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Making Apocalypse Now

Episode 9: Meeting Kilgore

Forward

By CINEMATYLER

Thanks so much for your support! The scene in
which we meet Colonel Kilgore is so rich with
interesting visuals that I somehow managed to
find a new appreciation for it after seeing it on
IMAX when the Final Cut release came out. So
many of these little details and vignettes seemed to
stand out and give a strong sense of realism to the
setting. A great little vignette that isn’t so hidden

is the cameo of Francis Ford Coppola, Vittorio
Storaro, and Dean Tavoularis as the film crew
capturing footage for television. I wanted to dig a
little deeper into this moment, so [ had an assistant
help in researching the impact of television news
on the Vietnam War and what she found was

fascinating. I'd visited the Smithsonian years ago
and had some familiarity with the Vietnam War
being the first to be broadcast on a day-to-day
basis into Americans’ homes, but it was amazing
to see just how deep Coppola’s line “Just go by like
you're fighting! It’s for television!” could go. An
interesting byproduct of making this Companion
PDF was the new understanding and appreciation
I got for the journalism aspect of Stanley Kubrick’s
Full Metal Jacket and how the story was affected by
the Tet Offensive. It is really eye-opening to learn
how much of an influence the media can have on
wartime policy, as well as shaping the reality of a
war for citizens with no direct experience of it.
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The Hero. A director coming off the massive success of The
Conversation and The Godfather parts I and II is about to embark
on a journey that will test his limits—physically, mentally, and
spiritually. Will he change the film industry? Will he survive?

The Obstacle. An actor with roots in the earliest of Zoetrope’s
projects and who has appeared in Coppola’s most celebrated films
asks to play a major role in Apocalypse Now that goes against his
type. His bold personality will shape Willard’s first obstacle, but can
he create a character destined to be a cinematic icon?

The Renegade. His bold and sometimes far-out ideas give insight
into where his visions of Kurtz and his army came from and how the
character evolved over time.

The Genius. An Italian cinematographer apprehensively accepts
perhaps the most important role on this team—capturing the
images that will tell this epic story. A true student of light and color,
Storaro must bring these grand ideas into reality. Failure would
bring a potential end to Coppola’s career. Can he do it?
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Details and Vignettes

When developing a scene, Coppola would write a series of details
and vignettes on index cards to breathe life into the setting. Here are just
some of the unique moments that fill out the narrative space surrounding

the scene in which Captain Willard meets Colonel Kilgore.
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Kilgore’s Introduction

They wade thrcugh the water to the beach where they are met
by e hesvily srmed group of men. Overhead jets swoop »¥
firing rockets - the NOISE mingled with that of the icud-
speakers drowns out s8ll else - Willard talks with men - sghew:s
them pepers - a Sergeant leads them off up the bteech - TRACT
with them.

SERGZANT
Well - Msjor Bent's right over
in those huts - or wait s seconrnd -
therets our C.0. now,

He points up ss Hueys roar overhead.

FULL SECT  HELICCPTERS

Three Hueys swoeop in low - they are heavily laden with
machine guns - rockets and lcudspeakers - The two cutside
copters hover while the center copter lands raising s 1zt =0
dust, It cuts its rotors and the other copters pull ua an
off to the sicde - Two srmed socidiers jump from the door:z 5=
stend with guns resdy - Then & tall strong looking man
emerges - He wesrs a well cut aad nestly.starched tiger suls
It is COL. WILLIAM RKHARNAGE - tougn looking, well Lanned
with 8 black mustache. He croucnes over holding his ha%t iz
the rotor wesh - It is no ordinary hst but civil war
confederste cavalry hat complebe with plume. He walks =ut
into fereground then stands to his full immense height and
with his herds on his hips - hs surveys the field of bsztle -
His eyes are obscured by mirror fronted sunglasss:s.

-
s =

KHARNAGE
(bellowing)
.Lieutenant! Becmb thst tree line
back sbout & hundred yards - give
me sSome room to breath. .

