t in a long time—I actually cringe and think, “god, how could I have written that and not edited a little or something?” but that’s just me.

CP: That one little mention in Film Comment has guaranteed you a spot in fanzine history.

RG: That blew my mind! Film Comment was like my bible when I was in high school, because I was a foreign film person, so to actually get a little blurb in Film Comment blew my mind. It also made me very insecure, like “oh my god, I don’t deserve this because it’s so bad!” And then there was Rolling Stone, too. I got a little mention in that great article that had Michael Weldon on the front page.

CP: Weldon listed Trash Fiend in the bibliography of The Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film.

RG: Yes he did. I think I was lucky to have started Trash Fiend at just the right time to still get mentioned with Sleazoid Express and Gore Gazette. After I started, the floodgates opened, probably because of the video boom, when kids in the suburbs could see all the things we were writing about. I also got a quote on the box cover and the advertising for the VHS of John russo’s Midnight. That was surprising.

CP: A few years after Trash Fiend folded, you came back with a similar zine called Grind.

RG: Around that time, the multiplexes were starting to grow from six screens to eight screens, ten screens, sixteen screens, twenty-five screens! And I would go to see these junky Hollywood movies that nobody else would go see. There would be a thousand seats and nobody there. I thought that was interesting. So I started to write about junky Hollywood movies that nobody went to see, and why they were bad or why they were good. But I wasn’t interested in Batman or anything like that. I was interested in the junk Hollywood would just throw out. That’s when I started to do Grind.
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CP: That was a unique idea for a fanzine.

RG: Right, but here’s the problem with that: nobody cared! There was no audience to read it, because no one cared about those movies! And for most of them, they shouldn’t have [laughs]! I remember seeing a movie called Second Sight, with John Larroquette, and again, it was this terrible movie, every piece of dialogue was stilted, nothing made any sense, and there was nobody there. I was in this 1,000 seat theater and there was no one else there watching this movie that must’ve cost several million dollars to make, and I could hear it echoing throughout the entire multiplex. I said, “oK, now this is interesting! These things are showing to No oNE! They contractually have to show them to No oNE!” but again, who cares [laughs]? No one. That was the problem.

CP: Still, Grind had a pretty good run, with twenty-three issues produced in two years. Why did you stop?

RG: Life got in the way again. I started working and didn’t have time to do it.

CP: Do you still read any movie magazines or fanzines?

RG: The only thing I pick up anymore is HorrorHound, because they have articles on the bygone days of the video business that are interesting. Sometimes I get Shock Cinema. I haven’t seen Fangoria in ages. I have been so out of the scene, I didn’t find out bill Landis died—what, four years ago?—until last year, and when I did find out, I sat here and cried.

CP: Surely he had to be one of the top five most influential movie critics of the 1980s, don’t you think?

RG: To me, it was Landis and that was it. I would say that I became a little bit obsessed with him. He wrote me a letter when I started Trash Fiend. I sent him the first issue and he wrote back and said I’d done a great job. I should get the letter framed, because to me that was like getting an Academy Award [laughs]. He was the Pauline Kael of zine writers.

CP: If you can point to one film that represents your philosophy, what would it be?

RG: There are actually two films that are representative of my work.…philosophy…whatever…and I still watch them every few months, sometimes every month, and they make me constantly turn over in my head the me that was twenty years old vs. The me that is fifty. One is charlie Ahearn’s Wild Style. There is no reason why a suburban kid with no love—or dislike, for that matter—of hip hop should love this movie so much. I re-watched it recently and had a revelation: just like the characters in the movie, I think the writers of newsletters and horror zines were all in the same mind frame. Hip hop, like low budget exploitation filmmaking, came from the same roots. It’s something from nothing, a voice in the wilderness, seeing beauty in the nondescript, what normal society passes over and dismisses.

CP: Is there an example that comes immediately to mind?

RG: The Frederick Friedel film Axe. There is so much sadness and beauty there. To others it’s an exploitation film, a gore film, a video nasty, period. I think the reason it’s so revered among zine people is that they’re able to see beyond its mainstream limitations. They’re able to see the sadness, the emotion, the torture in every frame.

CP: Friedel is one of those low budget auteurs I wish had made two dozen movies instead of just two. What’s the other film you feel is representative of your philosophy?

RG: The other is more personal. It’s george romero’s Knightriders, a shining rocket of nonconformity about a troupe that eschews society and redefines the terms on their own, through argument and a struggling birth process. In some ways, and I may be waxing too poetically here, it was a last hurrah, a beacon before all was lost. The idealism in that movie is beyond amazing. To me, it was the last of romero’s films before he lost his own personal vision. There is nothing in his canon afterwards that I am particularly interested in, although I admit I haven’t seen any of his post- Day of the Dead sequels. They are in my Netflix queue though [laughs]! Good god, go back to Dawn of the Dead. Making that revolutionary film in a huge multimillion dollar shopping mall? What does that say about life and art in an abstract sense?
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CP: Dawn of the Dead was the hit that made Knightriders possible.

RG: It’s interesting that Knightriders was such a box-office failure, because it ran at my local theater for three months. On one screen, in one small suburban enclave, it found its audience. This was in central New Jersey. Was it bikers who kept it playing? The horror crowd? Or was it slowly finding an appreciative audience? The distributor never found out. The christmas movies came in and shoved it out of the way.

CP: I’ll have to watch both of those movies again, now that I have your analysis fresh in my mind.

RG: It really hit me watching Wild Style. The idealism was startling. I think that’s what zine writing was—idealistic, optimistic, hoping to find a voice, to say “Hey, look, this is art. Wake up. Hear my voice. I may be an inner city heroin addict, I may be a suburban kid, I may be a guy just trying to find his voice, but my voice has value. I have something to say.” It was born out of punk rock as much as out of hip hop and 42nd Street sleaze.

CP: So, what Troma classics do you have lined up for tonight?

RG: No, you have to recommend some movies to me. Here’s what I’ve got to watch: I have Black Swan, which I’ve never seen, and The Muppets Take Manhattan on the top of my queue. If someone had told me when I was eighteen that I’d be sitting here with a Muppet movie when I was fifty years old, I probably would’ve said “Kill yourself.” [laughs] “What happened to you, man? You’re fifty years old and watching The Muppets Take Manhattan because you think it might be cute?!”
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When I finally got my hands on a few issues of Donald Farmer’s Splatter Times (courtesy, I think, of a fellow fanzine collector from somewhere out west), I couldn’t believe my eyes. I was used to the usual look of the horror zines, but this was something different. Printed on newsprint, the Splatter Times resembled the entertainment insert in my local paper. I carefully unfolded the things and gave them the once over. Right off the bat, I knew that I was in for something special.

What sold me right away were the interviews. Donald Farmer made it a point to go in-depth, and his chats with the likes of Fred olen ray, Herschell gordon Lewis, Joel M. Reed, and richard Johnson were filled with information that was very hard to come by. One mustn’t forget that the premier issue of the Splatter Times was published in 1983. Donald was tracking these guys down and picking their brains long before it was a commonplace practice.

With the fourth issue, the Splatter Times changed its look. No longer a tabloid, it now looked like a magazine. And as the years rolled on, the world was treated to interviews with Mary Woronov, Lynn Lowry, and an excellent behind the scenes look at Dan o’bannon’s Return of the Living Dead.

In 1986, Donald made Demon Queen, his first commercial film as a director. He has since gone on to become an accomplished and prolific filmmaker, directing such cult classics as Cannibal Hookers, Savage Vengeance, An Erotic Vampire in Paris, and Chainsaw Cheerleaders.

The following interview with Donald Farmer was conducted via telephone on February 22, 2012.



DONALD FARMER: In 1958, I saw a preview on tV for AIP’s movie The Spider. Ever since then, I’ve been obsessed with going to genre movies. My parents wouldn’t take me to see horror films, but they would take me to see fantasy and science fiction movies. A lot of those movies had horror movie previews, so I have fond movies of horror films before I was old enough to go see them. And every time we’d go to the drugstore, I’d see Famous Monsters on the shelves. A few years later, I started seeing Castle of Frankenstein, and some of the cheaper imitations, like Mad Monsters. You would always see three or four of them in the same section of the drugstore. I was desperate to get some of these monster magazines, but again, my parents refused to buy them for me.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: When did you finally get your hands on one?

DF: I had a very conniving plan to get my first issue of Famous Monsters. We had a gift exchange at school. I found the person who drew my name and said, “Here’s what I want for my gift—you have to get me the new issue of Famous Monsters.” That’s how I finally got my first issue.

JS: How old were you?

DF: That would have been around 1965. I was ten or eleven. After that, I just sort of clandestinely started getting issues. Fortunately, we lived within walking distance from a drugstore, so I would take whatever money I could get together, wander down the street, and get them. I would hide them in my room—if my parents saw them, they would throw them all out.

JS: What was your favorite title of the bunch?

DF: I vastly preferred Castle of Frankenstein. I liked the fact that it wasn’t just a printed press-kit, fawning over every movie. It was way more critical and was also much more comprehensive. It went into detail. That’s how I became aware of so many European horror movies that weren’t even getting any kind of uS theatrical release.

JS: When did you actually start seeing horror films?

DF: Well, the first horror film that I ever watched was Return of Dracula, which I saw on the late show in the early sixties. And again, I saw the previews. I remember my mother took me to see the Doris Day movie, Lover, Come Back. All I remember about it is seeing the preview for House of the Damned. I became obsessed with seeing that movie, and I didn’t see it until many years later. My family took me to see 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, and all I remember about it was the preview for Tales of Terror with Vincent Price. I don’t think I actually saw a horror film in the theater until 1968. I finally got my father to take me to the local drive-in when I was fourteen. They were showing a double feature of Berserk! and Torture Garden, the Amicus anthology film with Jack Palance and Peter cushing.
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JS: Why do you think your parents were against you seeing horror films?

DF: They probably thought they were shielding me from something, but the fact was, it just made me want to see them all the more. In fact, if they would have let me see them, I might not have been such a fan. I think being denied them for so many years just made me obsessed with them.

JS: You mentioned that you were reading about European horror films in Castle of Frankenstein. Did you ever think that you’d get the chance to see any of that stuff?

DF: The first Italian horror move I ever saw was due to the fact that my parents had an 8mm projector. They would buy movies to watch on it. For some reason, they didn’t object to me seeing horror movies on Super-8. They figured that the horror movies on Super-8 were the old ones, and they didn’t mind me seeing the movies from the thirties, like the universal series with Karloff and Lugosi. It turned out that an early sixties Italian horror movie called The Vampire and the Ballerina was released on Super-8, in a 200-foot digest version. They bought that for me, thinking that it was one of those super-tame universal movies. It was a nice surprise for me to find out that it was very erotic. It also had a fairly graphic disintegration scene at the end—it was even more graphic than Horror of Dracula. It would be years and years later before I’d finally see it uncut.

JS: Where were you buying these films?

DF: All through the sixties, every major department store in America would always have a Super-8 department with a rack of movies that you could buy. Every time we would go to a department store, I would always go directly to the Super-8 rack to drool over the new releases. I could usually get my parents to get me one. Then, when I started earning money, I started buying them myself. My parents just assumed that everything on the rack was from the thirties. They had no idea that they were gradually releasing more recent films that were a little bit more graphic. And I made it a point not to show them the more graphic ones, so that they wouldn’t be any the wiser.

JS: I take it that there was a big market for horror and science fiction films on Super-8.

DF: It was very much slanted toward horror and science fiction. The main distributor in America for those films was castle Films. The second biggest distributor was called Ken Films. All of the classic universal horror movies were put out by castle Films. They also put out Super-8 versions of the Abbot and costello films and some of the comedies. Ken Films put out stuff like Mighty Joe Young and The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Then, later, as you moved toward the seventies, some of the prints were in color, and they started to have sound. Columbia got into the act, and started putting out a Super-8 line. They put out Revenge of Frankenstein with Peter cushing in color. Anyway, the Super-8 collecting sort of culminated in the mid-seventies. There was a company from England called Derann Films, and they would put out the entire movie in sound on several reels. They started putting out all the Hammer movies, like Scars of Dracula, Twins of Evil, and Vampire Circus. I used to have the Super-8 version of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. It was completely uncut. So, by the mid-seventies, you could get a really good variety of movies on Super-8.
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JS: How expensive were they?

DF: They were really expensive. You’re talking an entire movie, Super-8 color sound. Right through the mid-seventies, I was spending $150 a pop to get an entire movie on Super-8.

JS: How did the films look on Super-8?

DF: They were reasonably presentable. What I really liked to get were the color Super-8 sound trailer reels. There was actually an H.g. Lewis trailer reel that had the trailers for Blood Feast and Two Thousand Maniacs, paired together with some other stuff. I remember a christopher Lee and Vincent Price trailer reel.

JS: Did you get the chance to fool around with any 8mm cameras as a kid?

DF: Oh, sure. I made a whole string of Super-8 movies, starting in ’67, when I was twelve. At the time, there was a movie in the theaters called In Cold Blood with robert blake. Even though I hadn’t seen it, I thought it would be good to do a parody of it. So, my very first movie was a little four-minute movie called In Cold Blood. It basically just had some of my friends killing each other. In 1974, I did a movie called The Summoned which was a forty-minute horror movie about an incubus character that was seducing women and killing everybody. I got a lot of my friends to be in that. We had to make our own special effects—we were trying to make it as gory as we could. We went to the local butcher shop, got a bunch of animal guts, and created our own autopsy scene. We made squibs by taping firecrackers to the actors’ chests, with a little piece of cardboard below the firecracker to supposedly protect them. We put a condom full of blood on top of the firecracker. We were just making our own effects, whatever way we could.

JS: Speaking of splatter, how did the Splatter Times get going?

DF: Well, all through the seventies, I was seeing all of these obscure movies and I always wanted to do a fanzine of my own. Little Shoppe of Horrors was my favorite fanzine, but I was always intimidated by how great it was. I thought it would just be hopeless to put out my own—there was no way that I’d ever be able to come within a mile of what they were doing, even if I was covering a different genre area. I thought that it was just as good or better than a lot of the so-called pro magazines. So, even though it was my favorite, I think it delayed me from entering the fanzine world for many years. But then, in the early eighties, you started seeing more and more xeroxed fanzines. You had Sleazoid Express, Scareaphanalia, and Gore Gazette—they were just xeroxed and stapled together. When everybody started doing that, I said, “I can do something on that level.” In fact, I thought that I could do something a little bit better, because at the time, I was working for a newspaper. One of my jobs was to put out a weekly entertainment magazine, which was in tabloid format. I figured that I could use the same layout sheets and put together my own fanzine. There was nobody out there doing that—in fact the only publication that had done something in a newspaper style was the Monster Times. I thought that this would give me a little niche—I didn’t want to do it if I thought I was doing the same thing that everybody else was doing. I wanted to be a little bit different.
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It also allowed me to follow up my agenda—I had always wanted to meet as many of my idols as possible—the people who had made the movies that I was obsessed with. When I saw Blood Sucking Freaks, I became obsessed with everything about it, and wanted to meet Joel reed. But, when you’re just a fan, you don’t have any right to pester them. If you’re a writer for a magazine, it gives you a legitimate reason. So, the Splatter Times gave me a legitimate excuse to meet the people from the exploitation side of the industry that I wanted to meet. That was one of my main agendas—it gave me some sort of an excuse to meet these people and pick their brains. And I had it in the back of my head that I wanted to get into the filmmaking. I thought the best education would be to pick the brains of as many filmmakers as I could.
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And then, at the time, there was an explosion of obscure horror films playing the drive-ins in my area. It had been going on all through the seventies, and it was still going on very hot in the early eighties. Lucio Fulci and Paul Naschy films were playing in the drive-ins. The driveins in Nashville were playing all night quadruple-features. I wanted to document it—I wanted to have a historical document of what was happening at the drive-ins in my area. A lot of the New york based fanzines were saying that a movie didn’t really count, unless you saw it on 42nd Street. They were worshiping the grindhouses. I thought the experience was more special if you saw it at one of the drive-ins.

JS: You were covering a lot of exploitation films, but you were also covering a lot of art films.

DF: That was always my dual-interest. But the art films that I’m interested in are exploitation films. It fascinated me that a director like Pasolini, Marco Ferreri or Andrzej Zulawski could make a film that would satisfy the checklist of everything you’d want to see in an exploitation movie. And when you’d read interviews with these directors, they would always deny that they were trying to appeal to a prurient interest. They would always come off as being very high-minded. The ultimate example of an art film that works perfectly as an exploitation film is Pasolini’s Salò. It gives you everything and more you’d find in something like Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS. Of course, Ilsa is looked down on by serious critics, while the same critics think Salò is a masterpiece. When you look at those films side by side and analyze their content, one film is just as sleazy as the other. Pasolini would always bristle at the thought that he was trying to make an exploitation movie. He would always say that he was trying to make an analogy about fascism or about the state of consumer society today.

JS: I always thought that some of those guys were working with exploitable elements in order to draw a crowd.

DF: They can say what they want, and deny, deny, deny, but I don’t think most people were going to see those movies for high-minded reasons.

JS: Can you tell me a little about your job at the newspaper?

DF: I was actually working for two newspapers. I was working for a daily paper in cookeville, tennessee, which is a medium sized town. I was also the state correspondent for the Nashville Tennessean, which is the biggest daily newspaper in tennessee. I was covering the police beat—I was covering all the murder cases and violent accidents. I was also doing life features and human interest sorties. I was doing political stories and interviewing politicians. Walter Mondale came through once when he was running for president, and I interviewed him. The height of it was when the local tV station started recruiting me to interview politicians on one of their tV shows. I did a thirty-minute public affairs show with Al gore. He made it very easy because he gave such long answers. I only had to ask him three or four questions. I was doing all that at the same time I was doing the Splatter Times. Sometimes, I’d stay at the newspaper late at night, after I’d already clocked out. I’d work on the layout for the Splatter Times, at least for the first three issues that were done as a tabloid. I would typeset it on their typesetting equipment. But after the third issue of the Splatter Times, I got a bigger job with Simon and Shuster, and they moved me to Florida to work at one of their branches. I was making more money, but I no longer had access to the newspaper presses. I had to find another means to get the Splatter Times published, so I did four issues in standard magazine format.
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JS: You mentioned Bill Landis. When did you first become aware of him?

DF: I think around 1982. I read about Sleazoid Express somewhere, and I started subscribing to it. Once I subscribed to that, I started subscribing to a few other fanzines. And when I started putting out my own fanzine, other fanzine editors would trade subscriptions with me. I was getting most of the major fanzines of the time.

JS: Did Bill Landis get you in touch with Joel Reed?

DF: I can’t remember how I got in touch with Joel reed. I know that I interviewed him in ’82, because that’s when I started work on the Splatter Times. The first thing I did for the first issue was my Joel reed interview.

JS: Did you interview him by phone?

DF: Yes. A few years later, when I went to New york, Joel invited me over to his apartment. I went over there and got to meet him in person. He took me out and showed me around. It was really exciting to finally meet him in person.

JS: Where was he living at that time?

DF: He was living in a rent controlled apartment, not very far from times Square.

JS: What were your impressions of Reed?

DF: I had nothing but admiration for him. I wanted to see Blood Sucking Freaks from the first time I became aware of it. I became aware of Joel and that film through the New York Times. In the late seventies, they ran a very large display ad in the Arts and Entertainment section for the film under its original title, The Incredible Torture Show. I thought it had the most incredible poster art I’d ever seen—it looked very demented and very wrong. Finally, when Blood Sucking Freaks came out, I found out that it was The Incredible Torture Show under a new title. I saw it two or three times the week it opened. It became my mission to track down Joel and get an interview with him. That was another strong contributing factor for starting the Splatter Times. Fangoria had no interest in an interview with Joel at that time. In order to contact him for an interview, I needed to tell him that I had a magazine that I could put it in. If I had my own magazine, it made it all seem a little more legitimate. There only a couple of times I called a celebrity out of the blue to gush over them as purely as a fan. In the mid-seventies I made a Trans-Atlantic call to producer/ director Michael carreras at Hammer films to bend his ear about how I loved Hammer. I still can’t believe how he talked to me for at least fifteen minutes when I was basically just calling to say Hammer was the greatest. Then a few years later, after seeing Mario bava’s House of Exorcism, I called the Screen Actors guild, requested the agency number for star robert Alda, and asked them for Alda’s home number. Five minutes later I was pumping Alda for any tidbits about making House of Exorcism and working with bava. Alda was happy to accommodate me and probably spent half an hour answering my questions. And it never even occurred to me to tape the interview and offer it to a magazine!

JS: You interviewed Richard Johnson. How did you get in touch with him?

DF: That sort of fell into my lap. That was in ’83 when I was doing the Splatter Times, and working for Fangoria and the newspaper. One of my jobs was to look for local events that were of interest to the area. Our newspaper was contacted by Sandy Howard, the producer of A Man Called Horse and Island of Dr. Moreau, and invited to attend a local press junket for his current production with richard Johnson. Howard had started out as a fairly big budget, prestige producer, but sort of degenerated into doing trashier films like Avenging Angel and Hollywood Vice Squad.
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JS: What film was it for?

DF: It was originally called Secrets of the Phantom Caverns, but it ended up being retitled What Waits Below. Howard was shooting in cumberland caverns just an hour from my town. So I jumped all over that—I knew instantly who Sandy Howard was and let him know that I would definitely be at his press junket. Hey, this was the man who produced The Devil’s Rain! When I got there, I was ushered into the courtyard of a local motel. There were tables sitting around, and there was a celebrity at every table. The main three were robert Powell, timothy bottoms, and richard Johnson.

JS: Was Don Sharp there?

DF: Unfortunately, he had to stay in his room to work on the breakdowns for the next day’s filming. Anyway, they said, “Let us know who you’d like to interview for your local newspaper.” I said, “I want robert Powell and richard Johnson.” That was the first and only time a press junket like that has happened in my area. I immediately contacted Fangoria and said, “Hey, I asked richard Johnson questions about working with Fulci on Zombie.” I went out of my way to make the interview of interest to Fangoria readers. That was how I broke in with Fangoria. I pitched them an article that I had already written.

JS: Another guy I wanted to ask you about is Tim Ferrante.

DF: Tim was one of my contributors. In 1984, I made my very first trip to New york at the invitation of buddy cooper, an attorney who produced and directed The Mutilator. Buddy had heard about the Splatter Times, and he sent me a press kit. I covered it, and he invited me to come to the premier on 42nd Street. He said that I could stay with his editor, who lived in Queens. I’d never been to New york before, and I thought, “Wow! A horror director is inviting me to be his guest and he’s giving me a free place to stay. Sounds good to me.” I went up there, and they somehow knew tim Ferrante. That’s how I met him. Tim took us to Abc where he worked as an editor and gave us a quick tour. A few years later when I was living in california, he came out there to do a documentary called Drive-In Madness with Forrest Ackerman and Linnea Quigley. Tim had me help out his crew, which was great because it gave me my first visit to Forrest Ackerman’s house.

JS: What did you think of that?

DF: It was fairly big house. It must have cost millions in LA real estate prices. But even with such a large house, Ackerman was not allowed to have any of his collection on the main floor. Apparently, that was his wife’s rule. He had to cram the entire collection into the basement. And you couldn’t take a step without narrowly missing something old and priceless! One wrong step, you could crush a one-of-a-kind movie prop. It was a little frustrating that I was there to work…I could happily have spent all day browsing through Ackerman’s book shelves and display tables.

JS: You interviewed Herschell Gordon Lewis at a time when was pretty much forgotten. How did you get in contact with him?

DF: I interviewed Herschell Lewis when I was still living in tennessee. I was taking my girlfriend to Florida for Spring break. I coordinated it so I’d drop her off somewhere for the afternoon where she could do whatever she wanted to do with her friends. Then I hightailed it over to Herschell gordon Lewis’ house and spent the whole afternoon with him. I can’t remember exactly how I got his phone number, but somehow I did. I made arrangements with him, and he was very open to the idea of me coming down. I went there, and he gave me a tour of his place and introduced me to his wife, Margo. At the time I interviewed him, the only films of his I’d seen were How to Make a Doll and Just for the Hell of It. I didn’t even see Blood Feast until it came out on video in the mid-eighties. It had played my local theatre in 1964, but there was no way my parents would take me to a movie called Blood Feast!

JS: Do you know if Jim Morton had interviewed him prior to you?

DF: I’m not sure. The only major article that I’d read about him was in the Monster Times. At the time that I went down and interviewed him, he told me that mine was the most detailed interview that he’d ever given. A few years later, I did another interview with him for Fangoria, when I was on the set of Blood Feast 2 in Louisiana. By this time I was good friends with Blood Feast producer David Friedman, who I met while I lived in Los Angeles in the mid-eighties. I’d been invited to a party for Lewis at the home of Hollywood Book and Poster owner Eric caiden, and that’s where I first met Friedman. Russ Meyer was also at the party. At the time, I was dating one of Fred olen ray’s actresses from the movie Star Slammer. I introduced her to russ Meyer and Dave Friedman but I don’t think she had any idea who these people were [laughs]. She was totally oblivious. For me it was a huge thrill to meet russ Meyer; I was a very big fan of his since seeing Beyond the Valley of the Dolls and Vixen. This was a filmmaker who made sleazy films that I really admired. He made them with all the production value and skill of any A-list filmmaker. In fact, even though I liked Herschell gordon Lewis, I was always a little sad that his movies looked so shoddy and sloppy. I was looking at him standing next to russ Meyer and thinking, “Why can’t Lewis make films that look as good as russ Meyer’s?”

JS: Why do you think that was?

DF: Well, when I worked on Blood Feast 2, I could sort of see why his films looked like that. He pretty much wants to go with the first take of everything. He had a very professional crew on that movie—the same crew that had just shot the film Bully for Larry clark. It was a way more professional crew than Herschell had ever had before, and they wanted to light everything meticulously. He just was not having that. During the filming, there was kind of a constant back and forth between the crew wanting to make things look professional, and him just wanting to shoot everything as fast as possible. He was concerned with content, but not so much with presentation.

JS: What gave you the push to start making feature films?

DF: Well, I’d been making my own Super-8 movies all through the seventies. Then, for about ten years, I just concentrated on writing. I got back into movies in the eighties because the video companies were open to distributing direct-to-video product. I thought it was something I should try because I had a friend who ran a video production company and he was willing to do everything for aper centage of the movie. And I had access to horror makeup effects through rick gonzales, who had worked with romero’s crew on Day of the Dead. I figured I had these two key things I need to make a horror movie: I have a state of the art makeup guy and a production company that will shoot and edit. All I need to supply is the script. We got most of the actors for free. We were able to make Demon Queen for around two grand.
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JS: You shoot on video for budgetary reasons…

DF: If given the choice, I would always prefer to shoot on 35mm. But I shot Demon Queen with the resources that were available to me. After doing a few of these shot-on-video movies, I started getting hired to work on crews for larger movies. I worked on the crew for this one movie that was a 35mm theatrical release called No Justice. That’s the only movie that I worked on that actually played theaters. After I did that, I got an invitation to work on another crew down in georgia. Once I got down there, I hit it off with the producer and convinced him to hire me to write and direct three movies in a row for him. He gave me a $750,000 budget to do them. We were able to shoot on film and get some cheap celebrities. We got Dana Plato and brigitte Nielsen.

JS: Were you aware of any other shot-on-video films when you were starting out?

DF: The first one I became aware of was The Ripper, with tom Savini. I saw that one. There was another one I didn’t see called Boardinghouse. So I thought, “Well, it’s now oK to shoot a movie with your video camera. I should give it a try.” I was also friends with a lot of the people in acquisitions from independent distribution labels through the Splatter Times. I knew people from Aquarius releasing, who put out Make Them Die Slowly. I was very close friends with the vice president of Motion Picture Marketing, the company that put out Fulci’s City of the Living Dead under the title The Gates of Hell. And when I moved to LA, I was making more and more contacts. I was convinced that if I made something, I could get someone to put it out. As it turned out, I had two companies fighting over my first movie. Mogul immediately made me an offer, and right after I signed the contract Motion Picture Marketing stepped in and offered me ten times as much. But unfortunately it was too late to go with them.

JS: How did you finance your early films?

DF: Demon Queen was all my cash. I just paid for it with my income from Simon and Shuster. It didn’t take much. For Cannibal Hookers, I was able to get most of the actors for free. The first time I ever got a serious investor was when I made Scream Dream and Savage Vengeance. I made those as co-productions with a local video production company who again agreed to do all of the services for free in exchange for a piece of the movies. So again, my only cost was for certain actors and for makeup effects. By doing it that way, I was always able to keep my budgets under five grand. It wasn’t until Vampire Cop, my first movie shot on 16mm, that I needed a bigger budget. I found an investor—these people were friends with one of Elvis’ step brothers. I had a meeting with them, and the plan was to get Elvis’ step brother in the movie for celebrity value. They would also put money into the movie. The Elvis stepbrother thing fell through—he ended up not being interested. But, they still invested in the movie and put about ten grand into it. I put in about five, and that gave us a little more money than we had before. And then, after we shot the movie, we got the interest of this New york company called Panorama Entertainment. They paid to have even more scenes shot to make it more commercial. They ended up paying for all of the editing.
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JS: Let’s talk a little about Camille Keaton. How did you meet her?

DF: I met her through an actor on Cannibal Hookers. After we did that film, he wanted me to come up with another movie that he could be in right away. He decided to be very proactive about it—he decided to find celebrities that would make the movie more viable. He very proudly announced to me one day that he was friends with camille Keaton. I hadn’t heard about her for years. I asked, “How did you meet her?” He said, “I work with her.” He worked for Amtrak on their LA to Seattle train line, and she was a hostess. He said, “I see camille every day at work. If you want her to be in one of your movies, or if you just want to meet her, I’ll tell her.” At the time, I didn’t have anything to put her in, but I decided right then that I would make it my mission to find a movie for camille to do. The very next year, when I moved back to tennessee, I immediately got hired onto this No Justice movie, and they put me in charge of celebrity casting. I said, “I’m friends with camille Keaton. I can get her for the movie. I’m also friends with cameron Mitchell.” I’d interviewed him for the Splatter Times, and I’d even gotten him a job with Fred olen ray. Before the producer put me in charge of the celebrities, he had tried to do it himself, and he failed miserably. He tried to hire charles Napier, and had gotten off on the wrong foot with him. Then he tried to hire William Sanderson from Blade Runner, and again got nowhere. He basically figured that hiring a celebrity was some mystical art that was beyond his reach. He didn’t know how to talk to them, and he no clue how to go about doing it. Apparently, he said something to charles Napier that made him very pissed.
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JS: How were you negotiating with people?

DF: It wasn’t hard to get the people for No Justice because I was already friends with them. A few years later when I did Compelling Evidence with Dana Plato and brigitte Nielsen, I just went through their agents. It was very easy to get a hold of them. You just call the Screen Actors guild and tell you that you need the agency listing for such and such a star. You can’t just come out and say, “How much will this star cost?” you have to make them an offer. So, you make them a low ball offer and negotiate.

JS: What was it like working with Dana Plato?

DF: Rod Dailey, the guy from Cannibal Hookers who introduced me to camille Keaton also reached out to Dana Plato for me. He was a very industrious fellow. Right after Dana Plato was in trouble for robbing the video store in Las Vegas, he decided to make it his mission to track her down and let her know that his friend Donald would put her in a movie and help her rebuild her career. I had not asked him to do this—he did this all on his own. One day, out of the blue, he presented me with a photo of him and her sitting on her front porch. He tracked her down, and found out where she lived. He must have been a good amateur detective. All the tabloids were trying to find her—everyone in the world wanted an interview with her about the robbery. He said, “I talked to Dana, and she’s very willing to do one of your movies.” So I talked to her probation officer and told him I was going to give Dana a job, and I got him to sign off on it. That’s the only time I’ve had to sweet talk a probation officer to hire a star. I must say that I expected the worst. I expected her to be drugged out of her mind, and that it would be hell to work with her. It was just the opposite. She was so professional and nailed everything on the first take. I gave her a lot of dialogue, and Dana was word perfect—a complete dream to work with. I was actually shocked at how professional she was.
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JS: How has low budget filmmaking changed since you started out?

DF: Well, on one hand, it’s easier to make low budget movies that look presentable because nowadays, inexpensive cameras give you such a high resolution. You can do HD for not too much money. When I was making ¼ inch video movies, they did not look good at all. They were barely passable. Nowadays, you can make something that looks fairly presentable on a low budget. The problem is that there are fewer companies that will pay the same money that they did in the eighties for movies that are made in this budget range. People were making insane money back then, and I really don’t see that nowadays.

JS: What are your favorite films that you’ve made, and why?

DF: Cannibal Hookers is a favorite for lots of reasons. It had lots of discoveries in the cast who went on to big careers like our effects guy, brian Sipe, who now works for ridley Scott, David Fincher and J.J. Abrams. Plus we got to film in ted Mikels’ “castle” in Los Angeles, and the title nabbed the movie way more publicity than such a nobudget film should expect. I loved putting together my version of an “all star” female cast for Compelling Evidence, with brigitte Nielsen, Dana Plato, Lynn Lowry and Melissa Moore. An Erotic Vampire in Paris is a favorite for giving me a chance to film in France and shoot at amazing locations like Notre-Dame cathedral and Père Lachaise cemetery.
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JS: Are you still writing about films?

DF: The last article I did for Fangoria was two or three years ago, when I covered the tiffany Shepis/bill Moseley movie Home Sick for them. Now I’m working on a long article about the making of Barbarella.

JS: Is there anything you’d like to add?

DF: As much as I still love the films that inspired me to launch the Splatter Times, I wonder if I would have been so motivated if I’d seen these movies on VHS or DVD and not first run in theatres and drive-ins. The big screen experience has always been that X factor for me that pushes a movie from great to unforgettable. Almost all the movies I wrote about in my early issues were films actually playing theatrically in my area around Nashville and Knoxville, and seeing them in theatres or drive-ins, with their titles on a marquee and big posters framed around the snack bar…all that fueled my fascination. It’s that whole package, the movies and the venues, that inspired me to start my own zine. I can remember exactly where I was when I saw Argento’s Deep Red or [Mel Welles’] Lady Frankenstein or [Don Edmonds’] Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS in a theatre for the first time—the theatre is a huge part of that experience. But do I remember anything about the first time I watched Suspiria on video or even a great recent movie like Dead Girl on DVD? Not really. I remember the movies but that’s it.
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OK, show of hands. How many of you have heard of a guy named tim Ferrante? His work has graced the pages of a multitude of genre publications, the list of which includes the Splatter Times, Hi-Tech Terror (he edited the zine for a short while when craig Ledbetter was on sabbatical), Fangoria, Starlog, and Gorezone. 1n 1983, he founded the acclaimed spaghetti western fanzine Westerns… All’Italiana! Are your hands in the air yet? Good. I thought you might know him.

Tim was also the vice president of Imagine, Inc., the publishing house responsible for tom Savini’s monumental Grande Illusions, Forrest J Ackerman: Famous Monster of Filmland, and Drive-In Madness! The Video. In 1987, tim became the first and only person to interview the elusive Duane Jones, the doomed hero of george A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead. With credentials like those under his belt, I made it a personal mission to track him down for an interview.

It became apparent right away that tim Ferrante is a hell of a nice guy. When I mentioned that I was in need of a few publications for research purposes, he offered to send them to me. And once we started talking, I found it hard to stop. Tim’s infectious laugh and amazing stories made my head spin, and before long, close to three hours had passed.

These days, tim’s writing regularly appears in Joe Kane’s VideoScope and online at Chris Poggiali’s Temple of Schlock. His enthusiasm for the genre is still as strong as ever, as the following interview certainly attests.

The following interview was conducted via telephone and email, May 2012–January 2013.



JOHN SZPUNAR: What first got you into horror movies? TIM FERRANTE: What lit the fuse was the original Invaders from Mars when it was on tV. I couldn’t have been more than five or six years old. It just frightened me to death. That was followed by memorable events such as the night when The Outer Limits premiered in 1963. Imagine an eight year old monster lover’s excitement seeing the very first episode, “the galaxy being”! I vividly recall going to see Two on a Guillotine in 1965 at a kiddie matinee. It scared me so badly that I begged my father for another fifty cents to go see it again the next afternoon—I had to confront that fear. I went back and watched it again, so I wouldn’t be so scared. Then one day I discovered a stack of comic books and magazines next to my cousin’s bed. Tucked amongst it all was a copy of Famous Monsters of Filmland and I went nuts. It was those kinds of childhood experiences that drew me in.

JS: When you’re a kid, your imagination can go into overdrive. I remember being frightened by From Hell it Came because my grandfather told me the Tabanga was real.

[image: 001]

TF: [laughs] yes, it scared me, too! And The Giant Behemoth really affected me because he was radioactive. Remember, I grew up during a time when yours truly and his classmates were marched into the school hallway to sit on the floor and tuck our heads in between our legs for air raid drills. It was the early sixties and the threat of atomic war was very real with the nuclear arms race in full swing. So the men screaming and hollering from the behemoth’s radiation burns was a fantastical extension of childhood fears.

JS: It must have been pretty shocking to see a magazine like Famous Monsters of Filmland for the first time.

TF: Finding that magazine was the triggering mechanism for a lifelong fascination with movie monsters. It was proof that I wasn’t alone. Forry Ackerman was sending out a “correspondence course” with each issue. He was teaching thousands of us all at the same time while forging personal relationships from afar.

JS: You were reading Famous Monsters of Filmland and Castle of Frankenstein—did you ever go to the library to find information about movies?

TF: Oh, sure. And every time I went to a bookstore I headed straight for the film section and pull down whatever I could find and stand there and read it. Today you can sit, read, drink a latte and take smartphone pictures of pages that interest you so can read them again later. I’ve done it! Here’s a perfect example of how difficult things were to find information: I saw Two Thousand Maniacs for the first time in 1971. It was on a double bill with Night of the Living Dead which I’d already seen multiple times and Two Thousand Maniacs was a total unknown. So naturally I had to know all there was to know about it. But how? Who in the hell is Herschell g. Lewis? I’d never heard of this person. Who is David F. Friedman? Where did this movie come from? The credits said it was made in St. Cloud, Florida. Shortly after I’d seen it, my parents were taking a trip to Florida to visit my brother. I begged them to go to St. Cloud and ask anyone they could about Two Thousand Maniacs. Can you believe that? That’s like getting information by smoke signal technology.
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JS: So, what happened?

TF: They went to St. Cloud! And one woman had some sketchy memories of the main street being closed on a Sunday for filming or something. That was like getting the inside scoop. So I kept digging through movie memorabilia catalogs—anything where I could purchase material related to that film just to find out who these people were. I eventually got a pressbook, a one-sheet and some still photographs, some of which featured the cheesy gore scenes. I even sent away for the paperback novelization that was hyped in the pressbook. This was several years after the film was originally released, but I sent for it anyway from the chicago publisher. Instead of a book, a letter came back stating it was no longer available. Basically, you were researching and learning like a detective who relies on good old-fashioned legwork to get the facts. That’s how difficult it was to get any meaningful information on your niche interests. It was frustrating, but very, very satisfying when you succeeded.

JS: We now have DVDs and blu-rays of those films. Does that surprise you at all?

TF: I come from an era when you had nothing, so I doubly appreciate today’s technology and availability of product. You’re talking about bluray—someone’s found the original camera elements for Manos: The Hands of Fate and plans a blu-ray release. There’s a website devoted to it. Manos: The Hands of Fate on blu-ray? Are you kidding [laughs]? Never would have dreamed…

JS: When did you first put pen to paper to write about films?

TF: The first published article was called “the Most Valuable record in the World”. It was about The Caine Mutiny soundtrack album in issue number 4 of a tabloid publication called Nostalgia World. The Caine Mutiny was on the rcA Victor label and is one of the rarest soundtrack LPs ever pressed. I used the pseudonym of Noel Harrison for no particular reason other than it was rex Harrison’s son’s name. A friend had made a vinyl re-pressing that he was marketing at the time and I was hoping the article would generate some sales.
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JS: What year are we talking about?

TF: That was in 1978. The first thing published that was horror-related was in the second issue of Donald Farmer’s the Splatter Times in the Summer of 1983. It was an interview with John (Jack) russo who, of course, is one of the creators of Night of the Living Dead.

JS: That was a good one. How did you meet Donald Farmer?

TF: I’m not sure how we met, but it was that interview that got me started writing professionally thanks to my friend Gary Dorst. Gary’s fandom profile dates back to the early sixties. He’s an original ‘monster kid’ whose interests were wide-ranging. He’d been writing for fan publications before I knew such things existed. He was a beautiful person who, unfortunately, died in January 2013. Anyway, he liked the russo interview and said, “Why don’t you send it to Fangoria?” I argued back saying, “No way, that’s Fangoria, for heaven’s sake. They’re not going to publish anything by me.” It was an automatic reaction—I held the magazine in such high regard. But Gary was very convincing so I contacted David Everitt who was co-editor with bob Martin. He said, “Sure, send it and we’ll take a look.” I did and it was accepted. Gary was right! It appeared in issue number 32 and I was paid $200. Bear in mind that I was working for Abc television during this entire period and I wasn’t consciously looking to be a writer. It just kind of happened.

JS: What were Bob Martin and David Everitt like?

TF: Bob emulated the Forry Ackerman tradition to a degree. His magazine persona was like a mixture of John Zacherle and Forry Ackerman. David was the straight man, if you will. He certainly had the comedic chops, but he knew where to draw the line. Their combined personalities were perfectly suited for Fangoria’s pages. They worked in office space that was no bigger than a tiny bedroom and were constantly under deadline pressure. Extremely tight quarters—two desks and that was about it. Fun story: In those days, everything was done “old style” with paste-up mechanical layout boards. One day I was walking out of the office and to my left is garbage piled outside in the hall. Only it wasn’t garbage per se. The original mechanical layout boards from the magazine were being discarded! I began digging through them and started to find the boards for my articles. I took as many of my own work that I could find. As far as I know, the only existing mechanical layout boards from Fangoria are the ones I rescued and perhaps one or two that tim Lucas might have gotten from tony timpone.

JS: That’s a nice piece of history.
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TF: Absolutely. Imagine if someone today said he had layout boards from Famous Monsters of Filmland!

JS: What was more satisfying to you as an up and coming journalist— the fanzines or Fangoria?

TF: They were both legitimate venues for expression. The fanzines permitted writing about things the prozines didn’t, unless you pitched it and they said yes. For example, the second piece published in Fangoria was pitched. It’s an interview with actor James Karen. They were like, “Who’s James Karen?” At the time, James Karen was the Pathmark Man in the northeast. He was doing the region’s tV, print and radio spot ads for a supermarket chain—he did them for twenty years. I said, “that’s the Pathmark guy, but look at his credits. Look at all the movies he’s done.” They said, “oK.” So, I got in touch with James Karen and he was happy to oblige. Up to that point he had no fan activity. He certainly had a flourishing career, but there was nothing going on at the fan level.

JS: It was the exact opposite for me. I knew about his films, but I had no idea that he was doing commercials.

TF: There were a couple of reasons for wanting to interview James Karen. One was that I’d first seen him in Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster in 1965. That movie experience stuck with me. I remember thinking—this is a ten year old, mind you—it was strange that the star’s first name was a man’s and his last was a woman’s. I never forgot it or him. So now we skip from 1965 to the Spring of 1972 where I’m attending a broadway play called The Country Girl. And who in the hell comes out on stage? James Karen. I couldn’t believe it! I looked in my Playbill program and sure enough, there he is. I got home and I wrote him a fan letter, gushing about his performance in Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster and how much I enjoyed him in The Country Girl. He responded some months later with a letter thanking me for thanking him, and so forth. Handwritten—it was just wonderful. Now we skip from 1972 to 1983 when this fan geek contacted him for a Fangoria interview. We became friends and met up during one of his trips to New york to shoot Pathmark commercials. I presented the letter he’d written in 1972. I said, “Do you want to see some history between us?” He said, “I think I remember writing this.” And I believed him. How many fan letters could James Karen have replied to by that point in his career in 1972? Now here’s a fun aside to all of this…I married my wife in 1988 and come to learn that her father knew James Karen. How did he know him? He was the props guy on The Country Girl! I was a teenager sitting in that theatre in 1972 watching James Karen and my future fatherin- law was working backstage. Crazy.
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JS: I’ve always been curious—how lucrative was writing for Fangoria in those days?

TF: I’ve kept every pay stub. As I said, I was paid $200 for the russo interview which was about average. It ticked up a little over time…$225…$250. Or, if you supplied photos or wrote a sidebar you were paid extra for those. I also used to get $50 residual checks when an article was translated and used overseas. Writing for Fangoria was never about the money because I had a very good job at Abc-tV. It was for the enjoyment, the friendships and all else that went with it.

JS: When I was growing up, I’d read all of the bylines and think, “These guys have got the best job in the world.”

TF: The majority of the time it was pure pleasure so your childhood perception was correct. I always felt privileged to be there and in the company of such engaging people. I recall when the writing process changed a bit. After David Everitt left, Dave McDonnell—who was Starlog’s editor—began co-editing Fangoria with tony. Prior to then you were basically on your own. Now if you were going to do an article, assignment sheets were issued that contained specific questions and angles you should pursue. Even though you’d have researched the topic yourself, you also had their questions and guidance. I liked it because you had specific direction, but it meant more work for them to write it up. After Dave returned to Starlog full-time, J. Peter orr joined tony and later Michael gingold.
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JS: So, how did your assignments work? How often were you able to successfully pitch ideas?

TF: It was a mixture. When bob Martin left, tony came on board as coeditor with Everitt. I remember inviting tony out to lunch. We became friends—in fact, I’m going to see him tomorrow. He already knew what I was capable of doing. I’d get a call, “Hey tim, troma’s doing The Toxic Avenger II or whatever and we’d like someone to go out to the set.” And other times, I’d say, “I love Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster. Can I do a full-blown retrospective?” you basically knew what you could reasonably suggest as an article to the get the go-ahead. One time I was asked to do a new george romero interview for The Bloody Best of Fangoria. Instead of talking to romero the idea was to cull his remarks from some press releases and then fashion an “Interview” in Q&A format. I also used outtake commentary from—and even some that appeared in—his interview footage shot for a video that I produced and directed called Drive-In Madness! The Video. So while I never spoke directly with george for this new interview, his comments were genuine and fresh. I simply created the questions and edited the flow and structure.

JS: Didn’t another guy named Ferrante once write for Fangoria?

TF: [laughs] yes, there was! Anthony c. Ferrante’s byline started to appear somewhere along the line. A friend said, “So, how long are you and tony timpone going to write under that pseudonym?” can you believe it? There were some who thought we were collaborating and writing under a pen name. I said, “No, that’s a real person and he’s good!”
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JS: Wait a minute…

TF: You’re not confusing me with someone else, are you [laughs]? I never met the other Ferrante, although I would have liked to. His appearance wasn’t too long before I stopped writing for Fangoria. Here’s something you don’t know: If you look back, there’s an article about bill Hinzman’s and Jack russo’s movie called The Majorettes. It’s written by Vinnie Johns. That’s me [laughs]. Being close to Jack, I didn’t want it to seem like a shill job by writing about his movie. I also created some letters to the editor under pseudonyms that Dave Everitt and bob Martin published. The letters page had the occasional phony one that they’d write themselves. I’m not sure many people know about that.

JS: You’re a New York guy. What did you think of the New York fanzines that were coming out?

TF: The beautiful thing about the east coast fanzines was that each had its own voice. You knew that if you read two or three, you got the skinny on something—they covered the 42nd Street beat, the neighborhood theaters and even some local tV. There were still sub-distributors in those days, which were small regional companies supplying screens with marginal movie product. 42nd Street was just a goldmine for that kind of thing. It was a wonderful time. I always looked forward to Gore Gazette because of rick Sullivan’s personality. Rick was—and I say this with admiration—out of his mind with balls of brass.

JS: I love the time capsule element that those old New York zines have today.

TF: There was no other way to communicate or to express oneself, so to speak. They were the printed blogs of their day with typewritten pages and sometimes completely handwritten! The only way to disseminate that material was by fax or mail. That was it. You had no other way of communicating unless you read it to somebody over the phone. Those fanzines are legitimate documents of record. They did fashion themselves around an era when these kinds of films were very important to us. And still are.

JS: How did Westerns…All’Italiana! get started?

TF: I created an Italian westerns fanzine called Westerns…All’Italiana! in 1983. I originally called it Westerns All’ Italia until a friend in Italy corrected it. Thank heavens no issues were published with that cockeyed title. The first issue was mailed in April 1983. It was a niche interest for which there was very little—there was a book or two published overseas, but that was about it. The hope was to provide a place for likeminded enthusiasts to meet and share information about a dead genre for which there were still fans. Gary Dorst liked the idea so I recruited him. He’s credited as co-editor in the first four issues and also contributed material. I just didn’t want to do it entirely alone. After a while he was like, “you’re doing most of the work and I’m sharing in the credit. You don’t need me, you know what to do!” those who responded went crazy—they couldn’t believe there was someone else who liked Italian westerns. Several friendships were forged as a result. There were only fifty hand-numbered copies of the first one and I overprinted some as file copies and freebies. I’d already done two single issues and a double issue for numbers 3 and 4 when tom betts wrote me and said, “Hey, I love this stuff. How about if we do this together and put the issues out faster?” that sounded good to me so we alternated doing them. Every other issue would be mailed by me from New york while the others would be mailed from tom in california. He took it on full-time in 1987 and is still doing it, only now it’s a blog that’s updated daily. Yes, daily. God bless him because WAI! would have died years ago had been left up to me.
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JS: How were you finding the films at the time?

TF: It was difficult, but there were instances where some of the common titles were available on videocassette like Bad Man’s River and God’s Gun. 16mm film was important and it was through that medium we found things that were very obscure such as My Name Is Pecos. There were film collector shows for that sort of thing. You’d find all kinds of odd movies, posters, pressbooks and stills, which was just the type of material I needed for illustrating the zine. I don’t know if you’re familiar with a person named Jerry beck, the animation historian. He worked at the MgM building which was a block up from the Abc building where I worked. Sometimes he would get 16mm prints out of the MgM library and I would run after-hour screenings of Italian westerns at Abc for my friends. Everyone’s gone home, and I’m running stuff like The Ugly Ones. As the worldwide home video market expanded and more and more movies were cropping up we’d get copies of westerns that were only available overseas. It was an exciting time of discovery and learning. Today, the genre and its participants are revered and have been integrated into popular culture. From fifty copies of the first Westerns… All’Italiana! thirty years ago to Quentin tarantino’s Django Unchained on movie screens worldwide. Amazing, isn’t it?

JS: What did you think of what Craig Ledbetter was doing?

TF: I’ve known craig for a very long time, although we’ve been out of touch for a good twenty years or more. Craig is an incredibly driven and smart man. I’ve always admired him and everything he was able to accomplish. As you know, he published Hi-Tech Terror. There was a threeissue period where he dropped out of it and I published those.
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JS: How did that come about?

TF: Hi-Tech Terror was coming out fast and regular…and then something happened. My recollection may be wrong, but I think it had to do with craig changing jobs. He was going to postpone or give up doing any new issues. I said, “Don’t do that. Everybody loves it.” He said, “I can’t do it anymore. Not now, anyway.” I told him that I’d fill in until he was capable of coming back because it was just too good to lose. So I did three issues. Then he said, “Hey—I’m free. I can do it again.” He came back but ran into a small problem; the readership perceived my issues as being better than his were and complained about it. See, craig put together whatever he had to in order to get out an issue. They weren’t pretty, but no one cared. Mine were better graphically, but that was all. The subject matter and the writers were still the same. So all of a sudden a prettier fanzine was more important than content, which made no sense! I was always this “It has to look nice” freak. And I was putting pictures of myself in it at the Amityville Horror set in toms river, NJ and stupid stuff like that. [laughs] Who knew that it was undermining craig? I treated it as if it were my own, but still knowing he would return at some point. So he got complaints from people because it was back to what they originally liked and now decided they no longer liked. He said, “Look, this is what it is. I can’t do it as nice as Ferrante!” It didn’t affect our friendship in the slightest. I felt terrible about it though. But the joke was on everybody because craig just continued on and on and reached greater successes. As a result of all it, I separately published a one-issue zine called Awe-Filled Clunkers Funzine which I sent to all of the Hi-Tech Terror subscribers for free.

JS: I’ve never seen that!

TF: I’ll send you an issue. I know one fanzine you don’t have documented—Damn-Fino The Pre-Zine. There was only one completed issue. It was published by John W. Donaldson in New york city. John was also the film editor on Raiders of the Living Dead. He made me a copy and perhaps a dozen others. Few saw and read it—it was so limited. And good! John has an enormous knowledge of movies. There was a second issue, but only half the pages were finished and it was never distributed, although I do have a copy. Damn-Fino The Pre-Zine, yes indeed. It was a New york fanzine, virtually unknown.
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JS: You were the last person to interview Duane Jones. Could you tell me a little about that?

TF: More like the only person! Duane Jones was never formally interviewed about Night of the Living Dead. He wouldn’t grant any. There’s a very brief mideighties video interview that he had done for Entertainment Tonight as I recall, but it wasn’t specifically about Night of the Living Dead and it’s ridiculously short. He didn’t discuss that film with anyone for publication. If he did, I’d love to know when and where it was published because nothing else has ever surfaced since 1968.

JS: What was your impression of him?

TF: It’s a Sunday afternoon, December 13, 1987, and my wife and I were at his home on the campus of the college at old Westbury on Long Island. Duane walked into the room—I describe it in Joe Kane’s Night of the Living Dead book—he walked into the room, and his presence was immediately felt. It was remarkable. He had a way of carrying himself, presenting himself—you sensed you were in the presence of a unique human being. And it didn’t have a damn thing to do with him being in the movie. He was a lovely, gentle man. It’s sad that he died so soon after interviewing him although we did have a second phone conversation about a month later. It wasn’t related to the movie, though. We were just talking. We really liked him and we knew he liked us. It was such a memorable afternoon, John.

JS: Why do you think he was so guarded about talking about Night of the Living Dead?

TF: As I said, whenever he was approached to do interviews he always refused. To give this some context, I’d just written a series of articles called “Where the Living Dead Are buried” and interviewed many of its actors. Fangoria published the first color photographs from Night of the Living Dead thanks to slides I got from bill Hinzman. But Duane was a key missing piece…like trying to find the Ark of the covenant. Then tony learned where he was because another Fangoria writer was trying and trying to get an interview. Tony said, “Duane Jones is out on Long Island, but he won’t grant an interview.” So I called Jack russo who was my business partner at the time in Imagine, Inc. If anyone could sway Duane, Jack could. He said, “Well, I’ll call him and ask. I haven’t talked to him in a long time.” He called and Duane agreed. The only reason that interview ever happened was thanks to Jack’s relationship with him and his vouching for me. Now, why was he so guarded? He didn’t want his entire life’s work to be defined by being ben from Night of the Living Dead. It came through in everything he said—he was Duane Jones, a person with so much more to offer this world than the fact that he portrayed ben. He refused to suffer anyone who perceived him as only that. The movie was a sliver of time in his life. Nevertheless, he knew his contribution to it was important. He said, “I know what this movie means to people.” He appreciated and understood it, but expected people to relate to him as a person, which they did because that’s how he carried himself. He had a high regard for himself and other people as complete human beings. He was so intelligent and such an arresting man.

JS: With that in mind, how did you approach the interview?

TF: Well, I had several questions ready and the only thing I could do was play it by ear and see where things went. I mean, I didn’t know him. I’d no idea what kind of a person he was and it could have gone downhill pretty quickly. Even though I was nervous, the primary goal was not to blow it because that interview was a very big deal. As it turned out, we were able to discuss anything and everything. He was gracious, funny, sincere…oh, it was just as wonderful as you could imagine. There are several places in the tapes where he asked that I shut off the recorder which I did, of course. I regret not recalling what “off the record” comments we made. You know, I could be wrong, John. I could be completely wrong. Maybe he knew he was terminally ill and this was an opportunity for him to at last discuss the movie. Maybe he wanted to share what he knew before it was too late. That’s a possibility, knowing how insightful he was, but again, it’s personal conjecture. Unfortunately, he didn’t allow any photographs to be taken of him. A very disappointing development, although he did sign a Night of the Living Dead lobby card that I’d brought along.
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JS: I first heard the audio excerpts on the Elite Entertainment laserdisc.

TF: Vini bancalari from Elite said, “tim…you have that interview. We’d really like to include it on the laserdisc.” So I sat down with the cassette tapes. Now, bear in mind that I’m the only person who has this content…two hours and fifty-some minutes of conversation with Duane Jones. I set about cutting it down to forty minutes or so of bits and pieces. What you hear on that laserdisc and subsequent DVD releases is about seventeen minutes of those bits. It’s as much as I’ve publicly released and licensed of that interview. I’ve often thought of making a few hundred cDs of the complete interview and just selling them to whomever was interested. It would need to be a three cD set because it’s so long!

JS: You were business partners with Russo for a long time. How did that happen?

TF: I was introduced to him through my friend Sam Sherman at Independent-International Pictures. Sam and his partner, Dan Kennis, were the executive producers and distributor of Jack’s movie Midnight. Shortly thereafter Jack and I became friends as a result of the Splatter Times interview. Imagine, Inc. Was co-founded by James Aiello and bob Michelucci. It specialized in publishing genre movie books. It had four titles in release when Aiello announced he wanted a $15,000 buyout of his majority share. So, Jack said, “tim—if you and I each put in five grand and my attorney Andy Schifino puts in five grand, we can buy Aiello’s controlling interest in Imagine, Inc.” I knew of the company, of course, and thought, “Wow! For five grand, I can own a piece of a publishing company!” So I did.
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JS: What kind of involvement did Tom Savini have with Imagine, Inc?

TF: He was given ten per cent of Imagine, Inc. If my recollection is correct, as part payment for Grande Illusions, the company’s very first and most successful book. He wasn’t involved in the day to day business. He was too busy making movies, anyway. He was always there for us whenever we needed him, though. Whether it was the company marketing his brand or making himself available when he could. I didn’t have much interaction with him because I didn’t live in Pittsburgh and he was always busy. Imagine, Inc. Was owned by five people during this period and today it sounds like a cast list for The Sopranos: russo, Ferrante, Michelucci, Schifino and Savini. Anyway, we’d all become partners in a publishing company that had existing debt, but it also had a book that was ready to be printed—Forrest J Ackerman: Famous Monster of Filmland. Bob was the art director for everything we did and he had already laid it out so it was just sitting there waiting for us. Forry’s book was the first one published under the new ownership.

JS: How did Imagine, Inc. Grow and evolve?

TF: Imagine, Inc. Never really got out of the red from the time I bought into it to the time I left, which was about five years. We always owed someone money…including ourselves! That’s not said with any rancor or embarrassment because that’s common for many businesses. You carry the debt and when receivables come in you manage the money to pay some debt, pay some rent and so on. You do what you have to do. We put out trading card sets, more books and the Drive-In Madness! The Video on VHS. We even had a store for a while in the green tree section of Pittsburgh called Just Imagine. I was extremely fortunate to have been involved with a group of such talented people.
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JS: Could you tell me a little about the Drive-In Madness! video?

TF: Bill george had written a portion of and compiled material from other authors for a book entitled Drive-In Madness! The Jiggle Movies. It was the most anticipated book that never happened even though it was laid out—twice! It was being delayed for a variety of reasons. We felt we had to do something to get people off of our backs asking about Drive-In Madness! We had to put something out and decided on a feature length video program which I wrote, produced and directed. It featured trailers and tV spots that I had in my personal collection as well as newly shot interviews. I enlisted help from everyone and anyone I knew. James Karen did the narration and you’ll see Donald Farmer’s name on the credits—he provided a crew of three guys to shoot the Forry Ackerman, bobbie bresee and Linnea Quigley segments at the Ackermansion. It was a wonderful group of people and friends who helped out and did things for nothing or next to nothing. Most of the production money was spent for travel and editing. It cost less than $10,000 to make. Anyone interested in more of the history about Drive-In Madness! The Video will find it at www.timferrante. Com.

JS: Do you mind saying a few words about Forry Ackerman?

TF: What I admired most was that he completely understood the seriousness of his presence in the pages of the Warren magazines. He was speaking primarily to children and teens, and he earned their respect, admiration and trust. We didn’t call him “uncle Forry” for nothing. And best of all? If you ever did have the chance to meet him, he never disrespected the relationship he’d created from afar. He didn’t disappoint you and was everything you expected and hoped him to be. I mean, you loved him before you met him and you loved him even more after you met him! How rare is that in our lives…that our perception of a person actually matches the reality? His passion for the fantastic was genuine and he projected it wherever he went. I loved being around him and was fortunate to have shared in a very small portion his life.
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JS: What are you doing these days?

TF: I’m mostly writing for Joe Kane’s the Phantom of the Movies VideoScope. We co-founded the magazine with our wives, Nancy and Jacqueline, in September 1992. The first issue went out in January, 1993. We published fourteen bimonthly editions as a twentypage newsletter. In June 1994 Joe and Nancy assumed full ownership and have turned it into the vastly improved product that you see today. I occasionally write for some online sites such as Chris Poggiali’s Temple of Schlock. I do voiceover work for the coin-operated amusement game industry and recently did the narration for a documentary on Italian western actor craig Hill for a DVD company called Wild East Productions. It’s owned by my friend Eric Mache and his partner Ally Lamaj. I’ve also produced two horror soundtrack cDs in recent years: Dracula vs. Frankenstein and Mad Doctor of Blood Island. I stay busy with fun things.

JS: Joe Kane edited the Monster Times.
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TF: That’s another beautiful thing. I used to read the Monster Times during my high school years and see Joe’s name all the time. So, we fast forward to the mid-eighties when he’s a columnist at the New York Daily News writing as the Phantom of the Movies. I would read every column, of course. We happened to have a mutual friend named Mike Maimone who is the audio engineer on rush Limbaugh’s radio program. Mike introduced us and that launched a friendship that’s lasted over twenty-five years [laughs]! He and Nancy live right down the highway. What boggles the mind is that Jack russo, Joe Kane, Sam Sherman, tony timpone, and all of the other folks I’ve mentioned…they’re all personal friends. But I’m a fan of them, too! How wonderful is that?
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Let’s go back a little bit, shall we? In 1988, I was obsessed with horror movies. My friends and I would take everything in. We snuck into theaters to see the latest horror shit (and a lot of it was), and even suffered through the opening credits of Salsa before the ushers turned their backs and left us with a do-or-die run to the next screening of Evil Dead 2. You know the drill: buy a ticket to the latest Pg-13 slopfest and then scurry into the darkness of the neighboring room without being seen.

Sometimes we got caught, sometimes we didn’t, but I don’t ever remember being turned away when we were. The ushers would simply shrug, smile, and let us in. One afternoon, we sat hidden in the dark for two hours before The Horror Show began its first matinee screening. The movie sucked, but hell—at least it starred brion (Blade Runner) James.

The Summer of 1989 will remain special to me for two reasons: I met my first “real” girlfriend, and (more importantly) I discovered a magazine called Deep Red. Deep Red was edited by a guy named chas. Balun, a name I’d recognized from the pages of Fangoria and Gorezone. I’d seen an ad in Fangoria for the thing and decided to order a few back issues. Let’s just say that I was completely blown away. As the kid in Shogun Assassin so eloquently stated, “that’s when everything changed.”

I didn’t know it then, but every word, every sentence, every issue of the magazine was slowly worming its way into my brain. Balun was a damn fine scribe, and he assembled an amazing crew of writers and artists and let them have their way with the page.

There was Steve Bissette, who is interviewed in these very pages. I was aware of him through his artwork in Swamp Thing. Who knew that he was a journalist as well? His mammoth interview and essay on buddy giovinazzo’s Combat Shock sent me searching through every video store in (and out of) town until I finally found a copy. There was Dennis Daniel (also interviewed within), who would later write the definitive history of Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine. These people were my heroes. Deep Red had Italian correspondents, Dutch correspondents, german correspondents! There was coverage on Jörg (Nekromantik) buttgeriet, Jim (Street Trash) Muro, ruggero (Cannibal Holocaust) Deodato—none of it written in a pandering Pr-suck-up style. Hell, the general public wouldn’t even have a clue what to do with this stuff. These were our movies, and chas. Was there in front of us all, leading the charge. The writing was real, rough, and ready. And it was revolutionary; nobody else was even bothering trying to spell Dario Argento or Lucio Fulci, yet alone attempting to dissect and analyze their films.

I’d literally stare at every issue for hours on end. I loved the attitude, the mystery of the films discussed, and the bold sense of, “you’re one of us, so hop on board and enjoy the ride!” Most of all, I loved chas. Balun’s writing.

The years went on and Deep Red folded. Balun’s work became scarcer and scarcer, but every time he published something, I snapped it up right away. And even when he was at his most cynical, the underlying message was crystal clear: We’re all in this together, and the seeds have been sewn. It’s your turn to go out and do something.
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Fast forward to the cold Winter of 2010. I got the bad word that chas. Balun passed away on December 18, 2009. Cancer. He lost his final battle with a beast that had hunted him for many, many years. I just sat there, stunned. A towering mountain seemed to have been leveled, just like that. Or had it been?

I first read the following paragraph way back in high school. I’ve read it again and again hundreds of times throughout the years:

“So get started, kids. Write it. Draw it. Film it and believe it. We’re a hyper-enthusiastic, devoted, ofttimes fanatical bunch who need to discover the hidden powers lurking within ourselves. Gustave Flaubert said, ‘Nothing great is ever done without fanaticism. Fanaticism is religion. It is faith, burning faith, the faith that works miracles.’ We’ve got the former in spades, my friends, but where is our faith? Must it always lie with others?”

You heard the man. Let’s show some fuckin’ guts and paint this town RED.

The following interview was conducted via telephone in August of 2001.



JOHN SZPUNAR: What came first, the writing or the drawing? CHAS. BALUN: Well, I was always a painter and illustrator who wrote—not the other way around. The art always came first. I just sort of got into writing because I was always a witty smart-ass and it was just way easier to write than it was to paint or draw.

JS: And when did the drawing start?

CB: Oh, around kindergarten [laughs]. I started right off. That’s what I did—that was always my little thing, right from the get-go.

JS: Portrait of the artist as a young man: Who were your major influences?

CB: I usually fell back into the old masters school of art and painting. That classical, realistic approach to things. Whether it was a rembrandt or Vermeer, or a da Vinci. All of the top-level talents were an inspiration to me as a kid because they could just draw so well! I was just so impressed with that. Anyone who could just really draw in a realistic manner…but, I started off with the “learn to draw” courses on television. I bought one of those kits and sat in front of the tV set with my charcoal stick and eraser. You know, I followed the lessons.
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JS: This eventually led to some underground comix work.

CB: Oh yeah. I used to go to the San Diego comic convention over here. It’s been going for over thirty years. I was going to it back in the hippy days, essentially. I’d go down and get stoned with the Zap Comix artists and meet all of those guys. Rick griffin and Victor Moscoso. So, some friends and I came out with our own comics. What was cool was that all of us worked in the graphics section at golden West college at one time. Besides Jack Lewis and myself, one of our other coconspirators was Mike gabriel. He went on to direct Rescuers Down Under and Pocahontas. He turned into Mr. Disney superstar! But we did a bunch of issues of Mighty High Comix and Spaz Comix. We contributed to some other stuff, as well.

JS: All self-published?

CB: Actually, george Dicaprio was an old friend of ours. He was one of the major distributors of Spaz Comix. Of course, he’s the father of Leonardo Dicaprio. He probably isn’t pushing underground comics out of the trunk of a beat up ’59 Dodge anymore…

JS: Leonardo DiCaprio said that his father inadvertently turned him on to S. Clay Wilson.

CB: Oh, shit yeah! He was one of the major comix distributors on the West coast.

JS: What were your impressions of the underground guys?

CB: Well, I met rick griffin, gilbert Shelton, Victor Moscoso, Paul Mavrides…they were just fun guys. Sure, they were partyhearty type guys, but shit! They could also wield a mean pen.
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JS: A lot of those guys have cited EC Comics as a major influence. Did they have a similar affect on you?

CB: Well, I used to buy them. But I don’t think they made that big of an impression on me. Except for Jack Davis, who drew the best. You know, the stories…as cool as they were, you’d read the first two panels and you could always guess how the ending would be. I appreciate them in a historical context. They were an important step in the pulp fiction/exploitation cinema link. Stuff like Creepshow and Tales from the Crypt. The anthology series that spawned in movies sort of came from a comic book source. They were hugely influential. Whether they were really good or not is another matter.

JS: Where did your obsession with horror films come from?

CB: Oh, King Kong, of course. I saw that so many times that my nose would be bleeding. I grew up in the early days of television. There weren’t that many stations. Here in LA, there was the Million Dollar Movie on channel 9, which was one of the major local stations. In those days, they didn’t show, like, fifteen movies a week. They showed one movie every night at 7:30. And then twice on Saturday and once on Sunday. They got maximum mileage out of the films they showed. And King Kong was one that I would watch every night. Three times on the weekend! I would just be utterly amazed. That’s just a magical film. It’s held up for seventy years. It creates its own special world, where you go, “yeah! Punch my ticket! Count me in here!”

JS: So that led to your initial fandom—

CB: Well, it was a circuitous route there, John. It didn’t just go from King Kong to splatter films. I had a long side trip in the sixties and early seventies. That’s when I came of age, when the pigs were coming onto the campus and thumping your professors. So monster movies and comic books kind of took a back seat to overthrowing the government and getting ready for the revolution. All of that shit. The revolution didn’t come and Pig Nation wasn’t overthrown…I got back into horror movies.
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JS: You’ve said that things really started to open up for you with Dawn of the Dead, Friday the 13th, and Alien.

CB: Well, I was always a fan of Texas Chain Saw Massacre. That was always the big influence. But I think things broke open in ’79 and eighties. That’s kind of when things really turned. Alien and Dawn of the Dead really showed us something that we hadn’t seen before. Dawn of the Dead—that was just so extreme when it came out. I was fairly shocked by the explicit violence that it had. So you could obviously see that the tide was turning. Then, when Friday the 13th came out, it was just this mainstream phenomenon. But it actually worked. I mean, the ending is terrific. The first time you see it—it’s just a great chair jumper. It’s set up and manipulated so well. So you could see that people were putting a new spin on the old stories. Friday the 13th was nothing but a rehash of Mario bava’s Bay of Blood. But it worked. It wasn’t an Italian film, it had recognizable stars…I think it just tapped into a nerve and into something that was waiting to happen. Maybe it was a barrage of films. It was Halloween, Friday the 13th, Dawn of the Dead, it was Alien. And now, when you look at how many films are the bastard progeny of them…it would be triple figures. How many films were spawned from Friday the 13th, Halloween, and Nightmare on Elm Street? That’s like thirty films right there! Yet alone all the Prowlers and the grad Nights! They kind of just found the template in 1980. And then refused to let go of it.

JS: You mentioned Mario Bava. When did you first become aware of the Italians?

CB: After I started to get really bored with American horror films. They were just repeating themselves. I just started getting back to the roots. I saw Suspiria, Bay of Blood, found ricardo Freda—even our humble Joe D’Amato. Theirs was a product that seemed more directly aimed at horror film fans.
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JS: Why do you think that was?

CB: I don’t think the Italians have the pop sensibility about the horror film that we do.

JS: Well, we’re talking about two totally different cultures.

CB: Right. We have to have hip cultural references, hip pop music, tV stars, and movie stars. Whereas, they took the plot dynamics and realized all the things you could do with a simple stalk and slash formula. They originated the giallo cinema, which came from all those books. They evolved into movies. I think things were bouncing back and forth across the Atlantic, between stalk and slash films and the Italians inventing a certain genre. The Americans copied it and then the Italians copied it back again, upping the ante a little bit. I think things were bouncing back and forth there for a while.

JS: What do you say to John Carpenter’s claim that Halloween was a tip of the hat to the giallo?

CB: I don’t think so…because Halloween is such a straightforward stalk and slash number. If he thinks he’s bringing in any supernatural overtones to it…I don’t think that really holds any water. It’s just a masked, unseen, unknown killer who’s frightening because you don’t know his motivation or where he’s coming from. That seems like an archetypal boogeyman type of thing. It’s not in the direction that Argento has with his multi-layered plots. I mean, there was no doubt from the getgo who was doing the killing in Halloween. And that’s always the root of the giallo: Who’s doing it and why? In Halloween, they just strip it down to the original motivation: He just kills because he’s such a bad dude!

JS: Why did you start writing film reviews?

CB: Because I don’t think anyone ever did it right for horror films. Horror films always seemed to be looked down on as a bastard child of real cinema. They always got the short end of the stick. And I don’t think you can judge horror films with the overall template of major cinema. In a lot of cases, at least. A lot of consideration has to be given to the conventions of the genre—whether it’s a horror film or a western. There are going to be things that turn up again and again. Which is not necessarily a bad thing. In a war movie, you’ve got to have a war. You’ve got to have people who die, heroes, the coward, the love interest. But when it’s really done well, you don’t resent the access to those conventions. You welcome them.
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JS: The Connoisseur’s Guide to the Contemporary Horror Film was your first real crack at things.

CB: Yeah. And when you go back to that, it’s more serious and scholarly. I didn’t really joke around that much. So I was going through the phase where I said, “Horror films certainly deserve some kind of serious treatment, so I’ll try this approach.” That was only after watching X amount of films. But after watching ten times as many, I realized that I really needed to have a sense of humor to go on! Most of them blew homeless goats! And unless you were just a completely anal retentive fanboy, you could not accept some of this stuff. Most of them weren’t done by people who had any love or affinity for the genre. They were made by people who were lazy. They could make a film with no story, no actors, no budget and it would still be a success. I mean, if ice skating movies were a big hit, they would have made those. But they made horror films because Friday the 13th made so much damn money.
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JS: Jack Ketchum recently compared your writing to that of Lester Bangs. How do you feel about that?

CB: I’m flattered! I think that’s terrific! I appreciate the comparison. And the fact that Jack Ketchum wrote an introduction for me—just the fact that he did that is enough! That someone who I’ve respected for years would say those kinds of things. The fact that he compared me to anybody was just an honor. But Lester bangs…I mean, that’s quite a notable designation there, for crying out loud. Because I liked that guy’s attitude! I liked that someone could say, “that Led Zeppelin album blew!” or, “that hot shot is copping riffs from some old Muddy Waters record.” You could just blow the whistle on people. And…when do you ever find honest critics who will go against the stream? And go against what the fans deem to be sacrosanct? Just to have someone say, “Well fuck it! I don’t owe anything to anybody. I’ll call things the way I see them and let the chips fall where they may!” but Lester’s was one of those lives that ended way too soon, for chrissake. You’ve got to pace yourself and find a drug that you can use for fifty years! Not one that you can abuse for fifty seconds and say, “Whoops! I’m dead!”
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JS: Back to the Connoisseur’s Guide…How did you find distribution for that?

CB: I folded, stapled, and collated it on my kitchen table. Then I bought every horror film magazine that ever came out and mailed it out to all of them. I figured that I’d hit on something, somewhere. I’d put an ad in Fangoria; I was just my own public relations, shipping and receiving dude. I’d go to conventions and pass them out, mailed them to every fanzine and editor that I could find. I just got hip to the world and found out who was doing what. A lot of my inspiration for self-publishing came from rick Sullivan, who used to do the Gore Gazette. I give him all kinds of credit for opening up the gates of gore and for having a real opinioned, sarcastic approach to things. And also, one that was funnier than hell! I’ll always give him credit for coining the word, “chunkblower.” That was never mine. I just used it more than anyone else, so there was an association made there.
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JS: Was Steve Puchalski doing Slimetime at the time?

CB: That was kind of around the same era. The other one I read at that time was craig Ledbetter’s Hi-Tech Terror. It was a little xeroxed zine from texas.

JS: When did you first start to freelance?

CB: Well, Fangoria called me up when I was writing Horror Holocaust.

JS: Horror Holocaust was published by FantaCo.

CB: FantaCo picked up on some of my stuff and they started to distribute it. They always had a full-page ad in Fangoria. That really opened it up. FantaCo would say, “We need 160 copies!” then, “We need another 200!” I always believed in self-publishing. If you were a writer and graphics artist like I was, you could essentially put together everything. All you needed was to get it printed.

JS: How did you get involved with FantaCo in the first place? Did Tom Skulan call you up?

CB: Yeah, he sent me a letter and called. I’d sent him copies of Connoisseur’s Guide and he kept reordering them. They did pretty well selling it. Then I did my self-published Gore Score. That really got a good review in Fangoria [laughs]. So, tom wanted me to do Horror Holocaust. He saw that I was doing something good and that I could be gotten cheaply. I was the cover artist, the writer…I was a one-man army.

JS: What kind of a guy was Tom?

CB: A complex individual [laughs]! I always thought of him as a good friend—a best friend, but I never really understood him. And I think he lost the fun and the joy of being involved in the scene too soon. It became more of a labor to him. It wasn’t fun anymore. I think that’s what really wrecked it for him.
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JS: The first issue of Deep Red was self-published.

CB: Yeah. We only printed around seven or eight hundred of those.

JS: You did that issue with a woman named Chris Amouroux…

CB: Yeah, chris. She used to work with Eric caidin at Hollywood book and Poster. Eric was always selling my stuff and chris was always there. She always had an interest in horror films and funky ass shit. Plus, she looked like this hip, cool, goth chick before that movement had a name. She was doing a fanzine at the time, so we just kind of combined forces. It was a nice connection with Hollywood book and Poster; one of the regular employees was right there with all of the directors who came in all the time. So we thought we could put something together and have a good outlet for it. And chris was cool! She got Joe Dante to write an article for us…she had some good Hollywood connections. And since she worked at Hollywood book and Poster, we got all of the visual graphics that we needed.

JS: Who were the contributing writers for the first issue?

CB: Probably just chris and me [laughs]. There might have been somebody else, but I think it was just us.

JS: You mentioned that you did some underground comics work with Jack Lewis. He turned up as one of the graphic artists for Deep Red.

CB: Yeah. I’ve known Jack for thirty years. He was my original boss at golden West; he was the first guy who hired me as a graphic artist. We go way, way back. We were painters together, comic artists together…best friends for thirty years. He was a great artistic inspiration to me—somebody who’s just a great fucking painter.

JS: What did you hope to accomplish with Deep Red?

CB: Oh, to bring a more eclectic approach to horror films to the public. And to fill in the blanks that Fangoria was missing. Fangoria was just too slick. They liked everything—there were no shitty horror films. There was always something fascinating about this shoot, or this crew…this catering company. I wanted the bubbling effervescence of the frothing fan boy. But I also wanted some sarcasm and some black humor. A jaundiced look at things; a highly personal look at things. I wanted to give all kinds of people a voice to say what they had to. And there were all kinds of people out there who were good writers; they just needed a forum for it. I just wanted to do a grass roots, people’s horror zine.

JS: You collected a bunch of notable contributors, including Denis Daniel and Steve Bissette. How did you get a hold of them?

CB: They just got a hold of me. And tom Skulan was on the East coast, while I was over here in fucking california. So he knew a lot of these guys and he had a big store in Albany. A lot of these guys would ask him how to get a hold of me. Bissette was one of them; tom published some of Steve’s comic art. I don’t know what Denis Daniel is up to now. He was a radio disc jockey back in those days. I think he wanted to do a radio interview with me on Halloween and one thing led to another.

JS: You also had a lot of foreign correspondents, like John Martin.

CB: John was writing for Samhain. Once the first couple of issues came out, I hit a nerve with people. We had letters come in; I remember David Schow writing in about what a refreshing change the magazine was. I followed up on some of those letters and got people to put their money where their mouth was. John Martin was one of them—I always liked his stuff in Samhain. He knew a lot of English blokes that I wanted to do some interviews with. That interview with Sean Hutson…I’d have never been able to have done that. And Loris curci wrote some stuff for Deep Red Alert. He was neighbors with Lucio Fulci and giannetto De rossi. So all of these people sort of knew what we were trying to do and wanted to contribute. I think that’s why the magazine had any success or popularity. It was the voice of the people, not some film studio or corporation dictating to the people what movies we had to say good things about. We had self-motivated individuals who wanted to do this because they felt passionately about it.
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JS: But there was a time when you started to feel disillusioned with the way things were going.

CB: Oh yeah. I didn’t want to become like Fangoria, where I had issues coming out and there was nothing to say. I wasn’t going to become part of that. I wasn’t going to put out a magazine unless I really had something to say. Not just to fill pages and meet a deadline. I had other things going on in my life and I didn’t want to waste the time putting together something that I wasn’t proud of. I decided to wait for this time to pass; maybe it would be cool again, maybe it would be exciting again…which of course hasn’t happened yet.

JS: In its own way, Deep Red was a shot in the arm. You covered a lot of films that a lot of people wouldn’t have known about. I know Buddy Giovinazzo credits Deep Red for exposing Combat Shock to its audience.

CB: Yeah. We were shamelessly biased in promoting something that we thought we’d discovered. A buried treasure or a hidden gem that we thought we’d polish up a bit and throw on the table. So many films get lost. I thought enough was written about the popular films. How many articles can you write about Jason and Freddy Krueger before you just want to see something like Combat Shock, where some fucking junkie is baking his baby in the oven—and unapologetically so! You see that and say, “gosh, this is kind of grotesque. I kind of like this. This has a point of view, this has an attitude.”

JS: You wrote about Last House on Dead End Street in the Deep Red Horror Handbook. You were about the only person at the time who knew that Victor Janos was really Roger Watkins. How did you know that?

CB: Roger asked me that too! Well, I was the editor of a horror magazine and I got mail from all over the place. I just happened to get mail from someone who had maybe eight different versions of Last House on Dead End Street; he knew how many minutes and seconds each version was—how much was cut out of this one, he knew about the alternate title as The Fun House. And he knew that it was made by students and that Victor Janos was really roger Watkins. He just thought that I would benefit from that knowledge. I used it and probably got that film more promotion than it had ever gotten before!
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JS: Around the time that FantaCo was publishing Deep Red, you did some artwork for their comic book, Gore Shriek. What was it like doing comics again?

CB: Gore Shriek…as a comic, it was fine. I tell you though, after I realized how long it took to draw a comic, that sort of turned me off to whole experience. It took way, way too long. And comic books never pay dick. I’ve talked to bernie Wrightson and he said, “chas., I felt like I was really smoking if I could just ink a page a day.” And at a time when people were paying between $40 and $100 a page…I mean jeez! You might as well go mow lawns or wash cars or something! Drawing is just too hard. And there’s no way to do it quickly. I can count the number of people on no fingers and no hands who can just grab an ink pen and start inking in things without penciling it in first. But I don’t mind telling a story. I’ll either draw stuff without the words or write the words without the pictures.

JS: You were once slated to work on a film called Butcher’s Pride. What can you tell us about that?

CB: Well, that was one of those situations where everybody said, “We’re going to make a film, we’re going to do this, we’re going to do that.” I had a lawyer friend who wanted to do something. And I knew gunnar Hansen, so we thought we could work together on it. Gunnar would be involved, I would direct…it was one of those things that never worked out. I think I got fired from the project. I had such a bad attitude. I was supposed to come up with the story and gunnar would do the screenplay. I could just tell that we weren’t all on the same page. And I’m one of those people who does not work and play well with others. I would just be insufferable to work with on any kind of film project. So, kind of mercifully, that project never really got past its embryonic stages.

[image: 001]

JS: Was this kind of experience the kind of thing that made you want to write fiction?

CB: Why did I want to write fiction…Well, I thought, “gee, I’ve read so much horror fiction and most of it just blows. I don’t care about these characters, I don’t care what they had for lunch, what car they drive, or if their uncle drinks too much…” come on, if you’re going to write a good splatter novel, there’s got to be a lot of guts, you’ve got to kill a lot of people, and there’s got to be a lot of horror. If you want the important shit, read the other books. But, if you just want to get off on some mayhem, deliver! That was my motivation. Why can’t more books be like Jack Ketchum’s Off Season? For 192 pages, that’s a fucking killer read. It’s got everything you want in a horror novel. The only other person I found who was writing balls-out horror all the time was Sean Hutson. And everybody hated him. “He’s just a hack, he wrote Slugs.” But I’ve yet to read one of his books that I thought didn’t deliver the goods or was a pretentious bore. And that wasn’t over 400 fucking pages long!

JS: Quick Gore Score review: What did you think of the J.P. Simon adaptation of Slugs?

CB: Um…not as good as the book, but good enough! I mean, it’s just stupid exploitation cinema, but the slugs and shit falling in the salad, heads blowing up…that couple crawling across the floor that’s teaming with slugs and snails…that filled the bill for me! “oh, there wasn’t a serious psychological subtext to this about a fear of invertebrates that developed in the home of a dysfunctional family…”

JS: You told me that Jim VanBebber was once interested in doing something with your novella, Director’s Cut.

CB: That got as far as a phone call. You know how movie things are. Again, that’s why I just started shying away from the film business. I can write books, do paintings, and illustrations on my own. Just me. I don’t have to call up other people to get their approval or money. I need to do something that I can do in my own house, unadulterated on my own terms. And movies aren’t the pathway for that.

JS: In 1987, you wrote an article called “Movies with Guts.” It listed ten or twelve films that you thought were about as rough as they came. Things like Freaks, Peeping Tom, The Devils, Blood Sucking Freaks, The Conqueror Worm…How would that list change today?

[image: 001]

CB: Movies with guts…now I think they’re just happier to gross you out. Just to break some taboos—and they think that’s ballsy. You look at some of this stuff and say, “Where’s the story?” It’s just, “Here, we can gross you out!” And, you know, today, there’s this edgy neuroses thing that people are working out, which I’m sure Nacho cerda was working out in Aftermath. I think a lot of people are using film as their personal forum, to rid themselves of certain issues that they need to address. It’s not necessarily interesting to someone outside their circle. No one has a good fucking story to tell.

JS: Not to say that personal issues shouldn’t be addressed.

CB: Right. But give me a story there! Just watching all of these aberrant, psychological anomalies that this person has…that doesn’t necessarily make for entertaining cinema. Put it in the context of Texas Chain Saw Massacre, where you have cannibalism, someone works in a slaughterhouse, somebody’s a psychotic…you wrap it up in that kind of cool story. Then you’ve got something.

JS: It’s always fun when something springs out from nowhere. What films in the last ten years have restored your faith?

CB: That’s a tough call. The only thing I’ve really gotten behind and enjoyed a whole lot was Peter Jackson’s Braindead. That was almost an anomaly there; it didn’t even belong where it did. And then it just disappeared. No one is going to do something like that again. And now Peter Jackson is doing Lord of the Rings. Good bye, Peter. Good to know ye…it was too short. There haven’t been those kinds of films that came out in the seventies and early eighties, whether it’s an Evil Dead, a Dawn of the Dead, a Texas Chain Saw Massacre…films that got all that grass roots support. Braindead was one of those horror films for the people.
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JS: The last one that really got me in that way was Street Trash.

CB: Uh-huh. And that’s really not a horror film, it’s a splatter film. I think that what one can gleam from Street Trash is this: Jimmy Muro directed it. And I thought, “god, this guy’s got an incredible career ahead of him.” But then you realize that he probably learned a whole lot about making movies and how it works. Isn’t it odd that he hasn’t ever directed another movie, yet he appears in the credits of some really high budget films as a steadycam operator? I think he really got a full-on blast of what low budget filmmaking is all about with Street Trash. “gee, it’s great to be in all these magazines and get popular accolades…but that doesn’t pay the rent. Maybe it’s time to do something that utilizes my skills, but also has some kind of payback to it.”

JS: With that in mind, what’s it going to take for a new renaissance in the horror film?

CB: Unfortunately, I don’t see much hope at all because all of the major horror directors either burned out or went on to other things. And I don’t think that anyone’s come up to take their place.

JS: Well, we have people like Jim VanBebber…although it doesn’t look like we’ll be seeing a nationwide release of Charlie’s Family any time soon.

CB: It’s such a political arena when you enter into filmmaking. You have to worry about who’s going to distribute, what the content’s going to be—we’ll give you money if you do this, if you do that. I think the era of the independent filmmaker is just going to rapidly erode…as far as getting distribution and making money on a little film, you’ve got to play the game. You’ve got to produce a viable commercial product. Come on, nobody’s going to give you a million dollars to just be an artist. Fuck that, it’s called showbusiness. And there is no show without the business. So these days of these people making a film for 80,000 bucks, by accident—that’s not going to happen.
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JS: Why do you think that things are different today?

CB: Because everyone is more self-conscious about what product they’re putting out. And there’s always going to be a bottom line. Is it going to open big, is it going to play theatrically, is it going to play foreign, is it going to be r or Pg-13…there’s so many more business considerations in it, whereas I think back in those days, it was kind of the last of the “pull yourself up by your own bootstraps” era. You could just be fucking nuts, you could get some dentist or lawyer who had a few bucks to back it. It’s more of a corporate thing now. I don’t think anything’s done by accident. It’s all pretty well calculated. And it’s even more sad when you see a movie that cost 100 million dollars and you go, “Jeez, why didn’t they spend more than $500 on the script?”
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JS: You know things are bad when they’re planning to remake Dawn of the Dead. It’s insulting.

CB: Sure [nervous laughter]. But look at all the ridiculous things that have been happening. Look at all the bad tV shows that are being remade…that’s saying something. That’s saying, “Hey, we’ve got nothing to say.”

JS: So is the state of the genre better or worse than you thought it would be ten years ago?

CB: Oh, it’s worse. It’s no fun. A lot of the fun is gone because every horror film that comes out is so self-conscious. Look at all that self-referential shit they have in the Scream movies. Everybody’s got to be so hip to everything. You’ve just sort of lost that innocence where you could drop people into an intense situation and manipulate them. We’ve passed that certain point where we can look back and see what happened there, but I don’t think it bodes well for the future. There’s not enough passion, there’s not enough dedication to the right way of doing these things. A lot of people think that they have to follow the formula. And a lot of people won’t admit that they peaked twenty-five years ago. It was a flashpoint and it will never happen again. It’s like the way they keep throwing these Woodstocks. In 1969, things were happening in a certain direction, and that tapped into it. You can’t just dredge into the past and try to manufacture an experience again.
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JS: A lot of directors are repeating themselves.

CB: I think that it’s really unfortunate that people like John carpenter and tobe Hooper can’t come to grips with the fact that they got it dead on, one of their first times out of the chute. And after tens of millions of dollars, and god knows how many opportunities, they can’t recapture that. They can’t go back, they can’t make it better. And I think that must really grate on their asses. It’s like, “gee, maybe you guys ought to write your memoirs or something.”

JS: How do you feel about the way that Dario Argento has gone?

CB: Well, Argento’s such a passionate true believer that he’s just going to keep making films until he gets it right again. He’s going to remake the same film over and over again [laughs]. But…he’s going to make another Deep Red, another Opera, another Tenebre, because he just tries so hard and he believes so passionately. It’s his religion. It’s his faith; it’s his reason to believe. I realize he’s fucked up a bunch of times, he’s just put out stuff that’s just numbing at the best. But he won’t quit. He’s one of those passionate believers in things.

JS: That’s what we need, I guess. True believers.

CB: Uh-huh. Some people are so self-delusional and will never understand the kind of stuff that we’re talking about. But the fans do. And luckily, there will always be the true believers and the watchdogs like ourselves out there to call them on it.
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Tom Skulan has always been a bit of a mystery to me. As the president of FantaCo Enterprises, Inc., Albany, New york, he was the man responsible for publishing chas. Balun’s Deep Red magazine (and its many offshoots), as well as a multitude of horror related books and comics.

Mail order ads for FantaCo graced the pages of Fangoria and Gorezone regularly, offering everything from horror zines to monster masks and props. Gore Shriek, FantaCo’s extremely graphic horror comic, was a splatter-fan’s dream, featuring artwork from the likes of Steve Bissette, bruce Spaulding Fuller, and a then-unknown greg capullo. FantaCon, FantaCo’s annual convention, was a thing of legend, offering gorehounds the opportunity to meet with clive barker, Dario Argento, and tom Savini in a much more intimate environment than the bigger (and, truth be told, downright generic) cons. Where else could you find roy Frumkes (the writer/producer of Street Trash) and the crazy cartoonist gahan Wilson under the same roof?

I ordered from FantaCo regularly as a kid, checking off the days on a makeshift calendar as I waited for the mail to arrive. The Horror Yearbook, FantaCo’s annual catalog, became my personal Consumer Reports. If FantaCo didn’t stock it, it wasn’t worth getting.

Still, just who was tom Skulan? Outside of the credits on the FantaCo publications, I could never gather much information about him. Was he an artist, as well as a writer? A fan, as well as a businessman? Could he possibly be all four? A trip to FantaCo itself in 1994 offered no leads; the man wasn’t at the store (as I naively assumed he’d be), and I had to head back home to Michigan the next day. I left Albany with an armful of books and a mission: “one day,” I decided, “I’ll talk to him and get the answers.”

The answers finally arrived on a fine November evening in 2011, when I dialed tom Skulan’s number. As the phone rang, I couldn’t help but think of a square on my childhood calendar that had long gone unchecked. A friendly voice answered, and soon we were talking like old friends. Here then, at last, is tom Skulan, the FantaCo Man…

The following interview was conducted via telephone on November 27, 2011.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: Let’s start out with a fairly simple question. Or maybe not so simple. How did FantaCo get started? TOM SKULAN: Well, the idea for FantaCo happened while I was in college. I had always been interested in horror films, horror comics, regular comics—just the whole thing about it. I was an art studio major in school. I did a lot of paintings and illustrations, and stuff like that. And even though it was not popular with the teachers, I always ended up reverting back to a comictype style. Whether it was from Ec comics or whatever—something in that style would revert back. It was probably around 1973–1974 or so that I started getting the idea for FantaCo. While I was in school, I worked at the crystal cave, which was one of the first comic book stores.

JS: What city was that in?

TS: That was in New Paltz, New york. It was owned by Peter Maresca, who now owns the Sunday Press. They do those huge books on Little Nemo and other Sunday page comics. They’re just gorgeous, gorgeous books. I worked there and got introduced to all of the comic book personalities, like Phil Seuling, really early. I think the second year bud Plant was in business we were dealing with him. The idea came from my past and from my situation at the comic store. So, that’s a long answer to your short question [laughs]!

JS: You were always attracted to the horror genre?

TS: Yes. I have always been fascinated by horror. I loved Edgar Allan Poe when I was really young. Scared me half to death but I read every story. I got the original Mars Attacks! cards when they came out, and nearly wore them out from reading the backs. I actually found a near complete set of them in the road near my house when I was about nine. They terrified and intrigued me at the same time. For weeks I would look at them and read them under the covers at night with a little flashlight! I could feel the pain in those images! I was repulsed and hooked all at once. I have never forgotten those cards, ever.

My first memory of a horror film was watching (with my hands over my eyes—it was really scary to me) The Blood of Dracula. It’s about this girl who goes off to a girl’s school and the teacher is hypnotizing them into becoming vampires. At the time, it just seemed unbelievably scary and I remember my father was watching it with me because I was so terrified. Those are some of the earliest memories I have.
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JS: You also mentioned the EC Comics…

TS: I wasn’t aware of the Ec comics when I was younger; the very tail end of Ec would have been around then. I got into Ec comics when I was around eighteen. My earliest horror comic memory is this: I was staying with my parents in Maine at a cabin. We had arrived when there was absolutely nothing to do. It was too late to go outside or anything; I was totally bored out of my mind. I was in bed and I reached my hand up the wall. I couldn’t believe it—I found, stuck in a hole in the wall, a copy of Fantastic Giants, the Steve Ditko comic. Man, that was just great! Not only did I have something to do, but something really cool to do. I read it from cover to cover for the entire week we were there.

JS: When did Famous Monsters of Filmland come into your life?

TS: My earliest memory of printed horror stuff is that copy of the Fantastic Giants comic, which I think came out in 1962. I didn’t read or find a copy of Famous Monsters until 1964. So it was a couple of years later, and I was like, “Wow!” that was really cool. And when I first found Famous Monsters, it was actually not at a newsstand. I bought some trading cards, and the back of the cards had an ad for Famous Monsters. I ordered my first couple of issues directly from captain company. It wasn’t until around 1965 that I actually found it at a newsstand, and the newsstand was ten miles from my house. I had to get a ride to get there. It was hit or miss—I remember going there one day; I got Famous Monsters and 3-D Monsters. I think I might have gotten 3-D Monsters before Famous Monsters, actually. It was a really weird magazine. They photographed Aurora model kits in 3-D; they set them up in these weird poses and everything. It was really disappointing and really thrilling at the same time. It was in 3-D, which was cool, but I had the model kits already.

[image: 001]

JS: Were there any other magazines that caught your eye?

TS: Like I said, I was going to newsstands that were hit and miss. The only other thing that was there (periodically) when I picked up Famous Monsters was Weird magazine. That really twisted me.

JS: From Eerie Publications?

TS: From Eerie Publications. The first couple issues were there at the same time that I was picking up Famous Monsters. I had a moral dilemma in buying the things. It was like, “this is just absolutely sick beyond belief!” I would read a copy of Weird and just be absolutely appalled at the stories and the artwork. I remember one story, to this day. It was about an orphanage. The owner of the orphanage made a deal with these underground ghouls to come in at night to steal and eat the children. Weird weirded me out so much that I actually ended up burning my copies.

JS: Seriously?

TS: Yeah. That story just got me so disturbed I couldn’t take it.

JS: How old were you?

TS: I was probably around twelve years old.

JS: I found my first issue of the Haunt of Fear in my grandfather’s attic when I was around eleven. Soon after that, I tried to draw my own.

TS: I did a lot of illustrations when I was little. The earliest thing that I did was with my friend Jeff Williams. This was in fourth grade or something. I don’t remember what our “publication” was called. We did three issues, and it had stuff for monster movies and tV shows—Get Smart, The Man from U.N.C.L.E, and stuff like that. We handed them out in class. That was the first thing that I ever put out.

JS: I did the same thing.

TS: Really? What did yours have in it [laughs]?

JS: Horror comics and movie reviews. We did two issues. I think my friend Matt got sick of me ordering him to draw things, so we “folded” [laughs].

TS: We got shut down by the teacher! We did three issues and then the teacher said, “No, you can’t distribute that in class!”

JS: That’s great! Might as well distribute worldwide! Actually, did FantaCo start out as mail order or as brick and mortar?

TS: Well, I started my own mail order company under my name in the Summer of 1967. I sold coins (I was heavily into coin collecting), back issue comic books and albums. Those were the only three things that I sold. I started the company when I was really young and I kept it all the way through college. I ended up going through six years of school without taking out a student loan and without any financial aid. And that turned into FantaCo. It was on August 28, 1978, that I changed it to an S corporation. We opened with a retail store on 21 central Ave. In Albany, Ny.
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JS: When did you actually start publishing through FantaCo?

TS: The first publication that we did was for our first convention in August, 1979. We published a magazine-sized program. The first nationally distributed publication was in 1980.

JS: How did your distribution work?

TS: Well, it was really simple in those days [laughs]! It was: get an idea and call up Phil Seuling and see what he thought of it. If he was interested, I would tell the artist that we were going to do the book. After we went over how I wanted the book set up, how many pages we wanted, and everything like that, I’d contact the two or three other distributors that existed and see what they thought of it. You’d usually send out some kind of promotional thing—maybe a cover or something. You’d take it from there; it was down and dirty distribution. Real back-bone stuff.

JS: How well were your initial publications received? You worked with Fred Hembeck…

TS: The first thing we did was Smilin’ Ed number 1. That was in January of 1980. We did Fred’s book in February, which was Hembeck 1980. We took that over from Eclipse. The Smilin’ Ed book did oK—it didn’t do great. It was virtually supported by Phil; he took enough to make the book possible to publish. I mean, we were doing a totally unknown character and putting it in its own comic book. It was like, here’s a black and white comic book that costs eight times as much as a color comic book from a company you’ve never heard of. We were lucky to be able to do it. Now, Fred’s book did very well out of the gate. He was a known commodity; he had put out the Dateline book with Eclipse. We pretty much went through about 5,000 copies of that, which at the time, was a phenomenal number.
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JS: I’m one of those guys who became familiar with FantaCo through Deep Red and Gore Shriek. I knew that it was a comic store, but to me, it was always more of a horror store. When did that aspect start to creep into things?

TS: Actually, the store itself always carried horror stuff. It was something I was interested in; the store pretty much reflected my personality. Now, in terms of coming into publishing, the first horror thing that we did was in 1981. It was fairly early in our publishing career. We did the Splatter Movies book with John Mccarty.

JS: How did you get involved with him?

TS: Well, he was a local guy who came into the store. He lived around six miles from me. Then, we did the Herschell gordon Lewis book in 1983. That was solely based upon my interest in doing that book. This was somebody who had terrified me as a kid at the drive-in—the trailers alone terrified me. And I couldn’t find anything about the guy. I picked up the movie guide books and they didn’t even list his movies. I looked around for someone to do that book and John ended up taking it on. He found Herschell’s cameraman, Daniel Krogh. The two of them put together the book; Daniel had a tremendous collection of behind-the-scenes stills, so I was really happy. That was a big project.

JS: Speaking of Herschell Lewis, you also reprinted two of the novelizations of his movies.

TS: Yep. We reprinted Blood Feast and Two Thousand Maniacs. We got the rights to do the novelizations for a one-time printing. Bruce Spaulding Fuller, who was big in Gore Shriek, was the person who designed the books.

JS: How big of a print run did they have?

TS: Those two novels each had a print run of 5,000.
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JS: And how did you track down the rights holders?

TS: Through a guy named Jimmy Maslin, from california. To tell you the truth, the path to him was a very long one. I can’t even remember all the steps it took to find him. But we did find him, and he sent us the original negatives from the films. We used the frames for the stills and the covers—they were as good of pictures as you could get.

JS: Jimmy’s pretty involved with Mike Vraney from Something Weird Video.

TS: That doesn’t surprise me, because he was really into the exploitation films and everything else. He was a real pleasant person to deal with.
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JS: Since we’re on the subject of novelizations, I know that you did the Dawn of the Dead reprint, as well. How did that come about?
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TS: That was a demand item from our mail order customers. We had a very large mail order business—for most of the time of FantaCo, it was many times the size of the retail store. In the mid-eighties, the number of requests for the Dawn of the Dead novel was overwhelming. We would track down one or two copies, but they were really expensive for us to get. We would have to buy them from collectors. And for every copy that we found, we had fifty people who wanted one. So, we contacted the original publisher and, fortunately for us, it was St. Martin’s Press. We had ordered a lot of books from them, and we had a relationship with them from when they published the revised edition of Splatter Movies. So, that was how that came about; we didn’t actually have to talk them into it. We just said, “We’re very interested in doing the book and we’d like to do a printing of it.” They said, “yeah. How many copies do you want to print?” We got that going fairly quickly.

JS: How many print runs did that go through?

TS: Well, there was the St. Martin’s hardcover, which is still a very expensive item. I have one copy of it, myself. And then there was the St. Martin’s Press softcover. I don’t know if they did multiple printings of that. Unless somebody out there is sitting on stacks of them, it’s not something that we found that many copies of. Everyone wanted it, and every copy that I found was a first-printing copy. I never really had a discussion with them about how many printings they had done. We got the rights to do a single printing with them. And it sold very well.

JS: You also sold fanzines through FantaCo.

TS: Oh yeah. We were grabbing all of them. I mean, we were ordering just about anything that we could find to sell through our mail order company. I was pretty familiar with all of them. We were ordering stuff that had—we would talk to people, and they’d say, “We’re printing 300 copies.” And we’d say, “Well, we need 200.” What we would do is this: if we could get ten-, fifteen-, or twenty copies of something, we would probably put it in the store. If we could get fifty or more, we’d sell it through mail order. It’s not like now where you have a website and put something up; once it’s gone, you take it down. If we had a full page ad in Fangoria and spent thousands of dollars to list something, we didn’t want it to sell out in the first day.

JS: What were some of your favorites?

TS: Oh, man…there are just so many. My first love was Gore Creatures. I picked that up with the fourth mimeographed issue. And I really liked Shock Xpress. And of course, I just loved chas.’ stuff. He had done a number of things before we hooked up with him. He’d done an issue of Deep Red, he’d done the Gore Score. I was really impressed with his work. When he sent us copies of the Gore Score, I said, “Hey, we want to carry all of your stuff. And we want lots of copies, not just a few.” We ended up deciding that we were going to publish Deep Red and his other things. We wanted to move along in a series and put things out together. That worked out great for everybody. We had this brand new material in enough quantity that we could supply everyone who wanted a copy with one. And also, at the same time, distribute it to stores. That was something that chas. Hadn’t been able to do that well. He’d done it with individual stores, particularly in the california area, but we got him international distribution.

JS: Horror Holocaust was the first thing that he published with FantaCo.

TS: It was Horror Holocaust, yeah. When chas’ book came out, I went to London to talk to titan Distributors; they’d ordered a bunch of books. I went by a couple of Forbidden Planets, and they had a window display of FantaCo publications. Horror Holocaust, the Herschell gordon Lewis book, Splatter Movies; all kinds of horror stuff. It was pretty exciting for me.
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JS: I can imagine! Now, Chas. Told me that that he was pretty much a one-man army when it came to design…

TS: Oh, I’ll tell you something—he was a pretty amazing factory. He did the design, the artwork, the articles, the covers. And his wife [Pat Petric] was cranking it all out of their house on an old typeset machine. I would get the finished boards, set up an appointment with the printer, and print up however many copies that had been preordered, plus about twenty to thirty per cent. Pat is sort of the unsung hero in this. The amount of work that she had to do—the way she was doing it—was phenomenal. I mean, it was just astonishing. I had been to their house many times, and they had this old, one-letter-at-a-time, type machine. Just doing strips of this and pasting that in. She’s the one who cranked that all out. We got boards that had halftone artwork in place. If there was a movie still that had to be inserted, it was sent in and it was marked with positioning. All of the type was in place, all the headlines were in place. We’d get a huge package from [chas. And Pat], and it would totally be ready to go to the printer. Every issue was like that.

JS: I’d imagine that Deep Red was immediately successful.

TS: Oh yeah, it was a success right off the bat. The sales on number 1 were really good, and the sales on number 2 were better. But, as Deep Red went on, more and more titles came out from all over the place. When we got to issue numbers 5 and 6, the sales started to drop off to a lesser quantity than the first four.

JS: You published the Deep Red Horror Handbook around this time.

TS: It was an economic thing to change the format and start doing things like the Deep Red Horror Handbook, which was wildly successful. I mean, that thing sold so fast that it was completely out of print in record time. We literally had an entire floor underneath our building, not just the store. It was twice the length of the store and the entire width of the store; it was chock-full of publications. We’d go down there whenever we ran out of something and grab up a stack. We went running down so many times for the Deep Red Horror Handbook that one day, it was just like, “Hey! This is the last copy!” We actually surprised ourselves; we had no idea that we had completely run out of the book.

JS: I have to tell you, I ordered the book through the mail and then I went to a comic shop near my house. The Deep Red Horror Handbook was there, in that store. And this was a small little store in the middle of nowhere. I was actually kind of mad because I wanted to read it that day, but I had to wait the six to eight weeks for it to arrive in the mail. And it was behind a glass counter, so I couldn’t even page through it!

TS: Yeah, if there’s one thing we were responsible for, it was getting a lot of publications that would ordinarily not be carried by comic shops into comic shops. Today it’s different, but that wasn’t something that would normally be carried in a comic shop.

JS: That comic shop also had Gore Shriek for sale. How did Gore Shriek come about?

TS: Well, Gore Shriek came about for a couple of reasons. The first was just my interest in doing a horror comic. We had done a lot of comics, but we hadn’t done a horror comic. The second thing was—which I’m sure you’ll remember—that this was the absolute peak of everybody buying 100 copies of a black and white comic books because it was going to be worth $100 in a week. And one of the things at the time was, the weirder the title, the better the book sold. So there was “radioactive black belt Hamsters”. Take a string of adjectives, plug in an animal, and that book was out. I wanted to do something completely different from that. And with a completely different title. So that’s how Gore Shriek started. I was just thinking of titles for a couple days and I came up with Gore Shriek. It was short, and if you were reading down a list of comics and hit Gore Shriek, it was going to stand out. I wanted something to stand out in the completely saturated crowd of black and white comic books. Also, at the time, there wasn’t a whole gamut of horror comics coming out.
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JS: Where did you get your pool of talent from? There was a lot of great artwork in Gore Shriek.

TS: There were three ways that we got our talent for Gore Shriek. One base was the actual customers from the store. There was bruce Spaulding Fuller—he’s in california now, but he was local throughout the first run of Gore Shriek. The second group came from people who had sent in artwork; they had read the earlier issues. People were also sending Steve Bissette artwork, as well. He would send us stories that he thought would work well in Gore Shriek.

JS: How did you and Steve meet?

TS: I’m pretty sure that the first time I met Steve was during a comic that we did in 1980 called Alien Encounters. Do you know the title?

JS: Yeah. Pacific—

TS: It was later put out by Pacific, but we did issue number 1. The editor was Larry Shell and the cover was done by george chastain. That was the first piece of art that he had done. Excellent cover and a great guy too. Anyway, Steve Bissette had a story in Alien Encounters number 1 and that was the first time I met him.

JS: He went on to edit Gore Shriek numbers 5 and 6.

TS: Steve turned into a good friend and when I started becoming overwhelmed by everything that was happening I turned to Steve to edit those two issues. I’ll always love issue 1, but 5 and 6 are my favorites just because they are so packed. Steve did a wonderful job on them.

JS: One of my favorite Gore Shriek stories was “Circular File”.

TS: Oh really! That was a recurring dream I had for about a month—a really stressful month of talks with banks and printers. I told greg capullo my dream and he really interpreted it perfectly. I was very happy with how that story turned out without a single word.

JS: Was Gore Shriek successful as a comic?

TS: Yes. The first issue was swept up in the black and white craze and sold a ridiculous number of copies. Like all crazes, the black and white thing had completely died out by the time issue two came out. So, the second issue only sold twenty per cent of what number 1 had sold. Issue 2 actually had the lowest print run of the first wave of Gore Shrieks.

JS: Did you ever consider moving on to color comics?

TS: Well, we had priced out color well before Gore Shriek. It might be difficult to believe now that you can do separations in your bedroom on a computer—but, back then, to do a color comic and actually make money on it, you had to have an enormous print run. You had to have a print run of at least 100,000.
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JS: One thing that’s always bothered me, as far as my collection goes, is something called the Gore Shriek Poster Book. I saw it advertised, but I never found a copy.

TS: It never came out. Instead of that, bruce Spaulding Fuller put out a portfolio of Gore Shriek art. Did you ever get one of those?

JS: You know what, I never did, but I know exactly what you’re talking about.

TS: Yeah. He put that out himself, it wasn’t done by FantaCo. What happened with the poster book is that it really came down to numbers. We had solicited the poster book three separate times and the numbers never came in high enough that we would be able to give the artist any appreciable amount of money; it would just go into the printing bill. We decided not to do it. That’s basically what it came down to.
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JS: You also published a comic anthology called Shriek.

TS: When the whole black and white market settled down and normalized, we were up to issues 5 and 6 of the first run of Gore Shriek. There was a contingent of stores that weren’t carrying Gore Shriek because of the word, “gore”. Basically, we decided to do a more fantasy/ surreal magazine. There was a horror element to it, but Shriek wasn’t a hardcore horror book. It had a lot more to do with surrealism. It was basically an experiment, just to see what would happen. We put it out, and the first issue did well. It didn’t go off the charts, but it did a good, solid number. The second issue did around the same as the first. And then, the third issue dropped off because the black and white market had crashed again. The third issue actually broke even—it didn’t lose money, but it wasn’t enough to carry the magazine any further. So, basically, Shriek was an experiment. Let’s see these people put their money where their mouth is. If they’re not going to carry something because it has “gore” in the title, let’s see if they’ll carry Shriek. But basically, no comic could hold against the second big crash that came against black and whites. So, it quietly disappeared.

JS: I actually never saw the third issue of Shriek.

TS: Yeah, a lot of stores didn’t carry the third issue. The sales of that one were a little less than half of issue 2.

JS: What was the cover like?

TS: It was a marvelous cover by Mark Martin of a little boy with a white shirt on going to the doctor. The doctor was holding a huge mosquito like a syringe; he was inserting it into the kid’s arm. It was a color painting, and it was absolutely fantastic. It was a real work of art.

JS: Along the same lines, what was Strobe?

TS: Well, Strobe was my little pet project. I had always been a big fan of Dalì. One of the things that he eluded to was that anything could be a piece of art, it was just a matter of how much creativity you put into it. A creative studio, person, or team could do a number of projects that could all be considered part of a series. I came up with this idea that I was going to do Strobe and each “Issue” would be something completely different. Number 1 could be a piece of woodworking. Number 2 could be a magazine. Number 3 could be a single painting. Number 4 could be…whatever. Just something creative. So, Strobe was obviously something completely lost on the distributors and everyone else. It was kind of an oblique idea [laughs]. It was something that I really wanted to do and end up with a series of 100 items that were all part of Strobe. And, maybe as a reader or collector, you could only get about ten of them [laughs]. You know what I mean? Things could be limited to one or two, and then there would be a magazine. Then something that was limited to five copies. I don’t know how to explain it any better. It was just this idea that really ran counter to making anything successful. It was just a creative idea, that’s all.
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JS: You know, the other thing I wanted to ask you about was the Mars Attacks! mini-comic.

TS: Yes! Oh, how I wish that would have continued. That was a brain child of Mario bruni. He was another customer of the store. He got the idea from the Mars Attacks! cards that we carried. He did a phenomenal amount of work. He never told me about this until it was completed, and I couldn’t believe that he had done it. These days, Joe blow can go license a movie title from a company and put it out. It’s still work, but it’s not what it was then. Mario was so impressed by the cards that he contacted topps. He came up with this whole idea that he pitched them about how he was going to turn the Mars Attacks! cards into a comic book series. And he was going to market them as though they were trading cards. As far as I know, no one’s ever tried to do that. Mario’s idea was completely unique. He got the approval from Tops and I actually saw the original proofs and separations from the cards. Mario had them at his house.
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JS: That’s crazy!

TS: I know, isn’t that nuts [laughs]?

JS: So, how did FantaCo get involved?

TS: Mario was and is a graphic designer; that’s what he does for a living. He set up the whole licensing contract and got everything set up in terms of percentages, and things like that. He had all the artwork shipped up. The thing that he didn’t know how to do was how to distribute anything. He had no contacts for that. He came to us to do the distribution of the series. I knew that this was going to be huge, and we just went nuts on it. We put that center spread in Gore Shriek number 4 and did all kinds of advertising in the horror magazines. We racked up 100,000 orders for the first two issues. We filled those, and the re-orders completely sold it out. I own two boxes that are sealed and I don’t know of any other sealed boxes around. Everyone opened them up to see what this thing was. It was so weird.

JS: Could you describe what a customer would see?

TS: It was a counter display with twenty-five copies of number one on one side and twenty-five copies of number 2 on the other side. It was just so unique—it was a fantastic marketing idea. So, I went to Mario and said, “oK, here’s the orders we got for the first two issues.” Box one had issues one and two, and box two would have issues three and four. There was going to be twenty-five boxes, right? Well, the orders came in on box two, and because of the way the comic market is, the orders for number two came in before people had seen number one. Know what I mean? They didn’t know of the sales of number one yet, so the orders were way less. I mean, way less. We sold 100,000 of the first one, and I want to say that we sold 42,000 of the second. In terms of doing a color comic and color promotional boxes, separation, and advertising, it was just a precipitous drop. I went to Mario and I said, “Look, this is not representative of what the numbers are going to be. The numbers on box three are going to be much better.” He said, “Nope. Can’t do it. I’m just going to cancel it now.” And that was that.

JS: That’s a shame.

TS: It was just something I never expected. He had put so much time, effort, and design into this. He had to go to companies to get die-cuts made for the boxes; all of this stuff had been paid for in advance. He wouldn’t have to pay that cost again. But he just decided to cancel it. There was nothing I could do; it was Mario’s project.

JS: Want to talk about the FantaCons?

TS: Sure.

JS: You said that the first convention was held in 1979. How did you go about organizing things?

TS: Well, it was sort of guerilla tactics because there just weren’t many conventions. What we would do is contact as many stores directly as we could and let them know about the show. FantaCo, in people’s minds (as a company), had only started in ’78. So here’s a company we’ve never heard of doing a convention we’ve never heard of in a place called Albany, New york. People were like, “Where’s that?” Well, it’s only the capital [laughs]. So, it was like pulling teeth to get people to sign up. We did have a good response from people that were in a fifty-mile radius of Albany, so we actually did have a pretty good show that year. Fortunately for us—and this has always been the case with FantaCon—there’s a tremendous pool of talent that’s semi-local to the Albany area. There was the bernie Wrightson Studio in Saugerties—only forty miles away. We had no problem getting bernie and people from there. We got Wendy and richard Pini. There were a lot of people who we got to come up, mainly because, hey—it was a onehour drive for them. It was no problem. They all ended up having a really good time and they came back for later shows. There was a very upbeat atmosphere. We didn’t have a lot of people from out of town like we did in the later years, where we had people from all over the place, but it was a nice, friendly show. And boy, when that show was over, I collapsed! I was just so tired.

JS: I can imagine. I get tired just attending conventions. How did you get Dario Argento as a guest in 1989?

TS: His friend Luigi cozzi was doing these model kits and magazines that Dario was financing in Italy. He contacted us to see if we wanted to carry them in our mail order department. We did carry a number of things, and in the Spring, before the convention, I just mentioned to him, “you know, it would be great if you and Dario came to the convention this year.” Well, it happened. It all worked out. Dario and Luigi were there, and people were just shocked. It was just one of those things where it was perfect timing that it happened.

JS: I visited the store in 1994 and things seemed to be going well. I’ve always wondered why FantaCo came to an end.

TS: The plan for FantaCo was always a very sound business plan. We started out with the retail store, but that was always backed up by the mail order company. The mail order company made more money than the store, so if the store lost money for a while, it could stay afloat. And then later, when we added publishing, there was a good block of years (from 1983 to 1991) where that made quite a bit of money. So, publishing became another building stone of backup. And once the convention was established, it became a very big thing. That was another block. Basically, what happened was, we lost all the blocks; the fail-safe failed. As we got into 1996, the horror fans had disappeared from the mail order company—sales had dropped ninety per cent. The store was supporting the mail order company; this was something that had never happened before. If you remember the late nineties comic market, we were just totally out of it. I haven’t lived through all of the comic market, but I’ve lived through a lot of it, and that was the worst implosion of comics that I’ve ever encountered. Sales were plummeting on everything. The Marvel and Dc sales were plummeting—books that had always sold over 100,000 copies were selling 40,000. Black and white sales plummeted to nothing. So, we lost the publishing segment.
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JS: How about the conventions?

TS: There was nothing that hurt the convention, other than lack of interest. There wasn’t enough interest for us to do a convention. As we started soliciting ahead, it was like twenty per cent of the normal response. So, that stone was gone. We were left with the store, and the store was trying to support the staff that worked at the publishing, mail order, and conventions. You can’t do that for very long. I decided to close down the business on August 28, 1998. We had started on August 28, 1978. I held the business open until that exact day.

