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PHOTOS BY WARNER BROS.—SEVEN ARTS

The soaring, bouncing race
through city streets makes
the Bullitt chase scene one of
the best ever filmed. How did
they do it? How did the cars

survive it?

BY JOE SCALZO, CAR LIFE FEATURE EDITOR

HE GREEN MUSTANG is coming

I down the steep hill, going fast.

A crowded intersection looms up.
Still the car picks up speed—it must
be doing 60 when it runs the stoplight,
booms into the intersection, bounces
with terrible impact and keeps going.

And we, the audience, are suddenly
hurled into the middle of the wildest
car chase ever put on film. The cars
bounce, they crash. We are at once re-
pelled by the brutal treatment they re-
ceive, startled that their suspensions
do not buckle, and amazed that their
drivers are able to keep them on four
wheels at all.

Bullirt, a smash at the box office (it
is making millions) and an Oscar win-
ner (for film editing) deals with cops
vs. crooks, good vs. evil in San Fran-
cisco, the city of hills. “Good” is a
very fast, very tenacious Mustang,
driven by Steve McQueen (who is aw-
fully tenacious himself). “Evil” is an
equally fast, equally tenacious Dodge
Charger tooled by two shotgun-toting
killers.

The rip-roaring 110-mph chase up,
down, and over the top of Frisco’s
steepest streets has been called art, and
art it probably is: Surely no better,
or scarier, chase sequence has ever
reached the screen, On the screen, it
lasts 10 minutes or so. The actual film-
ing of it consumed three weeks. This
is not trick photography: these are real
shots of real cars driven by real men.
San Francisco has not seen so much
action since the earthquake,

But—to shatter the illusions of his
many fans—Steve McQueen did NOT
do all the driving himself. . .

McQueen “only” did three-quarters
of it—nearly everything but those hair-
raising flat out leaps down Chestnut
Avenue. And McQueen might have at-
tempted those, too, had not some high-
placed executives stepped in and said,
in effect: “McQueen, you have already
hired some of the best stuntmen in
Hollywood. You can't risk your ewn

neck jumping the hills of San Francis-
co in a single bound even if you want
to.”

The mad scramble ends, miles out
of San Francisco proper, when Mec-
Queen, his once pretty Mustang now
battered and torn from clouting too
many curbs and parked cars, creams
the side of the Charger and sends it
flying off the road, At 90 it veers head-
on into a gas dump for trucks and
there follows a thundering explosion
and fire. McQueen is more fortunate.
His Mustang slews across four lanes
of traffic and slams to a stop in a
ditch, still on four wheels.

On the surface, Bullitt is a tough
detective movie. But beyond that it is
a study in destruction. And the Mus-
tang and the Charger, for all the may-
hem that is willfully inflicted on them
by their drivers, never quit. Astonish-
ingly, they were close to being stock,
too, although lots of meticulous work
went into their preparation (see the
following page).

It is the jumps, accomplished on the
horribly steep San Francisco streets as
the cars plunge downhill, often in traf-
fic, which defy belief. The two cars
bounce like tops. They are up in the
air for 30 feet or more.

The Charger was driven by a stunt-
man named Bill Hickman, who por-
trays himself in the film. He has no
lines to speak, he just drives like a
fiend, and he nearly flipped the heavy
Charger as he cannoned down a sheer
hill and the brake pedal went to the
floor. In his path were the camera
crew, and numerous San Francisco po-
licemen holding back the crowd. Hick-
man is a professional, He threw the
car into a horrendous broadslide and
careened round the corner on nerve
alone, The cameramen never moved,
never stopped shooting. They, too,
Were pros.

The Mustang was driven by three
different men: McQueen himself, who
at times reached 110 mph; Carey Lof-

AUGUST 1969 17



tin, the 50-year-old patriarch of Hol-
lywood stuntmen (he worked with

). who was
in charge of all the stunts, and who
wrestles the Mustang across the road

at the end; and Blld Ekins, a tall,

gaunt, long

ired professional motor-

> rider and sometime car driver.

. Though taller, and with a crop of

hair that

uld delight any hippie,

FLYERS

continued

Ekins rexemh!c* 1een somewhat
(he doubled f e during the mo-
torcycle stunts in The Great Esc ape).
He got the call to do the Mustang
jumps. Ekins stood nervously at the
top of Chestnut Street, peering down.
“It looks like a ski jump,” he said. But
it was not a sheer hill because every-
time there was a cross street, Chestnut
would briefly level off, When the in-
tersection ended, Chestnut immediate-
ly shot downhill again.

It was when Ekins hit those inter-
sections at 60 that the Mustang bot-




belted in, but couldn’t wear a crash
helmet because he was doubling Mc-
Queen in street clothes.

