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obituaries
Michael Cimino, ‘Deer Hunter’ director, dies at 77
BY TIM GRAY
VARIETY.COM

LOS ANGELES — Mi-
chael Cimino, who won Os-
cars as director and a pro-
ducer of “The Deer Hunter”
before “Heaven’s Gate” de-
stroyed his career and sped
up the demise of 60-year-old
United Artists, has died. He
was believed to be 77.

Cannes Film Festival di-
rector Thierry Fremaux
tweeted the news Saturday,
writing that he died in peace
surrounded by those close to
him and the two women who
loved him. “We loved him
too,” wrote Fremaux.

His birthday is usually
cited as Feb. 3, 1939, though
many facts about Cimino’s
life, including his birthdate,
were shrouded in conflict-
ing information.

Cimino directed eight
films in his career. His first
film was 1974’s “Thunder-
bolt and Lightfoot”; his sec-
ond was the 1978 Vietnam
War masterpiece “The Deer
Hunter,” which won five
Academy Awards, including
best picture and director;
his third was 1980’s “Heav-
en’s Gate,” the film that be-
came synonymous with
showbiz disaster; and the
rest were mostly footnotes.

The rise and fall of Cimi-
no is so extreme that it
would undoubtedly make
for a great book, miniseries
or opera. But it may not
make a good film: It would
require too big a budget, and
the plot would be too com-
plex. His career is a caution-
ary tale for Hollywood,
about the eternal conflict
between artistry and fi-
nance, with side battles be-
tween creative people and
the media.

When Cimino joined with
Universal and EMI for the
1978 “The Deer Hunter,” he

had only two screenplay
credits, then wrote and di-
rected only one other film.
“Hunter” ran behind sched-
ule and over budget, but
proved a big profit-maker,
earning $48 million on a $15
million budget. It was nomi-
nated for nine Oscars and
won five — including best
director for Cimino and best
picture (another statuette
for Cimino as one of the four
winning producers).

Based on its success, Unit-
ed Artists signed him for
“Heaven’s Gate,” a Western
based on the Johnson Coun-
ty Wars. Since its founding
in 1919, UA had a long tradi-
tion of giving creative free-
dom to filmmakers, from
Charlie Chaplin to Billy
Wilder to Woody Allen. In
1978, a new United Artists
team was in place, after top
execs like Arthur Krim bat-
tled with parent company
Transamerica and defected
to form Orion Pictures. The
new team at UA were eager
for a big hit and Cimino
seemed just the ticket. So
they contractually gave him
control over the production.
The French New Wave in
the early 1960s had anointed
directors as auteurs, and the
1970s, after “Easy Rider,”
saw many successful films
from maverick filmmakers.
So, the UA execs figured,
what could possibly go
wrong?

“Heaven’s Gate” started
filming in April 1979 and
wrapped 11 months later, in
March 1980. In his book
“Final Cut,” Steven Bach,
who was a UA exec at the
time, said the film was
greenlit for $7.5 million but
eventually budgeted at $11.5
million. It ended up costing
$35.1 million, with another
$9 million for marketing,
leading to a $44 million
writedown for UA. After the

film, Cimino directed only
four more features, ending
with the 1996 “Sunchaser.”
He always avoided ques-
tions about “Heaven’s
Gate,” except to label Bach’s
book “a work of fiction.”

Cimino was born in New
York City and raised in
Long Island; his father was a
music publisher, his mother
a costume designer. He went
to Michigan State, graduat-
ed from Yale in 1961 and got
an MFA there in 1963, both
in painting. He directed TV
commercials for United Air-
lines, Kool cigarettes and
Pepsi, among others.

He moved to Los Angeles
in 1971 and was repped by
Stan Kamen at William Mor-
ris. He got gigs as a co-writer
of the ecological science fic-
tion film “Silent Running,”
starring Bruce Dern, and
the 1973 “Magnum Force,”
the second “Dirty Harry”
film. Eastwood was im-
pressed, and gave Cimino
his big break by agreeing to
star in Cimino’s directing
debut, the 1974 “Thunder-
bolt and Lightfoot.” The film
was a box office hit and
gained an Oscar nomination
for Jeff Bridges.

His second work, 1978’s
“The Deer Hunter,” was the
right movie at the right
time. Though the Vietnam
War was a daily presence on
American TV, the studios
generally avoided the topic
on the big screen until long
after the last troops had
withdrawn in 1973. Cimino’s
film was a three-hour-plus
look at events on the battle-
field and the home front, a
gritty, grim study with ex-
cellent, Oscar-nominated
performances by Robert De
Niro, Meryl Streep (her
first) and supporting actor
Christopher Walken, who
won. The film also won for
editing and sound.