JS: That’s a wonderful run, I have to tell you that.

TS: Yeah. It was a solid twenty-year run.

JS: And now, FantaCon 2013 in order. What can you tell me about that?

TS: Basically, this is something that totally came about from people’s interest in FantaCo. I’ve gotten a lot of wonderful emails from people over the years. To some people, FantaCo was only a store. To some people, FantaCo was only a publishing company. For some people, FantaCo was only a convention. And for some people, FantaCo was only a mail order company that they ordered from for years and years. It’s funny—it’s all segmented. But, it was all one company, and there’s been a ton of interest in FantaCo and having another convention. So, I thought, “Well, while I’m still alive and kicking, I might as well throw a nice big party for everybody.” Let the old guests come back up and get a bunch of new guests who’ve never done the show before. It’s sort of half nostalgia and half party. I started working on FantaCon 2013 in 2009.

JS: Wow.

TS: Yeah. To me, I’ve been living with this thing for years. I wanted to do it in the convention center where we’d done all of the other shows. But, since 9/11—see, the convention center is owned by New york State. The procedures that we’d have to go through to hold the convention there now, you would not believe. They want to do a background check of each person as they enter the facility. Can you imagine that? We would have to start the show a week before the show just to get the show together. For dealer load-in, they want to run a complete check on the vehicle before the merchandise is offloaded. The sad part is that the convention center really wanted us to have the show there. It was like a tradition. It really would have been nice, but I can’t put people through all that.

JS: I don’t blame you.

TS: In my mind, doing another FantaCon was simply turning on a switch. It suddenly became, “Holy cow, now I’ve got to find a place to do the show!”
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JS: What did you do?

TS: I started searching! There’s only a limited number of spaces in the Albany area that could hold the show. I started contacting them, one by one. After I went through the loop of all the locations, I had to go back and start negotiations again because one would have some term that wasn’t acceptable and another would be offering something that the first one wasn’t offering. I constantly had to do a loop. That’s taken all of this time, since 2009. It was only around six weeks ago that I got the finalized contract for the convention.

JS: This is going to be at the Marriott?

TS: Yeah, it’s a wonderful facility and the Marriott staff is really into hosting the show. We’re taking over the entire building. We took every single guest room, the restaurant and every single inch of convention space that they have. It’s going to be a massive party!

JS: You know, I always wanted to attend a FantaCon, but I was pretty much just a kid when they were happening. I had no real way of getting to New York. I did manage to save up my shekels for the mail order, though. My friends and I used to call the UPS driver “The FantaCo Man.”

TS: [laughs] I have a favorite FantaCo mail order story. We shipped everywhere. I mean, we shipped to every country that you can think of. But…there was this poor guy in canada. He had ordered a book and a creature mask. He sent us a letter and he said, “I had to go down to the customs office because of my order” We were like, “Why?” We called him on the phone and he said that the creature mask was seized by customs as an obscene item!

JS: A Creature mask? You mean The Creature from the Black Lagoon?

TS: Isn’t that nuts? His mask was destroyed. And they returned his book to us that went with the mask. They said that the order had been refused by canadian customs.

JS: [stunned] A Creature mask? The gillman?

TS: We never found out why the mask was considered obscene. But, one of the printing companies that we used was in Montreal. I was going up there to put in a new book, and I took this guy’s book with me (I didn’t want to take a chance with the creature mask if I was going to end up in a canadian customs station). I found out that he was only about forty miles outside of Montreal. So, I drove the book to his house and I delivered it to him in person.

JS: That’s great!

TS: This poor kid, he was there! His mother answered the door. I didn’t know if he was going to be forty or ten —I mean, we had people of all ages who ordered from us all the time.

JS: How old was he?

TS: He was about fourteen years old, and he just about fainted. There I was, hand-delivering his book to him.

JS: Well, I can’t top that with another question!

TS: [laughs] Well, listen, if you have any more questions, just shoot me an email and we’ll set up another thing.

JS: Will do. And hey, from all of us Creature fans, young and old, thanks for everything!
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I first met Graham rae on a warm summer evening in 2004. I had travelled to chicago to meet up with Jim vanBebber upon the theatrical release of his magnum-opus, the manson family. Vanbebber’s first feature, deadbeat at dawn, had been a cause célèbre in the horror fanzine scene, and his long awaited follow-up was scheduled to open the eleventh annual chicago underground film festival. I had been in los angeles a year or so earlier when Jim was doing the sound design for manson, and I was excited to finally see the finished film.

After the film had played, the theater emptied into the streets and we all started walking toward a bar. Suddenly, a scottish accent boomed out from somewhere behind us. Jim looked up, paused for a second, and let out an enthusiastic howl: “Damn, Graham!” I turned around to see an amiable looking guy of about my age. Turns out that the two had met before, and they immediately started talking. I was thusly introduced to Graham rae.

I first read Graham rae’s work in chas. Balun’s Deep Red magazine. As a foreign correspondent, his blistering attacks on the censorship laws in the uK rattled the pages with white-knuckled urgency. I was fed up with the mpaa in the united states, but this was something else entirely. Battling the odds (and the threat of legal action), Graham gave stateside readers the first reviews of toxic films like Jörg Buttgereit’s der todesking and peter Jackson’s meet the feebles.

Shortly thereafter, I noticed Graham’s work in the pages of film threat Video guide. His coverage of the edinburgh film festival really struck a chord with me—here was a mad movie fan shifting through the drivel in order to give the reader the honest goods on the films that actually mattered.

I followed rae’s writing through the pages (and later, website) of film threat, and our brief meeting at the 3 penny was much like saying hello to an old friend. Today, Graham rae continues to write, and is a noted scholar and lecturer on the works of william s. Burroughs and J. G. Ballard. His first novel, soundproof future scotland was recently published by creation Books. No stopping this boy. Damn, Graham, indeed!

The following interview was conducted via several email exchanges, october 2011–November 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: Could you give me some brief background information about yourself? GRAHAM RAE: I’m alive, I breathe, I sleep, I shit. Is that brief enough? Too vague you say? OK. I am a self-taught writer from falkirk in scotland who now lives in chicago, and have done since July 2005. I have written for a lot of websites but, for your purposes, I wrote for the horror fanzines Deep Red (and its 1989 offshoot the Deep Red horror handbook), Deep Red Alert, Viscera View, samhain, neros/the last movie Zine, nothing shocking, and sludgefeast, in the late eighties/early nineties. I have also written for film threat, cinefantastique, and American cinematographer. I am a self-taught writer who served his time in the horror/alternative zine trenches learning how to write right. I think I managed passably well, because creation Books (which allegedly turned out to be run by a scumbag fraudster who never pays his writers, but that’s another story altogether) published my first novel, soundproof future scotland, which contains horror fandom traces in it.

JS: How So?

GR: Well, the main characters in the book, Johnny certex and ratsoup, are young twenty-second century splatter film (or holos, as I call them) fans. Shit, the name ratsoup comes from a line from dolemite with rudy ray moore, a hero of mine, and certex comes from the name of my favorite video shop (or store to Americans!) for a couple of years in the early eighties in my old scottish home town of falkirk, which closed down in 1983. I will always remember that—i took out Blood simple one day, came back the next…and the place was on a different floor in the same building with new owners! They never even bothered telling us it was changing hands, and it felt like the end of an era. I used to love that place. I used to hang around sometimes with my brother tony waiting for stuff like the thing or the evil dead or creepshow to come back in if they had been rented out, talking about movies to colin and tiger, the owners, and playing the videogame dragon’s lair (which we finished). I rented many a shady or stupid movie (many a charles Band piece of low-to-no-budget shite was viewed) during summer holidays from that great place, who didn’t give a damn how old you were (i was only thirteen or fourteen when it closed) and let you take out whatever you wanted. It was only years later that I realized that certex was a weird way of spelling ‘certificate X,’ and that made it even cooler, if such a thing was possible! In soundproof future scotland I have a good few lines from splatter and exploitation movies serving as dialogue from my characters (i even have a line from xerox—sorry, cannibal—ferox during a poignant emotional chapter!) in slightly changed form, and have them talking about splatter films and their fave sleazesploitation directors (“crash flagg” is one of them, a pretty obvious ray Dennis steckler riff) and suchlike through the whole book.

JS: What writers first interested you?

GR: When I was a youngster I grew up reading science fiction stuff like doctor Who novels and suchlike. I loved the late seventies/early eighties post-star Wars science fiction starburst that charles Band effectively killed off by the mid-eighties with his terrible empire pictures movies. You know the names, I won’t repeat them. The first novel I can actually recall reading by myself is prophecy by David seltzer which they made a shite movie out of in 1979 with talia “rocKee!!!” shire. I spent five years when I was a kid in south africa and got the book for my tenth birthday. I don’t know what my parents were thinking buying me such stuff, but i’m glad of it! The old paperback cover had a strange deformed bigtooth monster fetus in an amniotic sac on it. I still remember page 166 of the south african (dunno if it was the same as the American/european) version, cos it’s where two kids are eaten by the mutant creature, which “ate lazily” as it stands eating a kid over the boy’s sibling, dripping blood on the kid’s face. This made a huge impression on a young boy (for some reason), as did the “vanilla twist” scene from the original Assault on precinct 13 (where a young girl of around eight is shot to death by a cold uncaring murderer standing in an ice cream van) when I saw it around age twelve or thirteen. At that age you simply have no frame of reference or defense against such things, no logical or emotional way of processing them. I remember just sitting in horrified shock as the wee lassie looked at the blood spattered on her shattered ice cream cone and slowly slumped to the ground with a weird confused look on her face. I’ll never forget that moment. Remember reading that the mpaa asked John carpenter to take that moment out, so he simply took it out of the version he gave them and released the street versions uncut. Good on him!
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JS: When I was a kid, one of my favorite writers was Stephen King.

GR: When I was eleven, I discovered stephen King, and the first novel I can remember buying was cujo (from an old branch of the John menzies chain in my old scottish home town that now no longer exists) which, when I think about it, has another bloody dead kid in it (at least in the book version)! Jesus! What fun fond childhood memories! I am chuckling here. I became a huge stephen King fan from ages eleven to eighteen (he and romero were the inspiration and impetus for me to write an unpublished-but-finished zombie novel entitled grave Business, which I toiled over from ages sixteen to eighteen), even joined the Castle Rock fan newsletter he put out when I was sixteen, so that I could write to stephanie (the sister of King’s wife tabitha), his assistant, and ask her nonsense about whether or not King liked George a. Romero movies (“he watches them over and over”—Duh!), important stuff like that. And talking of George romero, I discovered dawn of the dead at age eleven, but that’s another, life-changing story.

JS: I always wanted to join the Castle Rock fan club, but somehow never managed to get around to it.

GR: Well, I can’t even really remember where I heard about that; maybe in Fangoria, maybe in the back of a King novel, who knows; time kills lucidity on some details, and we’re talking about over twenty-five years ago now. I just recall getting it monthly(?) for a year maybe. It had ads for rare editions of King books that you couldn’t get elsewhere, and King would go on about his radio station and how his DJs would tell him that maybe the very early morning wasn’t the right time to play stuff like ac/Dc, which he was a huge fan of. It had interviews with King, and book reviews. I remember one time somebody writing in asking him why there was racism in his books (think he was a high school kid; it’s a pretty naïve question) and him replying that while there was racism and racist language used in his books, the ones who used it were the ones who got punished by being horribly killed. Moralistic stuff! It was the size of a full newspaper, if slightly smaller, and the name of the publication on the front was written in creepshow-like letters. I just cheated by checking briefly on the net for that last memory-lost detail; everything else is my own vague recall. But my interest in King eventually petered out as I got slightly older, after that banner year, 1987, when he put out four books and I bought them all in hardback. Which, on a youth training scheme “wage” was no easy thing, trust me!

JS: Were you reading Clive Barker at the time?

GR: I discovered clive Barker around age seventeen, after reading a review in Fangoria of the Books of Blood (which I can still recall demanded you walk into a bookstore and “talk loud. Eat an onion sandwich” to make sure they got Barker books in stock!), and that beautyfuel “poetry of the perverse” stuff seemed far more sophisticated and interesting and intellectual and aesthetically pleasing to me than King’s much simpler work. I still love the BoB, and “Jacqueline ess: her last will and testament” is still one of my alltime favorite stories: “common waters made of thought and bone,” lovely. I think he’s an excellent painter. Met Barker a couple of times, once with michele soavi at a horror film festerville (joke spelling!), and he’s always cool and easy to talk to. When I hit nineteen, I got into hunter s. Thompson and lester Bangs, with everything that fandom of these two writers entails.

JS: How long did your horror-phase last?

GR: The whole period of time we’re talking about only runs for me from 1988 to 1992, ages eighteen to twenty-two; by then I had stopped writing for horror zines. I was really young, and my interests just changed as I grew older. On the King front though, ironically, I just recently went back and re-read the first two Bachman books, rage and roadwork, from the now-banned American volume, and found them thoroughly enjoyable and want to get back into King’s work again! I’ve come full circle! I guess you never forget your first literary love!

JS: What got you interested in horror films?

GR: No real idea, to be perfectly honest. Bear in mind I was a child in the seventies, when horror material was a lot easier to come by; there was a big horror boom back then for some reason. Maybe my horror fandom is due to my early childhood love of scooby-doo! Who knows? Tell you one thing though. When I was in south africa, January 1976–December 1980, exactly five years, we used to rent out a 16mm projector and screen the films on the wall of our edenvale home. That was a real home entertainment system. The last film I saw like that was years ago in los angeles on the living room wall of Bob murawski, the guy who won the oscar for editing the hurt locker. We watched Bring me the head of Alfredo garcia; great stuff. I remember stuff like the mighty mouse cartoons being rented in suid afrique, but one that made a real impression was John carpenter’s old version (shit, every fucking film I talk about will be an old version, I don’t watch the tedious remakes!) of the fog (“Don’t go into the fog! There’s something in the fog!”), especially the part where the undead pirate Blake came back in the dark at the end with the red glowing eyes and cut the priest’s head off. That is still evocative to me of the double-glazing-muted cry of crickets in a balmy south african childhood evening, and it sends shivers up my spine for more reasons than one.
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JS: You were first published in Deep Red…

GR: I was indeed. 1988. I was eighteen years old. It was (if you don’t count a letter in issue number 4 I wrote to them as being published: “loved the savini interview, now how about one with romero?”) for an article entitled “all cut up” about uK censorship and cutting up (hence the oh-so-clever title, because I was—cough—all cut up about what they were doing to my fave graverave flickershows) horror movies for general release. I just loved the fact I got to say ‘fucK the ceNsors’ in print. I even told chas. If he had a problem with that he could leave it out. Yeah right, like chas. Would have a problem with swearing! I am chuckling here. It’s incredible to think back on it. Here I was, this wide-eyed teenage horror movie freak (i grew up during the well-documented “video nasties” ludicrous hysteria of the eighties in the uK) who still lived with his parents in Bainsford (a falkirk suburb), and I wrote a letter sitting on the floor to chas. Balun on my old lightweight manual portable typewriter asking if I could be a “foreign correspondent”—with absolutely no contacts in the movie industry whatsoever!—and he wrote back saying, well lad, go for it! I went to a festivile (another bad pun crock title) called shock around the clock 2 at the now-sadly-defunct scala cinema in pentonville road in london (it was the uK’s only grindhouse—Kubrick sued when they showed A clockwork orange without his permission after he withheld it from being screened in the uK, and the legal costs shut the place down) (fuck you, Kubrick!) (guess that would be homosexual necrophilia now, mind you) (moving swiftly on…) and (speaking of necrophilia) I saw nekromantik (you and I certainly had fun taking Jörg Buttgereit to ed Gein’s grave in wisconsin in July 2012, didn’t we? I will never forget that truly bizarre experience) there, was blown the fuck away, and wrote the first ever American review of it for Deep Red. And the rest, as they say, is (personal) history. I must admit I will never forget when the Deep Red horror handbook came out. Each writer got five contributor’s copies (some of which had blurred pages or tended to fall to pieces, unfortunately; they were not well bound) and I got a check for something like $80 (first check I ever got from chas. Was for $40, and I couldn’t believe I was being paid to write about this stuff!), but it was the thrill of seeing my teenage work in a book that just blew me away, for obvious reasons. I mentioned all my friends in it at the end of my article. One of them, fenn, is dead now from multiple sclerosis, died horribly in his twenties, and it’s slightly sad to think about. The writer bios at the end were the best: everybody else in the book was some professional writer or other, having been on tv or radio or, with people like stephen Bissette (a fine man—we keep in constant touch on facebook), in multiple media venues—and my bio just said that I had an axe to grind with the BBfc and lived in falkirk! Classic!

JS: How did you become aware of Deep Red?

GR: Italian pseudonymous slash-and-hackmeister vincent Dawn came to me in a bloodred wet dream and told me of its erection-raising writingcareer- starting existence. No, not buying it? Okay, lemme see…to be perfectly honest I don’t exactly remember exactly how I came to hear about it. I remember reading about the gore score in Fangoria in 1987 (i read the mag for a few years from my early to late teens and used to thoroughly enjoy it, what with “the pit and the pen of alex Gordon” and Dr. Cyclops and Bob martin’s sterling editorship—i got my name in an editorial in issue 72 for a letter I wrote to them about…yeah you got it, it’s a cliché…censorship) and such. They wrote a review of this wild review chapbook by some guy called chas. Balun, and I thought it sounded hysterical. I remember them quoting the review for humungous: “wretched crap about some weird cannibal asshole in diapers. This one’s got puke for brains.” (this is all done from memory, folks, without a safety net!) I have always had a pretty decent sense of humor, even about things I hold dear, and really liked the demented irreverent sound of it. I went through to the now-sadly-defunct science fiction Bookshop in west Broughton street in edinburgh (which was a fifty mile round trip I used to make by myself when I was seventeen or so) and found the gore score and bought it. I took it home and loved it! There was one review in there for monster dog with alice cooper that is really easy to remember: “title tells all. With alice cooper. Fuck it.”
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JS: That review is timeless.

GR: If a film was a ‘dog’ they printed a graphic of a dog, but for this one they printed a BiG dog. It was hilarious. I distinctly remember thinking, at age seventeen, shit, anybody could write that! That review literally changed my life. So I wrote to chas. And he wrote back. Maybe he told me about Deep Red, I truly can’t quite remember, despite my muchvaunted super-impressive memory. Maybe Fangoria mentioned it again or something. I still have all the back issues of Deep Red back at my parents’ house in scotland, I believe. I actually got fan letters about my writing from people in the uK—chas. Would send them to me. He always wrote in red on his envelopes—i still have a load of letters from him.

JS: What other horror magazines were you reading at the time?

GR: Fangoria was pretty much it, though I liked the first few issues of gorezone when it came out, and can remember buying it in edinburgh and being literally blown away by a two-page color spread of a headshot from pete Jackson’s Bad taste as I read it in a model store I was visiting with my pal stephen ‘scanny’ scanlan. (and let me tell you a brief tangential story about wee stevie. I met him because I had just purchased issue 72 of Fangoria, the one with my name in the editorial, and had it in my hand as I took back a copy of some cheapjack splatter movie to a video shop in callendar square in falkirk. He noticed it in my hand, started talking to me about it being a good mag…i showed him my name in the editorial—i keep thinking of chas. Calling it a “reditorial”—and we have been friends ever since, for a quarter of a century). There wasn’t anything else, really, that I can recall. As I say, I had to make a bloody fifty mile round trip to even get Deep Red! film threat was the only other zine-cum-mag I read as a teen, from 1987 onwards, issue 12; I have long since stopped reading the website, or writing for it. I remember when I was seventeen they had the name harlan ellison on the grey cover and I looked at it cos stephen King had mentioned him in danse macabre, and he sounded interesting. So I picked up the mag…and once again my life was changed. The spiky mad spunky punky rude crude attitude of that mag fit my teenage anger like a glove, and I took to it instantly. Would be years before I wrote for it, or its “mutant twin” (as chas. Balun, I think though I may be wrong, named it) the film threat Video guide.
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JS: When did you start writing for other fanzines?

GR: Not until after I wrote for Deep Red, then it was for the others I mentioned. Viscera View (you get it? Viscera review? Genius!) was my own one-shot photocopied (on my dad’s home photocopier for his business, which ran out of toner! He was not happy!) fanzine in august 1989, punted at shock around the clock 2 for 50p, done with scanny, with a Jörg Buttgereit interview in it i’d done by mail, and a red plastic spine holding the pages together! A timeless crass sick classic. I don’t even own a hard copy myself now, though I do have it on a pDf as scanny found one in 2012 and sent it to me. It was weird as hell to see it again after all these years, and it wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it might be, but some of it was just cringeworthy, with us going all-out to try and just be as offensive as possible. Teenage nonsense, but fun in retrospect. Looking at it I can’t even believe we had heard about all this stuff in the pre-internet days, and can’t really remember how we did it. Probably through other zines, as there are pieces from a few other zine people in there. It amazes me how much we were into that scene back then, and it’s oddly poignant too, meeting your rabid frothing hyper-excited teenage self in middle age. That longforgotten gem also resurfaced in soundproof future scotland as a splatter webzine. Had to be done.
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JS: What was your first impression of Deep Red?

GR: I fucking loved it. It was the best thing I had ever seen at that time, much looser than Fangoria and ready to riot. It seemed to me a natural extension of all these weird and wonderfuel films that fango had talked about in its pages that I knew i’d never see (especially with censorshit so bad in the uK back then) but I always wanted to see, the more obscure the better; stuff like the cinema of transgression or Joe christ stuff in the back of film threat too. I will still watch anything, no matter how obscure, and judge it all equally. Growing up swapping bootlegs with people all over the world, if it was the only way you could get to see a film, uncut or not, really helped foster a democratic attitude in me towards the visual and sonic quality of films, even today. I couldn’t care how bad the picture on something on youtube is; at least you can see it without having to write to Hans Der Splatterpunk in Germany, and then have to brave the UK customs. Subtitles, out of focus, not in english, semi-inaudible, shadows on the characters? LUXURY! KIDS THESE DAYS DON’T KNOW HOW GOOD THEY HAVE IT!

[image: 001]

JS: You said that you traveled to America and met Chas…

GR: Yes, December 1989. It’s a complex chain of events I will delineate here. In 1988, I first wrote for Deep Red after I saw nekromantik at shock around the clock and reviewed it. I went to the same festival for the second (and last) time in august 1989 at the scala. This eighteen year-old kid came up to me and asked me if I was Graham rae. I was wary and replied yes, ready for a fight. Turns out the guy was (and still is!) named Justin stanley and had a wild idea of organizing a festival of his own, splatterfest ’90, to be held at the scala in february 1990. He knew who I was through Deep Red, of course. He asked me if I wanted to help. I said yes, though to be perfectly honest I didn’t do much apart from give him chas.’s phone number, as I recall. He called chas., told him his plans, said he needed more phone numbers, and for some reason chas. Gave him the numbers of people like scott intruder spiegel; why he would give these sort of numbers out to an english teen saying he wanted to run a fest is anybody’s guess. We both went across to los angeles in December 1989 (after a brief abortive trip to pittsburgh to meet tom savini, which never happened, but we did get to go to the monroeville mall, so it evened out) and stayed at chas.’s house for a few days. When he picked us up opposite Disneyworld in anaheim he was appalled that I was drinking a can of Budweiser from a twelve pack we’d got a friendly black woman to buy us, telling her that this trip was a twentyfirst birthday present for me. It wasn’t. I was twenty. In america five minutes and breaking the law already! I am chuckling here.

JS: How did you and Chas. Get along?

GR: Chas. Didn’t get on all that well with Justin and me, to be perfectly honest. He was twice our age and we were just young goggle-eyed guys in america for the first time getting drunk and having fun; we had nothing much in common with him except a love of horror movies. He showed us a clip of Bud Dwyer, the penn state treasurer, shooting himself in the head, and kind of gloated at our appalled reaction: “you can see when he hits the floor there’s no soul there or anything.” Justin was so upset and disgusted and sickened he had to go lie down. He goosed us with a snuff movie without telling us what we were going to see (i never watch any real-life death stuff on the net—i don’t want the last moments of these poor dying people being used for entertainment, or in my mind for the rest of my life—never really ever been into that mondo shit), and it was an antagonistic and unpleasant thing to do. But then you recall that he would write about taking great pleasure in driving people out of his house by showing them stuff like doctor Butcher: medical deviate, so he obviously had this wee juvenile slightly sadistic streak in him. But I guess that goes with splatter film fandom, to a degree, to be perfectly honest. He was meant to be a guest at the fest, but gave us his ticket back. I guess that’s what happens when a forty-odd-year-old ex-hippy hangs around with shy drunk foreign people half his age. Still, he did give me my writing start, and I can never forget that. We didn’t talk much after that, though I did contribute a couple of reviews to Deep Red Alert number 1 in 1991; nothing after that. I did tell him about my impending set visit to land of the dead (for cinefantastique) in toronto in 2004, and he told me to “make the beast” of it—it was only then, with the benefit of distance and time, I realized that some of his wordplay tendencies had been inherited/nicked from forrest J ackerman, whose work I had and have never read, but knew of. When I heard that he died I was sad—it was like an important part of my youth dying.

JS: Didn’t Chas. Introduce you to some of the Evil Dead guys?

GR: He introduced us to the cool-as-hell scott spiegel, who took us to get drunk on vodka and orange with sam raimi at his minimally decorated silverlake house, where we recognized the old yellow car from evil dead sitting outside! I remember Justin pointing to the script for evil dead 3 on a shelf; a weird and unbelievable memory now. I remember sitting there at twenty years old thinking shit, I am drinking with the director of my alltime fave youthful horror films how the fuck did this happen and what did I ever do to deserve this? I wonder if raimi even remembers all these years later. And the amiable and all-round great guy Greg Nicotero (whom I still occasionally trade emails with—he was another splatterfest ’90 guest) took us round the (called at that time) KNB fX labs, which were full of stuff from dances With Wolves and tales from the darkside, horror stuff as beautiful and cool as you can imagine. And in a roundabout way this is all due to chas. (and Justin, of course), so I can’t knock the man too much. Not that I would want to anyway. You don’t speak ill of the dead, and any problems between us were long finished with and forgotten by the end of his life.
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JS: I’ve always wondered what the Chunkblow Chateau was like…

GR: It was just a normal looking orange county house from the outside. In the inside he had loads of his own paintings (i remember a big one of a capuchin monkey, I believe it was, that I complimented him on, on his living room wall) and fake horror props and posters from loads of different horror films. I have some photos i’ll have to see if I can dig some out for you to illustrate this piece. I remember he made us massive burgers on his BBQ in his back garden, and swore that nobody could eat two of them. I don’t recall if either Justin or I proved him wrong; I doubt it. His wife pat was lovely. I wonder how she’s getting on. Hope she’s well.

JS: Was this the same trip that you met Jim VanBebber?

GR: No, I actually met Jim in england a few years later, though chas. Did show us Jim’s work (he would go to bed at night and I would stay up, with his blessing, and watch stuff like deranged, digging through his collection for the juiciest-sounding stuff) for the first time—he had the grim roadkill short and the charlie’s family (as it was known at that time) trailer. We thought it was great. My best friend Davey Blair and I got a hold of a bootleg copy of this selfsame material around 1990 or 1991, including a skinny puppy video and a trailer for some chas.-scripted thing called chunk Blower (“there is no why!”) that never got off the ground, and we became big Jim fans. We finally met him in Northampton in england in 1992, at a festival called Nothing shocking, and we hit it off with him straight away. I’ll never forget Davey’s opening gambit to the director: “Jim! Jim! Here’s a wee tinny tae yersel!” he handed a confounded vanBebber a can of cheap lager without ever actually having met the man before, and it actually freaked the director out slightly. Later on we took him to a pub across the road (hidden in a shopping mall for some weird reason—the cinema was in the same building as a leisure center, you had these mothers walking past with their kids and moving them away from the suspicious-looking horror fans!) (i remember we met the bass player from the spencer Davis Group in that pub, working as a barman, and it impressed Jim and Davey no end, though I had never heard of the combo before) and bought him loads of pints of Beck’s and sat talking to him about horror movies. He was there with deadbeat at dawn and was the main guest of the fest. I am laughing here as I recall this. We got him so totally drunk (not that we were particularly sober by any means—Davey nearly knocked over the extremely expensive video projector screening a charles manson documentary—it wobbled and wavered but thankfully never hit the floor) that he got up on stage to do a Q&a with the audience.“are you guys as drunk as I am?” was all he said to the crowd before trying to do a backwards kick for some reason and falling flat on his back! End of Q&a! Mission accomplished! I met Jim a few more times over the years. Very intense man, very talented, but very angry. His excellent work, of course, reflects his personality and personal intensity. He was inspired by the raucous reaction his work got at Nothing shocking to make my sweet satan, which is a fine film I reviewed and interviewed him about for the film threat Video guide. We don’t speak anymore, though.
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JS: What was the horror/zine scene like in Scotland in the late eighties?

GR: There was no horror/zine scene in scotland back then—it’s as simple as that. As I said, a friend and I did a one-shot fanzine called Viscera View, and we met a couple of teenage weirdos through advertising it in John Gullidge’s excellent samhain (i got a quote on the santa sangre quad poster from a review I did for that zine of the film), but there was never anything organized, anything coherent. There was a community of likeminded people round the country that we corresponded with here and there, but the main hub of all that stuff was london. And the london (ob)scene cognoscenti were pretty arrogant, ignorant guys, some of them—naming no names cos I am not interested in over-two-decades-old feuds—and thought that anything outside london was not even worth noting. There was a lot of petty name-calling and backstabbing in that scene back then—when the splatterfest was getting put on, we even had people physically threatening us for some reason! Needless to say, nothing happened, despite toilet graffiti in the scala that said that “blood will flow” at the splatterfest. It was all very parochial and tiresome, in retrospect, worse at the time, and hardly worth discussing any further. We did meet some great guys from england, mind you, like paul mallinson of sludgefeast, or tony cotterell of neros (which he jokingly told me was spelled that way because he couldn’t spell ‘neurosis’!), guys we would hang out with at festivals and who occasionally would come to scotland to visit us. This is actually making me nostalgic for those times. It was such great fun.

JS: What was the process of getting uncut tapes like in the UK?

GR: Well, scanny and I got our first one from a guy I met in the line for shock around the clock 2 who was handing out lists of bootleg splatter videos. We sent off for—i’ll never forget this—a tape with both the texas chainsaw massacre 2 (which was banned in the uK at that time) and Blood sucking freaks on it—and the last few minutes of Bs (an appropriate acronym—i parody the title in my novel as Bloodfucking shrieks) was cut off when the tape ran out! Nightmare! But we thought this was great and scanny built up a pretty big list of banned and cut titles, trading tapes with people up and down the British isles and going to the occasional festival to get even more lists from people. Scanny was a big fulci and argento fan, but I was much more into the whole trash aesthetic thing—films like mad foxes (to this day a fave of mine) and for Your height only and suffer little children and such horrible intolerable shite. I recall trading with one guy from Germany (they cut a lot of things over there too), though I don’t think we had any American contacts—our system was pal and yours was Ntsc, so there was that barrier, and some of the stuff would have been a bit iffy—and pricey!—to get converted from one format to the other. I did import both dawn and day of the dead from fantaco though, from the pages of Fangoria, and paid to have them converted in edinburgh (day had an annoying slightly greenish tint to it), because no way in hell was the British Board of film classification (aka the BBfc for short—i used to call them the British Board of fucking cunts) (such rapier-like youthful wit) going to stop me seeing romero zombie genius uncut. Some of the old pre-censorship tapes were quite easy to find in scotland from old video shops and could be bought cheaply, then sold down in england at fests for a lot of money—there were a pair of weird splatter collector brothers in wales (i remember their name, but am purposefully leaving it out) who could be relied on to pay far over the odds for what something was really worth. It was kind of funny; we used to joke about how tragic a house fire would be with their extensive expensive collection!

JS: The nasties campaign was clearly something that you railed against.

GR: Yes, I had a real bee in my bonnet about censorship at the time, and would rail against it to an incredibly boring degree. My friends and I just hated the idea of the BBfc dictating what we could and couldn’t see—it was so condescending and infantilizing. The fascistic customs clowns you had to brave to get some tapes into the country were unbelievable; they would sometimes catch vhs videotapes coming through the post from some random correspondent you met at a horror film festival, and send you a letter ( “Notice of seizure uNDer the customs aND eXcise act 1979”—talk about melodrama!) saying you know, we have this tape of yours we have caught you trying to bring into the country (something bloody totally innocuous and surrealistic like, say, the uncut re-animator or something), you’re more than welcome to claim it from us…but there was a catch. The (in their subjective opinion) “Indecent or obscene articles” could be claimed for up to a month after the letter’s date, but (and I quote from one reproduced in the twentieth anniversary edition of the much-confiscated nekromantik) “If you make such claim within the time aforesaid, legal proceedings will be taken for the condemnation thereof”! So yeah, you can have your tape back, just come and get it from us…and we’ll prosecute and persecute you if you do! Brilliant catch 22! They even raided people’s houses all over the uK and confiscated tapes and prosecuted people; how I never got hassled back then i’ll never know, cos I had correspondents all over the uK top to bottom. I’m glad I didn’t though! Guy I knew through my zine in Glasgow, twenty-five miles away from where I lived, had his house raided and got a huge fine of thousands of pounds—he was only fifteen years old and his dad tried to kill himself. People’s lives were literally destroyed. A disgusting disgrace from the “moral guardians” that is very well explained in the excellent, angermaking english documentary Video nasties: the definitive guide. It’s almost funny now that “video nasty” is now a reverent term (much like the hilarious and pathetic “suffering erotica” euphemism for “torture porn”) that tiresome splatter fans use in the usa when talking about that period of time, wistfully romanticizing something they would have utterly despised had they been

JS: I thought the MPAA was bad at the time, and then I started reading about that.

GR: Be thankful you weren’t there! I mean, these were only uncut cheapjack splatter movies! Most of them weren’t worth the half-chewed blurry-picture tape they were spooled on!

JS: And today—

GR: Many of the “Indecent or obscene” films have actually been released uncut in the uK now, with a loosening up of the censorship rules, so all that pain and misery people went through being raided was really, tragically, in vain. I must admit, though, knowing you were defying the government with these illegal tapes made things that wee bit more exciting when you traded them, like taking drugs is made more exciting by being taboo.

JS: How did you start writing for Film Threat?

GR: That’s a good question, and one i’m not entirely sure of the answer to. Justin went across to america after the splatterfest to stay with scott spiegel for a while. I think Justin was introduced to chris Gore by spiegel; spiegel had been interviewed by film threat years earlier and those guys knew each other from back in michigan. So I think I met Gore and Dave williams, of the film threat Video guide (i got on well with Dave at the time and did a lot of writing for the ftVg; I never dealt much with Gore, and the only thing that I wrote that was actually used in the film threat magazine—as opposed to the ftVg—was a reprint of the aforementioned interview I did with Jim vanBebber about my sweet satan) through Justin at the end of 1990; that was when I met Quentin tarantino at spiegel’s house (Justin and I watched the dead next door with him) before he had even made reservoir dogs. A truly bizarre memory.

JS: What was Tarantino like?

GR: Well, he was everything that you would now expect him to be, and i’m not imposing any retrospective perspectives on him; I genuinely remember him very well, for obvious reasons. He was a motor-mouthed film geek who never stopped going on all the time, constantly, about anything and everything, but mostly about cinema. Talking to him was like sticking your finger into an electric socket, but that’s not necessarily a good thing. I remember him going about “what if there was a bomb in the house and it was a clap-on bomb and you clapped and the house exploded!” I don’t know why I retain that random piece of specific dialogue; it’s just one of those things. I don’t know why he said it either; he’s tarantino, and that’s enough explanation. I vividly remember quoting dialogue to him from i’m gonna git You sucka, the blaxsploitation parody. The reason I remember it is because it was antonio fargas’ dialogue about the “pimp of the year” and I still (pathetically) know that dialogue. “my bitch better have my money! My ho better have my dough!” I remember us somehow getting onto the subject of this great film (think spiegel had a videocassette that was commented upon; he had a huge collection of tapes lining the walls) and me quoting it and tarantino laughing. Which is absolutely perfect in retrospect, because of his much noted notorious proclivity for racist blaxsploitation-alike dialogue. It’s just a random weird memory. He left spiegel’s house the night after I met him after spending half the night getting the low-down on hollywood filmmaking as I tried to sleep on the couch next to him as he sat on the floor, wishing he would just shut the fuck up! I distinctly remember asking Justin who the hell that irrepressible guy was! He told me and said that he was just about to direct his first film, reservoir dogs, and that hollywood was raving about it. He showed me the script and I remember noting that the dialogue was very good. I saw the movie at the edinburgh international film festival when it came out and was totally blown away. I remember when I saw tarantino at the oscars a year or two later I thought shit, that’s that guy from scott spiegel’s house who kept me awake that night talking to him.
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JS: What’s your take on today’s horror films?

GR: Well, i’m not going to lie, I really don’t watch horror films anymore very much, and i’m not well informed about them anymore. They, like every other cinematic subgenre, just come off, to me, as pale irritating remakes of seminal works by far better and more interesting filmmakers. I really can’t forgive, or want to see, subpar remakes of pete Jackson or sam raimi or George romero films; if I want the classics i’ll just watch them again, not some no-life geek’s interpretation of them. I’ll give you a couple of examples. People raved about shaun of the dead; romero himself loved it. I grew up on romero, and Dawn of the Dead is my all-time favorite film. I got to be a zombie in land of the dead in 2004 in toronto, made up by Greg Nicotero, and it was one of the absolute high points of my life, second only to the birth of my beautiful daughter fiona. I wrote a story for film threat about it that anybody who’s curious can read to this day on their site. However, I watched shaun of the dead and it just annoyed the hell out of me. The reason it did was because, although I got implicitly from start to finish what simon pegg and those geeks were doing, making their own wee romero zombie fanboy homage epic, it just wasn’t interesting to me because i’m not interested in seeing a regurgitation of scenes done far better by somebody far more talented (though I must admit I loved hot fuzz) and original. Most cinema these days to me is just warmed-over crap as seen through the lens of the director, who grew up loving the source material; film geeks are often shut-ins who know nothing about real life, so their lack of existential experience comes through in their sorry soggy plagiaristic works. dead snow was another piece of shit I abhorred.

JS: I wasn’t fond of it, either.

GR: I actually reviewed that film for film threat’s site, and their butchery of the review made sure I never wrote for them again. But again, all you have is some obnoxious fanboy wank who grew up obsessed with raimi and Jackson, and is putting his own lame perversion of their vision onscreen…and who cares? I mean, that movie even had a character wearing a t-shirt for the movie Braindead (dead Alive) by pete Jackson! That New zealand film happens to be one of my all-time faves, and I could tell you a stunningly funny story about my friend Davey Blair and I getting kicked off the bus drunk at three in the morning drunk 200 miles from london when we went down to see it in 1992 at the prince charles theater…but who cares about some geek’s slavish irritating imitation of his genre hero’s best work? And I mean, Nazi zombies, shit…that pathetic riff’s been done to death a million times by everybody from Jean rollin to Jess franco! So this stuff just doesn’t interest me.

JS: Any final thoughts?

GR: Let me finish by saying this. Horror movies were a youthful phase for me, as they are for many people. You get older, you move on. My life has been a much better place for having horror films in it—and my fandom of such; I will always think this. I have seen and done some incredible things because of it. I’m probably the wrong person to ask about the current horror scene; sure if chas. Was still alive he would have given you a much more upbeat (as opposed to beat-up) answer about the genre. I really don’t want to denigrate it all that much, but, you know, even when I was around twenty-three I genuinely found it stale and was mocking the same old conversations about argento and fulci and such in the pages of psychotic reaction fanzine as I moved on. I just outgrew it. But that’s just me…
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Dennis Daniel was a member of what I like to call the splat pack—a crazy group of guys who wrote for chas. Balun’s Deep Red. When I read Daniel’s words in those pages, I felt as if he was talking directly to me. Most of my peers weren’t into the same things that I was, and my parents were concerned about my bizarre taste in music and movies. I was looking for an adult voice, any adult voice to reassure me that my childhood loves didn’t have to come to an end as I grew older.

I got a lot of guidance from the boys at Deep Red, but Dennis Daniel’s words really struck a chord with me. Here was a clio award-winning radio personality who was in love with the same things that I was. Here was an adult who could wax poetic about something as ridiculous as andrea Bianchi’s Burial ground without shame or pretence. Here was an adult who was writing about these things because he loved them. When Daniel offered a hearty handshake to his fellow horror brethren in the pages of Deep Red, I instantly took him up on his offer.

The years went by as they do, and I somehow managed to become a “respectable” adult. Still, I have never forgotten the lesson that Dennis Daniel taught me. The sparks that are born out of childhood obsessions never have to die (this book is a testament to that!). With that in mind, let’s sit down and have a little talk with a true blood brother…

The following interview was conducted via telephone, on may 12, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: In your column in Deep Red number 6, you asked the question, “When was the last time you were scared shitless?” I’m interested in hearing about the first time that a film scared you. DENNIS DANIEL: Well, in New york, there was a station called wNew. It was on channel 5. And they used to run creature feature when I was a kid. The first thing that really truly frightened me was James whale’s frankenstein. When you’re seven or eight years old, you’re just becoming cognitive. Things are finally starting to make sense. I sat down, the movie started, and this guy came out in front of a curtain. And he was a very strange looking guy.

JS: Edward Van Sloan.

DD: Yeah. He was very weird looking, and his manor of speech was theatrical. Film was still very young, and not everybody had mastered what it was like to act in front of a camera. They tended to overact, the way you would on a stage. There was just something about the way he came out. “you are about to see the story of frankenstein. A man of science…” he went through that whole thing, and I just remember being utterly captivated. And at the end when he said, “I think it will thrill you. It may shock you. It might even…horrify you.,” I was like, “holy shit! What the hell is coming up, man?” then, frankenstein started, and it was absolutely gruesome from the very get-go. It was an incredible experience and I remember being very frightened by it. To this day, when I watch frankenstein, I place myself back into my young mind and the first time I saw it.
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JS: The film must have had a serious effect on you.

DD: It did. And then, when they added the extra scene (when I first saw it, they didn’t have the scene of the monster throwing the girl in the water) it really brought it home. frankenstein is a gruesome, horrific story with the murder of children. Heavy! A guy puts a body together and brings it back to life! All of those scenes where he’s reaching up for the light…everything about it just really got me. So, I always feel that frankenstein was the first thing that made me say, “hey! There’s something to this!” and I wanted to know more about it so I wouldn’t be frightened by it.

JS: When I was growing up, I was never really frightened by the Universal stuff because the monsters had become so iconic. Did you ever feel any sort of distance to them as a kid?

DD: No. The first impression always stayed with me. I’ve always had reverence for it all. frankenstein was my introduction, and I connected everything that was wrought after it to that initial birth. It had a different meaning for me. I know that the films have become iconic. My goodness, have they become iconic. But, there’s so much depth to them—there’s a lot going on there. And learning the history of it all was great.

JS: So, were you reading books about movies as a kid?

DS: You know, it’s funny. When I was growing up, I really got into reading books about cinema, but I also got into true crime. One time, when I was ten or eleven years old, I went to my local public library. There was this huge encyclopedia sitting on the table. It was called Blood letters and Badmen. It was an encyclopedia about all kinds of crime. Everything from the old west to serial killers. It was just incredible, and it really warped my young mind. To this day, i’m still interested in all of that.
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JS: Why do you think that is?

DD: I guess because it’s a dark side of human nature. It’s like the yin and yang of life. When you know the dark side, you appreciate the light side more. That’s the way I look at it. Some people say, “why are you so hung up on horror? Is there something in you that wants to harm people? Are you attracted to it because you want to do it yourself?” that’s nonsense. It’s an exorcism when you look at that stuff. I think it cleanses you.

JS: I guess it’s no surprise that everyone I’ve interviewed for this book was attracted to horror—be it comics, books, or films—from a very early age. I was terrified by a lot of that stuff as a kid, but I was fascinated by it, just the same. Horror ended up becoming my lifelong obsession.

DD: Sure. And what determines the direction in life that someone gets into? What made me get into horror films, when the guy next door got into the yankees? Everybody has their point of discovery, and I think that it all happens in youth. Most of the things that I reminisce about now—and i’m fifty-two—are from my youth. I could forget what I did yesterday, but I can remember a lot of things from my childhood that affected me and stayed with me. Take my love of the Beatles, for example. I still love the Beatles as much as I did when I was a kid. And it’s funny to me that there are actually people walking around the earth who don’t even know who they are. I was on a movie set once, and I asked one of the young guys there if he knew who Groucho marx was, and he said no. That means he’s fading away. If dracula, frankenstein, and all of those guys still exist in their iconic form, but people still know who they are, it’s better than nothing.

JS: I know that you’re a big fan of Godzilla.

DD: That’s another film that frightened the hell out of me. I mean, godzilla is really relentless. He’s murdering millions of people. It’s an astonishingly horrific idea, even though it’s a giant monster movie. There’s all this death—it’s incredible. And then when you see the Japanese version, he’s even more ruthless. When it comes to godzilla, the more ruthless the better, for me! Whenever they make godzilla really evil, I really love him. I don’t like it when he’s friends with children [laughs].

JS: I also know that you were a huge fan of Famous Monsters of Filmland.

DD: Yep. I’m almost positive that the first issue I saw was the one with Jonathan frid as Barnabas collins on the cover. It jumped out of the magazine rack. There was a little stationary store near where I lived, and i’d ride my bike over. I’d buy mad and cracked—i loved all of that stuff. One day I rode my bike over there, and Famous Monsters was on the rack. How could you not notice it? I mean, I already liked monsters, so it was a done deal. And the great thing about it was that it was filled chock full of pictures of things that I was just dying to see. There were stills of test makeups—i remember a test makeup of Bela lugosi from island of lost souls. He didn’t originally look the way that he ended up. And then there were pictures from all of those lost movies, like london after midnight. I was always a big lon chaney guy. I saw all of those incredible pictures of lon chaney as the vampire, with all of those teeth. You’d sit there thinking to yourself, “wow. It’s gone. The movie’s gone! It’s a lost film! No one can see it. All we can look at are the pictures!”
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JS: Did you ever order any of the models from Captain Company?

DD: The homemade monster kits? Oh, yeah! We used to blow them up with firecrackers in front of the house [laughs]! One day, after having them for the longest time, me and my friends were like, “let’s do something with these!” we took godzilla and frankenstein, put them out in the street, and put some firecrackers in them. We stood back, hummed a little universal theme music and watched them explode [laughs]! But I got a lot of stuff from captain company. I got that big Jack Davis frankenstein wall hanging, which was awesome. And talk about iconic. The way Jack Davis draws is iconic, period, let alone his frankenstein!

JS: Speaking of Frankenstein, let’s talk a little about Castle of Frankenstein.

DD: Oh, God. I gotta tell you something, John, you just made my heart skip a beat. I haven’t even thought about castle of frankenstein for thirty years, maybe more. And now that you bring it up, i’m really racing back. I loved that magazine. Loved that magazine. The thing was, it was very hard to find. I was very proud of the fact that I had every issue of castle of frankenstein, especially because the people who wrote for it were fans.

JS: When I finally got my hands on an issue, I was really impressed with how seriously it took the genre.

DD: It was like the adult Famous Monsters—the writing in it was magnificent. castle of frankenstein was a major influence, and it led me to other pursuits in reading about horror. It was journalism of the highest order. They knew what they were doing, they knew what to say—you learned so much from it. My God, you’ve really got my brain spinning. I loved those magazines. I treated them with utter reverence. And I had friends who were into the same stuff, too. I had this one friend named howard who had every issue of every Famous Monsters. I was so envious of him—he had every freaking issue, man [laughs]! At least I got to look at some of the ones I didn’t have. But, what’s the point of having them if you can’t share them? That was cool.

JS: When did you start writing about genre films?

DD: Well, my career was in radio. It still is, by the way. But…i had seen halloween, friday the 13th, and some of the other films that were coming out. They were very interesting to me, and I ended up picking up an issue of Fangoria. In that issue, there was a little article about chas. Balun’s the gore score. Chas. Was a great artist, and the cover had his drawing of a guy with an arrow in his head. It was a little red booklet. It got this nice little writeup, so I ordered it. I contacted chas.—i decided that it would be great to interview him on this radio show that I did called people, places, and things.

JS: What kind of a show was that?

DD: It was a half-hour radio show that we did for public service. All radio stations have to do a certain amount of public broadcasting—that’s why you hear all those talk shows and stuff on sunday morning. But anyway, I thought, “let me interview chas. We’ll talk about what it’s like to publish your own pamphlet and how you go about doing it. We’ll talk a little about the films, and i’ll give him a little publicity.” So I contacted him, and we did the interview. To make a long story short, we became friends. He called me up and told me that he was going to be publishing his own magazine called Deep Red, and he asked me to be one of its writers. We had talked a lot about film together, so he obviously knew that I knew my stuff. And I was already a writer; I was producing and writing radio commercials. I was also writing for various publications in the radio industry. So, I was very used to writing, and I thought that I had a voice that was mine.

JS: What writers influenced you?

DD: I would say that the biggest influence on my writing is harlan ellison, who I got to meet, hang out with, and be friends with. He’s a great guy, and his style of writing is something that I really admire. Especially in his movie reviews. So, with him as an inspiration, I tried to find a way of speaking in my own voice. I suggested to chas. That I write a column called “here’s Blood in your eye.”
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JS: So, you came up with that title?

DD: Yeah. With an influence like chas., it wasn’t hard too to come up with [laughs].

JS: What’s the story behind the picture of you as a zombie that always appeared in your byline?

DD: When I was working for the radio station in 1985, we were involved with this huge promotion for day of the dead. We were giving away tickets and all this other stuff. I was in the absolute apex of things—the fact that what I did for a living and what I did on the side were now meshed together was just too much for me. My head exploded. It was the best of both worlds! I contacted this makeup artist that I knew and he dressed me up as a zombie to go to the premiere of day of the dead.

JS: What was that like?

DD: It was unbelievable. I don’t think there will ever be anything like it again. All of these people who loved dawn of the dead were sitting in a theater to see day of the dead. Everybody was primed and ready. Savini’s doing the effects—there was just this incredible build-up. There was no internet then, so nothing had been given away. To make a long story short, it was just incredible. With every effect—with every leg that was chopped off or gut that was spilled, the crowd went wild. Wild! And savini was in the audience. So was romero. They got to have a viewing of the film with all of these people who were just so happy to be there. So, the picture of me from the column was taken on the day that I went to that.

JS: What do you think about Romero’s recent films?

DD: Well, that’s an interesting question. night of the living dead is such an entity, in and of itself. It was the king, forever. I remember being younger—you would just say the name to people and they would be freaked. night of the living dead and the texas chain saw massacre—those two movie titles put the fear of God in you. You knew that they were really heavy duty things. night of the living dead was such a benchmark. And then, of course, dawn of the dead was another benchmark. It always seemed to me, that from that point on, he was cruising on the benchmarks. I think it would have been great if he got to do what he wanted. He even had a much greater vision for day of the dead. So, what happened is a sort of “we’ve got to take what we can get” kind of thing. And I think it’s great that George is making movies. It’s great that he’s trying new and different things. That’s wonderful, and i’m glad they’re there. I never thought in my life that there would be six living dead films. And when you think about it, every single zombie movie made since night has pretty much done the same thing. There’s all sorts of variations of what they’ve done with things, but they all come from the same source. It’s nice to see the guy who created the genre see what kind of stories he can tell from what he’s spawned. The only thing that’s not cool about it is the cGi.

JS: You can spot it a mile away.

DD: Oh my God, don’t even get me started. Cgi has wrought a lot of wonderful things, but it’s also wrought a lot of shitty things. You know cGi blood when you see it [laughs]. The artistry—the incredible, unbelievable artistry of creating makeup effects and animatronic figures has been lost. The first shot of day of the dead is a perfect example of what i’m talking about. That shot of Dr. Tongue in the beginning of day is animatronic, and when you see it, it looks unbelievable. That kind of artistry was one of the things that turned me on to the horror films of the eighties to begin with. Special effects were getting better and better, and by the time I interviewed tom savini, he was a god.

JS: What was Tom like?

DD: When I interviewed tom savini, he was absolutely at the apex of his makeup thing. The reverence that people had for him was incredible. He was the most gracious and nicest guy. And he still is. He likes the fans, he likes the genre, and he always considers himself lucky to be a part of it. Talking to him was great. And when I got to go to his house? Oh my God!

JS: How did you get the interview with him in the first place?

DD: I believe that I was able to do it through tony timpone at Fangoria. I called him up and asked him if he could make a connection for me. Also, roy frumkes knows so many of the romero people. I’m sure that he had something to do with it. It might have been a combination of those things. But anyway, there I was talking to tom. It was surreal.

JS: Did you interview him in person or over the phone?

DD: It was over the phone. It was one of the most monumental things in my life that i’d ever done at that time. I was very proud of it.

JS: I have to say that it’s one of my favorite interviews with him. It still stands up today.

DD: Well, thank you. You’re very kind to say so. I haven’t read it in quite a few years [laughs]. But, I know that when I did it, I did it with my whole heart and soul. I loved it, and I was enthralled by it all. It’s weird because when I was working in rock radio, I got to meet a lot of very famous people all the time. The thing that was cool was that they soliciting us. We were helping them by playing their music. It’s a whole different relationship when you meet somebody who’s famous and they’re coming to see you. You’re an equal to them—you’re all part of this big machine. That was a very nice thing, and the same thing happened when I interviewed savini and all of the other people. I felt so utterly and completely comfortable with them. We were on the same level. I was a writer, and people had read me. They had read me. Many of the people that I eventually talked to knew who I was. That was kind of nice.

[image: 001]

JS: You and Chas. Did a lot of interviews together.

DD: Oh, yeah.

JS: How often did you go to California?

DD: I only went to california once. I stayed with chas., and we went to interview forry ackerman and James Karen. Everything else I ever did was at a convention or over the phone.

JS: What was Chas. Like?

DD: Oh, man [laughs]. I don’t know exactly how tall he was, but he was monstrous. If you told me he was seven feet tall, i’d say, “oK.” He was a big, big guy. And he was as much of a california hippy dude as you could ever imagine. He was the embodiment of it. I say that with reverence and love—i think that’s what made him so cool. He was very mellow and open. His wife was a very nice person, too. All of the people that I met out there were wonderful people. It was very fun. I got to go to hollywood Book and poster. When I went there, lawrence tierney was sitting outside the door, reading a newspaper like he owned the place [laughs]. I was walking in, and I said, “lawrence tierney?” he said, “yeah. How you doin’?” I said, “can I take a picture with you?” he said, “sure, kid. Take a lot of ’em.” I went in and I bought a couple of pictures of him and he signed them. Eric caidin, the guy who owns hollywood Book and poster, said, “yeah, he just hangs out here.” He wasn’t rich. I think he lived in an apartment complex or something like that. Whatever movies he was doing got him by. He was quite a character.

JS: Let’s talk a little about some of the other magazines that you wrote for.

DD: I wrote for psychotronic, film threat, and filmfax—i did a whole bunch of interviews for filmfax. I also wrote for the comics Journal, comics Buyer’s guide, gorezone, and Fangoria. The psychotronic gig came about because I was a tremendous fan of the psychotronic encyclopedia.

JS: What was your favorite?

DD: I’d have to say Deep Red, because it was the first. And Deep Red really allowed me to be me. It was also the purist. When I wrote for some of the bigger magazines, there was a lot of editing. You know, I really wanted to write for Video Watchdog. I thought it would be a real miracle if I could get into Video Watchdog because of the tremendous intelligence of the writing. In my mind, tim lucas is a genius.

JS: Do you know Tim at all?

DD: Yeah. We became friends. You know, you’d meet that whole circle. I remember that I tried to write an article Video Watchdog. I really tried with all my heart to get into the style and intensity of it.

JS: Did you make it in?

DD: He rejected it [laughs]. Again, tim was my friend. I never thought that the rejection was a purposeful or hurtful or anything like that. I know how much I struggled to write it. Maybe I wasn’t at that level, which is fine by me. If I have a certain style that works a certain way, oK. You can’t write everything. The same person who wrote the godfather probably couldn’t write finnegan’s Wake.

JS: When I read your stuff in Deep Red, I felt like I knew you. It was almost as if you were an old friend.

DD: Well, thank you.

JS: I’ll always remember reading this passage from one of your

columns: “Are you really into it? Then the word ‘horror’ must be a daily part of your vocabulary, as well. Put ’er there, pal!” I was like, “OK, man. You got it!”

DD: [laughs] I forgot all about that. It really falls in line with what my philosophy was. I was being myself, and I felt like I really was talking to kindred spirits. That’s why Deep Red was so much fun. I remember writing an article about return of the living dead part ii. I hated that film. I thought it was terrible, and I remember writing a really vicious article where I was saying things like, “I don’t like people fucking with my zombies!” i’d love to read that again, because I wrote it in such anger [laughs].

JS: I never bothered to see the film after reading that.

DD: Good for you [laughs]! You saved yourself some very precious minutes of your life that would have been wasted.

JS: I wanted to ask you about the article that you wrote with Steve Bissette in Deep Red number 5. It was called “Buried Treasures”.

DD: Steve Bissette and I got along very well. We just hit it off. He was part of the whole chas. Balun crew. I loved his writing, and I loved swamp thing. We got along tremendously well. I spent time at his place in vermont. He’s a very sweet and creative guy, and he’s very intelligent. We were talking one day, and we thought, “wouldn’t it be fun to write an article together?” he and I always loved the really obscure stuff, the stuff that you just couldn’t find. Bissette always had ways of finding it. He’d send me tapes, and i’d be, “Bro, where the hell did you get this?” there was a lot of incredible stuff that we shared, and we decided to write the article to let people know about it. The article became so big that it was like a book. It could have been a book, but we had too many other things going on in our lives.

JS: How did the Famous Monsters Chronicles come about?

DD: Well, we have to talk a little bit about tom skulan. As the gore score got more famous, chas. Became partners with tom from fantaco. They published and distributed it. I was working with chas, so I had contact with skulan. I went up to albany and met him. We got along great. He was a really great guy who was in love with the genre and he was very pure-hearted about it all. I guess he became comfortable with me—he saw that I met deadlines and that I had the enthusiasm. He was the one who proposed it to me. He called me up and said, “look, we’ve been doing this ‘chronicles’ series about several different magazines.” I think most of them were about comic books. Anyway, he wanted to do one about Famous Monsters. He wanted to know if I was interested in writing it. I’m thinking, “well, howie has every issue. So, whatever issues that I don’t have, howie has.” I knew that I could see every issue. A lot of people wrote for Famous Monsters. A lot of people had written about Famous Monsters. A lot of people were influenced by Famous Monsters. I thought, “a lot of people would really want to talk to me if they knew I was doing a book like this.” It just took off from there. I got to speak with and correspond with some pretty heavy hitters. Vincent price, ray Bradbury, ray harryhausen—even peter Jackson wrote something for the book. That’s when he was doing all the gore films. I got to the point, though, where I realized that I had bitten off more than I could chew. Cataloging the magazine was the really torturous part of the job.

JS: I can only imagine.

DD: What do you mention and what do you not mention? Do you know what I mean? There were all of these incongruities, if that’s the proper word. And then, also, for what it’s worth, I came to the realization that Famous Monsters was made for kids. I was an adult who was looking at this magazine that was made for ten year olds. And forry’s writing style—not that I didn’t love it—was like having too much chocolate. I love chocolate, but it got to the point where I couldn’t eat anymore. I had to get some friends to help me finish it. I got this guy named Jim Knusch who was a genre fan that I had met, and Steve morrison, who was a writing partner of mine in radio. But, the fun part about it was definitely doing the articles and interviews. It was such a pleasure to get to talk to all of those people.
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JS: Let’s talk a little bit about the FantaCons. What were they like?

DD: Very simply, the gathering of the tribes. I used to address people as “brethren” because we really were like this army of lovers of this stuff. We were all very much the same. FantaCon was great because it was home turf. It was tom skulan, and being a guest at a fantacon convention was like coming home. It was great, and he always had great guests. I mean, I got to talk to dario Argento. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me [laughs]! Who in a million years would have ever thought I would be able to talk with him?

JS: Is that how you landed the interview with him for Psychotronic?

DD: Yes. I’ve been lucky enough to be able to get more than one publication interested in certain interviews, yet I don’t repeat anything. So, the Dario piece in Deep Red was different than in psychotronic. Man, what a thrill it was to hang out with him! A great guy too! Very real…personable and fun.

JS: What led up to you being on the set of Two Evil Eyes?

DD: Again, that was roy frumkes. I had interviewed roy for Deep Red and we became friends. He was about to shoot some new footage for document of the dead, and he asked me to come with him to be the still photographer. He also thought that it would be fun for me. It was wonderful, and that’s also how I got to go to tom savini’s house. I guess you must know, but the two evil eyes DvD includes the footage that I shot there.
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JS: Yeah. Is there any more footage, or is everything on there?

DD: They got everything. It’s interesting, because they also used some of the footage that I shot on the documentary about it. A guy from Blue underground found out that I had the footage. He called me, and I let him use it. But, as you can see, just from the way tom is, that’s tom. He’s just a friendly, cool guy that loved his stuff and loved sharing it with people. The other thing that was really interesting was watching George romero direct. He was shooting the scene in the movie where the pendulum lands in ramy zada’s chest. In the documentary, you see a lot of footage of George directing that. They kept on doing it over and over because the pendulum wasn’t landing the right way. With cGi, you wouldn’t even worry about that—“we’ll do it later!” But, they kept doing it and doing it until they got it right. I remember that the pendulum was held up by a vacuum. When they shut the vacuum off, it would drop. It was interesting. Romero had all of these clothespins on his scarf and he was playing with a yo-yo. He looked at my camera and said, “smoking substitute.”

JS: What can you tell me about being on the set of Savini’s remake of Night of the Living Dead?

DD: Night of the living dead. My God, what a memory. Washington, pennsylvania was the name of the town that they were shooting it in. It was an incredible thing because there was a certain amount of hope involved in it. All of the original people were there. It wasn’t like somebody else was taking the reins. George wrote the screenplay and tom savini was directing it. All of the guys were involved, in one way or another. They were really trying to get their copyright back.

JS: You appeared as a zombie in the film.

DD: It was incredible. Here’s a question for you, John. If you had the chance to appear as a zombie in the remake of night of the living dead, which scene would you want to be in?

JS: The first thing that comes to mind is the gut-munching scene.

DD: Of course! If you’re going to be in night of the living dead, and you’re going to be a zombie, you’ve got to be in the only flesh-eating scene! Fuck walking around like you’re drunk, I want to be eating somebody! So, when we all got there, we were all in this big church. There were about 100 of us—we were going to be the zombies. We all had to sit in these chairs, and they did it like an assembly line. First, you got the powder. Then, you got the first coat. And then, they made you an individual-looking zombie. The ones who got the real cool makeup would go and see everett Burrell and John vulich. They would really do you up. Well, I got done up by John vulich, so I was as happy as a pig in shit. Then, they said, “Go pick a costume.” My brain just went, “look for a gas station attendant costume.” Who’s going to be near a gas station when it explodes?

JS: A gas station attendant [laughs].

DD: Right! So, I found the costume, with a hat and everything! I was thrilled! Now, right outside the church, was this old graveyard. A real graveyard! It was awesome! I mean, it made for some great pictures. Everyone was taking pictures of themselves around these old seventeenth century stones. Anyway, we were all standing out there, and this guy was standing on a chair. He said, “oK, we’re going to shoot this scene.” I didn’t even have to raise my hand. He just pointed at me and said, “oK, you, for sure.” So, I lucked out there. I got to be in a lot of scenes. They’re not all in the film, but you can see me in that flesh-eating scene, as clear as day.

JS: What were you really eating?

DD: Turkey, roast beef, and karo syrup blood. It was surreal. And there were around 150 people watching and cheering us on. It was great! And the thing that got me the most, is when you look at the scene, i’m the only zombie whose face you can see. Everybody else was digging their head so deep into the body that you can’t see their faces.

JS: Gahan Wilson was in that scene with you.

DD: Gahan wilson is the real deal. I got to be very close to him. I went to the movies a couple of times with him—horror movies, you know? He must have been in his early sixties in those days, and he had his popcorn and soda pop—he sat there and watched the movie like a little kid. It was unbelievable. And, he never cursed, except at a point where it really demanded it. That’s what made it so funny—he was the kind of guy who would usually go, “oh, golly gee! Gee, that’s swell!” he was like Jimmy Stewart—that’s how he talked. And then, he was so fucking brilliant with his cartoons and macabre humor. He’s right there with charles addams, if not superior to him. He’s still doing it, so I guess he must be winning in the department of getting work done [laughs]. I was able to interview him for the comics Journal, which is one of my favorite things i’ve ever done in my life.

JS: At what point in your life did you decide that you didn’t want to write anymore?

DD: Well, it goes back to night of the living dead, unfortunately. That was the beginning of it. Being on that set was amazing. I remember watching a scene being shot. We were in this barn, and there was all of this hay in bails. I was in between John skipp and craig spector—they were in the film, as well. There were around thirty zombies in front of us, and they started walking forward. We were all looking at each other, going, “can you fucking believe where we are?” it was an awe inspiring and wonderful thing. But unfortunately, there was also a lot of negative stuff going on—people who drank, people who were doing drugs—people who had major personal problems that were affecting their performance. And because we were led into the arena open heartedly by these people, we were also exposed to some of the negative things. Some of these people didn’t go to sleep, or they’d have temper tantrums and throw shit—it was just bizarre. It really soured me. I was like, “my God…these people are miserable!” seeing these unhappy people and the depth of their unhappiness affected me. I don’t know what happened. All of the sudden, something hit me and I said, “you know, i’ve done enough. If this is where things lead to, i’d rather go back to loving it. I’d rather go back to not being involved with it and just enjoying it for what it is.” I don’t know—does that make sense?

JS: Yeah. You got a glimpse of the faces without the makeup on.

DD: You always hear that when it comes to entertainment. Whitney houston just passed away. People think that she had the most idyllic life in the world, but she fucking killed herself. She destroyed herself with drugs. What a stupid thing to do. I feel sorry for her, don’t get me wrong. Whatever happened to her happened to her because she needed to deal. Everybody deals in a different way.

I don’t know, there was just something about it that put me off. It just stopped for me. It stopped. I think that chas. Wasn’t going to be doing Deep Red anymore, anyway. He was moving on to other things. It felt like an era was ending, in a lot of ways. It felt like something was dying, and not in a good way. And, I think the other thing that really fucked things up was that whole guinea pig episode. That really bent my head.

JS: Could you go into that a little bit?

DD: Well, being horror fans and friends, chas. And I always mailed each other tapes. Chas. Had sent me guinea pig, which is basically a movie with this samurai—he’s tearing this woman apart on a table. It’s all done in that very weird Japanese way. I remember sitting down to watch it with my friend Steve morrison. Before we put it in, we looked at each other and said, “Do we really want to watch this? What’s wrong with us?” well, the only reason we watched it was because we wanted to see the makeup. And let me tell you, it looked pretty damn real. Chas. Had told me that there was a series of guinea pig films and he even had this documentary called the making of guinea pig, where you could see the girl laughing while she was getting her arm cut off.

[image: 001]

Then one day out of the blue, the phone rang. The guy on the other end of the line told me he was a special agent. “oh, mr. Daniel? This is special agent sam sneed,” or whatever his name was. He started asking me questions about this tape because after I saw it, I mailed a copy to chris Gore. And chris Gore lent it to another friend of his. And this friend of his was friends with charlie sheen. So, charlie sheen and his friend were now watching this tape that had originally been sent to me by chas. Sheen’s looking at it, and he’s saying, “this shit is real, man! I’ve got a friend in the fBi—let me have him check this out!”

JS: What did the FBI guy say to you?

DD: He told me that sending the tape was a felony or something. “you’re going to be in a lot of trouble, sir.” I was like, “holy shit! It’s fake!” the sad part was that I had to call chas. I’m thinking, “there’s no harm in saying I got the tape from chas.—it’s not real. Chas. Can show him the making of guinea pig, and we’re all done.”

the day I called chas, of all days, was his birthday. He was having a party at his house. He was like, “Dude…why are you hitting me with this now? I’m going to go back to my party, bro.” And, that was the end of that. Nothing ever came of it.

JS: If I got a call from the FBI about a Guinea Pig movie, I would have assumed that it was some kind of joke.

DD: Can you see why all of the sudden I wasn’t into horror anymore [laughs]? The fucking fBi is calling me about a tape? I’m out of here [laughs]! Fuck this, i’m going to watch Disney films—i’m not going to get into this shit anymore!

JS: A few years ago, I read some of your reviews on Roy Frumkes’ Films in Review website.

DD: Yeah. But, it’s been around twenty years since i’ve done any honest to god horror journalism. I have written some stuff for films in review. I wrote a review of king kong, and I wrote a review of the devil’s rejects. But, those were just labors of love.

JS: Do you ever regret stopping when you did?

DD: No. And, that’s the cool thing about it. I don’t regret it. I don’t say to myself, “oh shit—i wish I would have kept going.” Because now, it really is more fun. I wanted to get back to that feeling of riding a rollercoaster again. It’s fun discovering things again, and not necessarily being in the loop.

JS: You mentioned a little while ago that you felt as if an era was ending with the death of Deep Red and the fanzines.

DD: It’s an era that’s gone, but that’s oK. Things are supposed to go. Things are supposed to evolve and change. And now, everything you’d ever want to know (right up to when rick Baker’s taking a shit) can be found on the internet.

JS: There’s almost an overflow of information available.

DD: Yeah. But that’s what makes those magazines so coveted today. That’s what makes them mean so much. And if you live long enough, you have the opportunity to look back and say, “oh my God…it’s not like that anymore. But, boy am I glad to have been a part of it.” When you called me and said that you were interested in talking to me—you’ve got to imagine, this shit’s been dormant for twenty years. I was like, “wow! Somebody read this stuff and actually gave a shit?” what a gift that is.

JS: Believe me—I gave a shit [laughs].

DD: Let me ask you a question. I don’t know if you’ll put it in your book or not but, if could turn the tables on you. You said that the thing that you liked most about Deep Red was that it made you feel like you were talking to a friend. Could you explain that to me a little bit more? What was your mindset when you first discovered it, and why did it affect you in that way?

JS: Well, when I was growing up, I always knew that I was a little different than most of the people around me. I always gravitated toward a lot of things that my peers didn’t know much about—horror movies, old comic books, and old music. I had no one to share it with. When I discovered Deep Red, a whole new world opened up for me. I realized that there were other people who were just like me. And they weren’t just fans of the stuff, they were going the extra mile and writing about it. You guys didn’t talk down to me. Your writing was intelligent. It was immediate, adult, and it was personal. I remember thinking, “Hey, I finally found my club, and it’s the coolest club in the world!” It’s actually kind of hard to explain…
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DD: No, I don’t think it’s hard to explain at all. I understand completely what you’re saying, and I think it’s beautiful. The fact that you were moved enough to even want to talk to me, or any of the other people that you’re talking to, makes me feel that I did something with my life that affected people. I mean, I still do it today—as a writer for advertising, i’m always affecting people. But the stuff I wrote for Deep Red was different. It was from the heart. It wasn’t done to make money, it was done to share. And the fact that you’re doing this…i just wish chas. Was alive. I think that he would really appreciate it.

JS: I do, too. I had the honor of interviewing him a few years ago. It was one of the greatest afternoons in my life.

DD: That’s great. So, chas. Is here, too?

JS: Yeah. And this book is dedicated to him.

DD: That’s a beautiful, beautiful thing. You know, when I wrote my book tales of the tape, which is about my years in radio, I dedicated it to the person who influenced me most in life, my best friend mickey. My dedication for that was, “to mickey—a teacher.” That has so much meaning to it. And it’s nice that you can dedicate your book to somebody who made such an impact to you.

JS: I only got to meet Chas. In person once, but his words sure played a big part in my life.

DD: What a big presence he was…

JS: Hey, listen—I really want to thank you for taking the time out to talk to me. This has been great. And I’d really like to sign off by saying something that I’ve wanted to say to you for years: “Put ’er there, pal!”

DD: [laughs] you got it, John! Put ’er there!
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I first noticed Kris Gilpin’s name in the pages of cecil Doyle’s subhuman. I distinctly remember reading his review of a movie called get out of my Way, man, I really mean it! the thing was obviously a review of a film that didn’t exist—no sane person would ever waste their time or money making it, and I couldn’t imagine anyone actually paying to see it. The plot was rude and ridiculous: a heavy duty “Bud spencer type” guy gorges himself at a sleazy mexican restaurant (“belching and farting all the while”) before stumbling outside. He then runs through the streets, terrorizing everyone in his path before ultimately exploding, “spewing viscera and excrement high into the air.” The ‘review’ ended thusly: “this is the first film to be distributed by the new superb films, inc. Co., and let’s hope there aren’t any more of its ilk to follow.” A sound assessment to be sure, but luckily for us, Kris Gilpin had plenty more weird productions waiting in the wings.

The pages of subhuman soon gave way to some of the sleaziest writing imaginable, and a good deal of it was penned by Gilpin. I’ll always remember his interview with the mysterious porn film cinematographer known only as mr. X. And who could ever forget imbecilicus, his science fiction screenplay satire that was sporadically serialized in subhuman?

Next thing you know, I recognized Gilpin’s byline in chas. Balun’s Deep Red. Wow! There he was again, interviewing the likes of David hess, sam raimi, and sybil Danning. Before long, I was enjoying Gilpin’s work in almost every fanzine that showed up in my mailbox. It was as if the man himself was lurching through the streets of an unsuspecting city, threatening to shower everyone in sight with…well, whatever his twisted mind could come up with!

Today, Kris lives and writes in salt lake city, utah, where he plots and pens the superb movie crossword puzzle for the website Bestcrosswords. Com. I finally got the chance to speak to the man in January, 2012. Generous, funny, and a hell of a nice guy, we talked in length about movies, American pop culture, and his impressive career as a film journalist.

The following interview was conducted via telephone and email, January–february, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: Where did you grow up? KRIS GILPIN: I grew up in miami and hated it. It was humid as hell and boring—white trash and guns everywhere, bugs in the air, and an occasional snake in your front lawn. I always hated top forty culture, the insipid music on the radio, and the same old fashioned hollyshit movies—thank God I always hated that stuff! So, somehow I discovered my own music and films.

JS: Such as?
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KG: Well, somehow I discovered fripp and eno, King crimson, progrock, and the early peter Gabriel Genesis albums. Selling england by the pound is a note by note masterpiece. I got into Brit groups like Godley and creme, early 10cc, and stackridge. Some people actually thought they were the Beatles, but they weren’t.

JS: And what were you reading?

KG: Anthony Burgess, harlan ellison (i love his nonfiction commentaries even more than his fiction) and harry crews. His early novels kick ass! I read sir arthur conan Doyle, early richard laymon, and Barry N. Malzberg. I’ve always suffered from depression because of my dysfunctional, semihateful family and something about malzberg’s mordant stories really clicked with me. Beyond Apollo novel is a bleak masterpiece.

JS: Where were you seeing films?

KG: There were two theaters in miami that saved my life; one of them was called the cinematheque. They showed imports, and I got into antonioni films, early wim wenders films.

JS: How old were you at the time?

KG: Well, I had a car, so I was sixteen. I was there every night. They had these beautiful old airline seats that you could stretch out and sleep on. They were really comfy, like a couch. If the movie was boring, you’d just stretch out and go to sleep.

JS: What was the other theater like?

KG: It was a hippy thing in the coconut Grove area. Two brothers ran a theater called the Grove cinema. They changed movies around every three days. Once a month, they showed harold and maude and Where’s poppa? as a double feature. I saw those films dozens of times—they’re still favorites. So, as an adult, I look back and I realize that if it wasn’t for those two theaters, I would have never known about a lot of stuff.

JS: I take it here wasn’t a lot of “artistic culture” happening in Miami.

KG: Yeah, that’s what i’m saying. There were just those two theaters, and I was lucky to have them both. Robert Downey, sr. Made a lot of underground films. They showed those kinds of things—putney swope was huge at the time. I was always in these theaters watching anything and everything they had.
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JS: What were the drive-ins like?

KG: The drive-in in North Beach actually got some weird obscure shit. That’s where I discovered herschell Gordon lewis. I went there, saw Blood feast, and laughed my ass off. Sleaze has always made me laugh. They played my favorite, the Wizard of gore. I saw the gruesome twosome there. It was great. My friends asked me how I could sit through a Bergman film one afternoon and then go to a drive-in that night to laugh my ass off at a herschell Gordon lewis shit flick, but like stephen King said, “there’s good shit and there’s bad shit.” I said, “well, you had your typical mcDildos for lunch, and then italian for dinner, right?” that shut them up.

JS: [laughs] Let’s hear about the shit flicks…

KG: I’d stay up until 1:00 am on saturday nights and squint my eyes at channel 12 from west palm Beach. It was a county away. The picture was always tons of snow, but i’d see larry Buchanan films like Zontar and it’s Alive! and i’d laugh my ass off at all the cheese in them.

JS: Bergman and Buchanan! There’s an education! Now, this was during the sixties and seventies.

KG: Right.

JS: A lot of non-Hollywood films were being made. What do you think it was about that time that caused American culture to change?

KG: I think it started with vietnam. We were fighting a war that had nothing to do with us, but we were still getting sent over there to get fucked up or killed. And the young folk were protesting this; I grew my hair halfway down my back.
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JS: I was born at the very end of that. I can only imagine what things were like.

KG: My brother called us once from his illinois college, and we could hear guns going off in the background. On a fucking college campus. It was insane! The whole culture changed then; hollytrite was pissing away millions. And then, corman figured out he could appeal to the young crowd with violence and sex at the drive-ins. deep throat and easy rider appeared and they made a mint. I remember thinking at the time, “thank God! The world has changed; we’ll never go back to the tight-ass, square, republican way of life!”

JS: [laughs] That was back by the time I was ten years old.

KG: I was shocked to see reagan and rambo come back full-force in the eighties. I like sly, but you know what I mean! Kids were cutting all their hair off instead of letting it grow. And then, of course, it was followed by that rich, white, uncaring, imbecilic prick Bush. So I guess life really does go in circles.

JS: Where were you working in Florida?

KG: I managed a couple theaters in miami and basically hated it. See, I fucked up my whole life. I should’ve been a character actor. I always wanted to act, but sucked at first. I’m kind of scarred up because of bad acne. That’s haunted me my whole wife, especially with women. Anyway, I always wanted to be a character actor, and one dead sunday in miami I was running la cage aux folles. Up walked ernest Borgnine and his wife!

JS: Nice!

KG: I was stunned, but I walked them in for free. The company had scheduled a forty-five-minute break between shows (they’d walked up in the middle of a showing) and I went in and talked with him about acting.

JS: What was he like?

KG: He was the nicest guy in the world. He told me go follow my dream and told me to contact irwin allen if and when I got to la. I did, and nothing came of it, but I knew then I had to get the fuck out of horrible florida. So first I went to New york and roomed with an old buddy Gary Goldstein.

JS: Where were you living?

KG: In hell’s Kitchen. It was a shithole. I passed out resumes for a couple months and nothing happened, so I ended up writing what we called “romance” novels, if you know what I mean. They wanted a sex book hacked out every four days. I collected $128 a book (for four books) and bought a ticket for la, my last hope.

JS: How did you like Los Angeles?

KG: I felt more at home in LA than I ever did in florida, but that was because of the movies. All the women there looked like starlets. I had no plan as an actor, so I hit all the networks with my resume. The aBc film services department just had an official order come down that they couldn’t just hire someone off the street or somebody’s nephew anymore. The head of the film department went through a stack of resumes and mine was the first one that had a college education on it—i’d gotten a Bfa in cinema from the university of miami. So they called me in, and I all but begged them to let me start there. I thought, “aBc’s a good a place to start as an actor.” What did I know? Anyway, I was an assistant film editor in LA for twenty-two years.

JS: So how did all of this lead to zines?

KG: One day, I came across starlog communications handbook number 1. There was an ad in the back for a creeping terror fan club. I got a laugh over that and joined, telling them I thought the creeping terror was a stunning shitter. They told me, “we also have a fanzine on bad movies called Yecch! out of canada.” So, I wrote to Yecch! and asked if I could review B-movies for them. I always wanted to be a writer and wanted to see my name in print wherever I could get it. They said, “yes.”

JS: I’m not familiar with Yecch!…

KG: It was run by two young guys. I named my column “shit flicks.” I’d sit there in the dark and scribble notes as the movies were going on. People around me would whisper, “he’s a film reviewer! Maybe for tv!” when I got home, I never recognized half my notes because my handwriting sucks.

JS: You told me that you interviewed Harry Medved for Yecch!…

KG: The world’s worst film fest came to New york’s Beacon theater in 1980. I saw and reviewed lots of great sleaze. plan 9, the incredibly strange creatures…, reefer madness, and the original maniac, where the mad guy pokes out a (phony) cat’s eyeball and eats it. It was being run by harry medved, who’d just co-written the golden turkey Awards. The Yecch! boys said, “hey, see if you can get an interview with him too, yuk, yuk!” I thought, “why not?” so, I got a long, clunky, double-headed tape recorder and asked medved if I could interview him. He said “sure,” and we walked up to the balcony where it was empty and a lot less noisy. We spoke for just a few minutes, but it was my first interview and I liked it a lot more than just reviewing a flick. Like someone said—einstein, I think—“opinions are like assholes, everybody has one.” Harry told me it was his first interview, too.

JS: How did you spread your byline around? Did other zine editors write you?

KG: You know, I don’t remember how I came across more zines, but back then most of them had a section that advertised other zines. You’d read a brief description of them, send in a stamp (or a buck or two), and then that guy would send you his own zine. Nobody made money on these things. They were just great labors of love.

JS: What came next?

KG: Well, I came across a book for writers that listed mags and zines accepting submissions. I started with the as and saw that Antithesis (later called Bifrost), a fantasy fan-fiction zine, was looking for a film reviewer. I reviewed for them for a while. I was able to interview frank Doubleday for them. He was the blond creep in carpenter’s Assault on precinct 13 who nonchalantly shoots little Kim richards while she’s eating an ice cream cone.
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JS: A great scene!

KG: Yeah! He was a nice guy; almost everyone I ever talked with was very nice. He said he improvised the long hiss that came out of him when he got killed in one of the carpenter films. “It’s like the life force was escaping my body.” I got herschell Gordon lewis for Antithesis, and when they ran it, they put the names of their fan fiction on the cover and didn’t even mention him. So, I thought that it was a lot of work for nothing. They either didn’t know about him—this was about the time when Blood feast came back into fandom—or they just didn’t care. I quit them and somehow came across Jason simon’s dungeon 13 next.

JS: I’ve never seen a copy.

KG: It was a very friendly zine. I did some shorter, capsule reviews for him. My column was called “Deadly capsules.” I interviewed fred olen ray for him. I always begged fred to give me a one-line speaking part in one of his films, but he never did. He said something funny to me back then. This was fairly early in his directing career. I’m guessing his latest film was Armed response—i think he’s made more flicks than anyone. Anyway, he said, “I don’t love the B-movies i’ve made. I wish I had more money to make better movies. Hell, I wouldn’t pay money to see one of my films!” I thought that was very funny.

JS: He must have had some great stories.

KG: He told me what could be the most perfect anecdote about making B flicks. It went basically like this: he said he was reading the trades one morning, and saw that some major studio was making poe’s the tomb. He found out that the story was in public domain, so he called the studio and said that he was already planning to shoot the tomb. This wasn’t true. The studio gave him some money to buy him out. They could afford it, and they weren’t going to let a minor studio make one of their projects. Anyway, the studio tomb film was never made. Fred took the money they sent him to not make the tomb and then made his own tomb. That did eventually get released, somewhere. I laughed my ass off over that!
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JS: Living in LA must have lead to some great chance-encounters with celebrities…

KG: Yeah. One day, when I was working in the shipping department at universal, I walked in and a big guy was talking and laughing with the boss. I froze, looked at him, and said, “Nicholas worth?” my boss was thrilled that I knew who he was. His finest moment, of course, was as the psycho star of don’t Answer the phone. I got him for d13 and a couple other times after that. We stayed close friends until I left LA in 2003.

JS: I always wanted to meet him.

KG: He was the nicest guy in the world. He and the boss were christians, as I am. He’d always say, “how’s mary? You guys call me uncle Nick!” he’d always ask about my ex-wife every time I saw him.

JS: Do you have any stories about him that you’d like to share?

KG: This is a great Nick story: he’d eat lunch every day he wasn’t working at a Burbank family restaurant. When I found that out, i’d go in there now and then and eat with him. Once we were talking, and whitney houston’s song “I will always love you” came across the restaurant’s sound system. When she hit that nail-scraping high note, our faces scrunched up and Nick said disgustedly, “listen to that! It sounds like two cats fucking!”

JS: [laughs] You said you’re Christian, how do you…

KG: I know what you mean. You can be into sleaze and be a christian, too. I’m just a nice, hard r-rated guy. I just finished reading alice cooper’s autobiography, and toward the end he says that he’s a christian. First of all, i’m my own worst enemy. I’ve suffered from very low self esteem my whole life, and every time something good happens to me, I feel…well, I know I couldn’t have done it myself. I’ve always believed in God, anyway, since I was a kid. It’s just a feeling i’ve always had—that’s why they call it blind faith. I’ll just have a few questions to ask him when I see him.
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JS: Such as?

KG: Well, if he doesn’t cause stuff like 9/11, hitler, and Bin laden to happen—which I don’t believe he does—then he must sit back and allow it to happen. Why? Anyway, Nick told me once that he had friends who asked him, “how can you believe and play such evil people?” and he said, “listen, I prayed to be an actor and God made me one, and i’m gonna be the best actor I can be in any part I can get, so butt out!”

JS: Fair enough!

KG: Woody allen once asked Billy Graham, “well, what if you’re wrong and God doesn’t exist?” Graham answered, “I don’t think I am wrong.” And woody said, “yeah, but what if you are?” Graham just answered, “well if I am wrong, which I don’t believe I am, then it’ll just mean I lived my life the best way I possibly could.” Allen said, “well, I couldn’t argue with that, so that was the end of our conversation.” I’ve had many long talks about this over the years with my dear, sweet, christian friend, c.K.

JS: So, what happened after Nick Worth?

KG: I came across a comedy zine out of New york called inside Joke, by elayne wechsler. We’d talk about our love of the firesign theatre. I’ve always collected their stuff—funny “movies of the mind,” as they called them. I got eddie Deezen for her, and I covered an la. Andy Kaufman tribute event, too. I read that Kaufman was at a dinner theater once and he just sat there onstage and ate dinner until the audience walked out [laughs]!

JS: How seriously do you think people took Kaufman back then?

KG: I think they never really knew if he was kidding or not. For a while after he died, people really wondered if he was actually dead! He got lung cancer and he’d never smoked a cigarette in his life.

JS: You mentioned that you lived in New York for a while. I meant to ask—do you have any 42nd Street stories?

KG: It was incredibly sleazy. I was sitting in a theater once, and a fuckin’ rat ran across the top of the seat in front of me. They actually had house cats living in the theaters to keep the rat populace down [laughs]! I went to the can in one once—big mistake!—and there was a businessman getting blown through a glory hole in it! And you didn’t go into a porno theater; who knows what kind of scum was in there? I walked to a theater with a buddy once and he was gonna buy a joint. Another guy walked along with us for two seconds and then we got to the theater. “you gonna buy your shit?” I asked him and he said, “I just did.” In the blink of your eyeball!

JS: By the time I got to New York, all of that was pretty much gone. There were a few bookstores, but that was it.

KG: I did check out a few of the XXX bookstores; I found my “romance” books in there. Professor irwin corey, an old comedian who called himself the World’s Foremost Authority, hung out in them and he’d be telling jokes to all the embarrassed men who frequented the places. And in the back, there were tiny jerkoff booths, where you’d watch thirty-second hardcore clips for a quarter or so. I looked in one once and there was, uh…spunk wiped on the walls. Disgusting! My buddy Gary told me an incredible story. He had a friend whose job was to mop up floors of the jerkoff booths—the worst job ever [laughs]! Once he went into one and someone had just taken a large bowel movement on the bench! He told his boss about it. The boss said, “what do you expect me to do about it? Clean it up!”
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JS: I would have quit on the spot.

KG: Well, he said, “I don’t wanna touch it!” the boss answered, “you clean that shit up or look for a new job!” he almost cried and took a long time getting the cleaning stuff together. When he finally shuffled back into the booth, someone had stolen the turd! Now who’s sicker? The guy who takes a dump in public, or the guy who sees it and thinks, “oh boy, fresh shit!” and takes it home [laughs]?

JS: [laughs] Tell me about Draculina.

KG: Hugh Gallagher and his wife were on a road trip once and they stopped by the house. My ex-wife and I were surprised; most of us nerds don’t look very good, but hugh looked like a cross between a young mel Gibson and Kevin costner. He was a surprisingly soft-spoken guy for the hardcore comix he drew for draculina. I was able to get a lot of cool guys for him: william sanderson, tracy walter—it turned out that they were old friends with Nick worth.

JS: What was Tracy Walter like?

KG: I sat with him in his humble Beverly hills home and the first thing he did was run his famous “plate of shrimp” speech from repo man for me. It didn’t come across as pretentious; it was more like he knew that it was his claim to fame, and it was fun to watch it with him. Of course both those guys were just as cool as you’d think they be to meet and talk to.

JS: What else did you do for Draculina?

KG: I got to cover Russ Meyer, John waters, sean cunningham, and Dave friedman. I did some LA film fests for hugh too, in which they also took questions from the crowd. Man those were great nights! Then, I covered a huge film fest—it spread over two nights, I think—with films and live talks by ted v. Mikels, al adamson, Doris wishman and ray Dennis steckler. A lotta funny shit flicks there!

JS: I’ve heard some strange things about Doris Wishman.

KG: She was a real weirdo! She made very funny shitters, which she apparently thought were real films. People asked her questions and were “laughing along with her” at her answers—although she wasn’t laughing at all. Someone asked her about the bizarre, funny close-ups of her actresses’ huge fuck-me pumps, and she just stared at them, not getting her own jokes. She just said, “I think i’m being laughed at here and I don’t like it. I’m going to leave!” she walked off the stage while everyone sat there, stunned. What a pretentious, humorless person!

JS: Didn’t you have something to do with Cannibal Hookers?

KG: Donald Farmer called me and asked if I could be location manager for his flick. I asked him what a location manager does, since I always wanted to get a film credit. He said, “I wanna use your apartment for the shoot.” So, there were a couple topless chicks in our old place for a day. One of them picked up my ex’s calico and ad libbed, “Isn’t that right, esmeralda?” so, one of her cats got into the movie.

JS: Do you have any other memories about the shoot?

KG: I remember one of farmer’s lines. The jock-type actor just didn’t like it. I said, “what if he says (after a girl takes her top off), ‘stick around and i’ll give you a standing ovation!’?” I can’t remember if I ripped that off from a woody allen film, but that that’s what it reminded me of at the time. So, I got a line into the flick too.

JS: Speaking of Donald Farmer, you did some work for the Splatter Times…

KG: Yeah, it was one of only three times I got to be on a set as a writer. It was a night shoot on the great return of the living dead. It was great fun for me, and when they broke at midnight for lunch, I got to interview Dan o’Bannon as we ate.

JS: What was the set like?

KG: Dan was keeping his cool, even though it was his first directorial film. In fact, some of the actors told me that the first week of the shoot was kind of crazy, but once o’Bannon got into the swing of directing, the next two weeks had gone much smoother.

JS: You did a lot of work for Donald…

KG: Farmer had also co-written a magazine/book with Bill George called invasion of the scream queens, and he wanted me in that too. I got cheryl “rainbeaux” (caged heat, lemora) smith for that, and it was the first time I had to conduct an interview through the mail. Like every other male back then, I was totally knocked out by her. She was ethereally lovely, with the face of an angel and I was pissed because I couldn’t meet her in person. But, she sent back my questions with lots of smiley faces drawn on the pages along with her answers. She was such a sweetheart.
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JS: I’ve read some sad stuff about her.

KG: Yes, it broke my heart when I read that she had overdosed at forty-seven! She should’ve had a sweet life, but I think it was very hard for her. She’d even been to prison twice for something. A real shame. Uh, you wanna here a sick story?

JS: Of course!

KG: Someone in fandom introduced me to this guy once. Let’s call him “mr. G.” He showed me one of the films he shot. He said that old sick fucks would hire him to shoot perverted vids for them. One of them had a little boy crying in it. Then, it cut to his two totally obvious rubber halloween monster feet, which mr. G. Was torching with a hand-held blowtorch. Although it was obviously 100 per cent fake, the concept was sick as shit! Well, as I heard it, the cops were coming after him for these films, and even though I don’t think they could’ve done anything legal to him—even a kid could see that these “torture” flicks were totally bogus—he stupidly fled the cops. And whenever a dude wanted to get out of LA for a day or two, he’d just drive down to tijuana. The cops went down there, walked around and simply found him drinking in some shithole. I heard they took him to jail for a while. He probably wouldn’t have been arrested for anything if he’d just stayed in his LA apartment, but he ran like a dummy. That’s where he fucked up. I have no idea where he is now.

JS: One can only guess! How did you get into Jeff Smith’s Wet Paint?

KG: I don’t remember, but Jeff is a very good artist, and i’ve stayed friends with him ever since. I got divorced around that time and became clinically depressed—thank God for paxil!—and once, just for the hell of it, I flew from LA to Bangor and took a lot of pictures of the outside of Steve King’s house, with the cool iron gargoyles on his fence.

JS: What was Bangor like?

KG: It was an incredibly clean, pretty little town. At that time, they only had one multiplex theater. A girl inside said that King and his family watched the new films there all the time. I didn’t wanna run back to LA yet, so I went to fort collins and saw phil Dick’s gravestone. He was buried next to his twin sister, who died when she was like six days old or something. Anyway, I wrote about those trips and it was printed in Wet paint. Jeff smith had an offshoot zine called forbidden Zone. I did a Nick worth update for that one.

JS: Your IMDb page says you did a few acting jobs as an extra…

KG: Yeah, that was during a few months when I was laid off for the summer. I was a terrorist in terminal entry.

JS: I’ve never seen it.

KG: It was a thriller—i think it was eventually just a direct-to-video production. I only found it once on a shitty vhs tape that was recorded on the slow, six-hour mode!

JS: What did you do in that?

KG: I was beaten to death by yaphet Kyoto! I said, “uh, i’ve never done a fight scene, mr. K. How do you want to work this thing?”

JS: That’s a reasonable question!

KG: [laughs] he said, “oh man, i’m just gonna mess with ya!” when the time came, he just pulled some punches while I spastically jerked around. When I finally fell to the ground, the crew laughed. I always thought they were laughing at my ragdoll movements. Oh, and one strange thing happened. Apparently, edward albert (the film’s other star—he seemed like a nice guy when I introduced myself to him) went up to an actor who was lying on the ice cold ground during the night shoot and shot a blank round near the guy’s head! It was loud and scary and everyone froze and looked at albert like, “what the fuck?” albert was just laughing. A gun tech walked up to edward and just gently took the gun from his hand.

JS: Wow.

KG: But then, I did one film that finally did come out and it was good. Kyle maclachlan’s the hidden. I wrote about that in Wet paint. After the first fifteen minutes, as the camera pans inside the diner, you can just see me through the big window, walking with and talking to a woman outside. My blink-and you’ll-miss-it friggin’ acting career! After that, I reviewed more films and vids for craig ledbetter’s hi-tech terror. And then, somehow mike helms and I touched base.

JS: He edited Fatal Visions.

KG: Yeah. It was a very cool aussie zine. I had a fun talk with charles Napier for that one. I asked him about that shocking, horrendous scene where he stabs and then stomps that woman to death in the bathtub in superVixens. He said that Russ Meyer said, “I wanted to make a film with no social redeeming values whatsoever, so I made superVixens!”
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JS: I wanted to ask you about Nudist Colony of the Dead.

KG: That was another super-8 epic by mark pirro, who’d directed eddie Deezen before in A polish Vampire in Burbank. nudist colony was supposed to be the best looking feature ever shot on super-8, but he said the lab fucked it up. It did have some nice blood and makeup and some funny acting in it, though. I was the second assistant director on it, to get a crew credit on a movie.

JS: What did the job entail?

KG: Basically, I directed traffic and asked people to be quiet. Once, I had to go to some guy’s house when we were shooting. I said, “hi. Excuse me, but we’re shooting a movie on this street, and I wondered if you could please turn off your car’s engine for me for a couple minutes?” the guy looked at me and said, “Go fuck yourself!” I said, “yes sir, i’ll do that.” [laughs] But my favorite nudist colony time came when I was asked to bring a couple of young women in the makeup area onto the set. They were both in robes, with white, undead, full-body makeup on. They started to giggle and they flashed each other over and over again. I’m sure they were just fucking with me since I was standing right between them, but I just smiled and looked back and forth at these two beautiful naked girls. That was a fun day! Oh, and I was also a zombie victim in a field in one shot, though all you can see is my foot.

JS: Let’s talk about Subhuman.

KG: Oh man, I loved subhuman!

JS: It was one of my favorites.

KG: I loved getting into every zine that I could and did get into, but there was something wonderful about subhuman. Cecil and Dawn Doyle were sweethearts when I talked to them on the phone, and the zine seemed to get sleazier as it went on, which I loved.

JS: You did quite a few interviews for them.

KG: Yeah. I interviewed Steven poster, who shot one or two h.G. Lewis films and Don Gordon from Bullitt and the last movie.

JS: What did he have to say about that?

KG: He said it was truly as insane a shoot as its legend said it was. In fact, when I was at universal, I found out that an editor there had been an assistant editor on the last movie. He said that hopper and his buds would send in tons of footage every week from peru, and none of it was in the script or made any sense. He said, “By looking at it all, we couldn’t even begin to guess where the fuck it was supposed to go into the work print, it was just one big clusterfuck of film!” hopper went down there, got wasted and just shot and shot and shot.

JS: You know, Subhuman did get pretty sleazy.

KG: I thought it was very funny—i’d keep sending them as much scum as I could and cecil would just say, “sure, thanks!” [laughs] one day, while I was an assistant editor on in the heat of the night, another worker just happened to mention in passing that he’d once shot a disgusting John holmes porn loop. I said, “whoa, we gotta talk over lunch!”

JS: I remember that interview!

KG: I taped him for cecil. The guy wanted me to call him “mr. X” . He said that there was a bunch of scagged out people in one room, including some poor, gross post-op transsexuals. “I had to shoot them close-up between their legs, and I nearly gagged! Their vaginas were horrible botch jobs, kind of jagged instead of vertical, with pieces of skin and shit hanging out of ’em. I felt like I needed to shower afterwards!” he claimed that holmes did women and men both, and he called holmes “a big prick,” in both senses of the word. That was surely the grossest piece I ever wrote. [laughs]

JS: Speaking of strange things that you wrote for Subhuman, I wanted to ask you about “Get Out of My Way, Man, I Really Mean It!” You reviewed a fake movie.

KG: [laughs] i’d write some short comic pieces and tiny scripts for zines sometimes, and I sent two of them to subhuman. They were bogus film reviews, and I think that one was about a huge bastard who goes on a mcDonald’s pig-out binge, then rolls out on the street yelling, “Get out of my way, man, I really mean it!”—which was the stupidest title I could think of—before exploding and spewing guts and shit all over the people in the crowd.

JS: You did two of these things?

KG: The other review was called the scum people, about a white trash couple who didn’t know exactly how many children they had shat out (around thirty-five). The stepfather would terrorize them by farting in their faces—close to, but not quite algonquin round table material, there.
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JS: When did Deep Red, come into the picture?

KG: I think it was next. That, of course, was a good looking zine and one of the best.

JS: What are your memories of Chas. Balun?

KG: He and his wife were one of the sweetest couples I ever met. Incredibly nice people. He had a Deep Red writers’ party once and it was great fun. He had a gory lucio fulci shit flick on the tv in the background, and they made some great food. When everyone left, chas. Gave us all an extremely thoughtful surprise gift: a box of business cards. Mine had a raised drawing of a black, old fashioned camera on a white card, with “Kris Gilpin, writer, Deep Red” printed on it. I was very touched and grateful to them, and I still have a handful of the cards. It was a big shock and incredibly sad when he died young—it really hit the whole horror community hard. He was like this big, gentle Ben character who gave me a bear hug when I left that night. I hope his wife is oK now, wherever she is.

JS: You interviewed David Hess for Deep Red…

KG: Yeah, when I met him in an LA restaurant he had a salt and pepper beard. I said, “oh, hi David, I didn’t recognize you with your beard,” and he said, “I didn’t recognize you with your beard, either.” He was pretty cool and he told me, “I gained twenty pounds for Deodato’s house on the edge of the park to make myself look more physically repulsive as the rapist,” which really cracked me up. At the end of our talk though, as we were leaving, he looked at me weirdly and said, “I also just played michelangelo in an eight-hour italian mini-series.” I smiled at him and said, “really?” he looked at me, not smiling, and said, “yeah, really.” But I don’t think that ever happened, so maybe I had somehow pissed him off with my comment about his beard and he was fucking with me. I dunno…
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JS: What did you think of the Deep Red Horror Handbook?

KG: Man, that was a beautiful little book. One of the best zine publications, ever. Chas. Asked me for a bunch of short interviews he could put in between the longer pieces in the book. I gave him a couple of shortened interviews i’d done before (which were in some of the more obscure zines), but I mostly got him fresh or updated stuff.

JS: What did you think of Starlog and Cinefantastique?

KG: I always liked starlog, but for its last ten to twenty years or so it seemed to me to basically be an organ for star trek, which never did anything for me. But I always did wanna get in it—it looked so good—so I got my name in six issues in a row. That was cool because it was a paying gig. I remember though, at the beginning of my first piece, I starting writing it in the first person. “I didn’t recognize so-and-so at first because she looked so different in person.” I was trying to make it sound different and looser. I got a crazed postcard back from one of the bigwigs there saying, “what the hell do you mean writing a starlog article in the first person?”

JS: That would have ended my career over there…

KG: That was kind of fucked up, I thought. And then, he bitched at me again for something else that happened later on. He wasn’t the nicest guy out there, at least not to me. Then I also got my name in about six cinefantastiques in a row. It was a big, beautiful mag, especially the huge double issues.

JS: What was Fred Clarke like?

KG: He seemed to me to be a weird dichotomy. On the phone, he was always very pleasant, but he was into some tabloid-like stuff in the mag sometimes, too. He published a photo of the deadly helicopter crash during the twilight Zone: the movie shoot that pissed a lot of industry people off. He paid by the word, and he would rewrite your stuff to bring your paycheck amount down. And once, he inserted some pseudonegative comments about my subject into one of my pieces—i honestly don’t remember who it was now, but their publicist called me up, all pissed off. I never made any subject in a pro or fanzine sound shitty, and it pissed me off a bit. I swore to him that I hadn’t written that bit of info. Anyway, fred would later say, “Gilpin, why don’t you write something else for me?” I told him, “I like you, fred, but so-and-so’s publicist called me up, pissed off and yelling at me over something you inserted into my interview!” so, although the mag was a beauty, I didn’t wanna chance writing something for him anymore. It was sad in the end, though because he suffered from depression so badly. He killed himself at fifty-one.
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JS: You did some stuff for Shock Xpress…

KG: Yeah. Stefan [Jaworzyn] wanted my larry Buchanan interview in there, and one night I interviewed al adamson for him, using questions written mostly by Jaime pina. He knew adamson’s career better than I did, but he thought he was a big hack. I had to get that interview in a hurry and hadn’t read all of his questions before I talked to al, so I asked him a question which basically called his films shit. Adamson glowered at me and I said, “oops! Sorry man, I didn’t write that one.” [laughs] Do you know the great film/counterculture journalist Jack Stevenson?

JS: Yeah. He did some big zine-books called Pandemonium.

KG: Right. He’s a great guy, and he asked me to get mary woronov for pandemonium ii. That was awesome for me because she was always like Josephine cool, you know? I got to talk to her in her place, which was full of her neat, abstract paintings. I went through her stills to send a couple to Jack for the zine and came across a great one of her topless in a bath from sugar cookies. I said, “oh, the editor would love this one!” and mary said, “yeah, I bet he would.” “No?” I asked her. “No,” she said [laughs].

JS: You interviewed Monte Hellman for Film Threat.

KG: That was one of the greatest talks for me, because I loved his stuff in the sixties and seventies. the shooting is a great existential Jack Nicholson and warren oates western on a low budget, but it looks very good. Hellman has always been considered an American director with a european flavor to his work. I was thrilled because, along with wim wenders’ kings of the road, hellman’s two-lane Blacktop was and still is my very favorite road film.

JS: It’s an amazing film.

KG: When I saw it as a teen, I thought, “I can’t believe someone got to make a film that goes nowhere.” I fell in love with it more and more as it went along. That film got me into road films, existentialism, travel, and alternative cinema. The whole thing had this eerie, ultra-natural feeling to it—until I realized that it’s one of the few films that has no musical soundtrack in the background, just some snippets of live, source music in certain scenes.

JS: Like the music from the radio.

KG: Yeah. That gave a very naturalistic, believable feeling to the film. And, when used to create a horror effect, that’s also a reason why the original i spit on Your grave is so hard to take. It has no music. That’s why I can’t sit through some old films. The constant, shitty, syrupy music in the background bugs the hell out of me! And when you watch a film, even today, where sad music comes in under someone’s sad speech, as if you’re too fuckin’ stupid to pick up on the mood of the scene by yourself without hollytrite spoon feeding it to you. It’s insulting to the viewer and it takes me right out of the film; it really distracts me.

JS: Can you give me an example?

KG: Well, I thought A.i. would’ve been so much more emotional without the constant sappy music in the background.

JS: Gotcha.

KG: Anyway, I said to hellman, “what I got out of ride in the Whirlwind was that sometimes in life you get screwed, even if you’re a total innocent and there’s not a fucking thing you can do about it.” Hellman looked at me and said with a smile, “oh, yeah? You got that out of it?” so maybe I didn’t get it after all [laughs]. But, after the interview, as I got up to leave, he said, “are you in a hurry? I have some buddies coming over and we’re gonna watch my new film, if you’re interested.” Needless to say, there I was, for an extra two hours, watching a tape of iguana. That was one of my best days…

JS: Your writing appeared quite frequently in the pages of something called Drama-Logue. What exactly was that?

KG: It was a…oK, first, quickly, I did a phone talk with tobe hooper for Derek Jensen’s children of the night. Hooper was talking with me for an hour from his kitchen and I could hear kitchen noises and him holding his kids in the background. When the issue came out. It looked very nice. It was his best-looking issue to date. Then, i’d noticed a local la. Actors’ casting prozine named drama-logue, which also had great actor interviews in it. I sent the editor, a very nice guy named lee melville, that issue of children of the night with a resume, asking if I could write for him. He said yes, and that was the first of many character actor/director interviews I did for him.

JS: What was your first interview for that?

KG: The first one was felton perry, who was in robocop and the original Walking tall. I let lee know that I knew a lot of B-movie, character, and horror people. Every time one of their publicists would contact the mag, lee would call me first. I got people like paul verhoeven and sam raimi. I was pissed later, because i’d spoken with them both the nights before robocop and evil dead 2 opened, and I wished i’d gotten a chance to see the films first.

JS: How often did they screen films for you before your interviews?

KG: Surprisingly, not that often. The time that springs to mind first was house ii: the second story, with that little puppet in it. I basically hated that flick, especially after loving the first one with william Katt. I slipped out before the director’s friendly publicist asked me what I thought of it. And, of course, I never said anything bad about a film or its actor/director in a prozine piece.

JS: Were you ever assigned to interview anyone whose work you weren’t aware of?

KG: Really early on, melville told me, “you’ll never guess who I got for you next!” my mind raced, and I finally asked, “who?”

JS: I’m going to ask you the same thing!

KG: It was Jean-claude van Damme. I asked him, “who the hell is Jean claude van Damme?” he said, “yeah I know. With that name he’ll never go anywhere!”
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JS: When was this?

KG: He was just starting out, and I was getting him for cyborg. He was very nice, though, and he brought along his wife at the time. She was pretty and petite, but she was pretty buffed out too. He spoke in broken english then and kept saying, “thanks God!” for his budding career.

JS: As someone who does a lot of this myself, I’m curious about how you prepared for something like that.

KG: The lazy kind of interview, where the host asks the subject, “so, who are you and what do you do?” is just a bunch of shit. It’s just a piss off. The simple secret is to be as researched and prepared as possible. I’d ask every publicist to send me their people’s most comprehensive resumes. This was before imDb, of course. My memory sucks for most things, but for whatever reason i’ve always retained tons of movie trivia knowledge.

JS: Which you must now use for your online movie crossword puzzles.

KG: Right. Sometimes, an interviewee would say, “how did you find out about that film? Even i’ve forgotten about it!” Jeffrey Jones said he really appreciated my research and questions.

JS: Wait a minute—Jeffrey Jones?

KG: Yeah. He was the nicest guy in the world when I spoke to him, just like you’d figure he’d be. We ran into each other three times in the supermarket after our talk. He’d give me a bear hug and said, “honestly, Kris, that was the best interview anyone’s ever done with me!” I was shocked as hell when I heard he’d taken nude pictures of that fourteen year old boy. They say he never touched him, but that was some sick shit. I was shocked, surprised, and saddened that he did that.

JS: When and why did you stop interviewing?

KG: [sighs] I was getting tired of transcribing the pieces, which always took me a few nights, for $60 a pop. Plus, I was getting somewhat depressed because I always wanted to do what these character actors were doing. But even then, I was torn. I was in one of these aging, very popular, and well-liked actor’s apartments, and it was a small, bare, semibleak place. I thought, “shit, i’ve been watching and loving this guy for decades, and i’m living better than he is now!” and another actor, who’d been working for decades, confided to me that, in all his time of acting, he’d made only $11,000.

JS: [Stunned] What?

KG: I got choked up and made him repeat the figure. I couldn’t believe it. It was so fucking sad! So, I don’t know, I was very conflicted inside. And then, lee asked me to get the biggest name i’d ever gotten: ray Bradbury.

JS: Nice!

KG: Yeah! He was talking about a play of his in la. Which had been adapted from his the Wonderful ice cream suit—a film of the same name was made by stuart Gordon, by the way—and i’m sitting in his humble home, the same one he’d bought thirty years earlier, thinking, I can’t believe i’m sitting in ray Bradbury’s living room! I said, “first off, ray (as he insisted I call him), I loved and grew up on your stories!” he replied, “yeah, you and a million others.” Not in a mean way, but as if he’d heard it every day of his life. Then, I noticed a genuine oscar sitting on his fireplace mantle.

JS: I didn’t know he’d won an Oscar.

KG: That’s the thing. I said, “wow, ray, I never knew you’d won an oscar!” he said, “Nah, it’s not mine. I wrote moby dick for John huston in ’56 and later on I told him, ‘hey John, you have two oscars and I don’t have any. Can I have one?’ he said, ‘sure, kid!’ so, I took one of John huston’s oscars!” I quit the interviews after that, because I knew I could never top getting ray Bradbury!

JS: Are you still writing at all?

KG: Oh yeah, I love to write. My movie crosswords keep me busy about half the time. I wrote an offbeat road movie script a few years ago, and now i’m outlining a novel about my late brother and myself. We had the same sense of humor and were like one. And i’ve been asking around for years if someone wants to publish a book of my old interviews. A lot of retro-film books are coming out now, including this one. Even if no one winds up reading these projects of mine, i’ll still be happy after I knock them out. Like my late, beloved brother, who wrote five novels in his lifetime, I just love to write.

JS: How do you feel about film blogs today?

KG: Kevin smith’s is fun, and ricky Gervais’ is hilarious. Last year, two nice guys from death by dVd contacted me and other old zine writers for some ninety-minute talks. That was great fun for me, especially knowing that a new generation, like you, has somehow discovered and loves these old labor-of-love zines. To me, that’s cool and very flattering. And my old buddy Chris Poggiali has reprinted a handful of my old articles for temple of schlock.

JS: Why do you think horror films have remained so popular?

KG: I don’t know. They’ve been around since before the beginning, as firesign theatre would say. For filmmakers, it’s always been a cheap way to break into the biz. The ones who do something different with the little money they have really stand out. But, there must be something inside of us that’s attracted to the dark side. These tales have been around in books, films, and campfire tales forever. I guess they always will be. Maybe it’s a cathartic thing.

JS: What do you think of today’s films?

KG: Thank God for indies! I’d be bored to death without them! Nine times out of ten these days, you see a trailer for the latest carbon-copy hollyturd and you know how it’s going to end. Why bother to go?

JS: Who’s your favorite filmmaker?

KG: David Lynch. You can see his stuff countless times, and every time notice something new in it. Lately, there’ve been a lot of indies that have wonderfully ambiguous endings. They make you think for a change, and you can kind of imagine your own ending. Films like martha marcy may marlene, take shelter, and meek’s cutoff. Once in a blue moon we’ll get a hollyfilm which actually has some balls to it, like the grey, fight club, Bug, or girl With the dragon tattoo.

JS: You’ve really got to dig deep…

KG: In 1958, a great writer named theodore sturgeon said, “Ninety per cent of everything is crap,” which, of course, is true and probably always will be. People can bitch about the internet, which has tons of time-wasting shit on it, but so do hollymovies and books and music. The secret—and it’s also the fun—is to find the interesting stuff amid all the offal…
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I first encountered Greg Goodsell’s writing in the pages of Deep Red and subhuman. I’m not sure where I originally read him; his first published work for Deep Red appeared in issue number 4 (where he gave Jose larraz’s rest in pieces a justly deserved “dog” on the Gore score), but I think that i’d gotten my hands on a copy of subhuman by then. As time passes, these things blur together, especially when you take into account the haphazard publication schedules that most of the horror zines employed (not to mention the time that it took to receive them in the mail). Let’s just say that I became a fan of Greg’s work from early on, and I quickly started looking for any magazine that had his name on it.

I wanted to know about Greg’s start in writing, about the personalities he met along the way, and what he thought of the current state of fandom. I sent him a letter, he wrote back, and before I knew it, I was dialing the phone for this interview.

I’m happy to report that Greg Goodsell was all that i’d hoped he would be. Opinionated, outspoken, and overflowing with anecdotes, Greg didn’t flinch once when it came to calling things as he saw them.

Greg Goodsell still works as a journalist today; his most recent genrerelated work can be found in the pages of screem magazine and online at cinema head cheese and Angels in distress.

The following interview was conducted via telephone and email, January–march, 2012.

JOHN SZPUNAR: Have you always lived in California?

GREG GOODSELL: Yeah, i’ve always lived in california. I’ve lived in Bakersfield (my home town) my entire life. I’m over the hill from hollywood. That gives me an ample opportunity to speak to film personalities, which i’m still doing, to this day. I’m still doing fan-related writing. Are you familiar with screem magazine?

JS: Yep. Daryl Mayeski.

GG: I do a lot of writing for him. It’s ironic that I now speak to and maintain relationships with a lot of the directors that I used to make fun of.

JS: Has the benefit of time given you the chance to appreciate their work a little more?

GG: I’ve always appreciated their work. I’ve always been entertained by their work for a variety of reasons. It if it’s especially bad and inept (but they’re very earnest and sincere), I have to give them credit. If they’re earnest and sincere, it’s like edward D. Wood, Jr. He believed in what he was doing, which is not the same as a lot of hollywood hacks who have no personal investment in their features; it’s just a job. These independent filmmakers put their own vision and their own concerns into their films and it shows. You can’t possibly walk away from an andy milligan film and not say, “there’s a deeper psychosis here at work! I must learn more.”

JS: Why do you think that is?

GG: Independent filmmakers don’t have any money; they use their friends as actors, etcetera. It’s like when I was working at small newspapers and at large newspapers—if you’re small, you can do what you please. You can bring your own neuroses, likes, and dislikes to a project. You can bring your own quirk and personality to it and no one is in the front office saying, “you can’t do that.” So yeah, that’s the appeal about no-budget independent filmmaking.
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JS: The art film and the down-and-dirty exploitation film don’t differ much, in that respect.

GG: The bigger a project is, the more people you have with vested interests in it. They say, “you can’t do that, you can’t step on these toes, and you have to use this actor.” It’s just artistic freedom. The art film offers artistic freedom, and the low budget exploitation movie (which is ostensibly made to make money) offers the same sort of freedom.

JS: What kind of movies did you enjoy as a kid?

GG: Oh, I watched everything. I’m going to be fifty-two in march, so I fall within the realms and parameters of the Famous Monsters/monster-kid era. There was a steady stream of monster movies on independent tv channels, and so forth. That’s what I was gobbling up.

JS: Monsters were everywhere, even on the television sitcoms. There was almost a—I’m searching for the word…

GG: Zeitgeist? Is that the word you’re looking for?

JS: Yeah [laughs]. Why do you think this happened in the sixties?

GG: Well, there were shows like the munsters and the Addams family that addressed unconventional family units. You could always have the little argument that the munsters best represented blue-collar east coast values, while the Addams family embraced the avant-garde unconventional family. It wasn’t a leave it to Beaver setup, but they were both happy, functioning families. I think that was sort of acknowledging that america in the sixties was headed down a different path.

JS: That’s interesting…

GG: There was the eisenhower ideal, where mom and dad lived in the same house and little brother and sister got along and did well in school. There were a lot of divorces going on and there were a lot of single-parent households then. I have very clear memories—i was very fortunate to have a mom and dad living at home, but that wasn’t always the case. I had some friends who were living with their grandparents because their parents were spun-out on drugs. I think it was probably a reaction to the fifties ideal. Everyone can buy a house with a high school diploma and everyone has a car. It was just an acknowledgement that the family unit at the time didn’t go up against that ideal. the munsters and the Addams family lived their lives as they chose, and they were still a happy functioning unit. I think that sort have had a pacifying effect.
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JS: What were you reading as a kid?

GG: Well, the ec comics had been stamped out, but there was mad. That was very sharp, very satirical, and very adult. My parents were reading that. And of course, I was reading the comic code-approved books of the era—house of mystery and house of secrets by Dc and stuff like that. As a child, everybody got roald Dahl books, like charlie and the chocolate factory and James and the giant peach. The one writer who really set my imagination alight was ray Bradbury; he was very poetic. He’s middlebrow today. Looking back, a lot of his stuff was very sentimental and obvious, but his stories were like pieces of candy that I would gobble up, one after the other.

JS: I got into Ray Bradbury after reading the stories EC Comics adapted.

GG: He was very poetic and accessible; he built a story around a very good executed idea. It was just very intriguing. You’d go, “wow! What a concept!” unfortunately, I was quick to learn that most science fiction isn’t like that. In fact, the hard science fiction, where everything has to go in line with physics—stuff like that doesn’t lend itself to a compelling narrative. It doesn’t make for a good story. I smattered around with science fiction, but I realized that it’s rather inaccessible and not really geared toward my interests.
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JS: Where did you go from there?