Ekins walked to the Mustang, revved
it up loud, the cameras started to turn,
and he burned rubber all the way to
the bottom of the hill. The banging
and crashing was audible for several
city blocks,

“After the first jump,” Ekins shrugs,
“it was easy.” For his trouble, he was
paid as much as $1000 per day.

Later he drove the Mustang fiat out
on the open highway, passing cars to
keep up with the fleeing Charger,
which was bouncing off trucks and the

like. Driver Hickman had to graze the

back wheels of a truck, gouge a guard-
rail—where there was an 800-foot
drop-off on the outside—then veer
sharply back into line for the camera.
The chase was nothing if not authen-
tic. Ekins, subbing for McQueen, had
to follow. Other stuntmen were driv-
ing cars up the highway during the
filming and one of them, a friend of
Ekins, nearly busted Bud’s car head-
on. “I really made oI’ Bud work for
his money,” the man giggled after-
wards. Ekins had to stab the brakes
very hard and nearly went through the
Mustang’s windshield.

Poor Ekins! Having all this happen
to him still wasn't enough. The next
day McQueen put him on a motor-
cycle and told him to go fall off it for
the cameras—skillfully, of course. The
Charger came swerving down the high-
way at 80 or so, swung out to pass
another car, and found Ekins’ motor-
cycle dead ahead. Ekins had to lock up
the BSA’s back wheel, then slide on
his back down the road. The slide
carried him 75 feet on the blacktop.
The Charger barely missed him. Any

CAUGHT in the act of burning rubber
and overshooting a corner is
McQueen (left). Bullitt’s brilliant
cameraman was Bill Fraker,

here toying with 1000mm lens.

bruises? “Nope. None. Nothing to it.”

(Stuntmen, all stuntmen, never ad-
mit when they are hurt. It hurts their
reputations and no director wants to
hire them. What is more useless than

tomed out, groaned, then took off like
a bird out into the void. Doing the
jumps, all Ekins could see was the
blue sky. Later he described the sen-
sation as “just like driving off the end
of the world.”

There were no practice or “dry
runs.” San Francisco cops, equipped
with walkie-talkies, had the side streets
roped off, and eight cameras and a
crew of 60 were taking in Ekins’ every
move.

“Yeah, the first jump worried me,”
Ekins said. “I wasn’t worried about the
car breaking up when it hit the ground.
But going through the air that way it
had to land just right. If a wheel dug
in and it started flipping it would’ve
flipped all the way to the bottom. No
way I could have survived.” He was

an injury-prone stuntman?)

Yet of all the Bullitt stuntmen, none
had quite as scary a job as that of Tom
Steel. The script called for two men to
ride in the Charger, which Bill Hick-
man was slamming off walls and parked
cars. Steel was the passenger subbing
for the trigger-happy actor in the film.
Afterwards Steel admitted that riding
with Hickman had unnerved him. It is
one thing to do such crazy stunts your-
self. It is something else again to have
to ride with someone else who is do-
ing them.

Bullitt was filmed during May of
1968, and each night all the stuntmen
would gather for drinks and talk at a
local hotel. Every night Loftin would
put up a blackboard and map out what
horrors awaited the men on the mor-
row.

The cars, the poor, ever-willing cars,
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also received attention. Mechanics
crawled under them, checking for fa-
tigued parts and cracks. Gone unde-
tected, a broken spindle or loose wheel
could have been fatal.

For Bullitt was not only the most
spectacular car chase ever filmed, it
was easily the fastest. On the highway
near the waterfront, the cars exceed-
ed 110 mph. The camera car—a flat-
bed rig with a big Chevy engine—
moved alongside and chief cameraman
Bill Fraker, his white beard blowing
wildly in the wind, zeroed in for a
close-up of McQueen at speed. At the
same time an elderly man in a passen-
ger car slipped through the police bar-
ricade and was cruising down the road
at 35 mph when the Charger, the Mus-
tang, and the camera car all boomed
down on top of him. Somehow, there
was no collision—just one very scared
old man.

McQueen was everywhere; watch-
ing, overseeing, shouting suggestions,
demanding authenticity at all times. At
first he attempted to drive the Mustang
himself (he has a cool touch with fast
cars and motorcycles, was a promising
amateur race driver eight years ago).
But Steve is no stuntman. After over-
shooting a couple of corners, he quit
in disgust and gave the car back to
Ekins. Yet the sequence where Mc-
Queen overshoots the corner and
smokes his tires wildly is included in
Bullitt—it was so realistic McQueen
could not bring himself to leave it out.
Later, McQueen again climbed into
the Mustang: He is the driver when
one of the killers turns loose a shotgun
and blows out the windshield.