A Lieutenant and a radioman nod and rush off to csrry cu:
the orders - Kharnesge turns bacx to nis TWO GUARDS.
b

KHARNAGE
Bring me some cards,

GUARD
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The War on TV

His to lines o.f an ongoing war.! Between 1964 and
ry the height of the war in 1968, the number of
journalists in Indochina rose from “two dozen”
In the time between the beginning of the to “about 600.”
Vietnam War to the beginning of the United
State’s involvement in the war, the number Number of TV Households in America
of American households owning a television % of American

) Number of H
jumped “from 9 percent to 93 percent.” Year TVHouseholds  with TV

1950 3,880,000 9.0

« 1 4 1951 10,320,000 235
To combat the “quiz show” scandals of the B ] e

1 1a1 1953 20,400,000 44.7
50s, 1963 saw the major television networks e 2asono @1
: 3 M 1955 30,700,000 64.5
increase their national news coverage j o o

from “fifteen minutes to a half hour.”To s TS o

repair their reputation, the networks aired i b oo
. . . 1961 47,200,0i i

documentaries about what was going on in 1962 48,255,000 90

. 1963 50,300,000 91.3
Vietnam and, when the programs turned out 1964 51,600,000 923
. 1965 52,700,000 2.

to be profitable, they hired more reporters to 1966 53,850,000 %0
. . . ) 1967 55,130,000 936

be sent to the South Vietnam capital, Saigon. 1968 56,670,000 946
. .. . 1969 58,250,000 95.0
Seeing as the number of television viewers had 1970 59,550,000 952
. 1971 60,900,000 855

exploded, the networks began competing for 1972 62,350,000 958
1973 65,600,000 96.0

“the most exciting, dramatic, and attractive 1974 66,800,000 97.0
1975 68,500,000 97.0

: »1 1976 69,600,000
stories.” To succeed, coverage would have — 71200000

to take place, for the first time, on the front Lidi T80




The War on TV

Field Work

The goal for war journalists was to have
a constant stream of output, with Ronald
Steinman of NBC writing:

My job, simply defined, was to supply NBC News
with an endless story of the war. I understood
there would be no letup, no relief day to day as
our stories poured from the bureau ... My staff
consisted of Japanese, Germans, South Koreans
who had fled the north during the Korean War,
French, English, Irish, Israelis — and even a few
Americans. I had five Vietnamese drivers who
owned their own cars, which they often drove

out to cover the fighting, especially in the Saigon
area. I used many freelance cameramen, often
South Koreans who covered parts of the country
where NBC News rarely went.*

This was very different from the theater shorts
that informed audiences during World War

II. During the 40s, film crews had to stay in
“noncombat areas” and were mainly there to
boost morale with positive stories regarding
America’s involvement in the war.' The press
were required to receive their credentials
from the military directly and this gave the
government the ability to censor the stories that
went against how they wanted the war to be
portrayed to the public.!

During the Vietnam War, journalists could
cover any military operation that they were
able to physically get to and correspondents
would often write and record their pieces in the
field.*The US Military Assistance Command,

Wait, wrong movie...

Vietnam (MACV) provided transportation to
journalists allowing for these field pieces.? Film
crews could regularly be found in combat zones,
showing the American public a more “realistic”
look at what the soldiers were going through.!
The danger was real-over sixty journalists

lost their lives during the war.? Many others
who weren’t interested in risking their necks
for a story would stay in the safety of South
Vietnam’s capital, Saigon, and get their stories
“from the Joint U.S. Public Affairs Office’s daily
briefings.”

Difficulties

Aside from the obvious danger involved in
reporting from the field, there were plenty of
difficulties in bringing an accurate portrayal

of the war to television. According to Major
Michael C. Mitchell, many of the correspondents
lacked a proper education in the historical




The War on TV

S ——

context of the war and were usually overseas the used magazine and replace it with fresh film.
for six months at most causing inaccurate and (Reloading film in combat was, to say the least,
biased reporting.’ Many struggled to understand particularly difficult and dangerous.) Including
and report on the meaning of events as they a shoulder brace, the whole rig might weigh as
happened in rapid succession. much as 36 pounds — formidable, especially in the
jungle or on a mountain ridge during a firefight.
Even though the equipment was advanced for Each cameraman also had a small, indestructible
the time period, it was still less than ideal to Bell & Howell 16 mm windup camera that held
capture events spontaneously. three minutes of silent film. Sometimes the sound
man carried a heavy recording deck, often with
reel-to-reel tape, and portable battery lights.*

The film couldn’t be processed or edited in
Vietnam, so news teams would send their
footage to Tokyo, Japan, to be quickly developed
and edited and then the footage would be flown
to the US.?Journalists would send notes along
with the footage including what the story was
about, what was on each roll of film, and if other
networks were in the same location when the
footage was recorded—to provide an incentive to
push the story out quicker.* The most important
stories would be broadcast directly from Tokyo
via satellite.’ Because of the delay from the
footage being shot to the story being ready for
air, most scenes of combat were not usually
shown as breaking news or tied to a specific
event and, instead, tended to be used more as
background imagery.>Very rarely did journalists
actually get to see the finished version of their
own stories after editors and producers worked
Steinman writes, on them, but they did get daily reports with
feedback on their work.*

I did it again...