GG: I had a loving, supportive mom, and I began to read the works of poe and lovecraft. Another writer of that era, fredric Brown, informs a lot of my own fiction. His stuff preceded flash-fiction; stories of 1,800 words, or less. All of his stories had a point and cleverness to them, a brevity and a wit. Fredric Brown was very good.

JS: I’m a big fan of his stuff.

GG: Here Comes a Candle was his first novel that I read. Karl edward wagner said that was like the second best novel of non-supernatural horror, preceded by psycho. I said, “hey! I gotta read this!” of course, it all has a point. We have the young teenage hero with a neurosis. He’s obsessed with a nursery rhyme and it’s all a self-fulfilling prophecy.

JS: Were you aware of Forrest J Ackerman as a kid?

GG: Oh yeah. The thing is, my parents would become upset if I brought an issue [of Famous Monsters] into the house. They just could not handle it, for some reason. I had to sneak it into the house; they really had a bad time with it. My mother was more forgiving and she’d let me watch horror films. My father, being a highly educated man, at one time a defense lawyer and later a court commissioner, had an antipathy to genre literature anyway. However, one book that managed to turn both of my parent’s heads around was this book in 1969 entitled horror! By the pseudonymous author Drake Douglas, it introduced a lot of the main figures found in horror film and literature as well as an introduction to edgar allan poe, h. P. Lovecraft and arthur machen. My father began to see the cultural and literary worth of this type of fiction, and he softened a bit. I was probably just young—my parents bought the monster times tabloid when I was a young teen, and monster times had all manner of radical politics and far more cynical worldview than the innocuous Famous Monsters. They figured I was just too young. Now, when I see hillbilly families drag their six and seven year old children into theaters to watch such films as oliver stone’s savages, I say to myself, “my parents raised me right!”

JS: My parents did the same thing to me.

GG: I do have to say that growing up, I did have monster paranoia. I loved to watch monster movies, but they stayed with me. When you’re young and impressionable, you don’t know any better. Like, after you’ve watched the Birds for the first time and you’re only six years old, you’re afraid to go out of the house because you think the ravens are going to pluck your eyes out. I wasn’t ready for a lot of this stuff. As I got older, it didn’t become an issue. It all washes out in the end; I didn’t become an axemurderer. I did go through therapy, but it wasn’t because of the monster movies [laughs].

JS: That’s good to know! When did you start writing?

GG: I was writing as soon as I could. I will say one thing, and this will sound very stuck-up and immodest: a lot of the fanzine writers of my era—early eighties/early nineties—were fans and had enthusiasm for the genres they were writing about, but they didn’t have good writing backgrounds. I wrote as a little child and I was involved with newspapers and journalism as a teenager. I was getting paid for my writing when I was about nineteen. I have a pretty strong writing background. It’s still a big thrill to see my name in print. Everything is ego [laughs].

JS: What was your first published work?

GG: Well, discounting the junior high school newspaper, there was a small regional slick magazine called Bakersfield magazine. They paid me for my film reviews. They didn’t pay me a lot, but that was my first paid published work. Currently, i’m a web content provider for an online news agency, so i’m still writing to this day and getting paid for it.

JS: How did you become aware of the fanzines?

GG: The thing you have to remember is that we have fanzines dating back to the forties, fifties, and sixties. There was stuff like children of the night. You would get these odd publications; you’d read about them in Famous Monsters and send away for them. I was always aware that they were around. The thing that differentiated them from the ones that I was involved in was that they were trying to lend credence and legitimacy to the horror and science fiction genre. The stuff that I was doing was very irreverent. “look at this inept piece of crap! Let’s get drunk and laugh at this vhs piece of shit!”

JS: What was your first brush with writing for fanzines?

GG: In 1981, I tried to sell an article on larry Buchanan to Fangoria. I interviewed John agar. He was good, but he didn’t know where larry Buchanan was. I sent it to Fangoria and they said, “hey! We’ll print this if you get us some pictures!” I couldn’t find pictures to save my life and that article went on the back burner. So, there was this fanzine called fear of darkness that had an article by Brian curran about Zontar, the thing from Venus. Are you familiar with larry Buchanan?
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JS: Yeah. Mars Needs Women…

GG: Brian hit larry Buchanan’s movies right on the head. They’re just very dreary, tedious, boring science fiction movies that accurately reflect reality. That was the whole aesthetic. I said, “hey, he got it, too!” I contacted Brian, who lived in Boston, and he sent me some photos. I re-typed my article and sent it to Fangoria. Since this had been a period of two years, uncle Bob martin threw it back in my face, saying, “Get lost, kid!”

JS: What did you do?
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GG: Well, Brian curran had his own fanzine called Zontar, the magazine from Venus. He offered to publish it, and the very month that larry Buchanan finally granted an interview to Fangoria, my article came out. It was very embarrassing—i was using all these theories, and somebody had actually tracked him down; it just shot all of my theories out of the water. However, it all worked out for the better because my essays that appeared in Zontar were reprinted word for word by larry Buchanan in his 1996 autobiography, it came from hunger! I befriended larry later on and we stayed in touch.

JS: What was he like?

GG: Larry was very idiosyncratic. He admitted that the movies he did for aip were utter crap, but he was dead serious about all his conspiracy theory movies. down on us and the trial of lee harvey oswald—he wouldn’t budge on those; he believed all of the crazy crackpot theories behind them.

JS: Where did you go from there, writing wise?

GG: Well, I saw an ad for a fanzine called subhuman. I sent away for it and I got a letter from cecil Doyle. He said, “I’m so glad you wrote to me. I assume you are the Greg Goodsell who wrote the articles on larry Buchanan in Zontar? Those are the best articles i’ve ever read in any small press fanzine.” I just danced around the kitchen because someone had seen it and appreciated it. That was a big charge for me. That was very important and that was a turning point. I started writing for subhuman and subhuman opened doors. Chas. Balun liked my work and let me write for Deep Red. I met all these different people and I started writing for them.

JS: You were a regular contributor to Subhuman…

GG: I think many people would agree with me that subhuman was probably the best fanzine that came after sleazoid express. When I was writing for subhuman, I was working for sears roebuck—just wearing my polyester shirts and ties. I would come home, and if I was lucky, there’d be a copy of subhuman in the mailbox. A lot of people were complementary to my work in the letter columns. It was good to get positive feedback.
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JS: I first saw Subhuman mentioned in Deep Red. Actually, how did you become aware of Deep Red?

GG: I saw it at a comic book store. Chas. Gave subhuman a rave review in Deep Red number 2. I wrote him a letter and he said, “hey, come on board!” a short while later, I saw him at the 1988 Fangoria Weekend of horrors. we hit it off from there.

JS: You wrote a piece for the Deep Red Horror Handbook called “The Unwatchables”. That actually made me go out and try to find some of the films that you mentioned. Was that your intent?

GG: Oh, yes. I’ve met a few people who brag to me that they went out and saw all ten films on the list! There were some truly memorable and amazing films in that chapter that warranted viewing for sheer chutzpah alone.

JS: Is there any value in truly bad films?

GG: One of the magical things about movies is that absolutely terrible movies (that are no good whatsoever) are endlessly entertaining while, great, essential movies take on the joyless aura of “math homework” in order to view them. However—this argument comes up every now and then—do we reward “bad behavior” by writing about bad, inept movies? My reply is, not at all, as long as the films remain engaging, have a unique worldview, and are sincere in their attempts to entertain and tell a story. More people can better relate to the struggles of an edward D. Wood Jr. Than a Joel schumacher.

JS: How did you divide up your work for the fanzines? I’m assuming that you would tailor your work to who you were submitting it to.

GG: I had different approaches for all of fanzines I wrote for, due to my building a working relationship with their editors and publishers. In subhuman, I was given free rein to be footloose and fancy-free—to be as irreverent as possible.

JS: Subhuman spanned the map.

GG: The films I covered in subhuman covered a wide variety of genres, but there had to be something unusual or noteworthy about the films that I felt warranted attention. subhuman went out to a wide variety of fringe folks who were into art, music and film. For Deep Red, I was also allowed to be footloose, but the readership for that publication was overwhelmingly male and malcontented. Deep Red was strictly for the teenage and older male gore fan. The films for that publication had to include blood and guts.

JS: Why do you think that the readership for Deep Red was malcontented?

GG: Chas. Balun was very upfront about his revulsion with the sort of people who would beg him for snuff videos and gang rape movies. The violence in horror films are supposed to have a cathartic effect, but they are only movies and special effects. Balun had no time for a lot of the stuff emanating from Japan, where schoolgirls are raped and are forced to eat their own intestines at knifepoint. But it was just par for the course for the type of magazine he had. There was one guy who would write all the fanzines and say, “I’m interested in films where women are raped, tortured and mutilated.” Out of my sight, as Balun would say. This was around the time of peter sotos’ pure. We won’t go there.

JS: You wrote a piece on Regal Video’s catalog for Subhuman. How difficult was it for you to track down and compare their titles?

GG: The regal video piece was very simple to do. A downtown mom and pop video store had the run of the series, and I went through them, one-by-one. It was painfully obvious they were all re-titled with hasty, burned-in video titles. They were all pretty easy to identify. For example, the demon lover was easy to peg, as I had read an earlier review in cinefantastique that mentioned that the star of the film was this rather heavy-set kung fu expert who went under the name of christmas robbins. Gunnar hansen also had a featured role. I put one and one together, and voila! Out of that batch of releases was the mind-blowing the double garden from 1970, re-titled the revenge of dr. X on regal video, and Venus flytrap elsewhere. It had many different names.

JS: Didn’t Ed Wood write that?

GG: Yes. It’s amazing that ed wood was still having his screenplays produced at that late a date! I appear in the documentary dad made dirty movies, about producer/director stephen apostolof, and he did a good job of keeping wood in liquor towards the very end. Deep Red alumnus shane “Remo” Dallmann did a very thorough follow-up article on regal video, which revealed all the chicanery around that outfit, who were mostly in the furniture business.

JS: You know, I really liked your “Confessions of a Would-Be Sleaze Screenwriter” piece for Subhuman. It really went beyond the standard zine fare…

GG: I’m glad you enjoyed that, as it actually disappointed a lot of people.

JS: How so?

GG: To them, it lacked a punch line.

JS: I thought the story was fascinating slice of life. Do you mind talking about it?

GG: In short, I met this aspiring filmmaker named Jeff london who wanted to make an anthology horror film. He was rather slippery, not giving me a phone number or address. I wrote the script, and didn’t hear back from him until months later. He said he was no longer interested in a horror film, but rather a story “about two friends, who’ve known each other their entire lives, who go through something over the course of a weekend that changes their lives forever.” I lost interest, and I later saw london working shamefaced behind the counter at a ghetto video store. The punch line would come many years later after Jeff london became a very highly prolific director of straight-to-video gay films.

JS: You’re kidding!

GG: Anyone who is interested in bad filmmaking in general—but is not interested in the prospect of viewing hot, sweaty man-on-man action should check out london’s movies. The gay characters in his movies only hold hands, if that! Sure as shooting, all of london’s movies are “about two friends, who’ve known each other their entire lives, who go through something over the course of a weekend that changes their lives forever.” And then came summer, the last Year, A Warm Wind, regarding Billy…all of them stink on ice. Oddly enough, he did go on to make an anthology horror film, When darkness falls.

JS: Could you tell me a little about your experience with Shock Xpress?

GG: For shock xpress, I had to craft my articles for a British and international audience. I had to explain to this audience—at a time when us films were hard to track down for these readers—why they were worthy and place them in an American context. A lot of us cult and horror films hinge on strictly American conventions.

JS: Shock Xpress was a real class-act…

GG: My contributions to the first shock xpress book were definitely a high point in my fanzine career. Glossy, color pages in a book in which I was rewarded financially—with residuals! Say what you will about stefan Jaworzyn, but he always treated me very well and was very enthusiastic to have me on board. However, that wonderful relationship came to an end in 1993. My life had been upended at around that time after a period of wild excess, and I had promised stefan an interview with director rinse Dream (né stephen sayadian) of café flesh and night dreams infamy. The interview fell through after many false starts and stefan and I lost touch. I wrote him and gave him a phone call every now and then, but received only stony silence. Jaworzyn reappeared in 2004 with the texas chain saw massacre companion, but I haven’t heard from him since. Stefan, wherever you are—cheers!
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JS: How do you think that the British small press differed from that of the US?

GG: To be honest with you, the only exposure I had to the British fan press was shock xpress and the stray issue of ungawa! here and there. I thought it was unusual that they seemed to be “us-centric,” with most of the coverage on American films and directors. This was probably in reaction to the prevailing mood of the time that saw little worth in the films of hammer and amicus—which have since enjoyed resurgence in popularity. It tickled me that some people in the British press looked upon various genre personalities and actors with a certain amount of awe, whereas I live about two hours away from hollywood—where I can see them pounding the streets eating chili dogs any day of the week!

JS: You did some work for Brutarian…

GG: Brutarian had very high literary standards, and I had to choose my words carefully and craft my sentences soundly. Dom salemi is a great guy, but Brutarian was drifting more and more into alternative music coverage, which just wasn’t my bag. Salemi paid me very well and had kind things to say about my work. Again, in 1993 my life was in a bit of a turnaround and my work for them began to decline, and we had a bit of a row. However, I published an article on indonesian horror films in Brutarian in 2001, to which I was paid very well. I haven’t heard from Dom in awhile, and like stefan—if he’s out there reading this—hi Dom!

JS: I wanted to ask you about a zine called They Won’t Stay Dead. I never saw an issue, but Gene Gregorits had great things to say about the editor, Brian Johnson. Could you tell me a little about the mag and about your experience writing for it?

GG: They Won’t stay dead was sort of the last gasp for xeroxed fanzines. They pretty much let me have my head—i had a lot of experimental pieces printed there. I was invited to write for the publication by Brian Johnson after I got burned big time by psychotronic Video, and began to submit pieces that I wouldn’t submit anywhere else. Kooky, experimental pieces that wouldn’t fit anywhere else. My writings in that mag led me to longterm friendships with other fans, to which I am eternally grateful. The only clue that Johnson led a “wet and reckless” lifestyle was the time he wrote me about Desert storm back in 1991. “even drinking doesn’t seem to help anymore.” I was shocked to learn that he took his life later on.
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JS: A lot of the writing in the fanzines was exceptional—and most of the time much better than what was being published by the prozines. Why do you think this was?

GG: The prozines had a much tighter focus. They didn’t allow any wiggle room for “personal” writing. It was all very cut-and-dried. The only really personal stuff that I ever read in Fangoria was when uncle Bob martin began to have a very real middle-life crisis or nervous breakdown when he was covering Videodrome back in 1983. He was questioning what his purpose in life was by covering films that (at that time) hinged on practical, “bladder” special effects. He left the magazine shortly afterwards. This can go completely the other way, with some writers who just talk about their hangnails and how their cat has cruelly rejected them in lieu of talking about the films. No further comment, as the reader scrambles to fill in those blank spaces. Altogether, the best relationships I have had with editors—be it in fanzines, newspapers, websites, what have you—know what I can provide and let me take it from there. It’s absolutely awful working with an editor or publisher who doesn’t know what they want, but certainly doesn’t want what you give them!

JS: Let’s talk a little about Bill Landis.

GG: Oh, yes. A very, very complex individual, and that can be taken as both a bad and a good thing.

JS: What was your take on him?

GG: Bill kept my interest in writing for film alive. I was a subscriber to sleazoid express. We would exchange letters, and he would encourage my writing. He did the same for a lot of people, up until his death. However, it has to be said that Bill showed me both things that I should have done and things that I shouldn’t have done. Bill kept an enemy list. He went after people like Kenneth anger and Joel m. Reed. He would actively persecute them, and I said, “hey! Bill is doing well and he’s got all this publicity! I’m going to do the same thing. I’m going to attack innocent parties until I beat it into the ground.” I followed in his footsteps rather closely and I did some stuff that i’d later regret. All of the positive things that Bill did were met with a negative. He was a big influence, and he turned a lot of eyes toward fanzine writing, but i’m not going to tell you he was a walk in the park. I most quote the late marilyn monroe at this point: “I’m selfish, impatient and a little insecure. I make mistakes, I am out of control and at times hard to handle. But if you can’t handle me at my worst, then you sure as hell don’t deserve me at my best.” Which goes to show—a person can be a great person but a lousy artist, or a lousy person and a great artist. Human beings are highly complex mammals. This goes for me, landis, everyone. I can be entertaining, genial and funny—as well as petty, vindictive and cruel. They’re all essential stops on the tour. The actions of his widow, however, michelle clifford, remain beyond disgraceful. Fearing litigation, I will defer to the Duchess in lewis carroll’s Alice in Wonderland: “ ‘that’s nothing to what I could say if I chose,” the Duchess replied, in a pleased tone.” The only satisfactory bit to this story is that certain guilty parties are currently getting their comeuppance.

JS: Well…I wanted to interview Bill a while back and she kind of… Let’s just say that she put an end to it.

GG: She gave me one of her patented email flames, and I learned from others that she sort of used a template. She did that with everybody—longtime friends, former advertisers. I don’t know what michelle clifford’s issue was that made her such an awful person.

JS: The take I got was that she didn’t want anyone to step on Bill’s turf. Maybe it was a New York thing. I know that Bill really had it in for Rick Sullivan and Gore Gazette.

GG: Rick was his own character. And towards the end, people were losing interest in that type of fanzine. He just started making all these phony prank phone calls to people like mike Gingold and tim lucas. They were all bullshit; he just wanted to remain controversial.

JS: I guess you could say that a lot of “fanzine wars” were going on…

GG: That was one of the reasons that I dropped out for a long spell. Fanzines can make you friends from afar or mortal enemies through the mail. It’s not worth it. I was stirring up bad feelings along with everyone else. There was really no point.

JS: I wonder why that is, especially within the fan community…

GG: There’s a lot of jealousy going around. “he got this mentioned in this column and I didn’t get this mentioned in that column.” The people who put out and write for fanzines have very strong personalities. And if there’s a clash, it’s going to be big and colorful.

JS: Do you mind talking about the old bootleg days?

GG: No, go ahead. I’m an open book [laughs].

JS: Well, OK. I know that Film Threat went after a lot of people. Chas. Balun, Donald Farmer, and Rick Sullivan, to name a few. What are your feelings about Chris Gore?

GG: My dealings with chris Gore were highly negative, even before he went after chas. When my interview with susan tyrrell was stolen and published in psychotronic number 6—you know about that, don’t you?
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JS: Let’s hear about it.

GG: This so-called friend of mine stole my audiotape of susan tyrrell and he passed it off as his own in psychotronic. This punk told michael weldon that it was his and michael believed him. So, I made up all these fliers explaining my side of the story and I mailed them out to every single fanzine. Michael got phone calls and letters and death threats. Finally, michael called up susan tyrrell, and she backed me up 100 per cent. So, in issue 7, he was supposed to give me a nice apology. It wasn’t a nice apology. Chris Gore was whispering in my ear, “we’ll print your interview if you write a letter denouncing michael weldon.” So, I wrote the letter. They didn’t publish my interview, and they didn’t send me a copy. I sent chris Gore a letter saying that he had a good future in politics. He called me up and screamed at me over the phone. The thing I learned most from fandom (and in general) is if you meet someone who is bragging about how he shafted it to the man, that’s a warning that he’s going to do it to you.

JS: I could never really understand his take on bootlegs. It was one thing if a film was available for consumption, but in the case of most of the stuff…I mean, how else were you supposed to see Cannibal Holocaust? Or the stuff that was available, but cut to shit?

GG: If you remember chris Gore’s early compilations, he was using stuff that he taped off the tv. He didn’t pay those people royalties. Just the naked obviousness of that—he was taping copyrighted stuff of the tv and selling it. What is that? That was just a blind side to him. He didn’t see the irony.

JS: It can be argued that the fanzines and bootlegs gave a lot of directors their audience.

GG: A lot of stuff was way out of the reach for most people. I never had a laserdisc player. Peter Jackson, Dario argento—a lot of that stuff was only available on Japanese laserdiscs. Chas. Was doing everyone a favor by introducing people to those movies.

JS: And look what we’ve got now. Mainstream DVD and blu-ray labels that specialize in the stuff.

GG: It all worked out in the end [laughs].

JS: You mentioned Screem a while back. When did you start writing for them?

GG: That’s a real old publication. It went on hiatus for ten years. A while back, Darryl called me out of the blue and said, “hey, Greg! Let’s get the magazine going again!” I just made it my business to seek out and interview the filmmakers that I usually made fun of in my subhuman days.

JS: Screem printed your interview with Ray Dennis Steckler. It must have been one of his last.

GG: Yeah, that was sort of a tragic interview. He called me after it was published and said, “you’re the only writer to treat me as a serious filmmaker.” He was crying on the phone. It was only belatedly that I learned that he had just gotten the fatal diagnosis for his heart.
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JS: Man…

GG: Yeah. He knew that he was on the way out and was very appreciative of the article that I wrote about him. He was a rough and ready filmmaker who took the camera and got the thing done; a very down to earth and nice guy. Are you looking for eccentric filmmaker stories?

JS: Yeah. Do you have a few [laughs]?

GG: Well…ask me about some of the people i’ve spoken to!

JS: How about Lawrence D. Foldes?

GG: He’s a really good character and we’ve stayed in touch. Did you see his last film, finding home? He’s trying to make a Douglas sirk movie, and let’s face it, larry foldes isn’t Douglas sirk. It’s always fascinating. You’ll see exploitation filmmakers try to make legitimate mainstream movies, like herschell Gordon lewis with suburban roulette. It just doesn’t work. You have to have talent to make mainstream films. The trashy aesthetic works for exploitation, but if you have out of focus cameras and you’re trying to tell a serious important story, it just doesn’t go over well. If you have people pulled off the street as actors, it’s not going to work. So, a lot of these filmmakers—i love them to death—but I see their inherent limitations.

JS: What do you look for in a genre film today?

GG: I go through phases. I will gobble up indonesian fantasy films one month and old school category iii stuff from hong Kong the next. There are a lot of elements in the films that I like that, when applied elsewhere, fail dismally. I have to say that even with my experience with Deep Red, the trend in “torture porn” has no appeal for me. If I want to wallow in disgust and despair, I can just go the twentyfour- hour supermarket down the street and see all the human flotsam wandering the aisles. I also have little time for nuevo grindhouse features, where the filmmakers dumb everything down and wink and nudge the audience. Your film has to be heartfelt and sincere, or not at all. I won’t mention a certain studio who has carved out a niche market by producing deliberately bad movies. Most movies are already pretty bad to begin with!
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JS: What are some of your recent favorites?

GG: Rubber, Devil, Orphan, Red White and Blue, and the mind-melting game changer After last season. If there were to ever be a sequel to the Deep Red horror handbook, After last season would have its own chapter!

JS: What would the chapter be named?

GG: “they’ve Got some printers in the Basement you can use.”

JS: [laughs] I’ve always been curious about that film. Do you think that Mark Region’s intent as a filmmaker was sincere?

GG: Absolutely! Even in the age of the internet, where all secrets are laid bare, After last season has an incomprehensible aura of mystery about it. The one interview with region online creates more questions than answers. There is not the slightest trace of irony in that film, anywhere. Where films such as dangerous men, the room, and Birdemic: shock and terror fit snugly into the “what the fuck?” genre, After last season has its own genre: a single, extended f–u–u–u–u–u–u–u–u–u–u–u–uck.
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JS: What do you think he was trying to accomplish?

GG: Region is obviously trying to tell a very simple story. Two parapsychologists are conducting experiments on a college campus where there has been a series of murders. Their experiments conjure forth one of the victims, who exacts his revenge on his killer. Because region so totally disregards the syntactical rules of common filmmaking, the audience is left with an incomprehensible question mark, set in an alternate reality where all the surroundings and clothes are a drab light blue. There is the sound of a toilet flushing several doors down (probably due to bad audio looping) and the sets are rolls of butcher paper tied to columns. After last season is highly successful in that it takes the viewer and drops them into an almost alien environment, with no guideposts.
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JS: To say the least! The eighties saw countless sequels. Now we’ve got remakes. What’s your take on the recent “remake” craze?

GG: What amazes me about the recent remake craze is that they are remaking all these classic movies and no one is going to see them. From best to worst, these films are flopping right and left at the box office. The recent remake of straw dogs played one week, if that, and bypassed the dollar theaters in my neck of the woods. Even the remake of let the right one in, which was Americanized to let me in, died a quick death. On a positive note, it proved that those who actually cared to see the film had sought out the swedish original and passed on what was essentially a shot-by-shot remake. It’s heartening that modern horror movie audiences, with the internet, illegal downloads, and active trading circuit are continuing to make intelligent choices well into the twenty-first century!

JS: Do you think that the internet has “dumbed down” genre writing?

GG: It takes nothing to throw up a blog. Crafting a publication takes thought and discernment.

JS: True.

GG: There is a lot of vital, important writing on film currently on the internet. But, strangely enough, there’s a new breed of fan-writer who declines to work for print publications to concentrate solely on their online work. I don’t know why! Then, there are those internet writers out there whose biggest ambition is to get an excerpt of their review used as a blurb on a DvD cover and will say the grandest things about the worst films. They are rewarded in kind by a blurb that lists the website and not their names. Their reputations suffer for recommending lousy movies.
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JS: A corny question, but what the hell: Do you miss the good old days?

GG: Not really. I had my fun, but this was during a time when I lived at home, had no car, only worked part-time, had very little money, and my only claim to fame was writing for small publications. I have since caught much larger fish to fry.

JS: What are your thoughts on the state of fandom today?

GG: It’s really great that there is a continued sense of excitement and discovery over these films and films in general. People will see different things in different films, and share their readings with other people, forming bonds and camaraderie. One of my favorite sayings is, “the world is full of music geeks, record collecting geeks, movie geeks, video game geeks, drama geeks, toy geeks. In my humble opinion, the people with no interests whatsoever are the real geeks!”
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Cecil Doyle was the editor and publisher of subhuman, a toxic little zine from lafayette, louisiana. Lasting only nineteen issues (1986–1990), subhuman is still widely regarded as one of the most influential publications of its era. Kris Gilpin, Greg Goodsell and Dave Dodge made up the core of the subhuman team and their writing, much in part due to Doyle’s encouragement, soon morphed into something far different than the usual fanzine-fare. Doyle offered his writers free range and fertile ground to experiment and explore whatever approach they saw fit, resulting in some of the finest (and most unusual) film criticism ever published.

I first crossed paths with subhuman the way most people did—through a review in another zine. subhuman had already been going for a couple of years and was beginning to evolve into something delightfully sleazy. It was raucous, rambunctious, and in your face—not all that surprising, once I became aware of Doyle’s roots in the early louisiana punk scene.

Today, cecil Doyle works as a music director at Krvs fm in southern louisiana where he is the producer and host of medicine Ball caravan, Jah mon!, and sounds unusual. We talked in length on a cold winter’s evening about schlock, sleaze, and, of course, subhuman.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on february 6, 2012.

JOHN SZPUNAR: Is Cecil there? CECIL DOYLE: Yeah, this is cecil.

JS: Hi. This is John.

CD: Hey! How you doing, man?

JS: Not too bad! First of all, I’d just like to thank you for taking the time for this. It’s great to finally talk to you.

CD: Well good, man. Thank you. I’m glad that you’re doing this. There’s still a few of us around.

JS: My pleasure. Do you want to just jump into things?

CD: Sure.

JS: OK. I just want to get a feel for where you’re coming from. I’ll start with the stock question that I’ve asked again and again—where did you grow up?

CD: Down here in louisiana. I’ve never lived much farther than fifty miles from where I am right now. Southwest louisiana—about an hour east of Baton rouge.

JS: What was life like when you were growing up? I mean, that’s kind of a general question, but…

CD: [laughs] it was just typical small town living. As far as movies are concerned, I grew up in a town called opelousas. I grew up during the sixties and, in those days, the theaters switched out movies fairly often. I grew up a few blocks from the theater, so I was a regular movie-goer when I was a kid. It was sort of a golden age of interest in horror films and things like that. They just seemed to be everywhere.
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JS: I take it that you gravitated toward the monster films…

CD: Yeah, certainly, because they showed a lot of them on the weekend. That’s usually how I would spend my saturday afternoons. In those days, they did a lot of double feature things. They showed a lot of the roger corman films. I got to see a double bill of little shop of horrors with A Bucket of Blood—little did I know that they were basically being made at the same time! There were some really cool and creative double bills that I grew up on. I saw i Was a teenage frankenstein with i Was a teenage Werewolf. I have a lot of childhood memories of going to see things like the mask, one of the early 3-D movies.

JS: What did you think of that one?

CD: I was very impressed. As weak as it was, i’d never seen any sort of 3-D before. I still remember putting on those glasses and getting a semblance of that effect. So yeah, that’s the kind of fare that I grew up with. Saturday was usually a monster movie or an italian sword and sandal movie—hercules movies, or something like that. No matter what was playing, i’d be there.

JS: Were most of your friends into that kind of thing?

CD: I suppose there were a few, but I don’t know if we talked about movies as much as we talked about tv. School was more about talking about what was on lost in space and stuff like that. But I was pretty interested—i read up on the stuff and tried to see everything I could. I would get Famous Monsters at the newsstand just about every month. That’s what was so great—that magazine was going on, and all the kids were watching those films. That’s what was on tv and that’s what was at the theater. The universal monster movies played every weekend on some local channel. Growing up in the early sixties, it was hard to avoid.

JS: Did you read a lot as a kid?

CD: I wasn’t much of a book reader. I read some books, but I was more of a comic book guy. Actually, I was a big fan of the classics illustrated series [laughs]! whatever literary knowledge I got was probably culled from them. The novels were probably a little over my head; I was only nine or ten at the time. But the comic books were another thing that really boomed during the sixties, with Batman and all of that. I remember buying creepy and Vampirella from the newsstand. It seems like the whole monster/comic book/ superhero thing kind of meshed together. Rock’n’roll and James Bond—it all kind of melded into one thing. It was everywhere. There was just something about that mid-sixties explosion of pop culture—i don’t think i’ve ever encountered anything quite like it since.
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JS: When did you become aware of fanzines?

CD: It was during the punk era. I was reading punk and all the zines. In fact, I did a punk zine before I did subhuman. It was called floating turd. I was kind of combining my interest in punk with my newfound interest in surrealism and dada.

JS: You played bass in the punk band Toxin III.

CD: Right. That was during the seventies. I played bass in a few bands and guitar in a few bands. I was reading a lot of rock zines that covered the glitter-era social scene. I remember reading about the ramones two years before their first album was out. Reading about what the New york Dolls were doing in clubs and that kind of thing sort of took the place of what I was reading ten years earlier with Famous Monsters. Rock’n’roll was what loomed largest in my life. In those days, it seemed that everyone around the country who was punk or into the remnants of the glitter scene seemed to know one another. This was back before the internet—we were all just writing letters or calling one another. In 1978, I spent a month in Greenwich village with some friends while the sid vicious murder thing was happening. I didn’t know anyone in southern louisiana who was into that kind of thing. I just kind of came back with the idea that i’d like to start a punk band.

JS: What was your first band called?

CD: The first one I started was called the movie stars, with my sister and her husband. We did mostly cover things. Before long, I ended up hooking up with some other guys from around here who were also into it. One of the guys was writing his own punk songs—a guy named chris cart. He sort of asked me to come along, so I did toxin iii for a few years.
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JS: You guys were pretty infamous for your logo. Who came up with it?

CD: Toxin iii was totally the brainchild of chris. All of the original material, as well as the sleeve’s design, was his concept. A friend (underground comic artist ray weiland) inked the felix the cat with the switchblade front, while i’m sure the confederate swastika was chris’ design.

JS: I’d imagine that it caused quite a stir. Were your politics misconstrued?

CD: To this day, toxin iii are often interpreted as a skinhead band because of that ep cover. Certainly, there was absolutely no lyrical content to sustain any leanings in that direction. If anything, it was just the opposite. More like comparing the confederacy’s racist tendencies to those of the Nazi regime. There was no real trouble that I recall when the record initially come out, but it sure seems to be what most people think of, if they’ve ever even heard of the band.

JS: It certainly stands out. You know, I’m curious—how many issues did Floating Turd last?

CD: I think I did two or three issues, until I conked out on the band. subhuman came right after that. It kind of coincided with the vhs era, when everybody was trading movies on tape. I got to see all these movies that i’d always heard about. I almost immediately stopped playing music and went directly into watching movies. I eventually wanted to make my own publication. Like punk, it seemed like a way for everybody to communicate.

JS: Did you expect Subhuman to be as widely regarded as it was?

CD: I didn’t think it was going to be much. I just sent it to a few friends. The next thing I knew, I had people offering to contribute to the magazine. That’s how the whole thing kicked off.

JS: When did you actually start publishing Subhuman?

CD: I think it was in 1986. It lasted until 1990. It was only around for four years—i must have started it early in ’86. I haven’t even seen the first two issues in a long time. The format for those was a little different, but by the time I got to issue number 3, my wife (Dawn Doyle) was working for a local newspaper. Instead of reducing the typewritten articles, she said, “why don’t I typeset them?” so, she started to do that in her spare time. At that time, subhuman was one of the few zines that had actual typesetting. She designed the newspaper, so she had access to all of these different fonts. I was just like a kid playing. Everyone would send me their articles through the mail and I would edit them and give them to her. Then it was just cut and paste, bring it to the print shop, and print out as many as I needed.

JS: It’s interesting that your wife was involved. Were there many women in the scene?
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CD: Oh no, not at all. In fact, i’m trying to think if there were any women that even did zines. It was pretty much male dominated. And Dawn would watch some of those movies—we’d have laughs over them—but she wasn’t a big follower.

JS: Why do you think the scene was so male dominated?

CD: I don’t know. That’s hard to account for. Maybe because it was a male dominated industry, created by men for men. I would imagine that there’s more female interest nowadays. But back then, I didn’t have any female subscribers, that i’m aware of.

JS: So, how much time did you typically spend on the layout?

CD: Oh, I don’t know. It just happened. I was always working on it a little bit by little bit. I only put out two or three issues a year. I did it in my spare time; it was sort of a continuous thing.

JS: Where were you working at the time?

CD: I was delivering for a local clothing store. I just drove around all day delivering stock. I stayed on the road all day, so that gave me the opportunity to stop in bookstores, shop, and kind of keep up with things. I’d also drop things off at the print shop.

JS: I was going through some old zines that Greg Goodsell sent me, and I noticed that you did some writing for Herb Schrader’s Video Drive-In…

CD: Yes! In fact, I did that even before I did subhuman—that’s what prompted me. I’d totally forgotten about that. I remember reading Video drive-in and I wrote in, offering to write something. I wrote two or three articles for him.

JS: Other writers would soon be asking the same thing of you.

CD: Yeah. I discovered Greg Goodsell through a zine called Zontar. He had an incredible larry Buchanan article in there. I wrote to Greg because I thought it was sort of life-changing and eye-opening—really clever and well-written. Greg decided to subscribe to subhuman, and after seeing one issue, he asked if he could start submitting articles. Kris Gilpin did the same thing. Dave Dodge—all those guys liked the zine and started to submit things. So, by issue number 4, I did very little. I was just sort of collecting stuff [laughs].

JS: Subhuman wasn’t strictly a horror zine. You seemed to cover everything. What kind of criteria did you set for the movies you wanted to cover and for the articles that you wanted to run?
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CD: I didn’t really have one. The majority of zines were doing horror, but there was the influence of sleazoid express. All of the sudden, people were trading movies by roberta findlay and people like her. I was finally getting to see all these different kinds of films. I covered what I was seeing and trading. I sort of gravitated toward the sleazy side of things. Then again, subhuman was kind of dictated by what people contributed. I was putting in those cartoons by the evil twin. It was just sort of free-form. I didn’t really have any set criteria. Just whatever I came across and found interesting. As things got closer to 1990, I was more interested in exploitation than horror.

JS: Can you tell me a little about the fake movie reviews that Kris Gilpin was writing?

CD: There was one article. I’m not sure if there were more.

JS: I know of one called “Get Out of My Way, Man. I Really Mean It!”

CD: [laughs] yeah! That was an article that he wrote about an imaginary movie! I’m going to have to go back and look at it! That was Gilpin, man! I hadn’t seen anyone in any other zines print things like that. Kris and Greg—their writing was getting really different. It wasn’t your average review of a movie. They started getting into a total fantasy. In Greg’s case, it was a personal reflection. I remember him writing an article about a time he was in a classroom and he started realizing that, “I am in control of my destiny. I am responsible for my actions. I am alive!” things like that, all in the context of a review of some schlocky film! That was what I loved about those guys. They made subhuman a little different. I wasn’t seeing that kind of stuff anywhere else.

JS: A lot of people regard Subhuman as being very influential.

CD: Everyone always seemed to be pleased with it. I was surprised, because I was just jumping on the bandwagon with a few other people. I didn’t feel like I was breaking any new ground. During the time it caught on, there wasn’t a huge readership, but I think it really mattered to the people who did read it. I know Quentin tarantino was a subscriber back when he was a video clerk [laughs]. I think he sent in five bucks for three issues, or something like that. When he became famous, I thought, “I know that guy. He was on my list!” lux interior of the cramps phoned me one afternoon. I guess he just called information and found me. He wanted to know if I had all the back issues. I didn’t print back issues—that’s why I did subhuman confidential (a collection of archival subhuman material).
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JS: What year did he call you?

CD: This was toward the end; he probably contacted me in 1989. Anyway, I did have one copy of every issue that I did. I ended up sending him my complete personal run of subhuman. I don’t even have issue number 1 or 2. He got those.

JS: Did you have any other famous readers of note?

CD: Rob zombie was an early subscriber, and he was sending me homemade promotional things for white zombie before anyone was talking about them.

JS: I’m curious—how many copies of each issue were you printing?

CD: I don’t think I ever printed up more than 500 copies of any issue. So, only a few hundred people ever really saw subhuman.

JS: Dave Szurek certainly did. Do you have any memories of him?

CD: All of us had, at the very least, letter encounters with Szurek. He would write the longest letters—handwritten letters that would just go on, front and back, for page after page. The guy gave you the impression that he did nothing but work, get home, and read and write. It seemed like everyone was in contact with him. We all had stories about his weird parenthesis-riddled missives. There’d be a few words, and there’d be a parenthesis that would go on for about half a page. Then he’d continue. He was everywhere, in letter form.
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JS: I love reading the letters pages of old fanzines. Especially when people are talking about films that weren’t widely known at the time. You can really feel the sense of discovery that was happening.

CD: You had to try a little harder back then. There was a collective discovery between a core of fans. We’d all feed off of each other. Someone would hear about something and would let the rest of us know about it.

JS: A trail was being blazed.

CD: It was a fun era. You had to do a little work. But it’s amazing how recordable video revolutionized an entire generation of people to go back and to see the things that had gone under their radar. And we started to dig deeper and deeper. We got into things like nudies and roughies. Educational films—all of the overlooked genres.

JS: Most publications prior to the fanzines never took those films seriously.

CD: In the fifties and sixties, magazines like film culture covered the underground films. They’d have a serious publication about something that most people didn’t even know about. We were kind of akin to that. And nowadays, with the internet, everything’s so instant. It’s hard to say if that kind of camaraderie still exists. You don’t have to be as dedicated to the journey or the cause.

JS: Every zine had a distinct personality.

CD: That was the fun thing. For me, it was fun to go to the mailbox every day. There’d rarely be a day when there was nothing there. I was getting great zines from all over the world.

JS: We should talk a little bit about how difficult it was to see some of the films that you covered before the age of video.

CD: In the early to mid-eighties, video rental became a big thing. Suddenly, there was an amazing amount of small companies putting out exploitation movies. You’d find them in grocery stores and the oddest little places. I’d just go about when I was delivering—as I said, I was driving all over the city. I’d stop at these places and see things. That’s how I first rented satan’s sadists. I found these al adamson movies in some grocery store outside the city limits. Then, friends would be trading videos. I was lucky enough to hook up with mike vraney of something weird fairly early on. He used to send me tons of stuff. He liked subhuman, so he would trade out for a little ad. I mean, he’d send me a box full of tapes. And one time, he sent a huge box of photocopied clippings of drive-in ads for me to borrow. We were all enthusiastic about it. Some of my favorite discoveries from that era were sent to me by people like mike. Someone sent me a really bad copy of soul Vengeance, and I was blown away. It was the most unique blacksploitation film that i’d ever seen.
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JS: Subhuman reviewed some strange porn films, as well.

CD: I did a review of a porn video called chocolate delight. It was a slave and master tape of this gimp-type guy being abused. Basically, it was just this girl taking a dump on a paper plate or over these chairs into his mouth. Just shitting and pissing into his mouth. He was saying, “oh, thank you mistress!” while all of this was going on, you could hear chickens in the room. But you never saw them. So, you’re watching this, figuring that there were caged chickens somewhere in the house. It was so appalling that I wrote an article about it. Someone asked me, “can I borrow this?” I said, “No…you can have it! I don’t want to die and have someone find this in my collection!”

JS: You never know what goes on behind closed doors. Did you ever think that Subhuman would become culturally relevant?

CD: Culturally relevant [laughs]?

JS: [laughing] Well…in an anthropological sort of way.

CD: The only time I noticed that at least some people took notice of it was when mentioned in screen. It’s a very serious and long-running film journal. The writer, Jeffery sconce wrote an article in 1992 called “trashing the academy”. It was all about zines, and he made references to the scene. He quoted the cover of subhuman number 15 where I was talking about pregnant strippers and animal copulation. All of this was written in a serious film journal [laughs]. That was the one time when I said, “wow! subhuman might have more relevance than I thought.” It was fun when I ran across that.
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JS: I wanted to ask you about Mike Diana. He did some artwork for you.

CD: [pause] that’s right, he did! Mike had his own zine, too.

JS: He was doing Angelfuck at the time.

CD: I wasn’t a fan of it. It was so simplistic that I kind of dismissed the guy and never paid much attention to him. But he’s the guy who kind of hooked up with Nick zedd and Kuchar. He actually got into the whole scene that I was championing.

JS: What did you think of his trial?

CD: That obscenity thing?

JS: Yeah. In Florida.

CD: I have a vague memory of hearing about that. But that could have happened to me. It could have happened to a lot of us—it just so happened that it happened to him.

JS: On that subject, did you ever catch any flack for publishing the Myra Hindley paper doll?

CD: Oh no, not at all. When I first printed it, I didn’t totally get the myra hindley thing. I think it probably went over most people’s heads. In fact, it probably caused a lot of people to look up myra hindley. But that was one of my favorite things ever, because it was such a unique idea. I liked little things like that.

JS: Were you aware of pirated copies of Subhuman making their way across the globe?

CD: Yeah, I figured that a lot of that happened. Through the years, people have told me that they saw it at this place or that place. Somebody told me that they bought it at a store in New york. In that sense, the readership went far beyond the people that I sent it to. All you had to do was run it through a copier. And that’s fine with me. I’m glad that there was an interest in it.

JS: Why did Subhuman come to an end?

CD: I don’t know. Maybe I was just getting tired of it. We had kids, and it was taking up so much time. My wife and I were married for ten years before we had kids, and I was doing subhuman during that time. It just started to be a big slump on the free time that I had. It also kind of coincided with the internet, and all of that. Once that started happening, things were more instantaneous. You could just put up a website. There was a brief flirtation with, “maybe we should make a subhuman website.” I just sort of lost interest and didn’t peruse it.

[image: 001]

[image: 001]

JS: How many issues did Subhuman last?

CD: I think I did nineteen issues. I was getting ready to work on number twenty, but it never happened. I had some really good articles from Kris and Greg. Kris did a really good interview with Don Gordon and I had that all ready to go. But, it never saw the light of day. I stopped publishing and things faded away much faster than they came together.

JS: Well, at least you went out with a bang. Subhuman never got stale or repeated itself.

CD: There was something about the eighties. There was the video revolution, and we could finally see these movies at home. In any other decade, you couldn’t do that unless you had a projector. It all just sort of came from that. And it was a new concept to even look at some of these filmmakers. I’m sure a lot of those guys were surprised and impressed that there were any publications writing things about them. Whatever the zines covered at that time was lifted out of the underground.

JS: It was an exciting time to be a film fan.

CD: I have the fondest of memories of that time and of the way that scene made me feel. I’ve never quite experienced anything quite like it since…
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Nick cato began publishing stink in 1981. Inspired by rick sullivan’s gore gazette, Nick soon found his own voice and stink began making waves in the fanzine circuit. I got my first copy in 1989 and immediately fell in love with it. Nick wrote under the pseudonym Nick the yak, and his writing was rude, crude, and funny as hell.

Much to my dismay, Nick ceased publishing stink in 1991. But old habits die hard—in 2003, he started publishing the horror fiction review. In 2008, the zine evolved into a website, and it is still very active today.

Nick began writing horror fiction in 1997 and has never looked back. His first novel, don of the dead was published in 2009, and 2012 saw the release of Antibacterial pope, his first collection of short stories.

I interviewed Nick cato in the early spring of 2012 about stink, the New york zine scene, and his work as a writer.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on april 4, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: Where did you buy monster magazines as a kid? NICK CATO: We had a local comic shop here called paul’s sweet shop. It was an old fashioned place with a great ice cream bar and everything. The guy carried all the comics and all the warren magazines, like Vampirella. I saw Famous Monsters there, and I was addicted to it. This is when I was in the first grade, or something. I read that up until the end, until fango knocked them out of business. The main horror comics we had in the seventies were things like tomb of dracula from marvel. There was one from Dc that I really liked called Weird War tales. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I heard a rumor that they’re actually thinking about making a film about it, which would be awesome. As a matter of fact, there’s a book out about eerie publications [the Weird World of eerie publications], the low budget imitations of creepy and eerie. One of them was called Weird. I loved those—they were twice as gruesome as the warren ones. I liked the illustrations—they were really graphic. Whenever I could get my hands on one of those, it was like striking gold.

JS: What were you seeing in the theaters?

NC: I started going to the theaters by myself in 1981. I was in the sixth grade, and I actually had a mustache. I used to get everyone into r-rated movies. For some reason, they re-released everything in New york in 1981. I finally got to see dawn of the dead, the texas chain saw massacre, and shock Waves—all of the classic seventies films. And that’s about the time all the splatter stuff was coming out.

JS: Were you mostly seeing this stuff in Staten Island?

NC: Yeah, mostly in my home town. It wasn’t until 1983 or 1984, when I was a sophomore in high school, that I started going to times square. I caught the last three or four years of that whole 42nd Street grindhouse thing.

JS: That must have been crazy.

NC: I caught the tail end of it. A lot of the guys that I idolized, like rick sullivan from gore gazette—i was reading about their experiences, but I had no way of getting up there. I had a lot of cousins, but they weren’t into that stuff. Then, one of my first girlfriend’s friends said, “yeah, i’ll show you how to get up there.” That was the end of it. We went up there every four days to see a movie. Triple-features…it was really just a great time.

JS: Was it dangerous at all for a young kid like you to be in that area?

NC: Well, me and my friends were into punk and metal, so we really didn’t look like tourists. We kind of fit in [laughs]. That said, waiting for a movie in times square, especially on a friday or saturday night, was actually scarier than half the movies you were waiting in line to see. The prostitution was kind of kept down to the end of the block where the port authority was, but you had people offering you every drug available. You’ve heard the term “pusher”—you’d be waiting in line, and have these six-foot tall black guys come up to you and drop this white stuff in your hand and say, “you’re buying it.” That didn’t happen to me, but I saw that happen to people.

JS: Let me try to put things into context—how did you become aware of Gore Gazette?

NC: In the west village, there were a whole lot of record stores. There was one store called Bleecker Bob’s—it’s actually still there. I was in there buying whatever new stuff was out, and I saw gore gazette. I was totally attracted to how cheap it was. It was really bad looking [laughs]. When I saw that, I said, “wow, this is cool. He’s writing about the movies that fango doesn’t.” That was in 1981, around the time that I started doing my fanzine. As a matter of fact, through his fanzine, I found out about Donald Farmer and all those guys. There were so many of them out back then, it was incredible. It seemed like every other week, somebody was trying to start up a fanzine.
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JS: Had you ever written anything before you started Stink?

NC: When I was a kid, I was so into comics that I would attempt to draw and write my own. That never went anywhere; it was just more for my own amusement. I didn’t really consider trying to review films or anything like that until I got into reading gore gazette. And there was one called ecco. It was written so intelligently that it was almost like reading college-level essays. I was like, “man, this guy is writing about the dumbest films, and he’s making them sound like classics.”
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JS: When I started reading scholarly essays about schlocky films, I kind of felt vindicated. Somebody’s finally taking this stuff seriously. Do you feel the same way?

NC: Totally. Especially when I started meeting some of the guys. Michael Gingold is the managing editor at Fangoria. I was friends with him as a pen-pal, just trading fanzines. To see how high guys like him and chris alexander got—i just think that’s so cool. They were street-level guys who just had this knack to write. I eventually found that I had a better talent at writing fiction, so I split off into that in the late nineties. But as far as back then, rick sullivan was very funny. He was a street-level guy like me, so I connected with him. And when I saw things like ecco and sleazoid express, I was just like, “wow this isn’t just junk, it’s actually an art form.” It’s a weird one, but it’s definitely an art form. And I really respected everything that mike weldon did. That guy has been all over the place. Then there’s the stuff like mine. I look back and read some of that stuff and I cringe [laughs]. Then again, it was supposed to be like that. I was a big collector of punk and metal fanzines. Those were just written like, “yeah, I saw this band last night and they sucked.” That’s how I wrote, and a lot of people got a kick out of it. I just ran with it.

JS: You started Stink in 1981…

NC: Well, it was first called hardgore. It was half hardcore album and show reviews and half movie reviews. It was a single two-sided sheet of paper that I folded into quarters. I did about six issues of it, and I started stink toward the end of 1981/early 1982. I was around thirteen or fourteen. There were a lot of people doing hardcore magazines.

JS: Which ones stuck out?

NC: One of the most famous hardcore fanzines was called Bullshit monthly. It was done by a guy named mike Bullshit. He was one of those guys who you’d always see hanging out. He used to handwrite the whole fanzine, and it was so freaking funny. I’d be hanging out in front of cBGB’s, crying laughing at the way this guy reviewed gigs. A lot of people hated him, but he didn’t bother me. In the early days of stink, I would still review some hardcore shows but it was mainly movie reviews. Then of course, around 1983, when my family got our first vcr, that’s when I really went haywire.
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JS: Let’s talk a little about that.

NC: We had a place here called mike’s video. It was on staten island, but people came from Jersey, from as far north as the Bronx, and even westchester because he had everything. It was five blocks from my house. By the time they closed, they had like 25,000 titles, and over 10,000 were horror, sci-fi, and fantasy. From reading the old fangos, I couldn’t wait to see the herschell Gordon lewis films—he had all of them. A lot of people don’t remember this, but when vhs came out, brand new tapes were like seventy-nine bucks. Back then, everyone who was into this stuff had two vcrs and would trade tapes. Of course, now I cringe about that. I’m so against bootlegging, it’s not even funny. But back then, it was the only way you could see certain films, unless you lived in New york, los angeles, or chicago, where they had a decent video store.

JS: I had to turn to the gray market to see things like Cannibal Holocaust.

NC: I didn’t get to see that until sometime in the mid-nineties. Back then, it was a pain in the ass to get on bootleg.

JS: How did zines like Stink find their audience?

NC: Well, this was all before there was the internet. There were a couple of fanzines that would advertise in the back of Fangoria, and if my memory serves it, in the back of gore gazette. It was mainly through word of mouth, through other fanzines. The big thing for me was when chas. Balun did a fanzine article in an issue of Deep Red. It was between that article and an article that mike Gingold did in gorezone. I wasn’t doing mail order; I was mainly selling them in a couple places in manhattan. I was moving maybe thirty copies. But, after those two articles, my readership was over 200, which was really good for a fanzine. Especially since everybody was sending me one or two bucks an issue, which was pretty cool back then. I did stink for fun—i wasn’t thinking about making money off it. I got paid in other ways. Remember back in ’88 when that movie nekromantik was the big thing that everybody wanted?
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JS: Yeah.

NC: Someone traded me that because I happened to have the Wizard of gore. I sent it to him in an original hard-shell case because I had a couple of them. He sent me a beautiful copy of nekro. I can’t tell you how many films I got because I was able to trade that movie [laughs]. Everybody wanted nekromantik.

JS: I first read about Nekromantik in Deep Red. And I’m pretty sure that that’s where I found out about Stink.

NC: When chas. Reviewed stink, he said, “It’s free, but for chrissakes, send the guy something.” You wouldn’t believe what I got. One guy even sent me a cow’s tooth—he was from texas. My mom was flipping out, because every other day, I was getting packages. Guys were sending me pornos, and t-shirts of their bands and stuff. It was awesome.

JS: Did you ever have any personal contact with Chas?

NC: I spoke with him on the phone once. I had sent him a letter, thanking him for putting stink in there. I put my phone number on the bottom, and he actually called. I didn’t expect it. I just loved that man—to me, he was like the ultimate horror fan. I love guys who aren’t ashamed of the genre. Chas. Didn’t give a crap what anyone thought. He was like, “I’m into horror, and that’s it.” Now you have all these pansies that say, “I don’t write horror, I write dark fiction.” There’s a negative vibe that goes with being a horror writer or a horror filmmaker.

[image: 001]

JS: You were known as Nick the Yak. Where did that name come from?

NC: That actually had a double meaning. I’m a sicilian italian, and my friends always called me “yak” because i’m so friggin’ hairy. The second thing is, when I was in high school, I worked part time in a supermarket. I was always quiet. Not because I was shy, I was like the least shy person that you ever met. But, I didn’t know anybody—it was my first job. This guy Jerry and I became friends. I’d go around the store sweeping, and he’d go, “hey, Nick the yak.” I’m like, “where did you get that? That’s what my friends call me.” He called me that because I was quiet. It was funny that my new friend and my old friends came up with that name.

JS: You know, when I think of Staten Island, I automatically think of Buddy Giovinazzo.

NC: He was like a legend here. He taught at the college of staten island. As a matter of fact, I sat right behind him at the 1990 fango con when they did a screening of combat shock. He shot all those early scenes of vietnam in the marshlands right by the staten island mall. Every time I drive past it, I just start laughing. He mixed it with stock footage, and it actually looked pretty authentic. But, yeah, he was pretty much a local legend to us film geeks.

JS: Did you get to see Combat Shock when it premiered?

NC: No. It premiered in manhattan. I’m friends with one of troma’s actors, that big heavy guy, Joe fleishaker. He told me that at the combat shock premiere, even for a troma movie, people were pissed. It was advertised as a rambo rip-off.

JS: What did your readers think of Stink?

NC: Some people loved it. I had readers from all over—people from australia and Japan. They liked it more than anyone, because they couldn’t get half of the movies that we could. But with stink, I really tried to write the reviews like it was your friend telling you how the movie was. I know a lot of the people from the troma movies, but I used to rip half of those films apart. A lot of them were terrible. I loved the first toxic Avenger, but my friend Joe is in the sequels, and they’re all horrendous. I loved the first nuke ’em high, but he’s not in it. He’s in all the ones that sucked [laughs]. But, I don’t know. I think people liked the average-Joe feel to stink. They thought it was funny. When I hated a film, they always got a kick out of how I would write about it. And of course, I got all of that from rick. Rick sullivan had the greatest wordplay. I basically modeled myself after him. Eventually, I kind of developed a little bit of my own style.
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JS: When did you start to shift toward fiction?

NC: Well, the last issue of stink came out in early ’91. That’s around the time I got married. I started working full-time in ’89—i didn’t have the time for it anymore. What I did have time for was reading. That’s when I decided to try my hand at writing fiction. When you write, you’ve got to be totally focused on it. At least if you want to write halfway decent fiction. I’ve been writing fiction since ’97 and I just started getting published in 2006. As a matter of fact, just this year [2012], I sold five stories, and i’ve had two books published. My first novel came out in 2009. It’s a slow, tedious process.
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JS: Who are your influences, as far as fiction goes?

NC: I read the stand when I was in the fifth grade. People don’t remember this anymore, but the original version of the stand (which I think is the better version) was around 600 pages. It wasn’t 1100 pages. I read the updated version, and I don’t think it adds anything to the story. I think it wrecks it. But, I read stephen King, Dean Koontz, and all those guys. In the mid-eighties, the girl I was dating gave me a stocking stuffer of this book called night show by this guy called richard laymon. That novel blew my mind. It had this cinematic style to it. Leisure Books reprinted all of his old eighties books in the 2000s, but for some reason, they didn’t reprint that one. I don’t know why, I think it’s his best book. But really, richard laymon was my biggest influence. I thought, “this guy writes like movies. I think I can do this.”

JS: What did you think of the splatterpunk movement?

NC: Splatterpunk was cool. John skipp was one of the leaders of the splaterpunk movement and i’ve met him a few times. Great guy.

JS: He collaborated with Craig Spector.

NC: Yeah. John skipp’s kind of made somewhat of a comeback. He was really messed up on dope for a while. As a matter of fact, he just won a Bram stoker award for an anthology of demon stories that he published last year. But skipp and spector’s books were awesome during the whole splatterpunk thing. There was one author named poppy z. Brite. She wrote a book called exquisite corpse. It’s considered the first extreme horror novel. Today, you’ve got guys like edward lee and this guy from vegas named wrath James white. They’re like the modern splatterpunks. They write the extreme stuff now. Ed lee wrote a book called header, which was made into a movie. It’s the most brutal thing that i’ve ever read (i hear the film is quite intense, too). It’s like the equivalent to ten nekromantik films [laughs]. It’s the fiction equivalent of, “how much can you take?”
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JS: What was the first story of yours that was published?

NC: There’s a magazine that’s still going called hacker’s source. It’s a really low budget magazine that’s based out of texas. In 2004 or 2005, they bought a ghost story I wrote called “Non-foods”. It was about a supermarket. It got published in there. When it came out, I cringed because they were supposed to edit something and they didn’t. It made the whole story look so amateur and i’m glad it’s forgotten. The first pro-sale I had was a story called “toes”. It came out in 2006—it was in an anthology called deathgrip: exit laughing. The reason that i’m very proud of that book is because i’m in there with william Nolan, the author who wrote all the logan’s run books. I almost had a heart attack when I saw my name on the roster with him.

JS: How many attempts did it take you to get something published?

NC: A lot of people will tell you hundreds, but I must have submitted a good sixty times before I sold something. So, that’s not bad. Then again, the competition’s more fierce now, thanks to the internet. Now you’ve got people submitting who would never have submitted before. The slush pile is three times as high. My friend l. L. Soares and I did a humorous horror anthology called dark Jesters, and we got over 200 submissions. It was brutal. I don’t think i’ll ever edit an anthology again. We were only picking ten stories, and we had some top-name guys. John skipp and ellen Datlow do several anthologies a year. I don’t know how they read that much.

JS: How did the Horror Fiction Review come about?

NC: In 2003, I had hernia surgery and I was home for six weeks. After four weeks, I was sitting around, and I just had that itch to do a zine again. I looked at my bookcase—i had around 400 books that i’d never reviewed so I started to. I put out about seventeen print issues from 2003 to 2008. All of these publishers started sending me review copies. I can’t even tell you the last time I paid for a book. And now, the thing is online. I’ve got around five people reviewing for the site. Right now, i’ve got a mountain of books on my computer.

JS: What are your feelings about converting to an eZine?

NC: I went into it kicking and screaming, but one of my favorite fanzines in the eighties was called temple of schlock.

JS: By Chris Poggiali.

NC: Yeah. And right now, that is the best movie blog on the internet. And to me, it’s even better because he puts new stuff up every week. To me, that’s the best example of a zine that became a successful blog. For a while, michael weldon was doing it. He had an online presence somewhat, but I think he’s vanished from the face of the earth.

JS: Where did you get the idea for your first novel, Don of the Dead?

NC: When I saw dawn of the dead, my friends and I were all italian. We said, “we should make a zombie-gangster movie called don of the dead.” Years later, they said, “you should write a book about that,” so I did.

JS: When did you make the decision to jump from writing short stories to novels?

NC: Well, i’m still doing both. Most guys who write novels don’t do shorts. Shorts are really a way to get your name out there. My favorite author is a guy named Bentley little. He published shorts in several horror fiction magazines in the early eighties. He just built such a massive following—he was so off the wall and different. By the time his first novel came out in 1990, he already had a built-in fan base. As a matter of fact, I just bought his twentysecond novel yesterday. I’m still a big fan of his.
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JS: Do you prefer writing novels over short stories?

NC: Believe it or not, I prefer doing novellas. My latest, the Apocalypse of peter, was released in June, 2012. Novellas are basically like a quarter of the length of a novel. They’re usually around 100 or 125 pages. Some of the best horror stories that i’ve read over the last fifteen years have been in novella form. When you write a novella, you can get a little more descriptive than you can in a short story, but you still can’t have any filler in it because it sticks out like a sore thumb. There’s a writer from ohio named Gary Braunbeck. He had a novella called in the midnight museum. It’s one of the best books that i’ve ever read. I like working in that length. I’m lucky that i’m at the point now, where I was actually invited to write for six anthologies in the next year or two. I still submit stories to other places, but i’m at a decent level right now.

JS: Where do your ideas come from?

NC: Everywhere and anywhere. Most seem to just “pop” into my head at times when there’s no paper handy…although now I can type them into my cell phone.

JS: What’s your writing schedule like?

NC: I try to get in at least 2000 words a day, which some people think is hard. I have a minimum of 1500 a day. I really don’t write fiction on weekends because I write a movie column for a website called cinema knife fight. That takes up my weekend time.

JS: You’ve got something new coming out called Antibacterial Pope.

NC: Yeah, that was released in august, 2012. That was released as an imprint of my own press, so technically, it’s a self-published book. By the way, there’s this stigma. I’ve had guys tell me, from the time I started writing, not to ever self-publish, and I haven’t. But now that all these main presses like leisure Books have gone under, some of the biggest writers I know are self-publishing. I asked all of them, “Is this cool?” they were like, “yeah, go for it.” I’m really into this genre called bizarro fiction. Some of the biggest bizarro writers self-publish.
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JS: What is bizarro fiction?

NC: A lot of it is horror oriented, but it’s like David Lynch stuff. It’s really strange. There’s a guy named tim waggoner who writes horror, but it’s considered bizarro. It’s just so off the wall. But, Antibacterial pope is a collection of super-short stories. Some of them aren’t even a page long. The second half of the book is six stories, four previously published and two new.

JS: Can you tell me a little about Novello Publishers?
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NC: It’s a small press I started in 2005 dedicated to humorous horror fiction. We haven’t released too many titles, but the ones we have received good reviews. We have two or three titles coming out in 2013, including our first full length novel. We also branched out into bizarre fiction, and the novel we’re releasing is along the lines of a literary tale, but at its core Novello publishers likes the funny stuff.
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JS: What else do you have in the works?

NC: I’m almost finished with my latest novella, titled the last porno theatre, which will hopefully find a home before the summer. I’m also just past the halfway mark on a collaborative novel titled the house of exorcism, which i’m writing with author l.l. Soares. And of course there are plenty of short stories in the works. On the nonfiction front, my column for the cinema knife fight website, “suburban Grindhouse memories,” may have its first fifty reviews collected as an eBook edition sometime in 2013.
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In 1988, a strange magazine appeared on the rack at the corner store near my house. The place was within walking distance, and i’d make the trek every other day to see if they had anything new. I had my favorites: mad, cracked, and anything that was related to kung fu. The place on the corner—a liquor store called the Golden rule—never carried Fangoria. I had to bike an extra mile or two for that. But it did carry a magazine called slaughterhouse.

The magazine immediately caught my eye. John carpenter’s they live was the hot movie of the day and it was featured on the cover. The mag also promised a “horrifying independent section” as well as the latest on horror comic books. I bought the thing on the spot and took it home.

It was instantly apparent that slaughterhouse was quite different than Fangoria. The editorial alone sent the message, loud and clear:

“they said we wouldn’t. They said we couldn’t. The other horror magazine even said don’t, but we did it. The beast of horror magazines has been unleashed. Trick or treat…”

And shit howdy, what do you know? They were right! The slaughterhouse boys told no lies and pulled no punches. For a mainstream mag, slaughterhouse was a breath of fresh air. Not only did this issue have an interview with street trash star vic Noto, it also had a feature on fantaco’s crazy horror comic book gore shriek. For a kid like me, this was heaven. I could literally walk down to the corner, saunter up to the newsstand, and buy the latest issue of slaughterhouse, whenever it appeared.

And then, one day it was gone. I asked the man behind the counter if the new issue of slaughterhouse had arrived, and he looked at me with blank eyes. “slaughterhouse?”

“yeah. You used to sell it here.”

the guy obviously had no idea of what I was talking about, so I walked home.

Through the years, I often wondered what happened to the mag. Rumors were flying that the starlog Group had launched toxic horror to knock it off the stands. It didn’t seem fair to me. I really liked slaughterhouse, as crude and strange as it was. It was almost as if a fanzine had gone pro. And I always loved their attitude: oh, you mean there’s another horror rag out there? Step up to the ring and bring it!

one of the editors for slaughterhouse was a guy named Jim whiting. From what I could tell, he was a comic book fan, and his artwork graced its pages on a regular basis. Shortly after the magazine’s demise, I recognized his name and artwork in a number of fantaco publications. And then…that was it. Jim whiting disappeared, much like the magazine that introduced me to him. Who was Jim whiting? What was the story behind slaughterhouse? Where was he now? Let’s take one more walk to that old corner store and try to shed some light on the subject…

the following interview was conducted via telephone on may 12, 2012.

JOHN SZPUNAR: You grew up in New York, right? JIM WHITING: Yeah, in the albany area. Actually, in the same city that fantaco was located. I worked for them for around four years, or so.

JS: Yeah, I was just talking to Tom Skulan about that the other day.

JW: When I was a kid, i’d go there all the time and buy all of my comics there. Later on, I moved to New york city for about ten years. I got married and had a daughter, and in order to be closer to family, I moved back to albany and started working in fantaco’s publications department. I was doing clive Barker stuff, pitching comic book ideas and was bringing in new talent.

JS: I get the idea that you were always a fan of comics and horror films.

JW: Yeah. When I was four or five, there wasn’t any cable, but we did have one station that ran chiller theater. It was on at 11:00 every saturday night. They would show the old universal movies and they’d throw in some schlock horror stuff. And at four or five years old, that was enough to scare the pants off of you. I had an older brother who would read creepy, eerie, and Famous Monsters, so I was exposed to that stuff at a young age. We’d go to the drive-ins quite a bit and see a lot of the roger corman films. It just perpetuated the whole genre for me—i loved it.
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JS: What other comics were you reading?

JW: I loved the marvel comics stuff. A lot of the horror stuff that they were doing in the seventies was pretty good.

JS: Can you tell me a little about how you got started in publishing?

JW: Sure. I went to college at New york’s school of visual arts and I didn’t have a lot of money. I wanted to be a comic book artist. Well, everyone at sva wanted to be a comic book artist. They all wanted to draw like Neal adams, which was boring as hell. I switched to fine arts—it was the eighties, and things were beginning to happen with frank miller’s stuff, and all that. So, I switched my major and ran out of money. I got a job doing plumbing and they gave me a free apartment. Little did I know that it was all mafia owned. I was living in a crack building. I had a friend who had a gallery in chinatown. I called her and said, “I’ve got to get out of this place.” She got me a loft in the Bowery—at the time, lofts were relatively inexpensive. She had a friend who published. He worked for harvey publications. I don’t know if you’re familiar with them.

JS: Not really.

JW: They were actually doing softcore porn. He used to work for them and then he started publishing on his own. I went to work for him while I was in school. He was a chinese guy and he had a Jewish partner. They basically published softcore porn and wrestling magazines.

JS: What kind of work were you doing over there?

JW: I learned to do design. And a lot of time, you’d write the copy yourself. You’d send it off to the typesetter, they’d send it back, and you’d lay it out. After about four years working there, I pitched them the idea for slaughterhouse, and they were fine with it.

JS: You were stepping on Fangoria’s turf.

JW: Yeah. But, I didn’t want slaughterhouse to be so much like Fangoria. I was influenced more by Famous Monsters. I wanted to update that, and to add a lot of the cheesecake stuff that was going on. And at the time, there were a lot of things that horror magazines didn’t have—they didn’t have comic reviews and they didn’t do a lot of book reviews. And Fangoria didn’t want to have anything to do with a lot of the underground stuff that we were reporting. That gave us an edge.
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JS: You had a co-editor named Mark Gibson.

JW: Yeah. I was good with content and I was good with ideas, but I needed someone to help me who was a go-getter. I hired mark to co-edit with me. He worked the phones to get things happening, and I worked on the creative end. He was good at getting through to people on the phone and setting up interviews with people like John carpenter.

JS: How did you go about putting together a staff of writers?

JW: Well, in the beginning, we wrote it ourselves. I had a few friends who dabbled in writing and who were into the genre. I had a friend who read a lot of horror books. He wanted to write, so I asked him to write book reviews. But once we put the magazine out there, people started sending us stuff.

JS: I’m guessing that names like Roy Weitzner and Nathan Stanes were pseudonyms…

JW: Yeah, that was us. We didn’t want to look like we wrote everything [laughs].

JS: How did you work PR? Was it difficult to get interviews with the people you wanted?

JW: In the beginning, it was pretty limited. Honestly, a lot of the low budget guys were willing to talk a little more than the bigger guys. But, the bigger studios were pretty hungry for promotion. They’d send us slides and press releases. You’d get a press agent’s name, call them up, and keep bugging them—“can you get me an interview?” we were trying to get on the press junket. So, in the beginning, it was hard, but after we had an issue in our hands, they’d say, “oK, they’re not small- time. We’ll send them some stuff.” More doors began to open up.

JS: You guys did an interesting article on Stephen King.

JW: Stephen King wouldn’t do an interview with us. We couldn’t get him. My friend wrote an article about getting drunk and trying to get an interview with him. It was pretty much complete fiction. We really wanted to do a pet semetary story. We had all of these great pictures, but what could we do with them? We ran a story about trying to get the interview, but not being able to get it. If we couldn’t get what we wanted, we would just find a creative way to use the material we had.
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JS: Slaughterhouse covered a lot of the New York independents. How close were you to guys like Roy Frumkes and Nathan Schiff?

JW: Well, we got to hang out with them. They’d invite us over, and show us parts of their movies. I got to know a couple of the actors from street trash. Vic Noto was just as crazy as his character. He’d come up to the office and tell us all of these stories—he was going to do this and he was going to do that. I’d ask other people about it, and they’d say, “oh, my God…who knows, with him?” he was quite the character. But, I hung out with a few of those guys. They were local, and you could just drive out to New Jersey and talk to them.
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JS: You mentioned earlier that you wanted Slaughterhouse to cover a lot of the cheesecake aspects of horror.

JW: I was a big fan of that. I’d go out and i’d meet linnea Quigley, monique Gabrielle, and Brinke Stevens. It was fun.

JS: You also mentioned that you wanted to cover horror fiction.

JW: I was reading a lot of fanzines, and a lot of them were book-connected. And I got invited to some of the stoker awards, and got to meet harlan ellison and some of the other writers that were there. I just thought that if you’re going to cover horror, why not cover everything? I liked the idea of finding young talent and giving them a place to go, so I started publishing fiction. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a big budget to pay people a lot. All I could really offer them was a place to be published. The publisher didn’t want to put out any money to pay anybody. He was publishing a magazine, and that was costing him a small fortune. Anytime I mentioned paying anybody to do anything, he would just freak out. He was a big, heavy guy who was connected to the Jewish mafia. If you mentioned taking any money away from him, he’d get pissed.

JS: I always enjoyed the cover designs for Slaughterhouse.

JW: We were trying to make the covers look really classy. We’d do two covers for every issue—when we sent out the color separations, there’d be two covers, and we’d decide which one we wanted to go with when we got things back. We did a freddy cover, but we also had a pinhead cover as an alternative. It looked incredible, but we didn’t publish it.

JS: What was the reasoning behind that decision?

JW: The publisher insisted that freddy would sell better. I pushed for the pinhead cover, but we didn’t get it.

JS: Can you recall any of the other covers that didn’t see print?

JW: Well, let’s see…the alternative to the Jason cover was something from an independent movie. Again, that didn’t fly. I tried to make the cover of the first issue look like the cover of an old issue of Famous Monsters. It was sort of a nod to the way they looked during the middle of their run. Here’s another thing—i had a friend who was a photographer. He would go out to slaughterhouses and take pictures. In one of our ads, we ran a picture of a hook coming down from the ceiling, along with a saw that was used to cut up the meat. That was taken in a real slaughterhouse.

JS: No kidding?

JW: Yeah. He was working with me on the design. He did some really interesting stuff—once, he recorded the sound of some pigs being slaughtered. I mixed it to music, and put some special effects over it. It sounded like someone was screaming at the top of their lungs. I put it in the background of this thing that I recorded in my home studio. We actually took some promo pictures of a meat grinder with hamburger meat coming out of it. There was a rubber hand going into it. We’d do a lot of that stuff.

JS: Slaughterhouse always seemed a little more reckless than Fangoria. Did you ever run into any censorship problems?

JW: Yeah. We ended up getting banned on a couple of occasions. A couple of issues were sent back because they were too risqué. Again, we were trying to compete head-on with Fangoria. Their publisher was engrained in the publishing field, and when we started running cheesecake photos, they called up the distributor. They told them that we were running softcore material, and we got pulled off the stands.

JS: Were they complaining about the picture of Linnea Quigley from Hollywood Chainsaw Hookers?

JW: Yep. We ran full page photo of linnea Quigley, and she had nothing on except paint. That almost put the nail in the coffin.

JS: How many copies of that issue were returned?

JW: Out of 100,000 magazines, 70,000 were sent back. The publisher was pretty pissed.

JS: I’ve often wondered if the Starlog group launched Toxic Horror in order to kick magazines like Slaughterhouse off of the newsstands.
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JW: Oh yeah, they did. And a couple of other horror magazines came out around the same time. We were all fighting for space on the newsstands and we started racing each other to get cover stories. The studios would send us photos, and we wanted to make sure they were exclusive—no one else could have them. It started to get very competitive—we wanted to beat Fangoria. We wanted to squash them. Mark would say this to people over the phone, and I was like, “what are you doing? You can’t tell people that!” the enthusiasm that opens doors can also shut them—it can bring the hammer down on your head. We were pushing the envelope, and they squashed us. We put out the fifth issue, and that was it.
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JS: I’d imagine that you had already started working on the sixth issue.

JW: Yeah. I still have the proofs for it. The cover was from the phantom of the opera, with robert englund. The whole issue was done. It was already colorseparated and ready to go to press, but they pulled the plug.

JS: What did you do after Slaughterhouse folded?

JW: Well, by that point I was working independently as a publisher. I wasn’t a full-time employee anymore, I was contracting. I was basically working for a bunch of different publishers and designing their magazines. And by that point, I was working a lot with Steve Niles.

JS: You eventually started doing a lot of comics work. Did your years at SVA help you to make any contacts?

JW: When I first started in illustration, I went into one class and they wanted us to draw old nancy cartoons. The teacher was just like, “nancy! Nancy! Nancy’s great!” I was like, “I don’t want to draw nancy!” But, they were also big fans of art spiegelman and raw. I had a friend who was interning with art spiegelman. He took me over to his studio and I got to hang out there. It was nice, but I probably got to meet more artists through slaughterhouse. I got to interview Bill sienkiewicz and go to his studio. And when I was working for fantaco, they were partnering a lot with Kevin eastman. At the time, the Ninja turtles were making a lot of money, and he was doing tundra publishing. He would throw huge parties and all the artists would be there. You’d have everyone from Steve Bissette to Bill sienkiewicz—they were all doing books for him. For me as a comic fan, it was like a dream come true. I got to hang out with these guys and get to know them.

JS: Let’s talk a little bit about your years with FantaCo.

JW: I went to work for them in the early nineties. I was working a lot with Steve Niles. I met him through slaughterhouse—he sent me a set of clive Barker lithographs. He was a really cool guy and we became really good friends. I’d go out to washington and stay with him. Anyway, he was working with Barker at the time. He was also working for eclipse; he was helping with the Barker adaptations that they were publishing.
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JS: The two of you did some comics together.

JW: He wanted to write comics and we started working together—i was drawing most of them. We must have done seven or eight comics. I still have some unpublished stuff. Anyway, he helped me to reach out to Barker. The hellraiser stuff was really hot, and Barker was really hot, too. He helped me set up some interviews. At the same time, I got a call from mike Brown, who clive had authorized to run his fan club. I helped him put together dread magazine, and I helped him organize the fan club. So, when I went to work for fantaco, I sort of took all that stuff over there. FantaCo was publishing dread, and they were doing Barker t-shirts. In 1991, they sent me and Steve Niles out to fantacon to negotiate clive Barker doing the night of the living dead adaption.

JS: The Night of the Living Dead: London comic?

JW: Right. We went out there and locked that down. I ended up lettering it, which was kind of fun. I also did the layouts, and I drew the logo by hand.

JS: I’ve always considered those years to be the start of FantaCo’s second wave in publishing.

JW: By that time, fantaco didn’t have a relationship with Steve Bissette anymore. They were pretty much at odds with a lot of the old creators who had worked there. They had been out of publishing for a little while and they didn’t want to publish anymore. But, I kind of talked them into it. We ended up doing a lot of stuff.

JS: Slaughterhouse seemed to have pretty close ties to FantaCo.

JW: When we started out, I called them up and said, “look, do you want a free ad? We’ll give you the back cover.” That eventually led to a relationship with tom. Like I said before, I always wanted to be a comic book artist. slaughterhouse opened up a lot of doors.
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JS: Tell me about some of the other titles that FantaCo were putting out.

JW: Steve Niles was doing the king of the dead series. It was somewhat based on night of the living dead, but this was a “king zombie” situation. He’s smart, and he rules all the other zombies. It ran for four or five issues.

JS: What about Scab? You did the artwork for that.

JW: That was Steve’s story. He had that floating around—i think he had the story done when he gave it to me. I went down to washington, Dc and I brought fifty rolls of film. I shot the whole Dc area so I could draw the background. I wanted to get a feel of what things looked like—i took pictures of rooftops and things like that. Someone came out with another scab and we had to send them a cease and dissect. It was a skateboarding hero or something [laughs].
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JS: What was Shriek Special?

JW: I would get a lot of solicitations from people who had short stories. I tried to combine them into some kind of an anthology. FantaCo had already done gore shriek earlier, with Bruce fuller and people like that. So, rather than doing a regular book, we did specials. We started doing a lot of stuff—i put one book out called kill me slowly. It was all erotic horror. We did some anthologies of fiction pieces. It involved people from hellraiser, at one point. I think it was a dread special—it was all fiction written by the director of hellraiser 3, Steve, Doug Bradley, and a couple of other people. Clive got mad because I ran a picture of a real mouse that had been dissected. He didn’t think that we should show real gore. My father was a photographer and I inherited a lot of his stuff. Some of it was moody and dark, and sometimes i’d throw it into the anthologies.
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JS: Why did you stop doing comics?

JW: You know, one of the things that happened while I was working there was that the comic book market got so bad. Things kind of imploded. Basically, there was just one comic book distributor left. And the only way to sell books was to include sex. It was fun in the beginning; there was a little bit of a mix to it. But then it started going the other way, where it all had to be sex, sex, sex. I didn’t like it, and I didn’t like what I was doing. I was creating artwork to sell books, I wasn’t creating artwork to do what I liked. I didn’t want to do it anymore. I got a job doing graphic design and just got out of it.

JS: What are you doing these days?

JW: I’m still a full-time graphic designer. I still draw and I try to make some music—i try to stay creative. I still follow some horror stuff. I don’t go too deep into it, but I keep my ears and eyes open to what’s going on, particularly in music and movies. It’s funny—i also teach yoga a couple times a week here in albany. It’s great stuff for de-stressing, particularly after spending all of those slaughterhouse years staying up all night drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes for six hours straight, trying to meet deadlines. It’s just a great way to de-stress…
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Tim paxton is a scholar in every sense of the word. A lifelong monster fanatic, he began his publishing career in the 1970s with a nifty little zine called photo fiends. In 1987, tim (and co-editor Dave todarello) upped the ante with Video Voice, and the pair was soon responsible for a plethora of wild and crazy monster mags.

With Video Voice, monster!, and naked! Screaming! Terror! going strong (and, for a short time, running simultaneously), paxton seemed to be on a mad mission to write about every movie he came across. He raised the stakes yet again when he added highball to the mix.

Alas, as chaucer profoundly stated, “there is an end to everything, to good things as well.” With rising printing costs knocking at his door, paxton decided to pull the curtain down, shortly after publishing a beautiful double issue of monster! International/highball.

As we all know well, the things that we bury don’t always remain dead. In 2012, Tim Paxton returned to the scene with Weng’s chop, a sharp and sturdy zine co-edited by Brian harris.

As mentioned above, Tim Paxton is a scholar. His reviews and essays on asian and indian genre cinema are some of the most detailed that i’ve ever come across, and his love and obsession for said films rings true with every word that he types. That same sentiment rang true when I spoke to him last winter.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on february 16, 2012; edited &amp; revised January, 2013.

TIM PAXTON: I grew up in oberlin, ohio, which is about thirty miles west of cleveland. I was born in 1962, and was basically influenced by an odd assortment of monster movie hosts. My mom was a big comic book fan, so that didn’t hurt, either [laughs].

JOHN SZPUNAR: Did she have a collection of old comics?

TP: She used to, but the story is that her roommate in college tossed them all out. But she never would complain—she encouraged us to collect comics and books. She also loved old monster movies; growing up in the forties, she would watch monster movies in the theater. She was pretty much a hardcore media fan. So, that kind of fed into things. I was never one of these neglected media collectors.

JS: Were any of your siblings fans of horror movies?

TP: We are all, in one form or another, fans of fantasy films and monster films figure into that as well. Six kids and one big couch. When some universal monster movie played on tv it was almost always a family gathering. So, yeah, it’s in the paxton genes.

JS: Were there any Super-8 monster movies around your house?

TP: Yeah. We would either watch them on 8mm or super-8mm film that our family would buy when we would go on vacation. Almost every gift shop had them—you could buy 8mm movies of Niagara falls, or whatever. They would also have regular movies—monster movies. And, growing up around cleveland, we had five monster movie shows on tv every weekend. You could actually plop your butt in front of the television, starting on friday night, and go until sunday morning.

JS: Who were your local horror hosts?

TP: I barely remember this one guy named Ghoulardi. I’m more familiar with the Ghoul, who was more or less the follow up to Ghoulardi. We had a guy named superhost, who was actually on for almost twenty years. We still have Big chuck. The show used to be called the hoolihan and Big chuck show, but now it’s called Big chuck and lil’ John. And then, we had this guy named sir Graves Ghastly.
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JS: We had him in Detroit. I remember talking about him with the girl who sat next to me in kindergarten. I was really young…

TP: He was on in the late seventies/ early eighties. I used to draw pictures and send them in to the guy. He was always willing to show your photos or drawings on his gallery. We had another guy who didn’t last very long called Dr. Alucard. Then, there was creature feature. It always showed up after wrestling—that was a great lead-in [laughs]. Finally, we had something called the twelve noon monster movie show. We would be sucked into tv-land for a good forty-eight hours.

JS: Were they running the Ultraman and Johnny Sokko stuff in your area?

TP: Oh, yeah. Cleveland was great for uhf stations. We had six of them, and three of them showed that sort of stuff. I grew up on 8th man, Astro Boy, marine Boy, and Johnny sokko and his flying robot. ultraman was my favorite. We would always get into an argument—who would beat who, ultraman or Johnny sokko’s robot? When I was in high school, I was heavily into star Blazers. As an adult, i’ll still sit and watch it if I can’t find anything interesting when i’m flipping through the channels.

JS: When I was a kid, all of my favorite TV shows were from Japan, but I was too young to make the connection.

TP: I just turned fifty a couple of weeks ago, and i’m still sucked into shows like that. To me, monster movies and fantasy movies are all mythology. I grew up in a household that was equal parts Buddha statues and equal parts christ hanging on the wall. It was a mish-mashed hippy/ christian/Buddhist household. And oberlin itself is an extremely liberal town—there was always weird stuff going on. When I look at these movies, they’re like a whole different mythology. I mean, to me, the whole godzilla thing is natural. It would be natural to have giant monsters running around. That’s why I would never laugh at them. To me, they’re the new gods.
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JS: You mentioned comic books. What were your favorites?

TP: I liked the hulk and stuff like that, but I was a huge fan of charlton comics. Charlton had all of the ghost titles, and those were the things I liked. I loved the artists—i’m still a huge fan of Steve Ditko. He still puts stuff out independently. It’s pretty weird, but it’s cool stuff. And of course, I liked Famous Monsters of filmland. I had a subscription to that when I was in junior high school. And then, there was castle of frankenstein and the monster times. That was probably the best magazine—no one ever seems to remember it.

JS: The Monster Times?

TP: Yeah. The monster times was awesome. It went from ’72 to ’76. It covered everything—comic books and movie, and it had really intelligent book reviews. The monster times was great, but it did look like a mess. It looked like rolling stone did when it first came out. It was basically newspaper paper stock folded in half.

JS: What were the newsstands like in your neighborhood?

TP: We had two drugstores here, and they would compete with what they had on the racks. It was a smorgasbord. They also had wrestling magazines, creem magazine, and all of that stuff. You know, another thing that was really influential to me was Witches tales and all of the other horror titles that weren’t from warren. They were reprints from the fifties, and they had all of this really gross crap [laughs].

JS: The Eerie Pubs. Tom Skulan was talking about those. He said that they disturbed him so much that he ended up burning his copies.

TP: [laughs] I had nightmares, but I didn’t burn them! I loved those things. And I was lucky—i was at a chiller convention and I was talking to Steve Bissette. I noticed a table with some artwork on it. I went over to the table and discovered that it had the original covers to the eerie stuff. I was wondering why they looked really weird. It turns out that they were paste-ups.
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JS: That’s incredible.

TP: Yeah. I’m sure they were from the later period. I wish I would have been on my game and taken photos.

JS: What was your first exposure to fanzines?

TP: That would be with comic books. I used to go to comic book conventions in the early seventies. We used to print up ditto comics—we’d draw our own superheroes and print them up. That was the first time that I saw any kind of comic fanzines. I was kind of aware of movie fanzines because the monster times had an article on them, but for some reason, I could never get my hands on some. There was a cool one called cyclops, which was an early science fiction movie fanzine from the late sixties/early seventies. It’s apparently hard to find now. There were a lot of mimeographed zines around. But, I really found out what was going on when I put out my fanzine called photo fiends in the seventies.
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JS: What was that like?

TP: [laughs] it was horrible. It was my attempt to be like Famous Monsters, or something. This was pretty much before I even knew how to write. The best issue was number 3, where I got an interview with a monster maker named paul Blaisdell. I was a pen-pal with him. He created the monsters for the she creature, it conquered the World, and invasion of the saucer men and other films from the 1950s. When I was little, I thought those were some of the coolest looking monsters. They still are some of most novel creature creations. That issue became really popular, and I started trading with people after I put an ad in an early issue of starlog. I started making connections with people.

JS: When did you start publishing Video Voice?

TP: I started that in 1987. It began as a publication that I ran when I worked at a video store—i’d hand them out to people. That didn’t really take off until I sent a copy to a magazine called factsheet 5. They listed thousands of fanzines.

JS: Which zines did Factsheet 5 introduce you to?

TP: Well, slimetime was one of them. There was craig ledbetter’s european trash cinema, which started out as Hi-Tech Terror. There were so many of them out there. exploitation retrospect, by Dan taylor. I started finding stuff from france and other countries. There was a lot of international trading back and forth.
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JS: How did you meet your co-editor, David Todarello?

TP: I had come back to oberlin after college, and he had rented some movies at the video store where I worked. He was a big fan of the same sort of stuff. Dave worked in the record department at our local college co-operative bookstore. I came in one day and asked him if he had any krautrock records.

JS: This was in 1987?

TP: This would be around 1986. He knew what I was talking about, and we became friends.

JS: What kind of work went into the layout?

TP: Dave and I used to lay out a lot of the early stuff with blue boards. A lot of it was just typing it up on a computer, cutting out the columns, and hand-pasting things up. Dave would hand draw many of the logos and article header. Later on, when I was able to afford it, we got a mac and a scanner. I started scanning photos and putting stuff together.
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JS: Your zines are pretty famous for their design. Did you ever study graphic arts?

TP: Well, no, not really. I had always been drawing and making my own books since I can remember. Again, it was a family thing. Everyone in my family could draw, paint, and so forth. My dad could draw a mean stick figure. I did go to ohio state university to study studio art—latex and oil painting and wood working. The graphic design elements of our magazines was something that Dave and I developed together.

JS: You’re one of the guys that published a lot of different titles.

TP: Yeah [laughs]. There was a time when Video Voice, naked! Screaming! Terror!, and monster! were all going out at the same time. In that period of my life, my brain was exploding, and I had to keep writing. I don’t know if I had some odd form of ocD, or what—i just had to keep writing.
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JS: Which of your zines did you like the best?

TP: My favorite is monster! and that’s also the one that got the most people interested in my writing and in what we were doing. For example, Steve Bissette did an illustration for my special  “monster! Zero” edition, and tim lucas wrote a couple reviews. I was lucky to strike up a friendship with this guy named horacio higuchi. He was the guy who did most of issue number 3, which was our special José mojica marins issue.

JS: How did you meet Horacio?

TP: Through monster! we loved talking about all the weird international horror and monster films that are out there. He was a godsend for the zine. We had a pretty good friendship going and then something popped up, and I never heard from him again. I think there was some misunderstanding. Something really dumb on my part. He returned to Brazil and that was that. I think he does research in Belez. He’s an ichthyologist.

JS: You also did a magazine called Highball. Can you tell me a little about that?

TP: That was about sixties nudie magazines. The first two issues were basically done by Betsy Burger and Dave todarello. I designed them, but I was basically just the publisher. As much as I find nudie movies entertaining, i’m basically a more of a monster movie fan.

JS: Are copies still available?

TP: I only have one copy of each—we sold out really quickly on those runs.

JS: How were you distributing your zines?

TP: Monster! was published every two weeks. It was strictly a xerox zine at first. That was by subscription only. It got fairly big—i was mailing it out to 200 or 300 people every two weeks. But, our first big stab at distribution would be monster! International number one. That was when we went offset with it. Although the final few issues of Video Voice and all of naked! Screaming!terror! were offset as well.
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JS: Who distributed that?

TP: For the full magazine size monster! International, we went through Diamond and capital city. Luckily, Dave was really good at handling that end of things; he used to be a comic book buyer for the bookstore he where he worked. And things went fairly well until capital city went out of business. And then, there was that entire magazine/fanzine implosion in the mid- to late nineties. Everything just fell apart. It was the same with the comic books. There were so many titles being pumped out that the distributors had a hard time moving them. Diamond suddenly got really stingy on how you would do returns. We didn’t want returns where someone tore the cover off of the magazine. That’s insulting and demeaning.

JS: I agree. Especially for something that you spent so much time and effort to produce.

TP: What can you do with the cover of a magazine? You’d have to pay the distributor back for what didn’t sell. It was a real drag.

JS: You covered a lot of Asian films in your zines.

TP: Again, I grew up watching godzilla movies and the samurai films that were on tv. My family has a long history of missionaries to the far east and pacific rim, so we had all this asian stuff in the house. And also, cleveland has a very small, but good chinatown. One day when a girlfriend and I were driving into cleveland, I noticed a chinese grocery store. I wanted to get some tea, so we stopped in there. I saw that they had video tapes. This was probably in 1986 or ’87. I started to rent ten to fifteen videos at a time, and I taped them. A lot of them were taiwanese movies—if you’re into hong Kong movies, the taiwanese ones are the most fucked up. They’re the ones that deal with a lot of really bizarre natural realism.

JS: How so?

TP: Okay, maybe natural realism isn’t the right wording. Magic and horror elements. Chinese taoism and spiritualism. Really fun and messed up films. I was in heaven. Again, as with the godzilla mythology business, I really love the entire ghost, zombie, hopping vampires, sympathetic magic, weird wizards battling each other and so forth.

JS: The whole Hong Kong thing really exploded in the early nineties…

TP: Naked! Screaming! Terror! number ⅘ came out in 1989. Things were bubbling and ready to happen. All of that action stuff was coming out, and that was some of the hottest video stuff that was being traded between people. I had to sit through John woo movies without subtitles—it was the only way to get them. I’d go to the chinese grocery store and grab up as much ringo lam stuff as I could find. Anything that had explosions or chicks with guns. You’d go, “oK, that’s the one i’m going to watch.”

JS: Why do you think the whole “heroic bloodshed” genre became so popular in Hong Kong?

TP: I think it’s the logical extension of the kung fu movies. There were cop movies made at the same time as the kung fu stuff, but there weren’t a lot of them. I’m only talking about the stuff that i’ve seen. It’s also really hard to get guns in hong Kong and Japan. It’s really illegal. And, those films were really fun to watch—you have chow yun-fat jumping through the air with guns that should have broken his wrists when he shot them.

JS: [laughs] I used to go to Asian markets to rent stuff, too. The tapes had xeroxed covers…

TP: Oh, yeah. They were all like that. Most of the video tapes at our chinese market were bootlegs.

JS: Let’s talk a little about David Szurek. He wrote a lot of stuff for your zines.
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TP: He’s been in fandom for a long, long time. A couple of years ago, I was looking through an issue of fantastic monsters, the magazine that paul Blaisdell put out after he left Famous Monsters. This was in 1963 or 1964. There was a letter in there from Dave Szurek.

JS: That’s great!

TP: I loved it when he would write for us, but it would drive Dave todarello up the wall—he couldn’t stand the long reviews. I thought they were fun, but Dave just hated them. We actually once tried to get him on the phone to interview him. He was worse than I am about getting on the phone and talking to people [laughs].
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JS: Szurek wrote a retrospect on old horror zines for you guys.

TP: Yeah. He was great for that because he’s been in it since the beginning.

JS: You interviewed a lot of zine creators in Video Voice.

TP: Yeah, we did louis paul, Jim Morton, and Craig Ledbetter. That was early on. It was fun—so much stuff was coming out then, with very different angles.

JS: A lot of the guys like Jim Morton and Michael Weldon also did books. Did you ever want to do something like that?

TP: To be honest, I never really thought of myself as a very good writer. I was more of an editor/idea guy. Like I said, my most popular issue was monster! International number 3, the coffin Joe issue. I asked horacio higuchi to put together an incredibly intense filmography of the guy. I don’t now…i never really thought of writing any kind of book. There was a time back in the mid-nineties that Dave wanted to work on some kind of project with me for faB press in england. We never were ever to pin anything down because as soon as we started working on an idea, they came out with a book with the same sort of stuff. It was getting harder and harder to find things to write about. And then, when the internet came along, I was like, “fuck it. I’m not going to publish anymore.” Not to jump around, but in 1989 I actually tried to do an online magazine through compuserve.

JS: No kidding?

TP: Yeah, it was based out of columbus, ohio. I went to school at ohio state, and I knew about compuserve when it was a bulletin board…preicon based internet. Pre-aol.

JS: Did it ever go anywhere?

TP: I tried doing it, but it was really tough because it was dial-up [laughs]. It took forever to upload a graphic, and it never got much of a response. That was my first try at doing an online thing. It’s probably still floating out there, somewhere. It was called monster! Online.

JS: You have a pretty big collection of fanzines.
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TP: Yeah. Each of them has its own folder, and I have almost complete runs of some of them. Did I send you the link to the zine covers that I put online?

JS: Yeah. You’ve got some amazing stuff.

TP: I was really surprised—i found them in a crawl space in my house.

JS: Wow!

TP: The house i’m living in now is the house that I was living in when I started my magazines in the eighties. I looked in a crawl space upstairs, and there was a box that had been there since the end of the magazine days. That box had all of these magazines in it. I started xeroxing them and putting them up on the internet. Do you have the first two issues of european trash cinema when it went magazine?

JS: Yeah. I was just paging through them the other night.

TP: Dave and I put them together for craig. Craig was really influential in the beginning of my magazines. He was always very encouraging. “write about anything. Write about shit nobody’s ever seen!” I wrote for craig a couple of times, and it was a really good experience. We ended up doing his first two magazines. We designed them and tried to make them look somewhat professional. Then, he got hooked up with tom weiser. And tom also helped out with naked! Screaming! Terror! issue ⅘.

JS: Craig and Tom eventually parted ways.

TP: There was a huge falling out with tom [weiser]. My big head-banging with him was that he would make up the titles to chinese movies. And he would just make up movies altogether. I would say, “I know that movie. That’s not what it’s about.”

JS: I’ve often wondered…

TP: He made up shit, and that’s where I was getting pissed off at him. And then, we had a falling out because we had more orders for the magazine and we needed to reprint it. He got it printed down in florida, where it was cheaper. He wouldn’t give back any or our original copies or any of the layouts. It was a big headache, which kind of soured me to the entire zine scene. I think craig got tired of banging heads with tom, as well.
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JS: I wanted to ask you about the artist Gary Dumm. He did some of the artwork for you.

TP: Oh yeah, I like Gary. He contributed to the magazine through interior artwork and a comic for the highball/ monster! double issue. The first time I saw his stuff was in an early outer limits fanzine from the late seventies called tolar. That’s ted rypel’s the outer limits: An illustrated review. He did all the cover art and these free silkscreen prints that you would get with each issue. He did some stuff for us, and other fanzine people. I think he had a record store in cleveland.

JS: Speaking of records, what kind of an experience was putting out the Man or Astro-Man flexi-disc in Monster! International?

TP: That wasn’t bad. Man or astro-man was fine. The payment for that was sending them about fifty issues of my Famous Monsters collection, which I didn’t mind doing. That’s all we really had to do. They sent us a digital tape, and I designed the label. Apparently, man or astro-man were fans of monster!. I wasn’t aware of that. Same thing with Buckethead. He apparently liked monster! and I had no idea that he was a subscriber. I still can’t figure out who he is. His alter-ego throatrake wrote a long letter to monster! International. That was exciting. It’s fun when you get letters like that.

JS: Why did you stop publishing Monster! International?

TP: Well, I mentioned the internet. Also, the last issue with highball almost bankrupted me. We had a four-color cover, and a four-color inside on some of it. We tried to go big, and unfortunately, that’s right when everything started to melt down. Also, we made it a monster! International/highball double issue, where the cover would flip. They used to do that in the sixties.

JS: Mad used to do that all the time.

TP: Yeah. But, the distributors didn’t know how to promote it. It was our worst seller—people would complain, “we don’t know how to put it on the shelf. Which cover’s what?” it doesn’t matter! That’s the whole point! And again…there was the internet. I kind of saw the writing on the wall—this is where everything’s going. I did almost put out another run of monster! as a newsprint zine. I contacted our local newspaper, and I was really close to doing it. Then, I just realized that the market was gone, even if I tried to do it as subscription-only, like I did before. Fandom was changing.

JS: You’ve recently started editing and publishing a new zine called Weng’s Chop.

TP: Yes, it’s a co-production with Brian harris of wildside.com. The title of the magazine comes from a series of filipino action films starring this wee little guy called weng weng. Brian’s a great guy, and he covers a great many genres of film on his websites. He has three volumes of his reviews published through amazon called gimp: the rapening.

JS: How did you meet Brian?

TP: Through facebook of all places. Facebook is how I got back in touch with folks. I didn’t think i’d get back into the business, but after two radio interviews for Brian’s podcast creep show radio, we decided why not partner up for a stab at paper publishing? It’s been a blast, and I gotta thank both Steve Bissette and Brian for kicking me in the pants so i’d finally get back to producing something.

JS: How have things changed since you last published a zine?

TP: Well, Weng’s chop is a print on demand publication through createspace/amazon.com. That’s the only way I could ever afford to go back to publishing. I did publish a limited run xerox monster colouring book in 2011, but as far as magazines go, Weng’s chop is poD. And thanks to poD, I am considering assembling all my old issues of monster! and publishing them as a three volume set through creatspace. That will probably happen sometime late 2013.

JS: Why do you think there’s a sudden resurgence of print work from the old zine editors?

TP: Not sure, other than maybe they got tired of the blogosphere. I for one have a blog, and it’s fun to jot down stuff on a whim. But to hold a physical book in your hands…to smell the paper and ink, flip through the pages, cringe at your typos…that’s all because it’s something tangible, not digital. Maybe other old timers like myself feel it’s time to return to paper publishing. The internet is getting boring. I’m doing it because i’m having fun.

JS: Is there anything you’d like to add to wrap things up?

TP: Buy Weng’s chop! Don’t be afraid of paper. You bought this book, right?
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I first met anthony timpson in vancouver, British colombia. We were both in town to experience a week of madness at Kier-la Janisse’s (sorely missed) cinemuerte film festival at the pacific cinematheque. Kier-la had somehow pegged ant as someone that i’d like to meet, and after a few missed connections, we ran into each other before a midnight screening of spider Baby. As we introduced ourselves in the theater’s lobby, I kept asking myself, “ant timpson—why does that name sound so familiar?” 

it turned out that ant had been the brainchild behind Violent leisure, the only New zealand sleaze-zine that I was aware of. Along with David Nolte ( crimson celluloid) and michael helms ( fatal Visions), ant taught my young brain an essential lesson: bad taste is good taste, and it’s a universal disease. People from all over the globe—from the other end of the globe—were discussing and dissecting horror and exploitation films—publishing about them, even—with whatever means they had.

“oh yeah,” I thought, “thAt ant timpson!” a small and strange world, indeed! 

Ant was one of the first guys that I contacted when I started putting this book together. Throughout the years (thanks to his tireless travels), he’s run into just about everybody connected with the old zine-scene. And, as the director of New zealand’s incredibly strange film festival, he’s seen more genre flicks than just about anybody you’d care to name.

I wrote to ant in the winter of 2012, and we wrapped up the following interview a few months later. As we exchanged letters, I got the same warm feeling that I experienced while talking to him in that theater lobby in vancouver so many years ago. “one of us!” is an overused phrase in our circle, but it certainly applies here. So, before spider Baby (or whatever it is that you’re watching tonight) rolls, let’s have a little chat with the one and only ant timpson.

The following interview was conducted via email, february-July, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: What kind of films did you gravitate toward as a child?

ANT TIMPSON: I don’t know if any child can gravitate towards a film. Most viewing is dictated by parents at an early age. You remember the ones you like more than those you didn’t. I do remember enjoying those wilderness/wildlife movies at a young age. You know, things like Born free, roar, and the Wilderness family series. Chronologically speaking, I loved adventure/wilderness movies, then fantasy/monster movies, then terence hill and Bud spencer flicks and finally horror, which reigned for a long time. Oh, and anything with charles Bronson in it. The fantasy movies (like robinson crusoe on mars, light At the top of the World, king kong escapes, the seventh Voyage of sinbad, and the land that time forgot) between the ages of seven and nine had far more impact on me than the standard Disney drivel like Bedknobs and Broomsticks. Those big-screen experiences built the foundations for a lifetime interest in genre film.
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I still vividly remember many cinematic experiences to this day; the albert finney version of scrooge scaring the nuts off my sac, staying up late and watching what I thought at the time was the greatest movie ever made, (actually the last grenade—and it only took me twenty-five-plus years to work that out). I know some have a tendency to romanticize their filmic history, but I really did see shit loads of films even from a very young age. I started going to the movies around eight or nine alone to watch spaghetti westerns and kung fu titles like my name is nobody, my name is trinity, and five fingers of death. I was film obsessed from a very early age. I used to sneak into soccer clubs and see 16mm presentations of the Wild Bunch, straw dogs, and outlaw Blues before I even got pubes. When I was eleven, we went to live in los angeles, I got paired off with the kids next door to see candleshoe, the Jodie foster flick. So the elder kid from next-door leans over to me five minutes into the film and says, “the treasure is in the suit of armor.” I was so angry I punched him in the face for spoiling the film. Is that normal behavior for an eleven year old?

JS: Depends on the eleven year old! What were the theaters like?

AT: There were around fifty-plus suburban theatres in the city I grew up in the seventies. Every suburb had a few and the city was lined with single screens. We didn’t get multiplexes in New zealand ’til quite late so it was a haven for loose independents; run down, grimy single screens in many locales. I have strong connections with many of those screens. Most are gone, but my dream one is still there. It was within a ten-minute walk from home and it was/is called the crystal palace. A beautiful massive single floor theatre built in the early twenties. It has a tiny candy bar out front and then just this enormous, beautifully decorated cinema inside with wooden floors for rolling sweets down. There was the astor which was a real fleapit but it always had the most unusual marathons. I saw stuff like Joy and the ultimate Warrior on double bills. At the pt chev theatre, I caught two docs one day that blew me away for decades—Blue Water White death and the hellstorm chronicle. I actually don’t remember the first girl I kissed, but I remember my first kung fu film. When I stayed on my friend’s farm, we sometimes journeyed to the starlight which always had a fight outside the cinema. I remember once a Black power guy just reaching over into the candy bar and eating everything in sight.
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The suburban screens were filled with wildly diverse independent fare, away from the cBD [central Business District] and with indie exhibitors the screens were awash with hundreds of unusual titles from all over the globe. The suburban theatres played all-nighters, five-, six-, seven-, eight films long. Taxi drivers would come and just sleep between shifts. The film line-ups in those marathons were just stupendous, an insane mix of exploitation and mainstream without any care or programming finesse. It was simply down to the deals the exhibitors had with certain distributors and what films could and couldn’t play together.

JS: This is going to sound uneducated, but were there drive-ins in New Zealand?

AT: There were no official drive-ins in New zealand. There was the odd temporary one that popped up here and there, but the unpredictable weather down here killed any chance they had for survival. New zealand is heavy into car culture like australia, so i’m unsure why it never took off—pretty sure it had something to do with excessive regulations. The government was always in fear that kids were out of control. They didn’t show the Wild one uncut in Nz cinemas for decades for fear that it would cause society to breakdown.
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JS: Did your parents approve of your viewing habits?

AT: Absolutely. Right from the start, we either went to movies as a family or I was left to my own devices. I remember going to see the towering inferno when I was eight with the family and my mother leaning over to me and asking if I wanted to leave during the first long burning death. I just nodded emphatically. Same thing happened with earthquake, the sensurround scared the shit out of me so much so that I had to go to the lobby to calm down. So, yes, very supportive. Right through my late teens, I was actually watching horror pics like Alone in the dark with my mother. The only time I think I was embarrassed by what we were watching is when a mate and I were checking out Boardinghouse and my dad walked in and saw the lead in his leopard skin briefs and said, “why are you guys watching gay porn on a saturday afternoon?” after attending films together like outlaw Josie Wales and pelham 123, I kind of figured my parents felt i’d fallen off the path somewhere. Well, they definitely felt that when customs raided their house (instead of my flat) years later and asked them where they kept their necrophilia and/or bestiality videos.

JS: I have to know the story behind that!

AT: The first I knew about being raided by New zealand customs was when I got an early morning wake-up call from my father. “expect a visit from the cops in ten,” is all he said. It was 1991 and I was living in a flat with five friends. I quickly got dressed and started hiding drug paraphernalia I thought they might confiscate. As I was throwing a jar of seeds into the depths of the fridge, there was a loud knock on the door. Opening the door revealed five men and two women. They were all dressed in uniform. They asked who I was and then proceeded to tell me, “we have it on good authority that you are in possession of bestiality, necrophilia, and snuff-type videos.” Later, I would hear that this is what they asked my mother when they raided the wrong house. These doofuses didn’t bother to check whether it was the father or son’s place before they raided.

Realizing it was customs and not the cops, I replied that “they’re all out at the moment.” This flippant reply turned them into overdrive as they proceeded to storm the flat and wake all the flat mates up and began ransacking the house. A paper was waived in my face for the authority to do so and a microphone was put near my mouth from that point on, with one of the women recording everything I said.

They turned the place upside down. The flat mates were royally fucked off with me. Their private lives spewed all over the ground. They searched my room and found only a copy of mike Diana’s Boiled Angel that seemed to upset them. They said they knew I had the videos because they had personal correspondence stating exactly that. “what do you mean personal correspondence?” I asked, and one of them stepped up with the biggest ring binder i’ve ever seen and showed me copies of numerous letters I had received from friends, underground tape traders, and the like. It was the weirdest sensation seeing all those letters tagged and ordered chronologically. What was even weirder is that they had copies of letters I had sent to people. My letterhead was the combat shock baby, and the officer looked at me and said, “that baby seems to be in a great deal of distress. Why would you put that there, are you sick in the head?” it took me back that this guy thought that rubber baby was real and that’s when I started to panic a little. Fuck! These guys are fucking clueless about this shit. This is not good.

[image: 001]

JS: How did they get your information in the first place?

AT: I worked out how it all went down. Some fucking putz had kept writing to me, asking me to send him a copy of Blood sucking freaks while I was living in australia. I eventually buckled and sent it to him. It was intercepted and the guy ratted me out. From that point on they kept a file on me.

Luckily, they found nothing to get jazzed about and were about to give me a stern warning when one of their posse asked, “what’s in the garage?” my look spoke volumes, i’m guessing, as all of them promptly went around the back and opened it up. “Jesus, check this out!” I heard one of them say. The garage was lined with shelves—thousands of vhs stacked from floor to ceiling. Every conceivable video nasty and more all laid out in alphabetical order.

“Bingo!” said the boss one. They proceeded to search through the tapes, pulling anything with a fucked up cover or a strange title. “what’s this one with ‘home movies’ on it about?” he asked. “oh, that’s just some crazy horror movies my brother and friends made.” They quickly put it into the vhs and gathered around to watch the most embarrassing home movie horror of all time. They all just stared at it like it was salò or something. They quickly gathered up their bounty and then took off saying they’d be in touch about possible prosecution.

JS: How did things turn out?
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AT: In the end, it was all huff and no puff. They tried to make a case, but it was pathetic and none of the material I had actually broke any Nz laws. I wasn’t distributing it and they were scrambling to make their big raid worthwhile.

I did have a run in again with the main boss from this elite outfit, but it was years later and it happened after 9/11. My moronic friend thought it’d be good to send me industrial fireworks from florida in a box. These were insanely big explosives. He addressed it to “udo Kier” and my po Box. I had no idea about it until the crack squad stormed my next residence and this time armed with their hit tv show crew from Border patrol behind them. This time it wasn’t nasty vids, they wanted to find explosives. Once they realized I wasn’t building bombs, the main guy sat down and had a cup of tea with me and talked about the earlier raid. He said he recognized me from all my film events i’d sprung up in the decade since the raid. He then asked if I had seen the movie cannibal holocaust.

JS: You’re kidding!

AT: He told me he thought it “pretty amazing.”

JS: Let’s get back to the more innocent years. Were you able to get hold of Famous Monsters as a kid?

AT: Any kid into horror movies and is of the same age as me knew about fm. For many, it was a gateway drug for genre highs. Sure it was cheesy as all hell, but that same goofy charm created an air of accessibility for the very young and is a crucial reason for why the genre scene flourished as well as it did. I wasn’t obsessive about it as some people my age were, I tended to mix it in with other mags like the incredible continental films and filming and of course cinefantastique, fantastic films, and Fangoria when they came onto the scene.

JS: What’s your take on Famous Monsters as an adult?

AT: As much as I admired ackerman’s dedication to the scene and the encouragement he supplied to thousands over the years, I honestly think that if fm didn’t exist, something else would have and those movies and horror/science fiction fans would have continued to flourish. We can get overly nostalgic sometimes and tend to inflate the work of others to such historic heights that we feel that the scene would be diminished if not for their presence. The scene is always and should always be bigger than just one person. Some will say he created the scene, but that is history rewriting itself. He attended the first world science fiction con in 1939. He didn’t create it. James v. Taurasi and will sykora did, but no one knows who they are. Sam moskowitz was an inspiration for ackerman and never gets enough recognition for the work he did to create the emergence of the fan communities. Ackerman took the baton and ran with it, and good on him for doing so. However, let’s not forget it’s the films that inspire, not the articles or photos about those films. I’d say tv horror hosts in regions who had them also deserve respect in spreading the love. I’m not taking anything away from ackerman’s legacy, he’s intertwined with the scene on many levels. He was the ultimate fanboy. At the end of the day though, watching king kong on late-night tv opened portals in my mind, not a photo of kong with “hairy and scary” written underneath it.

[image: 001]

JS: Fangoria was my generation’s Famous Monsters. When did you first encounter it?

AT: At a mate’s house after school one day. It was the saturn 3 issue cover. If it was the spock cover, I probably would have never had continued reading it. Reading that issue was like doing a line of coke as long as a baby’s arm. I was completely hooked. In fact, I started shoplifting that mag by putting it in a newspaper and buying it, as some of the early covers were so fucking nutso. Zombie/funhouse/scanners covers anyone?

Fangoria spoke to me like a new best friend who was both highly knowledgeable and interested in the same films I was. The early editors really helped establish that mag. Bob martin did tremendous work in the early days and helped cultivate a loyal following. And because of the shitty freight system back in those days, everything seemed so tantalizing close but so far away in terms of when i’d get to see the film. It was a complete tease. I mean, the mag was six to nine months old by the time we got it here, but even then, the films weren’t available due to diabolically slow local release dates.
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JS: Fanzines couldn’t have been far behind.

AT: I saw the andy milligan article in Fangoria by Bill landis. I think it credited sleazoid express at the end of the article but, I never followed. It wasn’t until the late chas. Balun published Deep Red number 2 (in 1988). It listed a whole bunch of zines and things really took off. That was the rosetta stone of fandom, for myself and many others. What happened was, I think I sent a note to Brett Garten (from the zine crimson celluloid) in australia responding to a letter he wrote in Deep Red. That lit the fire. We ended up becoming good friends along with his buddy David Nolte. I think I even hired film prints off them for the first festival I worked on called the Bad taste film festival in 1988, where we showed stuff like hot spur and the Zodiac killer. I wrote to the zine addresses in the Deep Red article and became so inspired by ones like slimetime and subhuman, that I decided to start my own one called Violent leisure in 1988. A friend helped me with the (now hideous) apple 2 powered design of it, which resulted in one of the more unusual looking fanzines of the time. Even the images were fugly hand-created pixilation. My first issue had a large piece on Bad taste, a film I had already covered for the German mag howl by doing one of the first interviews ever done with peter Jackson. It also had a drinking game that became a running gag in each issue.

JS: How easy was it to come by zines in New Zealand?

AT: Pretty much impossible. There were local music zines and comix back then, but there were no film zines. Mine was the first on the scene, but even then, we’re only talking about a few hundred copies dumped in cinemas.

JS: How instrumental were they in turning you on to films that you’d never heard of?

AT: Zines were absolutely pivotal to opening up secret corridors of the cineverse to me. Without them, there’s no way in hell would I have ever been exposed to so many rare and unusual films so early on. There were tantalizing mentions of titles that just seemed to crazy to be true. You have to understand that this was pre-hong Kong hysteria, as well. It was the dark ages in terms of rare and eclectic titles. You either saw them in cinemas or were lucky enough to live in a country that put out gonzo shit on home video during the boom times. Otherwise, you had to become a detective and start hunting them down. Obviously in the early eighties, home video exploded and every country had a mountain of titles that were incredible, but the cool thing was the way distribution happened back then. What you had was a scenario in which certain countries had certain titles and the only way you could see this stuff is if you made a personal connection to someone in those other countries. So it became this underground network of tape traders who typed out lists of what they had and sent them to these contacts. You then agreed to dub what they wanted and exchanged tapes. This sounds prehistoric now, but it was an exciting and I think an underappreciated and important time. This hunting and gathering made you appreciate the films on a scale that no internet torrenter understands.
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JS: I’m curious—What were the censorship laws in New Zealand like?

AT: It was dependent on the censor. When chief censor arthur everard amended the classification act to include hardcore pornography in ’87, it was somewhat revolutionary. I was working at a video post plant when it happened, and I went from doing tourism and rugby videos to watching hundreds of seventies and eighties XXX films. What happened is that the censors office couldn’t control the flood of titles coming in during the home video boom. Most were supposed to have ratings, but what happened was a long period of self-regulation with stores just slapping on any old rating certificate. Theatrically speaking, growing up in the seventies, we had the following ratings: G, Gy, Ga, r16, r18 and r20 and on the rare occasion r21. There were many cuts happening to horror titles, but unless you had access to the classification notices, you didn’t know what was happening. It was a glorious time for video hounds though, especially since New zealand appeared to have titles distributed by tiny labels that weren’t released anywhere else.
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JS: You started Violent Leisure in 1988?

AT: The first issue was september, 1988. The main reason was to trade with better zines. It was sort of based on a similar earlier scenario when i’d pretended to be an apple 2 software distribution company (slot 6 software) and wrote away to games companies for free sample copies of their upcoming games. Compared to other better written more interesting zines, I honestly couldn’t compete. I was young, dumb and full of rum. I thought I had a unique voice and was opinionated enough to be humorous but looking back on them I failed utterly on both counts.

JS: So, you were using an Apple 2?

AT: It [ Violent leisure] was created on an apple 2 using an early word processing program like Bank street writer, I think. I xeroxed them all on light blue paper at my dad’s office.

JS: How did you distribute?

AT: Unloaded into a couple of cinemas and then sent to zine editors, factsheet 5 and the like. The silence was deafening. Actually, that’s not totally true. There were fans from the very first issue and the crazy thing was I ended up meeting a lot of people locally through publishing it. Which wasn’t what I expected at all. Some very cool people including graphic artists, musicians and future flatmates.

JS: You mentioned Sleazoid Express. What was your initial reaction to it?

AT: I’m guessing it’s how certain people have epiphanies reading religious texts. Reading sleazoid number 1 was like tooting on a Belushi bazooka. [Bill] landis’s unclassifiable mix of immersive behavior and erudition was simply jaw-dropping to me. It was unlike anything else i‘d come across, and I felt the latter issues were the pinnacle of zinedom. It took the fannish obsessive qualities to dizzying new heights. You could feel that Bill was someone who wanted to always be swimming on the fringe and had a background that created the voyeur, who could only stand watching for so long before he needed to stop being passive and to make contact.
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JS: What are your memories of Bill Landis?
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AT: Bill became a huge part of my life in film as well and for that I will always think of him with fondness. He played some of my 35mm prints at the rebooted sleazoid express film festival and the music Box series. My Bill memories, however, started way back in the eighties, after reading the mind-blowing milligan article in Fangoria and becoming somewhat obsessed with milligan. When I eventually got the sleazoid companion from pandemonium’s Jack Stevenson, it was like some sort of exploitation holy grail. I remember Jack Stevenson being amazed that I wanted to learn as much about landis as possible. I couldn’t explain the reason for the fascination, but he kindly provided some interesting (and now obvious to everyone) back-stories that were intended to put me off but only ignited my interest. I eventually met Bill a couple of times over the years and we spent some time walking to some Nyc haunts with him providing a ghostly travelogue. We ate chinese food, talked about films and prescription drugs. I also met michelle and their daughter victoria when she was very young. The sleazoid film festival was put on by the talented Joel sheperd in sf. It was attended by David Naylor from alpha Blue archives and flesh gordon’s Bill ziehm and other assorted flotsam and jetsam. It was an unusual experience for various reasons. I eventually hooked Bill up with tim league in austin and he did a series for his book there, too. When I asked tim how Bill enjoyed his visit, he said that Bill thought I was a drug dealer. I thought it pretty amusing, but it also confirmed what I had been feeling about Bill for a few years. That both he and michelle’s incredibly insular “them vs. Us” mindset had increased their paranoia and bitterness to form an altered reality where everyone had a secret agenda against them.

