'Mother Lode

Allinthe family

On our November visit on the set of
Mother Lode in British Columbia, the
crew is in its fifth week of shooting, and
their last location, an enormous un-
heated warehouse on the outskirts of
Vancouver. At first sight the set seems to
be nothing but a confusing forest of
lumber draped in black plastic, spread
out over an acre of concrete floor, But it
reveals itself to be a remarkable recons-
truction of a mine, designed by produc-
tion designer Doug Higgins, and executed
by art directors Mike Bolton and Jimmy
Chow and their crew. Standing in one of
the tunnels, you are surrounded by
what you swear is solid rock, rough
hewn and covered in dust and cobwebs
or dripping with water. But hit it with
your fist and it echoes hollow, nothing
but styrofoam blown and shaped and
painted to look amazingly like the real
thing. There are yards and yards of it,
narrow twisting tunnels, big excavated
areas full of rusting mine equipment,
deep pits and a mysterious nest of dark
underground caves called the Labyrinth
where one of the climaxes of the movie
takes place.
The shooting crew is gathered around
a narrow opening in the “rock” where
Jean Dupré (Canadian actor Nick Man-
cuso) and Andrea Spaulding ({American
Kim Basinger) are crawling on their
stomachs through a narrow pitch-black
tunnel lit only by their lamps and hard-
hat lights. A voice familiar to all movie
fans calls “cut”. Director Charlton Heston
is an imposing figure on the set, not only
because of his 6'3"” height and Ben-Hur—-
Moses aura, but also because of his
shoulderlength gray hair, long matted
beard, filthy old sweater and miner's
boots. Not that he looks like this regular-
ly... here he is performing the dual role
- of director/actor and is garbed as 5ilas
McGee, the grim old Scotsman who is
the only other major character in the
movie. It is no easy task, directing and
playing a major role, but with 55 movies
and a 25-year career on stage and in
films behind him, Heston handles it
admirably.
There is another Heston on the set
playing a dual role, son Fraser who is
both the writer and the producer of
Mother Lode, at 26 one of the youngest
producers in the industry. Tall like his
father, and slim, he seems a powerhouse
of energy, keeping an eye on the second-
unit shooting around the corner, dis-
cussing line changes with the actors,
conferring with the production designer
on the new sets, and helping ouf when
his father becomes actor and steps in
front of the camera. Fraser is a landed-
immigrant, married to Vancouverite
Marilyn Heston (the unit publicist) and
living in West Vancouver. He is full of
enthusiasm for his adopted British Co-
lumbia and it is reflected in the script, a
story about a Vancouver bush pilot who
flies up into the mountainous inner
regions of B.C. with an ex-girl friend, in
search of a missing co-pilot and the
mother lode, the fabulous source of all
the gold that has been washing down
the streams of the Cassiar region for

® Producer, screenwriter Fraser Heston keeps shoot on an even keel

® Actor, director Charlton Heston

centuries, They find more than they
bargained for, and therein lies the plot.
The only other actors in the movie are
John Marley who plays an old Indian
(what will they do about his New York
accent ?) and Vancouver actor Dale Wil-
s0n.

Executive producer Peter Snell is a
soft-spoken Albertan now living mainly
in England. He was exec. producer on
the Anglo-Canadian film Bear Island
shot in northern B.C. and Alaska in 1979-
80, and has a long list of credits to his
name, including the Nicholas Roeg suc-
cess Don't Look Now. He took on the
movie at the request of the Hestons
when another Western project of his
temporarily fell through. He and Heston
had worked together 10 years ago on the
movie Anthony and Cleopatra, which
Heston both directed and starred in, so
the two have had a long working rela-
tionship. The crew is mainly from Van-
couver with a few exceptions : director
of photography Richard Leiterman,

camera operator Bob Saad, and script
supervisor Penny Hynam from Toronto,
and sound mixer Bill Nelson from Los
Angeles (plus stuntmen and a special-
effects man working with Vancouver's
John Thomas). The out-of-towners are
impressed with the expertise, efficiency
and good-naturedness of the Vancouver
crew. Both Hestons have gone on record
in various press interviews as saying
that the crew is one of the best and most
committed they have ever worked with.
All of which adds up to another pat on
the collective back for Canadian film
workers,

And it hasn't been an easy shoot. It
rained non-stop in the first two weeks of
exteriors in the magnificent scenery
around Squamish and Whistler moun-
tain, and they filmed on regardless. “We
had mushrooms growing on our heads”
one crew member grins. Mancuso and
Basinger even had to do a long love
scene in the rain, although apparently
the endless water doesn’t show on film.
The crew has been shooting 12 to 14
hour days, 6 days a week, mostly in the
wet or the cold. Kim Basinger, a fragile
blonde who manages to look good even
in wet hair and hip-waders, turns out to
be a real trouper during filming, despite
being immersed in freezing November
lake water, dragged through the dust
and dirt of endless mine tunnels, and
chased around by a maniac with an axe.
Nick Mancuso, fresh from his critical
sucess in Ticket to Heaven survives his
own trials during the filming. He is
magnetic on film, but intense and with-
drawn on set and, like Basinger, does
very little mixing with the crew.

There is a genuine affection on set for
Charlton Heston, whom everyone calls
“Chuck” and sometimes (not to his face|

“the Big Fellar’. “He never raises his
voice or has a mean word for anyone,”
says first assistant director Don Gran-
bery, who is himself an actor. The res-
pec't evident in the crew is demonstrated
in the willingness and speed with which
they execute his shots. And when Heston
ste[:)s in front of the camera there isn't
an eye in the place that is not on him.

DOP Richard Leiterman, who has put
his inimitable images on the screen in
such films as Who Has Seen the Wind,
Silence of the North and Surfacing, has
faced one of the most challenging pho-
tographic tasks of his career with this
one. With the exception of some re-
portedly superb aerial sequences over
B.C. coastal and mountain scenery, the
exteriors were mostly in rain, and more
than 70% of the picture takes place
either in a dim lamp-lit cabin or in a
pitch-black mine. Fraser Heston points
out that it is one of the first movies to
shoot so much footage underground,
and that Leiterman’s rushes have been
fantastic, with just the right mysterious
quality needed for the mine sequences.

Despite the long hours and severe
conditions there is a great deal of cama-
raderie among the crew. When we left,
in between takes, they were all chipping
in (including both Hestons) on a lottery
that was predicting the time and date
when camera assistant Bruce Ingram's
new baby would be born. The picture
wrapped on time and on budget on
November 21. And the baby was an 8 Ib.
boy.
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