We had heavy Auricon sound cameras with 400-

foot magazines that held about 12 minutes of film, Most of the time, news stories involved a

a thin strip of magnetic tape on it to record sound. reconstruction of events that took place

In the field, crews carried extra rolls of film and previously and the act of reconstructing these
newly charged batteries with a black bag to empty events allowed for bias to creep in. The time
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The War on TV

S ——

constraints of television broadcasts caused
complex issues to be oversimplified.® As with
all visual media, the nature of television

allows for the possibility of a journalist’s own
“preconceived notions” slanting the story.

This was true not only for the journalists, but
for everyone involved in preparing the story

to air—every stage from script to filming to
editing “allowed for the possible injection of
personal bias” whether they knew it or not.sThe
networks themselves also had a major effect on
the portrayal of events. Other news outlets such
as print didn’t have to deal with the regulations
of the Federal Communications Commission
and appeasing commercial sponsors like the
broadcast networks did.

The visual nature of television caused networks
to favor visual content-especially combat
footage-ignoring other events that were

less dramatic but equally important.?The
public wasn’t as interested in the Vietnamese
themselves, which led to journalists being
motivated to focus on exciting combat

footage that showed “Americans, who were
usually engaged in unspecified, but seemingly
successful, military activity.”

The Tet Offensive

The Tet Offensive-often cited as the turning
point that led to the Viet Cong’s victory-was
a series of organized strikes by the North
Vietnamese on South Vietnam’s territories.
Tet was misrepresented across all mediums
in the United States as a military defeat. The
North Vietnamese lost many soldiers and

failed to cause an uprising in South Vietnam as
intended.> After Tet, television news coverage of
the war steered away from its generally positive
demeanor and began to become “adversarial”
toward the American government.’

Following Tet, there was a major change in
the public’s opinion—not necessarily of the war

And again...

itself, but it seemed the American public had lost
faith in the Johnson Administration.> While the
American media exaggerated the damage of the
Tet Offensive, it made clear to the public that the
Johnson Administration “had been purposefully
painting an inaccurate picture of the war,”
causing the American public to turn against the
war.’

Some have attributed this turn in coverage and
public opinion to trusted news anchor, Walter
Cronkite, reporting in February 1968 that the
war was “mired in stalemate.” President Lyndon
Johnson admired Cronkite and the statement
deeply affected him, causing him to change his
wartime policy.’ Johnson was quoted saying, “If
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The War on TV

S ——

I've lost Cronkite, I've lost Middle America.” scenes have on American opinion. Historians
must only guess at the effect that television would

IIB] have had during earlier conflicts on the future of
this Nation: during the Korean war, for example,

On March 31st, 1968, Johnson announced that he at that time when our forces were pushed back

would not be running for re-election. Johnson there to Pusan; of World War I1, the Battle of the

believed that television directly caused the Bulge, or when our men were slugging it out in

United States to lose the war in Vietnam.> Europe or when most of our Air Force was shot
down that day in June 1942 off Australia.!

'
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It’s over.

The following day, Johnson said:

As I sat in my office last evening, waiting to speak,
I thought of the many times each week when
television brings the war into the American home.
No one can say exactly what effect those vivid
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The War on TV

Public Opinion

It is hard to say whether or not television

had a substantial impact on public opinion
surrounding the war in Vietnam. The case for
television’s impact on the public opinion of
the war is most strongly supported by the idea
that print tends to create emotional distance,
while television creates emotional closeness.
It is, however, possible that television affected
policy through perceived changes in public
opinion, despite whether or not public opinion
had actually changed.*Two Newsweek surveys
found that television war coverage may have
desensitized viewers to the horrors of war and
may have even bolstered support for it, while
a survey of television producers by Edward J.
Epstein suggested that television news only
reinforced existing viewpoints.’