They had a high burn ratio with all they encountered. I supplied rare 35mm prints for them to use and never received a thank you. It was just expected. I was another person that had something he needed. It’s a weird feeling to be taken advantage of by an idol. It’s simultaneously humiliating and liberating. It’s freeing as you finally can severe whatever emotional connection you had with the person and eventually achieve some sort of closure. Ultimately, I like to think a flawed character like Bill would never have left an impression on people if he was just another film nerd. He was affected by cinema in a way that very few are and thankfully for us, he managed to eloquently articulate his life on the film fringe. I hope there’s some spectral Variety photoplays that screens exploitation for eternity. And somewhere deep in the haze of smoke and shadows is Bill—sitting quietly in the dark with reflections of sex and violence flickering on his eyes.
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JS: Can you tell me a little about your experience with Crimson Celluloid?

AT: Well, the first issue I saw was the one that both Dave Nolte and Bret Garten hated. It was their stab at a prozine and it kind of left a sour taste after publication. It was that issue that connected me to those guys in australia that eventually led to me flatting with Dave and spending some time in oz. I much preferred Dave’s very personal xerox ones which, to me, were quintessential film zines.

JS: When I think of a quintessential film zine, I think of Subhuman. What did you think of it?

AT: One of the greatest. A phenomenal stable of talented writers and a design aesthetic that seemed very forward at the time made it one of the more rewarding zines out there. Everyone loved it. We all looked up to it, and I guess that’s a tribute to cecil who managed to just pull in the right people. Greg Goodsell and Kris Gilpin are both outstanding writers, and I was very jealous of their writing ability.

JS: Magick Theatre?

AT: A beautifully designed professional zine that was obviously a major labor of love. It was probably aimed at someone with more class than I had. Back then, I found it kind of clinical and distant, but I think that’s more due to where my headspace was at than the mag itself. Very irregular publication, so it never had any momentum or initiated a hunger to follow.

JS: The other day, you mentioned Rod Sims of the Gorefest infamy. What are your memories of him?

AT: Well, rod brought out the worst in me, unfortunately. I picked on the guy because he was such an easy target. It felt like school all over again. A group of kids ganging up on the genuinely nice lunk and tormenting him. Even though rod was older than me by nearly two decades, his taste and outlook on life seemed childlike and innocent. And it was this very individual at the controls of a horror zine that caused many to lob insults his way. He did nothing to provoke it, apart from being a terrible writer and unbelievable gore enthusiast. I felt people like him were keeping the perception of horror fans as morons alive and well. So, I parodied his writing style in our zine and wrote a review of the shot-on-vid shitter 555 in which I wrote a note perfect imitation of his gushing. The funny thing is sim’s reprinted it in a later gorefest and said that even he thought it was funny. He kind of won me over with that, and I felt like a cock for being mean to the guy. He went out of his way to write a bizarre plea for kids reading gorefest not to kill themselves (after a gore gazette reader’s suicide) which many in zinedom tore apart viciously. None moreso than rat and J from grindhouse.
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JS: Grindhouse was that hand-lettered zine.

AT: Yep. Handwritten. Nobody ever worked out who J adler was.

JS: How many issues did Violent Leisure last?

AT: There were only five issues before it went onto merge with crimson celluloid, and finally becoming filmhead in the nineties.

JS: Why did you pull the plug?

AT: I started becoming involved in distributing films and exhibition. It became full-time and there was suddenly very little time for producing a zine. I also started going to film festivals internationally and was traveling up to four months per year, leaving very little time to compile a zine. I was never a real zine guy, I purely did it to get free zines and meet other likeminded folks.

JS: A lot of the writing in the fanzines was exceptional—and most of the time much better than what was being published by the prozines. Why do you think this was?

AT: Zero pretense. The minute you’re published in a real publication, you suddenly start over-writing to impress everyone. The wonderful casual style you might have had is smothered by this desperation to write something important. Xerox allows you to experiment and not to be so precious. It allows you to really speak directly to the reader, without layers of respectability. I like going back now and then and reading all the zines. I find them very comforting. Not sure why they’re so different to the zillions of film bloggers out there, but they sure seem to be.

JS: A lot of the UK zines seemed to surpass their US counterparts, big time. Any thoughts on that?

AT: The entire video nasties furor raised everyone’s game in the uK. I think scarcity and that it was more lifestyle-based caused an intensity and focus way beyond us zines. That video revolution was a very real occurrence. There was panic, hysteria and the us only had that back in the fred wertham era with the comics code. History has shown that driving anything underground only creates loyalty and rebellion. And, from that crushing repression, comes great works of art.
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JS: How important do you think zines were to the new generation of monster kids?

AT: To a very small niche it was hugely important, but that’s really just a micro blip on the whole scene. I’d love to know real numbers, but when you’re talking about most zines with print runs of anything between 200–800 copies max worldwide, it’s pretty bloody tiny.
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JS: Films seem to get more and more extreme as the decades pass. Why do you think this is?

AT: Today, I watched some cunt film his reaction to the luka magnotta sex-snuff killing video on youtube. He sort of played it for laughs, with smirking faux horror on his face. I think back to when I heard about faces of death and was literally sweating when I put the vhs tape in. And now, here’s some fifteen year old nerd laughing at a real snuff video showing the most horrendous shit imaginable. I think we were an innocent generation and I feel depressed about my kids and the future. I hope it’s cyclical and that we’re suddenly thrown back into some sort of ultra conservative hell, just so others can experience what it’s like to come out of the tunnel. The internet is a platform that allows anyone with fingers to operate from. We used to have natural filters in place, but now you can’t escape from the stench of idiocy unless you disconnect. Their drivel is rammed home from all angles on news feeds, twitter—just everywhere. These annoying despicable fucking moronic cocksuckers that I once never had to acknowledge at are now everywhere I go. There are some great ones amongst the muck but who has the time to dig through all the shit?

JS: I feel the same way. And I really miss the old zine days.

AT: I wrote a piece for Badass digest about the nature of film fans today and the gluttony that pervades them. They don’t appreciate, they just consume. There’s no discovery. There’s no journey. It’s all just a fucking click away. It’s the reason why we have guys introducing Boardinghouse in a fancy Nyc theatre and telling the audience it’s a terrible film, like plan 9, that you can laugh at. That just kills me. It’s like giving a retarded child a loaded gun. I have really enjoyed reconnecting with many from the zine past and seeing that many of them are continuing to do outstanding work online and have become seasoned pros.
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Michael helms was the editor and publisher of fatal Visions, a fanzine from australia that I stumbled upon in the late 1980s. As the old story goes, I knew a guy who knew a guy who had a pretty big movie collection. Introductions were made on a summer afternoon and, after a dinner of beer and pizza, we got down to business. That is to say, we had a go at each others’ lists of vhs dupes. After a while, we started talking fanzines.

I remember sitting at his kitchen table, slack jawed and in awe. The guy was a hardcore tape trader and he had it all—uncut tapes of the Beyond and cannibal holocaust, an address list of other collectors, and a stack of sleaze-zines that made my eyes tear up with envy. Laid out before me were fanzines from everywhere—tennessee, louisiana, pennsylvania, and…australia?

it was there, in a suburban Detroit kitchen (i was slightly drunk on the beer that i’d smuggled in—i couldn’t have been a day over sixteen) that I first laid my eyes on fatal Visions. I’d read about the mag in other zines, but I never dreamed that i’d stumble upon a copy so close to home.

fatal Visions was a very important fanzine, and michael helms became a very important genre journalist. His name popped up in the pages of Fangoria and gorezone. In fact, michael’s words still grace the pages of fango today. He’s also recently published fatal Visions—the Wonder Years, a book that compiles the complete contents of the first two years of his pioneering mag. Time to break out a pizza and some beer and get all nostalgic, no?

michael helms took some time out of his busy schedule to answer a few of my questions via email. And I must admit that pizza and beer were most definitely involved (on my part, at least) when we finally made contact.

The following interview was conducted via email, June–august, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR: When did you start publishing Fatal Visions? MICHAEL HELMS: Early 1988. I’d previously written for several local film mags including cinema papers, filmnews, and metro.

JS: Why start doing a fanzine, then?

MH: I knew from the above experience that I wasn’t always going to be able to have subject choice or control over the finished piece. We managed to push out twenty-one issues, two calendars, a national film festival, and many screenings over ten years. I wanted to document the australian situation—specifically that of melbourne—with regard to trash cinema.

JS: I’ve always been curious about Australian genre films. For the discerning reader at home, could you list some of your favorites?

MH: Pure Shit, mad dog morgan, going down, coming of Age, houseboat horror, marauders, the howling iii, Vicious, and Bloodlust. And now, just by writing this list, I seemed to have kick started some sort of unhealthy fascination for cosy cool, which is one of the worst films of any genre from any country in the world. That it’s a biker film with satanism thrown in just to elongate the running time makes it even worse.
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JS: That film takes place in a world of its own! Now then—I take it that you were born with an interest in horror films.

MH: Yes.

JS: What magazines caught your eye as a youngster?

MH: As a sub-teenage kid with access to the great space age Bookshop, I was able to pick up copies of Bizarre, the monster times, gore creatures, and best of all photon, which included a glossy horror 10 x 8, surely something that was key towards instigating the production of fatal Visions.

JS: I assume that Fangoria made an impact on you.

MH: At first, I thought it was great that there was another english language godzilla mag to join the superb Japanese filmmaker Journal (another early model fanzine). Issue number 4 of Fangoria with spock on the cover convinced me it couldn’t be a real horror mag, though. I kept an eye on it, but it wasn’t until issue 25 with the fake Videodrome cover that I really got into it. Immediately found a great mag under uncle Bob and sought out all the back issues.

JS: How did fanzines fit into the picture?

MH: At least four of the above-mentioned titles would have to be classed as zines: early to mid-seventies. As a ten year old, I picked up a copy of richard Neville’s playpower and became fascinated with many activities of the underground, especially its various publications. Melbourne actually had a mag called ratz that appeared regularly at my local newsagent. The teacher had to intervene just before I got up for “show and tell” to discuss a magazine that showed you how to knit penis mittens and had a naked rat centerfold!

JS: I had a similar experience in school during “current events” when I walked up to the front of the class with a copy of the National Enquirer! Living in the suburbs of Detroit made it kind of difficult to find anything edgy to read, especially within biking distance.
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MH: In the major cities (melbourne especially), there seemed to be opportunities for the eagle-eyed and persistent to come up with something. Au Go Go records, minotaur, the Gaumont Bookshop, moviola, and alternate worlds in melbourne carried many of the world’s finest fanzines.

JS: I got a lot of them through the mail. I’m guessing that’s how you’d go about getting something like, say, Sleazoid Express?

MH: Yes. And se was incredible. I liked its attitude and how it not only talked about the films but about the audience, as well. Popeyes also shuffled the streets of melbourne.

JS: What were the theaters in Melbourne like?

MH: The city had decaying picture palaces and small screens in basements. The suburbs had single screen hardtops and drive-ins.

JS: Ant Timpson was telling me that Australia had many more driveins than New Zealand.

MH: The west and north of melbourne was littered with them. All these places were playing double bills. My favourite cinema was the Grand in footscray (pronounce it: foot-a-scray) where on a weekend you could catch a pairing of something like four flies on gray Velvet and the torture chamber of dr. Sadism.

JS: How were you distributing?

MH: Initially by myself, then through a variety of distributors.

JS: It must have been difficult to keep things on some sort of schedule.

MH: It was shaky. It was a joke that I continually announced it as a quarterly but never producing more than three in any year.

JS: Was Fatal Visions initially a xerox job?

MH: First six issues were done on a photocopier. The rest were offset printing.

JS: Fatal Visions started in 1988. The first Aussie horror zine that I’m aware of was Crimson Celluloid.

MH: Crimson Celluloid was the seminal australian horror film zine. Not happy to just spew out reviews, but actually able to get out in the field and gather interviews and other insights. Basically, crimson celluloid led the way.
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JS: You worked with David Nolte for a time…

MH: David is a great friend and not just because he’s an excellent writer or australia’s foremost pen-pal to the most notorious serial killers. David is a kind and generous individual whose work is worthy of close attention on any day. I don’t think we’ve really stopped working together yet.

JS: I’m curious to hear about some other Australian zines. I’ve never seen a copy of Visual Violence.

MH: Visual Violence was the second zine out of sydney and it was just as snappy as crimson celluloid, which it bonded with. Visual Violence also demonstrated the importance of creating industry links in order to get review copies and graphics. Wally ramborama’s psycho in the dark from melbourne was one of the best written zines ever produced in australia and its editor eventually became a major contributor to fatal Visions. mondo gore out of Queensland needs to get a mention, as should spraak!, originally out of Darwin before relocating to adelaide and later John harrison and his own publishing empire that included strait-Jacket, reel Wild cinema and hip pocket sleaze.

JS: How did you begin writing for Fangoria?

MH: I walked in one day with the mail in my hand to the sound of the phone ringing. It was mike [Gingold] from Fangoria and he was in sydney visiting his grandparents. He wanted to know if I felt like coming over. As i’ve repeated to more than a few visitors to our shores (on more than a few occasions) melbourne is not a suburb of sydney. But as he talked, I began idly checking out the mail and just so happened to come across a letter from then little known New zealand filmmaker peter Jackson. Jackson, a fan of the early model fV wanted to see if I was interested in going to Nz to check out the making of this little zombie flick he was doing called Braindead. That became my first story for fango (with a follow-up on the same topic in gorezone) and I haven’t stopped yet in this, the twentieth year of contributing stories.

JS: You told me that you’re going putting together a compilation of the first two years of Fatal Visions. What can we expect?

MH: It’s a 250-page book called fatal Visions—the Wonder Years (1988–89). It contains re-typeset versions of all of the first six issues minus the letters columns and retains many of the graphics that were ripped straight out of newspapers. It takes old trash and beautifully repackages it.

JS: I can’t wait to read it. A lot of the other zine guys seem to be returning to the fold these days. You can’t keep the old guard down.

MH: Lately, it’s been hard to ignore the fond memories some folks seem to have cultivated and maintained for fatal Visions and other zines of the eighties and nineties.

JS: Do you think that fanzines are still vital in any way?

MH: Since the last issues of crimson celluloid or spraak!, I can’t say i’ve seen one. I still believe in dead tree technology and have a preference for their tactile nature and know there are people out there who share my view—so I still expect to see them from time to time just haven’t got the energy to chase them let alone make them. The fV book is also a statement that supports that (but it’s also going to be available as a pDf and fV is finally going to join the electronic world in other ways too…).
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JS: I’ve asked a lot of guys if they miss the good old days, but I’ve never really asked that of myself. And I’ve got to say that I miss them a lot.

MH: They might be good old days now, but you’re not going to know while you’re living them—that is, if you were living them to the full.

JS: That’s true. And now we’ve got the internet. Does that even count?

MH: The best zines always used to be the obvious products of talent and effort. The net just makes it very easy for too many to prove their basic lack of communication skills and presentation abilities. Undoubtedly internet zines count, but to whom I can’t say. And, although online forums aren’t without their uses, wading through them to find something meaningful amidst the armies of one-line sub-teenage heroes is often a great waste of time and cyberspace.

JS: With that in mind, where do you think fandom is headed?

MH: As a notoriously bad fan boy, I find it hard to gauge the state of fandom at any given time. However, I did notice that the first pro-horror convention to be held in australia several years ago fell over not long after it was announced. Meanwhile, sci-fi conventions seem to be in state of constant expansion, and they do always seem to show some sort of tolerance for horror fiends. With genre film festivals also expanding, i’d estimate that fandom is doing pretty well.
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David Nolte has been a part of the fanzine landscape for years. Inspired in part by rick sullivan’s gore gazette, he began publishing crimson celluloid in the early eighties. crimson celluloid was australia’s first horror film fanzine, and the impact that it made on the scene was tremendous. Nolte singlehandedly blazed a trail for others to follow, and before long, australia was home to a small but thriving fanzine community.

By the time an issue of cc made it into my hands, things were already in full swing. I read every issue of the mag that I could track down, and trust me, that wasn’t an easy thing for a sixteen year old kid from Detroit to do.

David eventually put crimson celluloid on the back burner, but he brought the zine back in 1999. I finally caught up with the new cc with issue number 10. Nolte’s in-depth interview with andy milligan star hal Borske was just what the doctor ordered, and the thing sent me searching for back issues once again. Talk about déjà vu, eh kids?

in the spring of 2012, I sent Nolte a letter of introduction, outlining my plans for this book. His response was enthusiastic, and I soon found myself engaged in a lengthy correspondence with the man.

So, here you have it. From Detroit to adelaide, to wherever you may be as you read these words—i now present an exclusive interview with crimson celluloid’s David Nolte.

The following interview was conducted via email, april 6–13, 2012.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: It seems that childhood obsessions have really fueled a lot of the zine guys over the years. I’m guessing that you’re story isn’t very different. DAVID NOLTE: It was all about the horror films. From cringing in terror at christopher lee’s bloodshot eyes, through to godzilla and weird madefor- tv fare. I used to take days off school, pretending to be ill, each time the norliss tapes and trilogy of terror were on the midday movie.

JS: What kind of school did you attend?

DN: I went to an english boarding school. I remember older students coming back one night after seeing the exorcist, describing how terrifying it was, how people left the cinema in horror and threw-up. I vowed never to see this film…a vow I kept until I saw it was available on video. Still the scariest film i’ve ever seen. Being deeply catholic at the time probably helped.

JS: How big of a roll did your religion play in your reaction to these kinds of films?

DN: Mum was in her own world and as a strict catholic probably wouldn’t have approved of anything as nasty as horror films. Dad was a lifelong sci-fi fan. He once said that “science fiction is horror with a brain.” To which I replied, “horror is science-fiction with balls.” Dad would buy me books on hammer films as a kid and i’d spend many an hour staring at the pictures and being equal parts revolted and excited (the same feelings the women I have dated have felt!). Dad would always warn me that i’d get nightmares. I’d never listen and invariably wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, haunted by what I had seen. Strangely enough, my grandfather wouldn’t let me watch Blacula one night when he was babysitting because he read a description and saw that it featured homosexuals at the start.

JS: I was kind of surprised to hear that you had TV horror hosts in Australia.

DN: Yeah. Another major factor in my interest in horror was the australian horror tv host Deadly earnest. He had weird makeup, climbed out of a coffin, battled rubber bats and showed the cheesiest of cheesy horror films. I loved that guy. One of the saddest things in my life was endeavoring to hunt down Deadly for an interview many years later and meeting brick walls at every turn. I wanted to tell him how much he meant to me as a kid, how he had influenced me and how much entertainment he had provided. I then read an article on him in the local paper saying he had recently died and his one regret was that nobody cared about his legacy or remembered him as Deadly earnest. It broke my heart.

JS: Were you seeing films in theaters, as well as on TV?

DN: Yes. As a preteen/teen growing up in south australia I was lucky to have a twin cinema at the end of my street. It showed a lot of horror double-bills and I became friends with the manager. He used to let me go in for free and gave me any spare posters and lobby cards. I recall that the cinema was empty most of the time and it seemed like more of a labor of love than any kind of business proposition. It’s long gone, but fondly remembered. I don’t know why I had to look through the mountains of posters naked. “security,” he said, and who was I to argue when a pristine prophesy poster was at stake!

JS: I’m curious as to how difficult it was to find American magazines like Famous Monsters in Australia.

DN: It was a rare occurrence when I actually managed to track down a copy. An issue here, an issue there. Naturally I loved it but, even at that young age, didn’t think the “punny” nature of it was that funny. I loved the pictures and wanted to see as many of the films as I could, but I couldn’t give a damn about lon chaney and the like.

JS: Famous Monsters was almost a primer for things to come.

DN: Forry was instrumental in exposing a world of kids to horror and he should be remembered for that.

JS: Oddly enough, I didn’t really appreciate the seminal aspects of FM until I got older, and when I did, it was sort of with a whimsical reverence. Fango was always more my speed.

DN: The first issue of Fangoria I saw was probably number 3 or 4. I instantly knew I had found the magazine for me. As much as I dug fm, it seemed somewhat dated and I wanted to know about new films. This is especially true of the glorious Bob martin days when the magazine was at its best. It opened my eyes to the world of gore and more extreme and violent horror.
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JS: I look at FM and Fangoria as stepping stones to the more eccentric world of the fanzines.

DN: I have Fangoria to thank for this, too. I had absolutely no knowledge of zines at all ’till I saw a little ad in the classified section advertising michael Gingold’s scareaphanalia and was intrigued. I sent off my money and got this xeroxed newsletter in the mail. I thought, “I can do this!” Not in an “I can do better” way but in a “fuck me…i want to do this!” way. Michael had access to all the cool films showing in Nyc and I spent many an hour pouring over his zines. Being inspired by his zine opened the floodgates, leading to gore gazette and many other zines. gg changed my life. It showed me that I could review trashy films, be my obnoxious self and utilize my questionable sense of humor to great effect.

JS: How easy was it to come by zines in Australia?

DN: When crimson celluloid started, there were no other movie zines in australia, certainly no other horror zines, and i’m proud of the fact that in our own small way we inspired many other zines to start up. I think a lot of people read cc and thought, “I can do better than that!” in a lot of cases, they were right, though I was first. The only way I got zines was to order them, mainly from the us. I’d put a few bucks in an envelope, send them my zine and hope they’d write back. A lot of the films that were covered in the us zines at the time didn’t make it down here, so it was at the same time frustrating and fun to read about them. This was in the days before the internet where all you have to do is point and click and any film you have ever wanted to see is available.

JS: Were you aware that the Australian grindhouse films would make such an impression on the rest of the world?

DN: No, we were pretty isolated, but it wouldn’t take a genius to realize a film like mad max 2 (road Warrior) would have worldwide appeal. It’s a great source of pride that we could export films like turkey shoot.

JS: Who were your favorite Ozploitation directors?

DN: Probably the same ones every aussie mentions. George miller. Tim Burstall. Bruce Beresford. I tend to think that a lot of the films that meant so much to me as a kid were very much of their time and a lot of them look like so much hot air today. I’m far more excited about the current crop of filmmakers and producers than I am when I look back at where we have come from. Today we have people like ursula Dabrowsky directing quality films like family demons and inner demon. Richard wolstencroft carrying the exploitation banner with his cult films and muff [melbourne underground film festival]. People like mark savage and Josef J. Webber continue to push the bounds and produce new and interesting genre films. Producers like fiona De caux are doing great work and we shouldn’t forget mavericks like Dick Dale who runs the trasharama film festival each year, bringing exposure to films that many times wouldn’t otherwise see light of day.

JS: What effect did the “video revolution” have on your shores?

DN: The 1980s was a glorious period of time for those wanting to find weird and obscure films. We had many a “video warehouse” (clearing houses for new and secondhand videos) in sydney, and weekends would be spent on hands and knees going through the discarded vhs and Beta films. We had many independent video labels who distributed all the “crap” (one man’s crap was our treasure!) that the major labels had no interest in touching. Nothing can replicate the joy of discovering a copy of let me die a Woman for the first time or night of the Warlock, mantis in lace, switchblade sisters…the list is endless.

JS: The UK had its video nasties. I’ve always been curious as to what the censorship laws in Australia were like.

DN: It goes in stages and levels of repression and censorship. Every few years, a politician will brew a fondue in his pants about a certain film or video game and the “censorship debate” will flare up again. These days it’s not as bad as it was, but not as good as it should be.

JS: Was it hard to find the films that you wanted to see?

DN: It was hard to see films on the big screen thanks to the narrowmindedness of the distributors. But thanks to the video revolution the search would often yield films we’d long heard of but never had the chance to see.

JS: When did you start Crimson Celluloid?

DN: I started it in the early eighties. I was a seventeen or eighteen year old kid who had no knowledge of self-publishing, but was inspired to start up and foolish enough to think people would actually read the thing. And, more so, care what I had to say!

JS: Had you written anything before that?

DN: No, but at school, english was the only subject I ever excelled at. I have an english public school education to thank for my life-long love of the english language as well as ritualized brutality and humiliation.
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JS: Where did you find your inspiration?

DN: Scareaphanalia and a love of genre films mainly, but also I was so keen to meet fellow horror movie fans. I was a pretty shy and reclusive kid and it was a big leap for me to put myself out there in such an overt fashion. Someone once said,  “crimson celluloid isn’t a fanzine, it’s a cry for help.” I tend to agree.

JS: What did you feel that you could bring to the table?

DN: I didn’t think that far ahead nor had that much interest in self-analysis at the time; it was just a fun thing to do. Looking back at those early issues today, I think it always possessed a good sense of humor and was a fun read. I don’t have copies of the earliest issues, I think they are lost to history, but I remember that as crude as they were, they were the most fun to produce. The first eight or nine issues had a bad hand-drawn logo and no illustrations, but they had enthusiasm behind them. I think I “borrowed” a lot of my writing style from rick sullivan at gore gazette, but nobody had seen that zine down here, so they all thought I was a comic genius rather than a plagiarizing hack. Strangely, I didn’t feel the need to correct them. Later on, I was very lucky to meet Ken taylor and he designed a cool and professional logo for us.

JS: How was it produced?

DN: I used to have this beat-up Brother word processor into which i’d use thermal paper. I used to print around fifty to 100 copies of those earliest issues. Like gore gazette, I also had a midnight grant, using the xerox machine at the office where I worked to do all my printing.

JS: How did you distribute?

DN: In sydney, I would go to the legendary comic shop land Beyond Beyond, video shops, and the late, great mandolin cinema to distribute cc. Funnily enough, I would leave many copies of the zine at the cinema and go back a few days later and usually find them all gone. It was only much later I would be told that a local musician would go in there, take all the issues and sell them on the weekend at the local markets. It didn’t worry me; if he could make a buck on them, more power to him. I never put a cover price on the early issues, mainly because I didn’t think people would pay for them and I was too lazy to chase up any money owing.
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JS: You had a co-editor as time went on.

DN: It was at land Beyond Beyond where I met my friend manheim Jerkoff, who would go on co-edit the latter issues with me. The owner of lBB, terry Brown, was a great supporter of cc back in the day. The link with the mandolin cinema would later provide us with the opportunity to screen a series of late-night horror and grindhouse films (again, ripping off an idea by rick sullivan). These were a great success while they lasted and enabled us to meet a lot of our readers (those on parole anyway). At one late-night screening, there was a young fellow sitting on the couch in the lobby bleeding from a knife wound. We suggested he had to go to the hospital to which he replied, “But I want to see the movie!” we’d run allnight sleaze marathons, do our best to imitate william castle by having giant spiders crawl down the screen and tried to make it as much fun as it could possibly be.

JS: What kind of publishing schedule did you have?

DN: Anytime over the years I tried to work to a schedule it never happened. Best intentions and all that. I ended up publishing on an “It’ll happen when it happens” basis.

JS: How was CC received by its readers?

DN: It seemed to be that the majority of people who bothered to write were usually other zine publishers, the people who understood the value of getting a letter in the mail. Over all the years I published cc, in its original incarnation or the more recent issues, I have probably received less than fifty letters. People would gladly take the zine (especially when it was free) but actually putting pen to paper and mailing a letter would prove to be too much for them. I’m not bitter about it, it just would have been nice to have heard from people, even if they said we sucked. That’s why someone like Dave Szurek was so appreciated back then. Even if he hated what you were doing, he’d write these incredible letters, contribute reviews and keep the fire burning in you even when you were down to just ambers.

JS: Dave was all over the place! How did you go about contacting people for interviews?

DN: I’d usually (1) exaggerate, (2) stretch the truth, or (3) outright lie. When approaching people for an interview, our circulation would mysteriously expand from fifty to 100 to several thousand. I’d usually purchase those big cannes/film market issues of Variety, and go through them looking for genre films that looked interesting. Then, i’d try and scam stills out of distributors for “australia’s leading horror magazine” (the word “fanzine” mysteriously replaced).
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JS: Did they usually accommodate?

DN: Most people were actually really cool. Ringing someone in america from australia back then probably added a bit of credibility. I did a phone interview with filmmaker roberta findlay that was a lot of fun. I went to h.G. Lewis’ house in florida and did a long interview with him. We spoke to andy milligan a few times but never got around to doing an interview. I learned to lie after approaching australian filmmaker Brian trenchard-smith for a set-visit to Dead End Drive-In. I spoke to him on the phone several times and he seemed keen and nice enough. Then I made the mistake of sending him some back issues of cc, after which he wouldn’t return phone calls. It worked out oK; he’s a hack and the film sucked anyway. We managed to scam our way onto the set of howling 3 and interview philippe mora.
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JS: What was he like?

DN: Mora seemed nice enough. I don’t think he had seen a copy of cc, otherwise we probably wouldn’t have been invited. The film was shot outside sydney and it was exciting seeing the machinations of film production up close for the first time. We saw a couple of scenes being filmed, chatted to a few extras and watched special fX artist Bob mccarron at work. Generally our time was spent trying to stay out of the way and not knock over props during shooting. We ended up featuring a pic of mora signing autographs in cc and didn’t really cover the film that much. In hindsight, after seeing the film, that was probably the right decision.

JS: Where did you usually source your stills from?

DN: Some of the local video companies actually saw issues of cc and still wanted to contribute stills and would routinely invite us to media screenings. I guess they figured that even though we had a small circulation, we were still catering to a niche market and any publicity is good publicity. I can’t remember the film, I think it was some troma shitter, but a local film distributor put a fake quote on their video box “the Best film of the year”—crimson celluloid. Obviously, since troma was involved, I had said no such thing. I rang them and told them it was bullshit, but didn’t take it any further. I was amazed that they thought anyone would hire a film on the basis that we recommended it, anyway.
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JS: Did CC ever encounter any legal troubles?

DN: We had one mother write in and say that she was upset her son was reading such trash. The only relatively serious legal issue came when cc was resurrected in south australia many years later. A film company in the us took it upon themselves to send me a review copy of nekromantik, which was promptly seized by our customs department. This resulted in being visited by the authorities and threatened with a potential court appointment. Thankfully, they believed me when I told them that I had no control over what people sent me in the mail. Fuck ’em, i’d already seen the film anyway.

JS: Did self-publishing lead to any pro jobs?

DN: No, none of our female readers were ever so obliging…oh, pro jobs.. No, none of those either.

JS: On that note, let’s talk about some of the seminal zines.

DN: I thought sleazoid express was pretty good at the start, but only reached legendary status once Jimmy mcDonough came onboard. Before that, it was somewhat dry. Though, having said that, I was never very au fait with drugs so the whole heroin thing was lost on me. I thought Bill’s documentation of his drug addiction and descent into the world of porn was amazing, though, and lead to a quest at cc to find as many of his altar-ego’s (Bobby spector’s) films as possible. If I had to choose between gore gazette and sleazoid, i’d always take the former.

JS: I always had a soft spot in my heart for Subhuman.

DN: Cecil Doyle is one of the great writers of zinedom, and certainly hasn’t received the recognition he deserves (until now, hopefully). subhuman was always a pleasure to get in the mail. He wrote lengthy and interesting articles and his reviewing style was unique.

JS: In your opinion, was the fanzine network pretty close-knit?

DN: Yes, the American zine publishers were very supportive of our efforts. Originally, there was nobody doing anything locally that was similar, so we didn’t have a chance to compare. But once cc was out there and got known a whole bunch of aussie zines sprung up.

JS: Can you tell me a little about Fatal Visions?

DN: Starting with issue number 1, michael helms did everything better than us, and on a much more professional and grander scale. I was a bit envious at the start, since he was doing everything we wanted to do, but didn’t have the facilities and abilities to do. Michael has been the number one supporter of cc since day one, and without his support and encouragement, we would have folded a lot earlier.

JS: When did you start writing for them?

DN: I was still doing cc on and off, and during the long breaks between issues i’d get stuff in the mail to review. Rather than put this stuff to waste, michael offered me a column which I called “DNa” (David Nolte archives…a play on words and an egotistical way to keep my name out there). This gave me a chance to review the books, DvDs and other stuff that came my way. Also around this time, I was corresponding with any number of serial killers, and one of them was Gerard J. Schaefer who was incarcerated in florida state prison. He wrote the disgusting killer fiction and I became an immediate fan of his work. He agreed to do some interviews on fV’s behalf with ottis toole, a convicted necrophile. I also contributed some reviews here and there and an interview with serial killer John wayne Gacy.

JS: What do you think the fascination with serial killers is all about?

DN: When in doubt, blame your religious upbringing. Seriously though, despite my interest in violent movies and true crime I am probably the least violent person you’d ever meet. I have never had a fist-fight, never spent a night in jail, so I guess rocking back and forth in a dark room, fondling a knife is healthy and cathartic after all! I got into true crime around the mid-eighties. I had read a book about serial killer John wayne Gacy and subsequently seen a painting he had done in a drug-addled abode in sydney frequented my musicians and madmen. This dwelling, dubbed ‘Gracelands’, was the home of my friend stu spasm (of legendary aussie punk band lubricated Goat). We had met after his band had performed naked on a national tv show to much notoriety. Stu was an accomplished artist so I commissioned him to do a painting of Gacy surrounded by corpses (as you do). I noticed that another resident of the house had a painting from Gacy that was purchased from a store in the us. Up until then it had never occurred to me to write directly to the serial killers I had read about but Gacy was as good a person to start with as any. I shot him a letter of introduction, mentioning I had recently broken up with a girlfriend and was interested in corresponding with him. I was thrilled to receive a letter back some weeks later that started with “Now you can quit jacking-off since your girlfriend dumped you…” who knew that a serial killer could be so lacking in tact and diplomacy? Needless to say this opened the floodgates. I would continue to read true crime books and if the person seemed interesting I would drop them a line. Amazingly most wrote back. Hardly a day would go by when I would open my po Box and it wouldn’t be chock full of mail from many us prisons. So began friendships with Gacy, Bittaker, Doug clark, richard ramirez, henry lee lucas, Dahmer, Bill Bonin, charles Ng, herb mullin, phil Jablonski, arthur shawcross, Gerard schaefer, ottis toole, ed Kemper, elmer wayne henley and many, many more. It was an expensive habit (especially if you were open to receiving collect phone calls) but fun. I mean, how many people have (or would want?) a collection of Gacy paintings (my fave is the pogo the clown that carries in the inscription, “to David Nolte. I hope you enjoy this painting as much as I enjoyed doing it with you.” With??!!). How many people would chat late at night with phil Jablonski and struggle to answer his question “when I get out of jail do you want to go on a kill spree with me?” You collect your stamps! These days I only correspond with a handful of long-term fiends…and am planning a trip to san Quentin sometime soon to visit them one-onone. It was a glorious time, and some of the more interesting individuals were preserved historically in the pages of cc and fatal Visions.
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JS: I’ve always been curious about the zine scene Down Under. Were there any other zines from Australia that deserve mention?

DN: Visual Violence was the brainchild of Darren cole. It covered horror and pop culture in an amusing and entertaining way. sepsis was hardcore deviance, porn, and violence. shitfeast was horror and sleaze. mondo gore originated in Queensland and was pretty similar to what we were doing. Dann lennard’s Betty paginated was porn, wrestling, comics and sleaze all done in a very professional and (later) glossy way.
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JS: How did you come in contact with Anthony Timpson?

DN: I’m assuming that the initial contact with ant came about when he asked for a copy of cc to be sent to him in his native New zealand. He started producing a zine called Violent leisure and it was immediately obvious that we had a lot in common..

JS: What was CC/VL?

DN: Ant located briefly to australia and, as luck would have it, moved into the house I was living in at the time. cc/Vl (the initials of both our zines, obviously) came about as a result of both of us wanting to keep publishing and pooling our resources. We only churned out a couple of issues, but thanks to ant’s involvement, they were the best ones we ever did. They looked great and evolved to cover new genres like asian horror films. Ant’s enthusiasm and film knowledge more than made up for his rampant alcohol consumption and lingering beer farts.

JS: You stopped publishing CC for a while and then started up again. Why did you stop, and what gave you the drive to jump back in?

DN: CC had run its course, but I had also become somewhat jaded by the selfishness of some people involved in its production. I started cc alone and had done seven or eight issues before being contacted by my eventual co-editor Brett. He was a young kid, full of enthusiasm and knowledge about horror and cult films and i’ll freely admit he bought a lot to the issues he was involved in. Unfortunately giving him credit for his contributions didn’t seem to flow both ways. Time and time again Brett would do interviews about cc and when they were published I wouldn’t get a mention, in fact there wouldn’t be mention of a co-editor at all.. Or worse still, he would be credited as the sole editor of the damned thing. Now i’m not a gloryseeker and was always more than happy to share whatever rare accolades came our way…but this started to rankle. Brett would always cite being “misquoted” but after it happened time and time again I began to get pissed off. The final straw for me was spotting him on the street dressed up in a suit. When asked where he was going he replied “to do an interview about cc for (some glossy magazine that came with the weekend edition of our largest newspaper)”. I was annoyed about not even being told about it but, what the fuck, do you best and “make sure credit is given where it is due”. I don’t have to tell you that when the magazine came out, there’s a full-color pic of Brett, smiling away as the “editor” of cc and no mention of me or any of the other many valuable contributors to the zine. I think cc went on for a little bit after that but I had lost interest. Eventually I moved back to south australia and started up a whole new era of cc with the help of my co-editor manheim Jerkoff and ably assisted by michael helms, Steve Jennings, John harrison, and many others. cc could never be done alone, a fact that I am happy to admit.
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JS: Is CC still active in any form?

DN: Like a rotting zombie you can’t keep it down, though I haven’t produced an issue in several years now. I tend to write online these days, mainly for the site located at www.cinemania.co.nz. I get the urge to put out a zine now and then, but then the meds kick in and I move onto something else…

FANEX 4, August 11, 1990. [L–R:] Dan Taylor (Exploitation Retrospect), Dick KlemensEn (Little Shoppe of Horrors), Gary Svehla (Midnight Ma rquee), Nathan Miner (Bits N Pieces), Dom Salemi (Ecco/Brutarian), Michael Ging old (Scareaphanalia), Steve Puchalski (Shock Cinema/Slimetime), Charles Kilgore (Ecco). Photo courtesy of Nathan Miner.
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Ant timpson once called michael Gingold “the Kevin Bacon of fanzines.” A clichéd analogy, to be sure, but his casual observation managed to hit the nail squarely on the head (ouch!). As the managing editor of Fangoria, Gingold has been dealing in the horror business for over twenty years—and that doesn’t even count his long run as the editor and publisher of scareaphanalia, the fanzine that he started when he was a sophomore in high school. From the photocopied reviews that he typed out as a kid to his set visits with the stars, michael Gingold has been there and done that. Quite frankly, the guy has done and seen it all.

I first encountered scareaphanalia a little late in the game. Michael was already working for Fangoria by that time, and I was amazed to find that he was juggling two publications. “this guy must never sleep!” I thought, and judging by the following conversation, I don’t think that my assessment was too far off the mark. The man works very hard at what he does, but he clearly loves every minute of it.

Michael took time off from his busy schedule for the following interview, direct from fango hQ, on a scalding July afternoon. I could almost feel the buzz at the office—the pending deadlines and fresh copy being passed around—as I dialed the phone and waited for an answer…

The following interview was conducted via telephone on July 17, 2012.

JOHN SZPUNAR: Can you give me a little background information about yourself? MICHAEL GINGOLD: Sure. I grew up in westchester county, New york, where I still reside, and where I started scareaphanalia back when I was in high school.

JS: Did you ever imagine that you’d become a journalist when you were growing up?

MG: I never really studied writing or journalism; it was just sort of something that I did. I guess I found that I had a knack for it, very early on. I was actually writing for my local high school paper when I was still in junior high school. I had always wanted to write about film, and film reviews, and I got started about the age of eleven or twelve. There was no real professional outlet for them, so I just started contributing them to the high school paper. Then, of course, when I got to high school, I wrote for them a lot more. It was during my sophomore year of high school that I started scareaphanalia.

JS: I grew up with monster movies on TV.

MG: My first love was godzilla movies and ray harryhausen’s stopmotion fantasy and monster films. I was huge into both of those when I was growing up. I would watch “monster week” on the 4:30 movie, and like a lot of kids of the period, I would scour every issue of tV guide. They used to list every movie that would be airing on tv that week, and i’d go through that like a checklist and find out when the stuff was going to be airing.
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JS: Late-night shows?

MG: Yeah, usually around one in the morning, or something; at a certain time of my life, they were on too late for me to stay up, but after a certain point I started watching all of that stuff. Then I remember when starlog announced that it was going to be doing this new magazine called fantastica. godzilla was the first cover subject, so of course, I was way into that. Then, the well-publicized problems happened over the title. It got delayed for six months, and finally emerged as Fangoria. That was in 1979, right around the time that I was starting to see horror films in the theater. The first real horror film I saw in a theater was phantasm, which came out around the time of the first issue of Fangoria. So, all of those things kind of coincided and transitioned me to being into harder-core horror, though i’m still a huge fan of both godzilla and harryhausen to this day.

JS: Were you reading monster magazines before Fangoria hit the scene?

MG: Oh, of course. I discovered Famous Monsters of filmland in the summer of 1977. Again, it was thanks to the cover. I was actually on vacation with my family. We were up in the thousand islands, and I walked into this pharmacy, or whatever store it was, and there was Famous Monsters with sinbad and the eye of the tiger on the cover. Of course, I immediately snapped that up and became an instant fan. I read it and collected it for years after, right up until the time that the forry ackerman incarnation went out of business.

JS: How old you were you discovered Famous Monsters?

MG: I guess I was ten years old.

JS: That’s about the perfect age for it.

MG: Oh yeah. I’m kind of surprised that I hadn’t come across it before, because I had been into those movies before then. And it did turn out to be available in my area; it’s just that I had somehow never found it. I immediately subscribed, started ordering back issues, and built up a little collection. I distinctly remember that I went on a trip to visit family in australia in 1978, and my entire collection of horror and monster movie magazines fit in a backpack that I took with me on the plane. When I look at the size of my collection now, it’s kind of funny.

JS: Were there any fanzines in your backpack?

MG: I wasn’t really aware of too many fanzines at the time. I’d kind of heard about them, but I sort of assumed that they were professional magazines. I didn’t really know about fanzines, as such, for a little while. It was only once I discovered what they were all about that I was inspired to do my own.

JS: What zines inspired you?

MG: It was kind of two-fold. I started going to the lincoln center library for the performing arts. You could read movie magazines from around the world there, and they also had these big binders up on the top floor. They were scrapbooks, really, and they had clippings of movie reviews going way back to the beginning of cinema. I started going through those, looking up reviews of horror films, and I noticed that they had clippings from sleazoid express in there. sleazoid express was one of the first fanzines that i’d ever heard of, but, with limited information, I just assumed that it was at least a semi-professional magazine. Then I saw those clippings and discovered that it was a xeroxed fanzine. Around the same time, a friend of mine had put in a free subscriber ad into Fangoria. As a result, a couple of editors of xeroxed zines, like confessions of a trash fiend’s Richard Green, sent him several copies in an attempt to get him to subscribe, and he showed those to me. At the time, I was growing up in a small town, and horror was not as big as it is now. I was pretty much the only die-hard horror fan that I knew, and i’d always been looking for a way to communicate with other fans. This, obviously, was well before the internet. So, the combination of discovering that sleazoid express (which had quite a reputation at the time) was a xeroxed zine and seeing these other zines that my friend had gotten inspired me to start my own.

JS: For a long time, fanzines were the main way to get your voice out there. How did you come up with the title for yours?

MG: I remember that I had two choices for the title. One was the terror times, which was kind of boring. Then, I came up with scareaphanalia. I remember using this little printing outfit that I had gotten from school to make up some headlines. I made up one for the terror times and one for scareaphanalia. I looked at them both and said, “it’s got to be scareaphanalia.” I launched it in January of 1983.

JS: A great time to be writing about horror movies. I’m just young enough to have missed a lot of great films when they were released theatrically.

MG: In the fall of 1981, I made the remarkable discovery that you didn’t actually have to be seventeen to get into r-rated movies without a parent. At least not in the theaters in my area. Four of us went to see halloween ii on halloween night. We put masks on; we went in costume, figuring that if they couldn’t see our faces, it would be easier for us to get in. Soon thereafter, we discovered that if you were fourteen or fifteen, most theaters would let you in without a parent. So, i’d been seeing horror films in the theater all through 1982.

JS: The theaters discussed in Sleazoid Express must have been a revelation to you.
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MG: I was just reading those clippings of the reviews in those scrapbooks. I didn’t really see a full issue of sleazoid express until several years later. That’s when I got the sense of the times square ambiance and the history. So, I can’t say that that inspired me too much. And at that point, I was still too young to go down to New york city without my family. That didn’t come until a little later.

JS: Scareaphanalia lasted for nine years?

MG: Yeah, until a couple of years after I started at Fangoria. There was a period where I thought I could do both, but I obviously couldn’t. scareaphanalia kind of retired and I began devoting myself to Fangoria, and here I am. It’s actually really funny that you’re calling now. I’m writing up an interview with Dwight schultz about Alone in the dark, which was the very first movie I reviewed in scareaphanalia.

JS: [laughs] That’s kind of a funny coincidence. How was Scareaphanalia produced, and in what kind of numbers?

MG: It was really just me typing it up, pasting it up, and taking it over to the copy shop to get it xeroxed. Like a lot of other people, I was mostly using ads that i’d clipped out of the newspaper to illustrate it. Every so often, I tried to do something a little creative with the layout. When children of the corn came out, they had that great graphic with the hand with the sickle coming out of the cornfield. I cut around that and put that on the front. I actually put that in the typewriter and typed around the outline to give it a different look. Then, once I started going to college in New york, I discovered that publicists for distribution companies would actually take me seriously as a reviewer. This, again, was before the internet, so I guess they figured that this was their way of communicating with the youth or the grassroots, or whatever. So very quickly, once I got started in school in the fall of ’85, I got on a lot of press lists. I started getting into screenings and getting press kits. I started putting more photos in, in a very low-tech way: i’d cut a hole in the paper that the type was on and put that on top of the photos. I didn’t want to cut the photos up! I remember going to Kinko’s with these ridiculous legal-sized layout boards with halves of stills sticking out at odd angles. Again, a very lowtech way of doing it, but this was also before the golden age of desktop publishing and scanners. I actually retired scareaphanalia right at the time that technology would have made it a lot easier to produce.

JS: It’s funny—I almost like the aesthetic of the cut and paste stuff better than a lot of the early computer layouts. Something about dot matrix printing made things look kind of cheap to me.

MG: The quality of the early printers wasn’t that great. I remember the day I was able to start using a laser printer. That made it so much more legible. I wish I could have gone back and run some of those early issues on a laser printer.

JS: What kind of a reaction did you get from Scareaphanalia?

MG: It was pretty positive. A lot of the reaction I got was from other fanzine editors. They were my most die-hard readers, in a lot of cases. I never went above 250 subscribers. Which, when you think about it back in the day, was a lot. You had 250 people willing to part with whatever it cost to read one person’s rantings in a little xeroxed zine. I don’t really recall anything too negative. Once in a while, i’d write a review that someone would take umbrage with, but for the most part, it was very positive. The great thing about the scene was that, in large part, it was very supportive. Everybody was kind of behind everyone else’s zines and always wanted to plug everyone else’s stuff. I actually put a free subscriber ad into Fangoria, advertising scareaphanalia, and I got maybe half a dozen responses. When other fanzines would plug it, it got a much better response. The word really spread amongst other zines. We were all into the idea of exchanging ideas and opinions.

JS: When did you start writing for Fangoria?

MG: Well, i’d always been a reader. Like I said, I was with it from the very first issue. I was doing scareaphanalia, going to conventions, and writing things up from there. I would always see Bob martin and pester him about writing for them. I’m sure he saw me as just some kid—which I was. Then, when I was in college, I went to interview for an internship. They were familiar with my scareaphanalia work; i’d also been writing for some Nyu papers. I got back to my dorm room and four hours later, they called and offered me an article writing job, as opposed to the internship. I started writing for them on a regular basis, and then I joined full-time in 1990.
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JS: What was your first job for them?

MG: It was an interview with the director of the seventh sign. That turned out to be one of the most difficult Fangoria interviews that I ever did. He was one of those guys who kept insisting that his movie was not a horror film. That was the prevailing tone back in the late eighties. Horror was kind of looked down upon at that time, and people—even if they’d made a horror film—would say, “it’s not a horror film, it’s a supernatural drama,” or some such silliness. So, that one was really difficult. But I guess they appreciated that I was able to pull an article’s worth of comments out of the guy.

JS: Horror films seem to get a little more respect these days.

MG: I always say that Buffy the Vampire slayer was kind of the gateway drug to a whole generation of horror fans, female as well as male. The wider the audience became, the more it started to become accepted. And once scream came out, followed by the sixth sense and the Blair Witch project, the studios started to see horror as something that could make money. A better class of filmmaker could be making horror films and not be ashamed to make them. Horror has kind of benefited from its own success.

JS: What do you attribute the dark days of the early nineties to?

MG: By the late eighties, most people associated horror with slasher films or franchise stuff like friday the 13th and A nightmare on elm street. It was kind of wearing out its welcome by that point.

JS: I like slasher films as much as the next guy, but things were getting stale.

MG: There was just not a lot of good stuff coming out. I think it took a few successes to get horror into being a serious art form. And you know, you had filmmakers like francis ford coppola doing Bram stoker’s dracula, which certainly helped.

JS: I was just starting to really get into horror films when the decline started. And I’d always look to fanzines to give me an education about films that I would have otherwise never have known about.

MG: I think fanzines also fed on the fact that there was not a lot of critical attention being paid to these movies. There were a few critics who recognized good horror films when they saw them, but most of the reviews were very dismissive. It’s funny—i was just talking to someone about friday the 13th. It was screened at a local club on friday the 13th, and I was talking to someone who’s young enough not to have been around at the time it came out. And of course, now it’s considered a classic. I was telling her, “you wouldn’t believe the reviews that it got when it first opened.” You look at the movie now, and it seems kind of tame compared to more recent films, but the reviews that came out at the time basically were equating it with pornography. I think part of the function of fanzines throughout the eighties was to alert the die-hard fans as to what the good stuff was. There were simply not too many places where you could get informed criticism or reviews of these things. A lot of critics just weren’t taking them seriously.

JS: You became the managing editor of Fangoria in 1990, right?

MG: Associate editor to start, and then after about a year or so, I became managing editor.

JS: Out of curiosity, what does a managing editor do?

MG: Pretty much everything. That term varies with the publication. At this point, i’m practically doing everything that the chief editor does. Copy editing, assigning articles, and doing a lot of the writing myself. It varies. It’s basically doing everything goes into putting the magazine together, without having the foremost responsibility for the content. Although, since we’ve changed editors and chris alexander’s taken over (he’s in toronto and i’m over here in New york), I have a few more responsibilities. He still guides the overall tone of the magazine.

JS: Fangoria is doing a lot of retrospectives these days.

MG: Chris is very much into the retro stuff. I go to conventions, and there are actors there who have done interesting things in the past, and I can sit down with them for interviews. For example, the Dwight schultz interview that I got about Alone in the dark. There’s a place for it in the magazine because chris is as interested in celebrating horror’s past as he is in what’s in the present.

JS: You know what, let me ask you a little about Gorezone and an article that you wrote about fanzines for that. It was called “Homemade Horrorzines”.

MG: One of the nice things about gorezone was that it was kind of an outlet for some of the odder stuff that I was interested in doing. It was much more focused on the independents and the foreign films. The example I used when we recently did our special issue of gorezone was that I had the idea, “we should talk to Dardano sacchetti,” who wrote (or co-wrote) pretty much every italian horror classic in the seventies and eighties. gorezone was a place where we could do that kind of thing. Anyway, at that point, I was trading with at least thirty or forty other zines. I thought, “well, gorezone is so devoted to the independents; we should do something on all these independent publications.” It was also a way to give everybody a plug, with a little sidebar where I listed everybody’s address and let people know where to subscribe. I basically sent out a form letter and asked everybody to put some quotes down and to comment about the scene, and got comments from pretty much everybody. It was my way of giving a little bit back to the fanzine community that had been so supportive of my efforts over the years.

JS: That article turned me on to some good zines that I wasn’t aware of.

MG: Again, before the internet, there was no other way to let the people know. I remember a magazine that was a directory of fanzines called factsheet 5, with whom I traded subscriptions. I remember when I got the first issue, just being blown away by the breadth of fanzines on all these different subjects. It had never occurred to me that you could have a political fanzine in addition to a movie or music fanzine. But they covered everything. Also, when I was in New york city, I would sell scareaphanalia through a store called see hear.
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JS: That was such a great place. It’s gone now, right?

MG: It’s long gone, which is a shame. Obviously, with the decline of xeroxed zines, their bread and butter was pretty much gone. But, I would go in there every month with my new issue and see what else they had around and pick up a few things. That opened my eyes as to just how big things were.
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JS: You know, I meant to ask this earlier—what kind of impact did Michael Weldon’s work have on you?

MG: I got the psychotronic book, and again, just assumed that psychotronic was a professionally published magazine. Then I realized that while it was very slick, it was a fanzine, too. But you know, that’s another thing—at the time, there were very few books being published about horror and exploitation films. You had the more scholarly books that talked mostly about the universal movies and things like that. Today you have tons of books on all kinds of obscure horror, but at the time, you really didn’t. That was another area where the fanzines filled in the gaps. I remember specifically that Wet paint ran a story about manos: the hands of fate years before it was on mst3k, years before anyone was paying attention to it. A lot of people today are part of the cult of manos, but it should be acknowledged that Jeff smith was there first with Wet paint.

JS: One of things that I liked about Gorezone was that it kind of bridged the gap between the fanzines and the prozines. You had writers like Chas. Balun, Steve Bissette, and Tim Lucas, and they were all doing excellent stuff.

MG: That was another cool thing about it. gorezone allowed for more opinioned columns than Fangoria did. Fangoria sometimes got criticized for not being critical enough of the films. That was due in large part to the fact that, because of lead times, we’d often not have seen the movies before we ran the coverage on them. With gorezone, we ran more reviews, we had opinionated columns, and it was a little more like a fanzine. And then, once it folded, the nice thing was that we were able to take what had made gorezone distinctive and kind of fold it into Fangoria. We started doing more coverage of the independents and the foreign stuff. A few years later, the rise of the internet and email allowed us much easier communication with other countries, and we were able to get more reporters in other countries in on it. One of them was michael helms, who was in australia doing fatal Visions. Even before email came along, I asked him if he wanted to cover local movies for us, and he started covering peter Jackson and things like that. He was on the set of Braindead. It was nice to get more of that focus into Fangoria. I was able to bring a number of other writers from the fanzine world to Fangoria as well.
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JS: I somehow managed to see Braindead theatrically in a suburb of Detroit, but I had to settle for a lot of films on video. I’d imagine that the VHS revolution was pivotal in the films that you had access to when you were doing Scareaphanalia.

MG: Video was a big way that I started seeing a lot of movies in the early eighties. Also, cable tv was starting to air them. It was a way to see things that had never played theaters. I had a couple of special issues just devoted to vhs releases. That was actually the way I dealt with the fact that I was going off to camp for a couple of summers [laughs]. I would watch a bunch of vhs movies and write up reviews and put together those issues early, so that the month I was away at camp, that would be the issue that would go out. It just kind of grew and grew until I was reviewing more vhs titles than theatrical films. That was back in the late eighties, when there were a ton of video titles coming out every month, but not too much in the way of theatrical horror.

JS: The VCR pretty much tuned me into everything.

MG: Well, it was cool that I was close enough to New york city to go in as a teenager, and that I was living in New york while I was in college. I was able to go to the theaters and see a lot of things that other people only discovered on vhs. I saw stuff like the first two silent night, deadly night films and a lot of the italian horror stuff. There was a great advantage. Even some of the smaller obscure stuff that would only play in times square for a week—i’d get to see that.

JS: Example?

MG: I remember there was one weekend when Boggy creek ii and guardian of hell came out at the same time in New york. When and where else would you actually be able to run from one theater to another to see those two movies projected?

JS: Did you appreciate the experience at the time?

MG: Oh, absolutely. And it’s funny to me that the same kinds of films that were playing in times square back then are now considered art films. A lot of foreign horror films are being imported by companies that otherwise release art cinema, and give them specialty bookings. But I do miss the days when you could see a lot more low budget and independent horror films on the big screen. I also miss the sense of mystery that came with not having the internet to look up information about them. For example, something like horror planet would be opening, and i’d see the advance listings and have no idea what this movie was. It was only once I went to the theater and saw the credits that I realized that this was the same movie as inseminoid. And any movie is more fun to see in a theater than to watch on video. I guess these days, with eighty-inch flat screen sets, you can get a bunch of people together and kind of have the communal experience, but I can still remember how much fun it was just to go to a theater and catch them. You took your life into your hands on occasion, depending on which theater you were going to, but still…
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JS: When and why did Scareaphanalia officially come to an end?

MG: Well, I did it for about a year-anda- half or two years after I started at Fangoria. And really, it was just a matter of where I wanted to concentrate my efforts. Being with Fangoria and gorezone afforded me with a much wider audience than scareaphanalia ever had. And it really filled the desire to communicate my enthusiasm for horror on a much bigger canvas. scareaphanalia was great for all those years, and then once I got to Fangoria, I was speaking to such a much wider audience that the fire wasn’t there to do scareaphanalia the way it had been all those other years. I couldn’t really serve two masters. With no regrets, I folded scareaphanalia and dove into Fangoria. I had a couple of other freelance film reviewing jobs at the time, too. I wrote for the motion picture guide while that was still in existence. That kind of satisfied the reviewing jones, again for a much bigger audience. But I can certainly say that without scareaphanalia, I wouldn’t have made it into Fangoria. They saw my enthusiasm and, I guess, whatever writing skills I have. I didn’t have to say, “well, here’s some clippings from a newspaper that I did.” This was something where i’d devoted years and years of my life to writing about and publishing horror. scareaphanalia was my audition for Fangoria, without even knowing it.

JS: What recent films have impressed you these days?

MG: Well, my favorite horror film of this year is cabin in the Woods. I loved that one. I’m actually going to head up to the fantasia festival in montreal in a week or so, which is where I usually discover a lot of cool and interesting stuff. Earlier this year, we had a lot of good mid-range horror films like the grey and the Woman in Black.

JS: Buddy Giovinazzo has a new movie that’s coming out at Fantasia this year.

MG: Yeah. That’s one of the films that i’m really looking forward to seeing. I loved his segment of the theatre Bizarre. I think this is his first true horror feature, though combat shock had some horror elements to it. Speaking of which, I mentioned that when I got to college, I started getting on a lot of publicists’ lists, and that allowed me to get into a lot of advance screenings. One of the benefits was that troma was just starting to get into horror at the time with the toxic Avenger, etc., and they would screen absolutely everything for the critics. Not just their own productions like toxic Avenger, but these weird little pickups. I got on their list, and I would go to see all of these things—it’s so weird to think that back then, I could be sitting in this upscale times square screening room watching student confidential or something like that. I grew up with the troma theme music ringing in my ears. That’s another thing that I miss—being able to go into a fancy screening room and seeing the lowest of the low budget. I don’t know this for sure, but I think troma screened everything because getting a review in the new York times was cheaper than buying the equivalent amount of ad space.
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JS: [laughs] That’s probably a good guess.

MG: The times would review everything of theirs, and sometimes favorably, too. I can still remember going to the screening of the first toxic Avenger with about half the cast sitting in there with me.

JS: You were in a few Troma movies.

MG: Oh, yeah. Through going to all of their films, I got to know lloyd [Kaufman] and that crazy bunch. They wound up shooting a few of their movies up near where I lived. I was very briefly in troma’s War. Then a year or so later, I came home for summer break from college and went to a video store that I used to hang out at all the time. I was good friends with the owner because he loved these kinds of movies, too. It turned out that they had shot part of toxic Avenger iii in his store—actually, they shot toxic Avenger ii and iii at the same time as one film, and then they decided to split it into two. They had another month to go, so I basically spent the first part of that summer driving around to the various locations. I could probably write an entire magazine just about my experiences on that shoot. There was a lot of funny and crazy stuff that happened there.
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JS: I can believe it. OK, here’s a question: In the eighties, we had sequels. Now, we’ve got remake after remake after remake. Do you think that horror films commercially have to cannibalize themselves to survive?

MG: I always find it kind of amusing when people act like horror films having sequel after sequel is a modern thing. Back in the thirties and forties, you had all of the universal monster sequels. They churned out one after the other—that was one of the first sequel syndromes in film history. Obviously, originality is to be supported, but sequels aren’t necessarily a new blight on the horror scene.

JS: That’s true.

MG: Sequels have always been with us, it’s just a matter of whether they’re well done or not. With remakes, there are people who—quite rightly, I think—are blasting last year’s the thing remake/prequel. They’re basically saying, “how dare they?” forgetting that carpenter’s film was also a remake. And back then, a lot of fans from the 1950s were blasting it: “how dare carpenter take this classic film and turn it into a gorefest?” to be sure, I don’t like the whole remake/sequel trend as a whole, because I think original films should be supported. But, I also think it is possible to do a remake well if you come at it with the idea of taking an existing film and doing something new and interesting with it. I’ve been briefly attached to a couple of remakes myself as a screenwriter, so, obviously I can’t be entirely against that idea [laughs].

JS: What’s your take on fandom on the internet? It seems weird to me that so much has happened in such a short space of time.

MG: Well, I always say that the great thing about the internet is that it gives everybody a voice, and the bad thing about the internet is that it gives everybody a voice. Back when we were doing fanzines, you really had to have the enthusiasm to make the effort to type them up and lay them out, copy them and send them. You really had to have a commitment to the genre and an interest in communicating. Nowadays, anyone can go on a message board and throw their comments up. I think it’s given a lot of people who would never have had the opportunity to share their views a chance to do so. It encourages a lot of positive commentary and debate about things. But, it also allows a lot of people to throw a lot of gratuitous negativity out there, and the sad thing is that negativity tends to attract a lot of attention. There was just a little of that in the fanzine scene, too, where the most hostile voice attracted the most attention. But now, with the internet, you get a lot of people who aren’t informed about what they’re talking about. I’ve had some of that, too. I’ve written some films, and had some pretty negative things written about them online. Some of the criticism is valid, and some of it is just people spouting off and not getting it. Personally, as far as reviews of my own stuff, I try to let it roll over me. But looking at it as someone who’s been writing reviews for all this time, there’s a real distinction between someone who is a critic and loves film and someone who is doing it because they love the sound of their own voice. As far as fanzines are concerned, the internet has really kind of taken their place, as well it should. If I would have had the internet when I started scareaphanalia, I could have reached infinitely larger numbers of people. As I said, I published maybe 250 copies a month at the maximum, and I could have probably reached 100 times that many people if i’d had the internet. It’s all part of the evolving technology, and it’s all about how people use it. As I was saying, it can be used for good or for evil. Fangoria is still doing pretty well as a print publication because it’s a niche publication. A lot of the more general movie magazines have folded, but a lot of the niche publications are still chugging along, including ours. I think the new direction has helped, because you get not only people who want to read about new movies, but people who really value the older films. I think it fits in very nicely that we have a little more of a retro emphasis in the magazine. To a certain extent, people who are nostalgic about print enough to buy a print magazine will also be nostalgic about the older films. They say vinyl is coming back, so who knows? Maybe more people will get back into buying print magazines, too.
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The climate in Britain in 1985 for fans of horror films was hostile. The government and the media had colluded to invent the concept of the “video nasty” in response to the home video explosion. The entrepreneurial wild west spirit that had prevailed with video was terminated with extreme prejudice under the video recordings act, 1984. Consequently it became an offence to sell, distribute, exhibit or trade in some otherwise awful and dull movies that had a modicum of gore and some others that did not. The threat of the so-called nasties created widespread animosity, not to mention the actual ruination of careers and lives. The stigma attached to these films by the press correlated with hardened criminal activity. Any individual who watched them—god forbid collected them—faced being exposed like some squalid little nonce in a blather of media indignation. It happened often enough. We are talking about horror videocassettes like the driller killer, the evil dead and evil speak (uncut). These are some of the relatively innocuous titles on the original Dpp list that had been prosecuted or were liable for prosecution under section 2 of the obscene publications act, 1959.

It was at the height of the nasties panic that I stumbled upon the first issue of Shock Xpress. I remember it vividly, as I do this type of thing. It was displayed on a shelf in the squat comic store odyssey 7, beneath the corn exchange in manchester city centre. (odyssey 7 doesn’t exist now, but has become a part of the forbidden planet chain, located in the vaunted Northern Quarter.) Shock Xpress was special in that it was a British based fanzine—at a push we could call it a prozine—that spoke from within the belly of the beast itself to other British horror fans. Thus, a fairly common film to American zine writers took on a different mantle when viewed within context of the nasties panic. Kim Newman, talking about the driller killer on the front page of that first Shock Xpress, calls it “the most-criticisedby- people-who-haven’t-seen-it film of all time.” Which summed up the frustration that many fans felt about the whole nasties panic. There was a sense of underground camaraderie with Shock Xpress from the get-go.

A number of Shock Xpress writers had professional writing careers. This isn’t common in the world of zines (certainly not in the world of Brit zines, anyway). The first issue had philip Nutman, Dave reeder, Neil Gaiman and the aforementioned Kim Newman, who was also writing about the nasties for the Bfi flagship magazine monthly film Bulletin. The most prolific author however was stefan Jaworzyn, who proved the exception in that he wasn’t published elsewhere, not so one could notice anyway. Says stefan: “I hadn’t had any experience of writing that kind of material for anyone else beforehand. And, funnily enough, I was rarely asked to write for other people’s magazines either [laughs]. I wonder why.” He penned the “odder” pieces in that first issue. He deduced of the incredibly strange creatures Who stopped living and Became mixed up Zombies!!? a film “difficult to criticise—it merely exists.”
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This statement seems completely in tune with nascent changes in pop culture in general, of which I feel Shock Xpress was an important part. I would say the same about Barry Kaufman’s demonique but for different reasons. Re/search’s galvanising book, incredibly strange films was only a few months away from publication. While sleazoid express had already been there and done that. But Shock Xpress, to one in Britain, a post totalitarian video nightmare world, the concept of mere existence seemed good enough an argument and wholly prescient. In later issues of Shock Xpress, elements of “transgressive” forms of music and other interests combined with film for what seems now a sort of cultural entropy. It puts me in mind of a late-night roundtable discussion on serial killers, broadcast live on British terrestrial television in april 1991. Among the professional guests was stefan, who got in a spat with another guest, veteran film director michael winner, over the value of integrity.

As much as I loved the overseas zines, Shock Xpress operated on a different frequency. Low art wasn’t high art, nor was it necessarily good or bad art. It was simply deserving of a dialogue on its own terms.

With issue 3 (January/february 1986), stefan Jaworzyn became the editor of Shock Xpress and it is his name that is commonly associated with the zine. The reputation he has is that of a curmudgeon towards horror film fandom, a reputation instigated by his opinionated editorials and take-no-prisoners fanzine reviews of later issues. The small press did not like to be informed of its shortcomings and it railed for blood. Literally in some instances! At the inaugural Shock around the clock film festival, established with alan Jones in 1987 and running annually for four years, stefan was taking no chances and appeared bedecked in a heavy chain for “protection.”

in its zine form, Shock Xpress lasted for a dozen issues through to summer 1989. After this it appeared as three hefty trade paperbacks of allnew material published by titan. But by the final book, titled simply Shock after stefan’s own record label, the writing was already on the wall. With the texas chain saw massacre companion in 2004, that was effectively that for mr Shock.

It is not without some bias that I approached this interview with stefan Jaworzyn. After all, it was under the aegis of stefan and Shock Xpress that I was first published (a review of last house on dead end street in volume 2 number 1, 1987). I contributed regularly after that. But Shock Xpress holds its own. It remains a unique voice in the canon of British horror film culture.
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I had met stefan many times since the late eighties and would venture that we were pretty good friends. His library and music collection were an unending source of interest and amusement. (Books on electric Shock therapy were somewhat unusual outside of a medical library in those days.) slowly over time stefan slipped from everyone’s radar in a self imposed exile. I was among the last to go and by the mid-nineties he had effectively x-ed himself from the world. “When people ask me what I’m doing now,” he said at one point, “I just tell them I drink.”
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The interview that follows was conducted in Stefan’s home in London, on January 16, 2011. I avoided talk of music for the most part. (The record label; Whitehouse, Skullflower and Ascension, which he played in…) It wasn’t for this interview. For this same reason a whole chunk debating the notion of cultural entropy is also gone. My overall impressions from that meeting: Stefan appeared tired but the caustic spirit hadn’t dampened so one could notice. His three sons were all grown up, one of his neighbors was a “cunt,” and the book on electric Shock therapy was gone.



DAVID KEREKES: How did Shock Xpress come about, and how did you get the job of editor, with issue 3? STEFAN JAWORZYN: Sitting in the pub, sometime in ’84—Steve Jones, Kim [Newman], Dave Reeder, me…Maybe Neil Gaiman. Oh, Alan [Jones] must have been in on it from the word go. I think Halls of Horror had packed up, so there wasn’t anything apart from Starburst in England. The idea was to produce a more undergroundish publication dealing with non-mainstream stuff. I can’t recall whether there was any specific conceptual thing, though some of us were interested in the Gore Gazette and Sleazoid Express approach.

DK: The first Shock Xpress came out in ’85.

SJ: Dave Reeder edited the first one, I think we printed 400 or 500, definitely a low run. Steve Jones actually edited the second cos Dave was editing like five magazines a week for the arab market, he didn’t have time, though Steve still credited him. After that Steve talked about dropping it if Dave couldn’t do it. I was hanging out with Steve a lot, so I said i’d co-edit it with Dave, attempt to push it along so it came out more often. I was really eager for it to appear regularly, to turn it into something with more of a profile. I got impatient and edited the third issue on my own.
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DK: You were already doing a lot of contributions, weren’t you?

SJ: I wrote a load for the first issue: the ilsa movies, the incredibly strange creatures…, the Worm eaters—i was desperate to write about this crap, there wasn’t any forum for it in england, certainly not to write about it at length. That was important to us from the outset: there needn’t be any constraint on article length. If a writer interviews somebody interesting and only a third of it gets used in time out or wherever, then we’ll run the whole transcript. Same with reviews: if you feel like writing a page and a half on something awful, then go ahead, fine!

DK: Were you involved in any kind of film society or anything like that at university?

SJ: I was at sussex for a while, that’s where I met Kim. No, I just used to go and see the stuff Kim put on. I came across him in the common room, handwriting posters for some old dark house dog he was showing. I approached him saying, “why are you doing that by hand? Why don’t you go and get a few printed?” he looked at me as though I was insane, you know, “No one’s going to come anyway, why would I bother doing that?” and that got me interested straightaway. He used to put on all-night horror shows, he got lots of obscure black and white stuff, anything he could get cheap, basically. she-demons…the incredible petrified World…teenage Zombies…tod slaughter films…old 16mm prints. We even showed a couple at Shock around the clock, got them from the same place Kim had. The guy was still active, some old guy in wales with a houseful of 16mm prints of terrible old movies! We closed the first Shock around the clock with she-demons. Then the second with nekromantik!

DK: Serious reviews of horror films and sex films had existed in the like of Cinema X, but that wasn’t of my generation. It was quite a revelation to come across Shock Xpress.

SJ: The closest I got [to cinema x] as a youngster was films and filming. Famous Monsters, obviously, and castle of frankenstein. Famous Monsters was slightly frustrating because there wasn’t that much text, so you saw great pictures that made you want to see the films, but a lot didn’t actually have those pictures in when you saw them, certainly not the British versions…

DK: Or they were fleeting.

SJ: Ha, a microsecond of some dodgy makeup. castle of frankenstein made me realise it was possible to write intelligently about horror movies in a magazine actually dedicated to them. There didn’t seem to be much of that around over here, apart from the odd article or review. Much later on, halls of horror/the house of hammer and starburst had their moments. In its early/ mid-period starburst was fantastic, alan [Jones] was doing a lot of great stuff, the zombie issue, that really impressed me…

DK: He’d infiltrated it with his reviews of Italian gore and American B-pictures, hadn’t he?

SJ: Yeah, and Fulci, when he discovered Fulci! Then there was Fangoria, that started turning up over here. I was living in Bristol, a friend brought me a bunch back from trips to london and the us. That issue with the andy milligan interview! But there wasn’t much in england attempting to treat horror movies seriously. I wanted serious horror movies and serious criticism! Early on with Shock Xpress I started to feel horror movies were becoming trivialised, which pissed me off beyond measure. You know, screaming teen retard crap like house, the return of the living dead—especially the second…
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DK: That particular bug bear was one of your cover pieces, wasn’t it? “Emasculating Horror.”

SJ: [laughs] it’s kind of embarrassing in retrospect, but I was really tub-thumping about it. Troma, I had a particular fucking flea up my ass with troma. I was really bothered by modern horror seeming to address the lowest common denominator, both in its target audience and its subject matter. Maybe it always had—certainly that’s how horror movies were often perceived in the thirties and forties. But, obviously, it’s all relevant to what you’re seeing at a particular time. And when you started seeing shit like the toxic Avenger and class of nuke ’em high and blah, blah, blah, it just gave me the arsehole so massively. The idea that there always had to be humor—jock-type “yucks” in horror just freaked me out. “spot the number of tits in this film, there’s seven tits in this film.” I wanted movies to be like day of the dead. But of course there were never many day of the deads.

DK: You had interviews with Stuart Gordon, Wes Craven and Clive Barker. And then you’ve got Chuck Norris. [laughs]

SJ: I was particularly pleased with that chuck Norris interview. Three pages in issue 4! Putting chuck Norris in there really, really tickled me. I loved the idea of having stuff that might piss off the punters or throw people, and chuck Norris was the perfect example. It summed up Shock’s, um, irreverence quite early on, sort of, “fuck you, we’re not only about horror films!” and that irreverent attitude definitely did piss some people off.

I’ve got to give Steve Jones credit, as publisher he always backed me on my “fuck ’em if they can’t take a joke” decisions. And though at first we argued a bit about what should be included, that argument progressed from ‘yeah, but is it a horror movie?’ to “yeah, but is it a Shock Xpress movie?” and ultimately pretty much anything became a Shock Xpress movie…

so yeah, my “attitude”. Let’s digress for a moment. When we did the first film festival, some fuckhead from city limits phoned up and yelled at me for about an hour because i’d dared to program salvation!, which wasn’t a horror film, and apparently no one at city limits liked it, therefore I didn’t have the right to program it! It was called an “Xploitation film festival”, not “horror film festival” anyway! The fucking retard had no idea what it was all about! And he was saying stuff like “we’ve heard a lot of bad things about you, and you’re proving it all true”! So i’m, like, charles manson for not letting some little puke push me around. Well, we showed the film, then dumped city limits as partners. So it goes.

Another time Julian Grainger shows up acting all woeful because he’d been in LA having his ear bent by “someone” whose directorial abilities (and wife’s acting abilities) i’d rather called into question. Apparently he was waving the offending issue of Shock around, saying I epitomised the absolute dregs of humanity/film criticism/fanzine fundom, and so on. So i’m like this vicious brute in a kingdom of evil, ruining fun for everyone, everywhere! Sitting in the pub with Steve deciding whose reputation to destroy next! Give me a fucking break. 
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Anyway, back to reality. One thing I wanted to do—i don’t know that we did it as much as i’d have liked to—but I was reading John waters recently, and there’s a particular way of dealing with art movies as if they’re exploitation films that I really enjoy. That always appealed to me, reviewing mainstream movies or art movies in a completely different context. Waters does it really well. I think it worked on a slightly different level by including chuck Norris, something you wouldn’t necessarily associate with Shock Xpress, but who we felt was part of exploitation cinema. I liked the idea of sort of “gonzo” film criticism. film comment in the us got there sometimes. My Shock Xpress fantasy might have been hunter s. Thompson, John waters and william Burroughs writing about Bergman…
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DK: The more interesting zines always seem to manage to create their own dynamic with seemingly diverse material. Take the Psychotronic Video Guide and the notion of a “psychotronic” film, for example. You can see this happen later on with Shock. It’s in here, so that means it’s a part of something else.

SJ: Yeah, putting the last temptation of christ in really appealed to me. I think broadening your horizon ultimately builds up its own kind of weird atmosphere or conceptual approach. It struck me there were more and more areas we could touch on that enlarged our remit, and that would interest people who were into more esoteric aspects of horror and fantasy. Because if you like weird, arty horror movies, why wouldn’t you like the last temptation of christ? It fits in on a lot of levels with the more intelligent and unusual types of horror. Cronenberg became less viscerally horrororiented and his movies became more arty, but they weren’t any less terrifying. spider is one of the most horrible films he’s made, and you can’t really call it a horror film as such. It’s one of his most uncomfortable to watch, really gruelling, an incredibly unpleasant experience.

DK: You’ve interviewed Cronenberg four or five times, haven’t you? It’s like “hang on, he’s here again”.

SJ: [laughs] I think John waters as well. Yeah, cronenberg and waters ended up in there more than anyone else. Cronenberg always gave interesting interviews. And God knows how many times we featured clive Barker. He was always great, and a friend of Shock from the outset.

DK: He wrote for Shock as well, didn’t he?

SJ: He was the first person to write about his top ten movies. I thought that was a good thing, getting horror and fantasy authors to pick their favourite movies, so again we moved slightly away from always having the same people writing similar pieces about the same type of films.

One thing that often crops up when i’m watching trash with the boys: Shock Xpress was probably there first. We’ll be watching something and i’ll say “you know, I think we showed this before anyone had even heard of it here” or “yeah, we kind of discovered this director” or “yeah, we reviewed that when it was still a ‘lost’ film”…we covered so much crap before anyone else or in more depth than had been done previously. Stuff like the list of italian director pseudonyms. It’s a throwaway piece but it was the most comprehensive i’d ever seen. I don’t think there’d been an english language piece on [riccardo] freda…your last house on dead end street piece. And so on. Apart from lunchmeat of course, where we got mightily cunted!

[tape break]

DK: Issue 1 was 400 copies, you said. I’m assuming that it steadily increased thereafter?

SJ: Yeah, we upped the page count and the print run each issue. We sold considerably more of issue 3, with “lovecraft re-animated” and stuart Gordon on the cover. Issue 4, emasculating horror, we actually had to reprint! I guess we printed maybe 1,500 or 2,000 copies of issues 5 and 6, it was doing pretty well by then. When we started with the glossy cover issues we did 5,000.
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DK: Who was handling distribution?

SJ: It was all over the place, which was a problem. Titan took some, Gold’s, anyone we could sell to, basically. It was a classic fanzine scenario: sending out half a dozen here, a dozen there. It’s then much harder collecting the money and putting it into the next issue. Small businesses can take five fucking years to pay or not pay at all! A major problem was trying to find one distributor to take enough copies so we could break even, then we didn’t have to worry about when the small mail order people paid us. Chasing up money was something for which none of us really had time or inclination. It’s pretty unpleasant and it stops you getting on with what you’re supposed to be doing, which is producing the actual issues!
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DK: You got into [the high street chain] WHSmith’s.

SJ: Yes, it was in WHSmith’s [laughs]. Gold’s was actually getting it into WHSmith’s, which is completely crazy when you think about it.

DK: There was something about not being able to use the f-word in WHSmith’s, wasn’t there?

SJ: Yeah, I did actually asterisk it out!

DK: But Metal Hammer got around it.

SJ: Fookin’. “It’s fookin heavy”—remember that? [laughs] Now, well, even the Guardian has “fuck” in it regularly! I’d forgotten I didn’t allow use of the word “fuck” in Shock Xpress. To a certain extent it might have been paranoia, having managed to get the bloody thing into WHSmith’s—but they used to “spot check” stuff I believe.

DK: Yeah, it was very difficult to get in there. Everything seemed to have to go before a committee.

SJ: It must be that Gold’s just kind of sleazed it in with a bunch of other crap, and they didn’t realise what they’d bought. It was in regular newsagents too. People discovered it and they’d write and say “I was looking through the men’s magazines in the local newsagent and I found this” [laughs]. And they’d stuffed it in with Mayfair and Razzle…

DK: How many subscribers did you have, at your peak?

SJ: When we packed it in, God Almighty, I sent out so many checks and refunds. It seemed like a lot, a couple of hundred probably.

DK: That’s healthy.

SJ: Yeah, it was. But the thing with that is you get the money at once and it goes into the next issue, so with a three-issue subscription, by the time it’s got to the third issue the money has been long spent. Everything needs to keep ticking over, and in the end it was not ticking over acceptably. Steve put in his own money, we put in our film festival money, but the turnover from distributors just wasn’t happening fast enough or in large enough quantities to make it viable. And to get a constant turnover of cash from distributors you need to get issues out regularly…

DK: Were contributors getting paid at this point?

SJ: Yeah, once we started the glossy cover issues. Did we pay a bit before? I can’t remember. Anyway, the guy who funded it had an inheritance. Steve knew him, he was “slightly” eccentric. He approached us and said if we wanted to do Shock as a professional magazine he’d be willing to fund four issues. Significantly, he was also supposed to handle distribution. We got a good quote from a typesetting company, so they did the typesetting and picture scanning, me and Steve worked on the layout and design.
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The funding, well, after a short time he decided that he wasn’t making any money from it, it was all some egotistical bollocks—i’m not sure whose—and jumped ship. We had an issue at the printers [volume 2 number 4], so Steve clawed around and got the money together. After, we cut the print run to save money and managed two more issues. I started doing the typesetting myself, over at a friend of alan’s who had a mac. For the last one [volume 3 number 1], I got a mac so I could do it at home. I got the pictures scanned at titan, I did pretty much everything apart from the cover. But the rot had set in—we had virtually no advertising and a very slow turnover.

I remember mooching around upper street in the bookshops and stuff, having a really horrible time, thinking how the fuck are we going to do this? By the time i’d made my way from highbury and islington to the angel, I realised we had to pack it in, which was, you know, one of the great shit afternoons out.

DK: You didn’t want to pack it in?
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SJ: Oh, no, no, no. But in retrospect we did so much wrong; the price should have been twice as much to start with. If you’re producing essentially an uncommercial niche publication, you have to price it higher. It was a big mistake keeping the price so low. It didn’t generate enough money and it was crazy. The stupid margins we had to give distributors…a simple price rise would have solved so many problems! For some reason we never thought of it! And it was frustrating to work on the film festival then put the profits into the magazine straight away. It didn’t add up. Steve had run out of goodwill as far as putting in his own money, and I wanted payment for working on the film festival—i didn’t have any other income at the time!

DK: I want to touch on the kind of fan base that you had.

SJ: Hmm [laughs] yeah.

DK: Following your “Fanzine Fun” column in Shock, the vitriol started to pour in.

SJ: Er, yeah, that was unfortunate; I never saw that coming. In my naivety I thought I was just being honest about which magazines were shit and which were good. Fucking hell, I think there are still people who hold a grudge against me for that. And i’d rejected contributions from people, possibly not in the most kindly manner, some of whom became trolls but with typewriters! Anyway, i’d helped John Gullidge with samhain, told him how to get started, pointed him in the direction of a couple of writers. But I couldn’t believe what a pile of shit it was. So, well, i’m supposed to review it, so I said “It’s a pile of shit!” [laughs] I kind of made peace with Gullidge years later, I did an article on him for David mcGillivray’s scapegoat magazine. Gullidge had been singled out by local yokels for the sort of opprobrium and loathing that nonces get, just for producing a horror magazine. The retards wanted to burn him at the stake. I really felt sorry for the guy; it destroyed his fucking life at the time, he had problems with his job and so on. But yeah, [laughs] the fucking nutters that used to write into Shock…a lot were wind-up artists who just knew that they would get me pop-eyed with a well-phrased letter of abuse. Some I knew were fakes but published them anyway because it was still a laugh. Carl ford always used to like winding us up. One could never really tell whether his apoplexy was genuine or whether he knew exactly what buttons to push.
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DK: [Flipping through issues of Shock Xpress.] Here’s an extract from one

letter: “ Shock Xpress has an attitude problem; it comes across as the most unfriendly mag in fandom.”

SJ: [laughs] yeah, there were plenty of negative reviews, basically following the issue with the fanzine fun page. The Deep Red dingleberry [chas. Balun] set into us over our bad attitude on several occasions. He was kind of the embodiment of everything I hated. We considered ourselves serious writers, many Shock contributors were serious writers! So when I see someone say “this movie sucks farts out of dead cats”, I didn’t feel that was proper criticism. It might be the kind of thing i’d say now—many years have passed and i’m into my second infantile phase, it seems like a valid criticism! At the time it seemed outrageous to have people trivialising horror movies by writing about them in an infantile manner. I gave the impression of being dour and despotic, but it didn’t do Shock Xpress any harm, and tough shit if it upset anyone. People still had to buy it because they knew they’d find stuff in there they wouldn’t find anywhere else. They knew the writers could spell the directors’ names properly, that they’d actually watched the movies and cared about what they were writing. That, to me, was what made us different. If that makes me an elitist, i’m happy to be an elitist. Being a moron with a video machine and a typewriter did not automatically entitle people to call themselves a “critic” or whatever, certainly not to contribute to my fucking magazine or plague me with their drivelsome opinions! We cared about getting our fucking facts right. “oh, I missed the ‘the’ off the title, it doesn’t matter.” It does matter; it’s got “the” in the fucking title. I was mortified when Kim pointed out i’d spelt martin scorsese’s name wrong, I felt like a fucking idiot!

I was talking to Doug winter once about a young horror author and Doug said, shaking his head, “he’s got a lot of rage in him.” I had a sudden realisation, “shit, he’s not the only one”…and, let’s face it, one of the reasons Shock had a “personality” was because my bad attitude and rage shaped it, sort of “Informed” the overall feel of it. And I was a very handson editor. I interfered with pieces, interjected comments—but that never stopped contributors submitting material. People wanted to write for Shock…they knew they were getting their work published in a magazine people respected, regardless of their antipathy towards me.

DK: Did you meet many of these fans? At the first Shock festival, you’d had a suspicion that they may turn up and do you in, or something.

SJ: You mean the particularly rabid haters? When we saw talk radio, Kim said something like “that’s going to happen to you one day,” which at that point only seemed half funny. It was weird. People would regularly write in, either to tell me I was a cunt or that Shock was the greatest thing ever, one extreme or the other, and they’d order tickets for the film festival. Then like a day after the festival i’d get a letter from them saying, “oh, it was great to be there,” but ninety per cent of them never came over to speak me. I was taking tickets—they had their fucking chance to bottle me! Somehow I never encountered the most, um, agitated fans. But there were some sane fans! And alan knew loads of people, they would flock to him, whereas they’d mostly keep away from me.
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DK: Not like the old Forbidden Planet days then! I was down in London for a break [circa the late eighties] and had popped into the shop to say hello. It was your day off. We’d not met at this point and I thought Alan was perhaps you. He struck me over the head with a I Drink Your Blood/I Eat Your Skin t-shirt!
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SJ: [laughs] Back in the old Forbidden Planet, freaks would just come in and talk about crap for hours. I remember alan saying the first time a mutual friend appeared, he sleazed up to the back of the shop and said “Got anything on last house on the left?” and alan immediately realised this was a partner in crime…there was a sense of discovery, the same with old bookshops, record shops and the video library. That delight in turning up Absurd or Anthropophagous, you name it, all that shit we used to blunder across before the vra.

You’d get talking to some freak or the freakish owner of the video shop, maybe they’d steer you onto ss experiment camp or whatever. When I was at university a girl from london told me “you’d really like John waters films, pink flamingos; they show it at the cinema in london sometimes.” I never managed to see any waters films until they started turning up in video shops. I had these things in the back of my mind—i remember in the seventies lux interior from the cramps talking about herschell Gordon lewis, maybe in the nme, and thinking “God, i’ve got to see these”. It’s probably just old man talk, but tracking that legendary stuff down, I guess that’s never going to happen again—maybe it’s great from a different perspective, because as soon as you find out about something, you can watch everything by the fucking director off Netflix.

DK: So you’ve got a different kind of kick.

SJ: Well, I don’t think internet kicks are as valid as the kind of kicks we got, but that’s partly because it seems a bit sad when you do everything from home. But I do it now; I can’t remember the last time I bought a record in a record shop. I know there’s no point going into the west end of london—i’m not going to find a copy of simon: king of the Witches, i’m not going to find whatever the fuck it is on vinyl, i’m going to have to order it from the states.

Going back to the video libraries, plenty would sell you their shitty movies for a fiver—they thought it was christmas. Who wanted a copy of Blood rites (the ghastly ones) or frozen scream sitting around in their racks? Once word got out about those films, they couldn’t rent them for 50p! I think Blood rites was one of the first videos I bought [laughs]. Owners didn’t want those fucking films in their clubs; they knew punters felt burned when they saw them.
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DK: And then, with the VRA, they had to burn them literally.

SJ: Or go to prison…

DK: Do you think the kind of censorious climate in which we were operating motivated us?

SJ: It made it seem like we were trying to do our bit against the forces of oppression. But the whole situation was ludicrous. I went on a tv program about movie censorship with alan, James ferman and members of “the public”, including a frothing self-righteous nutter who wanted to murder us. Afterwards a woman who’d been pro-censorship came over, she was really surprised how reasonable we were. She said “I never realised people took these films seriously, that you guys aren’t mental cases and it doesn’t always turn you into axe-wielding maniacs”. Because that was what they’d been trying to propagate, particularly after the hungerford massacre and the Jamie Bulger murder. Post-Bulger, the madness actually appeared to escalate. A lot of ignorant people got on moral high horses, none of them knew what they were talking about and hadn’t seen any of the movies, but obviously, that’s what a climate of censorship does. And of course in the case of the hungerford massacre, michael ryan never even owned a video machine, despite the press claiming he’d been influenced by repeat viewings of first Blood! So yeah, we really did feel we were trying to do something against that kind of garbage. But I don’t know if we were achieving much other than preaching to the converted. Going on that program with alan was, I suppose, a step in the right direction. But there weren’t enough forums for us to make any difference. The climate in the country was so bad, so horrible. Ten years of genuine fucking horror: tory horror.
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DK: Did you encounter any of that moral fallout with Shock Xpress?

SJ: Well, one of the contributors phoned me and said he’d fallen in love with an ex-witch and they’d been Born again, so as a devout christian he had to disassociate himself from Shock! That was nuts. And we had a babysitter quit [laughs]! I stupidly told her what the Shock book contained, and she’s, “oh, I can’t handle that, I can’t be having anything to do with that” and quit! I never really got that, I mean, it is only a movie. People really didn’t seem to engage with the fact that it’s not real—including the BBfc, including parliament. The business about imitatable violence in horror films is just so absurd. Has anyone ever imitated a fucking cannibal movie, or a vampire movie, or a zombie movie? The people who claim they were influenced by movies have been told to do so by their defense counsel, and it’s always been disproved. Even after all these years it amazes me that people bring up crap about “But people could imitate it”. Well, they fucking well haven’t. The video nasties period in Britain makes about as much sense as the mccarthy period in america. People went to prison and a lot of people went to court…it’s easy to forget how demented it was. That vague feeling of paranoia whenever you ordered a video through the post that not only would it not turn up, but you might also get a visit from the police, who’d take your fucking videos away and you’d possibly spend the night in the cells. I mean, blokes with wives and kids and a horror video collection got nicked, the fucking pigs came round to their house! Taken down the station and grilled for having a bunch of stupid horror videos on the shelf in their lounge! Like they’re drugs or guns!

But the excitement at seeing a herschel Gordon lewis film for the first time! It’s almost impossible to explain to somebody now that it was exciting to see a herschel Gordon lewis film [laughs]. When a friend got the gruesome twosome and the gore gore girls from the states, it was like going to see prince at wembley! I’m going to watch the fucking gruesome twosome down at mick’s, on his Ntsc player, on his tiny little monitor! Sitting there, a couple of fucking inches away from the screen, taking notes, busily taking notes. It doesn’t really make sense, does it?

DK: There was a compulsion to take notes. I was the same: you had to document things now, because you never knew when you’d need it.

SJ: Yeah, because it seemed it was going to be taken away from you as well. Seeing a lot of those imports and zero-quality bootlegs really was like peering into another world. Stuff you’d read about in sleazoid express and gore gazette and whatever weird fanzines you managed to get hold of. The issue of demonique with horror hospital on the cover—that was another touchstone—i wanted to see every movie reviewed in it. That was definitely one of those magazines that wormed its way into my consciousness. Finally finding copies of some of those films was like a magical experience! Now, there’s no, uh, sense of occasion, I think that’s the main problem with DvD. You don’t feel you’re opening a treasure chest—or a fucking pandora’s box…But it’s great to finally see good prints, it’s made me reconsider my opinions of a lot of movies, seeing them intact, in their correct aspect ratio, with an audible soundtrack—with subtitles even! The amount of information we were missing on videos of italian movies, those panned and scanned prints—it’s inconceivable now. People talked about those films being incomprehensible—of course they were fucking incomprehensible! They were cut by ten minutes by the British censors, then more by distributors, you were only seeing the middle third of the picture, the dubbing was terrible or inaudible. How could you know some of those movies were actually good?
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Now I don’t have to slog around the country trying to watch shit in fleapit cinemas or sleeping on someone’s floor with a bunch of perverts after sitting through five virtually watchable bootlegs of stuff that was absolutely unbearable—yet somehow I feel that was part of the attraction, oddly enough.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: When did you start your career as a journalist? NIGEL BURRELL: Journalist! Wow, that sounds almost professional! I still consider myself a fan who happens to write. My true roots as a fanzine writer lay in the British punk rock scene of the late 1970s—i edited a punk fanzine called into the Void from 1979 to about 1981, covering the local music scene in cambridge mainly, but also other bands from all over.

JS: Was it widely distributed?

NB: Rough trade sold it in their shop in london, the rest I distributed myself locally. I would get promo freebies sent to me from uK bands for review, but I once got a seven-inch single from a band in sweden, so my lowly zine got around!

JS: A lot of the people I’ve spoken to got their feet wet with the punk scene.

NB: Punk rock gave me the drive to start writing. Pure and simple. I’d always loved horror films since I was a nipper, but I was only galvanized to write about films when the video recorder and video stores entered my life.

JS: I’m guessing that Into the Void was photocopied—

NB: It really was a xerox publication! Looked crap to be honest, but it was my baby and I was proud of it. Still am. Then, I wrote film and music reviews for a left-leaning local newsletter/ magazine (the title of which escapes me) in cambridge in the mid-1980s. My crowning moment with them was reviewing the uncut re-Animator, which got a one-day/two screenings outing at the cambridge arts cinema in 1985 (on loan from the london film festival). It was heavily cut for regular cinema/ vhs release soon after. I also recall writing an article on the video nasties, attacking censorship, which drew the ire of local feminists!

JS: Going back a bit—you’re not originally from the UK…

NB: I was born in Nigeria longer ago than i’d care to put down here, lived there for the first four years of my life, then lived and schooled in tanzania until I was nine years old. I was sent to a uK boarding school at the age of ten and left there at the age of eighteen. While at school, I holidayed in uganda and later Kenya. I’m quite the white african!

JS: I’m curious about the genre films that were playing in Africa. What kind of things were you exposed to?

NB: Whatever was showing at the local hardtop cinemas in tanzania and uganda. A lot of violent italian sword and sandal epics, the early sinbad films, Disney (of course), sci-fi, and whatever monster movies screened. We had no tv and, of course, no home video in those days. Later in uganda, I caught a few mild horror films, of which the fearless Vampire killers made the biggest impression. At the same time (aged eleven or twelve), I was just being allowed to sit up late on my own at my grandmother’s house during the school holidays to watch the horror/ thriller films they would screen every friday night.

JS: This was during the seventies?

NB: Yes. This allowed me to discover hammer films, a smattering of weird 1950s flicks, and some great 1960s genre offerings. Up until this point, my only access to “real” horror films was through imported us horror magazines such as monster World and Famous Monsters of filmland, which i’d flicked through in fascination in Tanzanian bookstores as a young kid, but had never been allowed to purchase, as my mother disapproved of such rubbish.

JS: How did your viewing habits change as you got older?

NB: I began to see a larger selection of horror movies via tv screenings throughout the 1970s—also, such great British tv horror series such as Brian clemens’ thriller. As the 1970s unfolded, the films being screened on tv got more graphic, both in the violence and nudity stakes—i can well remember my first viewing of Blood on satan’s claw! One of my favourite cinema memories, though, was catching Bob clark’s creepy Black christmas in a cinema in Nairobi, Kenya, just before christmas 1975! Then came the classics such as dawn of the dead, Alien, halloween, and friday the 13th, which I saw in my late teens just prior to the home video explosion.
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JS: I think the earliest work of yours that I’ve seen was in Fantasynopsis.

NB: That was indeed when I began to get my writing out in a semiprofessional publication.

JS: How did you start writing for them?

NB: I got in touch with [fantasynopsis editor] paul Brown via a message left with the manager of the cambridge branch of forbidden planet that there was a local guy looking for people to write for a film fan magazine he was planning to edit. I left my phone number, paul phoned me, popped around, and nearly fell over when he saw my vhs collection and left clutching my uncut copy of dawn of the dead after a few beers in my local pub. This would be round about 1988.

JS: Why do you think Britain was so uptight about everything? I can think of much worse things to do than watching something like Dawn of the Dead…

NB: Britain has always been a tightarsed, control-freak country on so many levels, though we have always been somewhat hypocritical, criticizing sexy films/stories whilst secretly loving them, for example.

JS: I find the entire video nasties phenomena to be a bit baffling. Was the British public really that paranoid about these films?

NB: The average person on the street had little concern about video nasties—it was the politicians, moralists, and church leaders “protecting” us from moral harm. It was a dreadful era to be a British horror fan. You could be raided, arrested, and imprisoned for collecting/importing uncut horror videos. We were made to feel like serious criminals. Horror videos were butchered by the BBfc in a more brutal manner than anything the killers in the much-maligned slasher films could have done to their onscreen victims! It was no wonder that a whole underground fan network emerged. We felt under constant siege from the authorities, and the tabloid rags were labeling such films as Deodato’s grisly cannibal holocaust and Joe D’amato’s cheesy Anthropophagous the Beast as snuff films.

JS: Speaking of the British underground, which UK horror zines did you first run across?

NB: I actually never got to see very many examples of the original homemade lo-fi British horror zines. They really didn’t get any kind of wide distribution that I can recall. It was only when I met paul Brown of midnight media, who was getting hold of zines from the uK and the us that I saw a smattering of uK titles.

JS: What did you think of them?

NB: I remember being largely unimpressed, to be honest. I did have a soft spot for trevor Barley’s fanzine cold sweat and also liked in the flesh. British horror zines got a little better towards the end of the 1980s, and into the 1990s.

JS: I was always impressed by the serious tone that the UK zines gravitated toward. Why do you think the British zines evolved in the direction that they did?

NB: It’s just a case of your educational background and general outlook, I guess. Also, it might have been a deliberate attempt to get out of that whole dribbling gorehound/video nasty collector scene, where films were often rated on how bloody or cheaply offensive they were (i was as much guilty of that mentality myself at the time). Sometimes I think they took things too seriously, as when Shock Xpress described the uncut toxic Avenger as “fast food fascism!”
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JS: Speaking of Trevor Barley, I remember wishing that I could travel to the Everyman cinema in London to attend the Eurofests. What are your memories of them?

NB: Well, paul Brown co-organized many of the eurofests, so I got to attend all of them! Too many good memories to put down here, but i’d have to say that the two best eurofests were the ones attended by Jörg Buttgereit of nekromantik infamy and gore maestro Lucio Fulci. I have a happy, surreal memory of sitting next to fulci in a london curry house discussing don’t torture a duckling after that two-day fulci-fest! They were great days for sure. I feel blessed to have met so many key genre figures over the years.

JS: Could you give me a little background information about Midnight Media?

NB: It was originally a part-time mail order-only company supplying British horror fans with imported horror zines that were not easy to find here. In the early 1990s, paul decided to turn his hobby into a real company, working full-time from his home, mail order and selling through uK film fairs.

JS: I’m assuming that things were pretty grass-roots in the old days.

NB: You assume correctly! From 1983 to the late 1990s, British horror fans were treated generally as undesirables, so we formed our own networks for collecting films on vhs, as well as horror mags, both domestic and imported.
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JS: How big of an operation is it these days?

NB: Still pretty much a one-man show! I help out from time to time in an editorial/writing capacity, but that’s it. It’s paul Brown’s baby.

JS: How did Is It…Uncut? come about?

NB: Almost as a joke in response to the irritating chorus of, “Is it uncut?” one heard at uK film fairs from vhs collectors. However, after paul had folded fantasynopsis a few years previously, he was getting itchy to get back into the publishing/writing side of things. The time was right.

JS: It certainly was. The magazine was a hit.

NB: The magazine fed directly into the whole rabid film collector/nasties fan mentality in the uK, plus paul has a great way of packaging/designing the visuals for his magazines. The magazine soon grew a fan base in the us, as well as other parts of the world. Not bad, given the small numbers printed and largely self-distributed.

JS: How big of a readership do you have these days?

NB: Not too sure, probably pretty much the same as it’s been for the last decade. We are talking about only a few thousand sales per issue.

JS: What’s the current status of Is It… Uncut?

NB: The magazine has been on hold for the past few years, but hopefully will be back one day.

JS: When did you start writing for the FAB mags?

NB: From not long after harvey started flesh &amp; Blood. I wrote for other magazines like Delirium and Stephen Thrower’s Eyeball, too.

JS: What was Harvey Fenton like to work with?

NB: Harvey’s great to write for. Laid back and always appreciative of one’s efforts. He’s one of the really “good guys” in the uK genre scene.

JS: Did you ever have any contact with John Martin? I was a big fan of Giallo Pages.

NB: I met him a couple of times. Nice guy, to my recollection.

JS: He always seemed OK to me, but I can’t help but bring up his “rant”. I never quite understood why he lashed out like that.

NB: I didn’t either, at the time. But, the passage of years has proved him largely right in many ways on several people named in his article. Wish i’d taken him more seriously back then; it might have spared me some unpleasant dealings with certain individuals. No names from me!

JS: One of the bigger mags in the UK was the Dark Side. What were your first impressions of it?

NB: Never much cared for it. Even in the early days, it had the feel of a “slapped together to make money fast” production.

JS: I was Shocked when the plagiarism charges started popping up a few years ago. What was your reaction to that?

NB: I had already fallen out with [editor/publisher allan] Bryce prior to that (unsurprising to me) bombshell. It had been common knowledge on the ground that there had been plagiarism going on there for years. Some people are just users of others’ skills and knowledge. I’ll say no more.
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JS: Midnight Media is still putting out printed material; they should be applauded for that. How big of a market is there for A5 booklets?

NB: The a5 booklets are very popular, both here and abroad. The Germans love such things! giallo scrapbook and slash hits have been the most popular, I believe. My personal favorite of the a5 booklets that I wrote for mm is hispanic horrors, which ironically hasn’t sold well enough to guarantee a follow up. But, i’m very proud of it, and one day hope to be able to write further on spanish language horror.

JS: What are you working on now?

NB: I’m planning an article for David Kerekes’ headpress on my recollections of being a big bootleg vinyl collector in the 1970s/1980s. I will also be interviewing other collectors and maybe even a few bootleggers themselves. Should be done by the end of 2012 at the very latest, given my sloth-like speed these days!
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Steve Green has read and reviewed a lot of fanzines. Probably more than most. His roots lie in the “archaic stencil duplicators” of British science fiction and fantasy fandom in the 1970s. But to horror fans he is best known for his regular “fanzine focus” column in the pages of the dark side magazine, which he maintained for an incredible fifty-one issues through the 1990s.
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Fanzine focus was an important voice for the small press in the uK, publicizing fledging and established zines free of charge. Many publishers relied on it, with some going so far as to say they would likely have folded without it. Fanzine focus also brought a sense of, well, focus to the world of uK horror zines, hitherto sorely lacking in community spirit. It could be critical but it also offered gentle guidance from time to time.

Flicking through some of the fanzine focus columns over its six year span, one is struck by the sheer wealth of publications being produced over such a relatively short space of time. (the copies of ff I have date from July 1991 to sometime in 1996, but mine isn’t an extensive collection.) some zines remain familiar today and are somewhat legendary in their own right ( shock cinema, flesh &amp; Blood, eyeball, etc). But a good many more are otherwise forgotten ( petrification, hellfire, read with mummy, the goblin et al). Among those to have fallen by the wayside are efforts by adolescent creators. Steve points out that this juvenile element is one of the notable differences between the horror zines of the uK and others elsewhere in the world. It’s a valid point, and one at odds with the general attitude.

So, while fanzine focus was a working platform for the small press of its day, now it exists as a record of a hidden history, a snapshot of a medium that was only ever viewed contemptuously by those outside of it. As for those within it, very few were taking notes.

Steve was.

This interview with Steve Green took place at his midlands home on the afternoon of may 24, 2012.
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DAVID KEREKES: What is your background in small press publishing? STEVE GREEN: I first encountered fanzines through the radio times. I heard about the Dr who fan club. It was a bizarre little organisation, which a guy had somehow persuaded the BBc in the early 1970s to sponsor. That was one of my first contacts. Then I began reading World of horror magazine, which at that point was carrying a fanzine news column and which I now know to have been written by lee Kennedy. I ended up joining the British science fiction association, and reading their stuff. But it all started pretty much with the fanzine column in World of horror. That’s the reason why I began doing fanzine focus all those years later.

DK: World of Horror was a great magazine, wasn’t it?

SG: It was an exceptional magazine. It had a certain edge to it. It had some extraordinarily gory covers. I remember one of sheila Keith with her eye almost hanging out [laughs]. It was printed on this incredibly cheap paper, ’cos, towards the end, they were obviously cutting the budget, so the paper was like toilet roll.

DK: World of Horror inspired you to go into Fanzine Focus…

SG: Well it certainly inspired me to get involved in fandom, and through it I encountered some of the more acerbic writers out there. There was an excellent fanzine called fantasy trader, which was a comic zine. It had loads of powerful letters from people arguing about various new comics; they’d rip the latest Dc and marvel stuff to shreds. It was really fun to read. I thought, this is something I want to get into. In 1977, at age sixteen, I joined the local science fiction group in Birmingham and got involved doing their fanzine. It was extremely dry and tedious. Then I got into doing my own fanzines. The first being at the end of ’77. That was called Astron. I was at college, I had a bit of income coming in, I was able to afford to print it myself and send it out. I did a few fanzines that had sort of fanzine review sections.

DK: How did you get the gig with the Dark Side and Fanzine Focus?

SG: I was originally a newspaper journalist and wanted to get back into writing after an awful office job, so went freelance at the start of 1991. I looked at the magazines that were out there at the time—shivers and starburst—and they were pretty bad payers. Then I was chatting to [the dark side editor/publisher] allan Bryce. We moved in the same circles. I pitched the idea for some sort of fanzine column. And he went for it. At the time, dark side was bimonthly. Back in the early days [1990s], the first problem that hit was actually trying to find fanzines to review.

DK: Okay.

SG: There was a little word of mouth but it was very difficult to actually find anybody who was carrying any lists. A couple of exceptions was your own headpress and Jim mclennan’s trash city, which did carry other people’s zines and addresses. One of the things i’ve always liked about science fiction fanzines is that they tended to review each other. It was sort of a big community, and we obviously referred to each other’s fanzines. This happened a lot in science fiction fanzines; didn’t happen so much in comic fanzines, and it didn’t happen much in horror zines, either. I suspect the comic and horror zines saw themselves as vaguely commercial, they carried a price tag. A lot of science fiction zines didn’t carry a price tag; the usual way of getting a copy was to ask for one nicely, send them a copy of yours, and they’d send one back. Or, send them a stamped addressed envelope. They didn’t expect to make money from it. Comic and film zines, on the other hand, did tend to carry a price tag. Obviously a minor one, but enough to cover the cost of producing the magazine. So, if you wanted to get a copy, you’d have to pay for it, and I think that’s why they didn’t particularly want to publicise rival publications. You think about it: the target audience was really teenage boys, and teenage boys don’t have a massive disposable income. If it turns out they prefer some other fanzine, your own zine might come undone.

[image: 001]

DK: [Flicking through copies of the Dark Side.] Your earlier columns, such as this one from October 1991, give coverage to only a handful of fanzines. Here it’s about five or six.

SG: Because that was all I could find.

DK: I’m assuming that situation changed very quickly.

SG: It took a little while, but once I was about three or four columns in, then people began sending me stuff. I always used to make absolutely certain that my address was listed. Not allan’s address, otherwise I might not have received anything! I think when I first started working for dark side, it was owned by robert maxwell; it was part of his empire. And then, it became slightly looser, and allan and his business partner [as stray cat publishing] were able to sort of buy it out. His business partner had been a printer, which was quite useful for the dark side; he’d make sure they got cheap printing. But, for one horrifying period, I was technically working for robert maxwell [laughs].

DK: Some of your Fanzine Focus introductory preambles offer guidance to aspiring zinesters, and you get a bit of flak for it. Most people shouldn’t do a fanzine, you wrote at one point. They should probably find something else to do instead [laughs].

SG: I’d probably have planned to say that there are some people who get into fanzines for the wrong reason. They aren’t really there to express any real opinions; they just want to do it because it’s a craze. And there were some bloody awful fanzines, let’s be frank about it. The alternative would be, you do something which is not terribly good, which doesn’t sell and that puts you off it forever. So, somebody who, may one day have become an interesting writer, or an interesting artist—suddenly they’re out of the picture. They’re probably not even going to be interested in fanzines, because they got burned.

Admittedly, I was trying to push people in certain directions, trying to encourage them to be better editors, to take more care over the stuff they produced.

DK: Where you aware of cycles in specific types of subject matter?

SG: Yes, very much so. A lot of the cheaper-looking magazines, a lot of the more one-man-band type efforts, were obviously done by younger people, and some were clearly still at school. And in those days—we’re talking about the glorious days of the video nasty, and pirate videos, and nth generation copies of things being passed around—yeah, suddenly a particular film would be doing the rounds, because you would see the same films reviewed on a regular basis. Like, there’d be a new Dario argento out, and everyone would be talking about this new Dario argento film, which obviously wasn’t available over the counter. Or, a Jörg Buttgereit film, something like nekromantik. When nekromantik came out it was almost like watching dominoes fall over: one by one, all the magazines, all these people were mentioning nekromantik.
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DK: The UK fanzine was driven a lot by the video nasties, of course.

SG: To my mind, that’s the major reason that they existed in the first place. Horror fandom is different to science fiction and comics fandom, in so much as people tend to be writing about other people’s work. So, there’s less actual creator material coming out; it’s more review, critical material. But there’s no getting around the fact that the moment the government began clamping down on so-called video nasties, the films suddenly became exciting, and people wanted to see these things and write about them. Then they wanted to brag that they’d seen these things. So, it was the fuel that kept a lot of the British movement going.

As the column progressed, I did extend the range and begin carrying information on magazines outside Britain. A lot of American fanzines were plugged in the column. Not a huge number of european magazines; they don’t really have the same tradition. But in Britain, and to a small extent, Northern ireland, you can’t get around the fact that a huge number of those fanzines would not have existed had the government not tried to tell us we couldn’t see those films.

DK: Beyond the nasties being a creative impetus, how did the threat of the video clampdown and police raids affect zine publishers?

SG: As I say, most of the people were doing the sort of “gosh, wow, guess what I saw last night?” kind of reviews. They were fairly young; they were mid- to late teens. I don’t think they actually had much comprehension of what was going on. There wasn’t any kind of political discussion inside the pages that I can recall—other than “Down with censorshit”. But there was no real sort of political context or political pressure. There’s all these people who were really outraged. Most of them were below the age of voting. But they could have petitioned the fact. I remember when I was first involved in star trek fandom, back in the seventies, we actually had petitions to get the BBc to show four particular episodes. Of course, nowadays, two seconds later there’d be a facebook group with 100,000 people joining it.

DK: Whenever the mainstream approached the topic of zines, which wasn’t at all often, it was invariably negative. The worst example, of course, was John Gullidge and Samhain.

SG: John was running a youth group, or he was scout leader, or somesuch, and happened to publish a horror film fanzine. The local press went after him for that. It was just appalling. He’s a guy who runs a magazine that talks about horror films. That doesn’t mean he shouldn’t be allowed to be near children; it’s ridiculous. You wouldn’t apply the same thing, say, to the editor of sight &amp; sound for having reviewed Ken russell’s the devils. There’s a really irritating snobbishness inside certain elements of the media.

DK: What shockwaves did the Samhain thing cause within the zines?

SG: Sadly, not a huge amount. People didn’t really pick up on it—some people did, some of the older editors commented on it, in passing. I’m pretty sure I commented on it at the time. As I say, there was no consensus: that is probably one of the major differences between horror fandom and comics fandom, or science fiction fandom. There doesn’t seem to be a cohesive sense of a community. It’s disparate people. You might get people collaborating on a fanzine, you might get two or three people together, because they happened to go to the same school, or go to the same college, or something; you might get that happening.

DK: What would you say were the fundamental differences between the fanzines of the UK and the US and, indeed, elsewhere?

SG: The us magazines tended to look more professional. They weren’t always that much more professional inside, but they certainly looked more professional; a more professional ambience. Quite a lot of the American film fanzines were also fiction fanzines. There was less actual talking about film. For them, horror was the genre, horror was the writing. So, there were fewer horror cinema fanzines coming from the us. Considering that the us is six times larger than the uK in terms of population, their output was not anything like it was in Britain. [flicking through issue 46, circa 1996.] i’m looking for foreign publications. shock cinema’s listed here, which was a good film magazine. But prohibited matter from australia was basically fiction and comics, so was skin tomb—again, from australia. The British fanzines at that point were coming out of the video nasty crap, I think it was getting a bit old hat. So, people were trying to make their fanzines more professional, maybe give them a bit more longevity. And very few of them actually survived. Many didn’t get past issue two.

DK: But, you were amassing a pile of fanzines; you wouldn’t at any point have thought they were a disposable commodity?

SG: Every fanzine that I was sent—every fanzine that I was sent during that period, I still have.

DK: Oh, wow.
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SG: I still have them all. They’re in crates upstairs in the attic, and the extension at the back of the kitchen, there are boxes and boxes and boxes of fanzines out there. I’ve got every fanzine i’ve ever had, I still have. To me, they are not disposable. I wasn’t 100 per cent happy about some of the stuff that I was sent—and neither was my wife! Some of it was really quite dodgy. There was one—i can’t think of the title offhand—that was essentially just pictures of autopsies. Whether or not it really even qualified, I included it in the column; I guess, if you count faces of death as a horror film, you could class this as a horror fanzine.

I was getting fanzines from Brazil; I think I got one from venezuela. Stuff that was equally dodgy. Yeah, some of the stuff was a little odd, and sometimes you sensed that the people writing the reviews were taking a slightly unwholesome interest in elements of the horror film—particularly violence against women. But, I wasn’t there to make moral judgements; occasionally, maybe I did go a little that way, but it wasn’t my business to say “this is filth”.

DK: What kind of numbers of zines were you receiving when Fanzine Focus hit its stride?

SG: I ceased doing fanzine focus after fifty-one editions of it—which is a terrifying period of time! It means I wrote more than 100,000 words. Final issues were getting crazy. You see, I made the promise to myself that I would not exclude a fanzine; I wouldn’t put it back to the next issue. Every fanzine would get reviewed, or at least get plugged. But by the end of it, it was getting silly; I was getting twenty-five or thirty of the things to review. I think one issue it may even have been forty. And i’ve only got 2,000 words. Well, you do the calculation—that gives me about fifty words per zine. I was only paid for 2,000 words an issue. But I used to write over that every time.

DK: The latter zine heavy columns are effectively just a name check with contact details.

SG: It’s basically listings—and i’m trying to give a flavour of what was out there. [ dark side number 59.] Good grief, how many are in that one? Bubblegum number one, for instance, that’s not a review. Basically i’m just saying what’s in it, because I just don’t have the space.

DK: When and why did Fanzine Focus stop?

SG: It was a combination of things. I had less free time, and stray cat had been very, very slow in paying. That was happening to all of the dark side contributors.

DK: If you had to sum up Fanzine Focus as one memorable element, what would that be?
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SG: I suppose it would be some pride in thinking that I helped give a push to a number of fanzine editors, at a time when there was literally nothing else around to help them. Yeah, I guess it would be that. I remember the thrill that I got, reading lee Kennedy’s fanzine column in World of horror— reading World of horror full stop. Well, I knew that there were people who were reading dark side the same way—they were thinking this was our magazine. So, when I read the fanzine column that lee wrote, I had a real buzz from knowing that there were people out there publishing stuff. And when I sent off my 15p, or whatever, and got something back, it was a great thrill. After a while, I thought, if they can do this, I can do this; that was that buzz. I don’t think that exists anymore for people; I think they aren’t quite as interested in creating artefacts in that sense; paper artefacts. But there is a pleasure and a pride I can take in the fact that some of these people would never have got past their first issue, if it hadn’t been for fanzine focus. I’m repaying that column in World of horror. I felt I owed it a debt in a sense and this was how I was paying it back.
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Back in the days when I was a full-time college student and a part-time fanzine editor, I attended two consecutive FANEX conventions in Baltimore—going solely by the video release dates of the movies Fred Olen Ray was there to promote, they were probably FANEX 4 (Mob Boss) and 5 (Inner Sanctum, Evil Toons)—where I had the pleasure of meeting Nathan Miner, a member of the Horror and Fantasy Film Society of Baltimore and the editor of its official fanzine, Bits n Pieces. I had been a fan of this zippy zine from the moment it rolled off the lot, although at the time I couldn’t tell you why it appealed to me, since I was too concerned with keeping my own Winter rat on the road to give very much thought to what made someone else’s vehicle purr so sweetly. Twenty-plus years later, I’m incapable of reading many of the reviews I penned for my zine and others, but I still find the articles in Bits n Pieces fresh and informative. The reason, I’m pretty sure, has a lot to do with this: Nathan was more concerned with history and facts than he was with opinions—his or anyone else’s in the Horror and Fantasy Film Society of Baltimore.

Yes, there were reviews in each issue, but Nathan would never devote more than one or two pages to the negatives, while the positives were singled out in a column titled “Best of the Bunch,” under a cute illustration of three or four bananas (Despite its editor’s devotion to The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and the gore films of H.G. Lewis, Bits n Pieces was a family-friendly fanzine). The bulk of his publication was devoted instead to in-depth interviews with genre personalities (Gunnar Hansen, Clive Barker, Linnea Quigley) and meaty articles on subjects ranging from cheapo-cheapo video companies to the history of anthology horror films. The talented staff of writers included Gary and Sue Svehla of Midnight Marquee, John Freyer, video collector extraordinaire Lorne Marshall, Martin Rybicki, and John Clayton, who took over editorial control of Bits n Pieces when Nathan left for college shortly after completing issue 6.