Filming Bullitt was not fun for the
stuntmen, it was deadly hard work and
risky, but everyone got at least one
good laugh. This was at the very be-
ginning of the chase, which com-
mences in a crowded four-way inter-
section, McQueen wanted the traffic to
look like real traffic, so he used real
traffic.

Ekins, Harris, Drake and the other

BLASTOFF TIME approaches for Bullitt’s hair-raising jump scenes starring the green Mustang.
Bud Ekins (standing in profile with the sports jacket) did the driving.

CHEVY V-8 POWERED camera car filmed chase scenes in the shadow of the Golden Gate, but was
barely able to keep up with Mustang and Charger. Car interior shots (right) were filmed during chase by generator-driven camera.
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stuntmen drive unmarked passenger
cars and sit in the intersection, block-
ing traffic and keeping the intersection
clear as the stoplights keep changing
from green to red. Traffic builds up
behind them for blocks. The motorists
grow impatient, then angry, and be-
gin honking their horns and cursing.
Everyone is mad. Still the stuntmen
stubbornly refuse to move, keeping the
intersection clear.

Suddenly the Mustang, the Charger
and the camera car all careen through
the intersection at top speed, squalling
rubber and making a tremendous rack-
et screaming up the hill and out of
sight. Then the stunt drivers casually
pull away, laughing. Everyone else
wonders what the devil is going on.

No one was injured during the film-
ing, which was astonishing considering
the speeds. One expensive camera was
destroyed when Bill Hickman’s Charg-
er bobbled on a corner and slammed
into it. The footage itself was sal-
vaged and appears in the movie. Some
of the other footage never made it
to the screen.

The climactic scene, where the
Charger plows off the road into the
gas station and everything blows up,
was the most difficult to film, and the
most dissatisfying to those who worked
on Bullitt. The scene nearly didn’t
come off at all, and the set, construct-
ed at a cost of thousands, almost had
to be rebuilt so the scene could be re-
peated. Only superb film editing saved
a costly reshooting.

There is a standard technique used
in such shots, called “tow and release.”
Carey Loftin, driving the Mustang, has
the Charger (with a dummy behind the
wheel) lashed to the side of the Mus-
tang. From a distance, it looks as if
the two cars are racing along side by
side. As they roar down upon the
crash site, Loftin triggers a special re-
lease lever inside the Mustang which
turns loose the Charger. Completely
driverless, it hurtles down the road, off
the road, and into the explosion.

McQUEEN wanted to do the jumps,
but director Peter Yates said no.

continued

o

filmed by McQueen’s own Solar Production Co. for Warner-Seven Arts.

But Loftin was towing the Charger
too fast—nearly 90 mph. The Charger
overshot and missed the gas pumps.
(This is impossible to spot when seeing
Bullitt for the first time, Seen a second
time, you can spot it easily.)

What happened to the cars after the
filming? The Charger, with only 600

miles showing on the odometer. was
destroyed in the crash and fire. The
Mustang, the Charger's nemesis, sur-
vived the filming, although an A-arm
in the suspension did let go the final
day of filming. The car was repaired,
cleaned up, and later sold for $2500.
Not a bad price for a movie star. W

MUSTANG

Model : 1968 390 GT

Engine modifications: milled heads;
ignition and carburetion modified.

Gearbox : four-speed

Steering : standard (not power)

Suspension: all parts magnafluxed;
shock mounts reinforced; cross
beam support bar added; limited-
travel stabilizers added; Koni
shocks, heavy-duty coil springs
added.

Brakes: disc

Tires: Firestone F100 radials

Wheels: 15x7 American Racing

tion: five weeks.

HOW THEY PREPARED THE CARS

RE STOCK DETROIT cars really strong enough to withstand the tortures of

A Bullitt? Not quite. Both the Mustang and the Charger underwent extensive

beefing up at the hands of Max Balchowsky, the veteran sports car racer and

builder (remember his Buick “Ol’ Yeller''?) before they were turned loose on the

San Francisco streets. Balchowsky, who also toiled on the film as a stunt driver,

said later, | had no idea the kind of thing those cars were going to be subjected
to. No idea the jumps were going to be that rough.”

Added safety precautions: full roll-bar cage in cockpit of both cars. Time for prepara-

CHARGER
1968 440 Magnum
none
four-speed

standard (not power)

all parts magnafluxed; torsion bars
shortened, lower arms reinforced; front
springs and shocks special Bonneville
models from Norm Thatcher; NASCAR
springs on rear.

disc
Firestone F100 radials
standard 6.5-in.
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