The horror.




Selected Comments

| still remember back in the 1990's | had Apocalypse Now on laserdisc and the
arclight was the highlight of the disc because | had a dolby stereo 5 speaker
system and the arc light scene was awesome. The rumbles of bass felt like it
was coming from all around the room. Apocalypse Now gets my vote as one
of the best experiences in Dolby Surround i've had even in regular dolby stereo
sound. The arc light is a blast for surround sound.
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Selected Comments

. B,

a The casting was mostly dead

accurate, especially Laurence
Fishburn, whose extreme youth
happened to be a byproduct of
someone that ultimately turned out
to be a very skilled actor. And Martin
Sheen melted into the role of Willard
so well, it's impossible to imagine
anyone else playing him - not the likes
of Harvey Keitel or Pacino! (Hoo AHH)
Captain Willard drives the movie as
we see everything through his eyes, in a way so relatable and compelling we
easily identify with him. This happens because we are immediately shown a
war-torn soul almost shattered by war, such that he feels “‘normal” nowhere else
- and Sheen is completely plausible as tough enough to be what the film says
he is (a seasoned Special Forces trained SOG soldier who has already seen and
done too much)

But the character of Chef always seemed a bit out of place and somehow not
totally belonging in the story, just for the actor choice. | understood Coppolla
had a fondness for the actor and wanted to cast him since he is unique; but
Frederick Forrest was over 40 at the time and looked it. Most people in Vietham
of that age bracket were senior NCO's and officers and wanted to be there,

or had to be, for their careers, none were draftees! Although it's not unusual
today for a 40 year old to volunteer for the military (who raised the maximum
enlistment age to 42 in 2005 due to manpower demands of “war on terror”).

But in the late '60's when the story is set, for there to be a 40 year old E-3 sent
to Vietnam against his will, would be very unusual and would involve a whole
bunch of waivers - and Chef made it clear in the movie the last place he wanted
to be was in Vietham.

| hate the way the PBR crew is portrayed in this movie. There were no 17 year
olds on them because the training was over a year. In reality, the men who

served on PBR’s were highly trained and motivated and had volunteered to do
one of the most dangerous jobs of the entire war.




JUNE 2021 | PG.21

Selected Comments

Victor Barnes

Before Apocalypse Now came out, | was hanging in the village (NY) with the
flute player in my band. His friend Laurence tagged along who had just come
back from filming in the Philippines and we played frisbee in a park till it was
time for Laurence to leave in the car he just bought to drive cross country to LA.
| guess the rest is history.

DarthCheney
Lol I was the same age as Fishburne when | snuck into the theatre with my
friend and saw Apocalypse Now for the first time. To this day one of the best
movie experiences of my life along with the first Star Wars movie. Also, raised
my cred in school cause | snuck in and saw the movie.

Clayton Goode
It's amazing to think how so much of this movie has become essential elements
to any Vietnam war film and subsequently becomes a trope. The helicopter
silhouetted in the orange sun; perfect use of voice over narration... As terrifying
as the shoot must have been, it's interesting to see cast and crew still hold a lot
of pride in their involvement with the film.

Direct reference to Apocalypse Now in Kong: Skull Island (2017)
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Endnotes

War on TV Article

1. Vietnam: The First Television War by Madie Ward in the National Archives History Office
- https://bit.ly/3vHX2nj

2. Vietnam: The Television War by Michael Mandelbaum published in Daedalus, Vol. 111,
No. 4, Print Culture and Video Culture (Fall, 1982), pp. 157-169 (13 pages) - https://bit.

ly/2TyvQcK

3. The Vietnam War and the media by Ronald H. Spector (published by Britannica) - https://
bit.ly/3v]Nc4q

4. The First Televised War by Ronald Steinman (opinion piece published by the New York
Times) - https://nyti.ms/3v]MQe7

5. Television and the Vietnam War by Major Michael C. Mitchell, US Marine Corps (pub-
lished in Naval War College Review) - https://bit.ly/3c7KFti

6. NUMBER OF TV HOUSEHOLDS IN AMERICA 1950-1978 (Citation: TV History.
“Number of TV Households in America: 1950-1978 Accessed November 15, 2014. -
https://bit.ly/2SRzIF6
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