His next zine focused on drive-in movie theatres and the years in which they thrived; the opinions in Drive-In Theatre Newsletter (1993–1995) were limited to reviews of any and all books and videos related to the subject of open air theatres. Nathan and co-editor Mark Bialek filled the pages with reader recollections, newspaper ads, frames from intermission films, a “Gone But Not Forgotten” column devoted to defunct drive-ins, and well-researched profiles of drive-ins that were still in operation. An entertaining piece on drive-in gimmicks appears in the debut issue, while the sophomore effort includes a reprint from a 1950s film exhibitor journal (“Franks Mean Sales: A Review of How to Merchandise and Increase Sales of Frankfurters at Outdoor Theatre Concession Stands”) and an excellent original piece by Nathan titled “Filmack Studios: A Look at the Creators of the Snack Bar Trailers.”

Because I saw Nathan in action and on his home turf at those two FANEX conventions so many years ago, I can vouch for his dedication to the world of fandom and the time and energy he invested in those twelve very special issues; it seemed like every time I tried to dig through a box of pressbooks or a crate of one-sheets in the dealer rooms during those FANEX weekends, Nathan was already there with pen and paper in hand, flipping through pages and jotting down notes related to some horror or exploitation obscurity. I had those encounters in mind last September when a “Mystery Movie” blog post on Temple of Schlock was solved thanks to the information found in an issue of Drive-In Theatre Newsletter. Twenty years later, we’re still learning from the bits and pieces uncovered by Nathan Miner.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on August 1, 2012. Chris Poggiali: Although film bloggers and webmasters are frequently compared to the fanzine editors of twenty-five or thirty years ago, I don’t think most of them realize just how good they’ve got it now. NATHA N MINER: You know the old cliché, we didn’t have the internet, we didn’t have these databases that list actors and everything they ever appeared in since the beginning of time. Back when we were doing this stuff, it was hard to find material—really hard to find material—but that made it interesting. It made it kind of a treasure hunt. I used the dealer’s room at our own conventions to sift through and find pressbooks, which would give me some hints about the people involved in these things.

CP: I used to do the same thing.

NM: And that’s what brought everybody together. All these fanzine editors, who were people like you and me who were hungry, they weren’t happy just watching the movies, they wanted to know more, they wanted to know the behind-the-scenes. I’ve always been that way. Whatever I’ve gotten into, I want to take the next step. I’m not happy just being into it, I want to know the nuts and bolts, the behind-the-scenes, the who, what, where, and why. For so many of the people who were doing these zines, that’s why they were doing it, because they had the same enthusiasm for it. It was kind of like a shared experience for all of us to trade the fanzines, like “Oh yeah! You saw this movie too?”

CP: A lot of times, just finding the movies was no easy task!

NM: Right, so you had your typed list of the videocassettes you had available and you would trade those with people and amass your library of sometimes hardly watchable, who-in-the-heck-knows-how-manygenerations- removed copies of something, just to be able to see it! That was all part of the fun of it—discovering things. That’s what made it fun. Now it’s too easy. I can go on diabolik.com and order four or five DVDs of these super rare movies taken from the master negatives and have them delivered to my door. It’s still fun to see these films but you lose the reward of finally finding them. You really had to search for them, so when you finally found them, it meant a little bit more than just pulling up a website and clicking the “order” button.
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CP: How did you get interested in these crazy movies anyway?

NM: I started off, I guess like anyone else, when we’re young we flip through the TV guide and see all these incredible titles for these different movies and either try to stay up and watch them or, in the days of the VCR, we just set the VCR and taped all this ridiculous stuff off of television late at night.

CP: Let me guess—you were a Fangoria reader?

NM: Yup, I had a subscription to that. I’ve got all the Fangoria s upstairs still.

CP: But not so much Famous Monsters of Filmland?

NM: Famous Monsters is a little bit old for me. I liked it for the nostalgic, kitschy kind of value. The goofy pictures, and sometimes they’d draw the blood in there and the fangs on the black and white pictures.

CP: Is your copy of the Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film still in one piece?

NM: Mine is filthy dirty on the edges and the cover is falling off. That’s one of the only things we had to look up these films in during those days.

CP: Were you the most popular kid in school?

NM: Not at all. I’m sure a lot of us were not the most popular kid in the school. Isn’t that weird how that happens? Why is that? Why is it always the oddballs who get into this stuff? One thing I think about is…y’know what? We probably identified with the killers! As mean as that seems, we saw Jason hacking up those jocks and thought, “Yeah, that’s pretty cool!” Not that you want to say that out loud too much, or to too many people [laughs]! But there’s definitely something to that, don’t you think?

CP: Yes, but let’s not go there! What was the first horror movie you rented on video?

NM: Herschell Gordon Lewis’ The Wizard of Gore. It was the Midnight Video big box, with that horrible illustration of the magician sawing the hell out of that lady on the front. After that, I was hooked. After seeing that monumental epic of sleaze and what-the-hell-is-this, I just had to have more. That started my journey, and it’s still continuing. I still have that spark when I see something like that. When I see Carnival of Blood, I think yes, that hits the mark, that’s the sweet spot right there! That’s what I’m lookin’ for!
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CP: Let’s talk about your involvement with FANEX and the Baltimore fan community.

NM: When the first FANEX convention was held in Baltimore, I didn’t know it was going on until I saw a write-up in our local paper about it. That led me to Gary Svehla, who was at that time a member of a group that was called the Horror and Fantasy Film Society of Baltimore. I can’t remember how I ever managed to get in touch with him but I did, found out about the group, and he said, “We meet once a month down at the wastewater treatment plant.” One of their members worked there and he could get one of the meeting rooms for free, so I guess to make it more “official,” they’d hold their meetings at another location. So I went over there and met everybody, and they had been talking about the next convention, because it takes the whole year to plan these things and kick them off. I really got involved in that, and it started the ball rolling for me.

CP: It must’ve been exciting to find a group of likeminded people so close to you.

NM: Baltimore was like this little hotbed of fan activity, which I never realized until I met Gary. He lived right down the street from where I used to live, he was like two minutes away, and it really opened my eyes that there were all these other types of people just like me who liked all this weird stuff! So I owe a lot to him and that little group of film fans; that really opened a lot of avenues to me.

CP: FANEX was a big part of the film society’s existence?

NM: Or pretty much the only part. I mean, that’s really why we existed was to do those conventions, and they took a whole year, so we were practically planning the next one as soon as the last one wrapped up.

CP: What were their meetings like?

NM: Basically they’d talk about movies that were coming out in theaters and then they’d show a film. I always wanted a little bit more. I felt like “Why don’t one of us pick a movie each time and then talk about it?”

CP: More like a film discussion group.

NM: Yeah, or a miniature convention for each meeting. I was always reaching for more information, more in-depth meat about the subject. A lot of the guys were there just to have a good time, joke around and watch the movies, but there was a core of us who really wanted to know more about the films.

CP: Whose idea was it to start a fanzine?

NM: I came up with the idea. I said “Hey, look, why don’t we do a fanzine and all the members of this film society can contribute articles.” Everyone was real enthusiastic about it, and they agreed that they were going to pay for it out of their budget. That’s why—particularly with the first issue—you see a lot of articles that I would not really publish myself. There’s one about Disney villains in there, and something about the different versions of A Christmas Carol, if I’m remembering correctly…
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CP: Yes, that was the “Yule Ghouls” article.

NM: Yup! And they were all written by different members of this society. Because some of the wives that were members, they were into the fantasy films and some musicals even, but they weren’t into the horror, so that’s why it was the Horror and Fantasy Film Society of Baltimore. They really turned their nose up at the horror end of it. “Everybody is welcome,” that’s how I had to pitch my spiel, so they all contributed and wrote articles.

CP: What was the next step?

NM: I went out and bought a typewriter that could type two columns of text and align them as columns. I drew the Bits n Pieces logo myself, slapped that up there, and got the thing started. I would type everything out, cut the columns up, and then search frantically for some kind of illustrations, cos back then it was hard to find graphics for a lot of these movies. Especially when you were doing photocopies, you had to keep in mind the quality of what you were going to use. You couldn’t use a lot of fancy color pictures.

CP: Having been a fanzine editor myself, I know something must’ve gone wrong while you were putting together that first issue!

NM: I had a big disaster with Kinko’s. The first time I laid out the issue, I didn’t realize you had to be within the boundaries of a certain line, because I was using some kind of printer’s graph paper and I was outside the borders of an 8½ x 11 sheet. So when it came back from the printer, it was all too big and everything was cut off on the edges. I thought, “Oh my God…” And I was an extremely shy guy. I’m better now, but back then I was really shy and kept to myself. The idea of having to call Kinko’s and complain that they messed up my magazine was horrifying to me! But I did, I called them back and surprisingly enough they said “Bring it in.” So I hauled the big box of I-don’t-know-how-many copies—I guess we made 300 copies or so at that time—back to the store and they reprinted it for me gratis. After that hurdle, I learned how to better lay out my product. I got very familiar with the White-Out tube. And I really enjoyed it. I had a ball, even though I had these little headaches and stumbling blocks with the first issue. Everybody seemed to be impressed with it, and it was a go after that. We tried to put two out a year, and have one out when the FANEX convention would roll around.

CP: The sixth issue of Bits n Pieces doesn’t seem much different from the previous five, which says to me that you knew from the start the kind of fanzine you wanted to publish.

NM: I really did aim for some sort of quality. I didn’t want to just put out a fanzine that had reviews. Who cares what I think about this movie? We had some reviews, because so many of these films people had never heard of, or they couldn’t find, but after a while I get tired of that and I say “Where’s the meat and potatoes? What can I do to make Bits n Pieces a little bit better, a little more memorable? What can I contribute that’s going to be somehow meaningful or more worthwhile?” I tried to do that with the interviews, by finding people who actually have some history.

CP: How did you land the Gunnar Hansen interview for your first issue?

NM: My mother had been a subscriber to Yankee magazine, and she said, “Hey Nate! Gunnar Hansen—isn’t that the guy from one of your movies? Something about Texas?” I said, “Yeah, he’s Leatherface!” She said, “Well, he has an article in Yankee magazine! Maybe you can talk to him.” So I wrote to Yankee magazine, to the editors, and they were like, “Yeah, here’s his home address.” [laughs] This was a neat time to interview him, because it was right before he made Hollywood Chainsaw Hookers. He had been out of the scene. He wasn’t doing conventions, he wasn’t making movies. He was just this figure that not a lot of people really knew much about. I thought that was really cool to talk to him, but I was nervous as hell! Man, I was so nervous! I went to Radio Shack and bought that little thing that you hook up to a portable tape recorder that you can put into the phone jack and record phone conversations. And he was really so nice. “Do you have time to do an interview?” “Yeah, let’s do it now.” “Right now?! Oh–my–God!!” [laughs] I got out my notes and that was it! We did it! When I hung up I was sweaty and nervous, but so proud of myself, and I started transcribing it. It was a good feeling. I think I had some intelligent questions to ask. I tried to have some semblance of authority and professionalism about me.
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CP: It’s much easier to set up interviews with people once you’ve had one or two published.

NM: What’s really funny is that Kate Phillips, who wrote The Blob, was in Yankee magazine also! I was like, “Damn, mom, you keep reading Yankee and bringing me these names! When you see Herschell Gordon Lewis in there, you be sure to tell me!” [laughs] Again, I wrote to Yankee magazine, told them I did this magazine, they said “OK, here’s her address!” So I got in touch with her and talked about The Blob [in issue number 3].
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CP: The Blob got a lot of coverage in Bits n Pieces. I know the first issue contains Bill Littman’s negative review of the 1988 remake.

NM: We also published a little tour that we did of the actual sites where The Blob was filmed in Pennsylvania. We knew this guy, Wes Shank, who was a friend of Gary’s, who actually owns the original Blob. He keeps it in a roofing tar bucket, with its own little sign, “The Original Blob.” He has some of the miniatures, too, like how they filmed the Blob coming up underneath the door of the freezer. It’s a forced perspective cardboard miniature with a photograph of the set pasted onto it. Really cool stuff. Again, I’m really blown away that we got to do that. John Clayton, who would later edit Bits n Pieces, wrote a little article about that trip and we stuck some pictures in there to illustrate it.

CP: You did an excellent interview with Sam Sherman in your second issue.

NM: Gary was close with Sam, and when I heard he was going to be a guest [at FANEX], my jaw dropped open. That was like a milestone for me, to be able to talk to him. He’s a really neat guy, but I had no idea that he loves to talk, and talk, and talk so much! The first time I met him, we were in the FANEX suite and he kept me up until four in the morning talking on and on and on! Everybody had gone to bed, and I had to go home and get some sleep, cos I had to be back early to start the convention, and he’s talking and talking [laughs]! But I wouldn’t have left for the world! He was so enthusiastic, sharing stories with this total stranger, this little twenty-two year old, like he’d known me forever. He is definitely a unique personality.

CP: Were Baltimore fan-filmmakers like Don Dohler and George Stover members of the film society?

NM: They weren’t in the film society, per se. They didn’t really attend the meetings, but they were around. They were friends of Gary’s who mainly helped out with the conventions. George Stover supplied a lot of prints for our conventions. I never really met Don Dohler, but I was aware of his movies, of course, being shot here in Baltimore. He had put out a sciencefiction fanzine, Cinemagic, which dealt with how special effects were done, and for that time—the 1970s—there was not a lot of information on how to actually do that kind of thing.
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CP: George Stover had also done a few fanzines by that time, including Black Oracle, which he edited with Bill George, and Cinemacabre.

NM: Cinemacabre was a slick little digest, taken to a professional printer. When I saw that, I thought, “Whoa, this guy really means business! He’s spendin’ some money!” And it was the same with his Cinemacabre Video. Back then, you got videotapes of questionable quality when ordering from some places, but George took his prints to a place that would use that wetgate process to fill in the scratches and make the print look a little bit better as it’s being transferred to a master tape. He did all that and was really particular. He was a stickler for quality.

CP: You mentioned in one of your emails that you attended screenings in Stover’s basement…

NM: Yeah, with Gary and Don Leifert, who was an actor in Don Dohler’s movies. He was an English teacher at a local high school, and he was also in a theater group. We’d go over to George’s house, like every Wednesday evening, and watch films in his basement. Those guys were really into the Universal, the Hammer, the older films, and I was the young punk who was into all the crazy gore films from the seventies. They would tolerate me, and just kind of laugh and shake their heads as I’d tell them about the latest Herschell Gordon Lewis epic I’d managed to locate on tape [laughs]. We’d bring tapes that we thought were interesting to watch before we got down to the main feature of the night, and we’d pop ’em in and watch vignettes and different things. So I’d bring along a Sleazemania compilation and show them trailers for some crazy—what was that one, I think it’s a lost film, about a guy looking through a peephole?
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CP: The Smut Peddler?

NM: The Smut Peddler! Yes, that one! I showed them that trailer and they were just, like, “Where the hell do you get this stuff?!” [laughs] I was the trash horror film guy, but they all took me under their wing. They felt I was kind of adorable, I guess. We got along well. Those guys are great, and I had a lot of good times with them.

CP: I’m often asked why I bother documenting the history of films that so many people find worthless or beneath contempt. It’s as if they assume The Smut Peddler just crawled out of a sewer instead of being made by someone someplace with a camera.

NM: To enjoy a lot of these films, you have to have an artistic bent. You have to “get it.” You have to enjoy and understand the time period that they were filmed in. The hairstyles, the cars, the music, the whole thing—it’s not just “the film,” it’s a time capsule. That’s what’s so appealing to me.

CP: I like Elvis Presley and Doris Day and Jerry Lewis movies, but at a certain point I get sick of watching a Hollywood set designer’s idea of an American living room. I’m not saying H.G. Lewis or Andy Milligan or Doris Wishman movies are better, but—

NM: They didn’t have set designers! They just shot a film in somebody’s house! They went in there, put plastic down, shot whatever, squirted blood all over the carpet and furniture and then they left! That’s what you’re seeing, these little time capsules that say “Here’s the sixties.” Here’s the Suez Motel down in Florida. Here’s Coney Island’s spook house in Carnival of Blood. I love seeing that stuff. People who don’t have that bent just see a badly made film, but there are a lot of nuances that attract people like you and me to these films.

[image: 001]

CP: Getting back to the subject, what are some of the fanzines you traded with that you really admired?

NM: Well, I had to laugh, I scanned through the first issue of Bits n Pieces a little while ago and noticed I gave Temple of Schlock kind of an “eh?” review [laughs]! I had to chuckle. I was like, “Uh-oh!”

CP: Your review was pretty good considering some of the things that were written about us!

NM: I really liked Ecco. That was one of the standards that I aspired to with Bits n Pieces. [Charles Kilgore] always came up with these really off-the-wall films and was able to talk to people and do these really cool interviews. I always admired him for what he was able to do. And he had it done offset. It always looked so nice. I was so jealous. That’s one thing that I always wanted to do with Bits n Pieces was to be able to go offset and actually have some pictures in there that people could see.

CP: I still revisit my issues of Ecco a few times a year. Another fanzine that has really held up is Exploitation Retrospect.

NM: Dan [Taylor], yeah, he was funny. I’ll always remember him as the college kid with the backpack full of beer! Remember that? Running around FANEX with a backpack full of alcohol? He was there for a good time. I’m happy to see that he’s still involved and doing stuff on the internet.

CP: We should also give a shout-out to Subhuman and its great stable of writers.

NM: Yeah, and of course Video Watchdog was the magazine that everyone was blown away by. I know I was. Tim Lucas, I always thought he was topnotch. I envied him so badly because I could imagine him being able to watch movie after movie on laserdiscs that he would get for free probably, and spending a week going through all of the special features! Just picking apart these films until there was nothing left [laughs]! So I always looked up to him, and got to meet him at one of the FANEX conventions. I think we gave him an award for Best Fanzine. We used to have award ceremonies at the conventions.
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CP: I remember! I attended a couple of those ceremonies. Temple of Schlock was even nominated one year, which shocked the hell out of me. I enjoyed the fanzine panel at FANEX 4, even though I was late getting to the room and didn’t participate. Was that your idea?

NM: It was, yeah. We would get together and pitch ideas for panels, and I said “Let’s get all the fanzine editors together.” Again, it was a real accepting atmosphere. As long as we weren’t dong something too off-thewall and they could fit it into a one-hour timeslot, you were good to go with it. So I started sending letters, “Hey, do you want to come to FANEX? We’ll get you in for free! Just come over and do this panel!” I can’t even remember what we talked about. I guess we were just shootin’ the shit about the pros and cons of doing the zines, like we’re doing now, twentyfive years later. That’s what we’re still talking about.

CP: What was the last issue of Bits n Pieces that carried your name?

NM: Number 6 was the last one I did, in Summer 1991. I went to college shortly after that, in Frostburg, Maryland, and was concentrating on my studies up there and that’s kind of when I started parting ways with this life because I was three hours away and didn’t really feel like driving back and forth too much to Baltimore, and I was up there in western Maryland studying wildlife and fisheries management. I thought I was going to be a forester, running around in the woods, but that never worked out. That was what I was going to school for, an outdoorsy type.

CP: I fell out of the fanzine world around the same time, and didn’t know until recently that someone else had taken over Bits n Pieces after you left.

NM: I knew I was going off to college full-time, and I said, “Hey, does anybody want to do this? Take over the reins of Bits n Pieces?” So John Clayton said, “Yeah, I’ll do it.” John was in the group. It was a real homegrown magazine, and it stayed within this film community. They changed the logo at that time. I thought, “There goes my hand drawn logo!” But they did go to a slick, glossy cover. I was so envious. “They went to offset with this issue! Boy, he gets to have all the perks now!”

CP: So they kept you on the mailing list for a while?

NM: They were kind enough to send me one. I don’t think I wrote anything for it, unless I did a review or something.

CP: What did you think of the content of that issue?

NM: They did Hammer films, and I remember thinking “Okay, now we’re back to the standard fanzine,” because Midnight Marquee was always Hammer films and thirties Universal. But that’s what Gary grew up with, and that was a big emphasis in that club, the older classic films.

CP: They also added the ampersand and made it Bits &amp; Pieces.

NM: Well, Gary was an English teacher so maybe that was a little more correct, I don’t know. Or maybe it shows they were a little more uptight, that bunch that was doing it then, and I was a little bit more of a free spirit kind of guy [laughs]! At that point, I pretty much did drop out of sight as far as being involved in their film society, and I don’t think I saw any other issues after that one. There were no hard feelings or anything, I just got wrapped up in my school studies and didn’t partake in the fanzine or the conventions very much anymore. I guess around ’91 was the last convention that I did.

CP: Clayton did three issues and then quit. After a two year hiatus the zine was resurrected by someone else and renamed After Midnight.

NM: Again, I don’t have those issues, so I’m a little bit foggy on how it all worked out, but somebody else did take it over. I think the Horror &amp; Fantasy Film Society of Baltimore changed its name, too. I’m not even sure what it became. But I can’t stress enough that I have really fond memories of that group of people. They came at a good time for me, and they let me explore this area of fandom—or filmdom, or whatever you want to call it—in ways that I would’ve never ever been able to otherwise. I especially owe a big tip of the hat to Gary for getting me involved in all of that, and letting me take a shot at doing a fanzine, and being there and encouraging me.

CP: Less than two years after you gave up Bits n Pieces, you started another fanzine, Drive-In Theatre Newsletter. The first issue appeared in January 1993.

NM: I had stayed really good friends with one particular member of the film group [Mark Bialek] whose favorite movie was The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, and it’s kind of my favorite movie, too. We loved Paul Partain, who played Franklin, the guy in the wheelchair. We knew all of his lines and we’d always mimic him. We were just crazy kids, y’know? But that’s how I met [Mark] and we became really good friends. We also had an intense love of drive-in movie theaters. I’ve always enjoyed writing as a hobby, and this was another case where I was able to say, “Hey, let’s do a fanzine!” I guess it’s in my blood to be the one to chip away and find the meat and potatoes of any given thing that I’m interested in.
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CP: It was quite a departure from Bits n Pieces, in that it dealt with the theaters rather than the movies. What did you like most about doing this fanzine?

NM: We would take excursions, little weekends to the various drive-ins that were either shut down or still operating in whatever State we were wandering off to, and we’d collect memorabilia and take pictures and I’d try to find the history behind each one. Sometimes we’d run into the owners at the property and get to talk to them. We met a lot of people that were into drive-ins, and we even did a dusk-to-dawn show at Bengies Drive-In here in Baltimore. We invited all of our readers and had a table set up with stuff we were selling. Quite a few people did show up who were readers of ours. Again, it takes that spark, that wanting to do more than just “I’m a fan of this” or “I like this.” If you’re willing to put effort into something, it can have big rewards.

CP: What was your circulation?

NM: We had 150 to 200 readers.

CP: As with Bits n Pieces, you published six issues and then called it quits. What happened?

NM: Mark and I had a little bit of a row later on, because I’m too serious at times. He was the “Gee whiz, I like the drive-in!” guy and I was more of the scholar. I wanted to do a serious study of the drive-ins: How many cars did this theater hold? When was it built? Who built it? When did it change to widescreen? And he was like, “I want to do a song about the hot dogs and the popcorn and how great it is to go to the theater!”
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CP: One thing I like about the zine is that it does offer a mix of both styles.

NM: It kind of worked for a while, a nice balance between the serious and the fun of the drive-in. It got really good responses. People would say to me, “You seem to be really serious and you have some good information about the history. Mark’s good, too, taking pictures and writing fun little essays.” That was his thing, fun little essays about going to the drive-in. He handled that end of it, the fun stuff, and I would do the more serious, in-depth reporting on the closure of the 202 Drive-In in West Chester, Pennsylvania.

CP: Who was behind the Drive-In Theatre Fanatic Fan Club?

NM: That was Mark also. He had this whole mail order thing going on. He made these little membership cards, and he would make prints of different architectural drawings he got from D. Edward Vogel, who runs Bengies Drive-In and whose father, Jack Vogel, built that drive-in and many others. Mark had all the sketches and drawings and would make fine color copies of these things and frame them and sell them. He started taking off with his fan club and not really doing the newsletter part, and I was getting kind of pissed at that. So we had a little row and stopped doing it.

CP: You were out of the scene for a long time, but in the past few years I’ve seen your name resurface as an online reviewer. What brought you back to the fan community?

NM: With the advent of DVD, that was a whole other renaissance for these films! We had stuff that we’d heard about but never thought we’d get to see, and from all over the world, all these obscure films that people were all of a sudden digging up and putting out on DVD. So this big explosion of stuff got me really excited again and got me into the movies once more.

CP: And now computers have eliminated nearly all of the headaches that you had to deal with years ago as a fanzine editor.
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NM: I know! I find it so cool that I can now capture frames off a DVD on my computer and make my own stills! I mean, how easy is that? I don’t have to go to a dealer’s table and try to scare up a black and white still from some movie with a scene on it that I don’t remember, or it’s not even an exciting one. Now I can capture Ilsa topless whipping some guy into submission! Anything we want is right there for the capture!

CP: Lately you’ve been writing about music for weirdomusic.com.

NM: It’s all about lounge exotica stuff—Martin Denny, Arthur Lyman, Esquivel!, what they call “elevator music” but a lot of it is quite advanced and very jazzy. Writing about music is a whole other ballgame. Writing about something that’s visual is easier than writing about something that you’re just hearing. There’s a new vocabulary, a new way of having to describe things. They seem to like my reviews, so I have quite a few up there.

CP: How did you hook up with the folks at [the website] The Deuce: Grindhouse Cinema Database?

NM: I still enjoy writing about movies, and this might seem crazy, but I do my own little digest reviews, just for myself. So I was probably doing research for one of the movies when I came across the site. I thought, “It’s really stupid if I’m writing all this stuff and nobody’s seeing it.” Again, I want to share with people. So I approached them about doing some reviews, and they wrote back and said sure. For one of the Paul Naschy movies I reviewed, I got something like thirty-two thumbs up responses! I thought that was pretty cool. You mean thirty-two people read this review? Hopefully they’re getting something out of it. I’m still peppering the reviews with some history about the films and information about the actors. I’m still trying to include a little more meat.
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Keith Crocker is the man responsible for the Exploitation Journal, an excellent fanzine from Long Island, New York that first saw print in 1987. Featuring raucous film reviews and extensive interviews with the likes of Ingrid Pitt, Mel Welles, Diane Thorn, and Al Adamson, the Exploitation Journal quickly established itself as a trailblazer. Its features were very well-researched, and the EXJ boys brought with them a rough and rowdy attitude that was oftentimes irreverent and almost always hilarious.

Distribution woes forced the Exploitation Journal into a state of hibernation in 2005, but Keith Crocker did not sit still. His first feature film, The Bloody Ape (co-written by EXJ conspirator and DVD Drive-In editor George Reis), was a self-proclaimed “gore-soaked love letter to the sex and violence of the grindhouse era,” and his follow up, Blitzkrieg: Escape From Stalag 69, is just as twisted as its title suggests.

Keith Crocker is currently at work on an Edgar Allan Poe anthology, Three Slices of Delirium, and he still runs Cinefear Video, the rare and out of print film catalog that he started in back in 1990. The EXJ itself is still in a state of hiatus, but as Crocker confirms, there’s no telling what the future will bring…

The following interview was conducted via email, January–February 2013.



KEITH CRO CKER: I came from a large family. It wasn’t unusual for everyone to gather around the TV Saturday night for Chiller Theater—that was my first exposure to horror cinema. As a kid, the horror films scared the hell out of me. Later in life, they’d sooth and comfort me. But through Chiller Theater, I was exposed to the classic Universal monsters—Frankenstein, Dracula, The Mummy, and The Wolfman. Through Channel 13, I was exposed to the silent classics: Nosferatu, Warning Shadows, and the work of Lon Chaney, Sr. Many years later came cablevision and a station called Escapade…

JOH N SZPUNAR : Why the attraction to exploitation and horror?

KK: Escapade was a cablevision station that specialized in exploitation films. Literally, the movies came right off the drive-in screens to the station. It was there that my education began. Russ Meyer, Radley Metzger, Roger Corman. Really, I saw Cherry, Harry and Raquel, Beneath the Valley of the Ultra Vixens, Corman’s Nurse series, and violent Italian gangster films like Ricco (they played it under the title Cauldron of Death). I learned more from that station than I did from college. As far as why I gravitate to horror and exploitation, I guess it’s just artist angst, that well of anger that exists inside you. You can release that anger in positive ways and negative ways. For me, horror films were a positive experience that vacuumed out the anger.
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JS: I’m curious about the movie theaters on Long Island.

KC: The local theaters in my area played a lot of the same films that you would see on 42nd Street. On Long Island, we didn’t have grindhouses per se simply because that expression would refer to a theater that operated twenty-four and seven. But we did have theaters that played any cheap piece of crap that came out. We had theaters that specialized in martial arts films. We had porno theaters (in neighborhoods that allowed them). Some theaters were grand and showed only Hollywood product. Most of these theaters are gone now; some have been plexed and multi plexed.

JS: How about drive-ins?

KC: We had drive-ins, and some damn good ones. It was at the Sunrise Drive-in in 1979 that I saw Dawn of the Dead and Meatcleaver Massacre, which really put the idea of being a filmmaker in my head. I saw Polanski’s The Tenant at the movies. Saw a re-release of The Exorcist in a theater.

JS: You mentioned porno theaters…

KC: I had to travel into Queens, NY, just to see porn movies. The porn house in Hempstead (called the Fine Arts) was way too dangerous, and I was a coward. The other porn house, the Salisbury, cut the films to a single X rating, so we’d cross the border to the Queens Village Theater. I lived in movie theaters from 1980 through ’85, but then the flicks started to suck and I went far less frequently.

JS: What kind of books were influential to you?

KC: I was a big collector of books on horror films. Those paperback Bounty Books from England fueled my imagination because they had nude photos and other such pictures from the European horror flicks that actually weren’t too popular or seen in the States around that time. Denis Gifford had a book out at the time called A Pictorial History of Horror Movies which was just the greatest book I had ever seen. It covered so much ground, and made me realize what a smorgasbord of movies that was out there. I read Famous Monsters of Filmland and the very early Fangoria, which at one time was actually a good magazine, if you can believe that! Two other great magazines from that time were HorrorFan and Slaughterhouse. Both zines were crushed under the weight of the Fango publishers. Slaughterhouse had a sense of humor; they actually spoofed themselves by writing jokes within the context of an article.

JS: Let’s talk about fanzines.

KC: Wherever there was a fanzine, I was a subscriber. Donald Farmer’s Splatter Times. Ray Young and Magick Theatre. Rick Sullivan and the Gore Gazette. Barry Kaufman and his error-ridden Demonique. And of course, Bill Landis and Sleazoid Express. Usually I’d wonder in on these zines by accident, or a friend would lend me an issue. Guys sold fanzines out of the back of magazines like Fangoria, and I was the lunatic seeking them out. I was hooked. Zines were my drugs; movies as well, and for that reason, I’m still alive.
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JS: What can you tell me about Rick Sullivan?

KC: I loved Rick Sullivan. He shared my sense of humor. He didn’t try to please people; in fact, he went in the opposite direction and really ruffled their feathers. He didn’t hold back, he told you how it was. Honesty with a sense of humor.

JS: How did you meet him?

KC: I meet Rick Sullivan through Nathan Schiff, as they used to correspond—Schiff knew him through [screenings at] the Dive. During the early days of horror film conventions, Sullivan was the MC and was pissing everyone off at the early Chiller shows. I’d hear his announcements and I’d be laughing my balls off. We also exchanged zines. He caught a lot of heat over his writing, his cut and paste pictures, etc. Plus, he was selling videos of stuff that he shouldn’t have been selling. I sorta followed in his footsteps. But he caught hell, hence his silence these days. Once burned, twice shy.

JS: What are your memories of Bill Landis?

KC: I also loved Bill. My relationship with him began much later though, more or less after he re-emerged from his own self-imposed exile. I had read Sleazoid in the late eighties—the issues I saw came from [my friend] Joe Parda, who was also a big Bill Landis fan. Landis was scholarly, took his subject seriously, and was funny without really trying to be. Sullivan was just plain nuts. I feel I patterned my writing style after both guys. I wasn’t afraid to laugh, to be a wise ass, and to sorta tell things as they were. At other times, I took the subject very seriously and gave it the academic appreciation it deserved.

JS: By all accounts, Bill Landis was a pretty complex character…

KC: My relationship with Bill and his wife was at times volatile—one day they loved you, the next day they chewed your ass out. No provocation; they’d simply let you have it with both barrels. I had many a phone conversation, especially with Bill. He was a decent fellow with lots of troubles. I do miss him.

JS: You started the Exploitation Journal in 1987…

KC: Yes, indeed I did. It was the love child of both me and Joe Parda. In fact, I believe it was Parda who proposed the idea of us doing a zine together. This was when he and I met in a film class in the Fall semester of 1986. I was thrilled with the idea, and by the next semester (Spring 1987), we had our first issue out. We gave it out for free at the college, and we had a very limited number of issues. The folks in the film department got a huge kick out of it, though I’m not quite sure what they really thought of the subject matter. Remember, the environment was not like it is now. Folks weren’t so open about their interest in horror, exploitation, and porn films, but this was great because it put the spark of a revolutionary in you. You felt like you were doing something that others would never do.
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JS: So, the Exploitation Journal was originally the brainchild of you and Joe Parda?

KC: Yes. Joe Parda and I started the EXJ. He was my co-editor until issue number 15. Some of my most inspired writing occurred during the Joe Parda years, but a lot of that had to do with being in college, full of vim and vigor. We had energy and humor back then; those issues are still a fun read.

JS: Why did you and Joe part ways?

KC: The biggest problem I had with Parda and the EXJ was that he wanted to make the zine semi-hardcore. Bear in mind that hardcore porn in a zine limited your distribution, and in the case of the college, it would have gotten us thrown out. Also, I wanted to make the zine a tad more accessible to women; I didn’t want them to shut down if they came across the zine. It wasn’t like it is today, you had to be careful. So that issue in point was one of our first big blowouts. I didn’t mind covering porn flicks and using decrepit ad mats, but hardcore porn photos would have stopped us dead. Also, he developed a lack of interest by the time we got past issue 8. I wanted to go on, but he was losing the fire. The Bloody Ape ended up putting the kibosh on our friendship—we fought over the writing of the screenplay, so he ultimately ended up doing some camera work on that film and that was about it. The EXJ was our bastard child.
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JS: How were you laying out the early issues?

KC: By typewriter, literally. Our first issue was oversized, 8½ x 14. Parda made the master on that size paper—he typed up the article, and left room for the ad mats, which came from our pressbook and still collections. This style of doing the EXJ continued until we hooked up with George Reis and he started laying out the EXJ on a word processor. I believe issue number 15 was the first done on a word processor, and even then George still had to leave space for the ad mats and such. Later in time, we got a scanner and were able to scan images onto the master page. I did the last three issues on a computer.

JS: What was the initial cost of production?

KC: In the beginning, it was none or close to it. Joe Parda printed up the very first issue of EXJ using a copy machine from a local library. So, you’re talking about breaking the piggy bank open and using chump change. The big break came when I started printing them up at my night job. I used to sell mortgage insurance by phone. The office I worked in had the copy machine, so off I went. Issues 2 through 4 were printed for free—I believe issue 8 was, as well (I did that one at my girlfriend’s job). The other issues were printed at Staples when they were new to Long Island. Believe it or not, Staples actually had guys experienced in printing manning the machines. Later, they decided to replace experience with inexperience because it was cheaper. All this was fairly inexpensive. And as the prices rose, both George Reis and I found a cheap printing company to do the EXJs. Those were some of the best looking issues (issues volume 2, numbers 1–7). Those guys went out of business, so whenever I could get a friend in a print shop to do me a favor, I did. But, that’s why the print quality of the issues often varied. When I finished in 2005, I was doing onecolor covers. Interesting story: Cinefear Video was started to earn money to print up the EXJs, and in the early days it did just that.

JS: How did you distribute in the early days?
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KC: Early on, we were the unofficial school paper of our college. Then we started taking ads in other zines and pro magazines and selling the EXJs. Our college offered that we could use their copy machines provided we let other students in the film department write for the zine. But, we knew that by doing that we would become sell outs. Hence, we declined.

JS: What eventually happened with distribution?

KC: Believe it or not, I was contacted by Desert Moon Periodicals. The guy who ran it at the time was David Williams, and he was an honest, upstanding gentleman. They acted as our distributor for many years. It all went downhill when he sold the company to a real Jackass named Herschy. This guy blew the company wide open, and in doing so raised costs for the company, which they gladly took out of our earnings. By the time they went out of business, they had a reputation of being outright ripoffs. I departed a while before they went out. They technically would still owe me money, but they’ve been gone quite some time now and going after that money would be like pissing in the wind. The best distributor was Tower Records and Video. We were also with them for a great long time, and they paid you half up front for your zine run. Losing them was the straw breaker for me, that’s when I decided to put the EXJ on hiatus.

JS: You reviewed Last House on Dead End Street in issue number 2. How did you become aware of the film?

KC: We were free advertising for video stores. We reviewed films that we saw in the theater, but more than anything, we were reviewing the video tapes we were renting. And there was no barter or exchange here; this was just us reviewing these films because we loved renting them. There was no motivation for anything like there is with the internet today. Anyhow, I ended up renting Last House on Dead End Street (on the Sun Video label) from Five Town Video, located in Inwood, Long Island. I had seen that horrific commercial for it back on TV in the late seventies, and now here was the film sitting on a video shelf. From that very same video store I saw Loves of Irina, The Screaming Dead, Nazi Love Camp 27, and Dawn of the Mummy—you name it, I saw it. Those were the days…

JS: What was The First Annual Exploitation Film Festival?

KC: We got a lot of attention for the first two issues of EXJ back at college. It was decided that we’d further our agenda by having an Exploitation Journal film festival at the school. We needed the permission of faculty, and our screenplay writing teacher came to bat and got us a room in the dairy barn—no joke, [New York Institute of Technology] was located on the grounds of an old farmland.

JS: Did you screen actual prints?

KC: We used video projection. We showed Loves of Irina, Night of the Bloody Apes, Caged Heat, and Forbidden World. The students who wandered in from the lunchroom had no clue what the fuck to make of all this. Except, of course, the teacher who gave us the permission to use the room. He came in for Night of the Bloody Apes. He brought a big hoagie sandwich in with him—he was laughing his ass off through the whole thing. It was great!

JS: Was this a one-time event? Kc : We both were close to graduation, so we never had the chance to get another one off the ground. But honestly, the world was a different place. The stuff we were showing was jaw-dropping at the time.

JS: You mentioned [filmmaker] Nathan Schiff. Was he a part of your scene?

KC: Yes. I was introduced to Nathan Schiff via a fellow named Kevin Radigan. He was the manager at a video store called Get With it Video. He was friendly with both Joe Marzano (Cool it Baby, Venus in Furs) and Nathan Schiff (Long Island Cannibal Massacre). I became friendly with both Schiff and Marzanno thanks to Kevin. Schiff did makeup effects for some of my short films, like DeSade ’88. I was also friendly with a fellow named Howard Carson; he owned the Magic Shop on Long Island. That’s where I got the ape costume for The Bloody Ape. I met Dennis Daniel through Howard Carson. So yeah, there was one of those “six degrees of separation” for all us Long Island guys. But as usual, familiarity breeds contempt. At the time though, it was wonderful knowing all these people.

JS: How did you land your interview with John Waters?

KC: I used to correspond with him through the mail. I was making a Super-8 film with my girlfriend’s friends in the early eighties, and one of the dudes knew John Waters—he had been to his apartment in Baltimore. Anyhow, he gave me Waters’ address and phone number. I never called him, but I did send him my early films, and we corresponded by mail. I finally met him in person several years later when he came to speak at the college (which happened as a direct suggestion from both Parda and myself to faculty). Anyhow, that’s when we interviewed him for EXJ and the school paper.

JS: What was he like in those days?

KC: When we corresponded by mail, he was great. When we did the interview, it was years later. He was on tour promoting Hairspray. Divine had just died, and Waters was quite miserable. He was short during the interview, somewhat distracted in thought, and one wished that perhaps we should all do this a different day. But the show went on, and we did it.

JS: When did Cinefear Video come about?

KC: Cinefear Video started in Spring of 1990. We thought it would be a great way to supplement the printing of the EXJ. It was a bigger success than we thought. In 1992, we starting transferring 16mm prints of rare films to video. We used to sell to Marshall Discount Video; they were a huge outfit (they used to advertise in Fangoria magazine all the time). That was also how I ended up with a killer VHS collection. All the stores were going out of business, and we were building a huge catalog for ultra cheap. The classic video labels were already out of print. We sold videos through the EXJ, and it in turn paid for EXJ printing. One hand washes the other. I’ve been running Cinefear Video for twenty-three years now.
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JS: Let’s talk a little about the review style in the Exploitation Journal. I really liked the diversity.

KC: Review style depended on who was writing—Parda was very different from myself. So was George Reis, and any of our guest writers. That’s why it was a fun read—we didn’t try to imitate each other. We were just ourselves. I wrote from the heart; passion was the name of the game. And I got a different kick out of working with the different coeditors. I wish not to compare my style with anyone else’s, but if I had to, I’d say it was a cross between Rick Sullivan (the edgy humor) and Bill Landis (with the introspective articles on particular films).

JS: When did you start working with George Reis?

KC: George was making contributions to issues from the early teens on, but he came to his own as a fill-in editor on number 15 and was finally fully in place by number 16. I met George sometime in ’91. By Summer of ’93 we were a team.

JS: Why did you start renumbering the Exploitation Journal with volume 2?

KC: To pull away from the Joe Parda years. It was really George Reis’ decision to do so, He felt he could change the layout in such a way that it would create a different class of journal from what we had been doing. And, he did succeed in doing that. It was his way of proving himself as a very competent co-editor. The differentiation actually makes the various issues more collectable. The Joe Parda years were down and dirty. The George Reis years were almost prozine. His layouts were great!

JS: I was just about to mention the layout change.

KC: Yeah, George was more methodical in the way he laid it out. Using his words processor, it all got a lot more professional. I believe he wanted to turn us into a full-time zine that would move over to some color layouts, etc. But because I was coming from a more purist angle, I didn’t work hard enough to get paying ads in the zine to help with its reproduction. Later I did, but it was way too late in the game and our publishing was erratic, which made it hard to sometimes tie ads in with product they were selling. We had always wanted EXJ to be ad free. We only wanted to push us and the zine, but that was a very unrealistic approach.
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JS: I’m curious about the column “Ricco Rates the Boob Bars.” What can you tell me about it?

KC: Like any zine trying to stay in the times, we wanted to expand coverage of things cultural that really weren’t being covered elsewhere. Hence, “Ricco Rates the Boob Bars.” That dude Ricco was a friend of mine at the time. He lived in Brooklyn, and frequented the topless bars all over the five boroughs and Jersey, so we figured we’d let him loose to do a column. Those were fun reads and a very good idea. But, Ricco carried lots of bad with him, and he had to go. That simple. We were going to continue the column, but decided to can it after the Ricco experience. Really, it just boils down to not having enough time to do what you want to do, that’s why you have other people do it.
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JS: In volume 3 number 1, you interviewed a few local porn theater projectionists. What can you tell me about the Fine Arts Theater?

KC: It was a nasty porn theater located in the heart of Hempstead, which was suffering from serious urban decay. As I stated in the EXJ article on the theater, I was a coward. I never went to the Fine Arts. That area was very dangerous at the time, due to the crack epidemic and the fact that you had stray hookers roaming the place. It was a slice of 42nd Street on Long Island, and the films were raunchy enough to attest to that. Still, there was no comfort to be gained in attending that theater—I didn’t want to be looking over my shoulder all night. We avoided it like the plague.

JS: How about the Salisbury Adult Theater?

KC: That was a safer area to go to; it was industrial, but not threatening like Hempstead. However, they cut the films down to a single X rating. You couldn’t show XXX in Westbury, they had a law against it. So if you didn’t mind blue balls, it was the place to go. But seeing hardcore with the hardcore cut out of it made no sense to me, hence we beat it over the border into Queens to go to the Queens Village Theater, which was a grand old movie house that was run by the mafia. It was located across the street from a Roman Catholic Church—the mafia didn’t want any shit, so they kept the theater clean. For me, this was just the perfect porn film environment. All these theaters died off once video hit big. The Queens Village Theater is now a Baptist church. The Fine Arts is a mini mall. The Salisbury is a CVS [drugstore].

JS: The Exploitation Journal gave Andy Milligan’s films a lot of coverage.

KC: Yeah. He’s one of the biggest influences on me as a filmmaker, and he warranted two big articles in the EXJ. My thesis film in college was going to be a documentary on Milligan. In fact, I got a hold of Lew Mishkin’s phone number and was all set to interview him. But I was looking for Milligan, who had already moved to California. I was still in college; I had no money to go to California and look him up.

JS: What became of the Mishkin interview?

KC: Mishkin was set to go, but we got stuck in traffic on the 59th Street Bridge on our way to Manhattan to see him. He had to leave for the reading of a will, and we never rescheduled. I ended up making the short film A Zombies Tale instead. Milligan is still one of many cinematic gods to me. I simply loved his style, or lack of it.

JS: As time went on, your publishing schedule started to become more erratic…

KC: That usually happens when you try to juggle too many tasks at once. Filmmaking is really my calling and teaching film is very much my profession, so for the most part I engaged in a struggle between all the oars I needed to have in the waters when it came to making money. The EXJ almost always broke even—I never suffered as a result of it. But once I broke off from Desert Moon Periodicals (and once so many of the venues started closing down), the EXJ became less and less of a priority. This especially happened when I was doing the zine on my own in the early 2000s.

JS: Why did you stop publishing altogether?

KC: Tower Records and Video closing really did in my remaining distribution. Everything was aimed at the internet. I had already moved Cinefear Video to the internet (in 1999) and that had done very well. To me, the zine scene looked dead, so I threw the towel in. But, I never said the EXJ was dead. I simply said I put it on hiatus—for all I know, zines will rise from the dead and be granted broad distribution once again. I’ll be there if it happens. In fact, George Reis and I have recently talked about the possibility of doing another EXJ, but once again, everything needs to be in alignment. We wouldn’t attempt it unless the distribution and whatnot has been worked out.

JS: Are you satisfied with what you accomplished?

KC: The EXJ tells the tale of the end of the grindhouse era, the start and demise of the video store era, and broaches the DVD world. Honestly, I think twenty-five issues and eighteen years is more than enough time and dedication. I’m very proud of the whole three volumes of work.

JS: Let’s talk about your career as a filmmaker. You dedicated The Bloody Ape to Bill Landis…

KC: You bet. Bill had just passed away prior to our DVD re-release of the film. Bill was a fan of the film, and I was a fan of his, so I dedicated the film to him.

JS: You shot The Bloody Ape on Super-8.

KC: Yeah. Bloody Ape was shot in 1992/93. Every jerk or bozo was shooting stuff on video. I was trained on film, that was my background, hence I had no desire to shoot video. I thought it looked awful, and I still feel it does. So we bought up (at discount prices) expired Super-8 film stock, and off we went. To this day, the fact that I shot it on Super-8 film has been its best selling point. Folks like the cheap, washed out look. It reminds them of Carnival of Blood, another movie which inspired me, big time. Anyway, I took a big break after what was a very difficult shoot, and finally started to edit the film in ’97. Got a color corrected transfer and had an analog re-edit done. It came out on video via Vanguard Distributors, who are still in business. It saw re-release on DVD in ’99, via Wildeye Releasing.
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JS: What kind of budget were you working with?

KC: Budget? What’s that?! We had no budget; we shot until we ran out of film. I guess in the long run we may have dumped about $5,000 into it, but that was over the course of many years, so we never felt it. Yeah, we were the grass roots movement of cinema when it came to that film.

JS: How long did it take to complete the film?

KC: Technically, about a year and a few months. Mostly shooting weekends and some weeknights. I was trying to hold down a full-time day job while I did it. It was a great experience, but it was a grueling project. Dealt with lots of asshole non talents while making it. But, it was a great education. No regrets.

JS: I wanted to ask you about some of the sets. Where did you shoot the carnival footage?

KC: The carnival was 100 per cent authentic. We shot at a local carnival that comes to the same place every year around the fouth of July weekend. We went during the day, a weekday, and no one was really there yet. We improvised the whole thing, and the carnival was delighted to help out.

JS: I’m assuming that you didn’t have permits.

KC: No permits. Nothing was done legally on either Bloody Ape or Blitzkrieg. We stole our locations. The video store we used was owned by a friend of mine. The police office was actually a middle school that we shot in at night. I still don’t know how we did this film…

JS: Where was the protest footage shot?

KC: At the same place the carnival was held, only in the parking lot. There was a Grateful Dead gig going on that night, and folks were flocking in. It was one of the last concerts Jerry Garcia ever did. Most of the patrons were very willing, others told us to get lost because they were dealing in illegal things! Lots of fun!

JS: What led up to Blitzkrieg: Escape From Stalag 69?

KC: Back in the day, I never released a film without advertising another upcoming film. So with the video release of Bloody Ape, we had shot the trailer for a nazispoitation film called Schindler’s Lust. We shot that on black and white 16mm reversal film. It came out so well that I decided to make it into a feature in the 2000s. That trailer got downloaded so many times on my Cinefear site that I figured it couldn’t fail, and it didn’t. But like Bloody Ape, it was a grueling shoot that lasted over a year. However, the production values were completely different because I was working with completely different people. Different mindset. Different ideas. Hence, you get a very different film. It was the first thing I ever shot on digital video. I’m very proud of it, as well.

JS: How did the experience differ from shooting The Bloody Ape?

KC: Working with real actors from the NY scene—having a cameraman with 35mm experience, a guy doing the makeup effects—it freed me up to concentrate on direction. All in all, I felt like I got more of what I wanted on the screen. I had more competent help, which took some, but not all of the pressure off. It was a better experience, but a shoot is a shoot and it was still grueling.

JS: What are you currently working on?

KC: I finished the screenplay for a film called Three Slices of Delirium, a Poe anthology. We have a trailer for it up on YouTube. I’m still writing the screenplay for Rasputin on Campus, and we already shot the trailer for that (also up on YouTube). We are currently seeking financing for one or both films. They are both period pieces and would be a tad costly to make, hence we need outside money. I was recently hired as a director for a motion picture based on some recent killings that have occurred on Long Island. If the guy producing gets the financing we are good to shoot Summer 2013.

JS: Do you have any final thoughts you’d like to share?

KC: Yeah—if I was well paid for all the work and time I invested into my life, I’d be a very wealthy man. That said, I don’t regret anything I’ve had involvement with. My life has been fuller because of it. If you have dreams, you can make them happen. It’s all about discipline and devotion, and I have plenty of that…
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I’ll venture that everyone present and accounted for has had some sort of a run in with Shane M. Dallmann. A regular contributor to Video Watchdog and Screem, Dallmann got his start in 1991 with a two-part article on Paul Naschy that appeared in the pages of Fangoria. Those very pages served as my introduction to Dallmann’s work (as well as of that of the Hombre Lobo himself) and he followed through with another Naschy piece in Chas. Balun’s Deep Red. In today’s internetdriven world, it’s sometimes difficult to remember a time when instant information wasn’t just a click away. But those days did exist not very long ago, and Dallmann’s research was not only responsible for putting Naschy’s films back on the map, but for cataloging them, as well. Deep Red readers also knew Dallmann as “Remo D”, the wisecracking hook-wielding lunatic who seemed to be on a crazy crusade to document every onscreen occurrence of hand amputation known to man. He even went to the trouble to rent and watch Bobby Suarez’s The One Armed Executioner all the way through. A thankless task, indeed. Gotta like this guy.

In 2002, Dallmann tested the waters and tried his—ahem—hand as a horror host. Remo D’s Manor of Mayhem has been going strong ever since, offering the denizens of Monterey County, California something different in a static sea of reruns and infomercials. In 2001, he co-directed the remake of Jack Curtis’ The Flesh Eaters, a production that remains unreleased as of writing.

Today, Dallmann’s work can be found in the pages of Video Watchdog and Screem. In the Summer of 2012, I decided to drop the man a line to see what makes him tick.

The following interview was conducted via email, June-July, 2012.



JOHN SZPUNAR : Could you give me a little background on what attracted you to the horror genre?

SHANE M. DALL MANN: Whenever I talk about my attraction to the genre, I always start with the same story: that of my very first “movie” memory—in my case, it involved watching The Incredible Shrinking Man with my father. Everybody remembers the scene with the “giant” spider, and plenty of people will tell you how they hid behind the sofa or at least covered their eyes. Not me. I was simply fascinated. I knew it wasn’t “real” and I never worried that a giant spider was coming to get me, but I was captivated all the same by the spectacle. A black and white movie on a tiny television screen was showing me something I couldn’t see anywhere else. Color me “hooked.”

JS: What kind of books were you hooked on when you were growing up?

SMD: Believe it or not, I had quite the background in Shakespeare by the time I reached the first grade—again, thanks to my father, who had the actual plays, condensed “storybook” versions for young readers and (best of all) a record collection supplied with read-along booklets. I even liked the plays without the ghosts and witches! My mother supplied the requisite fairy tale collections, Winnie-the- Pooh and the Narnia books, while I started in on the Oz books on my own courtesy of the local library. And my grandfather sparked my fascination with Greek mythology thanks to a story collection he gave me for Christmas. My father also had hardbound collections of classic newspaper comic strips (Buck Rogers in particular) and a wide array of superhero origin stories, so I was familiar with pretty much all of the classic comic book characters, though incidentally, the first book I started collecting in earnest (with no prompting from anybody else) was Marvel’s Power Man and Iron Fist.
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JS: It sounds like your parents were supportive of your choices of entertainment.

SMD: Absolutely—beyond The Incredible Shrinking Man, I always looked forward to watching WGN-Chicago’s Saturday night creature features with my father, who told me all sorts of great things about the classic monsters and the people behind them (though it was more than frustrating when my parents started devoting Saturday nights to The Carol Burnett Show, All in the Family, Mary Tyler Moore and Bob Newhart, I actually learned a great deal about comedy watching those shows). Sure, there was the expected “you need to spend more time with your schoolwork and less with the monsters,” but my parents never tried to suggest that monster and horror movies were “bad” in themselves. Of course, the plethora of weekend monster movie offerings eventually started including stronger material than the Universal, Hammer and AIP classics. I was dismayed when my father told me that we wouldn’t be watching Nightmare Castle on creature features because it was too nasty…then again, he put the last fifteen minutes of the movie on anyway, and that’s where most of the rough stuff took place! And unforgettably, he’s the one who gave in and took me to see Halloween when I was too young to go on my own—that remains the most terrifying time I ever spent in a movie theatre…

JS: Halloween really got to me as a kid, as well. Now, you’re also a television horror host. How big of an impact did horror hosts have on you as a kid?

SMD: A truly profound impact. Fuzzy VHF signals in the 1970s made me dimly aware of the original Svengoolie (Jerry G. Bishop) and I still remember watching The Ghoul (Ron Sweed) cutting up with Froggy during a screening of The Crawling Eye, but I didn’t get to watch either show regularly. Summer trips to visit my grandparents in San Francisco allowed me to catch glimpses of the late, great Bob Wilkins (who supplied trivia, information and special guests as opposed to performing comic relief) and his eventual replacement John Stanley on KTVU’s own creature features, so I filed those examples away for reference. By the time I was staying up late and watching additional horror movies on weekend television, there were no active horror hosts in Chicagoland, so I started improvising my own “host” segments during the commercial breaks. I didn’t have a special name or a well-defined character for myself, but I tried to supply both movie information and comedy in the handfuls of tradition that I’d already seen. It took Rich Koz debuting as the Son of Svengoolie on Chicago’s WFLD-32 to thoroughly galvanize me—I now had an out-and-out role model, and even though I undoubtedly drove him crazy with constant letters (the first one even serving as a type of audition/ plea to appear on the show—that didn’t happen, but my joke was the first one he read out of his mailbag) and even the occasional phone call to the station, he never had anything but appreciation for his fans. Today, Rich is still going strong as Svengoolie himself while he and Bob Wilkins still comprise essential parts of my own host character, Remo D.

JS: Back to magazines—Famous Monsters of Filmland made a big impact on a lot of kids from your generation. When did you discover it?

SMD: Back when I was in the first grade…my father had exactly one issue stashed away and I eventually found it. It had a color rendition of a classic scene from The Bride of Frankenstein on the cover; I don’t recall the exact issue number. I can’t tell you how many times I read it from cover to cover—ads included! I kept an eye out for any and every movie cited in that issue to turn up on television. I especially remember a column called “The Crystal Ball” and Uncle Forry’s declaration that “YOU’LL ‘bawl’ if you miss any of these!” I’m afraid that the only title I remember from that particular list was Donovan’s Brain. It took me forever to catch up to that movie, but of course, I eventually did.

JS: Did Famous Monsters fuel any creative juices?
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SMD: Oh, FM more than made me want to write…when the magazine finally started making itself available at my local stores, one of the very first issues I bought (1977) had Darth Vader on the cover and contained a Darth Vader essay contest: what do you like about Darth Vader and/or what would you like to see happen with him in future Star Wars installments? I answered both questions and obsessively counted my handwritten words to avoid going over the limit…and I was rewarded with one of 250 Darth Vader posters up for grabs. Needless to say, I was quite happy with my accomplishment!

JS: What was your initial reaction to Fangoria?

SMD: Ah, high school. The amazing magazine with all of the incredibly gory pictures—I became something of a sensation simply for carrying it around with me at school (the “dare you to look” thing). Fango became the newest and most valuable source for both historical articles and previews of films that I needed to see. You’ll recall that my father had taken me to see Halloween (not to mention Alien), but Dawn of the Dead and Friday the 13th weren’t going to happen, and something like Zombie (which graced the cover of the first issue I bought) wasn’t even going to play locally. Ah, but Fango coincided with both our acquisition of cable TV and my eventual ability to see what I wanted on my own. The first film that I discovered through Fango (as opposed to Siskel and Ebert on Sneak Previews) and actually saw on the big screen was The Howling, and the first film that Fango lit a fire under me to see was Videodrome, which remains another huge influence on not only my writing, but the way I watch movies in general.
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JS: I kind of think of you as the Paul Naschy guy. When did you first become aware of his films?

SMD: The first Paul Naschy film I ever saw was Assignment Terror, a “monster mash” thriller hugely influenced by House of Frankenstein. I caught that on a Sunday afternoon “Chiller Theatre” on Chicago’s Channel 32 with no preparation whatsoever…hey, it had a vampire, a werewolf, a mummy and a monster that they couldn’t quite get away with referring to as the “Frankenstein” monster. It had surprising gore, strange music and a terrific bit in which the werewolf jammed the mummy into a spinning wheel and set him on fire—it was “What’s not to like?” At the time, of course, I had no idea that the fellow playing the werewolf (under the name “Paul Naschi”) had also written the film (as Jacinto Molina Alvarez)—but the actor best known as Paul Naschy soon started turning up in all sorts of creature features (Frankenstein’s Bloody Terror, Horror Rises from the Tomb, etc.) on my local channels. However, I have to give plenty of credit to my mother—had she not specifically forbidden me to watch The Mummy’s Revenge (she caught the nastiest scene quite by accident when I wasn’t around), I might not have become quite that obsessive about seeing it! Some of his films were terrific, some…not so much, but I automatically respected the Spanish actor who obviously had it in mind to pay tribute to all of the classic monsters he himself must have grown up watching.

JS: A lot of Naschy films went through rotation on cable.

SMD: When we got cable in the early 1980s, WOR-9 from New York made me aware of several more Naschy titles (the films they ran as House of Doom and Horror of the Werewolf are best known to us as House of Psychotic Women and Night of the Howling Beast). But it took Michael Weldon’s invaluable Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film to spell out just how much more Paul Naschy had to do with the films in which he appeared as an actor.

JS: How did your Fangoria article about Naschy come about?

SMD: Fangoria had started running some of the most interesting videobased articles I’d read to date, courtesy of Tim Lucas—particularly valuable to me was his two-parter on the films of Dario Argento and the state in which such films were seen in America. I’d been obsessively collecting movies on VHS in addition to compiling handwritten information in notebooks, and it suddenly hit me. (1) Paul Naschy was the one figure in cinematic horror history (judging by a comparable body of work, of course) that had not gotten his exhaustive due in a publication like Fangoria ; and (2) I had copies of every Naschy film available in the States. Someone needed to write that article, and I decided that someone would be me. The result: “The Mark Of Naschy” appeared in Fangoria numbers 103 and 104 as my first published work.

JS: I believe you first met Naschy at a Fangoria convention…
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SMD: Shortly after the Fango article was published, I was able to personally introduce myself to Tony Timpone and Michael Gingold at one of the magazine’s LA conventions—I certainly couldn’t afford to travel to all of them, but we stayed in touch. Naschy, at that time, had yet to actually visit America, and I suggested to Tony that he would make a terrific guest if such a thing could be worked out. It took a while, but it finally happened in January of 1998—Tony had alerted me to the event well ahead of time and I was able to swing a trip to New York for the sole purpose of meeting the man who had unknowingly kick-started my writing career. This meeting was immediately followed by my longdelayed arrival on the internet—thanks to that technology, I was able to stay in touch with my new friend for the rest of his life, even though I only met him once more in 2000, when I was able to introduce him to my daughter Rebecca.

JS: Where did the moniker “Remo D” come from?

SMD: The name “Remo” derives equally from the paperback action hero Remo Williams, aka “The Destroyer,” whose books I was frequently seen carrying in the eighties and nineties—and from a lifetime weariness of “Come back, Shane” jokes, which inspired me to ditch my given name in favor of a nickname (not legally, strictly informally) when I moved to California to study film at San Francisco State University. The “D” is simply my last initial—when I signed on to perform comedy at a campus cantina, I simply scribbled “Remo D.” As the host already knew who I was…but when he actually announced me by that name, I liked the sound of that. So there it is!

JS: How did you come to start writing for Deep Red?

SMD: I had become aware of the various writings of Chas. Balun, through and including Deep Red by the time I started serious work on the Paul Naschy article and was very pleased to meet the man himself behind a table at an earlier LA Fango convention. I essentially introduced myself as a major fan and proceeded to snap up both movies and books from his table. Soon, Chas. Knew me as the guy who was determined to buy out his entire catalog (the heyday of underground VHS trading had begun, and I simply had to have copies of everything he and his crew were writing about). I provided him with a copy of my Naschy manuscript at the same time I was waiting to hear back from Fango, and he asked me if I was interested in submitting it to Deep Red. Well, had Fango turned it down, that’s where you would have seen it, but as that was not the case, Chas. Was still good enough to ask that I write a different sort of Naschy piece for his publication—he also welcomed various capsule review contributions to the “Gore Score” column and, of course, my “Hand it to Remo” humor column (yep, the greatest and goriest hand removal scenes in cinema history).
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JS: What are your memories of Chas?

SMD: The man had the most unfettered, boisterous personality and sense of humor I’ve known—he loved talking about the great “chunkblowers” and tearing apart the “timid” horror movies with equal gusto, but he was equally well-versed and enthusiastic about books, music—and yes, even animals (would you believe that one of his favorite films was Ring of Bright Water?). You could talk to the guy for hours without ever getting bored, and he was always ready with a great, sarcastic gibe if he heard the right cue. My favorite had to be his response to the collector’s mania of finding the most complete print of any movie imaginable—he overheard me mentioning that I’d found a longer cut of something-or-other while waiting in line at a convention, and he came up with a big grin and said “Yeah, but you gotta find the Venezuelan videocassette…it’s got three extra nanoseconds at the end of the second reel!” Perhaps “the adultsonly Uncle Forry” wouldn’t be terribly off-base to describe Chas. Balun. Ironically, he was not a fan of Paul Naschy and made no bones about saying so in front of me, even though he did indulge his considerable artistic talents to provide me with an original “Many Faces of Naschy” painting at my request/commission. As it happened, Chas. Balun and Paul Naschy passed away within weeks of each other, and I paid them simultaneous tribute on an episode of the Manor in which I broke character and spoke as plain old Shane in their memories.

JS: You’ve written for a lot of fanzines over the years.

SMD: During my Deep Red tenure, the fanzine explosion was at its height. I also contributed to Louis Paul’s Blood Times (reviews of the Naschy films available only through underground trading among other items), Michael Weldon’s Psychotronic (my interview with the late, great action star Steve James, whom I’d met and befriended at a Fango Halloween party), and Tom Simmons’ Video Junkie (elaborate defenses of both the post-Chain Saw career of Tobe Hooper and the Hammer films of the 1970s).

JS: How did your gig with Video Watchdog begin? I think you started writing for it in 1998?

SMD: As I’d always enjoyed reading the obsessively detailed “Video Watchdog” articles of Tim Lucas in Fangoria and Gorezone, it was a foregone conclusion that I’d subscribe to his solo magazine. I had a letter published in the eigth issue and earned a “Video Watchdog Informant” button for the effort, but as this was an “invitation only” publication as far as lengthier articles went, I wasn’t expecting to turn up in its pages anytime soon (remember, this was still my “manual typewriter and no internet” phase). However, now and then I needed to call the Watchdog office with questions regarding my subscription, and one such call just happened to put me in touch with the man himself. Technical questions resolved, it was easy to segue into a conversation about missing footage in, for instance, Frankenstein and the Monster from Hell and various Godzilla films. It just so happened that Tim was planning some extensive Godzilla coverage for an upcoming VW special edition, and when he heard that I could account for no less than three different versions of Terror of Mechagodzilla, I got my invitation right then and there. I wound up covering both Terror and the Japanese and American variants of Godzilla 1985. And by the time VW expanded to a monthly publication rate, I was online and on Tim’s mailing list, so I eagerly snapped up the opportunity to become a regular reviewer.

JS: How did your gig with Screem come about?

SMD: Literally out of the blue in my case. I had seen an issue or two of Screem in the past, but the book and magazine dealers in my area never carried it. However, Greg Goodsell (whom I’d met, befriended and shared space with in many an issue of Deep Red) wrote regularly for Screem, and when Darryl Mayeski was casting about for additional writers, Greg gave him my name and address (without tipping me off). So lo and behold, an issue of Screem arrived in my mailbox with a personal letter attached—might I be interested in becoming a part of this publication? Do you think Darryl needed to ask twice?
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JS: Screem and VW cater to a similar audience but they each take a different approach. How difficult is it to switch gears when submitting work?

SMD: I’d like to think that you’d recognize my writing “voice” no matter for whom I’m writing, but I certainly have to adjust to my surroundings. As mentioned earlier, my original Fango/Naschy articles were directly inspired by the Tim Lucas approach, so there’s always been some of Tim in my writing and I found it quite easy to segue into VW (which is not to say that he didn’t provide me with specific pointers and guidance when I needed them). When I write for VW, I have the impression that I’m writing for long-time enthusiasts whose experience matches or surpasses my own—that if I say, for example, Soylent Green, everyone reading that review will know exactly what I’m talking about and that I don’t need to go into any further detail. As it happened, however, I reviewed Soylent Green not for VW but for Screem. Today they’re still talking about the possibility of a remake, and it occurred to me that many Screem readers were quite a bit younger than me and might not even have seen Soylent Green (they might even have managed to avoid the famous catchphrase). So I reviewed the film exactly as the mystery it was supposed to be and I adopted a more conversational tone as a result. Only on two occasions have I reviewed the same film for both publications, and each time, of course, I wrote two separate reviews. The most notable example was the DVD release of Don’t Go in the House. For VW, I concentrated on the film’s place in early eighties psychothriller history, the DVD extras and how the disc compared to the out-of-print tape version, while in Screem, I described exactly what it was like to see the film in the middle of a drive in triple bill, what it was playing with, and how it holds up today.
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JS: You mentioned horror hosts and the Manor. Could you tell me a little about Remo D’s Manor of Mayhem?

SMD: From the day Rich Koz debuted as the Son of Svengoolile, I’d wanted to be a television horror host myself. Of course, by the time I was old enough (and had the right friends) to make that dream a reality, the face of late-night weekend television had irrevocably changed. Unless you were Svengoolie, Elvira, etc. And had a decades-long reputation backing you up, no local television station would even consider paying you to host their dusty old movies. Why should they, when the “infomercial” people happily paid them to advertise their junk night after night? Today, if you want to mount a “horror host” show, you need to avail yourself of online and/or public access television resources. Thankfully, our new public access station (AMP) was eagerly seeking new programming circa 2002, and I teamed up with two powerhouses in order to make the Manor happen.

JS: You have quite a cast of characters on the show.

SMD: We’ve had many, many semi-regulars and guest players over the years, but the core cadre has remained the same. In addition to playing Kato, the Black Hornet, Gregg Galdo has contributed countless hours to editing and behind-the-scenes production duties, and professional entertainer Dave Deacon (Dr. Montag) has given us the benefit of both his technical expertise and his (literal) bag of tricks for the ten-years-plus we’ve been on the air.

JS: For those who haven’t seen it, what’s a typical show like?

SMD: We combine the Svengoolie style of comic craziness (we’ve had various soap opera plots involving our continuing adventures, “season cliffhangers” included) with the Bob Wilkins/John Stanley informational approach (one segment of every episode is devoted to pure movie trivia which I deliver in a stand-up style), while I hand-pick the movies to mirror the classic “creature feature” experience I lived through myself.

JS: I cut my teeth on the local creature features when I was growing up.

SMD: If you regularly watched the weekend creature features (hosted or not), you got far more than the traditional Universal and Hammer classics (which we can’t show, of course—we have to stick to public domain and/or otherwise unlicensed films, but there’s plenty to choose from all the same). You got a crash course in Mexican horror. Spanish horror. German horror. Italian horror. Filipino horror. Crime dramas passed off as horror films. The list goes on and on. You didn’t have to seek them out—they came to you, and if you were a fan, then you couldn’t help but start to assemble all of these films into a sort of overwhelming historical context. The death of the weekend creature feature was one of the most devastating blows to young fandom—sure, you can find just about everything on DVD today, but how would you know to look for something in the first place if someone hadn’t shown it to you to begin with? That’s the gap I’m trying to fill, and that’s why I was delighted to discover that I was by no means the only one filling it. Today I’m proud to call Remo D’s Manor of Mayhem “a presentation of the Horror Host Underground!”

JS: You’ve done some work in feature films yourself. Could you tell me a little bit about your unreleased remake of The Flesh Eaters?

SMD: Back in 1999, my good friend and creative partner Christo Roppolo and I were talking about the remake phenomenon, and he was telling me all sorts of things he’d like to do with the Invasion of the Body Snatchers franchise. But the story he described didn’t sound like Body Snatchers to me—it sounded more like The Flesh Eaters. And when I pointed that out, the look on Christo’s face resembled that of Tex Avery’s wolf as his jaw hit the floor. Within a few days, we were hammering out a screenplay. Sadly, Christo’s father had just suffered a fatal automobile accident, and Christo chose to apply a portion of the resulting inheritance to shooting Flesh Eaters himself (I served as co-writer and co-director on set) with locally recruited talent filling out the cast and the effects crew. Our redux was completed in 2001 (shortly before the Manor debuted—naturally, one of the earliest episodes featured interviews with Christo and the cast) and received kudos from such people as Fred Olen Ray, Jim VanBebber (who enthused that Dave Hoskins, our take on Dr. Bartel, was “the best bad guy EVER!”) and even Uncle Forry (who graciously accompanied us to the screening at that year’s Fango LA convention).
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JS: What was it about the original that attracted you to try your hand at a remake?

SMD: The original Flesh Eaters surprised and shocked me when it surfaced amongst the typically “safe” (Universal, etc.) creature feature material to which I had become accustomed in the 1970s. Martin Kosleck was a terrific villain, and I never got over the scene in which he slipped Omar the Beatnik some “dormant” flesh eaters in a glass of water—and then recorded his dying screams with a tape recorder, the better to transform the victim into an effective decoy. Just thinking about the film again in the 1990s made me think that we could create something today that would have the exact same effect now that the original had in the 1960s. Unlike some of the classics from the era, this was something we could actually do, and we knew it.
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JS: What finally happened to the project?

SMD: The aftermath, sadly, was a debacle of historic proportions. Our original research indicated that the original Flesh Eaters had lapsed into the public domain (it was being sold by several companies that specialized in such product) and we were unable to reach anybody involved in the original production until well after the fact (when a surprised Arnold Drake—writer/ producer of the original—managed to get in touch with us after interviewer Tom Weaver personally handed him a copy of our version). The legal status of the film remained controversial when it transpired that Drake had sold the video rights to both Fred Olen Ray’s Retromedia and to Dark Sky Entertainment simultaneously. We had made overtures to have our remake (fully acknowledged and credited as such—we were completely above-board and had never attempted to sneak this past anybody) included as a supplement, but the Retromedia release wound up being cancelled (after pressing), while our alleged “contact” person at Dark Sky (no longer affiliated with the label) turned out to be a shady character who told us that we had been turned down (for this and our subsequent original production The Wooden Gate, which featured cameos by Jeff Burr and Jim VanBebber)…years later, he laughingly admitted to a friend that he had actually thrown our discs away without letting anybody else see them! Drake has since passed away with all references to our remake stricken from his last published interviews; but we still hope that someone with the power to do so will clear the air and allow our sincere, credited tribute to be seen properly.

JS: I’d like to hear the story behind your commentary for Don’t Answer the Phone. How did that come about? What was the experience like?

SMD: Another example of pure luck. My friend Bruce Holecheck is a video supplement specialist, and he was in charge of BCI’s debut of the uncut Don’t Answer the Phone on DVD (the previous release was a bowdlerized TV print). He’d managed to get what turned out to be the final interview of star Nicolas Worth, but with the deadline looming, he was unable to travel to Northern California in time to record the desired feature audio commentary with director Bob Hammer. But as it happens, Bob Hammer lives within walking distance of me, so with mere days to spare, we were put in touch. I had almost no time for preliminary research, but I was well-versed on the film and its era, so our conversation (recorded while we watched the uncut film on Bob’s old VHS copy) flowed easily and naturally. Incidentally, Bob and his wife Mira were the most gracious of hosts, and they even turned up later at the Manor (Mira in particular was a scream as fortune-teller “Madame Mira”). On a more sober note, Bob later returned to deliver farewell remarks after the passing of Nicolas Worth, and we received permission to run Bruce’s interview with Worth on the show, as well.

JS: As someone who is still very active in the genre, I’m curious about your thoughts on today’s fanzines?

SMD: I wish there were more of them. And I wish we still had bookstores that carried them. The two publications for which I continue to write today always impress me with their care and quality, and when I’m lucky enough to happen across Rue Morgue, Shock Cinema, Ultra Violent, and HorrorHound, I know I’m in for plenty of good reading, be it amusing, nostalgic or provocative. And of course, I’m proud of my contribution to Fangoria and am extremely pleased to see it continue to thrive to this day.

JS: What do you think of the new generation of fans?

SMD: We’ll always be there. It’s interesting to see that what today’s young horror fans are experiencing as originals, my generation calls a spate of remakes, but that’s really nothing new—what do you call the Hammer films of the fifties and sixties in comparison to the Universal classics of the thirties and forties? Scream/Twilight flame wars notwithstanding, there’s plenty of enthusiasm, debate and dialogue continuing throughout the community. I’m still glad to be a part of it and I always look forward to seeing what happens next—and discovering just what I’m going to say about it.
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In the Spring of 1990, word on the streets had it that Tim Lucas was about to launch a new magazine. I was already a fan of his work—the articles that he penned for Fangoria and Gorezone ranked among my favorites. Tim’s eagle-eyed reports about what had been snipped and censored from Frank Henenlotter’s Brain Damage and Dario Argento’s Opera were real eye openers, and I was anxious to see what he would do with a magazine of his own. In June of that year, I settled down on my favorite movie-viewing couch and opened an issue of Video Watchdog for the first time. Little did I know that it was about to change my life.

Lucas had assembled an all-star cast of contributors for his maiden effort. Steve Bissette, Craig Ledbetter, and Jeff Smith were all present and accounted for, as well as the renegade newcomer, Lucas Balbo. And then, there was Tim Lucas himself. I’d been impressed with what the man had written before, but his work in

Video Watchdog took things to an entirely new level. No longer shackled by the word-count restrictions (and, indeed, content restrictions) of Fango and Gorezone, Lucas kicked things off with a mammoth study of the films of Jess Franco. I hadn’t given Uncle Jess much thought before, but once I finished reading “How to Read a Franco Film”, I made it a point to investigate his work. I’m still watching and enjoying Franco films to this day, but I digress…Video Watchdog turned out to be a hit, and Tim Lucas went on to change the world of home video. His obsessive eye seemed to be everywhere at once—he scoured the latest VHS and laserdisc releases, comparing and contrasting their picture quality and running times with previous (and oftentimes contemporaneous) editions. His contributors happily followed suit, and after a while Video Watchdog became the final word on the subject.

As the years went by, the contributors in the Watchdog’s kennel began to multiply. Soon, the likes of John Charles, Shane M. Dallmann, Douglas E. Winter, Ramsey Campbell, and Joe Dante showed up in its pages. Talented bunch that they are, the Watchdog’s star shone even brighter.

The highly intelligent film criticism in Video Watchdog cannot be overlooked, and neither can its presentation. Under the careful eye of art director Donna Lucas, each and every issue is a beautiful thing to behold. Like many of the films that it covers, Video Watchdog can easily be regarded as a work of art.
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In 2007, Tim Lucas selfpublished his magnum opus, Mario Bava: All the Colors of the Dark. Weighing in at over 1,000 pages, the book is the end result of his lifelong love affair with the films of its subject. Astonishing achievement that it was, one might think that Tim Lucas would want to rest for a while. If anyone deserved a little time off, surely it was he. To the contrary (and much to our benefit), it seems as if the man was just starting up.

I have always admired Tim Lucas. I admire his tenacity, his knowledge, and his love and dedication to the genre that has been a part of my life since my childhood . I’ve always wanted to talk to him, to let him know how much his work has meant to me. Twenty-two years after I opened that first issue of Video Watchdog, I finally got my chance.

The following interview was conducted via email, April–November, 2012.

JOH N SZPUNAR : When did movies come into your life? TIM LUCAS : My grandmother took me to my first movie when I was three or four years old. I was living then in the care of my grandmother, who lived in an apartment building with a basement that terrified me because whenever I opened the door, the light from the window behind me caused the cockroaches down there to scatter. I remember walking up Elm Avenue toward Montgomery Road, where the Plaza Theater stood, and her telling me what to expect, that the screen was going to be bigger than TV, that it would be dark inside, that I mustn’t talk or disturb the other people, etc. I’m sure she must have intended to take me to the co-feature, maybe an Elvis movie because she loved Elvis Presley; anyway, we ended up seeing the end of The Incredible Shrinking Man. So as we entered the dark theater and walked down the sloping aisle to our seats, the first thing I saw on this huge screen was a giant spider charging toward me, with a blast of brassy music! I let go of my Granny’s hand and ran up the aisle screaming—and hearing a number of grown-ups chuckling in my wake. So my first impression of the movies was that it was like my granny’s basement, only worse! I guess it’s similar to what those Victorians experienced when they saw the first movie of a train pulling into a train station and thought it was going to come crashing through the screen! Anyway, I cowered at the concession stand till my grandmother came out to calm me down; she promised me that the spider was gone, it wasn’t coming back. She finally convinced me, and we went back in…settled into our seats…and then the spider came back! And again, I ran back out into the lobby, but this time didn’t I believe granny when she said it really was gone for good, this time. We didn’t end up seeing whatever we were supposed to see, that night. I remember her being very cross with me as we walked back home.

JS: I was the same way as a kid—horror films terrified me. It’s interesting that so many of us bothered to stick with them.

TL: I was initially repulsed and terrified by horror. I went through a period of sustained screaming at certain images on television, like the deformed doctors and nurses in The Twilight Zone’s “Eye of the Beholder” and the gremlin on the airplane wing in “Nightmare at 20,000 Feet.” (Between that and The Incredible Shrinking Man, Richard Matheson had much to answer for in my household!) My mother and grandmother actually barred me from seeing The Twilight Zone for a couple of years after my first screaming fit. But I wanted to see it again and knew, in order to do that, I would have to master my emotions and my fears.

JS: Can you tell me a little more about your childhood? I’m guessing that you were fan of comic books.

TL: I was born to a woman who had buried her husband, who died from a genetic heart problem, early in her pregnancy. She had a nervous breakdown and there was later a suicide attempt, when I was about four years old. I was raised either by my grandmother, by other relatives, and later by foster families till I was eight. For the period when I was maybe five through eight, I was told that I couldn’t live with my mother because she had a night job at the telephone company, but it’s more likely she was institutionalized and was able to see me only on weekends. We had a ritual, that she would pick me up from whatever foster home I was at, then drive me to the pharmacy nearest the drive-in where we were going, where I would pick out a stack of comics to read in the car until night fell. I can remember reading funny animal comics, Classics Illustrated, various superhero titles—at first DC, but I became a complete Marvel snob in 1964. I started collecting The Amazing Spider-Man with number 13, the Mysterio cover. And the next one introduced the Green Goblin. I stared at Steve Ditko’s art for hours; I couldn’t get enough of him. I bought the Jack Kirby titles as well, and he drew most of Marvel’s covers in those days, but it was all about Ditko for me—at least until Steranko showed up. But this would have been around 1961, 1962…it was a great time to go to the drive-in, with all the AIP and Toho stuff happening.

JS: Did your mother and grandmother ease up on their feelings toward your choices of entertainment as you got older?

TL: I was the first and only grandson in the family, for many years, and I was adored and given most anything I wanted, at least for awhile. In some ways, being barred from watching The Twilight Zone for that period of time cultivated my imagination. I can remember lying in bed and hearing Marius Constant’s end titles music, which I found scary in itself; I remember thinking that the pizzicato strings sounded like the Devil tiptoeing to my door. In retrospect, I must have been liable to hallucinations; I can remember sitting in my grandmother’s kitchen one day when something burst out from under her sink. I still don’t know what it was—a mouse, a rat, a cockroach—because what I believed I saw was some kind of a biomechanical monster, broken and bloody with metal parts sticking out. I screamed and my grandmother scolded me, saying it was nothing as she calmly dealt with it. I wouldn’t step foot back into that kitchen for hours. As for my mother, she was also supportive and indulgent, but some might also say she was neglectful; she didn’t know how to express affection other than by buying me things or giving me money or taking me to movies. Which, incidentally, were usually the movies I wanted to see. Later, after her attempt on her life, when I went to stay with other foster families, it was a real wake-up call; I had to abide by their rules, and sometimes these families had stern, censorious, backwards attitudes. I remember staying with one family who allowed their kids—and by extension, me—only one bottle of soda per week, as a Friday treat, and they also confiscated from me a copy of Mad magazine I’d brought into their house. They said it was Communist trash.
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JS: How deeply did the monster craze of the sixties affect you?

TL: It gave me a place to belong. I was more intellectual than physical, more drawn to reading than to sports, to the full moon rather than the sun. And of course, I had scary skeletons in my closet: a father who died before I was born, a mother who was mysteriously absent a lot of the time, I moved around too frequently to make friends, and the sons of the houses I entered took me as a territorial threat and spread lies about me that won them favor and got me punished. So I had a lot of unprocessed psychological shit in my head, and the monster craze was helpful to me in terms of processing that. It’s comparable in some ways to the popularity of men’s pulp magazines like Argosy and Men’s Adventure in the wake of the Korean war—those fantasies of sex and war and danger helped men disturbed by their war memories to process and compartmentalize what they’d been through, what they were going through.

JS: When did you first become aware of Famous Monsters of Filmland?

TL: It had to be sometime circa late 1962, early 1963. In one of the houses where I stayed, with a cousin of my late father and her slightly older son, there was a locked room we were forbidden to enter. One day I came upstairs and found the door open, and the lady of the house was looking for something in there. I stood in the doorway, trying to see amid all this attic-type stuff what was so verboten. I caught sight of a short stack of monster magazines, which had been taken away from the son as punishment for some trespass or other. I asked if I could look at them, probably begged a little, and was allowed to look at them until the room was locked again. Under those conditions, my pupils must have been fully dilated, and it was obviously an occasion I’ve never forgotten and which had great impact on my life. I remember turning the pages as if spellbound, sometimes flinching with horror at some frightful image, looking away and then looking back. I remember looking at some images until I could begin to see past the monster makeup to the people beneath it. Suddenly I could see through the Frankenstein monster to Boris Karloff beneath, and I could see in his eyes that the monster was misunderstood, a creature to be pitied. So, to continue my self-psychoanalysis a bit, I imagine I determined to know monsters better so that I could better understand them, and find ways of staying on their good side. In short, they were a means of learning how to deal with my mother (whose moods could swing violently, though she was never physically violent with me), and the outsiderly life my circumstances had imposed upon me.
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JS: How big of an influence was it on the films that you went to see?

TL: Naturally I wanted to see the stories that went with the pictures. When I was living with this mother-and-son family I mentioned, I was again within walking distance of the Plaza Theater, and the son and I would sometimes go to matinees together. One weekend, I very much wanted to go and he was playing in a ballgame, so I was allowed to go alone. I couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old, and the matinee was a reissue of Frankenstein 1970—and I can still hear the sounds of those teenage girls screaming whenever the bandaged monster appeared. It seems like a mild film today, but back in the day, with that crowd, it was pandemonium!

JS: A lot of kids go through phases. Did your love for horror and science fiction ever diminish?

TL: There was one year, 1966–67, a couple of years after I went back to live with my mother permanently, when we lost our income for a year and had to live in a public housing community. I had the good fortune to move in next door to a kid who had some Marvel comics older than the earliest ones I’d managed to collect, but monster magazines were not part of that environment, for some reason. But car culture was huge. So I drifted away from monsters for a year and became obsessed with building car models and reading magazines about funny cars, Lotuses and Chapparals. It was an odd diversion, because as an adult, I don’t drive a car. When Social Security payments from my late father kicked in when I was twelve, we moved back to my hometown of Norwood, Ohio. My mother gave me the Gigantic Frankenstein model kit as a kind of homecoming gift—I still have it. I had most of the early Aurora kits, but the Big Frankie is the only one I kept. Around that same time, while walking home from school one day, I saw a kid sitting on a curb, reading a copy of Famous Monsters (number 35) and I asked him where he got it. He told me about an independent grocery market that was selling bundles of three for a quarter, with the logo part of the covers cut off—which the store had returned to the distributors for credit, the crooks. But this chance discovery, which coincided with discovering Dark Shadows on television, got me back into active collecting.
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JS: I’m thirty-eight years old. By the time I started reading about horror films in magazines, Fangoria was already in full swing. Still, I looked back on early Famous Monsters issues with interest—even at a young age, they were amazing cultural artifacts to me. Even more so, today.

TL: Even the most familiar stills they published were new then, and the magazine itself was beautifully produced up till their mid-thirties. They were printed on Rotogravure paper and smelled wonderful, and each new Basil Gogos cover was a masterpiece.

JS: Famous Monsters played a major part in the whole monster kid phenomenon. What do you think the horror/science fiction world would be like today if Forrest J Ackerman had never set pen to paper?

TL: With all due respect to Forry, I don’t think his writing had any serious impact on the horror/science fiction world at all. (Well, that’s not entirely fair; he did give me an appreciation of puns, and he stressed to me the importance of ascribing dates to titles. I’ve actually heard fans in conversation say things like, “I was watching Dracula’s Daughter (1936), and…” So that is some impact.) I mean, to this day, there isn’t much in Famous Monsters I can say I actually read. Forry’s personality, on the other hand, had a tremendous impact on the American monsters experience; he took something traditionally horrifying and made it fun and witty. He contextualized this interest in ways it might not have been otherwise. As an individual, he gave a lot of disenfranchised kids a model of a kind of grown-up we could grow up to be.

JS: Were you active in any journalism programs in school?

TL: I became my high school paper’s first film critic on my first day in high school. At orientation, the senior class president, Randy Parsons, who was also the editor of the school paper the Mirror, encouraged us “frosh” to involve ourselves in school activities. So when the assembly let out, I followed him into the hall, chased him down and volunteered. I also cartooned for the paper and did some record reviews, too.

JS: How did your taste in horror and science fiction change as you grew older?

TL: I became less obsessed with Universal classic horror and much more fascinated with all kinds of European horror and fantasy. I realized I wasn’t really into horror for the horror, but for a kind of dark, bizarre aesthetic that can only be found in horror films and surrealist paintings. Seriously, when I saw my first Salvador Dalì painting, or when I read my first Alain Robbe- Grillet novel, I felt the same excitement I felt for Frankenstein’s Daughter.
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JS: Who was the first director that you actively followed, or claimed as your own?

TL: The earliest behind-thescenes names I collected were Roger Corman and Terence Fisher. I had no idea what a director was, but I came to understand his role must be tremendously important because it was the last name always onscreen before the fade-to-black as the story began. Then I began to look for their names on movie posters and newspaper ads, because I knew I could count on that movie to be a picture that delivered.

JS: When did you first become aware of fanzines, be it science fiction, horror fiction, or otherwise?

TL: While shopping for comics one day at a Neisner’s five-anddime store, I met an older kid named Brad Balfour. We stayed in touch and he had a background in science fiction and everything else. He and a group of friends published a small-circulation ditto zine called Advocates of the Infinite, and this later spun off a small family of zines under the shared imprint of the Vergen Press. A group of us decided to pool our resources and buy a communally owned mimeograph machine; Brad did Conglomeration, Frank Johnson did Schamoob, both being science fiction zines, and Brad encouraged me—on the basis of a little appreciation of a scene from Horror of Dracula I had written—to do a horror film zine. That’s what I did over a two-year period, using our mimeograph. The first I called the Hydraulic Peanut Butter Sandwich (its front cover was a blatantly stolen page from Castle of Frankenstein, its back cover was left over back pages printed for Brad’s zine), the second was called Apples Woofer (its cover was someone’s original art of a lobster monster, which I completely devalued by tracing it onto a stencil), but I kept the numbering sequential. The second issue contained an amusing overview of the contemporary horror film scene by a published author I’d befriended at Midwestcon, Andrew J. Offutt. I was fourteen or fifteen years old. There is some stuff in both issues that deeply embarrasses me, so I’ve suppressed them, not that they were ever seen by many people.

JS: What are your memories of Monster Mania?

TL: Russ Jones’ Monster Mania was terrific because it leaned on Hammer product. Without it, I think that whole middle period of Hammer with Dracula Prince of Darkness, Plague of the Zombies and Frankenstein Created Woman would have been a lot less magical.

JS: A lot of people cite Castle of Frankenstein as a turning point.

TL: As I got older, it became my favorite magazine. It introduced me to the world beyond monsters—the worlds of Orson Welles, Jean Cocteau, Fantomas and Judex! Famous Monsters was my baby food, but Castle of Frankenstein became my meat and drink.

JS: Did any of these publications make you want to start writing or creating yourself?

TL: I drew. I drew monsters all the time. I related primarily to comics in those days, comics and monster magazines, so that was how I knew to express myself. I didn’t really start reading fiction with any kind of passion till high school, even though I bought interesting looking paperbacks whenever I followed my mother to the thrift stores (“junk shops”) she loved to frequent. When I was drawing, all the art I did was representative; I didn’t invent my own monsters.

JS: As you grew older, did you ever encounter any kind of peer backlash for being interested in fantasy films?

TL: Not so much, because I’m in with the In Crowd. The people I’ve known who haven’t understood the interest—or worse, who considered it sick—have always turned out to be the people with the most serious, underlying problems. Those are the people who would have been burning witches in the days before movies.
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JS: How did you start writing for Cinefantastique? How did you discover it?

TL: When I got to be old enough to be trusted to take the bus downtown by myself, I discovered a bookstore in Cincinnati called Kidd’s. It was run by a very tall, friendly, even-tempered guy named Bernd Baierschmidt, who was like a living conduit between every artistic or pop culturally minded person in town. He hooked up untold dozens, maybe hundreds, of friends at this bookstore, which became our meeting place. I bought my first bootleg albums in Kidd’s basement. I first heard the Velvet Underground there. And that’s where I discovered Cinefantastique. I was checking out with a stack of magazines and Bernd, who then was just the guy behind the counter, said “If you’re interested in this kind of thing, did you see that other magazine over there in that little alcove? Cinefantastique?” I didn’t, but it was issue number 3. So after a quick flip through the interior, I added it to my stack. I was there that day with my friend Mike Hennel—I think we had gone downtown to see Gimme Shelter. And we went to a Frisch’s Big Boy restaurant for lunch before the show began. I remember Mike saying to me, as we were waiting for our food to be delivered, “You must really like that magazine.” “Why?” “Because that’s the third time you’ve taken it out of the bag to look at it! Maybe you should try writing for them.”

Jump forward a few months and Mike had committed suicide, hanged himself. He was only fifteen. I was numb and stayed home from school for two weeks…and, in that time, I undertook the self-therapy of writing some sample reviews and submitting them to Fred Clarke at Cinefantastique. One of them was a long review of A Clockwork Orange, which I actually saw the night Mike died, and I also submitted short reviews of Godzilla vs The Swamp Monster and Horror on Snape Island. I had actually forgotten I’d submitted them when I received a letter from Fred, accepting the Snape Island review. He also said he would have accepted the Clockwork Orange review, but he had already promised it to another reviewer, Dale Winogura. I left home not long after this, and it was about two years later that I met someone who had some back issues of CFQ, one of which contained my review! I was astounded. I was then working as the film editor of a local entertainment paper, the Queen’s Jester, which gave me access to certain promotional items, and when I called Fred to ask for a copy of the issue containing my review, I told him I had just come into some transparencies for this upcoming Warner Bros. Release, The Exorcist. So I immediately became Fred’s “Cincinnati bureau.” When all is said and done, I was with CFQ for eleven years.
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JS: What kind of guy was Fred Clarke?

TL: On a personal level, he was a strange mix of introverted and cocky; I later learned he was a very tortured individual, and I learned fairly early on that he could also be a terrible pain in the ass. I’ve written a lengthy essay about my years of working with him, called “Citizen Clarke,” which Little Shoppe of Horrors plans to publish. Fred was like my Roger Corman: he got me started, he gave me a vision of what I ended up doing professionally and how my wife and I live; he encouraged me, he taught me the discipline of being definitive in my work, and he paid very little…but that was okay. He was exploiting me, and I was exploiting him, if you will. What wasn’t okay, finally, was when he took almost two years’ worth of my work on Videodrome and The Dead Zone, which were supposed to become a double issue and a single issue respectively, and had his assistant cut them down to fit into a single issue together—and I was paid by the word. They cut my work down to such an extent, it had to be paraphrased…and that was the end of our association.

JS: How did you start writing for Video Times?

TL: I think a friend told me about them, that he’d seen them on a newsstand. I checked it out and got in touch with the editor, who is still a friend. When I joined them, their writers were reviewing videotapes no differently than they were reviewing movies shown in theaters. It was there that I told them videotapes needed to be reviewed differently, that people needed to be made aware of how they looked, how and if they were cropped, if they were missing footage, etc. My first “Video Watchdog” column grew out of these discussions, and the approach began to have an effect on the way all movies were reviewed there, and a number of other places besides, after that.

JS: What was Overview?

TL: Overview was a one-shot video magazine produced on videotape (VHS) by Michael Nesmith (formerly of the Monkees) for his Pacific Arts Corporation company. I was told—by the same friend who alerted me to Video Times (which later became Video Movies)—that this project was underway; I sent them a proposal. To my surprise and delight, they accepted and flew me out—it was my first-ever trip to Los Angeles. On my first day there, I wrote the script for my segment. On the second day, I recorded it in a sound studio. I remember being on the elevator going down, and the doors opening to Carly Simon, who was waiting to go up. That evening, a crew and I drove out to the industrial area of town and I starred in some wraparound footage shot on location in 35mm. My first trip to LA and I was starring in my own film! They test-marketed the end product in a few locations; the tape only cost $1 and they encouraged people to tape over it, if they liked…but there was never a second issue. My segment was one of a few singled out for special praise in industry reviews.
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JS: I first became aware of your writing when I started reading Gorezone. How was your experience writing for it?

TL: Fine, no complaints whatsoever. I had written a piece for Fangoria about how Dario Argento’s films had been cut up for the US market, which was eye-opening for a lot of people, so it was a kind of “Watchdog” article. Both Video Movies and Overview had folded, so my “Video Watchdog” concept was without a home, and I pitched it to Tony Timpone. He liked the idea, but not for Fango…and that’s when he told me about their plans to launch Gorezone. I appeared in all but the last issue. Donna and I started Video Watchdog magazine during that time, and I didn’t have the time to look after both responsibilities.

JS: Come to think of it, I might have first read your work in Fangoria. What was your initial reaction to Fango?

TL: I bought it from the very first issue and still have a complete run. That said, the emphasis on gore and makeup effects, it’s not my interest, but there’s usually a few things in each issue that grabs my attention. So it’s always been a magazine I flip through, rather than read cover-to-cover.

JS: A few other notables wrote for Gorezone—Steve Bissette and Chas. Balun, to name but two. Do you remember how you first met Steve?

TL: Steve and I met when he sent me a fan letter, circa 1985, after I published a two-part article about Mario Bava in Fangoria. I had been researching my book then for quite awhile and decided it was time to stake a claim, so to speak. But Steve and I became fast friends, fast brothers really, and we were swapping tapes and having three-hour phone calls in no time. It has really been one of the most important relationships in my life, because Steve published my only work in comics and persuaded me to finish a graphic novel I’d undertaken as a traditional novel, which became Throat Sprockets.

JS: What did you think of Chas. Balun’s Deep Red?

TL: I have great respect for Chas. And what he was able to accomplish with his own personality and material, but his passions weren’t mine. He and I were like opposite sides of the same coin; he grabbed for the gusto of horror, and I savored the genre for its aesthetics and poetry. I know we had a mutual professional respect, but we didn’t seek each other out for friendship. We never spoke, actually. Steve Bissette was a close friend of his, and he told me on a couple of occasions that we’d be great amigos if we ever met, but that didn’t happen. When he died, I wrote a letter of sincere condolence to his widow, affirming what I felt were his role and accomplishment in our shared field, as I think he would have done for Donna, were our fortunes reversed. So let that stand as the thumbnail of our relationship.

JS: When did the idea for Video Watchdog (as a magazine in itself) first hit you?

TL: There was always too much material to fit into the Gorezone column, and as I became more and more immersed in home video, especially what was then happening with import and bootleg tapes, I found myself writing articles that were much too long to publish anywhere. So Donna and I began discussing the possibility of producing a newsletter supplement to the column, which also coincided with the things she had been learning about computers and desktop publishing at her day job. She was discovering she had a knack for it. As we continued to ruminate on it, various friends came forward who offered material, stills, etc., and the newsletter idea bloomed into a magazine in its own right.
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JS: Why self-publish Video Watchdog?

TL: It’s every writer’s dream to control how their work is published, and to profit from it to the fullest. Also, no one else was offering, but we had the means to do it ourselves, so we did.

JS: How did you originally solicit contributors?

TL: I turned to friends, people who were part of my videotrading circle, the few fellow writers I knew. Once the first issue came out, it was quickly recognized as something new, a place that encouraged freethinking, open-ended writing; a place that would run a long feature on someone like Jess Franco or Ruggero Deodato’s Cut and Run. So we got offers of material quickly.

JS: You had a letters column in your first issue. How did that come about?

TL: Those were letters we received in response to the ad for Video Watchdog, which we placed in Fangoria.

JS: Lucas Balbo and Peter Blumenstock were two of my favorite early contributors to VW. How did you become aware of their work?

TL: They were aware of my work and we became pen-pals, which I had more time for in those days. I don’t think either of them had written in English before they wrote for me, so you couldn’t really say I was aware of their work. It wasn’t until Lucas visited us sometime in 1989 that I became aware of his history as a zine publisher in his own right, with Nostalgia.

JS: One of my favorite books is the Obsession: The Films of Jess Franco. How did you get involved with that?

TL: That was a project of Peter’s and Christian Kessler’s. Lucas had been compiling his own book about Franco—he carried this large green binder with him, which he called his “green Bible”—and they all decided to work together to produce and complete Lucas’ work as best they could. I updated my “How To Read A Franco Film” essay from Video Watchdog number 1 as a foreword and they also used an essay about Soledad Miranda, which I had written for Craig Ledbetter’s European Trash Cinema. They wanted to list me as a co-writer, but I did not feel like I was part of their venture from its conception. My work was tacked on at the beginning and end, so I requested the “Special Material By” credit instead.

JS: Fangoria brought in a lot of small press zines in its wake. Were you buying any of them? What were some of your favorites?

TL: Trading, moreso than buying. I remember particularly Psychotronic, European Trash Cinema, Monterscene, Samhain, Blood and Black Lace, Eyeball and Delirious, in addition to some long-running titles like Midnight Marquee. All of them had something important to offer. I think any writer who publishes their own magazine can’t help but like what they do best, because it is literally what they want to see and read in a publication. I always got a kick out of Delirious, especially, because Steve Johnson ran certifiably insane, endless scratch-note analyses of films that weren’t likely to get a second look anywhere else.

JS: A lot of the UK zines took on a more “scholarly” or serious tone than their US counterparts. Why do you think that was?

TL: The X certificate. You had to be an adult to see horror films in the UK. Kids can see horror films in the US, and truth be told, there are a lot of US writers about horror films who can’t move beyond Universal, or can’t move beyond Hammer. They want to stay close to their primal childhood experience with those films, and they don’t venture beyond them and won’t branch out. One of the basic philosophies behind Video Watchdog is the importance of seeing things like the influence of, say, Antonioni on Argento’s first films—and to see that, you need to see some Antonioni. This is something I’ve carried over from Castle of Frankenstein, where you would see mention of films like Children of Paradise right alongside Children of the Damned.
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JS: You started working on your Mario Bava book at a very early age.

TL: March of 1975. The book appeared in 2007.

JS: How did working on that balance with your VW schedule?

TL: I had been writing, off and on, since the beginning, and the job was somewhat less than half-done when I committed to finishing, sometime around 1997. Video Watchdog was a bimonthly for its first ten years, then became a monthly in 2000 and remained so for another ten years, when we reverted to bimonthly. But the book could literally be moved forward only between issues of an eightypage magazine, which I had to partly write as well as produce. When I finished my work, Donna commenced the layout, which took her another four years—between issues of a monthly magazine. Of course we were exhausted, but I also kept bringing new updated material to the book during that time, so it was continuing to grow. The index alone took us six months and is a particular circle of Hell neither of us wants to revisit.
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JS: Video Watchdog has a critical eye peeled for mismatched running times and for discrepancies in the film transfers themselves. This takes a lot of work, but a lot of people seem to be listening. How big of an impact do you feel that VW has made on the way that films are being presented on DVD and blu-ray?

TL: A whole group of our early readers have gone on to find work in the home video industry, founding companies, restoring films, digging up obscure movies we wrote about and giving them legitimate, subtitled releases. When we started in 1990, horror films were the most frequently abused kinds of films on video—they were habitually cut, retitled (!), badly cropped, you name it. And today, horror films are probably the most popular film genre in the world, and there is a strong collector’s market for them—arguably stronger than any other genre following. I think this latter part was also true in 1990, because horror has always been the most collectible genre on home video, but now you can see that respect reflected on the production end. I think Cinefantastique was responsible for popularizing the interest in Making-Of articles, which has since become a form of documentation coopted by production companies as a means of controlling their publicity. I think Video Watchdog has had a comparable impact in regard to the seriousness with which the horror genre is now treated today.

JS: I’ve often wondered how difficult it is to survive without outside advertising.

TL: That all depends on your production costs. Donna and I work out of our home; the magazine is produced there and shipped out from there, very Mom and Pop. We laugh when we see movies set in magazine offices where you see editors assign five or six people to make one decision, or when you see an editor supervising the printing of a cover. Without going into a lot of personal detail, it’s not all that difficult to survive without outside advertising…until it’s not. But the economy is shaky and the internet has occupied a lot of people’s reading time, so the worlds of professional print journalism are suffering across the board. We’ve recently hired an advertising director and are starting to accept a limited amount of outside advertising. We don’t make and never have made a fortune from the magazine; Video Watchdog is not addressed to a popular market, but a connoisseur market. So the selling of a modest amount of ad space per issue will help us to cover our printing costs—which are considerable for a full-color magazine—and keep us going.

JS: Has the access to online information hurt your sales?

TL: That’s open to debate, because there a number of factors involved. There is more online information now than when we started, but it doesn’t tend to be the kind of information we publish; it’s not all that different from the information you can read on the packaging of your DVD or blu-ray, because the industry we once policed has become much more responsible. What the companies tell us we’re getting is pretty much what we’re getting; the aspect ratios are there, the running times are there, and sometimes Jess Franco’s name is above the freaking title! The days of trying to figure what movie The Revenge of Dr. X really is, are over. This is why I stress now that Video Watchdog, first and foremost, is “The Perfectionist’s Guide to Fantastic Cinema.” People read us because we present a gold standard of excellence in our writing and because our perception of these films is advanced and unique.

I think a source like DVD Beaver is valuable; they show frame grabs of different releases side by side, and they give you graphs that show, scientifically, how the values of one disc differ from another. But even though Gary Tooze writes well, I’m not convinced that people take the time to read what he has to say after they’ve checked out the frame comparisons for themselves; they see for themselves and they move on. It’s the nature of the beast. I put a fair amount of free writing up online via my two blogs (Video WatchBlog and Pause. Rewind. Obsess.) and I promise you: just because people have access to online information doesn’t mean they absorb it, not the same way people internalize and store what they read on paper, what they have physically sought out and purchased. When you sit at a computer, your sitting stance says “Inform me.” That’s aggressive rather than receptive. You want to be informed in the least amount of time possible; you are not looking to be nourished or educated. I love YouTube, but if a video is longer than six minutes, I’ll wait and watch it downstairs via my DirecTV connection.

JS: You seem to be writing all the time. What kind of an outlet is “blogging” for you?

TL: It’s instant gratification for me and also a hook to attract internet browsers to the work we’re doing in Video Watchdog, mainly. Blogging is also a vehicle that allows my editorial voice to comment on events that our readers need to process—like the deaths earlier this year [2012] of Lina Romay and Jonathan Frid, and by putting my rough draft thoughts out there, the feedback helps me to weed through that work as I rework it for the permanence of print. But there is always the hope, too, that the blogs will be discovered by some people who have never heard of Video Watchdog itself and might be tempted to order a subscription or sample copy.

JS: What’s your take on the way printed information is heading these day? I worry about the evolution of collected information a lot.

TL: Everyone speaks about it as if the situation is dire, and it is in many ways, yet if you actually walk into a bookstore and check out the magazine displays, there have never been more horror and cult film-related magazines on the market at any one time. It’s astounding—and it would be healthy, if not for a few facts—like the stranglehold that a monopoly distributor and retailers have on independent publishers, in terms of the colossal percentages they demand for simply making our hard work available in the visible marketplace. Furthermore, above and beyond those outrageous percentages, retailers insist that the publisher eat a certain amount of the product they ship; they call it “shrinkage,” which is an industry term for stolen goods, and which basically insists they are not financially liable for any issues that get stolen from their stores. To a big magazine, that’s dandruff, it’s negligible, but for a smaller magazine, it hurts. And they tell you, if you don’t like it, go elsewhere—and there is no elsewhere. So spiraling corporate greed is hurting print information as much as anything, and probably more than anything. As for the magazine audience, I think the internet makes a lot of people feel they’ve reached an informational saturation point, even though they are scanning more than they actually read. Nobody remembers what they read online. If they do remember what they read, chances are they can’t remember the source. I’m as addicted to Facebook as anybody, and I know that more and more people are more interested in communicating, sharing their lives and enthusiasms these days, than they are in solitary reading. Also, the Baby Boomer/Monster Kid generation that collects these kinds of magazines, they are now at that point in middle-age when they’re running out of room to house their collections, so they’re either letting go or becoming more selective, and they also have other demands on their time, like grandchildren or their midlife crisis.

JS: Will the monster magazines survive?

TL: I’m not at all certain that magazines will survive—or books, or movies for that matter. Everything I see happening around me, technologically, suggests that we are being collectively lured away from independent learning and recreational autonomy into internet corrals where our thoughts and actions can be monitored. I do believe that some kind of monster appreciation will always be with us, but I imagine that the educative side of the monster magazine experience will fall by the wayside for most people, as indeed it does now for a lot of people who might consider themselves horror fans.

I am a firm believer that everything happens historically for a reason, and monster magazines are not exempt from this. Eventually, for them to have been at all successful in their mission, they must either die out or evolve. Given the way most people are, and the way the magazine market is changing, I don’t see much interest or time left to us for further evolution. Besides, most monster magazines we see today are exercises in nostalgia, new product pacifiers for the eye and collector impulse, and the horror genre itself doesn’t seem too interested or able to perpetuate monsters as a going concern—today’s monsters rarely have the sort of individual identity that a makeup artist like Jack Pierce was able to invest in his work. Guillermo del Toro’s films sometimes introduce a new monster with that sort of impact, but they are always fleeting characters in much larger stories. Today’s storytellers have to pile it on, for commercial reasons, and to be compatible with the short attention spans sitting out there in the dark.

Perhaps the monsters have fulfilled their covenant with us. Within my lifetime, I have seen them teach people to be more sympathetic and tolerant toward other people who look strange, who stand outside society. With the world much better connected today technologically, young people may no longer need the same insights they needed when racism and superstition and other inbred suspicions ran rampant, as they did when I was a kid in the 1950s and sixties. Of course, the horror genre has long since stopped using monsters to such remedial ends, and today’s monsters don’t always have subtext, societal or otherwise.

What I feel is more important is that some form of serious criticism of the horror genre survive, because the genre has always commented obliquely on tendencies in our society that the mainstream is either not ready or not free to address directly. It’s important—perhaps becoming increasingly important—for people to be more alert, more conscious, through discussion and deconstruction of our entertainment, of exactly what we are being told, how we as a society are mutating, so that whatever happens next won’t take us too uncomfortably by surprise.
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Chris Poggiali began publishing Temple of Schlock in 1987, just shortly before I began collecting fanzines in earnest. The premiere issue proclaimed, “We do half-rate reviews for halfrate movies,” but in my eyes, there was nothing half-rate about it. Poggiali and co-editor Paul DeCirce met the home video explosion of the eighties at the gate, and the result was an impressive (and ample) array of in-depth film reviews. The boys at Temple of Schlock cast their net wide—they seemed to be obsessed with each and every genre that fell under the wide shadow of the exploitation umbrella. The zine went on for a twenty-four issue run before sadly closing shop in 1991.

At some point in 2008, I ran into Chris Poggiali again while surfing the net. It seemed that the mighty Temple had opened its doors once again, this time as a blog (www.templeofschlock.blogspot.com). I bookmarked the thing on the spot, and promptly became a full-fledged fan addict.

Chris Poggiali was one of the first people I contacted when I began my research for Xerox Ferox. The man certainly knows his stuff, and he quickly became my go-to guy when I was putting this book together. Indeed, he conducted three outstanding interviews that grace these very pages.

When we finally spoke on the phone (in two marathon sessions), the combined conversations clocked in at over five hours. So, now that we’ve got the man on the line, let’s dive in. Here he is, folks—Chris Poggiali, the Sultan of Schlock!

The following interview was conducted via telephone, June–July, 2012.

JOHN SZPUNAR : When did you become aware of schlock films? CHRIS POGGIALI : I’ve been interested in movies for as long as I can remember. About the time my family moved from Pittsburgh to upstate New York, I started to notice that certain movies would play in certain theaters. In Pittsburgh they would’ve been the downtown theaters playing the horror and exploitation. I got to Syracuse when I was about seven, and the downtown theaters were on their way out or gone by that time, so we’re talking really about drive-ins.

There were four or five drive-ins in Syracuse. The major releases would play three theaters a lot of times. But what I like to refer to as “outlaw movies” would get only one screen, usually a drive-in. They’d have titles like Attack of the Killer Tomatoes, The Cars that Eat People, and Centerfold Girls—sex and violence would always be the attraction. They played at one theater, and that was it. So, it was always kind of the outlaw image that drew me to these movies. It was like, “Here’s something that’s only playing there, but these other movies are playing at two or three more accessible theaters.” Close Encounters of the Third Kind—yeah, I want to see it, but this other movie is only in one theater, and it’s a drive-in theater. Why is that? I guess it’s the same way that some people are drawn to heavy metal and others are drawn to rap, or some people follow the lives of serial killers and mobsters. I just took to these “outlaw” movies.

JS: Do you have any favorite directors from your formative years?

CP: Steven Spielberg was definitely a favorite of mine. The fastest way to get me involved in any sort of online argument is if you downgrade 1941. I’ll jump in there swinging. Yeah, I loved Jaws and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and I saw Raiders of the Lost Ark nine times in theaters, but 1941 really grabbed me. I remember all the talk about Steven Spielberg the wonder kid falling flat on his face with it. Really? I’ve always loved it, and pretty much everything else he did up to and including The Color Purple. I’d also heard about Peter Bogdanovich—again, another guy who fell flat on his face, supposedly with Nickelodeon, which I think is a great movie, also. And, Saint Jack, which was supposedly him slumming, was a very good movie. So, I knew about those guys. But, probably the first director that I discovered on my own was Jack Starrett. I’m working on a book with a friend of mine about Jack. I remember when Race with the Devil played on television. My mom ran out of the room when the snakes jumped out of the cabinets in the camper. I found out later that he had done Cleopatra Jones and The Losers, which I really liked. So, I started following directors, and by the time Psychotronic and the Leonard Maltin film guide entered my life, I knew about guys like Herschell Gordon Lewis, Al Adamson, and Ed Wood. And I was very lucky to have a father who knew a lot about directors. He introduced me to the films of John Ford, Alfred Hitchcock, Orson Welles, Sam Fuller—when The Big Red One came out, he told me all about The Steel Helmet, which he had seen as a kid and it had made a big impression on him. So, I knew Sam Fuller was a force to be reckoned with. It was something that my father got me interested in, and I just picked it up along the way. I was reading magazines and watching different movie shows like Siskel and Ebert. That’s Hollywood was a show that 20th Century Fox produced in the seventies. I wouldn’t miss an episode of it. I was always at the television whenever it was on.

JS: What else was on TV?

CP: Cartoons, old sitcoms, Star Trek, Batman, you name it. When I got to Syracuse, there was a show on Saturday afternoons called Monster Movie Matinee, hosted by Dr. Enoch Witty, who was never shown except for his hand. It was a creepy, bony hand with a big ring on it. The doctor would wave his hand and speak to his Igor-type assistant whose name was Epal. They were in a smoky haunted house setting, or in a dungeon. The exterior of the house was only shown at the beginning, and it was miniature house with smoke all around it. I found out much later that Epal was played by Bill Lape, who was also Salty Sam on the Saturday morning variety show for kids, Salty Sam’s Super Saturday. Lape backwards is Epal. Speaking of words spelled backwards, on Sundays there was a show called Eivom that would also run horror movies. It began with a cheesy computer generated title card of the word “Movie” gyrating and shaking until it became “Eivom” and a menacing voice in an echo chamber would say “EEEEEEEEE– VOMMMMMMMM!!!!” with wind howls and scary music in the background. There was no horror host, just this threatening opener. After the weird graphic, they would go into a Universal horror film or a giant monster movie from the fifties.

JS: What kinds of things were you reading?

CP: It was mostly age-appropriate fiction like Sid Fleischman, Judy Blume, Beverly Cleary, Daniel Pinkwater. I loved The Three Investigators mysteries, and not just because they hung out with Alfred Hitchcock [laughs]! It wasn’t until Starlog came along that I would go into bookstores and read the movie magazines. Economy Books was a mini chain in upstate New York. They had a store in the mall nearby, with the new books and magazines on the first floor the used books and magazines in the basement. I’d spend a couple of hours in Economy—I’d take the bus over and read the movie magazines and the teen magazines. A lot of times, you would read about new movies in something like 16 or Tiger Beat. I remember when Zapped! came out. I didn’t care about Scott Baio, but I wanted to read about Zapped! I would just work my way through all the new magazines and then I’d go to the basement and read a lot of back issues. They still had issues of Creem from the early and mid-seventies, usually with the covers torn off.

JS: I really miss stores like that. You could spend hours going through things.
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CP: I’d read about the movies that were coming out. They’d play at the drive-in, and I’d clip out the movie ads, which was always something that I was interested in. There were times when I couldn’t see the movie, but I’d clip out the ad and go to the store to buy the novelization. As long as I wasn’t coming home with a porno magazine, my parents didn’t really question what I was reading. I could go and get the novelization of something that was R-rated and they wouldn’t make a big deal out of it. I remember when The Gauntlet came out. I really wanted to see it, because of the Frank Frazetta poster and that great black and white photo of Eastwood and Sondra Locke on the chopper. The novelization is a lot nastier than the movie. So, I really didn’t understand that—“You can’t go see that movie, it’s rated R.” But I could read the book, where the opening chapter was X rated [laughs].

JS: Were you buying monster magazines from the bookstore or just reading them there?

CP: I didn’t buy them. I would read them in the stores. I didn’t have much of an allowance, and the allowance that I got would usually go toward other things like View-Masters, Matchbox cars and trading cards. I was a big collector of baseball cards and movie cards like Star Wars. I thought it was strange that trading cards aimed at kids were being produced for Saturday Night Fever and Alien, which were R-rated movies.

JS: In retrospect, that is kind of weird.

CP: Saturday Night Fever was R, but then Paramount cut a PG version because it was so popular and a lot of kids wanted to see it because of the music and the dancing. There was talk about Fox doing it with Alien, as well. That might account for why there were trading cards.
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JS: How did Temple of Schlock come about?

CP: I had written a couple of reviews for Slimetime, which was a newsletter out of Syracuse that was done by Steve Puchalski.

JS: What did you send him?

CP: There were two that I remember. I sent him a review of Ebony, Ivory, and Jade and a review of a biker movie called Angels Die Hard. I knew that he liked biker movies and I thought, “He hasn’t reviewed Angels Die Hard yet; let me do that.” So, I wrote those reviews and sent them to him. He didn’t use the Angels Die Hard one but he put Ebony, Ivory, and Jade in his ninth issue. He didn’t tell me he was publishing it, he just put it in and sent me that issue. This was July 1987.
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JS: Did you know Steve prior to this?

CP: Not really. I think we had exchanged a letter or two shortly after I got the first issue. He ran the film program at Syracuse University, and showed Night of the Living Dead and Dawn of the Dead in October of 1986. The first issue of Slimetime was in a box on a table as I went into the auditorium. I grabbed one and instantly fell in love with it. I thought it was the greatest thing I’d ever read. It was exactly what I was interested in at that time. I was in high school but I hung around SU and downtown Syracuse because that’s where all the record stores, comic books stores and big libraries were located. There was a store called Twilight Book and Game Emporium that always carried the latest issue of Slimetime. One day I just decided to review a couple of movies I had rented. I typed the reviews and sent them off to him with a cover letter, and he published Ebony, Ivory and Jade in number 9. I was really excited and I wanted to write more for him and other zines. I had a friend named Paul DeCirce, who was two grades behind me in school. I showed him Slimetime and said, “Come on, let’s write some reviews and get them published! It’s fun!” By that time, I had a pretty big pile of other fanzines. I showed them to Paul, and he went through every one of them. Half an hour later, he put the last one down and said, “You know what? I’m not impressed. We can do this. Let’s just do our own fanzine.” I wasn’t really into that idea—it seemed like too big of a responsibility—but by the end of the day, he had talked me into it.

JS: Who came up with the title Temple of Schlock?

CP: That was Paul’s idea. I had shown him Schlock, the John Landis movie, so he had the word rattling around in his head. We threw the first issue together very quickly, with a couple of friends, and there were some things that we did in there that we never did again.

JS: Such as?

CP: Paul wrote a piece of fiction for that issue, and I wrote a cereal review. At the time, Syracuse was a test market area for breakfast cereals. There was a fanzine called Flake—I don’t know if you’re familiar with it.
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JS: No, I’m not.

CP: Flake was dedicated to breakfast cereals. Anyway, at the time that we were doing Temple of Schlock, there was a cereal out called Fruit Islands. A lot of people I’ve mentioned it to have never heard of it, but I reviewed it and it was horrible [laughs]. I remember that Craig Ledbetter wrote to us when we were picking up steam, around issue four or five. He said, “I don’t have number one. The first issue you sent me was number two.” We didn’t want to send it to him for the longest time, but we finally did. He wrote back “I can see why you guys were hesitant about sending it out, but you’ve done a few good things since. First of all, you dropped the cereal reviews.” [laughs]

JS: What else was in the first issue?

CP: We reviewed The GI Executioner, Blood Sucking Freaks, Night of the Living Dead. It was a mixture of well documented stuff with more obscure things. It’s crude as hell, but it’s funny.

JS: How were you producing Temple of Schlock?

CP: With the second issue, we realized that we could take the graphics that we had, put them on a piece of paper, and draw an outline around them. Then, we’d put the paper into the typewriter and type around the outline [laughs]. Even that sounds primitive, but that’s something we didn’t figure out until after the first issue. Looking at that first one would drive me crazy. I typed my reviews on a typewriter, and then I’d hand the copy to Paul. We’d cut out the art for a review and paste it on the paper, underneath the review. We put in some comics to fill up space, since we weren’t typing directly on the page. And it was all different fonts, too. Paul would type up his thing on a computer, so we had a dot matrix review on one page, and the next page was done on my typewriter. Then, there’d be a comic strip of a cat by our friend Jeff Lewis. Then comes a Night of the Living Dead review—it takes up half a page, so we put in a newspaper ad for Night of the Living Dead, but then a quarter of the page was empty. So we put in a drawing of a guy throwing up, and there were hands and arms and an octopus tentacles sticking out of his vomit. We did it that way for nine pages! We didn’t even have a tenth page—the back cover was blank. It never occurred to us that we could put in another picture of someone throwing up [laughs].

[image: 001]

The second issue looked completely different. Unfortunately, Paul went gunning for Steve Puchalski with that one. He decided that he didn’t like Steve, for whatever reason. And he didn’t even know the guy—he didn’t know Steve at all. I guess he decided that Syracuse wasn’t big enough for two fanzines. He did the layout right in front of me, for several pages, before I said, “Paul, this looks like Slimetime. It’s isn’t green and it’s sloppy as hell, but you’re doing Slimetime.” And we got the nastiest letter back from Steve when we sent him the issue. He was furious. “I can plug you guys,” he wrote, “But I’m going to tell it like it is. You guys really need to get your own style. You’re ripping me off.” After that, I said to Paul, “Listen, we’ve got to make this look like something else and not like the zine that’s right across town!” We started to do our own thing with number three, but it wasn’t until we started reducing Temple of Schlock and doing it as a digest that I really felt comfortable.

JS: You were pretty young when you started Temple of Schlock. How much time did you put into the craft of writing?

CP: Not a lot. Paul could be a much bigger wiseass in his reviews, but he was also a more serious writer when he wanted to be, so some of his reviews have aged better than a lot of mine. I write now pretty much the same that I wrote back then, but the only difference is, there’s more thought put into it beforehand. I write on paper first, then I type it, and usually while I’m typing I do a revision. But I didn’t start doing that until I got a correctable typewriter, which was probably around issue nine! After that, I went through a lot of correctable tape, let me tell you! And a lot of the reviews are still horrible. I saw one the other day that cracked me up. I had typed some mess of a statement, realized it was terrible halfway through, and because I was running out of correctable tape and didn’t want to waste what I had left, I put in parentheses, “Wow, is that a poorly constructed sentence,” and just kept typing to the end.
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JS: Temple of Schlock had a lot of great contributing writers.

CP: At one point we had half the guys from Hi- Tech Terror writing for us: Dave Szurek, Roger Reus, Kris Gilpin, and Keith Hall, Jr. We had a guy called the Keeper of the Pit, who still writes for the blog. At the time, he was a movie poster dealer who advertised in Fangoria, “Send $2.00 for small but sleazy catalog.” His business was called the Poster Pit. I wrote to him for his poster catalog in 1984, and I thought it was hilarious. Every movie title was followed by a silly pun and the price of the poster or pressbook. As an example, when the Roger Corman production Cocaine Wars came out, the catalog entry read, “John Schneider, fighting for what’s white!” We started corresponding, and when I started the zine, I asked him if he wanted to write reviews. Other zine editors like Jeff Smith and Nathan Miner contributed some reviews, too. John Donaldson sent me the unfinished second issue of his fanzine Damn- Fino and told me I could use whatever I wanted from it, so I took almost all of his reviews and interspersed them throughout the last five issues of Temple of Schlock. A writer in New Mexico named Octavio Ramos, Jr. Was one of our most faithful contributors, along with Szurek.

JS: What are your memories of Dave Szurek?

CP: I remember the first letter that we got from Dave. He wanted to contribute, and he asked to see an issue. I was really excited. I knew Dave’s stuff from Hi-Tech Terror and Wet Paint, but what had really made a big impression on me was his “Detroit Grindhouse Blues” article that appeared in Magick Theatre number 7. That’s his masterpiece, I think. When he wrote to us, I said to Paul, “We have to get this guy! Let’s offer him a column!” We asked him if he wanted to submit something for every issue and he thought that was great—and then came the letters. Thirty page letters, all handwritten.
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JS: Do you still have them?

CP: I wish I’d kept them. I have one of them. When Paul left Temple of Schlock, he took half of the stuff with him, and I think he may have taken a lot of the correspondence. Paul wrote to the editors more than I did. If you look at issues of Subhuman or Wet Paint from that time, there’s usually a letter from Paul in there. He probably has the angry letter that Steve Puchalski sent us. I went looking for it the other day—I wanted to include it in the book.

JS: It could have been your introduction [laughs].

CP: That’s what I had in mind [laughs]! But yeah, Dave was a character. He was living in Detroit at the time he was writing for us. One of the letters he sent us had a list of every fanzine that he had written for. I wish I had kept that…

JS: His name was everywhere.

CP: He had these lists of alternate titles that he would send us, and they were not to be believed. First of all, if you look at some of the articles that he was writing around that time, they degenerate into lists after a while. He’d write, “During the sixties, the Adams Theater would show old favorites like…” and then there’d be a list of fifty movies. Then he’d write, “Meanwhile, the Fox Theater down the street would show chestnuts like…” and he’d list fifty more movies. It wasn’t like any of the zines were paying him by the word, so I never understood why he would do this. I guess he was just really into making lists. So he had a list of funky alternate titles that he was sending around to everybody. No one had ever heard of any of these titles. At first, I didn’t question it, but then Dave wrote to me about Blood Sucking Freaks, which he had a lot of aka’s for, and one of them was Blood Freak. I knew that was another movie, but he said, “No, it played in Detroit at one point as Blood Freak.” Then he started putting in these crazy alternate titles for things like Evil Dead 2—titles that nobody had heard of for movies that were really popular with horror fans. Evil Dead 2 was something like Haunted House in the Woods. Also, some major studio films with whacked out alternate titles. People were getting pissed and saying “Dave, where are you getting these things? Are you making up these titles?” He’d say, “No, it played in Detroit under this title.” Finally, John Donaldson sent the list to Carl Morano, who was working for Troma at the time, I think in charge of the theatrical prints. Carl made a call and found out some sub-distributor in Michigan was changing the titles to get around the rental fees, and running the prints in drive-ins. Dave was only writing down these bogus titles.

JS: So, Dave was right.

CP: [laughs] He was, but if I had that list today, I wouldn’t submit any of those titles to the IMDb!

JS: I wanted to ask you about some of the artists that you had for Temple of Schlock. What can you tell me about the Evil Twin?

CP: The Evil Twin was Barry Wooldridge. He designed two of our logos, and he did a lot of the little logos inside the magazine, like “The Szurek Zone” and “Letters from the Loonies.” We did all of our logos for a while, until Barry contacted us and said, “Your zine would look a lot better if an artist helped you out with some of this stuff.” I think that’s how that happened.

JS: He was doing some things for Subhuman.

CP: He had a comic strip for Subhuman, but he did a lot of work for other editors and concert posters for different bands. He designed the second logo for the Poster Pit. He also did some stuff for Wet Paint.
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JS: Speaking of Wet Paint, what are your memories of Jeff Smith?

CP: Jeff was a nice guy. I really liked him, and I wrote some reviews for Wet Paint. He reviewed a couple of things for us, also. His zine got more and more substantial. It seemed like he was always just about to go semi-pro, but he never really made the leap. One thing to mention is his artwork. He was a comic book artist and did most of the artwork for his zine. I have issue number 23 here, which has his rendering of the stabbing in the neck from Suspiria. He did another one that’s a parody of a Fangoria cover. It says, “Exclusive: Jason Unmasked.” It has a picture of Jason with his mask off, revealing the face of Alfred E. Neuman underneath.

JS: You sent me a great picture of a lot of zine editors together at a convention. [See page 481.]

CP: Nathan Miner sent me that. It was taken at a FANEX show in Baltimore, I think in 1990, when they had a fanzine panel. Nathan, Dan Taylor, Mike Gingold, Gary Svehla, Charlie Kilgore, Steve Puchalski and a couple of others were on it. Barry Wooldridge was there, too. I think Gary and Nathan got sort of irritated when I went up afterwards and introduced myself. They asked, “Why were you sitting out there? Why weren’t you up on the panel?” As I recall, I was in the dealer room talking with Ron Harvey and the Keeper of the Pit and was late getting to the panel.

JS: Let’s talk a little about the home video boom.

CP: I remember 1985 being the year that video really kicked in. A couple of years later we would review stuff that was playing in theaters, but we didn’t have access to a lot of the lower budgeted stuff that somebody like Rick Sullivan had. He had a lot more urban theaters to go to. In Syracuse, we were stuck with more mainstream fare. If it wasn’t playing at a drive-in, we had to go with what was on video. It’s not accidental that 1985 was the last year that Sleazoid Express was around. Bill Landis was already writing about the way things were changing in New York. I don’t think Chicago Shivers was around much later than 1985. Scareaphanalia started in ’83, and Mike eventually covered more videos, but he was mostly a theatrical guy. Luckily, what we lost on the theatrical front was gained 100 times over with the sudden access to so many older and international obscurities. I could finally see Herschell Gordon Lewis movies easily, after reading about them for so long. Prior to video, people had to keep their eyes on the local drive-ins to see if Two Thousand Maniacs would show some weekend. I remember it playing as late as 1977 or ’78, but home video made it so much more accessible. So we could rent older movies that otherwise never would’ve been able to see, and also newer films that had played in some cities but bypassed other parts of the country—things like Christmas Evil and The Black Room. There were also direct-to-video movies that had screened at the Mifed or the Cannes festivals and were advertised in full-page Variety ads suddenly appearing on video shelves with almost no fanfare. So there was suddenly a great amount of movies at our fingertips, and the fanzines helped sort through and organize them to some extent. Ecco was one of the best of these zines. Charles Kilgore would find incredibly rare stuff on VHS, including some things I still haven’t seen to this day. The first few issues of Ecco were dedicated solely to mondo movies.

[image: 001]

JS: You did some writing for Fangoria. How did that work come about?

CP: I became good friends with Michael Gingold through fanzine trading. I was following Scareaphanalia before I started Temple of Schlock. We corresponded through the mail, and in the Summer of 1988, while Paul and I were visiting New York City, we met up with Mike and hung around with him for a few days. We wanted to watch Jackie Chan movies on 42nd Street, but he wasn’t into that idea at all, so we helped him deliver issues of Scareaphanalia to his vendors around town. We went to Kinko’s to pick up the issues, and then dropped off a bunch at the Sci-Fi Horror Emporium in Greenwich Village, which also carried Gore Gazette. The following Summer we were back in New York and Mike invited us to the Starlog offices on Park Avenue to meet Tony Timpone. This was just after Tony’s appearance on The Morton Downey, Jr. Show, which was kind of humiliating and not Tony’s finest hour. But we dropped by Fangoria and met Tony and I got to know him pretty well after that. I moved back to New York City after college and at some point, I started writing for Fangoria. I wrote book reviews, features and interviews for them.
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JS: Before I forget, what can you tell me about the Tony Timpone/Morton Downey, Jr. Episode? He was on there with Rick Sullivan…

CP: Sometime in 1989, Morton Downey did a show dedicated to horror films. He had Michael Berryman, Rick Sullivan, Tony Timpone, and someone no one had heard of who claimed to be a slasher movie director. He was a ringer, and not a convincing one. He had a list of credits that were all bogus. You could see Rick Sullivan smirking—he knew immediately that this guy was a plant to make the horror fans look like nuts. Rick gave a thoughtful explanation of why he liked horror movies and he talked about Gore Gazette. Michael Berryman was presented as the star of The Hills Have Eyes, and he was definitely lucid and well spoken. But for some reason, Tony—I don’t know what he was thinking—made these statements that parents should let their kids watch whatever they want, at any age, and Morton Downey, Jr. Just let him have it. As the show was about to cut to a commercial, Downey put his arm around Tony and said, “The moral of this story is, ‘Don’t let your kids take a bath with Uncle Barney here.’ We’ll be back after this commercial!” Paul and I couldn’t stop laughing. When we met Tony, we had to bite our tongues. All the way up on the elevator Mike kept saying, “I want a job at Fangoria! Don’t say anything about Uncle Barney!” [laughs] Anyway, that show set off a whole chain of unpleasant events in the fanzine community.

JS: What happened?

CP: The next issue of the Gore Gazette came out a few weeks later, and Rick Sullivan really ripped into Tony. He made a couple of good points, but then he resorted to insults and name calling. Shortly after that, Mike wanted to do an article for Gorezone about fanzines. He contacted all of the major fanzines that were around at the time, with two exceptions: Psychotronic Video and Gore Gazette. Mike sent out questionnaires to all of the zine editors, including Michael Weldon, who never responded for whatever reason. Maybe he didn’t get it, or he forgot, who knows, but he didn’t respond. However, Mike didn’t send a questionnaire to the Gore Gazette because Tony wanted no mention of Rick Sullivan in the magazine. Frankly, after all the crap Rick wrote about Tony and the magazine, I would’ve done the same thing had I been in Tony’s shoes. So Mike purposely omitted Gore Gazette from the article, and Rick called him out on it. “You’ve got until the next issue to come forward and explain yourself,” Rick said. Mike never did, so Rick spent those last few years of Gore Gazette’s run ripping apart Mike, Tony, and anyone else connected to Fangoria. It was really unpleasant for a lot of us who were friends with Mike and Tony, but who also read Gore Gazette. Rick took no prisoners. He just slashed and burned.

JS: I wrote to Michael Weldon a few times about this book, but he hasn’t responded. What did you think of Psychotronic?

CP: Psychotronic was one of the big influences on me, moreso than a lot of fanzines. I was unfamiliar with the Psychotronic newsletter from 1980, which was a weekly guide to movies that were being shown on TV in the New York area. I’ve actually never seen an issue of that. I first learned of Michael Weldon with the Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film. I read about it in Fangoria, but it was probably about a year before I got the book, and it immediately became the most important film book in my collection. When Weldon started doing his “Psychotronic” column in High Times magazine, I’d pick it every month just to read the column. We sent him a copy of Temple of Schlock and he gave us a write-up in High Times that got brought us a lot of subscribers.
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JS: Why did Temple of Schlock come to an end?

CP: We knocked out an issue a month for fifteen months, from December 1987 to February 1989. Some of them were eight or ten pages, but once we went to digest size, just as many were twelve or sixteen pages. Paul really liked doing sixteen pagers. I would lean toward twelve page issues, but his were always sixteen, and once I went to college he did most of the typing, layout, correspondence, photocopying and mailing himself for five or six of those issues in a row, sixteen pagers, while he was still a junior in high school and writing for the school newspaper, acting in theater productions, working part-time at the Shoppingtown movie theater, studying for the SAT, etc. He burned himself out. I’d come home on weekends maybe once or twice a month, we’d talk on the phone, and I would send him my reviews and any ads and other graphics I could turn up, but I couldn’t do much more when I was in Buffalo and he was in Syracuse. He told me in March of ’89 that he needed a break, so when the semester ended for me I did issues 17 and 18, and he came back and did 19 in August. Halfway through that issue, I told him that I was sick of doing Temple of Schlock and I wanted to go off and start a zine called Cormania. I was really only kidding—I mean, I thought it would be a cool idea, but I didn’t really want to be the one to do it. But I told him, “I think there should be a fanzine dedicated to Roger Corman, and I think I’m going to do it.” Paul got really pissed We were in New York on the subway when I told him this, and he didn’t talk to me for the rest of the day. We were hanging around with Mike Gingold later, I think the three of us went to the Quad to see Carnival of Souls and Mike had no idea what was going on between us—we covered it well. Anyway, Paul sensed that I was going to stick him with Temple of Schlock, so he bailed out first. I continued it for as long as I could, five or six more issues. What really pissed me off is that Paul didn’t give me all of the subscriber information. A couple of people had sent him money, and he never bothered to write down their names and addresses. He certainly didn’t give me the money. I started putting together the next issue, and it took longer than it should have. The next thing I know, I get this issue of Factsheet 5, and we’re in the hall of shame. A couple of people had rightfully complained. They sent us money, and they never heard from us. So I got really upset and attacked Paul in the pages of Temple of Schlock. I wrote something nasty about Factsheet 5 also, which was unfortunate because we’d had a good relationship with them up to that point. So I was getting soured on the whole thing.
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JS: How many more issues did you do after Paul left?

CP: Five. I started a sixth issue but that never went beyond the cover and a couple of reviews.

JS: Temple of Schlock was never distributed to the newsstands.

CP: I really had no interest in that. I was happy for people like Charlie Kilgore and Tim Lucas and Steve Puchalski when they all got to that level, but it was never for me. To get to that level, you have to deal with advertisers, distributors, postal rates…After a while, I could barely deal with the staff at Kinko’s! My heart wasn’t in it. Now that I’m doing a blog, I’m tickled to death because I don’t have to worry about any of that. I don’t advertise on my blog because I don’t need to. It’s a hobby, not a source of income. I don’t even like accepting review copies—I don’t want to feel like I owe somebody a review, and I really don’t want to review the same movie that forty-eight other blogs and magazines are reviewing. I’d rather give people something that they can’t find anyplace else, even if it’s something as simple as a cool newspaper ad or a scan of a rare soundtrack LP or one-sheet.

JS: From being a young kid doing a fanzine to the present day, you’ve obviously stuck with it. My question for you is, why?

CP: Well, I stopped Temple of Schlock when I was twenty-one or twentytwo, and brought it back as a blog when I was thirty-seven, so for a few years in between I didn’t stick with it. I guess you could say it stuck with me. I worked a lot of jobs, mostly in publishing and libraries, got a Masters degree, and wrote about a dozen movie screenplays, none of which were produced. I just turned in a treatment for a horror film a couple of months ago, and worked on a Christian film last month. It was a rewrite job—my name’s not going to be on it or anything. That was strictly for cash. I wrote a couple of scripts with William Grefé. I co-wrote a horror script called Bleed that Darin Scott, the producer of Menace II Society and Tales from the Hood, wanted to do for a long time.
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JS: When was this?

CP: Darin optioned it in 2005, and tried for four years to set it up at studios. The last time we spoke, which was earlier this year, he said he still wants to make Bleed because he loves the script so much. But to answer your question about Temple of Schlock, I brought it back because I thought it could be revived cheaply and easily. I was not happy with the way it went out. I owed people money, and I thought if I brought it back as a blog, I could make it up to them. I still have a list of everybody who is still owed money. It’s not a long list, and we’re not talking about a lot of money, but the fact is we took it and didn’t deliver the product. For a lot of people, it’s only $2.75. I think there was one guy in Sweden who’s still owed eight or nine dollars. But I’ve always had them in mind. Once I started writing for Fangoria and Shock Cinema, I had in mind that I could bring back Temple of Schlock, either as a newsletter or as a one-shot, to settle my debts. When I realized that I could do it as a blog, I decided to go that route. I’ve been doing it for four years now, and I love it.
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JS: You mentioned that you’ve been scanning all of the pages of Temple of Schlock…

CP: Yes, I’m compiling a book of all of the issues of Temple of Schlock. I’m scanning the pages and putting them together with some new material from Paul as well as the Keeper of the Pit, Kris Gilpin, Tim Ferrante, Don Guarisco and a few other writers. I wanted it out by the twenty-fifth anniversary of our first issue, but that date has come and gone already.

JS: What is it like to look back at those old issues?
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CP: I’m a different person now than I was twenty-two years ago, but in many ways, I’m the same person. When I go back and read through things, sections of the reviews read exactly the same way—I’m concerned about the release dates and the distributors. In other ways, the reviews are completely different. I’m incredibly bored by plot synopsis. It kills me. That’s the one thing that prevents me from writing more reviews. The only thing worse than reading a plot synopsis is writing it…
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When I saw a copy of Shock Cinema on the shelves of a chain bookstore near my house in 1994, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I’d been reading the zine since the third issue, but I’d never seen it for sale at a place like this before. At first, I figured that there had been a distribution glitch—that somehow a box of the things had ended up at the local Borders and they’d decided to sell them rather than ship them back to the printer. I bought the magazine and added it to my collection, curious as to whether I’d see it on the stands again.

Some months later, while casually browsing at Tower Records, I did another double take. There it was again, triumphantly sharing the shelf space with a handful of mainstream mags—its crude yellow cover stuck out like a sore thumb. I stood there with a devilish grin on my face. I knew that times were changing.

Shock Cinema is the brainchild of one Steven Puchalski. A few years earlier, he had made major waves with Slimetime, a zine that I’d heard a lot about but rarely had the opportunity to read. As I began my longlasting love affair with SC, two things rang out loud and clear: (1) this Puchalski guy knew his shit, and (2) his reviews were hilarious as hell. And man…the movies he reviewed! Puchalski had a knack for tracking down some of the rarest films on the planet. With his guidance, my video library seemed to triple overnight.

Seeing that issue of SC on a major newsstand was a major revelation to me. Puchalski had somehow managed to infiltrate the system without changing one of his words. He had stealthily slithered through the cracks, staking his claim on a land that was almost overwhelmingly populated by the likes of Premiere and Entertainment Weekly. All these years later, I still get a charge out of walking up to the counter with the newest issue of Shock Cinema in my hands.

It was a no-brainer that should I interview Steve Puchalski for this book, and so interview him I did. The following conversation took place in the Summer of 2012. We made our introductions and chatted for a bit. And before long, we were wading knee-deep in a all things shocking and slimy…

The following interview was conducted via telephone on July 27, 2012.



STEVEN PUCHALS KI: I’ve been into film for a long time, starting from the age of twelve or thirteen. At first, it was really just the mainstream stuff that made it to central New York theaters, but I saw everything possible—the good, the bad, whatever was playing. Over time, I developed increasingly eclectic tastes and when I attended college, I ran the University Union Cinemas film program.

JOH N SZPUNAR : Where was that?
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SP: Syracuse University. I did all the programming for that organization. At the time, it was the largest 16mm college film series in the country. And by my senior year, we were showing over 300 different films a year.

JS: What kind of films were you screening?

SP: We showed all of the mainstream hits, but we also programmed a lot of classic films, as well as loads of cult and obscure arthouse fare—everything from Corman, Tarkovsky and Fassbinder, to Kenneth Anger and Nic Roeg. We also ran weekly midnight movies, plus all-night animation marathons. It gave me an opportunity to see a wide array of films on the big screen and with an audience for the first time, and expanded my interest in exploitation, underground and all-around fringe cinema. It was a real learning experience.

JS: Where were you renting the prints from?

SP: We rented them from non-theatrical distributors from all around the country. In the late seventies, 16mm film rentals was a huge business, with companies spread across the US.

JS: Did you just have to pay a flat rental fee, or did you have to divvy up royalties?

SP: It varied. The more obscure stuff was usually a flat rental—anywhere from $75 to several hundred bucks. For any new releases, the distributor would get a percentage of your box-office, similar to a theatrical distribution set-up. You’d pay up to $600 versus sixty per cent—whichever was higher. We had a pretty impressive operation, with screenings six nights a week, and at least ten different films every week. In addition to running the actual film showings and selling tickets, we also had to publicize the screenings—printing posters and writing reviews of our upcoming movies. I ended up penning a lot of those reviews myself, and I tried to make them as weird and funny and entertaining as possible. That basically inspired the style of film criticism that later went into Slimetime and Shock Cinema.

JS: Was the film series well attended?

SP: Oh, yeah. This was before cable TV was installed in the dorms, and a few years before the VHS boom. So U.U. Cinemas was one of the primary entertainment venues on campus. The theater held 400 people and we’d often sell out several shows a night. We once showed a softcore-X movie—Bill Osco’s Alice in Wonderland—and even though a blizzard was dumping two feet of snow on the area, we had a line of students stretched across campus, patiently waiting in the freezing cold to buy tickets.
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JS: What were the theaters in Syracuse like?

SP: Most of the theaters were owned by one big corporate chain, so they were strictly mainstream. There were a handful of drive-ins still open, and that’s where you’d have to go for the latest exploitation, plus in the middle of downtown Syracuse there was one gorgeous old theatre, the Loew’s. As a little kid, I saw Yellow Submarine and the Adam West Batman movie there, but by the seventies, it became the sole venue for blaxploitation. There was also one lone arthouse theater, about ten miles outside of town, but if they got one really popular foreign film, they’d hold it over for months on end. So the only way to see a lot of the smaller releases was to head down to New York City, which I started doing on a regular basis once I was in college. I’d book a room at a seedy, old Times Square hotel—in those days, they were pretty fuckin’ cheap and my favorite was the long-defunct Hotel Seymour on W. 45th—then see eight to ten films in forty-eight hours. I’d hit Times Square, the artsy theatres around Central Park South, and ultimately wind up in the Village for a midnight show of something like Forbidden Zone or Basket Case. There was nothing like that in Syracuse.

JS: A lot of people kind of forget that before the age of video, if you didn’t see a film theatrically, you might never see the thing again.

SP: That’s precisely why I used to buy those cheap movie novelizations when I was a young teenager. If you missed a film in the theater—or couldn’t get in, because it was R-rated—you could read the shitty novelization instead.

JS: How did Slimetime get started?

SP: When I first started making my own zines in the mid-eighties, I wasn’t really aware of the other film zines. After college, I happened to be working at a place that had an accessible copy machine, so I initially experimented with different types of zines. I did a couple different literary zines and a few collage-artwork digests—they were often viciously anti-Ronald Reagan. I’d test out whatever came to mind, then hand them out to friends and around campus. The one cult-film zine that I became aware of during my visits to New York City was Rick Sullivan’s hilarious Gore Gazette. I absolutely loved it, and decided to put my own spin on the idea. But where Rick primarily reviewed recent Times Square releases, I delved into a wider range of schlock—old and new video releases, Late Show TV fodder, whatever low budget crap I could dredge up. This was long before the internet or the IMDb, of course, and these types of films were generally ignored by mainstream film publications. So I basically took the gonzo film criticism I’d been doing for the university film series, laid it out in an eight- to ten-page newsletter format and printed it up on green paper. Most importantly, if a film stunk, I certainly wasn’t afraid to call it a rancid chunk of shit. And that was Slimetime.
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JS: What was the original print run for Slimetime?

SP: The first Slimetime—and I think I even mentioned this in the first issue—could’ve easily been a one time thing, so there weren’t many printed. Whether I’d continue doing it on a regular basis was dependent on the reaction I got from assorted readers and friends. Luckily, it was pretty positive…The first issue was maybe 300 copies tops. I ended up publishing a total of twenty-seven issues from 1986 to 1989. Near the end, I was printing around 750 each.

JS: You were originally distributing locally…

SP: I handed out the first issues for free at the film showings around Syracuse University. There were also a few local video stores where I would trade copies of the newsletter for free rentals. They’d put out a stack and sell them, or simply give ’em away. I really didn’t think about making a profit—it was all about the love of these strange films and amusing a few similarly minded movie fans. After an issue or two, I started sending a bunch of copies to friends in New York City, and they’d take it around to record stores and See Hear, the East Village fanzine shop. It was slow for the first few months, but after word of mouth started to spread—particularly after Slimetime began popping up in Manhattan—I found myself getting more and more paid orders (as well as the occasional joint from a fan), a reporter from the city newspaper contacted me about doing an article on myself and Slimetime (it must’ve been an extremely slow day for news), plus I started receiving assorted film-zines and realized that there was this whole other subculture out there. I initially thought it was just the Gore Gazette, and that was it. I wasn’t even aware of Sleazoid Express or all of the other homemade zines. But once I discovered that more and more people were reading Slimetime and I started to get letters from around the world, I quickly delved deeper into the zine scene.

JS: What zines made an impact on you?

SP: A lot of the early film zines that I encountered primarily focused on horror and gore, but I’m personally more interested in B-movies, exploitation and cult films. So I was drawn to the more esoteric ones—Cecil Doyle’s Subhuman, Dan Taylor’s Exploitation Retrospect and, later on, Chris Poggiali’s Temple of Schlock. Plus I really enjoyed a lot of the overseas zines, like Crimson Celluloid. Best of all, Slimetime led to my first paid writing assignments, courtesy of Stefan Jaworzyn from Shock Xpress. He contacted me out of the blue. He’d been reviewing and plugging Slimetime in Shock Xpress, and asked if I’d like to write for ’em. Of course, I jumped at the opportunity and not only reviewed several films for Stefan, but also contributed three feature articles—on blaxploitation, biker movies and LSD flicks…I was with friends when I received an envelope in the mail after my first article was printed. There was a crisp 100 dollar bill inside and I was like, “I just got $100 in cash for writing about Fred Williamson movies? That is damned cool [laughs]!”

JS: You told me that you’ve been friends with Rick Sullivan off and on. How did you meet him?

SP: From my trips to New York City. At the time, Rick was running the Gore Gazette film series at the Dive. I’d grab a few friends and we’d go see some sleazy film, pick up the latest Gore Gazette, and drink excessively. The first time I actually had contact with Rick was through the mail, though. Our college film series was preparing an all-night drive-in festival—Hollywood Boulevard, Caged Heat, Three the Hard Way—and I wrote Rick about renting some of the coming attractions that he showed at the Dive. He owned these huge reels of old horror and exploitation trailers, and they were perfect to run in between our features. He seemed cool with the idea, so I came down to NYC for one of his screenings. I was wandering around this dark, dank barroom. “Does anybody know where Rick is?” Someone pointed to a guy fiddling with a 16mm projector in the back. I walked up and asked, “Are you Rick Sullivan?” He replied, “No,” not even bothering to look up from his work. “Well, I’d like to make him some money. I’m Steve Puchalski. I wanted to rent some of his movies.” He spun around and said, “Hi, I’m Rick.” Not surprisingly, he didn’t want to be bothered by yet another idiotic, drunk-ass fanboy. We’ve been acquaintances ever since, and I even gave him an open offer to pen a column for Shock Cinema, after Gore Gazette went belly-up—whatever topics he chose, and even using a pseudonym, if he’d prefer. I really miss his acerbic writing, but it’s always good to get a Christmas card from Rick and know that he and his family are doing well.

JS: Did you have any kind of relationship with Bill Landis?

SP: Not really. I talked to Bill on the phone a few times after we moved out to New Jersey. He somehow got hold of my number—he’d heard I’d recently relocated to Jersey City. He asked all about my neighborhood, or if we had mutual friends, but there was very little overlap. He seemed like a cool guy, but unfortunately, we never got to meet in person.

JS: How did you go about selecting the contributing writers for Slimetime?
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SP: Slimetime’s primary contributors—Tavis Riker, Brian J. Edwards and Steve Shapiro—were longtime friends from my college days. We’d all written past reviews for the college film series and, more importantly, we all loved to get drunk and stoned and watch weird movies. I knew their various writing styles, they added a little more diversity to the zine—so it wasn’t just me writing the whole damned thing—plus they could be really, really, funny. I figured that if I got a laugh out of their writing, everybody else would.

JS: Didn’t you work for Kim’s Video for a time?

SP: That’s right. For five years, from 1990 to 1995. I moved to New York City in 1990—just after the demise of Slimetime and its rebirth as Shock Cinema—and my first job there was at Kim’s Video in the East Village, at their long-defunct second-floor location on the corner of 2nd Avenue and St. Mark’s. At the time, it was one of the premiere cult video stores in the city. Strangely enough, I owe my first promotion—only a couple weeks into the job—to Todd Phillips, the future director of The Hangover. Todd worked the early morning shift and had to open the store at 8 AM, but was promptly fired after he was caught sleeping on the counter by the store’s owner, Mr. Kim. When I arrived for my shift a couple hours later, Kim tossed me Todd’s keys and told me that I was now an assistant manager. Within a year, I became the buyer for that store, with Kim basically giving me carte blanche. As long as I stayed within my budget and made a solid profit, he didn’t care what the hell I bought or where I bought it from. We stocked loads of gray market bootlegs, the latest Hong Kong releases straight from Chinatown, DIY underground efforts purchased from local filmmakers—just about anything you could imagine, and film fans travelled from all over the city to rent movies from Kim’s. If a rare film wasn’t available anywhere else, they knew that we might just have a copy of it.

JS: Why did Slimetime cease publication?

SP: It was a case of making the best out of a really horrible situation. While I was doing Slimetime, a friend of mine had a…breakdown, to put it mildly. He’s been in prison since 1990 for second degree murder. But before that, he’d been a very close friend within our group. I knew the guy for over a decade. During his breakdown, he did a lot of bizarre things, one of which was trying to get me fired from my day job by ratting me out to my bosses—since I was photocopying Slimetime at my workplace. He didn’t succeed though, because it turned out that everyone at my job used the copy machines for their own off-duty purposes. Even my superiors. So I just got a slap on the wrists. He, unfortunately, soon went off the deep end, brought a shotgun to his workplace and killed one of his bosses. And with so much upheaval in my life, I felt it was time to put Slimetime to rest. After a few months passed, I began to get that writing itch again though. But this time around I’d upgrade to a magazine format, invest some of my own savings—printing the first issue cost more than a month’s rent, and I didn’t even know if the thing would sell—and give it my best shot. Luckily, I happened to know a local printer who gave me a great price because I’d sent them a lot of business over the years. I changed the title to Shock Cinema, since Slimetime sounded a bit juvenile and lightweight—plus, if successful, I wanted the magazine to grow in a more serious direction. Shock Cinema was born out of the real-life chaos that had killed Slimetime.
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JS: I was completely shocked when I found issue number 6 at my local Borders.

SP: Shock Cinema’s early distribution grew quickly and organically. I produced the first two issues in Syracuse, there were only 500 copies of each, and my first big distribution deal was with Tower. Tower Books was amazing when it came to embracing zines of every kind, and I think that later chains like Borders were simply emulating their strategy. Thanks to Tower, Shock Cinema was now available in stores across the nation for the first time. When it came to our early distribution, it was mostly due to a lot of hard work. I spent a lot of time on research, queried other publishers on how they got their zines into various places, and sent copies of every new issue to potential distributors. Eventually, I got Shock Cinema into more and more stores. The Borders chain used a periodical distributor called Desert Moon, who got a huge number of zines into mainstream outlets back in the early nineties (unfortunately, they also went bankrupt years later and ripped-off those same zine publishers). That was probably around issue 4 or 5. By issue 6, Shock Cinema’s print run was over 3,000 copies and steadily growing.
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JS: Were you able to gauge the reaction of a more mainstream audience?

SP: The fact that distributors were requesting larger and larger draws with each issue convinced me that I must be on the right track, and I’ve never been concerned about tailoring the magazine towards a more mainstream audience. I was simply publishing the type of film magazine that I would want to read. And nowadays, I probably cover even more obscure movies than in the early issues of Shock Cinema. Besides, outside of occasionally running into fans of the mag at Kim’s Video, I didn’t have that much direct contact with my readers; that is, until issue number 8 in ’96, when we decided to get a dealers table at a local convention to help promote the magazine. It was only then that I met a lot of longtime readers and got an inkling of the mag’s wide appeal. I was a little taken aback, to be honest, but I also knew I should just continue going with my gut instinct.

JS: When did people start sending you things to review?

SP: Right off the bat. And particularly after Shock Cinema started up. Sometimes it would be homemade efforts from underground filmmakers, occasionally readers would send me rare titles from their own private collection, plus video distributors were always sending me their stuff—sometimes legit, more often bootleg. In fact, Mike Vraney was not only one of our earliest advertisers—purchasing an ad in issue number 2 for his brand new mail order business, Something Weird Video—but also sent me a bunch of VHS tapes out of the blue. I had no idea who he was at the time, but I checked out his tapes and immediately knew he had excellent taste in schlock. It wasn’t until Shock Cinema upgraded a little bit, got a barcode and made it into the big chain bookstores that more mainstream distributors started contacting me and inundating me with screeners.
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JS: You introduced a slick cover with issue number 8…

SP: That was yet another lucky coincidence. I got married right after issue 7, and my father-in-law happened to be in the printing business. Suddenly some slicker options opened up because of his contacts. My wife Anna had also done printing jobs with her dad, so she was familiar with the ins and outs of that business. I was soon introduced to different printers and got some really good prices from them—which allowed me to upgrade the mag. Over the years, I’ve established my own relationships with printing plants and wholesale paper distributors, and it manages to keep my costs incredibly low.

JS: You started running interviews with issue number 12.

SP: Yeah, that was 1998. The internet had really exploded in the previous couple years, with a lot of sites focusing on horror and exploitation film reviews, so I felt the need to take the magazine in a slightly different direction. The first interview was something that basically fell into my lap. Chris Poggiali—another ex-resident of snowy Syracuse, NY—penned our very first Shock Cinema interview with William Smith. I figured, “Let’s give it a shot, run one interview and see what folks think.” Well, the reaction was great, so the next issue we did two, then three, etc. And now, the interviews are just as important, if not more important, than the reviews. We’ve profiling a lot of actors and filmmakers who’ve never really had a chance to tell their story. It’s a slice of cinematic history, and I’m proud to be able to highlight their amazing careers in the magazine.

JS: How do you go about choosing an interview subject?

SP: A lot of the time, it’s simply whoever is willing to be grilled for a couple hours about their careers. It’s not as easy as you might think, and a lot of my favorite actors have passed on the idea. They either don’t want to spend an afternoon regurgitating the past, they’re writing an autobiography and don’t want to give away their best anecdotes, or in some rare instances—cough, Peter Fonda, cough—they actually wanted to get paid for it. My writers are always searching for good interview candidates though, and they’ll send me lists of names, then I pick the most intriguing possibilities—usually people who haven’t been interviewed that often, or if they have been interviewed a lot, we try to find a new angle. A lot of character actors have been interviewed to death about their horror films, but you don’t hear about their early struggles, or their stage work, or their most obscure gigs. We want to give them a chance to have their voice heard, which is why we maintain a simple Q&A format. I really like the fact that people can read it and it’s almost as if you’re sitting in a room with them.

JS: I’d like to hear a little about the distribution collapse of the late nineties. How did you handle that?

SP: You take a little bit of a hit. Tower didn’t go under until a little after that. When Tower went under, it hurt a lot of zines, especially small ones. But the company I mentioned earlier, Desert Moon Periodicals—their collapse was the big one in the late nineties. They dealt with a lot of zines and owed a lot of small press publishers. In the end, everyone got ripped off. And when you lose thousands of dollars, which is what happened in my case, your immediate instinct is to simply toss in the towel. Screw it. Why the hell should I kill myself, if some assholes are going to fuck me over? Luckily, I didn’t embrace that attitude. I kept going and instead looked for and quickly found alternate distributors. We were fortunate that Shock Cinema was pretty slick and well established at the time, so other distributors were eager to work with us. In the end, we weren’t hurt that much, circulation-wise. It did kick our ass financially though.
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JS: Are you sustained mostly by subscribers or by distribution, at this point?

SP: Distribution, mainly, but subscribers and assorted mail orders are also a huge amount. Plus I regularly get people ordering an entire run of back issues, which is always a pleasant windfall. It’s a little from everywhere—our current subscription list is larger than ever before, but the major distributors still get a vast majority of the issues. You know, one of the main reasons that Shock Cinema has survived so long is because of its loyal readers, who continue to search out the magazine in brick-andmortar stores, shell out their hard-earned cash and keep the mag alive. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate their loyalty.
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JS: How did your deal with Headpress come about for the Slimetime book?

SP: Again, I was very fortunate. David Kerekes had read all of the Slimetimes as they came out—he had the total collection, and simply approached me with the idea. “Steve, what do you think about putting it all together as a book?” Of course, I jumped at the chance. Best of all, there was very minimal work for me to do, outside of minor editing. We cut a deal, signed the contract, put out the book, and soon I was getting a royalty check for crap that I’d written ten years earlier. How cool is that? Having the first edition published in 1996 was incredible; but then to have a completely revamped and overstuffed new edition released in 2002 only made the experience better.

JS: Were you surprised that he approached you about the project?

SP: Yeah, very much so. I was thrilled by the whole idea.

JS: You’ve done some freelancing for Fangoria. What was it like doing interviews for them?

SP: One of the difficult things about interviewing people for Fangoria—or any corporate publication—is their space limitations. I’d get an assignment, then talk to some filmmaker for two hours. Then I’d have to whittle it down to the smallest possible article and edit out some of the best material. That happened waayyyy too often [laughs]. For example, I interviewed Ron Jeremy, when he was appearing in Troma’s Terror Firmer. It was a fun interview, but the piece had to be chopped down to basically a sidebar in the end…Still, Fangoria was a good, regular writing gig, and Mike Gingold was always cool to deal with.

JS: When did you start freelancing?
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SP: Well, I already mentioned the articles written for Shock Xpress. After that, I took on whatever writing gigs I could find—as any freelancer knows, it’s whatever pays the bills, right? I wrote for the TV Guide website, zines like Asian Cult Cinema, and it was a lot of fun co-penning Fangoria’s Dr. Cyclops video column for seventeen years. I even wrote an article for a wrestling magazine! It was about prowrestlers who eventually became actors, and I have no idea if it actually made it into print. But they did pay me for it. Plus I’ve cranked out some really mainstream crap as well. When you’re asked to write a puff-piece on the careers of George Lucas or Steven Spielberg, it’s hard to turn down a quick paycheck when it’ll cover that month’s rent. You take the work where you can get it. I’m also still writing for Sci-Fi magazine. The reviews are pretty basic, but their editors are easy to work with and it’s a nice, regular paycheck. I’ve been doing that for nearly twenty years.

JS: So, are you able to make a living off of writing at this point?

SP: Yes. Ever since I left Kim’s back in ’95. It’s not easy though. It’s a lot of work, as anyone who’s ever freelanced can tell you. Plus I supplemented it with ways to earn extra cash, like when we were doing conventions. It certainly feels like you’re always working—always hustling. But whenever I’d start to whine, friends would set me straight with, “You’re kidding, right? You don’t have a fucking day job. You don’t have to get up every morning.” And they were right. I really have little to complain about.

JS: What’s your movie viewing schedule like?

SP: It varies. I don’t attend many theatrical screenings anymore—the audiences are horrible, even at invitation-only screenings—but there isn’t a day when I’m not watching some movie. And when I really get focused on an upcoming issue, I’ll crack a nice bottle of single malt whisky and watch three or four flicks a day. It’s always good to get into a groove. When I’m reviewing potential Shock Cinema fare, I’ll take pages of rambling, longhand notes as I watch ’em, with plenty of research afterward—looking for little details that’ll make the eventual review stand out.

JS: What’s kept you motivated throughout the years?
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SP: That’s a good question. My love of film, for one thing. The hunt for obscure films that have somehow fallen through the cracks. And nowadays, giving some long-overdue recognition to the amazing character actors that I grew up watching. Not to mention, the love of my wife, Anna, who’s supported me through every hill and valley of this crazy career.

JS: Do you still get the same thrill out of writing about film as when you started?

SP: Yes, absolutely. That’s the great thing. When it’s all coming together, it feels the same as it did twenty-five years ago. But I’ve definitely gotten a lot harder on myself in terms of my writing. I’m much more self-critical. As you get older, you want everything to be better and better. When I did Slimetime, I was just spewing my opinions, while pounding down a six-pack of PBR’s and getting it out there as fast as possible. There was a spontaneity to the process. Today, I probably think about everything a little more and plan it all out better—I think my readers have grown as well, and expect a certain level of professionalism nowadays. The fact that so many people tell me that they read each issue cover-to-cover is really high praise…You know, it’s often a shitload of work and frustrations, but I’ve loved every minute of it.
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Charles Kilgore was a hard man to track down. I had been given several leads, but they all inevitably ended up as dead ends. This was disturbing news to me—if there was one person that I wanted to talk to, that I needed to talk to, it was him. Charles Kilgore published Ecco from 1988 to 1996. I got my hands on the very first issue after I saw a small ad for the thing in the premiere issue of Slaughterhouse. At this stage in the game, I was just beginning my journey into the strange world of the fanzines. Slowly but surely, I was picking them off, one by one, happily adding everything I came across to my ever growing library. Some of them were good, some of them were bad, and some of them were outstanding. From the very start, Ecco was one of the most fascinating zines that I’d ever laid eyes on.

Rewind for a second and think about it. There was once a time when information about the early mondo and sexploitation films was not easy to come by. Hell, the very films themselves seemed to have vanished. Every issue was filled with strange and fascinating stories about movies I’d never heard of. And the more I read about them, the more fascinated I became. I wanted to see them. I needed to see them. With Ecco by my side, I began my journey.

But where was Charles Kilgore today? He seemed to have vanished, much like the films that he once wrote about. I friended him on Facebook, but there was no response. Desperate to get in contact with him, I started digging deeper. I had a vague memory of Tim Lucas saying that he was friends with the man—that he had even spoken to him recently. I contacted Tim, inquiring about Kilgore’s whereabouts and he wrote back, saying that he’d pass my request along. I sat back and waited.

A few days later, I got a letter from Charles Kilgore. He was up for an interview, and we made arrangements to speak on the phone. What follows is a transcription of our conversation…

The following interview was conducted via telephone on July 30, 2012.

JOH N SZPUNAR : Where did you grow up? CHARL ES KILGOR E: In Norfolk, Virginia. The Navy is the big industry there and if you weren’t in the Navy, the chances were that you worked for a business that catered to the Navy. The downtown area was what you might expect from a place that catered to sailors. It was pretty sleazy, with lots and lots of taverns, porn shops, adult theaters, and prostitution. At a horror film convention, I overheard Johnny Legend telling someone that it was the sleaziest town that he’d ever been in. I felt a little bit of pride there, because he lives in LA [laughs]. Of course, when I was really young, I didn’t know anything about that—typically when you’re a child, you’re not exposed to that sort of thing. But early on, I sort of got an interest in material that a lot of people might find disturbing.
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JS: Can you give me an example?

CK: When I was five or six years old, my family vacationed at a little resort called White Lake, North Carolina. We rented a cabin, and the cabins were kind of like duplexes; there was another one next to the cabin that we were staying in. There was a family staying there and the husband had a men’s adventure magazine. Like I said, I was five or six, but I fixated on the cover. There was a soldier and a woman and their clothes were in shreds. They were hiding in a cave from the Nazis or the Japanese; I can’t remember which. And they were covered in scorpions—there were scorpions all over them! They couldn’t scream, because if they did, the people that were looking for them would find them. I think the guy’s wife saw me looking at that cover. I went out to play with their daughter, who was pretty close to my age, and when I came back, it was gone.

JS: [laughs] What other things caught your attention as a child?

CK: Like a lot of kids, I was really into dinosaurs. I had one of these projectors that was really popular; they were used in classrooms. There was a mirror inside of this plastic casing and a light—you would put it on top of a magazine and it would project the image of the magazine on the wall. There was an article in LIFE magazine about the movie Journey to the Center of the Earth. I remember projecting this big dinosaur image on the wall.

JS: When did you become more aware of your seedy surroundings?

CK: I remember a particular instance. There was a theater in downtown Norfolk. This was probably the first time I went to the sleazy area. It was called the Byrd Theater and I wanted to see this movie called The Giant Behemoth. My mother would always take me to the movies—we had this thing where she would take me to see the movies that I wanted to see. In exchange, I had to go see the movies that she wanted to see. She wouldn’t go to the Byrd because she was uncomfortable going to a theater that catered to drunk sailors. My older brother volunteered to take me.

JS: How old were you?

CK: I was six years old. I liked dinosaurs, but I didn’t know that this dinosaur gave off radiation waves that turned people into charcoal. It freaked me out. It was a lot more than I expected and I had to use the bathroom. And it was the bathroom from hell, with a shit encrusted toilet. It was really, really nasty. I asked my brother if we could go home so I could use the bathroom there. He took me home, and on the way there, I learned from him (to my dismay) that we couldn’t come back. That was it. I ended up not seeing the rest of The Giant Behemoth for something like fifteen years.
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JS: Hopefully with the comfort of a nicer bathroom.

CK: With a clean toilet, absolutely [laughs]! The funny thing is that I was waiting for a bus out there many, many years later and the Byrd Theater was showing a double bill of The Bloodthirsty Butchers and Torture Dungeon, the Andy Milligan films. They had a quality theater there.

JS: What other films do you remember seeing as a kid?

CK: I saw Santa Claus, the K. Gordon Murray film. That was my first foreign film. Of course, I didn’t know it was foreign at the time; I just thought there was something wrong with the film—their lips didn’t match up to what they were saying.

JS: That’s a strange movie, weather you’re aware of its origin or not! What was your initial impression of it?

CK: It freaked me out. It was strange. I didn’t ever think that I was being good all year round for any other reason other than to make sure that I got toys. The whole idea of Satan claiming my soul was just not something that occurred to me. The kids in the theater were really confused. They didn’t know what the hell was going on.

JS: Do you have any other early movie memories that stand out?

CK: Well, another movie that I saw and enjoyed when I was young was Gorgo. I was around eight years old. But the dinosaur thing pretty much ended after I started to get into my teens. If I like any dinosaur movies now, they’re probably closer to Gorgo—something where it’s cheesy and fun, as opposed to Jurassic Park. I also remember watching Richard Cunha’s She Demons on television. In Norfolk, we had a great presentation of late-night movies called Shock Theater. It was hosted by a local television personality in the guise of a character named Roland, who was a little bit like Lurch from The Addams Family. He had this big scar down his face. They showed some great films and I remember watching She Demons and being impressed with it.
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JS: Were you ever afraid of the films that you saw?

CK: I managed to scare myself. One time a kid who lived in the house behind ours was going to spend the night over. I slept in an upstairs area that had been an attic. Part of it had been converted into a bedroom, but there was a door that opened and went into the attic. I convinced this kid that there was a monster in there. I still have this memory of looking out the window and seeing him running back to his house in his pajamas, leaping over the fence. And then I was scared—I scared myself. But I had some really scary things going on in my own life. My mother was an alcoholic and I would often look at my own life like a movie, which sort of helped me deal with it. I’m sure that had a lot of influence on my taste in films. Did you ever see a movie called Flesh Eaters?

JS: Yeah.

CK: Well, I saw that at the drive-in with my mother, a woman who was a friend of hers, and her son. I was probably around eleven or twelve years old. Flesh Eaters was on, and my mom had these tall-boys—she was drinking one after the other. By the end of the night, my mother would have melted a breathalyzer. The other woman didn’t drive, and we were too young. We were like, “How are we going to get home?” So, my mother’s driving us, and she makes a wrong turn. We were heading out to the country in this desolate area. There were fields on either side of us—we were going and going and going. The other kid was starting to freak out. I was sort of used to having these experiences, but he obviously wasn’t. His mom managed to persuade my mother to turn around. She finally pulled into a desolate church parking lot to reverse course and we finally made it home. That sort of dovetailed with the film, because in Flesh Eaters, there’s an actress character who’s an alcoholic. She saves the day—not because she’s a good person or anything, she just wants revenge because the mad scientist thought he killed and buried her. She pops up at the right moment, and two surviving characters are saved. So, I’m trying to process all of this in my mind; it was really kind of strange.

JS: You mentioned that you were fascinated by things that other people might find disturbing…

CK: I’ve always had an interest in macabre things. My mom would take me to see Gorgo, Reptilicus, or whatever I wanted to see. In exchange, I would go see what she wanted, which was Auntie Mame or Douglas Sirk’s remake of Imitation of Life. I always fixated on the most bizarre aspects of those movies. One time, she took me to see Cecil B. DeMille’s Samson and Delilah. The only scene that I remember from the whole film is when he’s chained up in the coliseum and these dwarves are approaching him with jawbones and pinching his legs. That really stands out.

JS: When did you start going to the movies on your own?

CK: I went to a private school and the whole deal was, if you showed up late, you got a demerit. They were really big on the demerit system—they sort of modeled themselves after an English prep school. When my mother was on one of her drinking binges, I would cut her alarm clock off so she wouldn’t wake me up. She would wake up the next morning, not knowing that she hadn’t actually set it. What I would also do was take ten or twenty dollars out of her purse. I would tell her, “You know, I really can’t go to school late because I’ll get a demerit. Why don’t you write me a note saying I’m sick?” She would do this, and I would then take the bus downtown for the day and go to see movies. Downtown Norfolk wasn’t 42nd Street, but because it was a Navy town, there were lots and lots of exploitation films playing. I saw The Fiendish Ghouls and Horrors of Spider Island on a double-bill. When I got a little bit older, I got a fake ID and I saw some films that I wasn’t supposed to see, like Succubus. I used my fake ID to see Blood Feast and Two Thousand Maniacs when those two films were paired together. And least but not least, I saw Ecco, a primary influence. When my uncle found out that I saw that movie, he told my parents that I should not have seen it.
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JS: What was a typical day away from school like?

CK: I had money, so I’d see a film. I’d go to Orange Julius and get a hot dog. But first I’d go to Henderson’s Newsstand which was owned by a character named Bootsie Goldstein. Bootsie was always getting in trouble for selling porn. This was before any kind of porn was legal and he got busted over and over again. He would get out of prison and the next thing you know, he’d be arrested again. The guy would just not give up—he was determined. “This is what the sailors want and this is what we’re gonna give ’em!” He also had all these underground papers like the Berkeley Barb, Zap Comix, and the East Village Other. I would buy all of those and have a great day out while the other kids were in school.

JS: It was sort of an alternate education, in a way…

CK: Yeah, it was. On the day I turned eighteen, I went to see a porn film in downtown Norfolk. It was of the genre known as a “white coater,” and I saw it at the Colonial theater, a beautiful old art-deco film theater that had been a burlesque theater. Before that, it had been a vaudeville theater where Fred Astaire and Mae West had appeared.

JS: Where else were you seeing films?
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CK: When I was old enough to drive, I went to the drive-in. The downtown area was really changing; they were trying to clean it up and everything like that. My friends and I would drive to Elizabeth City, North Carolina, to this liquor store that we knew would sell to anybody. We were high school students, and they would sell us cheap wine. We’d go to the drive-in and drink. I saw the I Drink your Blood/I Eat your Skin double bill there. We saw some really sicko films there such as The Baby and Love Me Deadly; the more twisted they were, the more we liked them.

JS: Did you ever make it over to Times Square?

CK: I only got there once to see films. That was back in 1984 and I saw this great triple bill. There was a mondo movie called Sweet and Savage playing with Toxic Zombies and The Nesting, which was about a haunted whorehouse. The audience was great. It was all of these street dudes, cab drivers, and me. They were selling weed out in the open in the audience and shit like that. Just unbelievable.

JS: How did the New York crowd compare to Norfolk crowd?

CK: Well, here’s the thing. The Times Square audience was a little scarier than the audience that I was used to. There were occasional fights and disturbances in Norfolk, but it was all enlisted Navy guys and they knew that the MPs were out patrolling. They didn’t want to create a stir. The odor in Norfolk’s Granby Theater was unique—a blend of concession hot dogs and cheap cologne.

JS: When did you become aware that people were actually writing about these kinds of films?

CK: I read magazines like the Eye and others like that, but they really didn’t write about exploitation films. They were more about independent American cinema, which was just as much my interest as the exploitation films. The first thing that I read was probably Michael Weldon’s Psychotronic book. And shortly after I got that, I found out about Sleazoid Express. Sleazoid Express was and is my favorite of all of the fanzines. It had its own atmosphere and the perspective was totally unique. It was almost as if Bill Landis defined an aesthetic that no one else has touched since, or really can. Now, I never really wanted to do what he did—I mean, I think he was a computer programmer and became a porn projectionist and then appeared in some of the films. I never wanted to do that. But I don’t think his zine would have been the same if he hadn’t done it. It did more than just look at the films—it pulled you into that whole world. It was fascinating to me and I have to say that the demise of Sleazoid was probably the biggest influence in my putting out Ecco.
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JS: How so?

CK: Well, I searched in vain for something like Sleazoid Express. I was in a shop in New York called Cinemabilia and I picked up a copy of Rick Sullivan’s Gore Gazette. It was entertaining in its own way, but it wasn’t Sleazoid. Every zine I picked up had something to recommend, but it wasn’t the same thing—I felt there was a real hole created by its demise. I knew I couldn’t fill that hole, but I did know that there was room for another perspective. Also, my confidence was bolstered by some really terrible fanzines that I picked up. There were several of them that were just pathetic. I thought, “Jesus, anybody can do this.” That sort of made me feel a little more courageous about putting out my own. Also, I made friends with a guy who owned a video store in Alexandria, Virginia. It was called the Video Vault, and they specialized in really bad movies. As a matter of fact, their slogan was, “Guaranteed worst movies in town.” They went for all the cult films. Most video stores at the time would just go through one particular distributor. The Video Vault would go to anybody, even buying from Rick Sullivan. Rick was selling ninth and tenth generation copies of hard to find titles. They would get anything from anybody, just to have it—they were really into it. Their whole “so good it’s bad” thing got coverage in Reader’s Digest, of all places. But anyway, I had access to this great store that had titles that other people probably couldn’t find. And I also had access to the film library of the Library of Congress. That’s where I did a lot of my research. They had the AFI guide to sixties films and I would go through that, page after page. I learned about Roberta Findlay’s films before I actually saw one.
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JS: Jimmy McDonough was telling me that he and Bill Landis used to do the same thing.

CK: Yeah. I didn’t know that they were doing that, of course—I just happened to find them. I’d be reading those things, and I’d be, “Oh my God, I have to see this!” I had the advantage of having great resources at a time before there was any internet.

JS: What kind of reaction did Ecco initially get?

CK: At first, not a lot. It didn’t generate a lot of interest, locally. From day one, my goal was to get it into the newsstands, because when I was growing up, that’s how you got everything. I just sort of pictured myself seeing Ecco at a newsstand and saying, “I’ve got to have that!” But, it didn’t go over that well at first. It was really only after I started trading with a lot of people that the word of mouth went out. Eventually, some interest started being generated and my numbers went up and up, to the point where I was getting quite a lot of issues printed. The early magazine pretty much broke even.

JS: How did you originally produce it?

CK: I think the very first issue was probably only around 200 copies. I wound up reprinting the first couple of issues. It was not a xeroxed zine—from the very start, it was offset. It was printed on 11 x 17 inch paper and was folded over. I pretty much got that from Sleazoid—I liked the look of the magazine, and I tried to replicate it. It had its own, unique look.

JS: I bought quite a few issues of Ecco from the newsstand. How did you get that sort of distribution?

CK: I actually learned about the distributors from my friends Tim and Donna Lucas of Video Watchdog. I also sold independently to stores—there was one place in New York on St. Mark’s Place called See Hear, a newsstand that specialized in fanzines. A number of places like that started picking it up.

JS: I remember buying the Joel Reed issue from Borders.

CK: That’s the rarest issue. I think I only have one copy of it. You know, I did find out something interesting: Tower Records stopped selling Ecco. I met a guy who worked for Tower and he told me the reason was that they thought it was racist.
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JS: Why would they think that?

CK: You know, I really don’t know. But, I thought it was hilarious that the store that sold ANSWER Me! thought that Ecco was racist.

JS: Ecco was covering certain films and filmmakers that nobody else was touching at the time.

CK: That’s what I was trying to do. I was trying to be educational about the films that I had seen at the theaters and drive-ins in Norfolk and the tapes from the Video Vault, Something Weird, and other sources.

JS: How did you go about doing research in the pre-internet days?

CK: Well, like I said, a lot of it was done at the Library of Congress. And as much as I liked Sleazoid, I knew that they made errors—they made assumptions that were certainly not true. They identified Shanty Tramp and Shantytown Honeymoon as the same film. But, if you didn’t see the film, you’d have no way of knowing—there was a lot of bad information out there. The one story that I would have loved to have been able to break was how the Olga films (that were made in New York by someone credited as Joseph Mawra) were connected to the films shot by K. Gordon Murray’s group in Florida. They used the same pseudonym. Was it a just name that they liked and used? There was no internet at the time, and a lot of the people I talked to wouldn’t talk about it.

JS: Really?

CK: I was trying to research an article on Shanty Tramp. Have you ever seen the film?

JS: Yeah.

CK: You know the young black man who punches out the greaser? That guy later starred in a television comedy series, and he became a pretty successful actor Off-Broadway. I called him up and mentioned Shanty Tramp, and he just freaked out. He thought I was trying to do an exposé on him, or something like that. I was trying to convince him—“No, I like the film!” He kept saying, “I didn’t do anything wrong!” Later, Bill Rogers (who played the preacher in the film) told me that some of the actors got into trouble and lost their jobs for appearing in that film.

JS: You did a lot of breakthrough interviews with people who would have otherwise have been ignored. How difficult was it to track them down? CK: Like who?
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JS: Well, how about [cinematographer] C. Davis Smith?

CK: C. Davis Smith turned out to be a neighbor of my in-laws. I had driven past his street many times, and didn’t know it. One of the things that I really liked to do was talk to people about the other aspects of their careers. I found out that Chuck did the little animated parrot in the Gillette commercials. He did a lot of industrial films—I love all of that stuff. To me, that’s just as interesting as his exploitation work. I also thought his attitude toward the exploitation films was cool. We were at one of those horror movie conventions and Joe Sarno was there. We were all sitting around talking, and the subject of Roberta Findlay came up. I mentioned that I would have loved to interview her, but I understood that if you tried to talk to her, she’d hang up. Chuck said, “She was a lot more approachable when I knew her.” Joe Sarno said, “Yeah, but you knew her a lot better than the rest of us did.” He turned beet-red—they had had a thing, you know?

JS: [laughs] But seriously, how did you track these people down?

CK: A lot of it was just cold calls—digging out a phone directory and looking for names. I’d also get information from other people. I’d be talking to them and they’d say, “I happen to know where so-and-so is.” That’s the wonderful thing about doing fanzines—you’re connected to other people. Someone else might not be interested in doing an Audrey (Olga’s House of Shame) Campbell interview, but they have her number.
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JS: What was she like?

CK: She was wonderful. Just the chattiest person in the world. The interview only encompassed a small fraction of what we talked about. She would go off topic constantly. I had no idea that she had been a model for a cosmetics company in New York. Someone from the company happened to be driving through Times Square and saw her picture on a poster. She lost her job because of that—they couldn’t have a model who was also in nudie films. But, she was really funny and she was curious about her earlier films, because she hadn’t seen them in quite some time. She was a little shocked—I think she remembered them as being a little more tame than they actually were. But she didn’t say, “I didn’t realize that there was so much sadomasochism in them.” It was the nudity aspect that she didn’t remember.

JS: Did you find that a lot of people were shocked or embarrassed by their past?

CK: There was a lot of self-effacing humor, more so than embarrassment. And then you’d get somebody like Bill Rogers—he was such a ham. He was in Shanty Tramp and A Taste of Blood. He was doing little theater at the time that I talked to him. We sort of became friendly after the interview—he’d call me from time to time. He was not at all embarrassed by what he’d done. I’d say that for the most part, people weren’t embarrassed, and the ones who were didn’t want to participate.

JS: Were people surprised that you were calling them?

CK: Yeah. Absolutely. They were like, “Why do you want to talk to me?” They didn’t really think that anybody would be interested, all these years later. There was definitely some amusement. I remember Chuck Smith telling me that he wanted to set the record straight—the exploitation films were very profitable for him and his family.

JS: Why did you think it was important to document these people’s lives?

CK: Well, I realized that nobody else was doing it. I know that Sleazoid Express got into that a little bit with Toby Ross, and people like that. But at the time, the horror side of the story was being covered a lot more than the low budget sexploitation side. I wouldn’t really go so far as to say that I’m a horror movie fan—I like the exploitation films a lot more. I haven’t seen any of the Saw movies. To be honest, I don’t want to sit for ninety minutes and watch somebody get tortured. That just doesn’t appeal to me. I looked at the exploitation films as independent cinema. They were interesting because they weren’t made by a big conglomerate of people, but were unique visions from people trying to tap into the social zeitgeist of the time. They would present an image of what they thought audiences wanted to see. And a lot of the time it really wasn’t that at all—it was just the image in their mind. I think that makes things more interesting. So, that’s who I wanted to talk to. I was never able to interview Doris Wishman, but I think it’s fascinating that someone told her cameraman to get a close up of that ashtray [laughs].
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JS: I loved your interview with Joel Reed.

CK: I’ll tell you something about that. The subject of Bill Landis came up, and he said lots and lots of things. I sent him the article, because I wanted to make sure that he was comfortable with what he said. He and Landis had issues—and I’m not going to pass judgment on anybody—but obviously there was bad blood between the two. Joel asked me to take a lot of the more scurrilous references out.

JS: I meant to ask you how you assembled your staff of contributors.

CK: Writers came out of the woodwork. One was a guy who worked with my wife. His background wasn’t so much in hardcore exploitation movies as it was sixties pop and stuff. I liked his perspective. But that was part of the problem. When you’ve created an aesthetic and people want to write for you, you sort of have to bend the envelope a little bit. That was always a problem for me. And, I graduated from college with a major in English Literature. I’m very particular about grammar and sort of thing, so I was always editing my contributors. That got to be a problem—people don’t like to be edited. You find that in the professional world, as well. People really object to having their work edited. On the plus side, I was very fortunate in that I had very good writers.

JS: One of the contributors to Ecco was Steve Bissette. How did he get involved in things?

CK: Steve was a big fan of the magazine, and he approached me with the idea of doing some covers. Of course, I’m not going to say no to a famous cartoonist [laughs]! He did such a great job with them. Some people liked my earlier covers better—they thought his covers made it look like they were buying a comic book, rather than a film magazine. That’s not such a big issue if you’re selling by mail, but on the newsstands, there is the possibility that some people will be confused. I never really worried about it—I thought the covers looked cool.

JS: You mentioned that you were particular about Ecco’s content. Did you let your contributors run free, or did you give them specific assignments?

CK: A little of both. Dom Salemi and I would talk about the articles, and he would always ask me, “How does this sound? Would you like an article on this?” He was always carful to approach me with something that I would consider doing myself. With Bissette, I would take his suggestions, knowing that he’d come up with something that I was going to love. He wrote an article on Abel Gance’s J’accuse. I think that any magazine would have been happy to accept it, and I was pleased to have it in mine.
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JS: When did you start freelancing?

CK: When I got asked. I got a call out of the blue from the editor of Slaughterhouse. I wrote several articles for them. With Filmfax, it was the same thing—they called me up.

JS: What was it like writing for Filmfax?

CK: The managing editor at Filmfax was a piece of work. I had run part one of my K. Gordon Murray article in Ecco. She wanted to run it as an exclusive. She tried to get me to cancel part two, and I said, “I can’t do that. I’ll rewrite it for Filmfax, but there’s no way that I’m not going to run it in Ecco.”

JS: What was your relationship with Something Weird Video like?

CK: Those guys helped me out a lot. Our interests were along the same line. Many of the films that I covered in Ecco were from that company. It got a little uncomfortable at a certain point because I never really thought of myself as a modern incarnation of the Forty Thieves. I think they wanted good reviews to help sell their videos. I would ask for certain titles to review, and they would send me stuff that I wasn’t interested in, such as Barry Mahon films. I didn’t want to cover films so lacking in interest. But, they were very generous in sending films that I otherwise wouldn’t have been able to see. And occasionally, they would send me an unfamiliar title and I’d be, “Oh, I’ve got to write about this!” Something Weird has done more for keeping those films alive than anyone I can think of.
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JS: Why did you stop publishing?

CK: There were a number of reasons. I’d say the basic reason was it just got to where it was no longer any fun. I was also getting screwed by the distributors—every issue cost me money. And then, there were problems with some of the writers. One writer’s family members were getting on my case, because I wasn’t paying him. At the time, I didn’t know anyone who wrote for fanzines who actually got paid. I was already losing money on every issue.

JS: Were you aware of just how big of an impact you made with Ecco?

CK: Well, I hoped everyone was interested and entertained. I liked the films, and I thought the background of the films was something that people should know about. I wanted to inspire people to see them and also try to save them. You have Martin Scorsese, who is donating money to resurrect Michael Powell films, but you don’t have a lot of people trying to save these films. I was hoping to foster a wider appreciation for what I viewed as a somewhat disreputable form of folk art. I did my best.
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Mike McPadden was the publisher and editor of Happyland, one of the greatest sleaze-zines of the 1990s. In an era saturated by ANSWER Me! clones, Happyland was a refreshing (yet perverted) package that pulled no punches. Harkening back to the glory days of Gore Gazette and Sleazoid Express, McPadden (under the pen name Selwyn Harris) took the reader on a wild ride through the streets of Times Square—a ride that, in retrospect, seems all the more poignant today. As Mayor Giuliani was whitewashing the theater screens and back alley walls, McPadden vaulted the turnstiles at Port Authority with a nothing-to-lose attitude, giving a new generation of sleaze-freaks the final snapshot of an era that would soon be dead and buried.

These days, McPadden lives in Chicago, where he works as a writer for the popular website Mr. Skin. At the time of this interview, he was putting the finishing touches on Heavy Metal Movies and If You Like Metallica…, his first full-length book projects. For a moment, though, let’s take a trip back to 1991 and have one last look at what once was one of the strangest, most dangerous, and…happiest places on earth.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on April 26, 2012.



JOH N SZPUNAR : You’ve got a couple books in the works… MIKE McPADDEN: It’s really funny. I’ve been writing professionally for twenty years, working on getting book deals. I got really close in the late nineties to do a book called Teen Sex Comedies, which would have been an encyclopedia of just that.

JS: Why wasn’t it published?

MM: It fell apart. That was for St. Martin’s. And then, a couple of years ago, Fantagraphics put out Destroy All Movies, which was an incredible punk movie book. I grew up as a heavy duty punk rocker; I was really into that. But, in my middle age, I found that I’ve moved far more toward heavy metal. So, I was like, “Oh. Somebody should do the metal version of this book.” Then I thought, “Oh…It should be me.”

JS: How did the deal come about?

MM: I’d had some casual contact with Ian Christie from Bazillion Points. I just loved the books that they put out and pitched it, and he said, “Great!” So, that book happened. Then, like a month later, a friend said, “I’m working for Hal Leonard Publishing. We have a Metallica book scheduled and we need somebody to write it.” I was like, “Oh, fuck!” So, I had to write two books last year.

JS: That’s a pretty heavy workload.

MM: [laughs] Dude, it was murder!

JS: I’m feeling the pressure, and I’m only working on one!

MM: I mean, it was awesome, but…

JS: [laughs] I’ll get back into your current projects a in a bit, but I’d like to talk a little about fanzines. Happyland is often mentioned in the same breath as Gore Gazette and Sleazoid Express.

MM: Yeah. Here’s the thing—I was a Gore Gazette fanatic. I worshiped Rick Sullivan.

JS: When did you first discover his stuff?

MM: I think the Daily News did an article about Gore Gazette when I was twelve. I guess that was in 1980 or ’81; it was shortly after it first came out. I would write in to him and get it—I just loved it.

JS: Were you reading Sleazoid Express, as well?

MM: I’d hear references to Sleazoid Express, but I could never find it anywhere. I guess it was because of my age. I was in high school from ’82 to ’86, which were the glory days of Sleazoid Express. I didn’t find a copy until years later and when I did, it just blew my mind. When Happyland came out, that’s what everyone compared it to.

JS: I’ve always seen a kinship between the two.

MM: I’m honored that anyone would compare them, but I had never seen an issue of Sleazoid Express. I didn’t see it until those late nineties issues came out.
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JS: I’d seen a few odd issues of the original run before it came back again. I liked the new stuff, but it was like apples and oranges compared to what I’d seen earlier.

MM: Yeah. I did it backwards. Obviously, the original stuff was what it was, but I still thought there was a lot of cracked genius in those later issues.

JS: That’s certainly true. I guess Sleazoid Express changed with the times. There was no Times Square scene anymore.

MM: Have you talked with any people who had to deal with Landis personally?

JS: Yeah. I never really talked to Bill, though. Michelle Clifford read me the riot act years ago when I was trying to get in touch with him. I was doing some research on Joel Reed and she really let me have it.
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MM: She is a nightmare. She is a complete fucking nightmare. I was working at Celebrity Skin in the early 2000s. There was freelance work, so I got in touch with them. They handed in some insane fucking crap that I had to edit, but was still an honor.

JS: Didn’t they complain about that job?

MM: Yeah. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to write for porno mags in New York, but getting paid is a burden beyond belief. It’s fucking hard. It takes months and months. They flipped the fuck out. Landis was calling me all the time, saying, “I know terrorist techniques! I could ruin your company’s credit rating!” I was like, “Oh Jesus, God!” Everybody I have ever known who has ever dealt with them has the same story.

JS: I never experienced the full brunt of their antics, but I was pretty young when Michelle chewed me out. It really confused me.

MM: You step on this landmine, and it’s like, BA–BOOM! The shrapnel keeps hurling at you. Bill was a genius, though. I don’t want to toss the word around lightly, but in terms of what he did with Sleazoid Express, he got there first and he got there better than anybody.

JS: He was an amazing talent. And the stuff he did with Jimmy McDonough was priceless.

MM: The last issue—the “Quiet Man” issue—is not just the greatest zine of all time, it’s one of the greatest pieces of writing that I’ve ever read in my life.

JS: I agree completely. And almost all of those early New York zines were incredible. Speaking of which, do you remember a zine called Grindhouse?

MM: Yeah. It was handwritten and it was crazy. The guy’s name was J. Adler. I was such a nut that I went up to his address and started hanging around outside to figure out which guy he was. I never figured it out [laughs].

JS: What inspired you to do Happyland?

MM: I was in a bunch of shitty bands that never took off. I was like, “I’m just going to publish a fucking zine.” This was in 1991. Actually, J. Adler wrote the funniest shit. He was talking about jacking off to Cannibal Holocaust or something. He said he blew a load on the screen—the line was, “I had to get the bitch in the booth to wipe that shit off.” I was so inspired. I had to make a zine that was exactly like that sentence the whole way through. So, that’s what I did. I tried to write the most offensive zine ever, while being true to myself. I wasn’t into that early nineties serial killer shit.
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JS: What distanced you from that scene?

MM: I was into drinking and fucking, seeing gross movies, and having a good time. I was really full of hate and anger, but murder isn’t fun, it’s a bummer. That’s what it comes down to. And I picked a lot of fights in my zine, but to me, it was always like professional wrestling.

JS: You called yourself Selwyn Harris. Why?

MM: Those were two theaters on 42nd Street, the Selwyn and the Harris. By sheer coincidence, of the original grindhouses, those where the last two that were still standing. My girlfriend at the time was called Lyric Liberty—she was named after two other theaters.

JS: I’ve heard a lot about the Lyric.

MM: The Lyric was the first grindhouse I ever went into. I saw Humongous there in 1982 when I was thirteen. I went with a cousin of mine.

JS: How old was he?

MM: About twenty or so. We were going to pick up his sister. This was the day after I graduated from eighth grade and she was taking a train down from Canada. We were going to pick her up at Grand Central Station and the train got delayed by a couple of hours. It was like, alright, let’s go to the movies. We walked up 42nd Street and we saw The Beast Within. Humongous was the second feature; we saw a little bit of that, then split.

JS: Times Square must have seemed crazy to a thirteen year old.

MM: It was wild, but it wasn’t as wild as when I started going there on my own. And when I started drinking and going on my own, forget it! I always wondered what those places were like. As a kid, I’d collect scrapbooks of exploitation movie ads from the newspaper. This was before VCRs. It was a big fucking deal for me to go see that movie. And of course, we didn’t tell my parents or anything. The film was rated R—never mind the complete insane asylum that I saw it in!
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JS: What kind of asylum are we talking about?

MM: Here’s the reality of it: I grew up in Brooklyn in the seventies. And I took the train from Brooklyn to Manhattan from 1982 to 1986.

JS: When you were in high school?

MM: Yeah. I got mugged minimally once a year. New York was a fucking cesspool; it was dangerous and violent—your father got beat up regularly just going to work. It sucked. But at the same time, it was exciting and fun and crazy. There was a downside and an upside. There’s a very romantic notion of that downside. Do you know the movie The Goodbye Girl?

JS: With Richard Dreyfuss and Marsha Mason?

MM: Yeah. They live in SoHo, right when it was gentrifying in the seventies. Marsha Mason is carrying groceries. A car pulls up, a guy jumps out and punches her, grabs her purse, and drives away. That’s what New York was like when I was a kid. It sucked. At the same time, it sucks now. It’s fucking heinous to go back there.

JS: I didn’t make it there until just before Giuliani had had his way with the place.

MM: Giuliani had nothing to do with it. What killed Times Square was home video, crack, and AIDS.

JS: The times and technology changed.

MM: We don’t go out to see porno movies anymore. We don’t go out to see cannibal movies anymore. And then with crack and AIDS, there was a sense of real violent insanity and real death mixed in with all of the dangerous fun.
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JS: Didn’t you see some shows at the Dive?

MM: Yeah. It was weird. I was fifteen years old, and that was a time when you could walk into a bar in New York at age twelve and order a drink. Nobody batted an eye. I didn’t start drinking until later—I wanted to go see the movies because I worshiped the Gore Gazette.

JS: What was that scene like?

MM: It was an older crowd. They were all drunk and yelling and cheering. I have to say, I was mildly annoyed because I just wanted to watch the movies. It wasn’t like 42nd Street at all.

JS: What was the difference?

MM: On 42nd Street, when the audience was screaming and participating, it was very different. They were having involuntary reactions to their reality.

JS: Do you remember the 8th Street Playhouse?

MM: I tried to see Ilsa there when I was fourteen. It was part of a Sleazoid festival, and I got turned away for being too young.

JS: That’s happened to the worst of us [laughs]. Hey, I meant to ask you this—it might sound kind of clichéd, but when did you decide that you wanted to write?

MM: Well, I went to SUNY Purchase [Purchase College, State University of New York] to go to film school and I flunked out. I spent a couple of years not doing anything. That’s when I started writing—I put it together in Happyland. A few months after the first issue, a friend of mine who had been working at the New York Press brought it in and they loved it. They offered me freelance and I’ve been writing for money ever since. Their art director had worked at Hustler and he sent Happyland out to them. I got a full-time gig working there for a few years.

JS: You also worked for Screw. What was that like?

MM: Screw was pretty great. There were a lot of the same people in the porno mags and in the zine world. David Aaron Clark was the editor at the time.

JS: Josh Alan Friedman’s one of my favorite writers. He did some work for Screw, as well.

MM: Oh yeah. He’s been out to Chicago a couple of times and I’ve done some readings with him. He’s the salt of the earth. His brother and his father are giants in their fields and Josh is a brilliant guy. I just wish he’d write some more books!
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JS: I’m curious—was your writing for Happyland alcohol-fueled?

MM: Yeah. Well, no. I never wrote drunk because I couldn’t do anything while I was drinking except drink. To go out and live, I had to drink. I’ve been clean for almost thirteen years. I’ll tell you, I got clean in LA for a while. I came back to New York in October of ’94 for the weekend or something. All the theaters on 42nd Street had closed, except for this one little shitbox multiplex up at the end of the block by the Port Authority. There was a 3 AM showing of New Nightmare.

JS: The Freddy Krueger film?

MM: Yeah. I showed up there sober at 3 AM, which would have been the normal time that I went to a movie when I was drinking. I’m sitting there in this fucking theater, and the freaks come out at night. I got scared shitless! I was like, “What the fuck am I doing here?” I got up and ran out of the theater before the movie started. No wonder I was fucked up all the time! Jesus…
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JS: Where were you working when you were doing Happyland?

MM: During the day, I had a job where I worked with retarded and autistic children. At night, I worked in the library at a Wall Street firm.

JS: What was that like?

MM: It was awesome, because I had computers, xerox machines, and paper.

JS: I’ll assume that Wall Street helped give birth to Happyland.

MM: Yep. The only cost was reams of colored paper. That was very popular with the zinesters in the early nineties. The colors were things like Lift-off Lemon and Rocket Red. A ream of that was probably ten bucks or something. It didn’t cost me anything. As often as I could, I stole postage from them, as well.

JS: Didn’t Matador Records have something to do with distribution?

MM: For the first year, it was just out of my house. Then, Johan Kugelberg from Matador picked it up.

JS: How did Happyland evolve over the years?

MM: In the beginning, I wanted to meet girls. I drank at this bar called Downtown Beirut on First Ave and 10th Street. It was a punk bar, and I started writing this thing called “The Downtown Beirut Top 10 List” every week. It would be like ten stupid things that I liked, or whatever. I xeroxed them up and handed them out; I plastered them all over the bathroom and stuff. The zine kind of grew out of that. I started that in 1990—it was like the first version of Happyland. It gave me something to talk to girls about. And then, when I started the zine, I was like, “OK. I’m going to do a couple of things here. I’m going to emphasize what a drunk I am and I’m going to write that chicks really think I’m awesome and they want to fuck me.” It wasn’t true, but I wrote it and I swear to god it came true. So that was one thing. Then, I worked at Hustler and was in the porn business for a while. I didn’t do the zine for years. But then, the internet happened and I got sober—a lot of crazy things happened. 9/11 hit, and I thought it was the end of the world. I thought, “This is it. I better do some more Happylands.” I put out three huge issues really fast. I think that those are as good as the original ones. They’re different—they’re not crazy and I’m not picking fights with anyone, but they’re still pretty good.
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JS: Did punk zines influence you at all?

MM: Absolutely. It all comes from punk, really. Music wise, Conflict was the big one.

JS: Gerard Cosloy’s zine?

MM: Yeah. It was very nasty and cynical. I didn’t agree with the guy’s musical taste, but I loved it. He had a show on WFMU that I did a couple times, shitfaced drunk.

JS: Is that archived?

MM: I don’t know. But, I just loved his writing. I’m trying to think of some other music zines. There was one called Roessiger that was pretty good—I think it was from Arizona. It had a word search that I was really jealous of. It just said, “Find these words: MASTURBATE, KILL.” It was nothing but a grid of MASTURBATE and KILL. That whole aesthetic and mindset was really where I was coming from.

JS: Before I forget, what kind of movies were you watching when you were growing up?

MM: Monster movies. That’s it. Monsters, horror, and sex. It never changed. I saw Caddy Shack and Alien in the theater—those are the first R-rated movies I saw. I was obsessed with King Kong on Chanel 9 in New York—they showed it all the time. The Vincent Price movies played on The 4:30 Movie. I was insane for Mad Monster Party when I was a little kid. And in terms of sex stuff, my neighbor was a film archivist. He collected all kinds of oddities. He would have these screenings at Brooklyn College where he’d show found footage and things like that. He had a blooper from a baby powder commercial. There were two girls in a bathroom and they have towels on. One girl’s towel fell off and her tits came right out. The other girl panicked and threw her towel off, too. I saw that when I was seven years old. It blew my fucking mind—I couldn’t believe it. I went out for intermission with my parents and I had to talk about anything but that. They showed the King Kong Volkswagen ad, and I was like, “Boy, I really liked that King Kong commercial.” Which was true, but that wasn’t what I was thinking about.

JS: Were you into comics at all?

MM: No, I was into Mad magazine. I was obsessive over Mad. And that’s where it begins, really. I was six years old, and they had a flea-market at my school. I bought a shopping bag full of Mads for a quarter. That really rocked the universe for me. My father was a Green Beret, and he thought that Mad was very subversive, and correctly so. It would teach me to disrespect institutions and authority. So, there was always a lot of tension in my house over Mad magazine. I started fucking up in school when I was nine. He made me get all of my Mad magazines and we tore them up together. Years later, my very first tattoo (out of the hundreds that I have now) was Alfred E Neuman. So, make no mistake—if you want to fuck your kids up…[laughs]

JS: Did Fangoria play a role in things?

MM: Oh, yeah. I was kind of scared of it. It would freak me out to bring it home, but I would run to the supermarket to read it every month.

JS: Now that we’re back on the subject of magazines, what did you think about Slimetime?

MM: I never saw Slimetime, I saw Shock Cinema. He seems like a good dude, Puchalski, but I always thought he was a terrible writer. I used to make fun of him a lot in Happyland and he fucking came to my house one day [laughs]. My insane old landlord and his giant German Sheppard didn’t let him in. He wrote about that in Shock Cinema. I was like, “Oh…that kind of sucks!” But I thought it was pretty funny that he at least wrote about it. I mean, I’ve had contact with him and he’s a good dude. And he does a valuable service, I have to say. That magazine alerted me to a lot of movies that I otherwise wouldn’t have found on my own.
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JS: A lot of the New York guys seemed to have it in for one another.

MM: It’s like pro-wrestling. If you’re a writer, it’s like…you’re a pussy. Some people go out on a limb and get into real fights, and the rest of us write about stuff. You start writing, and then you start writing really funny, ballsy stuff. It breeds a macho mentality—it’s like false machismo. I think that’s kind of what it is. It’s kind of like pro-wrestling; everyone’s kind of boasting.

JS: Speaking of fighting, you wrote an article in Happyland called “They Call Him Flipper” (about audience pandemonium at the Lyric theater). Was something like that a regular experience?

MM: I’d have to say that it was a regular experience, but it wasn’t constant. There were lots of fights because there were a lot of homeless people. A lot of people smoking crack. Hookers walking around offering blowjobs and crazies who were just there for the shelter. They’d be watching some fucking karate movie or something and they’d get emotionally overwhelmed by it. I saw guy beat the fuck out of a homeless woman. It really wasn’t fun. It was kind of horrifying. A lot of bottles getting tossed against the screen or being dropped from the balcony. I walked downstairs once at the Harris, I think; it had this really steep staircase. There was a big drug deal going on in the men’s room. I just fucking froze.

JS: Things were pretty clean by the time I got to New York. Most of the adult bookstores were selling horror and schlock films in the front and XXX stuff in the back.

MM: That was the 70–30 rule. That was the Giuliani thing that shut down what was left. It was either 70–30 or 80–20, but the overwhelming amount of a business had to be non-adult. They would just buy volumes of shit VHS tapes and dump them in the front of the store. It was pretty hilarious—I found a lot of cool stuff that way.

JS: At the same time, a lot of these places had tapes like Animal Farm for sale.

MM: Isn’t it the craziest thing that the bestiality stuff was still just out in the open?

JS: How much of that do you think was mob fueled?

MM: I think roughly 100 per cent [laughs]! The crazy things that I got addicted to were the open window peepshows. It was a dollar to get the window open, and then for two bucks, you could squeeze some boobs and a butt. You got forty seconds of really good squeezing time.

JS: What kind of people were waiting in line for that kind of thing?

MM: You had the cross section of the world there. And some of the women were really heinous. But at the end, there was this explosion of women from the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc countries—they were fucking gorgeous. Hotter than any Hollywood movie star, and you could molest them for three bucks. A lot of my paychecks and a lot of my afternoons were wasted in those places.

JS: What brought you to Chicago?

MM: I got hired by Mr. Skin. I don’t know if I’ll stay here forever, but it’s been good; I like it here. The Mr. Skin gig has been great. I’ve written two books under the Mr. Skin imprimatur—the Mr. Skin Skincycopedia and Mr. Skin’s Skintastic Video Guide, which makes it all the more exciting to have two books with my own fucking name on the cover coming out [laughs].
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JS: What’s a typical day like at Mr. Skin?

MM: It’s like any other place. There’s a lot of laughing and joking; the site’s really fun. And Mr. Skin himself is a really funny guy. We go in and we think of funny names for boobs. The guys in the back go through scenes with a microscope—our big find in recent years was Brigitte Bardot’s ass hair in some movie. It’s pretty awesome.

JS: It sounds like a dream job, in a way.

MM: Yeah, it is. I can’t believe that this job exists and that I have it.

JS: Let’s get back to the stuff that you’re working on now. What can we expect from Heavy Metal Movies?

MM: Oh, dude, it’s massive. It’s 666 reviews with interviews and sidebars. It’s fucking gigantic. I don’t know how big this book is going to end up being.

JS: Do you worry about that?

MM: Yeah, I worry about it [laughs]! My original hope was to have this done by June, but I’m going to turn it in in December. So yeah, it’s going to be a long, hot Summer. I’m going to be sitting and writing and writing and writing. But, I know that you’ll be doing it, too.

JS: Bazillion Points puts out some great stuff. I loved their Touch and Go book, and I can’t wait to get my hands on We Got Power, not to mention Heavy Metal Movies. It’s going to be a good year.

MM: I’m completely honored to be working with them. I think they’re the best publishing house going right now. No offense to Headpress—I love them, too [laughs].

JS: I guess that’s a good way to end things. I hope I’ve been coherent…

MM: Yeah! And listen, if you have any follow ups, send them my way. Call me any time.

JS: Sure thing. Hey—thanks a lot for the interview.

MM: You got it, man. My pleasure.
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Shawn “Smith” Lewis was the editor and publisher of Blackest Heart, an aptly named fanzine that reared its ugly head in the early 1990s. Its often misunderstood sense of humor and playful jabs at anything remotely resembling “good taste” soon gave it a reputation as the magazine you loved to hate—or hated to love. Blackest Heart lasted only three issues, but Lewis stayed in the publishing game, providing fans with a seemingly bottomless bag of bloody goods. If you were a horror fan in the nineties and early 2000s, it’s safe to say that you purchased something from his mail order company, Blackest Heart Media.

Ever want to hear the music scores to Zombie, House by the Cemetery, and Cannibal Ferox in the comfort of your own home? Shawn “Smith” was the man to see. Ever wonder how some of Fulci’s moistest and meatiest moments would play out in graphic novel form? Shawn was there, as well. Ever get nostalgic for the good old days of Chas. Balun’s Deep Red? Shawn did, too and he published the last two issues of the master’s mighty mag.

Today, Shawn Lewis runs Rotten Cotton Graphics, one of the finest genre T-shirt companies on the planet. He recently wrote and produced the notorious Black Devil Doll, an outrageous blaxsploitation puppet movie directed by his brother Jonathan. (A homage/satire of Charles Novell Turner’s obscure 1984 Black Devil Doll From Hell.) As outspoken and as cavalier as ever, Shawn Lewis took a little time to talk to me on a fine afternoon in April. Let’s get all old school and play back the tape to see what the man had to say…

The following interview was conducted via telephone on April 2, 2012.



JOH N SZPUNAR : In the introduction to Lucio Fulci: Beyond the Gates, you thank your mother for raising you on horror films. SHA WN LEWIS : Yeah. It all goes back to when I was a kid. My mom’s a horror fan. Not as much of a fan as I consider myself, but she was a casual one and we watched a Bay Area horror show that came on on Saturday night. It was called Creature Features. Bob Wilkins hosted it, and I grew up watching that from the time I was three. After Bob Wilkins left that show, John Stanley took over. It was on for years; I watched that for most of my childhood. I don’t know—I don’t let my kids watch half the things that my mom let me watch. She took me to see Jaws when I was seven. I saw Zombie at the drive-in when I was a little kid. She just thought it was fantasy; it was fun. She never looked at it as if it was dangerous for me. So, it’s probably her fault that I’m into this [laughs]. But yeah, that’s pretty much how things started for me.

JS: What was it about horror films that grabbed you? SL : I don’t know. I never really thought about it. I just always thought they were cool. I never had nightmares from watching them, and I was never frightened by them when I was little. I just thought it was fun and exhilarating in the same way that some people enjoy rollercoasters or skiing. I liked horror movies for the same reasons, I guess.

JS: How old were you when started going to the drive-in? SL : I was ten years old and my cousins and I would go. As I got older, I had to sneak into stuff that my mom didn’t want to go see. But I distinctly remember seeing things like Zombie and Gates of Hell.

JS: The Italians… SL : I knew they were Italian movies, but I didn’t know who Lucio Fulci was. I didn’t really pay attention to that stuff until I got older and I started reading Chas. Balun’s stuff, like Deep Red and the Connoisseur’s Guide.

JS: I was in the dark about the origins of those films, as well. SL : When we were kids, there was no internet. You had to get magazines, you had to write letters—you had to really be into it to be a fan. I remember the big deal back then was the ad in Fangoria for FantaCo.

JS: FantaCo was a real eye-opener for our generation. SL : I loved going through the catalogs and buying everything, from Gore Shriek to Deep Red. That’s when I found out who Chas. Was. I became penpals with him because I was a fan, and our relationship grew from there. But, that’s pretty much what I was into. It started with the Italian stuff at the drive-in, and I saw all of the American stuff, too. I remember seeing Scanners, the It’s Alive films, and things like that. I really dug that stuff.
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JS: I used to ride my bike to the corner store to pick up Fangoria when I could afford it. Were you aware of Fango from the get-go? SL : No. I didn’t discover Fango from the first issue. I was in a Walden’s bookstore when I saw an issue where they covered the movie The Sender. They showed a scene where somebody sort of knocked somebody’s head off with their palm. That really blew me away and I subscribed. I got all of the back issues.

JS: In my mind, Deep Red was to Fangoria what Fango was to Famous Monsters.

SL: That’s an excellent analogy. At the time, nobody was writing like Chas. His stuff just worked really well. He really got it. I enjoyed reading Uncle Bob’s stuff in Fango, but there was something about Chas. He was one of us. He was a fan who was describing things from a fan’s point of view, instead of some suit doing a set visit and trying to talk about a movie that he didn’t really get. I was hooked on his writing style from the first day I read his stuff.

JS: How did you get started writing? SL : I’m trying to remember how it came about. Chas. Would sell things that were not available on tape through his mail order. I started trading with him and getting videos from other friends who were collecting. That was the way you got stuff back then. There wasn’t a day that went by where I didn’t get a copy of a Japanese laserdisc or something in the mail. It was big deal. And then, the people who didn’t have anything to trade wanted stuff, so I started selling it. I started reviewing movies in my catalog. I think that led to me doing a magazine. That’s how I started writing about movies.

JS: When did the first issue of Blackest Heart come out? SL : If I’m not mistaken, we were writing in 1989 and I finally got it published in 1990. At that time, I was computer-illiterate. I didn’t even have a computer. My co-editor Tim Patrick had some kind of a publishing program and he laid everything out. All we did was print it out and take it to the Kinko’s. The first two issues were pretty much photocopied. I was going back to Kinko’s and reprinting them so often that it was getting to be annoying. We’d go there and everyone was reading it—they gave us these weird looks. So for the third one, I found a printer that was local and had it offset printed there. That’s why it has the card stock and is printed a little nicer. Actually, it’s funny—I used that printer to do a couple of issues of the Deep Red magazines that I published. When we were doing the last issue of Deep Red, I went in to pick the magazine up and the building was boarded up. The printer had been arrested for printing counterfeit money. I couldn’t get the magazines—we were screwed. That’s why there was a delay on that last issue. It finally came out six months later.
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JS: That’s pretty crazy. Do you have any back stock of those old issues? SL : I might have some issues of the last Deep Red—the one with the Cannibal Holocaust image. The other one, with The Beyond cover, is long gone.

JS: What other zines inspired you? SL : You know, the other thing that inspired Blackest Heart was Rick Sullivan. I loved Chas.’ writing, but I remember reading the Gore Gazette and going, “Wow! This is like Chas. And Howard Stern put together!” It was fun, and I liked it. I was an angry teenager and I thought, “Let’s do something that’s like a tabloid of the horror genre—the Howard Stern of exploitation!” And that’s why Blackest Heart was what it was. We were really crude just for the sake of being that way. We thought it was fun, but if you didn’t know us, you would probably take it seriously. We always had that problem with our sense of humor. You’d either get it or you’d think, “Wow, these kids are just assholes!” There was always a fine line, and I really enjoyed that.

JS: What was Rick Sullivan’s take on Blackest Heart? SL : It was great. He really enjoyed what we were doing.

JS: Did you ever meet him? SL : Yeah. I used to go to Chiller all the time when I was younger. He’s another guy that you should interview. Nobody really knows why he stopped doing what he was doing. The main thing that I heard was that he pissed off a particular “editor” of a popular independent film magazine, which I can’t name for legal reasons. Anyway, rumor has it, that this “editor” turned Sullivan in to the FBI for selling Tracy Lords videos. I guess Rick was driving kids to school on a bus—that’s what he did for a living. They were going to mess with his job, so he had to basically bail out from the entire scene. That was the story that I heard. I don’t know if that’s true, but I almost believe it because I used to piss off this “editor”, too. I remember going to my PO Box right after Blackest Heart number 3 came out, which featured a pretty nasty piece on this “editor”, and with all my mail was a card from the MPAA! I called the number and the MPAA informed me that they were investigating me for selling copies of that shitty Kevin Costner film Waterworld at Chiller Theatre Convention in New Jersey. I had to prove that I was working that day to clear my name. I’m pretty sure this “editor” tried to set us up, but I can’t prove it. But whatever, it was a long time ago, and I probably deserved it for being an asshole.
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JS: How did you go about choosing your staff for Blackest Heart? SL : It was basically just friends, if I remember correctly. I think Ken Kish (of Cinema Wasteland) used to write a piece in there. Just about everyone in there was a pen-pal. It’s like today you have Facebook and all this shit, but back then you actually had to write a letter and get it stamped. When I think about how things are today, I’m blown away by how things have changed.

JS: In such a short period of time, too. It’s mind boggling. SL : It really is. I mean, even just with selling things. I had to make a catalog, put an ad in Fangoria, people had to send away for the catalog, I had to mail the catalog, they’d get the catalog, they had to write down what they wanted, they’d get a money order—it’s unreal what you had to do to order a T-shirt back then. Now it’s like, “Click, click, click.” It’s amazing.

JS: How did you meet your co-editor, Timothy Patrick? SL : Timothy and I went to school together a Christian school, from first grade through eighth. We went to different high schools, but remained friends throughout high school and a few years into college.

JS: What’s he up to these days? SL : He is now a mechanical engineer and builds bombs for the government. He’s also a born again Christian and he won’t talk to me anymore. Go figure.

JS: Do you mind if I ask you about Damon Foster (editor of Oriental Cinema)? SL : No, go ahead. You can ask me anything you want.

JS: It seems like you really had a falling out with him. SL : Well, here’s the thing. He wrote a couple things for Blackest Heart. He was a local dude who lived around here and I knew about him. I didn’t have any friends who were into Asian cinema at the time—I was into it, but not comfortable enough to write about it. Naturally, I asked him and he wrote a couple of pieces for issues 1 and 2. I got an overwhelming amount of hate mail about him. People were complaining that they didn’t like his writing style and they thought he was a tool. I was torn—should I be honest and print things about his writing and be a jerk? I didn’t know what to do. Basically, I left it up to Tim, who was my co-editor. I said, “Look, Damon’s not a huge friend of mine or anything, but this is what the fans of the magazine are saying.”

JS: I remember reading a pretty negative review of one of his films in Blackest Heart.

SL: It was a review of Age of Demons. That’s what really pissed him off. We gave it a bad review, but we were honest. I guess when you do a magazine, you’re supposed to lie and say your friends’ movies are cool when they’re not. We never did that. I remember being at a convention right after the magazine came out. It was in San Jose, and Damon Foster and his friend who was in the movie were there. They walked up to my table and they had this attitude like they were going to beat me up and kick my ass. It was almost like a bad kung fu movie. They were shaking. The short guy said, “You said I studied karate at McDonald’s!” He was freaking out. I said, “First of all, I didn’t write that. I published it, but I didn’t write it. But it’s an honest review. And besides, everything in the magazine is a joke. I make fun of myself—I’m sitting on the toilet on one page.” I basically talked them out of wanting to beat me up. I saw Damon around five years ago at a concert and he said hi to me, so I guess he’s not mad anymore. But, it wasn’t one of those things where I had a falling out with this guy and was like, “Now I’m going to bash him!” It was an honest thing where the reviewer didn’t like his movie. I think Tim said something negative about his writing in the editorial, too. But you know, we were kids. I’m an adult now and I’ve got two kids. I think differently about things. If I had chance to do that now, I wouldn’t do it. When you’re a dumb kid, you do dumb stuff.
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JS: I don’t want to keep hitting on negative things, but I recall you having a falling out with Chris Gore as well. How did that whole falling out happen? SL : I really don’t have anything against him anymore. I see him at shows and I think he’s even on my Facebook page. Again, I was a dumb kid. But the thing with Chris Gore was that he attacked Chas. Chas. Was our hero at the time, and you kind of just took a side. Who is this guy messing with Chas? We got pissed and we decided to write about him because of what he did.

JS: For those who don’t know the story, what did he do? SL : Chas. Was selling copies of Nekromantik. I guess Chris Gore got the US rights. I mean, look—all he had to do was say, “Hey look, Chas, can you just stop selling this?” Chas. Would have been cool. He would have been, “I’ll give you my mailing list and you can sell the original copy to all these people.” It would have been different, but the way that he handled it was shitty. He wrote a nasty article in Film Threat Video Guide. Basically, that’s what started it. So, we just had fun messing with him. Now I look back on it and I would never do something like that today. But I don’t really regret doing it. It was a lot of fun. I never heard from him personally about what he thought of it. I was at a convention when issue 3 came out and this guy came up to the table and started flipping through it. We did this whole piece on Chris Gore in there and he sat there and read the whole thing. He said, “It’s all true.” I didn’t know who the fuck this guy was, but I ended up seeing a picture of him later. It was David E. Williams, one of the guys who wrote for Film Threat. I thought that was funny.
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JS: Blackest Heart only lasted for three issues. SL : Yeah. There were supposed to be four. You know, I’m just going to be honest with you—issue four got put on the back burner, and by the time I got back to it, I was a different person. I had changed, and I didn’t want to do it anymore. I was afraid that if I did the magazine, the fans wouldn’t like it because it wouldn’t be the same. I decided not to do another one. I still have that negative attitude, but it’s not as bad as it used to be. Your thinking changes as you grow. And I’m not a religious person, but I kind of believe in karma, somehow. If you treat people shitty, people are going to treat you shitty. I’ve experienced that, and I don’t like it. I decided, “You know…this is getting old. I’m not going to do this anymore.” When I was going to do Blackest Heart number 4, it was going to be straight reviews and strait horror with a little attitude, but that wasn’t the same thing anymore. I never did it.
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JS: I remember buying a lot of soundtrack CDs from you. I think the first one was the score to Zombie by Fabio Frizzi. How did you get into doing that? SL : Well, at the time, those things weren’t available. It was kind of like the video thing. The only release of the Zombie soundtrack was a Japanese 45. One side of the record had the theme song from Zombie and the other had the calypso/island type song. That was the only way you could get the music. Well fuck, you know…let’s put this on CD! We bootlegged it, and I had Chas. Do the cover art for it. It was a learning experience; I had never done anything like it. It didn’t sound very good, but it was fun and relatively inexpensive to produce. And it was popular—I sold out of that one really quickly. I think I only made 1,000 of them and they were gone, like BOOM!

JS: I’m pretty sure that I got one from you at a Fangoria convention. Those CDs were cool. I really liked the House by the Cemetery CD that had an interview with Catriona MacColl. SL : Yeah. The other CDs were done the same way. There was one that we did with Gates of Hell and Zombie, and it was mastered from some LPs that I had. I had some Italian-pressed albums that were fucking awesome. That one sounded a little bit better because the quality of the LPs was better. We took them to a place that cleaned them up a little to get rid of the popping. You could still tell they were from LPs, but they sounded a lot better. By the time we started releasing the comic books and the CDs, I had met Stephen Romano and he had his own studio. We were able to mix the music in a twenty-four track studio and make it sound really fat. And by that point, everything was licensed.

JS: What kind of a project was it to put out the Lucio Fulci: A Symphony of Fear CD? SL : That was a lot of work. It was really difficult. It was actually supposed to be longer—we still have a whole third disc of stuff that never made it on there.

JS: Have ever you considered releasing it? SL : Nobody buys CDs anymore. I’ve been talking to Docion Alucarda, the guy who used to run Graveside Entertainment, because we produced it together. We’ve been talking about how to get all that crap on iTunes or something. We were contemplating re-releasing it with new packaging and putting some of the outtakes on there. But I don’t think anyone’s going to buy CDs anymore. Not like they used to, anyway.

JS: I guess you could try a gimmick and release it as a record, but I don’t know how many people are pressing vinyl these days. SL : Yeah. There’s only a couple of places left that press vinyl. But it was fun doing it, and it was pretty inexpensive for us because we had all the bands produce their own music. I think we only ended up paying for a few tracks. So, it was really inexpensive to do, but it was a lot of work compiling it all and getting it all worked out.

JS: A little while ago, you were talking about the graphic novels that you put out. I’ve got Zombie and The Beyond. Were you involved with Derek Rook’s Gates of Hell comic book? SL : I didn’t produce that one. See, Zombie sold really well. But at the time, The Beyond wasn’t as popular as Zombie and I had trouble selling that one. The printer bill for that was outrageous, as you can imagine. Doing a comic book is very expensive. So, when it came time to do Gates of Hell, I just told the guy, “Man, I’m not doing it.” It just wasn’t worth it. By that time, I was about to get married and I had other bills. I just couldn’t afford it. Steve Romano and Derek Rook published the first issue of The Gates of Hell, and it was amazing. Recently, those guys went back in and took the Zombie comic and colored it. It’s all color now, and they’re going to release it as a series. They’re going to do that with Gates of Hell, too.
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JS: How did you come to publish the last two issues of Deep Red? SL : Well, the older Chas. Got, the lazier he got. He didn’t want to write anymore. He had this attitude of, “Nobody cares about my stuff.” I said, “Dude, you’re crazy! You have fans, you just don’t get it!” I basically had to talk him into doing those Deep Red s. It was like pulling teeth trying to get him to do them. And you can notice that anything that he put out just got thinner and smaller; instead of being a book, it would be a pamphlet. That’s just the way he was. And that’s why the issue with The Beyond spider cover doesn’t really have a voice. It’s not like the old Deep Red s. I didn’t like that one, personally. When we did the last one, I said, “Chas, we’ve got to really do something cool with this one and make it special.” I think the last one is a lot better.
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JS: I think so, too. You also published a lot of Chas.’ later books. How many books did Blackest Heart put out? SL : Oh, man. I don’t know. It was quite a bit just with Blackest Heart itself, and then the Deep Red s and the comic books. I mean, that’s all I was doing. It seemed like I was always publishing something. I never counted, but I did a lot of it.

JS: How did distribution work? SL : I pretty much self-distributed the majority of that stuff. I didn’t have a problem, because I had so many people on my mailing list, from all over the world. When I got to The Beyond comic book, I had Diamond sell some of those for us. That was really my first distributor. Everything before that was self-distributed through my mail order. I liked it better that way because I made more money. It might have taken me a little longer to move that stuff, but in the long run, things turned out better. That’s the way you did things back then. If you were doing a small market item, there wasn’t a distributor who would carry it, anyway.

JS: How did Rotten Cotton get started up? SL : The market for the bootleg tapes was dying quickly. I was like, “I can’t continue to do this.” At that time, I still had a day job.
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JS: What were you doing? SL : I was a baker. I made doughnuts and bread and cake. I was there for twelve years. Actually, I had to get up at two in the morning, so it wasn’t a day job [laughs]. But, that’s what I did. I was like, “I don’t want to continue doing this shit and I can’t continue doing videos.” We were selling T-shirts through Blackest Heart, and I thought, “Well, maybe I can make that a better deal.” Years ago, there was a company called Mutilation Graphics. They sold punk and drive-in movie T-shirts. I used to buy them when I was in high school. They were selling their company in the late eighties and I couldn’t afford to buy the company. A good friend of mine bought it, and he changed the name to Ransom Note Graphics. I ended up buying some shirts from him and putting them in the Blackest Heart catalog. He ended up selling Ransom Note Graphics right when I was trying to figure out how to get a T-shirt thing going. I ended up buying his T-shirt company. He taught me how to screen print, and I changed the name to Rotten Cotton. I fazed Blackest Heart out and just started doing the T-shirt thing. Once I did that, Chas. Balun became a full-time employee with me. He was the art director and all he did was design T-shirts. And, that was another reason why he wasn’t doing books. Literally every week, he was designing a T-shirt for me. So, Rotten Cotton completely took over, I quit my day job, and I never looked back.

JS: I’m interested in the mechanics of things. How do you go about producing and screening a shirt, especially with the amount of detail that Chas.’ artwork had? SL : It’s different now. Chas. Was really old school. He didn’t use a computer for anything! Towards the end, that got extremely frustrating because if you’re not using a computer, you’re behind. Basically, Chas. Would draw the artwork by hand with a triple-O Rapidograph pen. He drew with dots. That artwork was just dot, dot, dot, dot, dot, dot, dot, dot with a fucking magnifying glass for hours. That’s how he would do it. And then, he would take it to a place and have them shoot film. They’d roll the film up into a tube and ship it to me. I have screens that I coat with a light emulsion. You burn the image, and if there’s more than one color, you have to burn each color in a separate plate. You have to burn all the images. Basically, screen printing, the way I do it, is all done by hand. You’re running a squeegee over a screen with ink in it onto the shirt. You have to cure the shirt in an industrial dryer. It’s a long process, and it’s expensive.

JS: How long did it take you to master that? SL : I’m really good at it now. If you bought a shirt from me twelve years ago, you might have gotten a really shitty shirt. It’s a learning process, and I’m at the point now where I can do it in my sleep because that’s all I’ve been doing for more than fifteen years. But now, it’s different. Towards the end, Chas. Finally got on board with the computer and got friendly with it to the point where he could draw and scan the image in. He’d manipulate it with the computer and email it to me. I have a printer here where I can output the film. We cut out the whole step of having the film shot and it made it a lot easier. But yeah, he was stubborn about wanting to use a computer. He was an old hippy; Chas. Didn’t even like the phone. He would rather just talk in person.

JS: How big is your operation these days? SL : Well, I have two kids now. My daughter is seven and my son is three. When they were younger, I hired an employee to help me out because I couldn’t take care of my kids and do the work. But now I’ve got my kids in school and daycare. And when the economy went bad, I had to let my employee go. So basically, it’s just me. I do all the printing, folding, packaging, shipping, and internet. I have a guy that does artwork and design, but as far as all the labor here, everything is me. I think we have around 500 designs and they’re all hand done. So basically, I get up in the morning and work until I go to bed. It’s not easy, but when you’re working for yourself, it doesn’t matter. If I was working those hours making doughnuts, I wouldn’t be able to handle it.
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JS: As if you weren’t busy enough, how did Black Devil Doll come about? SL : Well, I’ve always been a fan of those shitty Charles Band movies.

JS: Empire Pictures? SL : Yeah. Stewart Gordon’s Dolls is my favorite. I don’t know what it is about that stuff. There’s something about having a puppet reacting to actors that I’ve always enjoyed. I even liked the lame TV show Alf because of that. Kid stuff, like the Muppet movies—I don’t know what it is, but I’ve always been really interested in that. I always thought that I’d missed my calling and I should have been a ventriloquist. Black Devil Doll from Hell is another favorite of mine. So, my brother was in college and started to make films. And another friend of mine made this cat-fight video called Brawling Broads. We were all hanging out one night, watching movies. I think we were watching Puppetmaster or something. I said, “We need to make a fucking puppet movie! We can do this—we have cameras, we have everything. Let’s do this!” Literally within a month of me saying that, we were shooting. It happened that quick. The next weekend, we started writing a script. I was looking online for people who made ventriloquist dolls. I found this white doll, and I said, “Can you just send me the doll unpainted and unassembled? We’re going to make our own thing.” I bought a head, hands, and a torso. We started messing around with it, trying to come up with a look. That’s how that started.

JS: How long did it take to complete the film? SL : Well, we had a lot of problems because we all had day jobs. I was running Rotten Cotton, and I had kids. It was pretty hectic. Most of the cast were strippers who were unreliable. We were afraid that we’d shoot something with these girls and they’d have to come back for another scene and we’d never see them again. We were really terrified of that the whole time. I think it took a month to shoot everything on weekends. Then, you’re talking about a lot of post—the Foley work was all done old school; we didn’t use a computer for any of that stuff. The doll’s voice had to be done in post and the editing took forever. We really didn’t know what we were doing, and we were using this really crappy consumer-grade camera. When we were looking through the viewfinder, we thought, “OK, this is what we’re framing.” In actuality, it was like a few inches or so off. There were scenes that we shot that were perfect, but you could see my hand operating the doll. We were worried that we weren’t even going to have a movie. It was pretty hectic. I think it took a month to shoot it and then another month to re-shoot the things that were fucked up. And it took a year or more to edit it. We were learning, and there were so many mistakes that we had to correct. But it was a learning experience. My brother actually went on to film school and we all know what we’re doing now. When we make the next one, we’ll be smarter.

JS: Did you have any problems with the tone of the film? SL : You would think so, but not really. We had people complain here and there, but that’s part of the fun. People have called me racist and everything, and I get it—but, my stepfather is black. He raised me from the time I was three. My brothers are half-black. I grew up in Oakland, and most of my friends are black, so I’m almost like a black guy trapped in a white guy’s body. I’ve never looked at the film as being racist, because I’ve just had a different experience than other people. And anyone who knows me and knows my family doesn’t look at it as being racist, either. But, I do understand a person who doesn’t know what the deal is looking at it that way. We just made fun of stereotypes because stereotypes are fun. We don’t take it too seriously. I can understand how somebody would, but that doesn’t bother me.

JS: So, has the film been received well for the most part? SL : Oh, yeah. The way we promoted that film and the way we sold it was really smart. I think it really worked. It’s got tons of fans and we’ve sold more units than I thought we could ever sell. We got great distribution—Grindhouse distributed it—and we got it into just about every store you can imagine. So yeah—for a movie that cost ten grand, it’s amazing how well it’s done.
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JS: When can we expect the next installment in the Devil Doll series to rear its head? SL : Well, it takes us a while to do these things, especially with this one. You’ll know why it’s taking so long when you see what we’ve come up with. I’d say in 2013—in the next year sometime. I defiantly want to make it happen next year. We’ve got an entire new way of promoting and selling this one. It’s going to be completely different. Times are changing, and DVD sales are not what they used to be, so we’ve got a new plan. It’s going to be an amazing new way to promote, sell, and release a movie. I can’t really give anything away, but it’s going to be awesome.

JS: You’ve got a very strong work ethic. What do you credit that to? SL : My dad. He was really strict with me. It was one of those things where I’d get up on Saturday morning and I had chores that lasted until it got dark. I’m not as bad with my kids because I hated that. I see why my dad did it now, but I hated it back then. I feel that it made me responsible. I dropped out of college because I had this thing in my head—I can stay in college, get a corporate job, and be miserable or I can figure out how to make a living doing something that I want to do. And then, when you have a blue collar job like being a baker, all you do all day is think, “How the fuck can I get out of here?” I was working with guys who were sixty and had been there their whole life. There was no way in hell I was going to do that. I wanted to make a living doing what I wanted to do. I’d go to these conventions when I was a kid and I’d see everyone making a living doing what they liked. So, I credit my dad for teaching me how to work harder. You have to be self-disciplined. I could have easily given up with Black Devil Doll. It was hard. And learning how to screen print was harder than learning how to bake. For the first few years, it was the most frustrating and difficult thing. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to throw the towel in. You’ve got to work hard. That’s what it is…
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I always admired the work of Andy Copp. I’ll never forget seeing The Mutilation Man for the first time. Andy gave me a copy of the DVD at a Cinema Wasteland convention in Ohio, and it was the first thing I watched when I made it home.

I was immediately impressed by what he had done. I had been reading about the film in the underground press for quite a while, and I was happy to see that it more than lived up to my expectations. Shot on 16mm, Super-8, and VHS, The Mutilation Man was a striking vision. A lot of critics use the phrase “fever dream” to make a point. In this case, the words would be an understatement.

At the convention, Andy told me that he edited and published a fanzine called Neon Madness. I quickly amassed a collection of back issues, and kept my eyes peeled for his next film. The next thing that I saw was something called Black Sun. Andy told me that making the film had been an even more personal journey than making The Mutilation Man, and let me tell you, I was in no position to doubt him.

I followed Copp’s career very closely over the following years. With every film he made, he seemed to tap deeper and deeper into his psyche. His unfinished epic, The Church of the Eyes, looked as if it would be his most intimate film yet.

At some point over the last year, I asked Andy if I could interview him for this book. I wanted to ask him a few questions about his work as an independent filmmaker. I wanted to know about his days as a fanzine editor. I wanted to get his story down. He responded within minutes, and we did this interview soon after.

We wrote back and forth many times in the months that followed, mostly about the films that we’d seen and the books that we’d read. Before long, I considered Andy Copp a friend.

Our correspondence went on until January 8, 2013. Andy wrote to me about something or other, and I wrote him back. I never received a reply. Eleven days later, I got the news. Andy Copp had taken his own life.

At first, I couldn’t believe it. Why? Why? Why? I couldn’t answer that question then, and I sure as hell can’t answer it now. And truth be told, I really don’t want to. I don’t want to dig that deep.

There’s not much more that I can say at the moment. Fare thee well, my friend. Hopefully, we’ll meet again one day.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on February 8, 2012.



JOH N SZPUNAR : How old were you when you first got into horror films? ANDY COPP: When I was growing up, there was a program on our local TV called Shock Theater. It was hosted by Dr. Creep, and I used to watch it a lot. Growing up, I had a very dysfunctional family. My father was a raging alcoholic. The only time that my family “worked” was when Shock Theater was on. We would all come together as a family and watch that. There were no beatings, there was no screaming. We would watch it, and things were good. Through that, I really identified with horror films, from a very tiny age. Eventually my dad left and things got a lot better, but I kept that identification with the genre. It became a real safety mechanism thing.
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JS: It’s interesting that horror films, which are usually pretty scary to little kids, could serve as a comfort zone.

AC: Yeah. A lot of that came from Dr. Creep. He was like a big teddy bear type of a guy and he was very goofy and funny. Years later, I ended up becoming friends with him. I revived his show and directed it for ten years. Everything came full circle.

JS: I’m skipping ahead a little bit, but what was that like?

AC: Oh, it was awesome. I got to hang out with the guy from my childhood. I traveled the convention circuit with him. He was doing the same thing that I watched as a kid. It was a fortunate way to reconnect with all that.

JS: Did you sneak into a lot of R-rated films as a kid?

AC: No. Let me back up. My mom met my stepdad Gene Lowe, and he was a horror fanatic. An exploitation movie fanatic. They had no problems with me watching that kind of stuff. I remember my stepdad taking me to see Re-Animator when it came out. The theater didn’t want to let me in and he threw a fit at them until they did. I had no issues with that stuff.

JS: You were lucky.

AC: Yeah. They would take me to that stuff. But at the same time, I wasn’t really into the really crazy shit that I got into later. There was this weird period where I wasn’t into that stuff. I was more into the science fiction fantasy stuff until I hit my early teens and really started diving into it. I missed a lot of stuff on its first run. But, my parents were going to see it. I remember them coming home saying, “Oh, we saw this zombie movie. It had blah, blah, blah, blah, blah!” Years later, I realized that they had seen a triple feature of Zombie, Night of the Zombies, and Burial Ground. I looked back and went, “Man, I love that stuff now but didn’t then. I could have seen it!”

JS: OK, let me get a frame of reference here. When were you born?

AC: 1972.

JS: I was born in ’73, so we’re about the same age. I remember seeing ads in the paper for things like Burial Ground and The Gates of Hell. I actually cut those out and taped them to my folders for school.

AC: I did the same thing. Like I said, there was a period of time where I wasn’t into horror movies for about three or four years. It probably had to do with my parents breaking up. I got back into it around 1984 or ’85.

JS: Video filled in a lot of gaps for me. I remember seeing the box for Zombie at the video store, thinking, “I can finally see this thing!” I remembered seeing the ad when it ran in the paper.

AC: That’s the thing. Even though I went through that period where I wasn’t watching horror films, I was totally fascinated by the ad mats. Every Thursday, I’d get the paper and see what was opening the next day. I’d spend hours going through it. We had tons of drive-ins here in Dayton and they opened all of that sleaze and horror stuff. Even though I was scared of that stuff, I would always look to see what opened. My parents always went. My cousins, who lived down the street, always went. I always got the stories from them, even if I didn’t go. I heard about Basket Case, the zombie movies, and Blood Sucking Freaks. And I totally remember those ads. When I got older, I spent a couple of years going through the microfilm at the local library finding those ads. I started collecting them; I have binders full of them.

JS: Evil Dead 2 came out when I was in eighth grade. I saw the ad with the smiling skull and snuck in to see it. I read that it was made by some guys from Michigan. They were older than me, but they were young. It got me thinking about filmmaking in a way that I hadn’t before. When did you realize that you wanted to start making movies?
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AC: When I was a kid, there were always movies in my house. The TV was always on and I was always going to the movies. My stepfather was around a lot when I was a kid, and to get me to stop being scared of horror movies (because he loved them so much), he explained to me about the special effects in The Howling. He sat me down one day—there must have been something on TV, an article in the paper, or something. I remember the conversation between us, more than anything. He was like, “This is how it’s done. It’s not real.” That kicked it over for me. I was like, “Holy shit, that’s awesome!” I decided that I wanted to be a special effects artist. I was obsessed with special makeup effects for years. I went through that typical kid phase where the house was filled with masks. I was like the kid from Summer School. For years, it was like that. And then, I saw a double-whammy on video of Texas Chain Saw and The Evil Dead. I distinctly remember watching those two films in high school. It all changed for me. It wasn’t about special effects anymore; it was about making an audience feel the way that I felt when I was watching those movies.

JS: What was it about those two films that made you feel that way?

AC: I just remember being mesmerized at how terrifying and relentless they were. They just kept coming at you—a rollercoaster of fear. I took both of them back to the video store and rented them again. I watched them over and over for three or four days straight. Every time I watched them, they affected me the same way. I wanted to make movies that did the same thing. I no longer wanted to do special effects; I wanted to be the guy who orchestrated the whole package.

JS: What kind of effects were you doing as a kid?

AC: The typical stuff—latex scars and fake fingers. Freddy Krueger makeups; that was big in the eighties. From that, I did fake bodies and fake body parts. Lots of burn makeups. Nothing too sophisticated. I did a lot of intestines [laughs]. It was all good fun stuff. It progressed to me being able to do effects for my own movies.

JS: What were the video stores like in your neighborhood?

AC: We had great video stores in Dayton and I miss a lot of them. Dayton’s got a lot of urban areas; it’s kind of segmented. And that’s a goldmine for exploitation video. I was at a good age to discover that. We had two or three of them that were in the more urban areas of town. One of them was called Video Castle. I went there as soon as I was able to drive. Over half of the store was this wall of horror movies and they got more horror movies all the time. It was in a black area of town, so it was a huge part of their stock. They had insane shit—they were getting stuff that no other stores had. It was one of the first places that was getting a lot of that shot on video crap that people now are paying huge amounts of money for. They were one of the first stores to get Nekromantik. I don’t have any clue why they got it. It wasn’t the Film Threat tape, either; it was the tape before the Film Threat tape.
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JS: A store by my house had that, too.

AC: Yeah. They had some of those Chuck Vincent directed horror flicks. They just had everything. It was crazy. They had all of the blaxsploitation flicks. They had the Albert Pyun action flicks. There were three or four video stores like that around Dayton. There was another one that was literally across the main street behind my house. I used to go there all the time, too. But that was the era where the 7-11s would rent videos. I remember going to the 7-11 by my house because it was the only place in Dayton that had Rawhead Rex.

JS: There was one store by my house that, for some reason, had some Jean Rollin films. They weren’t subtitled; they were all in French. I’m still trying to figure out why they had them and if anyone ever rented them besides me.

AC: Right! [laughs]

JS: OK, let’s move on to magazines. I’m sure you were reading Fangoria.

AC: Yeah. That’s where everybody started. I was a nut about that kind of stuff. I read Fangoria and I read Cinefantastique. And I read Gorezone, of course. I have fond memories of reading Gorezone. Actually, I liked Gorezone better than Fango.

JS: Gorezone had some great writers.

AC: Yeah. That’s what made it so good. Then, around that same time period, in the late eighties, there was Slaughterhouse and HorrorFan. I read both of those. I think I still have all of the issues. From what I understand, they were both forced off the newsstand by the Starlog Group. I’m almost positive that both of those mags were taking up shelf space, so Starlog started publishing this other magazine called Toxic Horror. Their sole reason to do that was to get rid of those other magazines. Once it happened, they quit publishing Toxic Horror.

JS: Slaughterhouse introduced me to a lot of things that weren’t being covered in Fangoria.

AC: Absolutely. They were covering Japanese stuff, Street Trash—they were the first people to talk about Jim VanBebber and they covered the movie Beware! Children at Play.

JS: Yeah. That was called Goblins at the time, wasn’t it?

AC: Yeah, I think you’re right.

JS: Slaughterhouse also covered a lot of the stuff that FantaCo was publishing. It was one of the first places where I read about Gore Shriek and Deep Red.

AC: I think I’d already been reading Deep Red at that point. I had a couple issues of it—the publishing schedule was so sporadic.

JS: What was your initial reaction to Deep Red?

AC: That was the big one. For me, it was the introduction to all of the stuff that I wasn’t seeing anywhere else. I already had Chas.’ first two books, and I thought, “This is a whole new world that Fangoria’s not even talking about.” That just opened up my world. It had an attitude that was much more in tune to how I was thinking about things. It opened my eyes. Chas. Had an attitude of, “Hey, kid—you can come up and fucking do this.”

JS: I wanted to touch on that…

AC: It’s funny, because as he got older, he kind of regretted that later because there was so much bad stuff out there. But that was his attitude. It was him talking to the fans, saying, “Hey! I’m one of you guys. We don’t have to put up with taking crap. You can do it yourself.” That spoke to me and I know it spoke to a lot of other people. It made you feel like you were part of something. He was a real cheerleader for the genre and for young people. And it was a real important thing for him to do what he did. He was a very anti-corporate cheerleader—be independent. That was a really big deal for me in my life. I picked up a camera. I’m not saying that I wouldn’t have done it without that, but I don’t know if I would have done it quite as aggressively. Deep Red was a really important thing for me, and I certainly wouldn’t have done my own fanzine without having read it.

JS: When did you pick up a camera for the first time?

AC: It would have been right before I went to film school. I didn’t get my hands on a camera until a year before that. It’s going to sound funny, but believe it or not, I went to church a lot in the couple of years before I went to film school. Of course, all of that’s changed since I became an adult, but it was a good place to hang out and be a kid. My first films were done through church. I have these really weird church films that are really funny to look back on.

JS: Were they shot on Super-8?

AC: No, they were video. I didn’t shoot on Super-8 until I went to film school.

JS: What kind of video equipment were you using?

AC: It was one of those ancient Super-VHS cameras that had a separate deck that you had to carry around. And even those films were really weird action/horror films. Even though they were church films, they were very much influenced by the stuff that I liked.
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JS: What were those films like?

AC: They were really bizarre things. They were based on church proverbs, but my friends and I were running around with toy guns [laughs]. They were totally inappropriate for what we were doing.

JS: How did film school come about?

AC: I wanted to become a filmmaker. Wright State University was right here in town. VanBebber had gone there, as well. It was the film school to go to, and I managed to get some grants together.

JS: What was film school like?

AC: It was not a good experience, really. The first couple of years were good, but they had some weird criteria and it became a little unpleasant. I went the year before Tarantino hit big. I was making horror films and I loved exploitation movies, but that school was really focused on documentaries and drama. I was just not a fit for there, and they were very vocal about that. They found ways for me to not go on with the program.

JS: It’s sort of strange that a place that’s supposed to be harboring creativity would frown upon a creative act.

AC: The weirdest thing is that once Tarantino became huge, he became a big deal. If I would have started school two years later, I would have been fine. All of that stuff became creatively acceptable.

JS: What happened after film school?

AC: That’s when I dove into making The Mutilation Man. I started writing it immediately after film school and within a year and a half, I started shooting it.

JS: What gave you the idea to make that film?

AC: Being angry about film school was a huge part of it. I had also read The Hunger Artist by Kafka recently, and it sort of got my brain thinking about somebody doing something to their own body out of protest. It sort of grew from there.

JS: How did you get the project rolling?

AC: It was one of those things where it was like, I’m either going to do it or I’m not going to do it. I spent a lot of time writing the script. I was friends with Jim [VanBebber] at the time, and I knew Terek Puckett and Mike King through him. I knew a lot of people who were willing to help, and through those guys, I was able to get equipment. I managed to save some money to get started. It was just one of those things. I started shooting on 16mm and those guys agreed to help—I just jumped in and did it.

JS: How long did it take you to finish the film?

AC: It ended up taking five years. It’s the typical story that you always hear—you hear about Buddy G doing Combat Shock that way. You go so far and then you run out of money. You stop for a while and get a little money and then you shoot a little more.

JS: Over all, was it an enjoyable experience?

AC: It was exciting, because it was my first movie. I hadn’t made anything except school films. So, yeah, it was an enjoyable experience. At the same time, it was a little nerve-wracking. It was five years, start and stop. People involved with it were moving away and coming back. I look back at the film and don’t see the movie—I see those five years.

JS: Are you happy with the finished film?

AC: To a degree. I’m happier with it now than I was for a long time. But working at the level I work at, I’m never really happy with anything because all I see is what I don’t have the means to do what I want to do.

JS: I was really impressed with the mixed media in The Mutilation Man. Was that always essential to your vision?

AC: Yeah. From the very beginning, I always wanted it to be shot on a couple of different formats. I wanted it to look fractured. That’s something that I love doing; it comes from my love of experimental films. And visually, I really like the film, even though it’s never been properly mastered. I had to edit it by sneaking into editing bays.

JS: When did you start writing, as far as journalism goes?

AC: I did a lot of critical writing for classes in college. I really enjoyed it. In the mid-nineties, I was working at a movie theater here in town called Neon Movies. I was put in charge of their midnight screenings and I brought in Hong Kong movies and horror films. I was one of the first people to screen Meet the Feebles. It didn’t go over well, but I was proud that I did it. In doing that, I was doing a lot of local write-ups and I decided to do my own zine to coincide with the midnight screenings. That’s when I launched Neon Madness. The first two issues were kind of tied into the midnight shows. That’s where it all started.

JS: How were you producing the magazine?
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AC: The first few issues were really simple—taking them to a local printer and getting them xeroxed. I was banging them out on an extremely primitive word processor. I didn’t have a computer, I had a word processor that had one of those tiny orangelit LCD screens. I typed it out on that and hand-cut everything. It was a real cut and paste thing. I printed them as I needed them. I’d do ten-, fifteen-, twenty copies at a time and take them to the local comic shops or the theater and go from there.

JS: How big of an audience did you have?

AC: It never went crazy. I never printed more than a couple hundred. It was never a huge thing, but the internet helped. And the conventions helped—that was really the big thing. I’d have them at the table and people started to buy them. Word of mouth got around and people started asking for them. Locally, it always did OK. There were several shops here that carried it.

JS: How many issues did you put out?

AC: Fourteen.

JS: How late in the game did you start doing Neon Madness shows on TV?

AC: Well, I started working in public access a couple of years after that, in 1997. I probably started doing the show in ’98. From 1998 until 2004, the show was just me in my living room. It was literally just that—me in my living room in front of a wall of video tapes. It was edited well; don’t get me wrong—that was actually one of the best things about it. I’d pick five or six movies that I wanted to talk about, and that’s what I’d do. I did a lot of episodes of that; I don’t even know how many. It changed in 2005 when I met Michelle McLaughlin, who had been in a couple of my movies. She really wanted to get in on it and we completely changed the format. We were still talking about movies, but it became more of a sexy Sneak Previews kind of thing—we were going back and forth. She’d flash her tits to keep people awake. We started doing book reviews and stuff like that. It became a little more involved.

JS: As a filmmaker, was it a little more gratifying to do the TV show?

AC: No, because I did both. I never stopped the printed zine. They hit different parts for me. I’m weird that way—I’m the kind of person who really values my solitary time. The zine really fulfilled that. I could take time to zone out and write. And even when I got a computer, I still did it cut and paste. I spent a lot of time doing it that way; it was an artistic outlet. Doing the shows with Michelle was almost a lark. We’d just sort of goof off and have a good time with it. So, they sort of functioned as two different things.

JS: Why did you stop doing the Neon Madness show?

AC: Michelle moved away and I just kind of stopped doing it. I didn’t do the video version again at all until I started doing the Exploitation Nation video blog recently.

JS: Let’s talk a little about that.

AC: Well, I’d done Neon Madness for years but I kind of cleaned my slate for a year or two and focused on filmmaking. I had to finish Quiet Nights of Blood and Pain—I wanted to get that done and get it out into the marketplace. And another reason that I stopped doing Neon Madness was that I was getting way too much product to review. I was on a lot of screener lists from companies that I didn’t even know anything about. I was getting stacks of stuff, and it got to where it was work. I wasn’t doing it because I enjoyed it, I was doing it because I’d be like, “OK, I don’t even know this company, but I’ve got to cover this movie.” I was feeling really guilty because I was getting so much stuff. So, I took about a year to try and concentrate on my film work. But, I missed writing about movies and I missed talking about movies. I was like, “OK, I’m going to start doing this again. I need to do it.” I opened Exploitation Nation as a blog as result of that. And then, I really missed doing a show. I just recently picked that up again.

JS: The episodes that I’ve seen are really fun.

AC: Yeah. And they’re formatted different; it’s not just me sitting there. And, I’m trying to incorporate a few different things. I talk about old bootlegs and VHS tapes.

JS: I don’t want to get off topic here, but do you want to talk about the bootleg scene in the nineties?

AC: Sure. I think it’s an important thing. A lot of the bootlegs in the nineties (that a lot of us traded) weren’t available in any other form. The horror genre was a dead issue in the nineties; I think we can all agree on that. Though a lot of younger fans didn’t live through that. So they don’t know the wasteland the horror genre was at that time. But, it seems to me that when the DVD boom happened in ’98 and ’99, a lot of the DVD companies that sprung up would judge a title’s worth by its status as a bootleg.

JS: If it was in demand…

AC: Well, you can answer this question because you had a DVD company. I know that as a consumer, that’s how I was judging things. If I’d spent a lot of money on it as a bootleg, I was like, “Well, fuck! I’m going to go buy The Beyond on DVD because I bought it six times before.”
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JS: Oh yeah, of course. I’d say that the entire boom was built on that.

AC: It seems like even now, the companies that have survived are still releasing stuff that was being passed around back then.

JS: Yeah. And for a time there, the little companies were big. I mean, my company was never huge, but for a little while, there was an entire industry that was built on fanzine and tape trading culture.

AC: Right. Those things were locked together. You would get the new issue of Shock Cinema and would read what were essentially bootleg reviews.

JS: That’s how I first saw a lot of that stuff.

AC: Those were titles that eventually made their way over to legitimate DVDs. Not everybody’s ethical—I can understand that. I sold bootlegs for a long time and I’m not ashamed of it. But at the same time, I was anal retentive and ethical about it. If I found out that somebody had gotten the rights to something, I got rid of it immediately. I tried to keep up on that. I can understand people getting pissed off at bootleggers if they had the rights to some gem title. I totally get that. At the same time, those titles weren’t being kept alive on their own through the nineties. That’s the thing. If Chas. Balun hadn’t been championing those movies, if tape traders hadn’t been trading them, if there hadn’t been bootlegs of them from import laserdiscs, people wouldn’t be talking about them.

JS: A lot of those films would have been lost if they hadn’t been made available. And who else but the fans would actually bother to examine them?

AC: I taught a horror movie class at a local college for about five years. That was actually something I talked about. Horror went underground in the nineties, and the tape trading and fanzine culture kept it alive. People were trading tapes and they were trading foreign movies. Things like the Evil Dead Trap films were available—it was hand-to-hand culture. Fans were getting these movies and saying, “Hey, I’ve got this. Let me get it to you.” Without that, the horror culture would have taken a serious blow.

JS: Things would have been a lot different. On the subject of VHS , what do you think of the resurgence of interest in the format? Old VHS tapes are selling for crazy prices.

AC: It’s a rose-colored glasses thing, that’s for sure. It’s the same way that people looked back at eight-track tapes a few years ago; it’s a nostalgia thing. I understand part of it because of the artwork on the boxes.

JS: Those painted covers were beautiful…

AC: I can definitely see the collectability of it. But at the same time, I think the collectors market has eaten itself. You said it—people are asking insane amounts of money for these old tapes.

JS: Yeah. And we were trying to avoid some of those tapes by buying bootlegs. Who wants to see Creepers when you can see an uncut print of Phenomena?

[image: 001]

AC: That’s exactly it. And you have people saying, “I have this tape of The Twilight People! I’ll give it to you for ninety bucks.” The fucking thing probably doesn’t even play anymore. You’re paying for a catalog number.

JS: If I could go back in time and keep some of the tapes that I rented, I’d definitely do it. It’s funny to me, though—a lot of the people who are buying the things were barely alive when I was renting them.

AC: A lot of the younger guys just want to be a part of something that they weren’t part of. And I guess that’s OK. They just want to experience what you and I have been talking about—they want to go to one of those video stores and experience that stuff. But to do it at ninety bucks a pop is a little ridiculous.

JS: What can you tell me about your new film, Church of the Eyes?

AC: I’ve been working on that for a long time. It started as a music video with a guy from Indiana named Kevin Jones. He had a band called Swineburner. He was a fan of some of my work and we got together to do a crazy, experimental video piece to his music. Once we started throwing ideas around, it became a short film. And then, that short film became a feature film. It was just one of those things that grew and grew. Once it went from short film to feature film, it became intensely personal for me. My mother died in the interim, which was a big deal for me, obviously. And that’s what the movie is dealing with—loss, pain, and coming to terms with those things. It became a huge project, and it was never meant to be.

JS: What’s the premise of the film?

AC: The story is about a guy whose girlfriend dies in a car accident. In a fit of depression, he decides that he’s going to find and kill God. It’s very surreal and very much inspired by Jodorowsky. It’s almost like a companion piece to The Mutilation Man and Black Sun.

JS: What does “kill God” mean in the context of the film?

AC: Well, in the film, it’s not necessarily metaphorical. In the film he finds Him. The movie plays out like it’s really happening. But if you’re paying attention and following along with the symbolism, maybe the whole thing is just the character coming to terms with the death of his girlfriend. Or maybe there’s the subtext that he’s killed himself. There are several layers going on and you’re never sure what is what—none of that is explicitly spelled out.
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JS: There’s a lot of subtext in your movies, and that’s what I really enjoy about them. They’re open to interpretation, and it’s clear that you really think about what you’re doing and that you put your heart into it.

AC: This has turned to be the hardest movie that I’ve made, in a lot of ways. Not physically, but emotionally. It’s been really draining.

JS: A while back, you mentioned that you started out by making films for church. How much of an impact does your religious past have on you as a filmmaker?

AC: None. My religious views are pretty much the direct opposite of what they were when I was a teenager. I am basically agnostic with some heavy leanings towards some oddball spirituality at best. That influences my films. For example, The Atrocity Circle, my rape/revenge movie, is much more about how evil spreads and contaminates people. It is a metaphysical idea that resides under the surface. I’ve written a couple of scripts that are very anti-organized religion but they are too expensive to make. Right now, anyway.

JS: When I interviewed Chas. Balun, he ended things by saying that genre would continue to grow and evolve through the work of the “true believers”…

AC: He was right then, and still is. Watch a movie like The Bunny Game or Life and Death of a Porno Gang, and those are films clearly made my passionate, smart true believers. There are also a lot of jokers in the genre doing it because it almost always gets distribution and attention. Or people who think horror is just spraying blood on your brother’s girlfriend’s tits. A lot of crap gets made now, at all levels. But there is enough great stuff, stuff like Martyrs for example, that makes it all worthwhile.
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Ultra Violent is hands down one of the best horror zines on the market today. The brainchild of Mr. Scott Gabbey, UV hit the scene back in 1999. Featuring interviews with Nacho Cerda, Jörg Buttgereit, and Coffin Joe, UV quickly became one of my favorite things—it was refreshing to read a new magazine that catered to my strange and sleazy tastes.

The fourth issue brought with it the writing of Art Ettinger. His colossal interview with Last House on Dead End Street director Roger Watkins ran eighteen pages long, something almost unheard of in the underground press. Yes indeed, these boys were doing things right.

With each new issue, the interviews grew longer, and the films that they covered grew more extreme. Where else could you read a detailed set report on Fred Vogel’s August Underground’s Mordum or an interview with Johan (Lucker the Necrophagous) Vandewoestijne?

Art Ettinger went on to became Ultra Violent’s editor-in-chief with issue number 11. Scott Gabbey continues to publish the mag, and is now hard at work on an honest-to-goodness book about Coffin Joe. I decided that it was high time to talk to both men about the horror genre, Ultra Violent, and the winding road ahead of them.

The following interviews with Scott Gabbey and Art Ettinger were conducted via telephone on April 12, and February 20, 2012, respectively.



JOH N SZPUNAR : You started Ultra Violent in 1999. SCOTT GA BBEY: Yeah, 1999 was when the first issue was published. But in 1997, I published a zine called Unsane, which was just a stapled together digest size magazine that I put together on my own to give away at video stores. I spent a lot of time at the local video stores and renting obscure movies. I was basically trying to reach out to likeminded people.

JS: Where were you living? SG : Southern Ohio. Appalachia—right on the border of West Virginia and Kentucky. I grew up in an area with characters like Jesco White, Hasil Adkins, and Mothman [laughs]. I was spending a lot of time watching obscure movies, and I wanted to do something with the knowledge that I was acquiring. When I was really young, my dad had a collection of video tapes. He had a lot of the Universal monster movies and I watched those pretty obsessively. And growing up in the eighties, the slasher movies were extremely popular. Back then, you could buy Fangoria at the grocery stores and gas stations.

JS: I was really into slasher movies back then. SG : Yeah. A lot of the kids were into them. I remember doing projects in grade school where people were drawing Jason masks and things like that. As the years went by, a lot of the kids in school kind of grew out of it, but I kind of grew more and more into it. I started reading everything that I could and kept watching as many movies as possible. There were three or four really great video stores that I used to rent from on a regular basis. They all knew me because I was a regular customer. They knew that I was really into horror movies, so they would always give me things like the Midnight Video and Blackest Heart Media catalogs. That was my gateway into a whole other world. Growing up in Appalachia, it was sort of an escape. There really wasn’t much happening there.
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JS: You have just got back from Brazil… SG : Yeah, I spent six months there. It was a fantastic experience.

JS: Did that have something to do with your Coffin Joe book? SG : Yes. I’m working with a translator who lives in Fortaleza, which is close to where I was staying. I was in a little fishing village called Cumbuco. My girlfriend’s folks have a place down there, so that gave me the opportunity to work in a non-intrusive environment. It wasn’t all work, though. We did a lot of traveling around Northeast Brazil. Coffin Joe lives in Sao Paulo, which is an amazing city, far from the area where we stayed. I’ve been to Sao Paulo several times specifically to do interviews for the book.

JS: What’s the status of the book? SG : My goal is to have it completed in 2013. The biggest obstacle that I’ve dealt with is the translations. I have around twenty hours of interview material with Coffin Joe on microcassettes, and it’s all in Portuguese and broken English. Some of the interviews were conducted in his office and the windows were open. You can hear cars going by in the background. Unfortunately, it’s not the greatest audio. And you know what a pain in the ass it is just to transcribe something. Imagine translating and transcribing.
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JS: For the number of hours, it’s got to be insane. SG : I’ve been quoted around $10,000. Obviously, I can’t shell that out [laughs].

JS: Have you ever had to use a translator for Ultra Violent? SG : I guess I’ve been pretty lucky, as far as that sort of thing goes. I’ve done interviews with people like Hideshi Hino. For that, Art Ettinger knew someone who was a professional Japanese-to-English translator. That was done over the phone. I would ask a question and she would translate his answers back to me. Most of the other foreign directors that I’ve interviewed could speak English. Jodorowsky was someone who had a really thick accent, and he talks 100 miles an hour. It was quite a task to transcribe everything.

JS: What were some of your influences for Ultra Violent? SG : I’d say the two fanzines that made the biggest impression on me were Deep Red and Dreadful Pleasures. I don’t remember how I wound up with a copy of Dreadful Pleasures. I might have picked it up at one of the video stores I used to go to. I really liked the layout. It was really slick and that was sort of what I was going for with Ultra Violent. There were a lot of magazines and fanzines that would print articles about death metal. I wanted to create a magazine that was strictly about film, and I wanted to make it look as neat and tidy as possible. I wanted it to look professional. I didn’t want it to have all of those dripping fonts [laughs]. I used PageMaker to lay out the first issue. I was really obsessive compulsive and I wanted everything to be perfect. I spent a lot of time laying it out and making that happen.

JS: How much of a time lapse was there between Unsane and Ultra Violent? SG : I guess about a year. I put out five issues of Unsane.

JS: Can you tell me a little about that? SG : Well, it was monthly, and I did everything myself. Actually, I was working in a record store in the mid-nineties. Somebody came in and robbed the store. I was physically assaulted and punched in the face. I had a few weeks off of work and spent a lot of time watching movies. I had kicked around the idea of doing something, and that sort of gave me the opportunity. I started to cut up old catalogs for the images, and I typed up the reviews on my computer. It was totally cut and paste. I’d hand them out for free in video stores, and I sent some to Shawn Lewis from Blackest Heart Media. He was doing a lot of conventions and that sort of thing. I’d send him ten or twenty issues, and that felt like a big deal to me [laughs].
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JS: What was the page count of those things? SG : Twelve pages, or something like that. They weren’t very long, but it was hard work. My concept was to put it out every month, and I actually did it. That was probably the only time in my life that I met a deadline. I busted my ass to make sure that those things were out every month. I remember staying up for twenty-four or forty-eight hours to do everything that I had to do.

JS: What made you want to start doing Ultra Violent? SG : Basically, with the advent of the internet, I made some new friends. One friend of mine had been in contact with Kyra Schon from Night of the Living Dead. He had her email address, so I emailed her, and asked to do an interview. Then, there was Monster Bash, the classic horror film convention in Pittsburgh. Tom Savini was going to be there. At that time, it was exciting for me to hear that Tom Savini was going to be at a convention [laughs]. It wasn’t like it is now, where it’s common for him to be at a show.

JS: Who did you interview first? SG : Kyra was my first interview, ever. That was through email, and she was really sweet. She was at the convention that Savini was at, so I went there and met her in person. I remember feeling really nervous to meet Kyra. I remember approaching Tom Savini and doing a short interview with him at the show. From that point, I got in contact with Antonella Fulci. Lucio Fulci was my gateway into the other world of horror. I grew up with the American slasher movies, but I really became obsessed with Fulci. Getting in contact with Antonella was very exciting. She agreed to give me an article that she had written. For the most part, I wrote the majority of the first few issues and conducted the interviews.
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JS: How did you decide that you had enough material to put out an issue? SG : I just started accumulating this material and I kind of ran with it from there. I basically had the idea that I wanted to put a magazine together, and I had been in contact with a guy who had put out a metal magazine of some variety. He put me in touch with Small Publishers, Inc., which is a print shop in Florida. They were printing a lot of zines, and I found out about their rates. I obviously had to pay for the first issue out of pocket. And I gave out all the ads in the first issue for free. They were basically places that I had been ordering from, like Video Wasteland, Blackest Heart, and Shocking Videos. The next issue, I went back to them and everybody returned the favor.

JS: How did you get in touch with Nacho Cerda? SG : That was actually through Shawn Lewis. I bought my copy of Aftermath from Blackest Heart Media. I read his review and was like, “OK!” I was really into necrophilia movies at the time. I was obsessed with Nekromantik and all of that stuff. I got in touch with Shawn, and he ended up getting me in contact with Cerda. I think he got the information from Chas. Balun, actually. But, Nacho was a very cool guy to talk to and I was very excited. That was my first foreign director. He is actually one of the few directors that I kept in contact with over the years. I wrote the liner notes for the Aftermath DVD that was released by Unearthed Films.

JS: You did a lot of distribution at horror conventions… SG : Yeah. I’d go to conventions and approach different dealers who were selling things that were related to what I was doing. There was Damien Glonek and Ed Long with Unearthly Possessions, who are now doing Living Dead Dolls. They were selling Cannibal Holocaust T-shirts and things like that. I would wholesale it to them, and they would sell it at shows. The same thing with Ken Kish, who is now doing Cinema Wasteland. And pretty early on, I was in touch with Paul Brown from Midnight Media. I met him at a Chiller Theatre convention. He was publishing Is it…Uncut?, and I was in love with that. It was a funny moment, because I was standing there with an issue of Uncut, and he was standing there with an early issue of Ultra Violent. He would buy quite a few copies from me.

JS: You’re one of the few guys that I’ve talked to who started doing a zine at the dawn of the internet explosion. How did that affect what you were doing? SG : Oh man, it made all the difference, as much as I hate to admit it. If it weren’t for the advent of the internet, I don’t know if I would be doing it. Like I said, the first interview that I did was with Kyra, and that was because of the internet. I met Kate Hutchinson online. She’s a brilliant writer, and she still writes for us.

JS: What has your experience with distributors been like? SG : Dealing with distributors is much like dealing with the mob. I’ve had really terrible experiences with them. Tower Records went under while distributing Ultra Violent. They didn’t owe me a fortune, but it was well over a grand. It was a lot of money for me. I remember getting a letter in the mail saying, “If you want to send in these documents, you can claim $500, and if you don’t send us anything, you can claim $200.” I claimed $200, because I’m not that organized, and they didn’t even send me that [laughs]. I had the same experience with Desert Moon. That was another distributor that was distributing the magazine, early on. When you get a check from a distributor, it’s kind of like a bonus. Advertising basically keeps Ultra Violent alive.

JS: You said that you’re not good with deadlines. Are you happy with your current publishing schedule? SG : I’ve learned to live with it. Like I said, when I started out, I was genuine about the deadlines. I’ve tried to do the same thing with Ultra Violent, but it never works, ever. I initially wanted to do it quarterly, and obviously that didn’t happen. I tried to do it biannually, and that didn’t happen. So, now it’s annual, and that doesn’t even exactly happen [laughs]. Over the years, I’ve learned to live with the fact that it comes out when it comes out. I’ve also learned from the collector’s point of view. I’m sure you know this too, from being involved with Barrel Entertainment. People might bitch and moan when something doesn’t come out when you say it’s going to be out, but when it does come out, they get it and they forget that there was ever any delay. I always think about Grindhouse Releasing. For years people were bitching about the delay of Cannibal Holocaust, and then they put it out. It’s like, “Oh, cool!” Nobody says anything more about it. It’s over and done with. So, I just figure it comes out when it comes out.
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JS: Issue number 3 was the first time you were involved with Coffin Joe. Could you tell me a little bit about that? SG : Sure. I ended up getting in contact with Coffin Joe through Something Weird Video. I had ordered his movies through the Something Weird catalog, and I wanted to interview him. I talked to Lisa Petrucci, and she put me in contact with André Barcinski, who was his agent at the time. He’s also the author of his biography and the director of the documentary about Coffin Joe that came out years ago. It was through him that I was able to do the first interview. It was entirely through email. It wasn’t over the telephone. That was the beginning of my relationship with him, André, and that whole crew.

JS: What kind of a guy is Coffin Joe? SG : [laughs] Very strange. He’s a very strange and unusual character.

JS: I kind of gathered that [laughs]! SG : He’s actually a very endearing character because he’s very childlike. When I visited his apartment, I was walking around and looking at everything. It’s just ceiling to floor books. Then I noticed a theme—comic books, animation, Hitler, and pornography. That was basically it. And then, I noticed that they were in every language imaginable. His son told me, “My father cannot read all of these books, but he collects them.” Coffin Joe is not really an educated man. He did not attend a university. In my opinion though, that’s more of a testament to him as a filmmaker. He’s basically self-taught, and he’s done it all on his own.

JS: His films are so unique. I’ve never seen anything quite like them. SG : They are, and that’s exactly the way that I feel about him. I think it was Captain Beefheart who said, “If you want to be a different fish, you have to way.

JS: How popular is he in Brazil these days? SG : Massively popular. He has his own television show. It was great living in Brazil for six months and being able to turn on the television and see Coffin Joe. He’s a big deal down there. During Carnaval, a few years ago they had him on a giant float passing through the streets. It’s crazy. When I was there in 2003 with Killjoy from [the band] Necrophagia, we were walking through the streets, and random people were approaching him—little kids running around saying, “Zé do Caixão! Zé do Caixão!” This lady came up to him and wanted him to hold her baby for a picture.

JS: What can we expect from your book? SG : It’s going to be a collection of interviews that I’ve conducted over the last ten years, compiled and printed in chronological order. It’s the story of Coffin Joe, from his own perspective, and from the perspective of other actors, producers, and directors who have worked with him over the years. You can also expect a large collection of photographs, pressbooks, poster art, etc., that have never been seen outside of Brazil. It was never my intention to write a biography. I prefer interviews. I’ve always been that way. I would much rather get my information straight from the horse’s mouth. That’s why in Ultra Violent, the interviews really dominate the magazine.

JS: Ultra Violent certainly lives up to its name. SG : When I started it, I was definitely at the height of my gore obsession. Ultra Violent was probably the most politically correct name that I had in a long list of ideas for a magazine title. That was at a point in time where I was really obsessed with Fulci and the Guinea Pig films. Throughout the years though, I feel that we’ve definitely broadened our horizons. There are things that I’ve published that certainly don’t fit into the gore subgenre. I think that’s a good thing, and I’m glad that we’re able to do that. My interest in film has definitely evolved. It’s all over the place.

JS: How did you meet Art Ettinger? SG : I met Art through Bruce Holecheck. Bruce had talked about putting together a magazine called Pages o’ Filth. Bruce was actually working with Shawn Lewis. I think Shawn was supposed to publish that. Anyway, Bruce and Art were the people who put me in touch with Roger Watkins when he announced that he was the director of Last House on Dead End Street. Art did the famous eighteen-page interview with Roger, which was originally supposed to be published in Pages o’ Filth. That project basically went under, and the interview was offered to me. Of course I accepted it, and that was the beginning of my relationship with Art.

JS: Art is now the editor of Ultra Violent… SG : After publishing the interview with Roger, Art has always been extremely enthusiastic and hard working. He’s contributed to every issue since number 4. He and I started working very closely together. I was always very territorial about Ultra Violent. I created it. It’s my brainchild. Years ago, I never would have dreamed of even giving someone a coeditor position. I always wanted complete and total control. Basically, ten years of editing and publishing Ultra Violent started to wear on me, and I realized that in order for the magazine to survive, I need to pass the dayto- day editor duties on to someone who truly wants to do it. I love it, and I’m still involved as the publisher, and will continue to write and contribute, but I elected Art as the editor starting with issue 11. He and I have a lot in common in terms of what we feel is appropriate for the magazine, and rarely ever disagree about content or design, so working together is a pleasure.
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ART ETTINGER: As far back as I can remember, I was obsessed with the movie pages in the Buffalo News, my hometown newspaper. I was also obsessed with Sneak Previews on PBS. From as far back as I can remember—I’m talking four or five years old—when people would ask me, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I would say, “A movie critic.” Everyone kind of laughed—“Oh, cute. He thinks he’s going to be a movie critic.” I remember horror ad mats that I must have seen in the ’paper when I was five years old. Also, it didn’t seem weird, because that’s where I grew up, but even up until the early nineties, the Buffalo News would run ads for the porn theaters in Niagara Falls, New York. They’d be on the same page as the regular movie ads. The LA Times and the New York Times stopped running adult ads very early on. There were also lots of midnight movies in my hometown. I remember always looking at the newspaper ads, and being interested in that. No one in my family likes horror movies. My parents don’t like them, and my older sister doesn’t like them. We got cable in 1982 or ’83, and the first horror movie I remember seeing was Poltergeist. I also saw Halloween III when it premiered on cable. When we got our first VCR in 1985, I was allowed to rent whatever I wanted, even though I was only ten years old. By the following year, I had really delved deep into it. I would rent more obscure movies. That was the year that I started reading genre publications, too, which dovetails into the subject of your book.

JOH N SZPUNAR : What were your video stores like?

AE: Looking back on it now, I had no conception that video stores weren’t that amazing everywhere. There was a locally owned chain called Video Factory. The guy who started it also started reel.com, one of the early web stores. He ended up being really rich. He had these video stores in Buffalo that were basically like unabridged movie libraries. I didn’t know, for example, that Sun Video tapes were rare because you could easily rent them in my hometown. You could rent Wizard, Unicorn, and Super Video tapes everywhere. Last House on Dead End Street was right next to Last House on the Left. I had no idea that you could rent Last House on the Left everywhere, but Last House on Dead End Street was a rare tape. They had everything. Video stores were amazing in my hometown. Video Factory was the best one, but there were other good ones, too. That chain ended up being bought out by Blockbuster in 1996. Until Blockbuster bought Video Factory, Blockbuster could not penetrate the Western New York area. Nobody could really compete with Video Factory because they were so good. And when they opened multiple locations, their smaller stores would still have stuff like the Ilsa movies and Make them Die Slowly. You had twenty-six stores in a little tiny city where you could rent these movies everywhere. At the time, I didn’t realize how great my childhood video stores were. I just thought that was what video stores were like. I would like to go back in time and walk through those aisles. They were amazing.

JS: We had some great stores in my town, as well. I was renting everything I could get my hands on.

AE: We’re about the same age, right? What was amazing was that people our age (with time on our hands) were able to become super wellwatched in a way that previously wasn’t possible. You and I could go into these video stores and watch these movies that took older people decades to see. In a Summer, we could watch hundreds of movies. We got this great film education at a young age. By the time I was twenty-one years old, I’d seen a ton of movies. And I would also intentionally rent things that I hadn’t read about. The more obscure, the better. One of my favorite video store memories is renting Blood Couple and Black Vampire on the same day. I came home and I watched one. I put the other one in and I said, “This is the same movie!” I thought it was awesome. I felt like I was a member of a secret society because I’d figured that out.

JS: You mentioned that you were reading about films in magazines when you were very young.

AE: Here’s the way that went. It was all so fast. I was really into Star Wars figures when I was a kid. Looking back on it, I think I was just mentally into collecting them more than actually playing with them. My parents both grew up really poor. My mom’s from another country, and my dad grew up really poor in this country. They went from being middle class to being upper middle class over the course of my childhood. They both wanted to give us as much as they could. Most people would probably describe me as being a spoiled kid. My parents would buy me tons of that stuff. Anyway, I would read Starlog here and there. Growing up in Buffalo, my family would get wings a lot. Right next door to this place that we used to get wings from was a comic store called Queen City Bookstore. I would go in there and buy Starlog a lot. I saw Fangoria in there when I was a little kid and I wasn’t really interested. But in the Summer before sixth grade, I bought the issue with the Poltergeist II cover. That was in 1986. I loved Poltergeist and I knew I was going to see Poltergeist II. I ended up reading every issue of Fangoria since then. I read it to this day. This comic store ended up moving locations, and it had lot of cool stuff. Very shortly after starting with Fangoria, I delved much deeper into the other publications that were going on at that time. I remember exactly where I bought the Gore Score by Chas. Balun. I was with my family, visiting my aunt and uncle in Philadelphia, and I found it in a comic store. The Gore Score changed my life. I loved that book so much. As soon as Deep Red started coming out, I bought every issue when they were new. Queen City Bookstore had a little stash of back issues of Sleazoid Express and Gore Gazette. All at once, I got this great crash course. When the newer magazines started coming out, like Video Watchdog, Psychotronic, and Shock Cinema, I bought them all from issue one. I was already a hardcore fan. Also very influential to me was the trailer compilation tape Mad Ron’s Prevues from Hell, which I got my hands on in the Summer after seventh grade. I would search for all of the movies featured on it. It was because of that tape that I rented things that I had avoided before, like Three on a Meathook.
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JS: Did you ever try writing as a kid?

AE: Well, when I was a very little kid, I was obsessed with movie criticism and movie review books. Besides loving At the Movies, Sneak Previews, and the TV review shows, I had this awful book called Rating the Movies. Then I got Leonard Maltin’s book and the other video guides. I would try to write my own reviews, and they were really shitty. I wish I had kept a list of everything I watched. I never really did that until later. Anyway, I dabbled in writing movie reviews when I was a little kid, but I didn’t do any actual writing until years later. In 1999, I started writing for Punk Planet. I started listening to punk and hardcore at a very early age. There’s a huge connection between horror zines and punk zines, at least for me. Ultra Violent’s distribution would have never become what it is today if it weren’t for my having written for Punk Planet. Punk Planet’s editor, Dan Sinker, gave us many distribution tips.

JS: Punk and horror films are both very anti-authority.

AE: Exploitation movies are some of the most subversive movies out there. They definitely have that vibe to them. You get some of the same rushes out of exploitation movies as you do out of punk rock. But I would say that punk doesn’t seem to be the favored musical style of horror fans. I’d say that their favorite musical style is probably metal, which I can’t stand. I was never into metal. To me, it’s like the antithesis of everything I like [laughs]. I remember that this one kid in school was trying to get me into metal. He was like, “Check out Iron Maiden!” But I hated it. It was stupid. They sang about wizards, and I couldn’t relate to the guitar lines. I wanted to listen to the Meatmen.

JS: When did you start reading music zines?

AE: It wasn’t until the tenth grade that I found Maximum Rocknroll, and that just opened it all up. There was this huge revelation that there was access to records from around the world. You could put three dollars in an envelope and get a seven-inch. It was fascinating to me.

JS: Are you still a fan of MRR?

AE: MRR has its critics, but I love it. I’ve read every issue since the first one I bought in 1990. I think it’s the best way to find out about the subculture, whatever that even means anymore. Things have changed a lot, but I think MRR is vital in the history of music, and in the history of zines. It still reaches so many people all over the world.
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JS: Tell me a little about Punk Planet.

AE: My “day job” is as a public defender, which I love. I went to law school in 1998, and I was living in Madison, Wisconsin, which is kind of a dead college town. I was going to a lot of basement punk shows and was reading magazines like Flipside and MRR . I remember I was in a bookstore, reading Punk Planet. There was an open call. They were like, “We’ve never done this before, but let us know why you should be a record reviewer for Punk Planet. We’re trying to diversify. We don’t want all of our reviewers to be people we know. We want different voices.” I sent them a message via email, and for a long time, I never heard anything back. I checked my PO Box one day, and there was a package from Punk Planet. It was a box of records to review with a note: “Congratulations. Out of 2,000 people who responded, we’ve picked you. Here are the guidelines. The reviews are due on July 4th, 1999.” It was super exciting to me! I couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t really like me to email them like I did, to say that I was interested. But for some reason I wrote them, and they accepted me. So, from 1999, until it went under in 2007, I was one of their longest running record reviewers. I learned a lot. I was getting old for punk rock at that time. It is a youth subculture, and Punk Planet helped me stay connected to things. It was a really good experience, and it continues to be a really good experience. When Punk Planet folded in 2007, I started reviewing for Razorcake, where I continue to write record reviews to this day.
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JS: What’s it like writing record reviews?

AE: I take my record reviewing seriously. I’ve been on the receiving end of being in a band, putting out records, and waiting with baited breath for the reviews to come out. Record reviews are hard to keep up with, though. It’s much harder than people would think. It’s hard not to say the same things every time. You get burnt out on it very quickly. When Punk Planet got bigger, they were sending me twenty records at a time, six times a year. That’s 120 record reviews a year, which is a lot. Punk rock is pretty diverse, but still. How do you write record reviews without comparing X number of bands to the Clash? You end up saying the same things over and over again.

JS: How did you get involved with Ultra Violent?

AE: I was keeping up with horror zines, but the heyday of horror zines was over. There wasn’t any Deep Red. There was no Sleazoid Express or Gore Gazette. Those were the big three for me, growing up, and as much as I liked Gore Gazette and Sleazoid Express, they were older. I was mainly reading back issues at that point. I was still watching a shitload of horror and exploitation movies while I was in college, and I even taught a class called Sick Flicks, that other students could take for college credit. I was heavily into tape trading, including when I was living in Cleveland after college. I was trying to get my hands on as many weird movies as I could. I went to Fantasia Fest in 1998 in Toronto, the year that they had Fantasia in both Montreal and Toronto. I met Nacho Cerda and saw Aftermath in 35mm. I had never gone to a convention before, other than a Ghoulardifest in Cleveland. Fantasia was a really big deal for me. We were only there for a couple days, but it was awesome. It was clear that after so many years, something was brewing. I wanted to do something beyond just being a fan who would post on internet message boards. I wanted to do something, but I didn’t know what. I was very impressed with Dave Szulkin’s Last House on the Left book. I still think it’s one of the greatest film books ever written. There were a lot of good film books coming out at that time, which excited me. One of my first internet friends was Bruce Holecheck. He and I would trade videos and talk a lot online. I gave my first big interview to him. In the year 2000, Roger Watkins came out as having been the director of Last House on Dead End Street. That movie has always been one of my favorites. For years, if people asked me, “What’s your favorite movie?” I’d say, “Last House on Dead End Street.” It’s still really important to me. One of the things that everybody loved about that movie was the huge mystery surrounding it. No one knew who made it. In 1989, there was a reference in Chas. Balun’s Deep Red Horror Handbook to it having been made by a guy named Roger Watkins, but nobody really latched on to that. I remember reading that and thinking that maybe I could talk to Watkins someday. Anyway, Bruce Holecheck and I were talking to Roger Watkins online. It was awesome, but we didn’t know if it was really the guy who made the movie that we were talking to. We had no clue. Bruce decided that he was going to start a zine called Pages o’ Filth. He said to me, “I think you should interview Roger Watkins for it. You’re the expert on that movie.” I figured, why not? It would give me an excuse to talk to the guy on the phone. So, I gave Roger my phone number and he never called me. I was a little disappointed, but I wasn’t really thinking much about it. Then, on Valentine’s Day, February 14, 2001, I got a phone call. As soon as I heard Roger’s voice and that laugh, I knew that it was the guy from the movie.
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JS: Did you do the interview then and there?

AE: I did my Roger Watkins interview in two sessions. The second time Roger called was when David Kerekes was in the US to meet him. A bunch of us talked to him at roughly the same time. Anyway, I did the interview, but Pages o’ Filth never happened. I had read the first three issues of Ultra Violent. It was enthusiastic, and it was covering the same movies and filmmakers that I was interested in. Whoever was doing this magazine definitely had the same sensibilities as I did. Even though the magazines were fairly rudimentary, they were cool. When Bruce Holecheck’s zine didn’t happen, he said “Why don’t you give Scott your interview?” I said, “It’s eighteen pages long. No magazine’s going to want to print it.” Bruce suggested I try contacting Scott regardless, and I did. Scott loved the interview and decided to run it. Scott and I became fast friends. We have a lot of things in common. We’re into the exact same movies, even small movies that people really don’t give a shit about, like My Friends Need Killing. I’ve met three fans of that movie in my life, and he’s one of them. Anyway, the Roger Watkins interview was really a big change for Ultra Violent. It was way longer than anything Scott had ever published up to that point.
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JS: You mentioned that Dan Sinker from Punk Planet had something do with distribution…

AE: I told Scott, “Dan Sinker from Punk Planet seems like a good guy. He’d probably give you some distribution tips if you’re interested in beefing up your distribution.” I hooked Scott up with Dan, which ended up getting my first issue of Ultra Violent, issue 4, into Borders and Tower. We got picked up by Desert Moon, which at that time was the biggest distributor of specialty magazines. That was a slam bang start to my film writing, having my first published interview so widely distributed.

JS: You were the managing editor of Ultra Violent for quite a while.

AE: Well, Scott and I really became very good friends. Even though I wasn’t given editor credit on the next issue, I basically acted as managing editor for issue 5. I directed a lot of the content, and I line edited each article. I ended up officially becoming the managing editor with issue 6. It was a changing time for us. The more involved I became with Ultra Violent, the more opportunities arose for me outside of Ultra Violent as well, including contributing interviews to various DVD featurettes, writing DVD liner notes, and moderating audio commentaries.

JS: You were on the set of August Underground’s Mordum. How did you meet Fred Vogel?

AE: I moved to Pittsburgh in 2001, and have lived here ever since. There was a video store in Pittsburgh called Incredibly Strange Video. I was in there one day and the owner said, “These guys made this movie called August Underground, and it’s crazy. It’s super sick. You have to see this thing. I’m going to ask the guy if I can lend it to you.” Fred said yes, and I watched it. I really, really liked it. I thought that it worked for a gimmick movie. It was very smart and aggressive. I eventually met Fred, and he was surprisingly down to earth. When they started doing the second film, I thought it would be cool to do an on-set piece.
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JS: What was that like?

AE: It’s so hard to look at Mordum and compare it to what ToeTag has become. At that time, they were a bunch of maniacs. Not Fred, though. He was the most normal of them. But, Michael and Cristie were completely out of control. I awkwardly kind of revealed a bit too much in that article about some of the antics that transpired on set. A lot of the violence was real, and a lot of crazy things happened. They cast this one girl as a victim. They didn’t know she was a junkie, and she started freaking out when she wanted heroin. It was wild. I don’t want to sound tough, because I’m not, but I’ve been exposed to a lot of craziness through punk rock. Nothing really seemed all that scary to me, whereas I think that to Fred, a lot of it really was. There was infighting between Michael and Fred, so the final movie is little bit of a mess. Their two visions clashed. And appearing in the movie was totally bizarre. There was this naked girl being raped on the ground. I’m standing there and I’m supposed to act like I’m shocked. It was fun, but they were a bunch of nuts at that time.

JS: How do you think that your presence changed Ultra Violent?

AE: My Roger Watkins interview became the style that is used to do interviews in Ultra Violent. We are now known for our over-the-top, indepth, multi-page interviews. I did interviews with other people that were as long or even longer than my Watkins piece, including my interviews with Giovanni Lombardo Radice, Camille Keaton, and Meir Zarchi. If you took my Camille Keaton and Meir Zarchi interviews, each of those is a book-length interview. There actually is a Giovanni Lombardo Radice book, and it’s way shorter than my Ultra Violent interview with him. The people who like and read the magazine now submit interviews to us in that style. In issue 11, my first issue as editor, we ran an interview with Ray Sager that is twenty pages long, or something crazy like that. Scott and I really hit it off, and he gave me a lot of control. He let me write whatever I wanted and he let me bring writers to the magazine. Scott started writing longer pieces himself. There aren’t many short pieces in Ultra Violent anymore, and when there are, it’s intentional.

JS: How have things changed for you, now that you’re the editor-in-chief?

AE: I’m not doing anything different that I haven’t already been doing for years. It’s more that Scott is focusing on some other projects of his. He’s not doing the layout of the magazine anymore. Ally Melling took over the layout and design of Ultra Violent. Scott will continue to contribute to Ultra Violent. Scott’s still the publisher of the magazine and I’m the editor. It’s really flattering that he entrusted me with Ultra Violent.

JS: I’m glad that you’re sticking with print.

AE: I like reading magazines. Internet writing is very informal. I don’t really consider it writing. Most of the web writing that I’ve read is done very quickly. I don’t take it seriously. I like holding a magazine in my hand, sitting on the couch, and reading it. Ultra Violent is something that you can put on a shelf and use as a reference guide for years to come. You can read my interview with Camille Keaton twenty years from now, and it will still be an interesting read. Do you want to read it on a computer screen? I don’t. I don’t do much reading on the internet. People say, “Get Kindle or a Nook.” I don’t want a Kindle. I don’t want a Nook. I don’t watch movies on my laptop. And I’m not the only person who feels that way. There’s a reason why print has survived. Reading ink on paper is an unmatchable experience…
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ROBIN BOUGIE: I’ve lived in Vancouver since 1997. I moved here because this is where my father’s side of the family is and I wanted to be near them. I was raised by a single mom who was a teacher and moved a lot. I think I lived in ten different towns and cities in my first twelve years. Always the new kid. I love Vancouver though, probably my favourite place I’ve lived. I only wish it wasn’t so expensive.

JOHN SZPUNAR: What kinds of comics were you interested in as a kid?

RB: Aside from being obsessed with comic magazines like CARtoons and Heavy Metal, I was a Marvel comics nerd. I loved John Romita, Jr.’s X-Men, Miller’s Daredevil, Secret Wars, and all of the stuff that was big in the mid- to late eighties. It wasn’t until my teens in the early nineties that I got into non-super hero comics like Love and Rockets, Otto Mesmer’s Felix, and the new wave of underground stuff like Hate, Eightball, Peep Show, and Yummy Fur. Then I discovered the old undergrounds like Crumb, Rand Holmes, Jaxon, and it was over, man! Couldn’t get enough of that. In my late twenties, I started getting really obsessed with classic 1960s DC stuff like Lois Lane and Jimmy Olson. Nowadays, my tastes are all over the place. I just like good entertaining comics.

JS: When did you first start drawing?

RB: Would have been in grade two. I liked to draw funny animal versions of comics I’d seen. Shit like “The Fantastikitty 4” and “Iron-Pup.” [laughs] Kids just regurgitate stuff they like, I guess.

JS: Were you encouraged?

RB: By my friends, yeah. At recess, there would often be a few kids that would crowd around and shout out stuff for me to draw. I began realizing that other kids saw value in that, and I fostered it to some degree. Mostly I just did it because it was fun. My mom would encourage me, too. She’s one of those moms that loves everything their kids do.

JS: Did you ever go to art school?

RB: Nope. Decided to open a store in a mall instead. A hand-painted T-shirt/ comic shop. People would bring in a picture of something they wanted painted on a shirt or on the back of a jacket, and my wife and I (she’s an artist as well) would paint it. We were nineteen, and we were there seven days a week for two years—we couldn’t afford to hire anyone else. Got the whole “owning my own store” thing out of my system early, I guess. It was called Mind’s Eye Artwear, and it was in the Wildwood Mall in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

JS: How old were you when you first laid eyes on an underground comic?

RB: Oh man, I remember that like it was yesterday! My mom is an old hippy from back in the day, and her dealer at the time was a hippy couple. I had no idea what was going on—I thought they were just family friends, but when we’d go over there, the adults would stay upstairs in the kitchen. They’d smoke up and have a grand time talking about adult stuff, and I’d be ushered into the basement to look at their comic collection. They knew I loved comics, so I’d stay out of their hair. This was when I was in grade four. Anyway, he had the old Barry Windsor-Smith Conan s, and all the other barbarian comics of the seventies, as well as some superhero stuff. I’d sit there and pore over them like they were important documents. Then, one time I discovered the box of undergrounds, and wow!

JS: What comics were in the box?

RB: The two that made the most lasting impression right out of the starting gate were Bizarre Sex (with a William Stout cover of a giant pussymonster growling “EARTH MAAAN! GIVE MEEE YOUR SEEEED!”) and an issue of Young Lust. With a couple from communist China. He’s got her tit out and he’s squeezing it right on the cover. They both have this vacant stare, and I was totally fascinated by those illustrations. Never saw anything like them before, and I was amazed.

JS: When did you first become attracted to sleaze?

RB: Well, I guess that would have been when, really. It all started there. But if you mean movies, then it probably started with an episode of Miami Vice called “Little Miss Dangerous” that I watched on my little black and white portable TV in my room. I did a comic about this in Cinema Sewer. It was an episode about a teenage prostitute who is a serial killer who murders her johns. Right around that time, I also watched a late-night movie screening of Porky’s and masturbated for the first time while watching the girls shower scene near the beginning.

JS: When did you start reading fanzines?

RB: That would have been in 1991 or 1992, after my wife and I graduated and moved to Saskatoon. One night on TV, I saw a documentary by Ron Mann called Comic Book Confidential, and it changed my entire life. There was a single moment in that film where a New York artist named Sue Coe says something to the effect of, “You don’t have to wait to be discovered as an artist. You don’t need a publisher! You can publish your own comics, and stand on the street corner and sell them if you have to—anything to get them out there.” It really struck a chord with Rebecca and me, and the next day we began work on our first photocopied mini-comic. We had no idea that other kids were doing them, but then I remembered that I’d seen some when I’d visited Vancouver to see my dad a few years earlier. Everything came together in my mind. He’d taken me to this indie gallery called Smash on Cambie Street (it was in the same spot where Jackie Chan’s uncle’s grocery store is in Rumble in the Bronx) because they had a comic art show. There was a little box of photocopied comics on the counter made by this guy named Colin Upton. Flash-forward all these years later, and Colin is my downstairs neighbor. We’ve been friends for fifteen years now. But yeah, that was how it started, and from there I discovered Factsheet 5. That was the zine Bible back then. It was the internet before the internet, man. If you had an issue of that, you had the addresses and ordering info for thousands of zines, and that was fuckin’ something else to a teenager. My tastes in music, movies and art were shaped by zines. Suddenly, Rebecca and I weren’t alone in this shitty little Canadian prairie town. We were part of a zine army!
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JS: Did you put out any zines before Cinema Sewer?

RB: I think I did about ninety comic zines before Cinema Sewer, but that was my first non-comic one. A friend of mine named Ricko did a zine called Poopsheet. It reviewed selfpublished comics. I was really getting into oddball drive-in movies by the mid-nineties—stuff like Mondo Magic, Russ Meyer’s Up!, the women-inprison movie Sweet Sugar, and all that amazing action stuff that was coming out of Hong Kong. I didn’t think I was well-versed enough in things to do my own zine, so I asked him if I could have one or two pages in Poopsheet to review movies. That’s where the first “Cinema Sewer” writing appeared. One issue later, he cancelled the zine, but I’d had such fun putting together the reviews and thinking about what I was going to review next that I had to put something together on my own. The seed had been planted.

[image: 001]

[image: 001]

JS: Were you aware of John Holmstorm’s Punk?

RB: No I was not, but I was very familiar with his column in Heavy Metal where he used comics to review video games. I believe he was the very first video game reviewer, in fact. The graphics were so blocky and fragmented back then that he could simply replicate them in his cartoony drawing style and you knew what the game looked like! Brilliant. Holmstrom was great.

JS: Were you inspired at all by Sleazoid Express?

RB: I didn’t discover that until the book came out in 2002. The zine had been cancelled by that time. I absolutely adore that book, though. Read it several times over. Then, I heard they were starting Metasex, and I was jazzed. I tried contacting Michelle and Bill to ask them about ordering or trading for it, and they quoted me this utterly outlandish $20 shipping cost to Canada. It was over and above the cost of a couple of magazines, and I won’t lie to you—I was fucking offended by that. It’s just some sheets of paper stapled together, not a coffee table book. I come from a zine background, not an eBay background, and that kind of thing is very uncool in that world. You charge a couple stamps, or a couple bucks, or whatever it is to pay for an envelope and the cost of getting it to the person. You don’t look to make a 200 per cent profit on the shipping. I dunno, maybe they just didn’t like me and wanted me to get lost. Anyway, Bill died, and I never really got to meet him or exchange zines or whatever. And that’s sad because he was a movie-zine legend, you know? Would have been pretty sweet.
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JS: How long does it take you to put together an issue of Cinema Sewer?

RB: About six months. I can only afford to print it once a year, though, because my printing costs are in the thousands and I only work at a video store.

JS: What kind of work goes into the layout?

RB: Well, everything is laid out by hand, using a glue stick and such. It’s also all done same size as the final pages in the zine, which seems to surprise some people. They assume that I do it bigger and shrink it down.

JS: What made you decide on the hand-printed approach?

RB: Well, it’s like comics. You do comics by hand. In the world of comics, it’s considered very lame to use a computer for your lettering. Super lame. That’s what you do if your lettering sucks, and you can’t afford to hire a professional letterer to do it for you. I come from that background, and I letter pretty good, so I just started doing it that way. It’s really 100 per cent an aesthetic choice, because I have to type everything out beforehand anyway. My spelling kind of sucks and I have to put it through a spellchecker. Sometimes if I think I can get away with it, I’ll use a font that I made out of my hand lettering. That comes in handy now that I’m developing carpal tunnel syndrome. So far, people haven’t caught on, and I’ve been using it for three years, on and off.

JS: What kind of a pen do you use for your illustrations?

RB: I use Staedtler Pigment Liners. I also use a pentel pocket brush pen. That is pretty much everything you need.

JS: How much of your free time does Cinema Sewer eat up?
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RB: Pretty much all of it, if you consider that if I’m not making it, I’m watching movies to review, or social networking on Facebook in order to find new readers. If it weren’t for the internet, CS would have gone under a long time ago. All of the magazine stores, music stores, and video stores that used to sell it have all gone under. So instead of packing up a dozen boxes to Tower Records (and all the other retailers I had before), I now pack up 1,000 individually addressed envelopes. What used to take an afternoon now accumulates to taking up weeks and weeks of my time. But you know what? I ‘m certainly not complaining. Ninetynine per cent of zines that were around when I started have gone under, never to be heard from again. I’m certainly not going to complain about having readers.
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JS: Is there an independent theater scene in BC?

RB: It’s very small—the BC liquor board has been trying to kill it. There’s a theater called the RIO that has been fighting them for a year now, trying to sell beer and show rad movies. The city won’t allow it. You can get stinking drunk anywhere else (like a hockey game or a bowling alley), but there is this old bylaw about showing movies and selling booze. The red tape is tough to get through. It’s a giant clusterfuck, and it’s very frustrating to see the city trying to kill a thriving local business when the economy is so cruddy. It’s no wonder that we hardly have any indie theaters with this going on.

JS: Are there any adult theaters left in Vancouver?

RB: Yes. There’s the Fox, which is a few blocks from my house. It still shows video projected DVDs. Up until 2003, it was the last remaining 35mm porn theater in North America still showing film prints on a regular rotating basis. They had a couple hundred prints of 1970s and early eighties XXX films that they owned, and they’d change them every week. I saw so many good movies, and really cherished it. I sometimes had Cinema Sewer launch parties in the lobby! Amazing times. It was like a tiny bit of the 42nd Street of the seventies picked up and dropped on the other side of the continent! Man, that is another loss I lament: The Fox switching to DVD. They just show regular new porn now. No real reason to go anymore, unless you want a blowjob. I doubt it’ll be around much longer, as the hood is becoming gentrified, and the hipster clothing boutique next door has been complaining to the city about the whores going in and out of there.

JS: What keeps you doing a print zine during the age of the internet?

RB: I’m a print junky. I love everything about print. It speaks to me. It’s how I want my work remembered. Besides, just because a new medium becomes popular doesn’t mean every other existing medium should cease to exist. That is crazy, and there is no precedent for that in recorded history.
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Dave Kosanke is the editor of Liquid Cheese, an excellent fanzine from Franklin, Wisconsin. Dave started Liquid Cheese in 1993, and as of this writing, has published thirty-three issues. “Movies and Music to Mangle your Mind!” is the magazine’s motto, and that sure ain’t false advertising. Liquid Cheese delivers the goods in every way, and the fact that it’s still going strong is a testament to Kosanke’s love for the printed page.

Through the years, Liquid Cheese has focused on everything from horror to porn. Dave’s reviews and critiques are consistently on the mark, and his in-depth coverage of the horror convention scene is always fun and personal. Recent issues feature interviews with comic artist Mike Hoffman and Eric Caiden, the owner of Hollywood Book and Poster. Kosanke is currently in the process of updating the back catalog of Liquid Cheese to color.

I interviewed Dave last April. Before I knew it, we had talked for well over three hours. Subjects discussed in the following pages include the zine-scene of the 1990s, the golden years of VHS tapes and laserdiscs, and of course, the history and future of Liquid Cheese.

The following interview was conducted via telephone on April 21, 2012.

DAVE KOSA NKE: I got introduced to horror and exploitation films through my parents. They would go to see anything that was horror, science fiction, or fantasy related. Anything from At the Earth’s Core to Food of the Gods to Laserblast. I saw all kinds of oddball stuff, and I had a subscription to the Monster Times in the mid-seventies. It kind of just spiraled from there.

JOH N SZPUNAR : Did television play a role in things?

DK: Yeah. We had a horror host called TooLoose No-Neck. He played all kinds of oddball stuff—Larry Buchanan films and old Universal classics. I pretty much got the feel of everything, from the old films to the newer sixties and seventies type stuff. And besides that, I got hooked on all the TV shows, like Outer Limits and The Twilight Zone. I had a steady diet of TV, as well.

JS: I just missed out on the big drive-in boom. The main theaters in my area had closed down by the time I was old enough to go the movies.

DK: There were two drive-ins that were really close to my house. The main one was called the Forty-One Twin. Believe it or not, that only closed up a few years ago. They had four separate screens, so two screens were back to back. You could park on one end and watch a movie, and if you didn’t like it, you could turn your head around and see what was happening on the screen behind you. That was kind of weird. But, we would see anything that was playing there. The earliest memories I have are from 1975 to ’78—those were the years that we would see a lot of the movies that were playing.
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JS: Were you able to watch R-rated films when you were young?

DK: My parents didn’t take me to see anything that was R-rated, so I didn’t see anything like that. Everything was rated PG. But again, it had monsters, or it had fantasy. I don’t remember seeing any movie that wasn’t related to genre. If I did see something that wasn’t, I don’t remember it.

JS: What kind of things were you reading?

DK: I remember reading all of the Warren titles. This would be right at the tail end of them. I started to buy Eerie and Creepy, but Famous Monsters was covering a lot of mainstream stuff—things like ET, The Dark Crystal, Star Trek, and Star Wars. I really wasn’t into that as much as the monster stuff, so I never really bought an issue. But their comic stuff, yeah. I was definitely into that. And, Fangoria was more interesting than Famous Monsters, because they were covering the gore stuff that was starting to come out in the early eighties. They had one issue where they put Ozzy on the cover from the Bark At The Moon video. That sold me, because I was also into rock and metal music. Things kind of collided when I saw that issue. I’d always been looking at the magazine, but I’d never actually bought it. I kind of convinced my mom to buy that issue, because, hey, it had Ozzy on the cover. And once I read that issue, that was it. I think I subscribed two issues later, and I still subscribe to Fangoria to this day.

JS: What else were you reading?

DK: At the time, there really wasn’t a lot else out there. There was mostly science fiction stuff like Starlog, and I never really cared for that. But once I got Fangoria, I started looking through the ads and I saw some of the other magazines that were out there. That’s when I became more curious, and I started to investigate what some of the other titles were. You couldn’t really find a lot of that stuff on the magazine rack, at least not in my neck of the woods. I was lucky to see what I did. I was always looking for something else. If we would go to a different store, I would go to the magazine rack and see what other titles there were. Specific stores carried specific magazines. It was pretty much the luck of the draw, depending on where I went.

JS: When I was growing up, FantaCo’s mail order was a big thing to me.

DK: When I saw FantaCo’s ad, it sparked my interest to seek out more of these titles. I got the original Gore Score by Chas. Balun, with the red cover. Then, I got the Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film, Michael Weldon’s first book. Those two things got me on a search for all this other stuff. Psychotronic opened the doors to different kinds of films that I never even would have considered as “cult”, had I not read about them. And Chas. Balun’s writing was an inspiration for me to see all these other movies that I’d never even heard of. So, that’s what got the ball rolling. I bought Splatter Movies by John McCarty. That had a lot of cool stuff in it. I was still a teenager, like fourteen or fifteen, and I didn’t really have a job yet, but I would get what I could.
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JS: How did the home video boom affect you?

DK: That was big. We had one of the monster top-loader VCRs, and my parents started renting a lot of movies. And again, a lot of it was horror. Creepshow and John Carpenter’s The Thing were two of our first rentals. And once they opened up a video store that I could actually walk or ride my bike to, I got a membership. It was amazing, because they would let kids rent anything. I even rented Faces of Death, because I was curious to see it.

JS: That was the one thing that the guy at the store by my house wouldn’t let me rent.

DK: I got away with it, and I was pretty young [laughs]. There’s no way that I would let kids rent that kind of thing, but back then, I guess they didn’t care. But yeah, I rented that, Dawn of the Dead, Evil Dead—basically all of the stuff that was being released on VHS. Then, I found places that had sell-through titles for twenty bucks, and I started buying them. I also started getting blank video tapes and recording my own stuff, which I still have. I have box of stuff from the mid-eighties that I recorded. I even dated everything. The first tape that I have was dated January of ’85, and I think the first movie that I recorded from cable was Children of the Corn.

JS: What else is on the tapes?

DK: I’d record anything that was horror—I didn’t matter what it was. If it was on TV, I recorded it. I’d fill up tapes with six hours worth of stuff, and I did that for years. Like I said, I still have that box, and it kind of inspired me to go back and rewatch those tapes. I’m going to start doing a series of articles based on particular tapes. I’ve got so much weird stuff in there, and it would make for an interesting read. Saturday night was prime time viewing, and I’d sit in front of the TV with the remote in my hand. I’d be sure to hit Pause during the commercials. But, if a TV spot came on for Hellraiser, or something, I’d be sure to record it.

JS: What got you interested in writing about films?

DK: It was Chas. Balun. His writing was my number one influence. He had a column called “Piece o’ Mind” in Gorezone.

JS: I loved reading that column.

DK: He did one that was called, “Faith, Fear, and Fanaticism.” He was basically telling guys who were into this stuff to go out and do it on their own. Go make a movie. Go write a song, or go write a fanzine. That kind of stuck with me, because I was always into reading about this stuff. I thought, “I’d like to try my hand at writing, too.” That article gave me the jumpstart to say, “I think I can do this.”

JS: How did you get started?

DK: In the late eighties, I had a Commodore 64 computer at home, and I started writing my own stuff. I dubbed it Gore Gazette, but I had no idea that there actually was already a Gore Gazette. At the time, I was totally unaware of what Rick Sullivan was doing. I printed out a few things of my own, but it never went any further than a piece of paper. Once I got an upgrade on my computer, I started doing it cut and paste xerox. That was in the early nineties. I came up with the name Psychoholic Slag, which was based on a White Zombie song. I would hand draw the covers and clip out movie ads from the newspaper for the pictures. Basically, I would just review what I was watching at the movies or what I saw on TV.
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JS: How did you find your audience?

DK: It was real basic. I would send a few issues out to certain key people, like Michael Weldon. I sent him an issue, and he actually printed the cover in an issue of Psychotronic. That was kind of cool; I wasn’t expecting that. So, I was sending it out to some key guys, and I’d distribute copies at Nostalgia World, which was my local comic book store. In the early days, that’s about as far as I went with it.

JS: How many copies were you printing?

DK: Barely any. I think I ran off twenty or thirty copies of each one, and that was about it.
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JS: And how many issues did Psychoholic Slag run before you changed the name to Liquid Cheese?

DK: Around five. I think I switched to Liquid Cheese with number 6. The first couple issues of Liquid Cheese were very similar to Psychoholic Slag. The layout and look was exactly the same. But then in ’95, when I got my first PC, I redesigned everything. I was still calling it Liquid Cheese, but I kind of scratched everything that I’d done before. In 1996, I did Liquid Cheese number 1 to kind of say, “I’m starting from scratch.” That was the official number one, at least in my eyes.

JS: Liquid Cheese has covered a lot of diverse ground throughout the years…

DK: I can look back at those early nineties issues, and there was a heavy Asian influence, with Hong Kong cinema, anime, and stuff like that. It’s kind of like whatever was happening in fandom at the time. You’d read the other mags, and you’d see the influences creeping in. You’re always looking for that next big thing. I would read all the different magazines, and somebody would mention a spaghetti western. I’d be intrigued by that, find the niche that I was interested in, and take it from there.

JS: I was into anime for a little while, but it never really caught on with the horror audience.

DK: I think a lot of it was because it wasn’t specific to any one genre. It was kind of all over the place. You would focus on the horror stuff, and it was pretty extreme. Those films were interesting, but as a whole, it just had that flavor of “anything goes.” It was a little too much for some people to take in. Even Video Watchdog was doing an anime column for a while, and that got zero feedback, as well. Some other magazines tried it, but it never caught on.

JS: How are you producing Liquid Cheese these days?

DK: I’m not doing anything that drastically different, to be honest. I now have access to a color copier, but it’s through my job. And I have access to xerox machines at my job, so I can do a heavier volume of printing there than what I was before. As far as the machines, it’s still a xerox, so nothing’s changed in that. It’s just that now I can do more copies. That’s pretty much what it boils down to, really.
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JS: What was the zine scene like in the early nineties?

DK: It was pretty good. I was corresponding with a lot of other zine guys, like Craig Ledbetter from European Trash Cinema. I sent him an issue of Liquid Cheese, and he did a write up of it in one of his issues. The only thing was, he screwed up the state. Instead of putting WI, he put MI, meaning Michigan. So, I actually called him up and said, “I’m in Wisconsin.” Then, we got into this big conversation, and I became really good friends with him. Michael Weldon and Steve Puchalski would always give me good reviews. And, I was meeting a lot of other zine guys through the mail. We were doing a lot of trading. I think the only issue I ever ran into was with this girl who did a zine called Psychoholics Unanimous. I traded zines with her, and she basically gave me a really bad review, saying that I came across as a sexist pig because I printed nude pictures of women. I was covering some pornography, and I think she was offended by that. I kind of had to go back at her a little bit and explain my stance. Aside from her, everybody else was really cool. Trading was great, and everyone was plugging each other’s zines.

JS: There was a point in time when magazines like ETC and Ecco were being sold in chain bookstores. Did you ever aspire to go that route?

DK: There was a point where I was trying to distribute Liquid Cheese at local stores to see how that would go. The biggest obstacle I always ran into back then was the nudity. It would always turn people off. They didn’t have a problem with it, per se, but they felt that some costumers might be offended by it. So, that was the biggest obstacle with making it a full distribution title. I never really wanted to compromise, and that’s why I never made that leap.
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JS: After the DVD market implosion, I kind of drifted away from things for a while. Did you ever experience any kind of fatigue?

DK: Yeah. After 2000, I stopped for four years. I wasn’t doing anything with the magazine, and I wasn’t as into it. People would ask me, “Are you going to bring back Liquid Cheese?” I was like, “I’m kind of burnt out.” I just didn’t have the passion at that time, for whatever reason.

JS: Let’s talk a little about conventions. What kind of a role did they play in things?

DK: It was big. The first full-blown convention I went to was Chiller Theater in ’96. It was mind blowing to see all of the stuff. I had been to a few shows in Milwaukee and Chicago, but nothing came even close to that first Chiller Theater show. Once I got that first big convention out of the way, I saw a way to push the zine that way. Not only to get people who were going to the conventions to read it, but to do some networking with some of the dealers and vendors. The biggest thing they had at Chiller was all the guys from England. You had Paul Brown and Trevor Barley from Midnight Media and Media Publications. Steve Midwinter was another one. Those were probably the three biggest guys who were doing the zine publishing over in England, and they had tables at Chiller Theater. And they always had the best stuff, magazine wise. I would buy whatever they had, and say, “Hey, are you guys interested in fanzines? I do one called Liquid Cheese.” Each guy was blown away. They asked me to bring a box of them. “Can you run off fifty or 100 copies for us? We’ll take them back to England and do the distribution thing over there.” I said, “Absolutely.” They said, “In return, we’ll give you X amount of dollars in merchandise.” So, I was doing that for a few years, which was great. I stopped going to the Chiller shows, and I think those guys stopped doing them as well. But for that brief moment, the convention thing was my main source of promotion. That’s really how I got my name out there.
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JS: What kind of guys were Paul Brown and Trevor Barley?

DK: I became better friends with Paul, but he and Trevor always shared a table. They were really nice with everything they had to say—they loved American zines. I thought it was kind of funny. I said, “They’re cool, but I love the British zines.” You know, it was kind of like stroking each other’s ego a little bit, but they were the nicest guys you’d ever want to meet. No pretense and no ego. They loved putting out all of that high quality stuff. I was floored at how good their publications looked—they were printed on the best paper stock, and everything about them was A class. And, they were talking about sleazy, nasty stuff, too, which was great. They didn’t pander to any mainstream sensibilities.

JS: I always wondered how they could afford to print such high quality stuff.

DK: I don’t know. I don’t know what kind of print runs they had, either. They must have been doing really well. I had some of the Midnight Media catalogs, and would look at all the stuff that they had. It was great. And that was the stuff that they had at their table. They kind of had their hands in everything—they were doing CD soundtracks, as well. It was awesome.

JS: A lot of the cover art for Liquid Cheese is amazing. I’m looking at a cover drawn by a guy called Putrid.

DK: His real name is Matt Carr, but he goes by Putrid. His name is pretty well known in the underground horror and metal scene. He’s a kid from Chicago who I met at a Flashback Weekend convention in 2007. He had a table set up there, and I saw his artwork. I was blown away—his stuff is amazing. We became really good friends. He was doing anything and everything, from album covers to zine articles and T-shirts. I asked him if he wanted to do a cover for Liquid Cheese, and he said yes. I didn’t ask for anything specific, I said, “Just draw whatever,” because I loved his artwork so much. He was doing covers from issue 23 through 31. The problem now is that he’s got so much work that he can’t devote time to doing a full blown cover for me anymore. And, I knew that was going to happen. When I first saw his work, I knew that he would go big time. He’s very well known today. In fact, he’s doing his own zine right now called Organ.

JS: Yeah. That looks like it’s going to be really good.

DK: He’s actually handwriting the whole thing. He’s drawing everything, and he’s writing all the text by hand. The whole thing is going to be like Cinema Sewer and the metal mag Slayer. It’s kind of a combination of the two. When it comes out, it’s going to be incredible. The zine revolution lives on through guys like him. He worships all of the old stuff—VHS, fanzines, and cassette tapes.

JS: That’s an interesting phenomenon.

DK: It’s one of those generation things. They came in at the tail end of things—the video tape thing was starting to die down in the nineties, when these kids were growing up. They remember it, and now they want to relive that era.

JS: I never would have dreamed that there would be a collector’s market for old VHS tapes.
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DK: It’s gone crazy. I go to all these conventions, and it’s amazing the amount of video tapes that you see. These kids are going nuts for it. I shake my head—I get it, but I don’t get it. I mean, I basically gave all of my videotapes away. Had I held on to them for a couple more years, I probably could have made some decent money with them. Once DVDs started coming out, I was like, “Why do I want videotapes? They look like crap, and they’re cut.”

JS: We used to have these stores called Video Liquidators over here. I would buy tapes from them for dirt cheap. Those kids would be in heaven if they were still around.

DK: You know, one of the other things that ties into this is HorrorHound magazine. They have a column in every issue written by Matt Moore. He’s been doing a profile of all the old videotape companies. That really has taken off, too, as far as getting people interested in tapes. His articles have been really well received.
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JS: Were you into laserdiscs at all?

DK: Yeah. In fact, they were a big part of the early issues of Liquid Cheese. It always had a laserdisc section. I was a huge, huge fan of them. That kind of came from Video Watchdog. They did two special issues, and one of them listed of all of these video retailers. I was looking for ads that were pertaining to laserdiscs, and I wrote to a handful of them. I said, “If you have a catalog, please send it to me.”

JS: Who did you write to?

DK: I think Ken Crane’s was one. I don’t think I ever heard back from them, but another one I wrote to was Sight and Sound.

JS: [laughs] I went to that store when I was driving through Massachusetts. It was insane.

DK: They sent me a catalog, and that was it. I was putting in huge orders—I would drop hundreds of dollars. At one point, I had hundreds of laserdiscs.

JS: I bought a laserdisc player when Elite released Night of the Living Dead. It’s amazing to think that I was shelling out hundreds of dollars to feed my movie habit.

DK: I bought my laserdisc player in ’93, and the most I ever paid was for Criterion’s The Killer. I think I paid around $125 for that. But again, I thought, “This is it. If you’re a hardcore fan, this is the way to go.” And, I was always into technology. If something came out that was “the next best thing”, I had to have it.

JS: I was the same way.

DK: Yeah. I’ve always been one of those guys. That also tied into what I was writing about, because technology was rapidly changing, and I was trying to keep up. When CD-ROMs started coming out, I did a huge write-up about them. I was always writing about whatever the latest thing was. And I was always plugging Sight and Sound. It’s funny, because one of the guys who worked for Sight and Sound is David Zuzelo. He wrote an article in Deep Red Alert number 2 about Lucio Fulci. I think he went by the name of David Quinn. It’s funny how everything ties together when you start delving into all this stuff. Everybody is interconnected, in some sort of odd way.
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JS: It’s a really small world, and the guys who are really into it tend to stick around forever.

DK: It’s crazy. It’s like this small-knit community, but people are still into it, which I think is great.

JS: Going back to your cover art, Mike Hoffman recently did a great drawing for Liquid Cheese.

DK: Yeah. I first found out about him in some of the metal magazines back in the day. There was one called S.O.D—Sounds of Death, and he did a cover. There was also an interview with him in there. That’s when I first became aware of his stuff. I had comic books that he was in, but I didn’t think much about it until I read that interview. I put the connection together, and was like, “Holy crap! I’ve got some comics that he’s done.” And then I got interested, because he was a presence online. You could go to his eBay store or his website. I started writing to him. I said, “Hey, I do this publication. Could you send me a sample of one of your comics?” He ended up hooking me up with a box of stuff. There was one issue where I had a pretty decent amount of review space devoted to the publications that he sent me. So, we were corresponding a little bit, but then we lost touch.

JS: What year would this have been?

DK: This was in 2006 or 2007. Years and years went by, and I didn’t really think much about him until one day when I was looking on Facebook. His name popped up, and I was like, “It’s Mike! I’ve got to get back in touch with him.” I went to his page, and the location said Shorewood, Wisconsin. I couldn’t believe it—that’s very close to my house. So, I immediately got in contact with him and said, “How are things going? I see you’re living in Shorewood.” He said, “Yeah, we moved from South Carolina to Wisconsin.” He wanted his kids to go to a better school. At that point, I was thinking, “I’ve got to see if I can go over to his house.”

JS: [laughs] That would have been my reaction.

DK: I know that some artists are private, and I didn’t think that he’d ever go for it. But I was like, “Screw it. What do I have to lose? He’ll either say yes or he’ll say no.” So, I asked him if it would be cool if I could come over sometime. He said, “Yeah, absolutely.”

JS: What was he like?

DK: He was great. He’s the nicest guy—he’s so laid back, and he’s the ultimate independent artist, because he does everything himself.

JS: What was his studio like?

DK: It was really small. He sat in his chair and told me all these stories about the people he’s met and worked with. I thought, “I’ve got to get an interview with him,” because his stories were priceless. I came up with some questions, and I wrote down all of the titles that he’s been involved with. Things like Taboo, Clive Barker’s Hellraiser, and Swamp Thing. My goal was to ask him specific questions about those titles. He saw what I was going to ask him about, and kind of went off on his own. Rather than just asking questions, I let him talk about each title. As far as the cover for Liquid Cheese, he just came out about it. I wasn’t going to ask him, because I thought it would be a big ordeal, but he said, “I’ll draw a cover up for you.” He sketched some ideas, and then I came over one day. He had a rough sketch, and he said, “What do you think of this?” I thought it looked awesome. Before I knew it, he got his drawing board out and he started doing it, right there. He literally did the entire cover while I sat there and watched. It was one of those things that I never thought would happen.
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JS: I love it when zines have original artwork in them. Hey—what do you think of Cinema Sewer?

DK: I love it. When I first got a copy, I thought it was really cool—there wasn’t really anyone else doing anything like it. It was one of those things where I was so impressed that I had to write to Robin Bougie. We started corresponding, and his magazine kind of inspired me to do a sister publication to Liquid Cheese called T.O.S.S.

JS: I was going to ask you about that…

DK: It was totally devoted to XXX stuff. Robin reviews a lot of pornography in Cinema Sewer. That kind of got me thinking that I could do a side publication devoted to adult movies. When I got the first issue of that done, I sent it to him and he gave me a lot of constructive criticism.

JS: Such as?

DK: He said that I had too many pictures and not enough text. I definitely took that into consideration and said, “Yeah, he’s right.” Robin was really impressed with the next couple of issues. He said, “Why don’t you send me twenty-five copies, and I’ll distribute them up here in Canada. In turn, I’ll send you X amount of copies of Cinema Sewer. You can do what you want with them.” We were doing that for a while, but I only ended up doing six issues of T.O.S.S. It never really went that far. But for a while, he was my biggest supporter.
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JS: How difficult is it to write about pornography?

DK: It’s kind of a hard thing to write about because a lot of the older stuff is really trashy. Robin was the first guy who was writing about it with intelligence. That kind of got me to say, “Well, I have this stuff that I’m into, as well. Maybe I can do something similar.”
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JS: I interviewed Robin for this book. Cinema Sewer is kind of hard to categorize. It’s not really a horror zine, but he covers a lot of exploitation films. I’m trying to find a common thread. I guess it’s all grindhouse stuff…

DK: Pretty much. You can go back to the Ilsa movies and the Olga films. That kind of stuff doesn’t really pertain to one genre. It’s kind of a hybrid. The other thing, too, is when you talk about pornography…porno and horror have always been the two most ghettoized genres of film. They get the least respect. When most people find out that you’re into that stuff, they think you’re some kind of a nut. “Why would you like that? You’re sick.” So, I’ve always made that connection between the two. They get the least respect, but in turn, they probably have the most devoted fans. The two kind of go hand in hand. But, like you said, there’s a fine line when you try to define it.

JS: Sleazoid Express certainly startled both worlds. Were you a fan of Bill Landis?

DK: Yeah. Unfortunately, I didn’t get into his stuff until way later. Sleazoid Express was always a title that I heard about, but I never actually saw a copy until the late nineties. I went to his website, and he was offering the new incarnation of Sleazoid Express. I wrote to him and said, “Give me everything.” And then, I obviously bought the book. I was fascinated, because he was a part of that that scene while it was happening. From there, I found some of the other people from that era, like 42nd Street Pete. He’s another guy who has great stories. He actually wrote an article for me on Joe D’Amato in issue number 24 of Liquid Cheese. It was about one of his horror/porn hybrids, which kind of goes back to what we’re talking about.

JS: It’s funny—we were just talking about fans who were born too late for the VHS boom. I really wish that I could have walked down 42nd Street in the seventies.

DK: Yeah, it’s the exactly same idea.

JS: Do you think that print is a dying form of communication?

DK: Well, it is to a certain degree, but I think that there’s always going to be enough of an interest in it that it’s still going to be around. I don’t think it’s ever going to go away. The magazine format especially seems to be doing OK. You’ve got a big influx of classic monster mags that are coming out. There’s stuff like Famous Monsters, Freaky Monsters, and Undying Monsters. There are a lot of newer titles. There’s got to be an interest, otherwise people wouldn’t be publishing all of this stuff.
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JS: And, magazines like Video Watchdog and Shock Cinema are still alive and kicking. What’s in the future for Liquid Cheese?

DK: I’m still going to be doing the same thing I’m doing. I don’t see it changing too much, although I want to get it out there even more. I’m doing it in color now, and I think that’s the step that I needed to take in order to convince people it’s something that I’m serious about. If somebody’s going to pay $5 for Liquid Cheese, they’re not going to feel cheated. That was always my biggest concern. People would say, “Why don’t you charge money for it?” and I always felt self-conscious about it. I’d be, “Well, it’s not professionally done, and I feel kind of guilty for asking someone to pay money for something that’s on xeroxed paper.” I’ve been fighting with that for years. But finally, when I saw how number 32 looked, I said, “I’m going to ask people to help support my fun so I can keep cranking stuff out in return.” I think I’m going to go a little bit bigger with the page count. I’m going to start running ads now, too. I’ve been going to different companies and saying, “I’ve got cheap ad rates. Advertise your stuff.” But, I’m only doing that with companies that I personally endorse. So, I kind of see it going from there. Being a little more available and professional, but with the same “anything goes” attitude where I can feel free to do whatever I want…
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Jim VanBebber is the director of Deadbeat at Dawn and The Manson Family. I first read about both films in the Deep Red Horror Handbook. Deadbeat seemed like something that I’d enjoy—as Chas. Balun stated, “This one’s really down-and-dirty and comes packed with killer fight scenes, splashy bullet hits, and nasty knifings. Hits like a jackboot to the nuts.” OK…sold. The Manson Family (then known as Charlie’s Family) had just started production and it sounded excellent, as well.

Getting my hands on Deadbeat was surprisingly easy—for some strange reason, one of the video stores near my house had the rare tape for rent. Rent it I did, and I instantly fell in love with the film. This VanBebber guy was something else—he wrote the screenplay, directed the movie, did the FX, and played the lead.

It took VanBebber years to complete The Manson Family, but when he finally did, it hit like an ARMY of jackboots. I was lucky enough to catch a rough cut of the film when it played at the Fantasia film festival in 1997. I sat there glued to my seat as the film unfolded.

The Manson Family finally got an official release in 2004, and I attended the Chicago premiere. I saw it three more times when it played Detroit. One of the strangest sagas in the history of independent filmmaking had come to a victorious conclusion, and I wanted to be there in the front row to share in the celebration.

So now, I invite you to enter a theater with me. The main attraction is VanBebber himself. Make yourself comfortable as he discusses his career as a filmmaker, the things that inspired him, and his latest project, Gator Green. And yeah…we’ll talk about fanzines. After all, that’s how most of us met the man…
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JOHN SZPUNAR : How long have you been living in Florida? JIM VANBEBBER: Oh, let’s see…for a little more than a year.

JS: And you’re working on a film called Gator Green?

JVB: Yeah. And this time around, I’m going back to the drawing board. I’ll raise the money privately. I spent so much time in Los Angeles working on scripts, but nothing ever got done. After wasting a couple of years trying to get Capone up and running, only to have it yanked by Dark Sky, I was like, “Man…this is fucked.” Most of my directing jobs were music videos, and most of them were outside of LA. I’ll probably return to that weird fucking place someday, but I’m just going to try to go the independent route again. That’s where I’ve always been the happiest—making stuff that is really near and dear to me, like Deadbeat at Dawn and The Manson Family.

JS: I take it that you want to go with practical effects? No CGI ?

JVB: No fucking CGI, man. I can’t stand it, even when it’s used well. And unless you’ve got Industrial Light and Magic doing it, it always looks shitty. I mean, unless it’s John Dykstra doing the fucking arms on Doc Ock [laughs]…Just look at any Sci-Fi network film. The shit is just laughable.

JS: [laughs] I’ll get back into Gator Green in a little while, but I want to start out with some general questions.

JVB: Sure.

JS: OK, first question: Your taste in film is all over the map. What puts “high art” and “low art” on an equal playing field?

JVB: Well, I’m looking for passion. And a lot of great art films have the same passion as The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. You can tell that Fellini was fucking throwing himself full-bore into his greatest work, and the same can be said for Welles and the rest of the greats. I could give you the whole laundry list, but I consider Texas Chain Saw and Evil Dead as high art. And I think that the people who dismiss horror films as being base don’t really have an open mind.

JS: I feel the same way. And I really feel vindicated now that a lot of lowly “genre” films are finally becoming accepted. The Beyond recently played on TCM.

JVB: Yeah. But it always comes too fucking late. I mean, The Beyond was originally butchered in its editing, and was released as 7 Doors of Death.

JS: That’s the version I first saw.

JVB: Yeah. And actually, The Green Slime recently played on Turner Classic Movies. I love it when that kind of shit happens, but it always takes decades.

JS: Why do you think that is?

JVB: Well, I think that the kids who stayed up past their bedtime to watch this stuff on the CBS midnight movie finally got jobs in these places. They’re now in the position of power to say, “Hey, wait a minute. I loved this film as a kid.” I mean, Equinox came out from Criterion…

JS: That one really came out of left field.

JVB: I know [laughs]! But it only happened after Dennis Muren and David Allen went on to bigger films. Dennis Muren’s doing Jurassic Park, and all of the sudden, they’re like, “Well, of course. This has to be a Criterion release!” The snobby-nosed people always have to have some kind of validation, other than the fact that it’s just great shit. I’m not a film snob. If it’s good film, it’s freaking good—I don’t care what genre it is. If it’s made with passion and it’s good filmmaking, that’s all there is to it. I’ve seen some driver’s ed films that I thought were incredibly well done. And there are some great anti-drug films that are fucking hilarious—they’re classics in their own right. Mike Vraney from Something Weird Video knew what was going on. He was like, “This is not crap. This needs to be out on DVD.”
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JS: The book that I’m writing is about fanzines and fandom in general. Guys like you, Buddy Giovinazzo, and Jörg Buttgereit kind of got your “start”, so to speak, from fanzine culture.

JVB: Definitely. That’s how people found out about the films. Fanzines were fucking great. And they certainly helped spread the word when you really had no publicity. People took notice. Gore Gazette was great. Rick Sullivan always wrote nice things about my work. And then, of course you had Chas.’ Deep Red. It wasn’t really a fanzine, per se; it was more of an honest to God mag. The Deep Red Horror Handbook certainly got my name out there, along with Jörg’s and Buddy’s. All of the sudden, you’re being invited to film festivals in England.
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JS: Did you grow up in Dayton?

JVB: No. I grew up in a small town in Ohio called Grenville, which is about an hour outside of Dayton. I moved to Dayton when I went to film school at Wright State. But, Dayton was an hour away, and it used to have a movie theater called the Kon-Tiki. That’s where you’d to go to see Mother’s Day, Dawn of the Dead, Caligula, or Make them Die Slowly. All of that great shit.

JS: What was the scene in Greenville like?

JVB: Greenville had two outstanding movie theaters, and I was at the movies every weekend—I didn’t care what was playing. And I watched movies on TV, obsessively. That was back in the days of the horror hosts, and we had a great one out of Dayton called Dr. Creep.

JS: He was the host of Shock Theater.

JVB: Yeah. Shock Theater was a mainstay for me, from age five on. And there was another guy out of Bloomington, Indiana by the name of Sammy Terry. If the reception was coming in, he was always a good one to catch on Saturday nights. That’s how I first saw Equinox, the Universal and Hammer horror films, and the shit that you’d never see anywhere else, like The Eye Creatures. Larry Buchanan stuff.

JS: How do you account for the popularity of the horror hosts?

JVB: Well, obviously, they were the most fun guys to watch on television. That was back when there were only three networks. You didn’t have home entertainment, as far as films went—VHS wasn’t even around yet. So, when you were watching TV, you had your local news anchors, some dingbat kid’s show that would run cartoons, and the horror hosts. The horror hosts worked for me, and they obviously worked for a lot of other people who were my age. And when the affiliates decided that they could make more money by showing infomercials, it was a terrible crime to the culture. After that, the kids didn’t have horror hosts, they didn’t have Shock Theater, and they didn’t have drive-ins. It’s like, man…you fuckers are missing out.

JS: I was barely alive, but I was able to catch the last wave of horror hosts here in Detroit.

JVB: That was a big part of my youth. I used to set my alarm clock and put it underneath my pillow when I was sent to bed. It’d go off at 11:15. I’d crawl to the top of the steps, listen to my parents watch the late news, and run back to my room when they were coming up the stairs. I’d give myself about ten minutes, then I’d creep downstairs like a freaking ninja to watch The Black Scorpion, Gargoyles, or whatever was on.

JS: Did you ever get caught?

JVB: I got caught many times, and I was always like, “But, it’s a classic!”

JS: [laughs] Let’s hear a little more about the drive-ins.

JVB: Oh, the drive-ins were great. We had two hardtop theaters, The Wayne and the State Theater, and they were both within walking distance. And then, we had the Speedway drivein. Before I could even drive, I used to have my mom drive me out there with a lawn chair, so I could go watch Phantasm or a Bruce Lee movie. And then, as soon as I could drive, I was like, “I want to work at the drive-in.”

JS: Did you?

JVB: I did. That was the greatest fucking job. Just going there on dates was a great part of my life. It should be part of every teenager’s experience.

JS: Were the drive-ins playing second-run stuff?

JVB: During the Summer proper, they would play first-run films. But, when they first opened in the Spring—like from March up until mid-May—that’s when the offbeat stuff was playing. They’d play that stuff again in the Fall, right up until they closed. And, that’s when you would see stuff like Last House on Dead End Street, the European sex comedies, and the re-runs of Bruce Lee’s first couple of films. For me, that was the best stuff. I’d much rather see Don’t Go in the House than Any Which Way but Loose.

JS: I agree, but then I have to say that Any Which Way but Loose is a pretty good movie [laughs].

JVB: Oh yeah, it’s aged beautifully.

JS: What kind of a job did you have at the drive-in?

JVB: I worked at the concession stand, and then, ultimately, I was a projectionist. But, that was only in the last year.

JS: How long did you work there?

JVB: I think I worked there for five years. I was the guy who you bought all of your candy, popcorn, and pizzas from. I’ll tell you though, during the last eleven minutes of The Road Warrior—during the massive chase—nobody got served nothing! I was outside watching that every night, just taking it in. I was not believing what I was seeing.

JS: How old were you when you got your first camera?

JVB: I was eleven. I bought a used Brownie windup. I still have it. It was great, man. It had a manual iris on it, so I could do fade-ins and fade-outs. Then, I got hip to running the film through the camera more than once and started doing split-screens and dissolves.

JS: How would you do a split-screen?

JVB: I’d take a piece of black poster board and cut out a little half-moon. I’d tape it right onto the lens and shot the lower half. I’d take notes on where the shot was on the footage meter and would run the film back to that point. Then, I’d put the half-moon on the other side. It’s so easy to do that now, digitally. It’s really taken for granted. But back then, it took some inventiveness. I still love to do that kind of shit.

JS: Let’s get back to monster mags. What kind of stuff were you reading?

JVB: Well, I think I was five when I picked up my first Famous Monsters. Thank God there was a bookstore in town that sold it. And then when Cinemagic hit the scene, I was all over that. But when Fangoria came out, I was just like, “Here we go!”

JS: Those early issues were something else.

JVB: Uncle Bob Martin was the great voice of Fangoria. The tone certainly went more commercial and more Hollywood when Tony Timpone took over. I’m not even sure what to think of it these days. But, Bob Martin really liked the independent scene. He’d give Basket Case the kind of coverage that Timpone would give to Nightmare 4.

JS: I’ve been meaning to ask you this—what attracted you to horror films as a kid?

JVB: I don’t know…the visceral jolt, I guess. For some reason, I loved being scared and freaked out. I was ten years old when I saw Last House on the Left, and for the next two days, I walked around thinking, “There ought to be a law. Nobody should be able to make something like that!” Then, around the third day, I was like, “Man, why is this film still freaking me out? Why am I still thinking about it? There must be some kind of genius at work.” And up until I saw Dawn of the Dead, most of my 8mm films had a lot of stop-motion and were more Harryhausen-oriented. But after that, out came the red food dye and the blood! Rubber hands getting lopped off [laughs].

JS: You eventually got a scholarship to Wright State University…

JVB: Yeah. I had no money for college, and my parents certainly weren’t rich. It was a question of, well…am I going to go to college? I knew that I wanted to learn sound, and that I wanted to learn 16[mm]. My guidance counselor said, “There’s a film department at Ohio State, and there’s one at Wright State.” I went and checked out Ohio State, but they really didn’t have their shit together, at all. The clincher was that Wright State was offering a scholarship. I went there and I showed them my 8mm film, Into the Black. I got the scholarship, and it paid for my first year of college.

JS: What was the curriculum like over there?

JVB: See, that’s the thing. When I first went there, they weren’t that big on production. They were trying to make everybody into a critic. It was all about film theory, which I could give a fuck about. Fortunately, I had a good prof my first year, Jim Dolan.

JS: Did you get to shoot anything?

JVB: We started out shooting Super-8, and we got to do sound Super-8 in the last quarter. Then, Jim left. I didn’t know if I was going to go back for a second year. I’d gotten a good job at the telecommunications center—they made local TV shows for the PBS channel and I had access to some good equipment.

JS: Why did you decide to stay?

JVB: The clincher for year two was that they hired Jim Klein and Julia Reichert, who were real honest to God filmmakers. They were a documentary team—they made the Academy Award nominated film, Seeing Red. They were the real deal, and they knew the nuts and bolts of filmmaking. So, I learned 16 from them, and said, “OK. I’ve got what I need to know. Now it’s time to make Deadbeat at Dawn.” I took out a student loan for my third year, but I didn’t go. I spent it on getting Deadbeat at Dawn off the ground.

JS: I first read about Deadbeat at Dawn in the fanzines.

JVB: The Deep Red Horror Handbook and Psychotronic both gave it really good reviews. And then, Joe Bob Brigs had his newsletter, We Are the Weird. He gave it a great freaking review. And Steve Bissette wrote one of the best reviews of Roadkill: The Last Days of John Martin that I’ve ever read.
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JS: How did he get a hold of that? Did you send it to him?

JVB: I was at some convention, and he was there. He had a table, and I think I hooked him up with some tapes.

JS: You wrote a couple of articles about the production of The Manson Family for Deep Red Alert. How did that come about?

JVB: Chas. Asked me if I’d write an article. He had a tape of the rough cut, and was like, “You need publicity. Why don’t you write something? Maybe someone will give you some money.” And Chas. Was just the best. I was always glad that he liked my work, because he was so honest—if he didn’t like your work, he had no bones about calling a dog a dog. And then, when I met him and hung out with him in California, he was just the nicest guy. A sweet and very intelligent film connoisseur who loved horror films. And he took on the thankless job of spreading the word. Nobody would have heard of Combat Shock or Jörg Buttgereit as early as they did, if it hadn’t been for Chas. He went out of his way for the little guy, if he liked your work and saw some merit in it. He was one of the first champions of Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer. There’s nobody like him around anymore. He was taken way too early.
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JS: His “dog” reviews still crack me up.

JVB: His stuff was just so fun to read. Joe Bob wrote well and was funny, but he wasn’t funny like Chas. Chas. Had some zingers. His writing style was like Lenny Bruce meets Hunter Thompson meets Lester Bangs, but about horror films.

JS: Can you tell me a little about Chunk Blower?

JVB: Sure. I got a call from this Canadian producer, Gary Blair Smith. He said, “I’ve got this film I want to make called Chunk Blower, and we’re going to make a trailer for it first to help convince some company to give us a million dollars. That was a lot of money for an extreme splatter film, which is definitely what the script was. He had called Chas. And had asked for directors—he was considering John McNaughton, Buddy G, and me. Chas. Sent him The Last Days of John Martin, and he decided on me. So, he flew me up to Vancouver. He paid me very little, but he put a lot of dough into that trailer. We shot it on 35 and blew up a car. I didn’t have any say so in the casting—he cast this bouncer guy as the maniac, and the guy was terrible. But, I approached it with zeal, storyboarded the whole freaking thing, and had a lot of fun with it. We went around to four or five different companies and they were all nonplussed. It was a pretty bold idea, back at the time. A big budget splatter film doesn’t seem like anything now after Hostel and the Final Destination films.

JS: Chas. Worked on the script…

JVB: He worked on it. It was originally written by Gary and a guy named Alan Zweig. Man, that script went through more passes—I think Chas. Did like four or five drafts. I wrote a draft, just on spec. Gary could never find the financing for it. After a while, he became a family man and went back to being an assistant director. He couldn’t get anywhere with it. A lot of people really trip out on that trailer. To me, it’s OK, but I don’t think it’s anything great [laughs].

JS: I really wanted to see the feature film.

JVB: Oh, yeah. Same thing with John Martin, which was a short we made while trying to get that feature off the ground. I intend to make it someday. I took the original draft and updated it—you have to take into account all the stuff that has entered our lives since 1988.

JS: Why do you think you never got the financing for John Martin?

JVB: Well, when I was initially trying to get that off the ground, horror films were getting attacked. All of the gore was being shot for the Friday the 13th films, but then cut. The MPAA was a holy terror, threatening everything with an X rating. The producers were scared, and they were making bloodless movies. I mean, I think in Nightmare 5 a character turns into a cartoon character and Freddy shreds him like paper. He bleeds paint. I’m like, “What the fuck?” Compared to the funnel of blood coming out of Johnny Depp’s bed in the original, I’m like, “Man, you guys are really losing your focus here.” But, it was all a reaction against this cry of, “Violence creates killers!” That’s always been the lamest argument ever, for me. What horror film did Jack the Ripper watch? Don’t give me that crap. It’s a knee-jerk reaction, and the argument doesn’t make sense or hold water. Film should have no limits, and art should have no limits. Literature should have no limits. If you don’t fucking like it, don’t read it or watch it. Unfortunately, there are more of those people than there are those like me and you. We’re always going to be the sick minority.
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JS: As a filmmaker, what was your take on tape trading?

JVB: Well, it was a necessary evil. I was trying to be a filmmaker, and as a filmmaker, you want that to be your source of income. That being said, so many people wouldn’t have seen Deadbeat initially. There wouldn’t have been the buzz about Charlie’s Family if people weren’t hooking up two VHS decks in their basement and selling them in the back of some xeroxed fanzine. Ultimately, it was a good thing for the culture. As a filmmaker, it’s piracy, but it’s going to happen. There’s not really anything you can do about it, so you best not sound like a pussy and bitch too much. Just accept it and be honored that people are caring enough about your stuff to want to dupe it and trade or sell it. A lot of the stuff had no chance of getting out there until Film Threat Video Guide started releasing VHS tapes. You know, Richard Kern’s films, or whatever. Unless you lived in New York and went to some forum where it was being projected, you didn’t get to see them.
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JS: What did you think about Film Threat?

JVB: I liked its anarchic approach. I always thought Chris Gore was a little too big for his britches, but at least he was getting the thing out there. David E. Williams was more my speed; I certainly like him better as a person. I was astounded by their hatchet job on Chas. It was unwarranted and unnecessary, and they lost some points forever in my book on that one. But, they treated me well with the release of My Sweet Satan. That was the first thing I made that actually made its money back for the investors.

JS: Steve Bissette did some artwork for that film. How did that come about?

JVB: Well, I was finishing it, and I was invited back to the Nothing Shocking Film Festival in London. It was put on by this guy named Spencer Hickman. The first year, I had shown Deadbeat at Dawn. Anyway, we kept in touch, and I told him that I was making a thirteenminute teaser for Charlie’s Family. I also told him that I was making this short, My Sweet Satan. He was like, “Bring copies. We’ll have a table for you and you can sell it, and maybe make a little pub money.” I called Steve and said, “Hey man, could you try your hand?” He did it as a favor. He gave me a rough sketch—he didn’t have any time to work on it any further. I busted out the color magic markers and gave it some color. That was the original cover for those tapes that were sold in England.

JS: What was England like?

JVB: England was awesome because they were still in the middle of their video nasties ban. The more you take something away from the kids, the more they want it. Their rabidness about horror films was an education to me. Everyone had their Evil Dead shirts and posters. The fans took it seriously—horror was to them what the freaking Beatles were to Americans in 1964. Going to the Nothing Shocking fest at the Scala theater in King’s Cross in London with all these dudes lined up outside going, “What do you know about reality?” I was amazed. It was great. I was like, “There is an audience for this stuff. It’s not just me that thinks it’s worth doing.” You know, Spencer Hickman had a horror zine with a glossy cover. It was called Psychotic Reaction.

JS: I know it well. You know, the first time I ever saw The Manson Family was at the Fantasia festival in Montreal. You showed a rough cut.

JVB: Yeah. That was a hell of a screening.

JS: It was a great time. Everyone was there—Chas. Balun, Harvey Fenton from Flesh &amp; Blood…

JVB: Yeah. Nacho Cerda was there with Aftermath. Richard Stanley was there. Bob Murawski and Sage were there with Cannibal Ferox.

JS: Chas. Didn’t like Aftermath at all.

JVB: Yeah, I never understood that. He got offended—he took it as gore for gore’s sake. I don’t really think that’s the case with Aftermath. It always amazed me that he loved The Last Days of John Martin, but he didn’t like Aftermath. You know that those fuckers are out there. It’s a valid film, and it’s certainly no holds barred. It’s so beautifully made that it’s jaw dropping. You’ve got to give Nacho props on his directing. He’s a real craftsman.

JS: How do you feel about the way the mainstream press handled The Manson Family?

JVB: Pretty good, for the most part. It’s got a fresh tomato on Rotten Tomatoes. Certainly, Roger Ebert’s confused review was the best ever. He’s saying, “Don’t go see it, but I give it three and a half stars.” Entertainment Weekly dug it. For the most part, I think they got it. Of course, you’ve always got some people who say, “Amateur hour!” or whatever. The British press was pretty hard on it. But, at the same point, I don’t care what they think. I don’t make a film to get a good review. I make it for myself and for the audience—people like me and you. People who are going to enjoy it because it delivers what it promises.

JS: What are your thoughts on Hollywood today?

JVB: It’s a tough racket. If you’re trying to be innovative and trying to give people something new, it’s not met with open arms. It’s tricky. I don’t understand why something like Cabin Fever is embraced and suddenly Eli’s got the budget for Hostel. To me, while it’s an OK film, Cabin Fever doesn’t have the originality or the ferocity of The Manson Family. Yeah, we got some good reviews, but nobody was calling me up saying, “Hey, we want to make your next film.” It’s hard to be taken seriously. Unless you know somebody powerful or you’ve got your foot in the door some way, it’s really hard to get anybody to pay attention to you. There are so many people killing themselves out there and never getting anywhere. It’s a really depressing place to be if you’re broke [laughs]. It’s the worst! And, nobody has a fucking critical opinion. Everybody’s so scared that if they diss something that makes money, somebody’s going to find out about it and they won’t work. Their only opinion is, if it made a lot of money, it must be good. Hollywood’s the only place where you can find people talking favorably about the Michael Bay films. It doesn’t make any sense. I met a lot of really cool people when I lived there, but after spinning my wheels, I just decided that if I’m going to get anything done, it’s time to go back to the basics.
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JS: Are you still planning to make the Capone film one day?

JVB: Oh, yeah. I love my Capone script. It’s basically to Al Capone what The Manson Family was to Manson. It’s like a damn history lesson. The story’s never been done right. Screenwriters take liberties, and the truth is much more interesting than the crap they come up with. I’m really telling the story honestly for the first time—that’s the attraction to me. So, I’ve got that and a lot of other scripts that may or may not see the light of day.

JS: What can we expect from Gator Green?

JVB: A real character-driven monster movie of sorts, only the monsters are alligators. I really don’t want to say too much about it. It’s one of my favorite things that I’ve ever written. I can’t really compare it to anything. Maybe people will see a little bit of Tobe Hooper’s Eaten Alive drifting around. Maybe a little bit of Frogs. But at the same time, it’s more like if the Coen brothers made a nasty fucking horror film.

JS: Nice.

JVB: Yeah. I’ve got great hopes for it, and that’s why I want to shepherd it all the way through. I want to have complete control over this mother because I’m tired of listening to false promises. I’m getting cynical in my old age, Johnny [laughs]. No, I’ve still got the fire. I’ve still got the spirit and I’m never going to stop…Roy Frumkes is the director of Document of the Dead and the writer/ producer of Street Trash, two films that owe much of their cult status to the fanzine world. He readily admits that Deep Red’s coverage of his films helped put his name on the genre map. Frumkes is also the editor of Films in Review, the oldest film magazine in the United States. I got the idea to talk to him about his work in the horror genre, the impact that fanzines had on independent film, and Films in Review’s place in the age of the internet…
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JOHN SZPUNAR: To me, you always seemed like the intellectual “arthorror” guy. RO Y FRUMKES: [laughs] They wanted to promote Street Trash as art-gore; they wanted to start a new genre. That was David Whitten—he was the head of PR at Lightning Films, which was a subdivision of Vestron Video in Connecticut. He got a lot of resistance from Vestron, but his ideas were all really smart. He thought that Street Trash should be part of a new subgenre called art-gore. They nixed all his ideas before Street Trash opened because they suddenly had a hit with Dirty Dancing—they suddenly became very anxious about not offending the critics. Much of Street Trash’s promotional campaign was about belittling the critics, so they killed all of his great ideas.

JS: Whitten had a great track record in exploitation promotion.

RF: He’s the reason I went with Vestron. We had a much better financial offer from De Laurentiis. But De Laurentiis just didn’t seem to know how to market a film like ours. Whitten was flowing with ideas, all of them very appropriate for the target audience. I have no false illusions about my films, including The Substitute. They’re exploitation films. I think they’re high class ones—they’re done with integrity, and we raised enough money to support films that looked good and were what we wanted them to be.
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JS: Let’s back up a little bit. What kind of films were you watching as a kid?

RF: The ones that stuck out were the horror films. I was really scared of them, but I couldn’t turn away. And when I say horror, I mean Disney films, as well. I don’t know that there’s a more terrifying film than Pinocchio, for the age group it’s aimed at. That film was absurdly frightening.

JS: What other films scared you?

RF: We lived in a house in New Rochelle, New York. My folks would go out, and somewhere in the house was someone who was supposed to be looking after me, but I would be alone. In those days, the TV sets only had a couple of channels, and it was all black and white. They were running the Val Lewton films. I remember sitting in a chair in the living room and staring at the set. I was watching Cat People, and I was afraid to get off of the chair—I thought there was something under it. I have a brother who’s five years older than me. He kind of took advantage of that kind of stuff. He would hide in the closet at night, and I’d go to bed, and he’d say “It’s the black cat!” and scare the life out of me. In terms of my actually becoming a part of that whole phenomenon, I blame that in part on my childhood, which was fraught with illness. I was a very sick kid—I had a handful of pretty dreadful illnesses and at times, the whole house might be quarantined. Everyone else would be somewhere in the back of the house, and I’d be lying there in pain with nothing to do. I would look out of this window across from my bed, and I’d just start inventing stories to keep myself occupied. My brother was afraid to come near me—he was told to stay away. The ideas that I was coming up with were twisted by the nature of what I was going through.

JS: Did you come from a creative family?

RF: I came from a theatrical family. My grandfather was Houdini’s booking agent. He was a very colorful guy who hung out with people much younger than him. I loved listening to his stories; I was very hooked on that. I think that was also a very formative influence. I’ve still got Houdini’s puppets sitting here. I have a friend who was at some kind of magician’s convention this week, and they said these things are priceless—there’s no way to determine what they’re worth. He carved them out of wood himself, and he created the costumes, all prior to going into magic. My grandfather also had some of Houdini’s tricks—these beautiful things that he had created. I remember breaking them, not realizing what I was doing. I was too young. My mother acted in silent films, but my father was not creatively minded. He was a businessman. My brother pretty much took after him, and I took after my grandfather. When I was nine, I wrote a book. It took me a year—I typed with one finger on a manual typewriter. My father went and had it retyped and bound.

JS: What was the title?

RF: It was called The Phantom of Mesa Cove, and it was kind of influenced by serials like Flash Gordon. Well, more like Red Barry, which was one of Buster Crabbe’s lesser serials. I’ve still got it, and it’s evidence to me that I had a fertile imagination and it was being stimulated somewhat by my isolation.

JS: Did you ever make any films when you were growing up?

RF: When I was thirteen, my father bought me a 16mm camera. He just bypassed the Super-8, so I was the only kid at my school actually making movies. This September is going to be my fiftieth high school reunion. I think they’re going to want those movies, because I was shooting all the students. I was doing little stories—they weren’t good, but they were in color. We were shooting Kodachrome, so they didn’t fade; they still look beautiful today.
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JS: Is there any chance that they’ll ever be released?

RF: I didn’t really understand film grammar that much—those films are not works of art. They’re not going to appear on the supplements forthe Street Trash blu-ray or anything [laughs]. They remain in my closet, but I did them.
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JS: When did you realize that you wanted to make movies professionally?

RF: I can’t exactly remember when, but it was always there. I transitioned from writing stories to writing screenplays. I went to Tulane University in New Orleans, and kept trying to write stuff. I had approached the studios—my family had some contact there.

JS: What did you major in?

RF: I think I was misadvised. The studio contacts told me to major in anything except film, because I’d get that when I got out. So, I majored in English and creative writing. But, I think they were wrong. I think that they were trying to dissuade me or misguide me. To this day, I think it was bad advice. I think I would have done better taking film classes as well as writing classes.

JS: What was New Orleans like?

RF: New Orleans was an odd town. They didn’t have much interest in film. They only were interested in Creole food, Cajun food, and jazz. Quite seriously—this was before Creole and Cajun food spread around the country. This was the only city where you could find it, and they were only interested in their own stuff. When films were being shot there, they would call the school and ask me if I wanted to come along. I was the entertainment editor of the Tulane Hullabaloo! I’d visit the sets, and I’d make friends with the publicists. I’d meet the stars who were there. When I’d come home to New York on vacation, I would try to follow up on some of the contacts I’d made. The most important ones were probably in the publicity departments. But, also, I had some freedom down there that I wouldn’t have had up here, where they were more savvy. I remember being on the set of The Cincinnati Kid. They walked me up to Steve McQueen. “This is the entertainment editor!” I remember him looking at me like, “What the fuck am I being introduced to this kid for?” It was really funny, you know [laughs]? I was the only one they could get. So, that was that. When I came back, I took one year at NYU.
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JS: What was NYU like?

RF: I had Haig Manoogian, who was one of Scorsese’s favorite people. I also met a fellow named Harry Hurwitz. Harry was a frustrated filmmaker, and we became friendly. Some of his ideas were similar to mine, but he was a bit more advanced than me. He had already done some shorts that had been released non-theatrically. We both dropped out of college, I raised some money, and we made a film together called The Projectionist, with Chuck McCann. It was Rodney Dangerfield’s first film. I was twentyfour, and that kind of launched my career. Harry and I did four films together. Only one of them really came out. One of them sort of came out, and two of them definitely did not come out [laughs]. But, it was a good, faltering start. We shot them in 35mm.

JS: You were involved with a project called Shriek Out.

RF: Yeah. We had gone over budget on The Projectionist for like the fourth time. Whenever that happened, I would be the guy who was called upon to go out and raise money. We hit on this scheme of making a cheap horror film—shooting it in ten days, editing it in two weeks, and then selling it and using the money to finish The Projectionist. So, I raised enough money to shoot this little horror film. It was called Shriek Out, and it starred Judd Hirsch. Before we started shooting, Harry Hurwitz and I said, “Let’s go to Times Square and see what we’re going to take!” We kind of boldly strolled down 42nd Street, and I said, “There’s one—Night of the Living Dead.” He said, “That looks great. Let’s go in and see what kind of shit this is.” Two hours later, we walked out thinking, “What the hell? We can’t take that!” We had to pick that film [laughs]. We were so discouraged. Maybe a year later, George [A. Romero] was at the Museum of Modern Art. It had really become clear how special the film was. I attended his appearance, and he was backtracking about Night. “I’m not a horror filmmaker. I want to do other stuff. I don’t understand why you’re giving me all this attention.” And for several years, as you know, he didn’t do horror. That just didn’t work, and he came back.
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JS: Do you think that George was destined to remain a horror director?

RF: Yeah, I do. The correct mixture of whatever his gift was and the genre was ideal. I think There’s Always Vanilla is just OK—it’s got some intelligence and vision, but it doesn’t jump at you the way his horror films do. And I think Richard Rubinstein really steered his career in a clear direction. The rest is history.

JS: I know you’ve told the story a million times, but how did Document of the Dead come about?

RF: Well, prior to teaching at SVA, I was teaching at SUNY Purchase. From the time I started teaching, I knew that there was something dishonest about what I was doing. This was pre-MTV, pre-DVD, pre-laserdisc, pre-VHS, pre-everything. There were only two hundred jobs out there for directors, and no one was letting go of them. There I was, teaching these kids to make movies, and honest to God, there were no jobs. So, I said, “Well, the only stuff they’re going to be doing is independent films. Let me see if I can finance a series of teaching films about independent filmmaking.” At that time, there were documentaries about making films, but they were only about Hollywood blockbusters. The one for Bonnie and Clyde was great, but there was no way that students could relate to it. The independent scene and the Hollywood scene were kind of Ying and Yang. So, I pitched it to SUNY Purchase, but that was a big organization. I never heard back from them. When I went to SVA, I immediately pitched it again. I got a check a week later from the owner of the school, Silas Rhodes. He saw the promotional value of a series of films going out to high schools all over the country, saying, “Presented by SVA.”

JS: How did you wind up on the set of Dawn of the Dead?

RF: At that time (1978), New York was what was known as a “union state.” Not only could non-union people not shoot on a union film, you couldn’t do non-union films. They would station all the union guys at the rental houses. If someone came in that they didn’t recognize, they’d follow him and make sure that that set was “distracted.” So, we had to look outside of New York to do the film. Earl Owensby was shooting Wolfman in the Carolinas, and George was doing Dawn of the Dead. I reached out to Richard Rubinstein. I’m told that there had never been a “making of” film about an independent feature before. Richard saw the value in it, and said, “Come on up.” It’s so strange, because when I was doing The Definitive Document of the Dead—when I was doing the updates, let’s say from Diary of the Dead, I’d get there and start setting up my shots. There would be three other documentary crews walking around. After I was done with my shots and walked away, they’d run over and get in my position because they figured, “Frumkes knows where to shoot from!” But back in ’78, I was the only one there. It was really a very interesting situation.
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JS: How big of a crew did you have on Document?

RF: I think it was seven people. We drove up in two cars. Sukey was my producer—she’s the female zombie that gets the pie in her face. Reeves Lehmann, who’s now the chairman of the film school, was my DP. James Callanan, who shot a ton of stuff for educational TV, was my second camera guy. He’s the one who did the time lapse of me getting the makeup on. Visually, I owe the success of Document to Reeves, because he had been a marine commando leader in the Tet Offensive in Vietnam. We had been told by Richard in no uncertain terms to, “Come out with long lenses, because you are not getting within 100 yards of George.” Reeves started leading these commando raids on his stomach, and the crew would be crawling around the mall with the cameras. George would see this out of the corner of his eye. Dawn is a war film, and he really enjoyed what we were doing. He took down the barrier and said we could do whatever we wanted. That opened it up to really be more of a movie. It was incredible—we were at the right place at the right time. It was equally incredible that I sat on it for ten years. That was really a ballsy thing to do, but I wasn’t getting the right offers. The film became kind of a myth…or a rumor.

JS: I first read about Document of the Dead and Street Trash in Dennis Daniel’s article for Deep Red. How did you two get in contact?

RF: He called me. He said, “You know, I’ve been looking at films, and this name Frumkes keeps popping up in the weirdest places. I’d like to interview you for Deep Red magazine, but I’m not going to do it unless you’re really frank and open.” I said, “Well, judge for yourself.” He did the interview, and Chas. Really supported it. I have to tell you, to this day, the awareness of me in the genre is entirely due to Deep Red. I’m absolutely convinced of that—Deep Red coalesced all of the different and weird little things that I had done into one point. Amazing. So yeah, I’m very indebted to Dennis. And Dennis was along with me on the shoot for The Definitive Document of the Dead. He was really integral in that, and we’ve stayed friends after all these years.

JS: Did you know Chas. Balun at all?

RF: I never got close to Chas., but he was certainly an important person in the literary aspect of the horror genre. He always had that visceral passion that a lot of the other guys didn’t quite rise to. He combined a number of elements of good writing together, and he seemed to understand the exact kind of writing that was appropriate for the genre. He was great at it.

JS: A lot of independent filmmakers were championed in Deep Red.

RF: You’re absolutely right. I ended up traveling to England with John McNaughton and Buddy Giovinazzo. And that can’t be coincidental. We were approached by a big horror convention (Splatterfest ’90) in London, and they had to have pinpointed us because of Deep Red.

JS: What are your memories of that convention?

RF: A very nice guy put it together.

JS: Justin Stanley.

RF: Yeah. He pretty much pulled off a miracle. He somehow got it financed, got us all over there, and got us hotel rooms. And then, the thing started [laughs]. He froze—he just sat in the audience, paralyzed. I remember that I took over at some point, and was introducing people. Literally, the show ran itself. The inmates took over the asylum, and it went from there. It was a glorious event.

JS: The UK had to put up with the whole video nasties thing.

RF: Right. I mean, we had a thing over here about releasing R-rated versions theatrically. Unfortunately, it made commercial sense to the studios. I remember when Wes Craven was doing Shocker. He told me there was what was known as a “Blockbuster clause” in the contract. In the Bible Belt of the United States, they wouldn’t release anything stronger than an R. So, even though he had been given complete control on Shocker—and was so pleased with it—that part of the contract was waved in front of him at the eleventh hour. They had him make seven or nine cuts to satisfy Blockbuster, and they were the most important moments in the film. But even while that was happening, it seemed that director’s cuts could sneak out—there were ways to see them. It wasn’t as threatening to the genre, because somehow, the uncut version could be seen. We knew it. In England, that wasn’t so. I believe that the act of championing these films was much more passionate over there.
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JS: I’ve always wondered how many prints you made of Street Trash.

RF: We made ten prints. And by the way, ten minutes were cut out. Whitten believed that it needed to be ninety minutes. Jimmy Muro and I sat in the screening room with him, and we cut it together so we wouldn’t be angry about it. He had to make ten prints of that version, and they’d play territory by territory. They’d do the east coast, they’d move down south, and then they’d move west. So, rather than spend all that money on 1,000 prints and advertising (which we would lose—and then the losses would be cross-collateralized into video, which was where we would ideally have been making all our profits), he had a very measured and conservative approach which would guarantee that people all over the country had heard of the film. A lot of people would see it and would be talking about it. It would make its money when it hit video—that was his concept. To explain it further, Street Trash opened in New York at the 8th Street Playhouse as a midnight show. This was in 1987. During the day and the evening, the film that was playing was Full Metal Jacket. Warner Brothers would pay for the entire ad, and there’d be a little space at the top or bottom that would say, “Midnight Only: Street Trash.” So, we got our advertising for free. People who read the ads for Full Metal Jacket saw that the film was playing. Whitten was very canny about how he promoted the film. And then, when Vestron reneged on all of the ideas he had for promoting the film, he was so incensed that he resigned.
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JS: How did Street Trash initially do?

RF: It didn’t do well. I think it would have done well if all of his ideas had been implemented. I’m convinced of it. He asked me if I could get good quotes from people in the industry. I said, “Yeah, I can get some quotes from George, Wes, Jonathan Demme, John Waters, and Tom Savini.” He said, “Get them.” And then he designed this page for the New York Times. At the top, it said, “Street Trash.” There was a line going down the page, and on the right were all the critics’ reviews, which were just despicable. On the left, there were all these reviews from those guys, which were wonderful. And then it said, “Which side of the street are you on?” Well, that’s the first thing they cut, because they didn’t want to offend the critics. The Village Voice was capable of being a little more liberal and raunchy. He wanted a full page ad that just said, “Street Trash—Fuck you!” It goes on and on. He had this incredible campaign that would have paid off on home video. It really could have done gangbusters. They undercut him on everything. The only thing he ended up getting was the Lincoln Center premiere. We all rode in on dump trucks.
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JS: How did your peers at SVA react to the film?

RF: We had our own premiere at the Ziegfeld in New York. The theater’s never been the same since—there’s just something about it that died that night [laughs]. The film had started, and I walked into the lobby and saw Reeves Lehmann and Jimmy Callanan. I said, “Guys, it’s already on.” They said, “We know that.” They were leaving. And these guys were my friends [laughs]! The reaction was mixed. The film was so gorgeous looking that it kind of frustrated the critics who wanted to hate it, and they had plenty of reason to. I mean, in order to keep the audience off balance, we added that rape scene and the castration. Even the critics who were with it for the first forty minutes were suddenly going, “Oh, no! This is going too far!” It was a professional looking film, but my God—if there’s a case for censorship in this country, maybe this is it.

JS: Let’s talk about your involvement with Films in Review.

RF: I got out of college in 1966, and instantly joined the National Board of Review of Motion Pictures, which is the oldest film organization in the country. It started in 1909 as a reaction against censorship, which was already in full swing—civil and religious groups were breaking into booths and eviscerating films. And this was several years before features were being made. First they had the National Board of Review magazine and at some point in 1950, it turned into Films in Review. In ’66, when I graduated, one of my friends’ mothers belonged to the NBR and she vouched for me. That’s the only way you could join—someone had to bring you in. Soon after that, I started writing for them. I was their token young person. This was an old group, and the people in it were old. They’d screen a film, and someone would say, “Wow! When did they start using color?” I’m looking around—this is 1966 [laughs]! Now, of course, I’m one of the elders, but back then, I was the youngest person there, by a decade or more. Henry Hart was the editor. I liked him a lot, but he was very opinionated and against a lot of the stuff. When 2001 [A Space Odyssey] came out, I said to him, “Boy, that is a brilliant, breakthrough piece of footage.” He patted me on the shoulder and said, “You’ll learn,” and just walked away. Anyway, I wrote for them for a long time. And then, in ’96, when The Substitute came out (and I actually made some money), they were fazing Films in Review out. It was getting expensive to keep it in print, and they decided to let it go. I said, “You can’t. It’s really a part of history. I’ll buy it from you.” They looked at me and were kind of repressing their smiles. They said, “Go for it.” They knew that I was doing something absolutely fool hearted [laughs]! So, I buy this magazine, and it’s $25,000 an issue to put it out. And they had never, in all those years, taken advertising. It was a notfor- profit organization. So, I was stuck trying to turn this thing around. What little money I had put into it was quickly evaporating. We published it for a year. We changed the format and did some nice articles on Buddy G and independent film. Then, finally in 1997, I just gave up and brought it onto the internet. That’s where it’s been, ever since.
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JS: What do you think the future has in store for print magazines? RF: Well, I don’t know. I’ve been getting calls from people to put out an LP of the score to Street Trash, and I thought LPs were long gone. I think things tend to rise and fall, and it’s more than nostalgia. There’s a certain pleasure you get from reading the printed page that you do not get reading on a screen. I’m in the minority now, but if someone in LA wants to read my latest script, they get a hard copy. I don’t send them a file because it just doesn’t read the same. It’s too easy to stop and get distracted. So, I think those other mediums will make their comebacks, but Films in Review? Never. Even when it was doing its best, it had a niche market. I don’t think it ever sold more than 12,000 copies, and we get a lot more readers than that on the internet. We have one writer, Victoria Alexander, who’s very inflammatory. I’m very thankful for her, because she knows how to insult people everywhere on this planet. She’s guaranteed to bring readers to Films in Review. What we would do in a month with the magazine, she can do for us in a day.

JS: How did distribution work for a magazine like Films in Review?

RF: I think it was done very much the way the others were. We would find a distributor who would get it to all the stores. I would see it in Grand Central Station, and I would see it in Borders and those places. It would appear in libraries, it would appear in Europe. But, the problem with that was, if at the end of three months they weren’t all sold, they were returned. And the money had to be returned. So, it was misleading. We’d print all of these copies, and at the end, I’d have ten boxes (with several hundred copies per box) stored in the basement. And the stuff that I wanted to write about when I took over the magazine wasn’t necessarily commercial. For instance, there was an NBR ceremony, which they do every year. They had Mel Gibson and Nicolas Cage. There was a shot of Nic Cage with a woman who was in that terrific film about R. Crumb. She was there to receive the award for Crumb because he was in Europe somewhere. They got a shot of her and Cage—it was a strange shot of the two of them. I said, “That’s the one we’re putting on the cover.” I was advised by people, and I think correctly, to put Gibson on the cover. “You’ll instantly sell 10,000 more issues.” I said, “I know what you mean, but those shots of Mel are boring. This shot is really fun.” So, I didn’t necessarily always make commercially correct decisions with the magazine. I guess I had a certain vision.

JS: Did accepting advertising ever pay off?

RF: After five issues, we were getting enough advertising that it was only costing us $15,000 to put out an issue. But, we did a study, and it appeared that it would be another two or three years before we would break even and start making money. I just couldn’t keep pouring that much into each issue. And really, my passion is screenwriting.

JS: How do you fit that into your schedule?

RF: Teaching is a good thing. At SVA, we get a four-month break. We get all of May, June, July, and August off. I really can get writing done. It’s nice working at a job where you get that kind of time off. Plus, every seven years, you’re entitled to a sabbatical, which is a paid year off. That’s how I made Street Trash. Every seven years, I take a year off and do something.

JS: What are you working on these days?

RF: I recently optioned the remake rights to Fiend Without a Face. I wrote that, and I’m starting to have meetings. We’ll see what happens. I also wrote a script and a book—a zombie noir story. Those are both going to go out momentarily to my agent. Rocco Simonelli and I just wrote something similar to The Substitute called The Alternate. That’s out there already and they’re getting it around.

JS: Hopefully it will be a success.

RF: I think it’s very difficult and illusive…I’ve been in the biz for fortyfour years, and I’ve only really had one hit—that’s The Substitute. Luckily for me, I had a good lawyer and a good contract. They did three sequels, and they couldn’t get rid of me. So, I almost have my retirement fund. I don’t know if I can pull it off again. It’s a very difficult market, but I’m grateful. I’ve had a very nice peripheral career…Director Buddy Giovinazzo is another filmmaker who first gained genre recognition within the pages of the fanzines. Nearly everyone I know can remember reading about Combat Shock for the first time. In my case, Steve Bissette made the introduction in Deep Red number 3. In Deep Red number 6, Buddy G joined Nathan Schiff (Weasels Rip my Flesh) and Pericles Lewnes (Redneck Zombies) in an engaging round table discussion about independent filmmaking with writers Chas. Balun and Dennis Daniel. Buddy has since gone on to direct No Way Home, The Unscarred, Life is Hot in Cracktown, and a segment of the anthology film The Theatre Bizarre. In this interview, he generously took the time to answer a few questions about the zine scene of yore and his latest film, A Night of Nightmares.
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JOHN SZPUNAR: How long have you been living in Germany? BUDDY GIO VINAZZO: I’ve been living in Berlin for about twelve years now, with side trips to the US, mostly to LA, for filming. I shot Life is Hot in Cracktown in 2008/9 in LA, for instance. I was in LA for eighteen months straight for that film. I just shot A Night of Nightmares in LA in December of 2011. That lasted five months.

JS: I’m guessing that A Night of Nightmares is a horror film. BG: Yes, it’s a creepy horror film made on a low budget. It’s got a tremendous cast in Marc Senter and Elissa Dowling.

JS: How did the shoot go?

BG: It was a difficult, because we were in the mountains about an hour north of Hollywood—it was another planet out there. We had all night shoots and it was freezing the whole time. The location itself was like a horror film. We shot on a farm that was once inhabited by Charlie Manson and his Family before they went to the Spahn ranch.

JS: Wow…

BG: The owner of the house where we shot told me that the Family was kicked off the farm because three days before Thanksgiving, they killed all the turkeys and ate them. The farmer, who was an ex-marine, threw them off the land. They went directly to Spahn ranch.

JS: Unreal. You never know what kind of weird territory you’re going to stumble across out there. Anyway, I’d like to talk to you about horror fanzines. Guys like you, Jim VanBebber, and Jörg Buttgereit got your “start” from fanzine culture…

BG: That’s right. Without the fanzines, you and I probably wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.

JS: I’d imagine that monster magazines gave you a pretty big kick as a kid.

BG: Absolutely. Famous Monsters is probably the first film magazine I can remember as a kid. I remember seeing Frankenstein on the cover and it really freaked me out. So, I bought it and my mother made me bring it back.

JS: A familiar story!

BG: I was too embarrassed to bring it back to the candy store where I bought it, because the guy behind the counter kept asking me if I was sure I was allowed to buy it. So, what I did was lay it on top of a trash can in the hope that someone else would come by and pick it up. Share the poison’s always been my view.

JS: I hope it found a good home! Somewhat along the same line, I credit horror fanzines for introducing my generation to a lot of films that would have otherwise been discarded and forgotten. You must have seen a lot of that stuff first-hand.
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BG: I saw a triple bill that I’ll never forget: The Corpse Grinders, The Embalmer, and The Undertaker and his Pals. I loved them all at the time. This is where I show my age, because I saw The Horrors of Spider Island in a theater when I was very young. Today, it’s probably a horrible film, but at the time, I was traumatized by the sight of a dead body stuck in a giant spider web. The first time I saw brain matter on the big screen was a campy film with Joan Crawford called Berserk! The Creeping Flesh is another film I saw in the theater as a kid; when Peter Cushing lets his arm get chopped off because the monster wraps its tentacle around it—that was tattooed on my brain. Even to this day.

JS: I probably first saw brain matter in Fangoria. How early were you reading that?

BG: Probably the first year it came out, whenever that was. Late seventies, I’m guessing. It had a very “real” feel as a magazine. I never dreamed that it would become what it became. I’m glad that it did, because we needed something like that in the genre.
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JS: I’m guessing that you didn’t have to leave your copy on a garbage can. Did it give you a jolt? BG: By the time I read my first Fangoria, I was almost beyond the stage of being shocked by most films. I remember liking the covers, and the way they put gore and special effects in the forefront. They made stars out of the special effects masters and that was definitely cool.

JS: A lot of naysayers have been down on it throughout the years, but I’m glad it’s still around.

BG: It gives the genre legitimacy in the marketplace. The people who make the decisions on what gets made and what doesn’t can see that horror is a viable and never-dying genre.

JS: Let’s talk about the fanzines that came forth in its wake. BG: I read Gore Gazette all the time. I always loved Rick Sullivan’s writing style—his no-bullshit approach to the genre. When someone tried to con us or play us for idiots, Rick Sullivan always called them out for it, and in a very funny way, too. I also read Steve Puchulski’s Slimetime, Michael Gingold’s Scareaphanalia, and of course Deep Red, which was probably the most intelligently written horror magazine that I can remember. Not to insult the others, but Deep Red approached the films in a more technical, analytical manner that I found surprising at the time. You just didn’t read about horror films that way.

JS: As I was saying earlier, I found out about a lot of films through the fanzines. How important were they to your discovery of films?

BG: They weren’t important to my discovery of films, per se. I lived in NYC and even as a young teenager, I was going to 42nd Street back in the late seventies and eighties at the heyday for exploitation. I was always interested or fascinated with the obscure, the darker side. I sought out whatever I wasn’t supposed to be seeing at the time. I remember seeing Saló in a theater in NYC because the New York Daily News had a review from Rex Reed who wrote—I’m paraphrasing here—“You can almost smell the cat urine coming off the screen.” Well, that’s a recommendation for me!

JS: A lot of the fanzines promoted what I’d consider a new renaissance of gritty low budget filmmakers. I was wondering—what gave you the bug to make your first feature?
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BG: Believe it or not, my inspiration to become a filmmaker came primarily from John Waters. Now, my work is nothing like John’s, but what I learned from him was that filmmaking is something you can do with your friends and have a blast doing it. You can make things that nobody else in their right mind would make. Pink Flamingos and Female Trouble made me look at filmmaking in a completely different way. These films were dirty and grimy, and there was no slickness to them whatsoever. And yet, to me, they were great films because they showed a slice of life that I’d never seen in film before. I realized that filmmaking doesn’t have to cost millions. All it takes is a bad attitude, the stubbornness to persevere, and the desire to piss people off. I loved that and it was a lesson I’ve never forgotten.

JS: Most people that I know of first became aware of Combat Shock by reading Steve Bissette’s article in Deep Red…

BG: That’s right. If it wasn’t for that article, I think Combat Shock would be gone right now. In fact, after its release, it died a fast yet painful death. I thought it was over, or at least my career was certainly over. Then, about three years later, I started getting calls from people all over the place. One guy in Finland called me up and wanted to talk to me about my film. I didn’t know what he was talking about, until I read Steve Bissette’s article. It made Combat Shock seem, for the first time, like a real movie.

JS: Were you surprised that somebody wanted to put so much thought into the film?

BG: I was shocked. Steve—and Chas. Also—seemed to understand what was in my mind. And they also got the humor of Combat Shock, because I think CS is a very (okay, I’ll admit, darkly) humorous film. At screenings, before I sold the film to Troma, people would be speechless, and not in a good way. I’d say to them, “But didn’t you find it at all funny?” They would look at me like I’d just killed their dog. Steve really analyzed the film in a way that went behind the camera and tried to figure out what I was thinking, and why, and he achieved it.

JS: Deep Red really gave up and coming filmmakers their due. What do you remember about the “Director’s Forum” interview in Deep Red? You were there with Peri Lewnes and Nathan Schiff…

BG: Roy Frumkes was there also, I believe—no wait! I think Roy missed the train or something. For some reason, he couldn’t make it (it would have been wild had he been there). Anyway, I remember Peri and Nathan. We sat in—I believe—Nathan’s kitchen and did an interview together. Peri was someone I met when he worked at Troma and I think he’d just done his own film, Redneck Zombies. Nathan was someone I admired because he made his own films his own way, and he was a true independent filmmaker. Still is, I would think. I’ve lost touch with Peri and Nathan over the years. I’m still really good friends with Roy Frumkes, I’m sorry to say.

JS: I talked to Roy the other day about the impact that Deep Red had on Street Trash. That magazine touched a lot of people. Any thoughts on Chas.’ passing?

BG: Horrible. I think he suffered, because he was sick for a while. I met Chas. A few times, once with his lovely wife, Pat. He was a giant in heart and in soul. I think the genre owes him a great deal of gratitude. He was a pioneer in bringing a higher level of discourse to horror. I think to Chas., there wasn’t any difference between art films or horror films, both deserved respect and attention. It was his love and passion for the genre that touched anyone who knew him. He will be missed.
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JS: What can you tell me about the British reaction to Combat Shock? Their zine scene was really starting to take off.

BG: There was Samhain, that I remember. But my biggest champion for Combat Shock at the time was the journalist Alan Jones. Alan wrote a tremendous review for Combat Shock; it was like he was also inside my head. His insights saw something that cast a new light on the film, and his support definitely brought attention to the film from the other side of the Atlantic. I felt an immediate kinship with him, too. He’s such a great writer. Then, in the nineties, I got to go to England for a horror festival running at the Scala cinema, a wonderful cinema. I got to meet Alan. We’ve been great friends ever since.
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JS: That was at Splatterfest ’90, right?

BG: Yes. That was a tremendous experience. Justin Stanley set the whole thing up and he brought over John McNaughton, Scott Spiegel, Greg Nicotero, and Roy Frumkes. I met Richard Stanley there for the first time. Roy Frumkes and I visited the site of Jack the Ripper’s last victim, but that’s another interview.

JS: By that time, tapes of Combat Shock were floating around.

BG: I met a couple that came by train from Amsterdam to see Combat Shock. They told me they had seen the film twenty times, but wanted to finally see it in color. I was a bit puzzled. I told them, “But the film is in color!” They explained that the VHS copy they had bought had been copied so many times that the film they saw was in black and white.

JS: You’re still pretty much an outsider filmmaker. What are your thoughts on Hollywood today?

BG: It’s depressing, isn’t it? I can’t stand to see what’s taken place in the industry. It’s the same film over and over. Bigger, louder, and more stupid. I mean, I love mindless entertainment, I really do. But it seems that that’s all they’re making right now. Every film has to make 100 million in the first week or it’s considered a disappointment. I know, I sound like a grumpy old man when I write this, but I miss the character-driven films of my youth. We’ve seen all the special effects that you can imagine and it always leaves me feeling nothing. Having said that, I regret never having made a Hollywood film, because I’d like to experience making a film on that level just once. But my friends who have done it have had heartbreaking, soul-crushing experiences and I would never want to go through that.
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JS: What are your thoughts on digital filmmaking?

BG: We’ve lost something by going digital. I don’t care what anyone says, it’s not the equivalent of film. Not yet. I shot Life is Hot in Cracktown on 35mm, right up to the end. We finished on film and never went digital. During the festival run, I’d be in the theater with my wife Gesine, and we’d watch three, sometimes four films in a row. All shot on high-end HD cameras. There was no denying it, the second Cracktown came on the screen—in brilliant 35 film—the images were amazingly sharper and brighter; the color was vibrant. We’ve gotten used to the HD look, and we’re accepting this new look without any resistance. Of course, on a low budget, it’s absolutely cheaper to shoot, there’s no argument. But, there’s a trade off, and the trade off for me is image quality. Having just written that, I have to admit that my newest film A Night of Nightmares is shot on digital. It was the only way to get the film made; I could have never shot it on film with the money that we had. So, I put my focus and my energy into the story and the characters. I believe that a story well told, with great characters, will always be interesting.
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JS: What can we expect from the film?

BG: A Night of Nightmares is a sick little gem, a true horror film. Up unti The Theatre Bizarre, I’d never made a true horror film before. My films all have elements of horror, but they’re more character driven dramas than true horror films. That’s always been my problem with the horror audience, they never knew what to make of my work—it’s disturbing, yes, but it’s not quite in the genre. Well, this film is completely in the genre and I loved making it. Hopefully it has all the elements that people who like my work would expect from me. It’s twisted, realistic, and tries to fuck with your mind. Now, believe it or not, I have to go. I’m directing a German crime series here in Cologne, and if any of these companies here knew about my other films, I’d probably be thrown out of the country. So keep this interview a secret, okay?
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Delirious 601

Delirium 525

Demonique 10, 157, 500, 519, 557

Demons Unlimited 73, 76

Destroy All Movies 660

Ditkomania 42

Don of the Dead 409

Draculina 157, 345

Drama-Logue 356

Dread 422, 423

Dreadful Pleasures 709

Drive-In Theatre Newsletter 537, 538

Drop Target 40

Dungeon 13 341

DVD Drive-In 555

East Village Other, the 648

Ecco 17, 34, 35, 38, 402, 548, 643, 651, 652, 657, 743

EC Fan Bulletin 45, 48

Eerie 9, 22, 400, 415, 739

Eightball 729

Esquire 54

ETC see European Trash Cinema

European Trash Cinema 17, 34, 35, 37, 157, 206, 432, 437, 601, 743

EXJ see Exploitation Journal, the Exploitation Journal, the 555, 558, 559, 560, 561, 562, 563, 564, 565, 566

Exploitation Retrospect 432, 548, 632

Exquisite Corpse 407

Eyeball 31, 525, 527, 601

Eyes of the Cat, the 34

Eye, the 649

Factsheet 5 431, 451, 490, 622, 731

Famous Monsters Chronicles, the 326

Famous Monsters of

Filmland 9, 10, 19–23, 27–29, 33, 37, 45, 51, 59, 60–63, 73, 76, 85, 92, 98, 103, 116, 213, 231, 232, 236, 253, 277, 319, 321, 326, 327, 364, 367, 368, 386, 387, 400, 415, 416, 419, 429, 431, 435, 438, 447, 448, 469, 484, 505, 522, 539, 557, 572, 590, 592, 594, 675, 739, 752, 760, 785

Fangoria 9, 10, 28, 29, 32, 35, 79, 91–93, 96, 98–101, 103–105, 108– 110, 112, 159–161, 167, 183, 209, 221–223, 229, 235–237, 239, 243, 244, 252, 261–263, 265, 274, 298, 301, 302, 304, 305, 310, 321, 323, 325, 368, 369, 375, 400–403, 406, 414, 416, 420, 447–449, 453, 459, 460, 463, 469, 470, 483, 486– 489, 491, 493, 494, 505, 539, 557, 563, 573, 575–579, 582, 583, 586, 592, 597, 598, 600, 601, 614, 617–620, 625, 639, 640, 675, 679, 696, 697, 707, 718, 739, 760, 786

Fango see Fangoria

Fantagor 101

Fantasmagoria see also

Fangoria 101

Fantastica see also

Fangoria 99, 100, 484

Fantastic Films 100, 447

Fantastic Giants 277

Fantastic Monsters of the

Films 75, 76, 435

Fantasy and Science

Fiction 46

Fantasynopsis 522, 524

Fantasy Trader 528

Fatal Visions 10, 348, 441, 459, 460, 463, 464, 477, 478, 492

Fatal Visions—The Wonder Years 459, 463

Fear of Darkness 183, 184, 186, 187, 192, 193, 194, 368

Felix 729

Film Comment 50, 130, 150, 183, 207, 508

Film Culture 393

Filmfax 325, 657

Film Flam 158

Filmhead 198, 455

Filmnews 459

Film Noir Encyclopedia, the 50

Films and Filming 26, 505

Films in Review 332, 769, 780, 781

Film Threat see also Film Threat Video Guide 296, 304, 305, 312, 314, 325, 355, 376

Film Threat Video Guide 295, 304, 309, 312, 681, 764

Fire-Spirits, the 193

Flake 612

Fleabit 83

Flesh &amp; Blood 524, 527, 765

Flipside 721

Floating Turd 387, 389

FM see Famous Monsters of Filmlnd Forbidden Zone 348

For One Week Only 159

Forrest J Ackerman: Famous Monster of Filmland 231, 246

Freaky Monsters 752

FTVG see Film Threat Video Guide

FV see Fatal Visions Galaxy Science Fiction 45, 47, 51

Ghastly One: The Sex-Gore Netherworld of Filmmaker Andy Milligan, the 137, 143, 148, 153

Giallo Scrapbook 525

Gimp: The Rapening 439

Goblin, the 527

Golden Turkey Awards, the 340

Gore Creatures 25– 27, 59, 60, 62–65, 85, 283, 460

Gorefest 455

Gore Gazette 10, 13, 29– 31, 92, 104, 157–159, 169, 183, 197, 201, 202, 207, 217, 239, 262, 400–403, 455, 467, 470, 472, 476, 502, 519, 557, 618–620, 631, 632, 650, 660, 661, 665, 677, 720, 722, 741, 757, 787

Gore Score, the 10, 161, 262, 283, 301, 302, 321, 326, 718, 739

Gore Shriek 16, 266, 274, 279, 280, 284, 285–287, 289, 414, 423, 675, 697

Gore Shriek Poster Book 286

Gorezone 17, 35, 113, 252, 274, 302, 325, 403, 459, 463, 489, 491, 578, 586, 597, 598, 619, 696, 741

Grande Illusions 231, 246

Green Mountain Cinema 41

Grind 197, 207, 208

Grindhouse 10, 195, 455, 662

Guardian, the 510

Hacker’s Source 408

Halls of Horror 502, 505

Hammer Journal, the 82, 86

Happyland 660–662, 666–668

Hardgore see also Stink 402

Hard Rock Video 110, 112

Hate 729

Haunt of Fear 278

Header 407

Headpress 525, 529

Heavy Metal 45, 729, 732

Heavy Metal Movies 660, 672

Hellfire 527

Hembeck 1980 279

Here Comes a Candle 367

Hey, Four Eyes 40

Highball 426, 433, 438

High Times 620

Hip Pocket Sleaze 463

Hi-Tech Terror 10, 206, 231, 241, 242, 262, 348, 432, 614

Hollywood Babylon 2 133

Home Brew 57

Horror! 367

Horror Boo!M 42, 43

HorrorFan 557, 696

Horror Fiction Review 400

Horror Holocaust 262, 283

HorrorHound 208, 583, 746

Horror Show, the 166

Horrors of the Screen 61

Horror Yearbook, the 275

Hot Chicks Take Huge Shits 40

House of Exorcism, the 412

House of Hammer, the see also Halls of Horror 505

House of Mystery 365

House of Secrets 365

Howl 449

Hulk, the 428

Hustler 130, 666, 667

Hydraulic Peanut Butter Sandwich 594

If You Like Metallica… 660

Imagination 51

Incredibly Strange Films 10, 165, 172, 174, 176, 500

Inside Joke 343

In the Flesh 523

In the Midnight Museum 410

Into the Void 521

Invasion of the Scream Queens 346

Is it…Uncut? 161, 524, 712

Islands in the Net 97

It Came from Hunger! 369

James and the Giant Peach 365

Japanese Fantasy Film Journal 33

Japanese Filmmaker Journal 460

Jersey Voice 130

Jimmy Olson 729

Justice League of America 59

Kicks 113

Killer Fiction 477

Kill Me Slowly 423

King of the Dead 423

Kings of the Bs 54, 174

Kooks 113

Land of a Thousand Balconies 192, 194

Last Movie Zine, the 296

LA Times, the 716

LIFE 644

Liquid Cheese 737, 742–745, 747, 748, 750, 751, 752

Little Lulu 59

Little Nemo 276

Little Shoppe of Horrors 82, 83, 85–87, 89, 217, 596

Logan’s Run 408

Lois Lane 729

Love and Rockets 729

Mad 21, 91, 319, 365, 414, 439, 589, 669

Mad Monsters 26, 213

Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction 45

Magick Theatre 184, 557, 614

Magic Lantern 186

Mario Bava: All the Colors of the Dark 587

Marketing Bestsellers 97, 99

Mars Attacks! 23, 276, 288

Martian Chronicles, the 47

Marvel Family, the 45

Maximum Rocknroll 720

Mayfair 510

Men’s Adventure 590

Metasex 124, 127, 128, 158, 732

Metro 459

Midnight Marquee 26, 59, 64, 68, 70, 85, 537, 550, 601

Mighty High Comix 255

Mineshaft 42

Mirror, the 593

Modern Monsters 26, 27

Modern Monster see also

Modern Monsters 19

Mondo Gore 479

Monster! 426, 432, 433, 439

Monster! International see also Monster! 426, 433, 434, 436, 438

Monster Mania 19, 25, 594

Monster Parade 73

Monster Pie 43

Monsters and Heroes 52

Monsters and Things 73

Monsters & Girls 42, 43

Monster Times, the 98, 104, 217, 223, 250, 367, 429, 460, 737

Monster World 522

Monster! Zero see also

Monster! 433

Monterscene 601

Monthly Film Bulletin 500

Motion Picture Guide 494

MRR see Maximum Rocknroll Mr. Skin Skincycopedia, the 670

Mr. Skin’s Skintastic Video Guide 670

Naked! Screaming! Terror! 426, 432, 433, 435, 437

Nashville Tennessean 219

National Enquirer, the 18, 460

Neon Madness 691, 699

Neros 296, 309

New York Daily News, the 250, 787

New York Post, the 201

New York Press, the 666

New York Rocker 166, 185

New York Times, the 221, 495, 716, 779

Nightmare USA 147

Night of the Living Dead (comic) 422

Night Show 407

NME 516

Nostalgia 600

Nostalgia World 233

Notes on the Collection of Transfers 177

Nothing Shocking 296

Nutty Newspaper, the 47

Obsession: The Films of Jess Franco 600

Off Season 267

Organ 746

Oriental Cinema 679

Outer Limits: An Illustrated Review, the 438

Outer Limits, the (zine) 33

Out of the Silent Planet 47

Overview 597

Pages o’ Filth 714, 723, 724

Pandemonium 192, 354, 453

Peep Show 729

Penthouse 20

Petrification 527

Pet Semetary 417

Phantom of the Movies VideoScope, the 249

Photo Fiends 426, 431

Photon 27, 28, 64, 85, 460

Playboy 20

Playpower 460

Poopsheet 732

Popular Mechanics 20

Popular Science 20

Pop Void 165, 176–178

Potrzebie 45, 48, 49, 56

Premiere 627

Primo Times 139

Prohibited Matter 533

Psycho 367

Psychoholic Slag 741, 742

Psychoholics Unanimous 743

Psycho in the Dark 463

Psychotic Reaction 314, 765

Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film, the 159, 183, 184, 207, 325, 491, 575, 620, 649

Psychotronic Video 13, 39, 92, 185, 200, 325, 327, 375, 376, 378, 491, 508, 578, 601, 608, 620, 720, 739, 741, 761

Publishers Weekly 45

Punk 387, 732

Punk Planet 720–722, 724

Pure 371

Queen’s Jester, the 596

Radio Times 528

Rage 299

Rating the Movies 720

Ratz 460

Raw 421

Razorcake 722

Razzle 510

Reader’s Digest 650

Read with Mummy 527

Reel Wild Cinema 463

Roadwork 299

Rock Video Idols see also Hard Rock Video 110

Roessiger 668

Rolling Stone 207, 429

Rue Morgue 583

Samhain 264, 296, 309, 513, 533, 601, 789

Scab 423

Scapegoat 513

Scareaphanalia 192, 207, 217, 470, 472, 483, 485–488, 490, 494, 497, 617, 618, 787

Schamoob 594

Sci-Fi 640

Scream Queens 45, 56

Screem 363, 378, 570, 578, 579

Screen 394

Screw 130, 666

Secret Wars 729

Sepsis 479

SE see Sleazoid Express Sex and Zen & A Bullet in the Head 175

Shakey 152, 153

Shivers 529

Shock 515

Shock Cinema 209, 527, 533, 583, 625, 627, 632–637, 639, 640, 669, 703, 720, 752

Shock Xpress 10, 31, 34, 283, 354, 372, 373, 499–502, 505–510, 512–515, 518, 523, 632, 639

Shriek 287

Shriek Special 423

Sight & Sound 26, 533

Sinema 174

Skin Tomb 533

Slash Hits 525

Slaughterhouse 35, 414, 416, 417, 419–422, 424, 557, 643, 657, 696, 697

Slayer 746

Sleazemania 547

Sleazoid Express 6, 10, 29, 31, 92, 104, 118–121, 124, 127, 131, 132, 136, 137, 142, 143, 145, 147, 149, 150, 157, 158, 166, 167, 169, 183, 185, 197, 198, 201, 202, 207, 217, 220, 369, 375, 391, 402, 449, 451, 453, 461, 476, 485, 486, 500, 502, 519, 557, 558, 617, 631, 649–652, 655, 660–662, 666, 720, 722, 732, 751

Sleazoid Express: A Mind-Twisting Tour Through the Grindhouse Cinema of Times Square 137

Slimetime 6, 262, 431, 449, 610, 611, 613, 627, 628, 631, 633, 634, 641, 669, 787

Slimetime: A Guide to Sleazy Mindless Movies 639

Sludgefeast 296, 309

Slugs 267

Smilin’ Ed 279

S.O.D—Sounds of Death 748

SoHo Weekly News 130, 132, 187

Soundproof Future

Scotland 295, 296, 305

Spaz Comix 255

Spider-Man 588

Splatter Movies 161, 280, 282, 283, 739

Splatter Times, the 10, 31, 157, 212, 217, 218, 220–222, 225, 227, 229, 231, 235, 246, 346, 557

Spraak! 463, 464

S.R. Bissette’s Blur 41

Stand, the 407

Starburst 502, 505, 529

Starlog 97–101, 105, 113, 237, 238, 353, 420, 431, 484, 609, 618, 718, 739

Starlog Communications Handbook 340

Stink 10, 400, 401, 403, 405

Strait-Jacket 463

Strobe 287, 288

Subhuman 6, 80, 335, 349, 350, 363, 369, 370–372, 378, 385, 387, 389–391, 394, 395, 397, 449, 476, 477, 548, 615, 616, 632

Subhuman Confidential 392

Sunday Press, the 276

Superman 59

Swamp Thing 16, 253, 326, 749

Swank 130

Taboo 34, 749

Take One 33

Tales from the Crypt 255

Tales of the Tape 333

Tales to Astonish 17

Teen Angels & New Mutants 41

Teen Sex Comedies 660

Temple of Schlock 190, 206, 231, 249, 358, 409, 538, 548, 607, 610, 612, 613, 614, 615, 616, 618, 620, 621, 622, 624, 625, 632

Terror Times 485

Texas Chain Saw Massacre Companion, the 373, 501

They Won’t Stay Dead 80, 373

Throat Sprockets 598

Tiger Beat 609

Time Out 504

Tomb of Dracula 400

Tomb of Terror 74

T.O.S.S. 750

Touch and Go 672

Toxic Horror 112, 113, 414, 420, 696

Toxic see also Toxic Horror 112, 113, 114

Trash City 529

Trashola 8, 165–167, 169, 171, 174, 175, 183, 185

True Confessions 17

True Story of Superman, the 49

Tulane Hullabaloo!, the 772

TV Guide 17, 27, 45, 52, 54, 484, 640

Twilight Zone magazine, the 193

Two Thousand Maniacs (novel) 280

Ultra Violent 157, 583, 707, 709, 710, 712, 714, 716, 720, 722, 724, 725, 726

Undying Monsters 752

Ungawa! 373

Unsane 707, 709

UV see Ultra Violent

Valley Advocate 35

Vampirella 387, 400

Variety 108, 139, 474, 618

Variety Photoplays 454

Video Drive-In 390

Video Junkie 578

Video Movies 597

Videoscope 231

Video Times 597

Video Times see also

Video Movies 597

Video Voice 426, 431, 432, 433, 436

Video Watchdog 17, 31, 34, 37, 38, 42, 153, 162, 325, 548, 570, 578, 579, 586, 587, 598, 600–604, 651, 720, 742, 747, 752

Vidiot 192

Village Voice, the 130, 150, 187, 200, 201, 779

Violent Leisure 198, 441, 449, 451, 479

Viscera View 296, 304, 309

Visual Violence 463, 478

VW see Video Watchdog 579

We Are the Weird 761

We Got Power 672

Weird 277, 278, 400

Weird City 76

Weirdness Before

Midnight 76

Weird Tales 19, 48, 56, 57

Weird Tales of the Future 48

Weird War Tales 400

Weird World of Eerie Publications, the 400

Weng’s Chop 42, 426, 439

Wes Craven’s the Last House on the Left 160, 161

Westerns… All’Italiana! 240, 241

Wet Paint 80, 183, 192, 348, 491, 614, 615, 617

What a Character!: 20th Century American Advertising Icons 165, 178

Witches Tales 429

Witzend 56

Wonderful Ice Cream Suit, the 357

World Famous Creatures 73

World of Horror 528, 535

X-Men 729

Yankee 543

Yecch! 340

Young Lust 730

Yummy Fur 729

Zap Comix 255, 648

Zip 49

Zontar, the Magazine from Venus 183, 369, 390
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... Okay, youwent way overboard in issue #7. 1
mean the Friday the 13th scenes in #6 were
okay, but those Maniac! scenes were totally
repulsive! What makes you think that any nor-
‘mal person wants o see that scalping effect! In
the movie, fine—if anyone wants to shell out
‘money for that garbage they can see it. Keep
showing such totally sick scenes and Il stop
buying FANGORIA. I'm sure many people will
agree. Well, I've said my piece. Hopefully, vou'l
take this into consideration when Zombie or
some other such garbage comes out.

Don Hicks
Carson City, NV
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Fango: Choice of Noted |

Film Authorities!

Dear Dauid Everir,

Now that I am no longer bound > Famous|
Morsteralfee ke Fredric March in Dr Jekyl &
e Hyde exubing, “Fres) Fres at lai” Whilo
Editr of FM ¢ would have been Inconcelvable
for me (o write » loter 1 FANGORIA: 1 would
have been stompad Iike Bambi heneath the oot
of Godll.

Tvant (o express my sincere appreciation to
o or decticaitng tha Now. 1982 fssuo fo me.
November 24 uas my 661h birtday and Ican
sider thie s veey nice present, sspecialy the sur-
prise Editortal, which was aao read by my wife
Wendayne with great yratBeation.

T have lollowed FANGG from the frst, often
regurding oo wih ey becas of your botter
stock of apes, your color, your decency In
alueys giing credit where credit ls due (Le.,
bylises), your Clasifed Adsdegt,fosfans, your
features by Alex Gordon, your say-something |
‘editoralsnstead ofthe pablum | was perennlal-
Iy required o prepare.

s Yol may o may nol ba eware, thrs the.
sears vllors o my Acksrmuseurn of Fllmon
ster Memorabila have from time to e abused
eny bowpitality and made ol wich priee povees-
slons rom my collection. I  sad satetc that
any e there are sbout 25 strongers In the
house, somebody (or some (hing) has sicky!
fingers and sometbing disappears. Spock's
ars. The mate o the clow of the Thing fom
Avother World original vrsion). The horrid -
temanikinthatchased Koren Black around the
kitcheninthe TV Triogy of Terror. Every speck
of Stariseklana | ever owned. A raygun from
Forbidden Plarer. Salls, posters, losbycards,
booka. (Some of the crooks, of course, have
becn coughi: 1o les than o week I had Bela
Lugos?s Dracuia Ring back ) B now—are vou
readsy lor thia? —myenciefile of FANGORIA
disappeared) T expest your ediorlal response
e, “Obviowsly, when they siol rom Forry,
they siealnothing but the besit”

Cordaly,
Formy Ackermas.
1313 Drocula Drive!
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movic and says, “Yeah. right, lifc
sucks. 1 shoukl Just blitz out and
take what little pleasure | can from
drugs.

Henenlotter: | don't think the film
says that at all | really don't
Fang: But some people might inter-
pretit that way

Henenlotter: | here are peopie who
willinterpret anything any way they
vantic (0 be. I 1 PANC (0 portray
drugs as pleasurable, Brian
Would Nave lost everything that
Had meaning to him: his girl(riend,
hio e, allof 1.1 he's ef alone with
s pleasure, then what's the point?
Loan't s4¢ anylsody perieiviog thie
il 35 prodrug. The moment you
see him accept’ Elmer's dea, you
kiiow it's suicide.

But 1 don't see Brain Damage
telatiag to any reablife drug insues
i that way because it's not 3 pro-
drug film and it's ot an anti-drg
film. 1¢s  monster movie. 11 1 had
any desire to make a movie about
drige, thea Brian would have picked
p a seedle and injected himselr, or
smoked_some crock, and there

ould be 10 doubt a5 (© Wil the
lm was sbout. This fim is sbouta

‘A one point in the writing of the
seript, 1 become aware of  how
druggy the story was getting 1 sald
o mycelf, “LaT' put 4 end to this
real fast.” I tried {0 writs around i,
0 avald having Eimer injoct Brian
with drugs and so on. I tried several
ways around it, and it just wouldn't

w i here first: Welter dicoctor Frank Henenlotter (sf) receives s
rant rom the ate Witlisem 3. Casey, Eormmet CLA head (si viciim of e al

Gamage).

work, 501 had to come back it and
said, “Instead of skirting around it.
Iet e embrace that” Aud tiai
worked. It gave me thal great
withrawal stenc.

Fang: Drugs are the carrot on the
stick that ‘makes the cant move.
They're not the cart itsell.
Henenlotter: RIGNL. But as far as
my opinions g on issues ke that, |
dou't really feel that my opinionis
Should matter to anyone else, and |
don't need 1o explain those opinions.
o anyone.

Fang: ' certainly not necessary to
the enjoyment of the film.
Henenlatter: Right

Fang: But there's never angthing in
FANGORIA that's necessary for the
enjoyment of a fim. (aughier) We
simply entiance the reader's cnjoy-
ment.
Henenlotter: FANGORIA never
delves into topical politics, cither.
I give you a nice political stant on
this: Who do you think was the first
person to invest in any of my fims,
way back before | was doing
ayibing commerciar?
Fang: Ronald Reagan?
Heacatotter: Nopr
Fang: doc McCarthy?
Honeatotter: Nope: It was Williun
3. Casey, former CIA director and
[continued on page 65)

WARNING: T bk
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“A rare event; Martin has translated Henenlotter's sereenplay into first-rate horror fction, 35
unsetting a3 It s entenaiming!”

T.ED. Klein, Author of Dark Gods and
Tie Ceremonies: Fourding Editor of
Twlight Zone Magazine
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Fighting, killing, maiming,
agent orange and torture cages
Were the easy part!...
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COMBAT SHOCK
200t 0]
1984-86/ d: Buddy Giovinazzo

The most obsessive and grueling in-
dependent horror film since THE
EVIL DEAD. Angry, uncompro-
misingly bleak vision of life in the
lower depths with a dishonorably
discharged Vietnam vet suffering an
impoverished existence with _his
burnout wife and hideous Agent
Orange mutant infant in an absolute
shithole  apartment. Piecemeal
memories of a war atrocity he may
or may not have been responsible for
finally drive him over the edge, cul-
minating in an inevitable, almost,
unbearable climactic bloodbath of
murder, suicide, and baby baking.
Director Buddy Giovinazzo shot it
for peanuts on Staten Island, but it’s *
a brutal, brilliant film that pulls no %
punches.  Nastiest sequence has aE

+ HOOSANYH YO¥¥OH A 4990 THLWO¥S MAINTY YOOHS LYIHOD

junkie cramming a fix into his vein
with a fucking coat hanger..just a
warm up for the final jolting move-
ment of the film. Relentless. grim,
terribly disturbing fare for those who
can get into it. (SB)
Ricky Giovinazzo in COMBAT SHOCK
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ml“.églf SHOP OF HORRORS AND THE LAM
FAANK HENENLOTTER INTERVIEWED!
RICCARDO FREDA FILMOGRAPHY | BRIAN DE
PALMA ON BEING UNTOUCHABLE! SHAUN
HUTSON'S TOP TEN HORRORS! TOBE HOOPER
ON CHAINSAWS! FACES OF DEATHEXPOSED!
BRADF. GRINTER REDISCOVERED! REVIEWS
OF: COMBAT SHOCK . . . NIGHT OF THE
SORCERORS . . . THE OPENING OF MISTY
BEETHOVEN. . . RIVER'S EDGE. . . BLOOD
FREAK. . . AND MANY MORE { HAMMER
SEASON TRASHED! VIDEQ REVIEWS! RABID
CORRESPONDENCE! VILENESS! VITRIOL!
VENOM! TDO MUCH!

Vol. 2 Tssue2. £1.25

ONTHE COVER: ALAN JONES REVIEWS COMBAT SHOCK FOR SHOCK XPRESS.

BG: Believe it or not, my inspiration to
become a filmmaker came primarily
from John Waters. Now, my work is
nothing like John's, but what I learned
from him was that filmmaking is
something you can do with your friends
and have a blast doing it You can make
things that nobody else in their right
‘mind would make. Pink Flamingos

and Female Trouble made me look at
filmmaking ina completely different
way. These films were dirty and grimy,
and there was no slickness to them
whatsoever. And yet, to me, they were
great films because they showed a slice
of life that I'd never seen in film before.
Irealized that filmmaking doesn’t have
to cost millions. All it takes is a bad.
attitude, the stubbornness to persevere,
and the desire to piss people off. I
loved that and it was a lesson I've never
forgotten.
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'EARLY AD FOR VANBEBBER'S FILMS.

JIM VANBEBBER
222Promo Reelwe

complete & uncut

BI.OWER
M JK‘LL_, (trailer)
CHARLIE'S
T OHN MARTIN RMILY
$20 USA (trailer)

$25 foreign - Mercury Films

Postage 73 Westpark Road
is included @I Dayton, 0H45459
This high quality,20minute promo tape has been

struck d"ectlyfrom the ongmal master. Each has
been numbered and signed by the director,
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THE CONTINUING STORY OF
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Relcased March 2, Lightois 2
classic, STREET TRASH, has already slimed its
way in technicolor splendor to the top of home
video rentals. Now through May 27th you can
purchase STREET TRASH for only $69.98 list
(regularly $7 Check your inventory on this
hortitleand call your Advantage Distributor today!
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'ROY FRUMKES:Filmmaker

STREET
TRASH

DOCUMENT OF

THE DEAD

BY DENNIS DANIEL

Wit Photogesphs
By
K.5. KOLBERT
And
KAREN OGLE
From The
ROY FRUMKES
Collection

Guintance of mine, who i a lovr of
Horor an scence feton fims. Nathan
s one of those ucky guys who I all
the “rght comestiens” when 1 comes
1o collecting chieur: movies o0 viden-
fape. Over the yeurs, ho has sufled
hoses upon bexes of fucy, e, “hew
e ek 9 you g1 Dt vdess i s
Tt don of doom. Jist walting 10
dhow guys ks me his ollction because
i one i the few prople on Eaeth who
v 8 MU hat Bt th st or:
inad Japanese version of GODZILLA.

As 1 feated my eyes on this video
et of the bizare.  bebeld suc
wandesous,sellomseen tiles  THE H
MAN, THE TERRR BENEATH THE
SEA, THE EXOTIC ONES, THE LAST
HOUSE ON DEAD END STREET, THE
'UNDERTAKER AND HIS PALS. nd 3
curous e 1 had heard of but uever
it o would. own.DOCU-
MENT OF THE DEAD!

‘Naihan,” | wheeaed, “Suely, s
cur't he the nfanous. docsmentiry
sbout the making of DAWN OF TH)
DEADI"
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No Room for the Damned:

The Last Days of John Martin

By S. R. Bissette

THIENON.LETY Q7Y 350
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DEADBEAT AT DAWN

DEAD BEAT AT DAWN
o0

1987/80 m/d: Jim Van Bebber
Muscular, exciting splatter actioneer
tanscends its gritty, 16mm look and
micro-budget on the strength of
Van Bebber's stylish, savyy direction.
Keep an cye on this kid. He also
wrote the screenplay, edited the film,
handled the righteously gory FX and
stars as a street gang leador attemp-
ting to rise above his grim and violent
surroundings.  This ones  really
downand-dirty and comes packed
with killer fight scenes, splashy bullet
hits and nasty knifings. Hius like a
saekboot to the s,

JOOHANYH AORIOH AT 4330 THLNINQTYE ‘SYHO XS ZDVHIAOD XTIVE
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NUMBER FOUR, FEBRUARY 1987 "WE SLEAZE TO PLEASE."

It's suowing outside, cars are doing graceless pizousttes in the street, and a ohilly forecast tells
8 that 4t's the pecfact tim to plon down at ny typerritar and bogis "SLINETINE Ja". OF course, [
could aluays switch on the Chedstian Broadcasting Network and watch some hollow-headed born-asai
slotbering shout The Almighty Dollar (peobably the most terwifying use of telovision I have evor
sen).. BUE enough of my incahersnt canblings. Oito some incsherent filn reviews, because we've got
Lot of wadlUes for Lii wdltion You Eh on the new telease front (thwre vas “The Kindced® and
"Bosdtine Stories”, but I'n not goan toss avay $4.75 on than, since they'll probably hit the video
Stores in [0 months), W 4 do have a DUAch Of §1AAT ROMSTeTS, OULET spaCe nasties, wacky ani-
Ration, unirtentional laughs, and more morally oojectionable violence than you can hlast a doble-
bartelid shotgun at,..Renembor to Kosp those cards ad levtars coning , folks, especially if you
have fun sussestions for futuce issuss, or opinions on any cecent sleaze-flicks (nof that wa'll ever
Tun out of trasty woviss, that is). Once again, tho address is SUMEIDNE c/o S. Fuchalski, 1108
East Garauss St. 4103, Syracusa, NY 13210...

LAST HOUSE 0% THE LEPT (1972):"Te rests on 13 acres of earth over th center of H11” ~ad Line.
"Wa're stertig out this fssue WAth a real classic, And & vile one it is, too...Directed by first-
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cop in the stats. So, irstead of an innccent night on COME)] p
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Hom and Pop, ¥ho en up taking tevange (shates of

Wes' noxt faature, "The Aills Heve Eyas™). Mo chews

o€ one guy's dick duriag = blow job and 4pits t in

che laka, While Dad takes on the lasder with a chain- ﬂ
3

53w in the 1lviay coom. .. Though amstoucish (1ote of

{
pocientous muske, aud unccessaty conte Telief fron o
tha bona-headed Sherlcfs), 1c's aci1) enackably un
setsling, and constdering it was mata 1 years a0, THE

175 STill up fo the Taunchiness of Today’s slasher

| .






images/00522.jpeg
&l

NUMBER 5






images/00519.jpeg
NoZ1

FILMS AND VIDECS
WITH TEETH!

vyys LAST Mavie

Vorpires Bikes
o i M






images/00520.jpeg





cover.jpeg
Who will survive

) 2\;

them?

an\g‘me;

P ARt

HEADPRESS





images/00523.jpeg
¢

i || e






images/00524.jpeg
Smmcmm.

From Arthouses to Grindhouses
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The monthly fantin€ of horror film news and reviews. $7.50/year or trade for
your fanzire. Send letters and subseription orders to Michael Gingold, 5

20, _Single copies/tack issues:

fordica Drive, Croton-on=Hudson, N.Y. 10

Actwork: Wenster CoLcond.
Why, oh why, Gid they do 117

¥as it because the last film left sone uneaplored av
that warranted a sequel” Was it because someone had a fre
or exeiting niew idea about approaching the siory” Was it
because no othor filns were around usirg the same kind
of story? No, it was because Moustapha Akkad, who owned
the rights, wanted to exploit a marketable property
for a few quick bucks.

When I told some of my friends 1 was goinz to see
Hallowsen 4: The Peturn of Michael Kyers, they re-
plied, "1t's only up to four? They evidently had
Halloween filns mistaken for the Friday the 1
movies, and Hallowsen & will 0o nothing te aileviate
the confusion, 1t's & stupid, gratuitous, and tho
oughly unscary project that rips off and cheapens a
‘classic of horror, The idiccy starts early in Alan B.
MoElroy's seript, which tells us that Dr, Loonis (Don-
81d Pleasence) and Hichael Myers survived the explosion
at ths end of Halloween II, Loonis coming out with only & linp and some latex
burn sears on his face, Nikey had & worse tine; he's been in a coma for ten
years, and in the opening Scene, he's about to be iranaferred 1o & new hospi-
tal, After some of the most blatantly expositional dialogue of the year, he's
packed into an ambulance for the trip, and any fan of Jason can tell you wh
hagpens next, After leaving the attendants dsad and the ambulance to crash
(apparently into a pool of dry ice, given all the mist around the accident
site), Michael (George Wilbur) has'a confrontation with Loomis that's lified
fron The Hitcher's gas station scene, except in this one the fire happens to
burn down the phone lines, Then the killer makes his way to Haddonfield, his
hometown, where he walks into @ store and gets a new nask, and the only per-
son who notices is Janie (Danielle Harris), his young niece. Waita seconds
his niece? That's right, Laurie (Jamie Lee Curtis' char-
acter from the first two films), had a daughter, though
she herself has since died, and nov the Shape is after
his last surviving relative. And if you think that's a
ludicrous swipe fron the first filns, wait till the end-
ing, when Jemie, having seen Michael murder several peo-
ple and get blown away by shotguns, turns psychotic her-
self and is left standing in & clown suit, holding a
pair of bloody seissors, in the final shot,

Trat's right; [ just pulled a Gene Siskel and gave
away the ending, but I did it for the same reason he
did: to emphasize just how much I want people not to see
this movie. Halloween 4 is un insult to the intelligence,
taste, and nost of all to the memory of the first Hall
ween, The script is full of stupid coincidenses (Michael|You'd hide your face
TJist happens to find Jamie's house and discover evidence| 100 if you were
of her relation to Laurie), ludicrous plotting (after in Halloween
Michasl knocks out the power in town, no one but the
main characters assns to notice), and scenes that would be uspleasant if they
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The monthly fantin of horror FALh news ana reviews. $7.50/year or trade for
our fanilne. Send letters and subscription orders to Michael Gingold, 54
[ fiordica Drive, Croton-co-udscn, N.Y. 10520, _Singls copien/back tamues: 60t

Arwork: Webater Coloord.

Hi, sveryome. As you've noticed, ieareaphanalia has become the Tncradible
Shrinking Newsletter; this is not the remilt of a radicactive eloud but p
of =y continiirg strugele io kies costa down. Tt'a alsc a cus taken fron Ca
0ac17ce, Whose demple of Schlock zine alss recsntly undsrwent a teip into
= g feduction Zone, His prices and address have chanced,
001 It'a now $9/year or 758 an ismue (3 esch over-
sena) to Paul at 409 Hixson Ave., Syracuse, N.Y.,
13206

Doad Almors finds David Cromenberg &t nis nast
obsssaive since The Braod) 1t's & bisarre nelodrana
VETh foushes of tha Nedt tBereling Kind Of PEYONO-
logfeal horror, fiot aa accassible Ba hid oirar mdin-
stkean work, Li'a stiil required vieving For all
Cronenbery fans, ard proves once again his skill
with Rotors au yell a8 anook. Jerasy Irong gives an
éxcellent doubls performarce aa E1iot and Heverly
Jantis, & pain of identisal fwina whoss supcessiul
carees’ an' gymesologisia has 1ta maots i1 Hoir 0b-
Session with tha famals see. (Its no nceident tac
theis natoa have feninime-sounding Aininitives, £l
1i6 and Buv.) fisi ther one scens capatle of fully
den1ing with wonen enotlomdily - lliot’s attituds
Tareny Trone a0 tre | fovard: then s S0ld And manipulative, wiils Bever-
yithrawn tuln Severly 1Y 18 ahY ard withdraw - and their fascination ras
dantls o (nect. becons @ clinical cns. *T've always thought thero
¥antle In Dogd BIOCES.  gnculd be'a beauty cones for tnb insidgs of wim-
an's bodiss,” Elliot teils Claire Niveau (Ganevieve Sujold), an astrems o
s baen irbating, horily bofers soduing her, e then, wibout her Knowink,
Zrms har over th Bevarly, whon he has fraquently set up with his conguasis
cause” e knows Bew will lave no succeas on his owr. Weak aeither of iher
lnt on 1a that Bevorly will vind up Falling in lovh Mt Claire, und nis
Sirtigela botvnan his growing depandshoo on hee ard Mis sentinuing depaisnce
an Edliot will lead to iragedy Tor both teina.

2 novie La based on the novel Twins by bari Wosd 4nd JACK Geasian,
uhien in turn was inspired by the triie case of twina Stawart ard Cyril M
D, Who were found dead Ln their New York Gparinent several years aga.
thid unumial story, Cronanberg and cowriter Narman Saider haa fasnioned a
Peyohalogical mystery thatts compelling, though comawhal confusing A+ times
s the brothers both descand into wadnada, As Beyerly's relationsnip with
laire despsrs, ha bogire fo plok up her irus KALLt, and when her whrk s an
S6ross takes hier away from nim for ten weeks, his ioneliness only maken the
1abLt worse. Weanwhile, E1lLot, whe nas Always handlsd the busincos aspus

£ tnelr clinic, san't holp hut be affaoted by hia brather's deteriora
dition, Whon the twins’ characters ars baing sat up in tha Flwat b
Irong makss thim remarkably sim lar-et-distinctive, but as botn o
froak out, Lt's sometimes Fard to tell which twin wé'rs watching. Honethe
ron Fakes tne 3itialion and 1:a development intriguirg wiough to Aesn
ons’s intsrast throughout, and his visual style his never been stronzer. Mie
©id Ulue Nues Of tni Bantles' environment and the Silver of the Laols they.

other countries, and we were able to get more reporters in other countries
in on it. One of them was Michael Helms, who was in Australia doing Fatal
Visions. Even before email came along, I asked him if he wanted to cover
local movies for us, and he started covering Peter Jackson and things like
that. He was on the set of Braindead. It was nice to get more of that focus
into Pangoria. I was able to bring a number of other writers from the fanzine
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'DEEP RED BOOK SIGNING AT DARK DELICACIES BOOKSTORE,
'HALLOWEEN WEEKEND, 2002. [L-R:] BILL MOSELEY,
GREG GOODSELL, AND CHAS, BALUN.






images/00434.jpeg
FANZINE

By Stefan Jaworzyn






images/00310.jpeg
Tite Horror Film Trilogy of Alan Ormshy

ARTICLE BY
GREG GOODSELL

Nodem day Hotiwood coukd—and eventuall wil remska every
singl ror fim mada n iho Sevenfes, and ey il wn't gt I
Tcay's fimmakers refh lechvica skil and prowsss over what
made these s endearng i o frtpiaca, iat elusve qualty ot
can onhy b dascrbad a5 charcle, Thase reckless, oo-ortke

. Tosres o e by indoiert youn pups wiout = backgrourd
conventonal movis makrg, o Itent on povaking. shoeking and
Meslng he domand of ha orind nouse and drvein pion. The
Tewat. Chaimsaw Massacns
(1974), Night of e Liing
Dnd (1968). Last House on

Lot (1972), countess
s were made. wito

beelt 0l CGI. o
Intornot  and digital
echnology. There was an
ok oot
between tha move malars
ord fhair tirgel sucence
ot e Jaatures. voul
anseant i didgetary
g fhw trowss thn Trson
Gined them b cncnary

Acasa n g ara e vem
fims._ associted Wit Alan
maty. Chidran Shovidn't
Py Wi Doad  Things
(19711, Detiwam (cka Deacl of Night 1972) and Dorangat
(1374) Whie Ormsby fs worked as an actr (36 in Chiler), 3
rakeu man, and a deactor (Doranged with Jon Gilon), ha
pravarly Known s & scienwiter. i ftroducton o the word of
Iow bucet Smemaking was on Chidan, perhans (s works s il
ard cariily ot sl "zoméio comesy

sty was a drarsa sdent sl o Unversiy of Farida i W early
Sedentos when e was ek ical 10 ciscor Bob Clark W were
i callege logether” Ormsby says. Clarh had aiveady diectod the
erte fotshist: trrsvesiis opis S Mo 1) 1067 (avaiobie
rom Someling Ward Video),

sty was 5 colega shuderl and doing pasts-up and stratons
for 3 ko biack mawsgpar when Night of i Ling Dead (1968)
began 1o Nt the mdnigh marke ccul henvly. Orvaby and Cark,
g vl Saveral olhar lsestod partos, tiga 0 loy Wi the
ida of making 4 kvebudge horrs fim "W cansciousy imiated
Wit of I i Dant® Chk o s with s unfonyet e e,
and he roup was n business

“The budget was aw maybe mermber the

<wocling sehadule Chiblan was sl o

grand. | dor
sand 1 Bicayna Bay

i August and September of 1971, whta the cas! snd craw hod 0
el b fladh-oaing bgs 30 st athar o the
anibalstc undend seen n \na fint. Coen foausss. on an

sultraly jealntons thasincal gyoup ciaiad on  Flowda Rland
2 they porcrm  mock salans resuracton ceromony

-

The undead run amok in Children
Shouldn't Play With Dead Things.

Thay ot ol han i thay B o, wilh » s priin of
e ded ot the fi's foske Ormaby plays the oups's

1% ruel nama of "Alan® Oer merburs o tha troy
Gt then-wike Anya Orrsby as "Anya,” his cx-giiand Vatsre
Jeff Gl Directar Giark Inssted hal the actrs use her real s,
“Barjamin® Clark I he crodis! Ormaby and Marches had alicged
roken Up Undor unhappy Ehcumstances piot o ehooling, portape
Bxplainng the poired Darbs she furts ot im trougtout o fim. |

Onion & g amang h s i a lon s

Somive fims thal 1ned lo coptaes an b cewes of NG of 1N
Liing Desd. Other outtandegy asgects of be gy
procucton s the high affctive Wing dese maia-
Creaiad by Ol consinucied fom siox. and 10
hiough i earh of (e cemelry (s craaion of Syolcan
st byt diacor Je¥ Trambi) ¢ simight o
he page of an EC horror come.

The, mest Wil abou aspact of Chidon, however
runain tha costumos that Ormsby and ha. fulow
ihespiars wers forced 1o wear. n the ta-end of the
higpie 4 In fastion, Drmaby says.the cithes

baught sraight ffthe rack rom tha neaby JC Parnay
ety = aUlo 3 vion In biack, od ans whto st
s, oranga it and rod scarl Macho Jaf Gllen vty
Anya s recucad 10 wesing an oranga andirod Eack doss!

Omsoyis usont ot Gritr's o e
orugh action unl Iho very onl and. rams of bl
dilogue hand-wien by drsior lark Iy 308 of soms
oo ot scénoe of mped gay nectopts (1, Chicr
Squeaet by wih 3 PG" raling The i i woll
aticaly. ainough L vandate (i cach okt vy e the
purlcgants | "Proft? Youte xidig, rgh?” Dmishy aughs
Thers s ccussion o  soquel. e Wo Tod You - Chiron,
Shouldn’t Piay Wit Doad

Things, which v
edlized

Spalled smong Chirs egion
of undesd 1 & Viewam War|
idler i ol rllaryregaia
Wich gaveiais vy riely o
Omiby’s followp horor script
Deainirean (1872) Koown
inder 3 plethora ol (flos, | thatzombies dont have aserse
Dasihon was aso calied The | - of o From Ghitaren
Vatera, Lazarus and Th Nghi | Shoud'tFlay with Desd Thigs |
Walka!in Scnping anc pre-produciar TS TRSTHT, o
i folows Pz homacoming ofa smal town boy olbying is ot of
Gy in Vietam, Any (RIChard Backus) 1ot to i mom (Lyn
st (Anya Oty (Hi

A young Aan Crmaby reakoes

Carlin) and dad (Jotw Makey) and
ertly fooks 3 1 resr St 1 Gi ) The artsni can o (03

ppy cismisses (he ofici ot by e st atnent it
Bl son Wes Kiled m action, Whio Andy 12425 1o weang Gov
a0 otk sunglasses o tide hs dotercrating Tosh, Sinc 1 G
festures e detud of & yourg mekeup arist by Us ana of Tom
Sav, heres plentyof hatrad sl 0 keep e haogy






images/00431.jpeg
ORBIDDEN
PLANET






images/00552.jpeg
IBISEXUALITY FOR B





images/00311.jpeg
-~
7~
-
-
o
=
N
™
=
=
o=
=
-

9)339))HHH)H)H






images/00432.jpeg
INSIDE:

PAUL VERHOEVEN SERGIO GARRONE
KATHRYN BIGELOW CLIVE BARKER






images/00553.jpeg
EAICEAND)

PhoNES RIE e WoRLY. 5oy Kaeu L






images/00425.jpeg
SOC( INSIDE:
YPIED

SAM RAIMI

DAVID
CRONENBERG &4

JoE






images/00546.jpeg
CHAPTER THIRTY-S1X

IKEIMEPADDENS

ALL'S SWELL IN HAPPYLAND





images/00305.jpeg
Jem———

Cornpone Angst and Green

Rubber Monsters:

The films of Larry Buchanan
By Gregory Goodsell

The g ot berveen Halywad, il cchnian) nansion (o drecions s bie scries s Hociaaan’ spocipic Zouwr
vl et Lary, Buchaas Dl ot~ AMASSE Ao mmlcOCIONT™he T g From Vet (e 8. ke
et i v o OBt preewl 05 s T ) 3 leme wop. bl e gy Coma'sCongiees The Wl {1950} Un
Lo 0wy Sucharan by dehat & MAARY [ 0 4 e ) T mO0tRr b, 36w Buchnans Al P,
G, wher st teanrcally e duinbotcd o kindiner it aoeso. The wie s ept capirve wih i agency of the Eneaboncr <ra o e malg
e o o e ok Amnn b pumi (Tom i) el 0 o s oo e
e T "ahe o he vl VAL Do e por he o 1 B ThE e Iy sk i ok emity o
i kot e e Sl ey 6 THE o o0 s hockeeper  chal.  he cening power f Worc 15 he iy
Tl chich i o i o e DI f Ieher s Capins b b Shtele et et Camek s vty ened
e St et Nesthoes sl Hory o Delg Tocted n her AN, sty A LA, B moer o K 14
Lhag i e i bt unapuale  medbedtoom. et Trture . (e Amsof v e . Do o bt e g
ey Lot Wi ndeote-godii i et Vit prsg Sl o i g
i e o D iy oor ety et WYty o venp) s S b s e it ek of s, Whit
Diror Buchanars bew knows ok, Tohe Hooper putied . i Gnhe' botel
owest: i o e e gh oo Ancegm . Grorge Romers b hasing
e Ngpcn o Joass e e o 1 pa e e, Bthanis
D e b own m i 7 Tkt e S
ki e e gt B s Fanar, T Thiy Fm Verss, o sl
el ot (8 o g wune o o he o 1 e e e
e ol i eI ! (965) Yot Faow vk, ey i e
a1+ Al st 1 o it e i vinged g i o e
he L Coen st e by <) s e s o e g
B e e e o vk o e s
i o i A e e D s, Worb s (et s
o Tl e up e Fly War  bet,ad aments | was pped.Helpes, LAz i b sbe. o v i TV e ol
Funtu i of A T, the e, gral b sl b Aeg n b g, el Al it st e e o
T e oty T dechicd. Tkl S Bl momte kil S e of AR oAy syt
50 TV P s o bl . S Tomoy KAE s the a1 1 e <o e ot € ko 1 ¢
1o o s tatuie of T ceiky  MCOmpARIBANof eary, e Oy Sound: i and fmly ranafomes o e yphes
|k o v k. 1y h 347 becas: Zowar s
gaion oo e
A s ot Wi i Dl e e
i, it was b1 e opertuy
i v e i pckage oe 7
i Th prewsian belog. e T b
o s ke ot O e
. beording ' 0t et war oo

e faure. Cne el secing . 1t ENEASRARUESUS 4 e e apfocor
e i 3 o 4 st ramm cryhone s b s o o
i D AP g e L et A VRSSO MR S, s 1 vesTg

minng Tomgh e Tekss Wi, he o My e e s [
Uit wiues o i peching g he T Rt e s e Shbeler L Hchs
I It e e B e MO ot i shiws e mnc 4 Lichn ok 3 Zotr

e e ek e b e o oy o s S T o e e b Aol

il i o e okl iper N Cre of Dt (197) 3kt The S "PORI e s i co MOV 4
M s Sy . They oM [T b Ve RS O AC ol AT R S o P 8
Shen o e whes i s 5 0 g, O Rtr Combi's Tht D T Wil Enind  ipot forcs e, e gors
o s conple b koot o Buchued  adaiain of Fjens P 1 n g ot a3 Bocharsalear
Niane: 134) The sorermibenad /e A Cupe vl i bewren. s, g
Ty o a1 crary ofd mim's (Rocharan o1 he g oo (1) o ConGETd O O, e B0 Hbooel
et B Touhman et e SpElent. erc’ o, AU he ok Ve 1\t W Je up U ackage. Buchap i
B s O The Tud Kond s 8 i e gy deraine Th rsood hEN U it John ALS st o o

& —






images/00426.jpeg





images/00547.jpeg
METALLICA...

Q)






images/00545.jpeg
The World Of Blzane Video

Volume One
Number Three

$1.25

'
'Mav/June 1988

+ RecomwEnoD

FORTHE
ADULT MIND!

INSIDE:

Clive Barker:
Is He A Whore?






images/00314.jpeg
ATIECY e

NUMMY
JOE KEN - JOEL
DANTE  RUSSELL HODGSON






images/00319.jpeg





images/00440.jpeg





images/00561.jpeg
AL

THE MOST DANGEROUS
MAGAZINE IN THE
WORLDL

ISSUER $6.00

o e

/ / =

S | censorED

BANNED

HORROR
GORE AND
el BURNED!
SEXPLOITATION
XXX -ADULTS
on






images/00320.jpeg





images/00441.jpeg
\4LODNN LI SL. O STHOHD ¥ NO QEANNOA





images/00562.jpeg
TAT HO5T DISGUSTTNG MAGALTNE TN TTE WOR1D |

PETER JACKSON'S

BRAIN DEAD
JOHN WOO
Lucio FuLCI
s CHRISTIAN GORE
FILM (FUCKING PRICK)
AND
VIDEO
ANAL NUNS
SON OF CRUEL
SHOES
REVIEWS WEATIAN
FICTION e
ARTWORK Wi
EDITORIALS DEATH METAL WITH
SEXPLOITATION CIRCUS OF FEAR
SLEAZE REVIEWS:
CORE HELLRAISER 111
UNCUT RABID
‘GRANNIES

FOR ADULTS ONLY! (MUST BE OVER 18, DAMMIT!)






images/00317.jpeg





images/00438.jpeg
NIGEL BURRELL






images/00559.jpeg





images/00318.jpeg
CHAPTER NINTEEN

CECINDOVEE

SUBHUMAN!






images/00439.jpeg





images/00560.jpeg





images/00323.jpeg





images/00444.jpeg





images/00324.jpeg
Bimbos On Pamdtl

Cecil Doyle/1509 W. St. Mary/Lafayette,
Louisiana 70506/$3.00 for one year subscrip-
tion (5 issues)

Funky, irreverent and frequently hilarious,
this “eccentric video ard fibm” zine fea-
tures nutzoid graphics, a rabidly opinion-
ated viewpoint and very solid and skilled
writing/reporting. Lots of bizarre ad mats
and illustrations make . this. ore an eye
~Ppopping read.






images/00321.jpeg
lareg goodsell
kris gilpin

T4
e






images/00442.jpeg





images/00563.jpeg





images/00322.jpeg





images/00443.jpeg
" iHEADPRESS

| R, T
3 g ),

%HAPTE;’%VENTY‘FIEJ#
STEVE CGREEN 2

ZFANZINE:FGCUS

R o s g






images/00564.jpeg





images/00315.jpeg





images/00436.jpeg





images/00557.jpeg





images/00316.jpeg
e ) AMACICE






images/00437.jpeg





images/00558.jpeg
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

[ SEUAVR
RSMITEGIREWES

DE{V!L DoLLs
AND BLACKEST HEARTS!






images/00555.jpeg
SeLwin i
REs






images/00435.jpeg
INSIDE:






images/00556.jpeg
il

2

Z4 b

- o e ey
Tl e vaswrlen bk
¥ aght HAPIVLARD o4
e e 0 Apel (e
v . B e
S EVERY. mialabment
e b ot dom o
elagivgierigte ol
subisson by the Orvllan
T Thss s the e
Stuare | Redmetoprment
Progar. Goad o it ou
W ot o 5 o e
e pdeviupenent_ il
pet 308 o 0 vay
copic of st dorn 3
ik nc e 5 m o
Deice. Oop. T o fcking
s 10 whp sp. st
et n tht parsclar
prrsg et mgyrol
falving 1 reqiem. Some
It ik s avioe)

Lap e, Mard
Gras, TeascorSqueess,
Ricn Pl For e Plesre
o Fning 4 CorsgeCheme
b Bamingp & Dove
0 Your Bl it
o Wil e 1o be s
st f g i the B Apre
e b g of whi o
borougs o HAPPYLAND.
ol sparoves. Our
et 20 cotbsta
oy, e Ty
e et st et
The New York Seiegs ok
ingic 10 why e et
s o mach 1 3 wesy
ettt 75 R -
s open in v s
. iy b eter
ol ki o o  dzs) o
U el lrtl st
o ctesons s b
i e v st

e b o
s e LADES do
oy
Whiier @ ennciog
{rom youes . T he
frgi bk shoud b more
concomed wilh, kg i
it o e pituacly Sght
ks charge 1t G
i Cervinly ey
oo aouhcats eed it
o than ey do, asd voe
3wkt sk e

WS

ki of lhe s (b
Dok the bane oomen) 1
seodmore

How o ot

gread i o oy 5 7
i,y e, e
o, i e e
ik of coer it fues
Vanes o v e 10
ik it kb o s
st v i ey
ooy
g Mt s, Ao
e i gz 1
o o - it s
“Gatdlingere, “Seorer’,
Seingehg s Pt
120 vkt of s
o v s Ny
o g Thes loihome
e g St
Lot s o s
i . S0 4l

S ik 31 b s b,
ompkie i " bt
T T, il TV
o b ol sy
oo ot i o o8 U
e e (0
e T o snom it e
i s e ke bt 1y
S o it Gspd

o Moke Lo

- SELAN HARR)S Japden
ot Bt o of i,
pfpinkiotubini
e iyt
e e
koo
g
ros Gt
Vasaspas, wel e
o gl
o
b s ot s
e e o o
okt b o o
R i ae
gy Ricage
e e

iR
‘i, 1 5, w1 e
Pl et
i e o el
T,

R4

PANCHG

MOVIES ONLY"

wces dooond NVC

s e o
e Mt
i s
S o
e
s Thoe Avpoliais
bt
Mok ol o s
il O
g ot e
ks ey e
B vt ek
ol e B
g s e
e ot iy
S e e et ¢ B
ey Lo
e e A
o S et o
i i
e ol

e e

readng sofince, sbon e
und Toigng teads 2 the
ek o lemse male reaions:
o ko, e was et
putof the equnion A s
Tanine,now woud ol tha
pleceiag e shre vl
the collgulm, Nor. Bt
hrenmintiogiye

ARTASYIN MOTION s
el Norh sde ol S
St it e sored do
a1 moved uth, e
Changed Bx mamt 1o S
T Py () and
et oo Lap D
[y
e el b
Prohsion i b
oty and st el
s pioc | dar ravoous
v whtoers e 0 s
for o). g 7
i e, e g
{he gy fen e s
o ek s ide i 1
i welgiler Manis
Sonluse g ot
o g e
ane il itensovr
el Exched, o b
o
Vi ity s bl
oot mbhishirdor
Unmpr, s st b
i Oy wea, hich ot ¢
e e el o






images/00209.jpeg





images/00330.jpeg
LIGXT TDHELL
SUBhuman begins it's
second year with #6
faaturing a close-up
on Big Bucks Burnett,
curator of Dallas'own

Museum Of Bad Art and
head of the ¥r.Ed Fan
Club; Blue Velvet For-|
plun (hopefully) and of
A j|course, reviews and
[news from the world of






images/00451.jpeg
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

INATHANIMINER

BITS N PIECES

BY CHRIS POGGIALL






images/00572.jpeg





images/00210.jpeg
[ ———
WESTERNS
ALL’
TALIANA

Volume 1
Number 1
no. of 50






images/00331.jpeg
Subhunan_ and Subhuman_Confidental arived tris AV,
o Mih meny hurs. i gt by your K v, and eojed readng yor

s

m s ff inhaste, 25 am leaing in an hour for Las Veges 10 atend the Video

Soitware Ass. conventon, whore il ko the- documersawcry, Sex_and

"This i a compiaton o about 25 of the old expotaton shiockers Fon

Dan Sonney and | are on camera for & good porton remiiscng

abaut the deringdo days of the crcuaing saesmen of cema siesze. Ned Beatty

hosts the show, addng the explanatary naraton. s un, and a rash fim memareblia
Cobectars st

i see Wike Vraney in Vegas, and go o to L A i him. He's going to relase some of
my dd BAW roughee, Dflacs_ and Stel o Honey, Sl ol Erne so well 6 4 reo
of my sies on videsthis fall.1¥ aiso comnect wth Erc Cadn of Halywood ook and
Fose, Who's my biggest Boswewi i Veges.

1 bs back in Db cn Juy 19t and t il be my pleasie 1o send you an autographed
copy of A Youh 1 Babylen end some goodiea rom my pressbook fes

acs and grandcads. Y are al scholars who shoud be rewarded vih

n academes reservng the amnas of human sty

Farty of my 68 yeors waro apent n e explotaton business, most of them
was jut 3 way o keeping scare, the real reward was n the fun and mre then

Sryiing osh herecie

ther
seats on high
b

i

Albest
v
Cordaly, \ﬂ"/
0






images/00452.jpeg
No. 3
PUHMER
K&

}

KATE PHILLIFS ! CLIVE BARKER !

BLOOD FARMERS ! DR MOREAU !

AND MUCH, MUCH MORE !

queoTaY

@






images/00573.jpeg
e e 777
Mutilation Man

; 'y ."f p
Tl ] i
[Erem] Ln"rzu(,%r& starring Terek Riic






images/00207.jpeg
[L-R:] JOE KANE, TIM FERRANTE, TONY TIMPONE, AND THO!
'RAINONE. TAKEN AT TIM FERRANTE'S KEYPORT, N] HOME IN
PHOTO.

fexe






images/00328.jpeg
eccentric film
and video kulture






images/00449.jpeg





images/00570.jpeg
|

QUR PERSONAL
SHITLIST: A
COLLECTION OF
PEOPLE WHO
SHOULD KILL
THEMSELVES
BECAUSE THEY
ARE SUCH
WORTHLESS
PIECES OF SHIT

BY: TIMOTHY PATRICK

AND SHAWN SMITH






images/00208.jpeg
TE NONEXISTANT FILM SOCIETY
i FREE WM&

DAMN-FIN

0

| THE PRE-ZINE

e






images/00329.jpeg
fim o
naine

st

&






images/00450.jpeg





images/00571.jpeg
IN MEMORIAM: ANDY COPP

CHAPTER THIRTY-EICHT

PANDYIC ORI

NEON MADNESS





images/00213.jpeg
P —"—
[AWE-FILVED CLUVKE






images/00334.jpeg





images/00214.jpeg





images/00211.jpeg





images/00332.jpeg





images/00453.jpeg





images/00574.jpeg
DDUB’LE’?HE—TE—HRO
DOUBLE THE SHOCK |

THETENAAT I AOOM 1
VERY.TWISTED AND VEEWAS#M

(2t

FIRST-RUN






images/00212.jpeg
THE NONEXISTENT FILM SOCIETY I
PRESENTS

THE PRE- zms

[ﬁ Yosy, wha the hell happened?’ S

2 NEW VORKOS

MORE REVIEWS E
MORE ADS 2

MORE 5w

SONG

BULLSHIT






images/00333.jpeg
STARTLING ‘N SHOCKING tales

‘the SPECTRE 79
from beyond
unleashes 7
flesh-ripping '“‘ / =
terrorin
i e






images/00454.jpeg





images/00565.jpeg
Manbatian aby

sooonn = B conpunorps g, s






images/00205.jpeg





images/00326.jpeg
occantric fim
and vdeo kuture

INSIDE: %&s
Necrophilia
3-D Surrealism
Animal
Copulation
Pregnant
Strippers
Horror
Nerdism
Bovine
Flatulence

plus
A Visit with
Larry Buchanan

b






images/00447.jpeg
@GNZINE

&S

How can you

and other equally salubrious topics in hi

u avoid having your nasties ?mbbwd? Steve Green covers this
s regular small press roundup..

Wb o i i
o asties” and the recent
undecground.  irade i
e ideot e plestne e
e that o sl fancoe readers s sy
et ———
olficers eporidly towled the cavified as
in-one kading semtpro (il In sesh of
unvary dealers (the sy o a L which
dicnes that 4 pariculs casete can be
Jegally possesed f bosght 1962, bug
muttes 00 dangerous heat o sxiey
re-old adecade e, s obviouy
pefe 0 ignor, peraps ecause such high
profile “swoops® help iusify  theic
depanment's bdges appicaiions),

What effect, 1 any, the currm policsh
climate will have pon (e fcine ield
romai 10 by seen. Undoubledly

dtors vill besome more cautiags Wit the
adveriso they aceept, whils soune pundit
sy adopa s cammperancous tmefram:
for reviews 0 pre-BBFC matersl. B 53
acing ceraimy that favines ill contnue
0 bl o e percened et e Video
Recondisgs Act: fandom, aftr all, hax
ways thaved on oppressin

Liriver syt
o i,

Sy

HEADPRESS
Speaking of s cemorshi, the ver-x.
celens HEADPRESS devesane hd of s
fourth e th campaign by Maacheser
Chief Consiable fames Anderon ind Ik
inded ity magitates o st down Savcy
Press; Andeton. row hankfuly e  con
he surealyovel LORDHORROR was
ermete,convenienly frgeting s e s
puted passages aa metly iconie st
menis by hecenial proagonit. an ckrowt
abged acist,and hat e worling v lfed
fram Arderion’s e Fomopiohe rntegs,
simplysubsuting the vord “ew” o
Coredor David Rerekes submitsa powerul
rent gt e i’ sterps o
encehe imprinrssubvensive voie, whlst
pories D Saer eviews the chser 0
Richust Baylor, il aer whase caper
menia shors s smlkey o get lgaldien
buton n the UK undet the curen regine,
s wll i checking out  Chirs Mikas
averview of the *Hookers for Jess” e
womeion and Ketekes' encounr wih
niace hedes” ielvi Bunks,

Video -
Watchdog-...

e
VINCENT pRicy

DIVINITY

Given David Fint's invalvement wif the

i of HEADPRESS, somputioin b
et magazine and his now pjct,
DIVINITY, are i, ovgh misguideds
i should it be vieved a1 1 reur 1 the
pochoscus temes plaughed by he e
SHEER, FILTH. Tha sid thee e swper
i simlarites i he sbject nater even
if Fint seems more likely 1o cuamine the
personal motvaions and leave the “baarre
culre” comext for i former collagues.
Featues i hi st ie ichidea tite (0

satet Margaret Nolan (background gloss i
such varie are 3 WITCHFINDER GEN.
ERAL uné the CARRY ON series), 2 pofile
of dieetor Walcian Borowseyk (LA BETE,
DOCTEUR JEEYLL ET LES FEMNES
inteviews wihs o star Hyaptia Lee (1
{hink ref o heabhice o caplve uplc
ity b volence i), 3 Soh peephon
pestrner an verview of the horor .
prink,‘Creation’ and s inerview wih es-
et anis Mike PRilbin (caenty colabo-

sing Wit Jamcs Havoc on (¢ griphic
novel RAISM), DIVINITY promses tolake
i readens “frem omasm 10 obicraion
althoagh s debot i uribing enogh 07
cate s own oaliertion shoul be tome
consderabl e avay.






images/00568.jpeg





images/00206.jpeg





images/00327.jpeg





images/00448.jpeg





images/00569.jpeg





images/00445.jpeg





images/00566.jpeg
INCLUDING

TOMBE
SOUNDIRACK 9
MUSIC BY kL
wESRs

WE ARE GOING TO EAT YOU!






images/00325.jpeg





images/00446.jpeg
AV AN
OF THE MY

FRON FILMS & FICTION

SCAEAMING FIETION ‘
& VINGENT PRICE I






images/00567.jpeg
THE GUYS WHO THROW THIS FUCKIN' THING TOGETHER

TIMOTHY PATRICK

I've been writing fiction for about four
years, but that isn't my dream job. No, T want
10 appear on Showtime at the Apollo as a white
comedian. My opening joke would be: All I see.
is eyes and teeth. | wonder if they'd laugh?

Seriously, I bope to have my novel, FAMILY
KILLERS, published in the near future. 1
suspect that my writing may be too intense for
‘most publishers, 5o | might do it myself and sell
it through the mail. We'l see (et me know if
you'd be inteested in purchasing a copy
bout 220 8-1/2" x 11" pages).

SHAWN SMITH

I'm sick and tired of bullshit, puss
mags! T've had my own underground videotape
business for the last six years, and I've seen 8
Tot of shitty mags. My Customers always
complained that there were no magszines with
balls. So a few years ago | started Gore
Connection.

Gore Connection had the right intentions.
but we didn't have the money or the help to
make it a great mag. Once we started pimpin’
“ho's and saving our money, we could finally

ord to make BLACKEST HEART!
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THE MOST FUN YOU'LL EVER
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The Drive-ln aftracts young families|
with children, young people with aged|
parents, people with dogs they won't
leave at home, teen-agers and college
students. Assures deep refreshing en-
tertainment for men, women and ch
dren of all ages.

I EIENON € TNTON YILLTTSMIN THIVIHL NI-IATIA WORL

[Drive-Ins give you o healthier type of entertain-
ment, a place where you can enjoy nature’s air
conditioning—come dressed as you please—
even bring the children dressed for bedtime,
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felcore to the latest editiot of wha
we hope is your mst informtive soucoe ot
dcive-in theater information. Memorial Day
weskend s in full seing as 1 write this,
a3 the Hengies Drive-In is helpiny to
colebate by bolding it's traditional
social Doy weekend "Dusk to Dam" movic
marathon. Last pight T spent an enjoyable
evening at the Bengles, tossing the frisbee,
stooting pinall, and enjoying movies ard
yintage intecussion advertisments m the
largest sereen in the state. 1 on't think
of a Tore fitting vay for the editor of this
mevsletta to kick Off the oumec of 194,
and 1 hope that many of you also nede the
Erive-ln a part of your Memorial Day
celetration.

If the May isse of Seithonian
wgsaine and  the swmer edition of
Pennsylvenia Heritage are any indication,
there is i incressing ovaeess ad
intersst in the open air theater. The
Snitisonian fan a five page photo spresd
conommming _freelance photographer Dovglas
Perciam and his intentioss to ‘docment as
mny drive-ins srowd the country as he
* Inclided anog the photos are 2
drive-in church service in Boulton, Maine
ad the impressive Moonlite Theater in
Hhingaon, Virginia.

icnbeans and E-Yovies: The Rise and
Gf the Oriye-In Thester' is the title
of n scticle appaaring in the sumer
Pennsylvanis Heritage magazine. Althcugh T
bayen't seen it yet, the color illustrated
festure vall no doubt be oF interest to out
reatiers. If you would like to get 3 copy,
send 2 §5 cheek or money order payable to

| R e

GIANT SUMMER ISSUE!! $l.£&ﬁmts

(asT KbouG)

FANTASTIC 4TH!

the Priends of the PR tor Pemsylvania
Heritage, P.O. Box 1026, facristurs, T
171061026 Tell 'em the sewsletter seit v
Special thanks to reader Buuce Clark for
telling us atout the article.

Just so everyone koows, our very o
‘Orive-Tn Theatra Paratic Fan Clis* i5 now
official. Yes, the very first fan clu
devotes strictly to drive-ins is poe 3 pact
of the National Asscciation of Fan Clubs.
50, Lf you've been holding oEf on Joining, 3
bit sceptlcal of our authenticity, fear 1o

his is our Firet issue since w heoin
offering subscriptions, and 1's relievsd
UEC we'e gotten it out on schduls
Bacause the newslstter is put out caly tvice
& year, Mirk thowht it would bz @ ood idsa
to send an cocasioral 'hello we're still
alive" letter to our swecribers. 1'm mot
cacly suwre wat w'll inclule in the
letears, but rest assured that ye'll try our
best to e up with an infomacive
supplenent: to the nevletter.

Ve sincerely appreciate your patronage
and hope we have succosdod in bringing you
an enjoyable evening of entertaiment. Wen
loaving, tum right on the caw in front of
you and edt at the margues sign. Plesse
arive hone carefully, ad ouve Gack again
soon.

~cood Kigne.

DRIVE-TH THEATRE NERGLETTER
o/o Yathan Miner

25 v, Fucet St
Frosthurg, W 21532

o AT AT & AT S e s e a e
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WATCH YOUR WALLETS

AND STAY QUT OF THE BATHROOM!
BY JAN BRUUN
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andinfornation, we'reaso i the process of ompling e defiive ook [bible
showt Cofin Joe. We ook a plarie o Sosth America ew months back and e
oo weeks with Mjica (Coffn Joe)snd s family. The book wil e writen
almost exiely from Caffi Joc's pinl of View, rferncing un neredibly long
Erview e conducted with i during the . We aso o0k the me 0 lk
hers that have heen working with i since e 605, a5
el s ey modeem day Beszilia honor dicctors, bt bl bish, We'll ke
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< postad, Aside from tha, we ssu spent s few days with Lt Hovse on
Deal End Sinet director Roger Watkins, working on a project entiled llabo
Flat Offthe besten path. Hobo Flars s ascreesplay that
‘Witkins wrote almost 10 yeans g0, buthas yet o5
amtion picture, we've decidea (o get s off the ground a2 CD sp
b, Trust us, i a mindfuckingly bizame colleztion of words,
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Andy Milligan is a nane that all sor
s olnani atudantes should be fan-
Tliar with.Batter yet,all serious
svplottasion film lovers should be
familine witn,This wonderful wizard
of more aroutly prosiaims that he
na shot all his masterpisces for no)
mare than 10,000 fallare;aome for
Svan untae that.Willigan d1d not
Start out as a fllm dlcector.Actuall
he was a garment worker in Famhatton
Ha mada a anart oramotion real for 4
Short film idsa that & friand suge
2atad fo Nim to try his hand at.This|
Filn.ahot in 1964, lator came o the
attention of a New fork Alaiributer
named ii11ian Wishkin.a fellnw who
Zold Willian that if he would spics
up his Fiim with more muaity, he
whuli @letribute 17.im111gan reluc-
$antly aereed and the rest is his-

ired of doing nuies,Jill-
f7an detided to make 4 horror film.
This Film,THE GHASTLY ONES,is a
elagsic samole of Willlsan olnema
WI111ean dectied he would Show oud-
ity but that wouldn't be the promisel
He'fesidad to o for shock rather
than £iti11ation.So gora became the
next area of experimentation with
Willizan.As a matter of fact this i
wnere A1iligan ahowed hia olassic

ANDY MILLIGAN
! KING OF CRAP

fnoooionts.These would

SADISTIC SUSPENSE!
SPINE-CHILLING!

£ RAT:
of MOONEY Manon

MAN-EATING RATS
BLOOO- SUCKING WEREWOLVES|

By Keith J. Grocker
ineluds a fow seconda of shocking vio-
Lonce,about twenty mimutes of dialougs.
SROThAr faw seconds of sore and 8o on:
While illigan's films are truly boring
You can't say they are not unigue.Mille
{aan covars hinaelf by making his films
period pleces,becausa of his garment
faya e has constant costume diaposal
At nis rasen.
Milligan dirscts,writes,shotogranhs &
edits all his owh filma.He al3s does
the bizapre make ups 3s well.His make-
up sffacts fluctuate betwasn stupid and
Phoney looking to passable to at times
very zood.Milligan has often been mis-
Yakanly ifentified as bein British be_
causa Several of hia films featurs Brit-
13n performers and actually have some
lacation foniage that was done in Ens-
1and.¥illisan was really a Staten 15
1303 Tesidant.Ho had a Iriend who work-
o3 Tor earzo 4nd Ehis guy wauld often
ass Mi1llzan off as a currler and send
Rin over %o England with his camera.
illigan owned 16mm squipment and shot
a1l nis £iims in 1A and would later
have them blown up to 3smm for aistrin—
ution.His flims are grainy and poorly
541%0d Howaver, this 2iting nrocess
oves worthwhile during sore scenas
with Milligan tricking ua into believ-
Tng we have mean mare than he has real
1y shown.His govs affects can be shock
ing.focusing on eyes beins form out .
Togs and_arms veine
hacked off.badlea saw-
n half'and throata
slashed,Hls thomoa deall
with olassie horror
Charectara.Werawoives,
vampires,hinchbacks,
doranged nonks and mur-|
dor for profit or dea-
ire are bsually featur-|
an.wiilizan, in tnte
vidws has claimed that
hia relationship with
Will misnkin nas been
a shakey ona.He calls
Hishiin a "eheap man®
and has called tho pro-]
Flcers agn Lewis an
~1diot~.fat After thesel
commants were reported
¥i11igan mada a film
Tor iankin's aon. e
naver anid ha wouldn:s
Work for them 414 hol
So hora then is a Mll-
17aan £1tmography ALl
Rif Tilma are on vidao)
(axcent his sarly soft
cara morn and 1atar
rdcors porn)an they
ara ayailabls for pub-
1l viewing.
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o ARGENTO

Interview(s] by Dennis Daniel and Michael Will

Dario Argenta is the most stylish and consistently
interasting director of susperss (and horror) movies working
todar. His movies have broken new boundaries in the use of
unflinching violenco he lorss volsnco), dezling cinematograpty.
bright colars and rock musi. Unlike many ltakan diecters who
i out copies of bigger bucgted hts, Argento i an oigiral
Whasa moviss are studiedand copied. After nearly 25 years of
directing he's still younger than most of his
contemiporries and logks mare fike an uiderfed
ormer ratk ster than a typical irestor. And.
unlite many of the peaple covered n
"PSYCHOTRONIC, Argenta has been the
topic of many aticles and even whle
boots aad documentaries. Ons
featurc can't oo his career jusice,
but we hooe ifyou're ot alrsady =
fan, this might encouroge 1o see
his movies.

D agere v
bain the son of producer
Salvatore Argento n 1940, the
year the Alles enteed faly and
Mussolini was replaced s
premier. As 4 yaung nan he
wiote film rexiews for s Rome
daily and appeared in an Alperto
Sordi_movie (SCUSI, LE E
FAVOREVOLE D CONTRARIO! - 6€)
that starrod Anita Ekborg. Saon, he
was writing scripts and by 1968, he
aleady o seven screen ceedis. The mos
famous iSONGE UPON A TIME N THE WEST
Sergo Leone's epicall Sar clssic ollov-4p 1o

Argento’s creditet

his e Clint Eastyood n

e

e

directarBerards
Berolucci (THE  LAST
EMPERGR), Leone and Pino
Dorati, ONCE UPON A TME IN
THEWEST is n mary ways the
ultimate western, and had a
great Moricone soundirack.
wat a i around the workd but
ot in Ameriza when it was
first released (by Paramount)
cut to 144 mins IU's now
avalable i s uncat 168 mins
glory on tape. “It was
beautiful. First thing that |
did” Viewers often wonder
what inspired the scrigt. The
wiiters started by studying
Wwesterss. "I remember
oapocially two or three
fictures, JOHNNY GUTAR and THE SEARCHERS.” Among others
Argento conibutsd 1 the famavs henging flastbock durng th
Charles Bionsen ang Heary Fonda shostout) and wrote the
openig scenia with he Grpping water and the fly. Some ideas
were mine. Al the tegning With the i s mine. | widte. Me
and Bernardo, we wate , because Sergic only says, s Okay.
o s 0 good Ths par in the beainning. | write, The waiting
and the obsessian wid 1 train donY arie. | was reve on the
sot. | tarted to wrie o oictures " Argento has stited that b

feceived $1000. o co-writng ONCE UPONA TIME
ATGEND co-niote (WO otler westens release that yea:
TODAY 115 ME_ TOVIORROW YOU was written with drector
Tonio Cerv. Since Cenvi Was primaily a producer, soms thirk
A irectad too, American actor Breft falsey
35 a siganger dressed in back vith Totsina
Nakadai, Willam Barger and 3ud Spencar. The
ot resembles THE SEVEN SAVURAI (and
THE MAGNIFCENT SEVEN) CEMETERY.
WITHOUT CROSSES was made in
France. t was writen by Argerto ard
director/star Robert Hussei (and
Claude Dessilly). Hossein gloys
qunfighter out for_revenge.
Michele Nercier co-starred ard
the theme was surg by Scolt
Walker of The Walker Brothers
Sergio Leons alsa appezred

s anly bi part

COMMANDOS was &
WWII movis, wiitten with
director Amango Gispiro (ard
others). It starred Amricans Jack
Kelly and Lee Van Cleef, pius
Marilu Tolo and _Joachim
Fuchsberger, Amesican Heny Sila
starrad in ZERC PROBABILITY.
witien with drector Maurizin Lucici
Argento wiote the sty and screenploy
for LA RIVOLUZIONE SESSUALE (or
-sexal Fevaluion). Laura Antonell hed
her first taring role in the feature directed by
Riccardo Barrone (Using the name Ghione)
210 8is0 co-wrote the sex comedy METTA UNA 1

with
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As some of you readers know, 1 am

currently working on a book with EBoyd Rice (of

Nop). We are warking diligently on it and,

if we're lucky, will have it completed by the

end of the year. All subscribers to

Trashola will receive information in the

msil on this and any other projects 1 came up

with. If you do not get Trashola in the

mail, but wish to be on my mailing list, just

' drop me a line. Future projects include The
Last Trashola Megazine, Fun With Forensics,
The History of Jell-0 and An In-depth Look at
acaroni and Cheese Dinners
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'BOOK AND POSTER, PHOTO COURTESY OF DENNIS DANIEL
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CRIMSON CELLULOID

David Nolte/312 Great Nth Road/Five Dock/

2046 NSW/Australia/$2.00 per issue
Nifty zine from Down Under vith editors )
who proclaim their love for ‘the lowest
ebb of cinema” and their fondness for
“foreign horror and sleaze films of the
196875 period--their perversity peak."
Lots of films mentioned even your editor
has never heard of. Good work, Lads!
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be o Trashols. Bill will teach you that

everyEhing you hnom 15 wrona. By 1t
SORE GAZETTE (Rick Sullsven, 77 ).
Fullerton fe-, Hontciair, Med., 07042,

Subscriptions: 813 per year) Entertaining and
Flippant, Rick Suilivan reviews aeut of Che
alesze that hits the Naw fark Cily srea, and
Ehat is most of bha slasse. prisd. @ ueustiy
agree with this ou/, and that o a rare treats
CONFESSIONS OF A TRASH FIEND (Fichars

Green, P.0. Bov 32, Gld Bricge, h.o., oeasyH
Subscriptionss 7 bur vear) Certsiniy ore of
thebest! Richard Groen covars the whoie ¢l
of low budget 4ilns: from gors ard simase to
twenoiy and seftcors. Very well infarmes ang
intornative,

CHICAGD SHIVERS (Fon Carlsom, 44835 Grace -
Strest, Scniller Park, [11inois, 60176

Carleon is & subscriber from way Back, 1 only
ccentily dsscovared he pata ot hie s
newsletier. I cnly have one copy of nia rag,

o T can't say nueh. Chicage e cer tainly o
Eity Warthy o this sort of raview. Gogd luck
Fon!

THE SPLATTER TIMES (Scrdse Fusiishing,

P.0. Bos 2733, Coaleville, Tenn.. 383011 A
tertific magsine. The first fnres :asuon Wore
tabloid-style, But the latest Lemse g o
FUL1=¢1adged hegazine. Fubiisner Donaid Farner,
has aore Vnowladgs of publishing snd arasnic i

arta than mest of the DEMErs in this Gieids
and Lt shows. The Splatter Tives is well
Tayed out and pus togsthere Sa fer s a1d of the
iSsuen have been sicallent. Get inem all

TONTAR (B s an Curran: 39 Barling St fnt.
2, Robury, Mass., 62120. 32 par issle) A
Eettor nagazine than first aopesrances i
Iead you to believe. Editor Brian Curcan miies
Nnar, “Grivel ang parody, but in it sil are
some Feally goad articls. Worth buying.
SCAREAPKANALIA (Michasl Gingold, 55

hordica Drive, Croton-an-hudson, N.Y., 10820.
Subscriptions: %6 par year) Unlike movt of th
SENer newsletters Feviiues hera, this ons doe:
fot concern itself with sleaze, porn, or
seipioitation. 1t is stricely Gevated to
Rorrar. For these who ol lect mavie
“olndtraciie and noveis, Michael Gingeld
brovides a 115t o7 baoks and records currantly
In Grint. and he wndates the §iar i th evary
iRelel [
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DRACULINA CINE

Due to poor picture quality and lack of story line, our previous videos..'Whip the Flesh'
WBretty Girls Snuffed" - "Doors of Darkness" and "The Green Terror have ail been discontinuec.
Now we are offering three new videcs with several more to follow in future issues. All tapes
are availavle in VHS and BETA Il, ang soon in the *PAL system. Now available: HARPIES
(s06 3d on Trant Inside cover), VIRUS (see ad on back inside cover) and SEXPLOSION (see

ad on back cover), All videos are $17 each, postage paid.

*Far more information about the availability of the above videos on the PAL system: Please

notify DEMENTIA HORROR stating your interest in the tapes and you wil be motified by

them when they are available. Write fo: DEMENTIA HORROR - c/o H. BAGENHAMMAR
P.L. 3016 - 57400, VETLANDA - SWEDEN.

DRACULINA 1 & 2 ARE 50LD OUT!

DRAGULINA 3: Gang Games, Playmates of Ter-
for, Final Cut (editing gore vf TV), Wendy O'
Williams, Video Vixen, Nacrophilia in the Movie
Horrifying But True, Bit's 'n Piec $5.00

DRACULINA & Toxic Torment, Vidzo Vixen,
Heroes In Drag, Hilary Lipton, Glen or Glenca,
Villiam Sanderson, Horritying But True, Memries
of Misnkin, Bit's 'n Piecss #5400

' DRACULINA NUMBER 7.

DRACULINA §: The Diatolical Dootor Fet
Memories of Mistkin 2, Sarbara Crampton, Tracay
Vialter, 8rain_Fain, ‘Bit's 'n Pieces, Lanberto
Rava, ‘Serglo. Stivalatti, Horrifying But True, Joa
Bob ' Briggs. 3400

DRACULINA 6: Herschell Gordon Lewis, Dyanne
Thorne, Sex Grimes, Nathan Schiff, Bit's ' Pieces,
The Shucdering, God's Only True Propnet, Ship-
ment of Heads. 5325

'MANIAC SHOPPER,
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May also prove to be the master of musical comedy

The King of Science Fiction
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Ur: 1 CUVER THE DRIVE-INS. Published twice & month, malled out on Fridays.
Subseriptions: 87,00 per year (24 ismes) ta help coyer postage and printing
expenses only, Correspondence and subscriptions should bte addressed to:
Rickard Green, P,0. Box 32, 01d Bridge, N.J. 08857, Eack issuco 50§ pach.
his issue is dedicated to Bob dalker.

The Stupid Jead

%o other film has spewned as much reader resmme
28 llew Line Cinema's latest release, The.

Dead, protably for the folloying reascns: 1) It
Vas given way too mich eoverage in way too ex-
pensive horror-oriented magasines. 2) Advance
company hype labeled Lt as the sickest, bloodiest

filn ever pade, 3) New Line chose o release it
unrated with all the bload and guts intact (fur-
ther hyping #2.) 4) It opened in Trash Piend's
back yard firat, 80 everyone wanted fo know 1f
1% van as good/gross as they had baen told, Well:
1) It is as bloody 28 you've heard, 2) there's
boen no blood cut - it Ls uarated |though I've
heard runors 1t will be ot to & safer R ra

for wide Telease) and 3) that's it. There's e A\
aothing else to The Evil Dead, it's just blood, I hetn o) B\ A

and 1t's silly 1ookIng bIood At thst. Filmed -
undsr & very low budget and in 16 am, it's the
first sffort by 5am Ralnl, a young fi{lmaaker from Michigan. It's obvious that

he vas probably influenced by those awful Haumer filgs rather than szy, a
George Hoger, and that's no coapliment, I've sald 1t once and 1'l1 say it
again: gore with nothing behind it equale nothing. It's sad to think that the
independent horror/blood and guts genre has become tha place for young iddot,
directors to get their start, I mean let them go to Hollywoxd,
Hollyvood desorves them, Anyway forget about the gore, The
Evil Dead has 2 boring airhead story behind it: Young idict
BCRMREGTLAER | ousles go to a deserted cabin in the wooda (Lord, not again)
2 and unwittingly unlessh a whole bunch of pissed-off demons by
fooling around with a silly plot device they find in th
cellar. Aleo in the callar {5 a ripyed up one shaet for The
Hills Have fyes. Do you think Raini is trying to ahow us his
T6ve Tor Tht Eeuse? ba Ha Fia Tia Har o's SEORLAY Jsh Scvios
to earn the respect of naivehorror'fans. onderful. Oh well,
ons by one demons posaess the 1diat characters and the only
way the one survivor can kill them (wanna bet?) ia via tosal
disnemberment, Thet's Tight, arms, legs, heads, sars, sver
thing has to come off, T mean, they had to got tons of gors in
sone way. How else could Ralmi make  name ani lots of money
for himaelf? Me mey not be in Hollywood, but he's been Lrained
there, There is & certain gercent of carnage thab 1 laugh-
able, but after one gross-out (and if there's one, there's
Wishtul hundreds) t's just dead meat. What is hilarions are Raimi's
thinking over-cbvious attenpts at serious filamaking/art: Scenes that

——
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Berond The Gate (originally released as Humsn A JOURNEY
xperizents) barely lasted a week at local theatera INTO TERROR
a3t Januasy and fhat's a shuse beoause Sate ie ore anp
of the two or thres best films I've seen all year, MADNESS...!

Although 1t's & wosen-behind-bars prison film, it's -
not quite along the same exploitative lines as ) ot
Wanda, Wioked Warden er sven the 3-D Erison Girls. .

& 1t does have flashes of the usual srison
mavie cliches (senzolng guards, tough lesbiens etc.) HUMA]
the film (surprisingly) doesn't dwell on these for YD "
very long and digs right in to the meat of its EXPERIMEN
story. Linda faynes plays a down-on-her-luok-out- &
on-her-own country and western singer who accident- B
ally stuables upon the scene of a mass mirder, i =
accused and convicted of the alayings and sentenced
to life in prisom. Enter the primon's mad doctor
(Geoffrey Lawis, vateran of all thoss God-ayful
Clint Bastwood movies) who besides perforaing his
Teguler daties Lo alao conducting a kind of mind
oontrol experiment on many of the lifers. Haynes
quickly falls victim and for the rsst of the movie
we're left wondering if she'll be the one to escape.

A vonderfully paranoid film, everyone except our AN
heroine is totally corrupt, from the psople on the gy

outside who take advantage of her to the police and N st >
prison offieials and even the prisoners themselves, [N

What other cholce do we have but to Toot for hex?
She's the only one left and @ore put upom than Ivette Mimieur in Jackson
County Jall and more wortay of our hopea of eacape than Indiana Jonss.

Many scenes will stay in your mind for montha -
the ons where Haynes finda the victims ahe's later
accused of killing {a 8o oreepy, it alone is worth
the price of adaiseion (I had nightwares over that
one for weeke,) The many scenes of the brain-
washing process she's put through are very dis-
turbing but also fascinating, working on an
emotional as well as a gut-wrenching levsl. All
0f this works beautifully thanks in part to a great
cast - besides Haynea and Lewis there's also trash

[Fegulara Aldo Ray, Jackie Coogan
jand Ellen Travolta, This was
[the second time this masterptece
lhas besn put up to bat. Let's
[not let it strike out a third
time. If 1t ever returns, go
|see Sayond The Gate right away.
Relenasd o7 Tozer Latributing

Whose main releases are hard-I,

4
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Get out of my way, man, | really mean it!! proves to be a film as stupid
as its title. This Mexican/Canadian co-production stars Giraldo Pieyya (who?) as
a constipated Bud Spencer-type who was severly traumatized as a child when (8
‘mother first caught him alone in the bathroom moving his bowels.

“I can't believe you did that!” she scolds him in an early flashback scene. “Siti
there, pinching turds! Gmn(mgl Stinking up our beautiful home' (wmch had no walls;

s in a Mexican slum nei the young Raoul coplg
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The circunstances acconpying e 1977 Ame
can releas: of Salo, or-the. 120 Days of Socdom were
alimost 2 unusual s those depicied ) (his, e Al
film of Jalian director Picr Paolo Pascini. Mdvarce
wrd 1 Him Commens, Hin Querterty and partic
larly The Village Voice imdicaed that Sabo features
xtiemes of sidism, VOIEDCe Ind sarogy then un.
heard ofin  mjor picture and the publicity mills were:
scancely hasnpered by the Bct ihat Pisolios el
been brually murdered on Noverber 2, 1975 - nearly
six monhs aer his Al completion
rdict returned from the peturc’s
e New York il Festal, how
v it was clear that the usially softencd reception
aven 3 posthumons work had beer, abardoncd or an
renwhelmingly negative, often vicious backlsh,
Atacked 25 DOt RaUsCatng (OF s feankress and
depressing for its bleak ideology, Salo has since
gamered 3 epuration as onc Of the Acteerts darkest
Works. Atleast n terms of shock valae,the intervening

Salo, or the 120 Days of Sodom:

Pasolini's Sadistic Work of Art

By Donald Farmer

years D secn s violence: outdorie by the current
e of explicit e s, bt even in 1977 the pore
Sceres were bardl 35 disturbing & onc in
Captives e forcend o cat theie own excrement
"Anyone familar vith the Marquis De Sade's The 120
Doy o i the cxhautive eoalog of
tortures and sesual penersites found therein would
scem doubitul material for 4 major flm production,
mach les o by i director who had previously won
ek from as tnlkely an adiirer 3 Billy Grsham o
o Gospet Accoredng o Saiut Matthew: Bot st as
Desadr work was ntended ore 2 lterary ebellion

Page Sis— Demoniay

than explotation, o Pasalini's approach 1 this mate
cial tock 4 simiba it - with  special emphsis o1
politcal begoy

The worst possibl frame of eeererce o s viewer 1o
approach Sala would be with comparisons t s
here s sl e, ateaction: B quuse Pasolind
from an inerview conducted during, the filming by
Gideon Bachmann, “My Gl s planned ax 3 sexul
metaphor, which syuibolizes. i 3 vsionay way the
telationship between exploiter and exploited. In st
dism and @ power politics haman beings becume
Objects

Pasolini conceded that he vas ot indiflerent 1o
whatever slacious appeal the fnished Blmowoukd have
and i, "Tam sarcly ot plnning o reate an seshets
clly politica. puritanical B, Obioush; | am fsci
ated by these sadisic ongies in themsehves S0 there
you Five t base dimersions the political and the
exudl

ot the film and De Soe’s oned bave s pariculae
umerical emplasi.an aspect which Pasolii amplified
it e cevsions. for example, the book: arures
four smibols of french authority. a bishop, a president,

e el thee leades, the Due e Blangss, ofwho

Sade it “He may be regardedas the repository
ofeveryvice and cvery crime. He ha iled his mother:
His ssie, and fhree of his wives

Pusolint ransiormed this group into four equally

sadisic lan fsciss, who abduct 18 tecns
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OF HORROR ano TERROR!

TOGETHER IN THE MOST TERIFYING MONSTER
‘SHQCK SHOW OF THE YEAR!
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