When “Deer Hunter” was
released, Cimino implied in
various interviews that the
story (credited to him and
three other scribes) was au-
tobiographical, or else based
on tales he heard when he
was part of a 1968 Green
Beret medical unit in Viet-
nam. Others refuted both
versions, saying Cimino
was never in Vietnam and
his military experience was
limited to six months in the
reserves. Other details of
Cimino’s life were subject to
scrutiny, criticism and re-
evaluation, including his
age and even his gender
identity. He variously listed
the year of his birth as 1939,
1943 and 1952, sometimes
shifting the month.

Almost from the begin-
ning, “Heaven’s Gate” was
the subject of criticism and
speculation. Cimino was
such a perfectionist that
Hollywood told tales of him
halting filming so an out-
door set could be rebuilt to
have a wider sidewalk, and
waiting endlessly for the
clouds to create the right
formation before filming.
The story, possibly apocry-
phal, was that on the sixth
day of shooting, it was al-
ready five days behind
schedule. Aside from com-
plaints of self-indulgence,
there were claims of animal
cruelty.

At various times, United
Artists execs considered fir-
ing him (but relented, fear-
ing a backlash and citing the
actors’ support of him) or
pulling the plug. But they
were impressed with the
footage — “as if David Lean
were directing a Western,”
the execs said of what they’d
seen, in justification — and
they didn’t want a huge
writedown with nothing to
show for it, so the film was
completed.

In the next few years,
there were four cuts of the
film, of varying lengths.
Three months after wrap-
ping, Cimino had a print
that ran 325 minutes (i.e.,
five hours, 25 minutes),
with Cimino announcing
that it needed to lose 15
minutes. However, it was
trimmed to 219 minutes by
the time it premiered in
New York on Nov. 19, 1980.
The audience and critical
reaction were negative, so
UA pulled the film and re-
released it in April 1981 at
149 minutes. It earned less
than $4 million. United Art-
ists was sold to Kirk Ker-
korian and MGM; at a
Cannes screening of “Heav-
en’s Gate,” Cimino denied
that his film was responsi-
ble. UA honcho Norbert Au-
erbach said tactfully that if
the film didn’t force previ-
ous owner Transamerica to
exit show business, “Heav-
en’s Gate” certainly didn’t
discourage that move. The
company never regained its
stature.

In 1985 Bach, who was se-
nior VP and head of world-
wide production for UA at
the time, wrote “Final Cut,”
a withering account of the
film. Bach cited studio
execs, including himself, for
culpability, and questioned
how artists are expected to
learn “discipline and re-
sponsibility” in an age of
conglomerates. He points
out that it was a time of tur-
bulence in the film biz, and
within three years of “Heav-
en’s Gate,” every major
company changed manage-
ment. But Bach clearly por-
trays Cimino as the villain,
for giving priority to his ar-
tistic vision over budget
considerations, and for his
refusal to deal with studio
executives.

Over the years, the film

has been re-evaluated sever-
al times, with either positive
or rapturous reception. A
new director’s cut, running
216 minutes, debuted in fall
2012 at the Venice Film Fes-
tival.

Although he directed a
few films in the decades
after “Heaven’s Gate,” Cimi-
no kept a low profile, and
plastic surgery made him
almost unrecognizable. He
resurfaced at the Cannes
Film Festival for a screen-
ing of his 1996 film “Sun-
chaser.” He appeared at
Cannes again in 2007 for his
final film venture, a three-
minute contribution to the
multi-director anthology
“Chacun son gout.” He
obliquely addressed the
rumor that he was transi-
tioning into a woman, say-
ing there were many false
rumors about him, part of a
“personal assassination”; he
said if a detractor wants to
prevent a person from work-
ing, the next best thing is to
“destroy them personally.”

Cimino circled many
projects that never came to
fruition, including a life of
Dostoevsky developed with
Raymond Carver; adapta-
tions of “Crime and Punish-
ment,” Truman Capote’s
“Handcarved Coffins,” Ayn
Rand’s “The Fountainhead”
and Andre Malraux’s
“Man’s Fate”; and bios of
Janis Joplin, Legs Diamond
and Mafia boss Frank
Costello. He also circled
many projects eventually di-
rected by others, including
“The Bounty,” “Footloose,”
“The Pope of Greenwich Vil-
lage” and “Born on the
Fourth of July.”

He wrote a 2001 novel,
“Big Jane” and two years
later collaborated with
Francesca Pollock on the
book “Conversations en
miroir.”

Netanyahu to visit site of daring hostage-rescuemission
BY RUTH EGLASH
THE WASHINGTON POST

JERUSALEM — It was an
audacious rescue mission,
one that has taken on mythi-
cal proportions and is the
subject of books and movies.

On June 27, 1976, Palestin-
ian and German terrorists
hijacked an Air France flight
making its way from Tel
Aviv to Paris. The 248 pas-
sengers from several nations
and a 12-member French
crew were taken to the air-
port in Entebbe, Uganda.

With the help of Idi Amin
Dada, the East African coun-
try’s ruthless dictator, they
were held in a rundown ter-
minal until Israeli comman-
dos raided the airport one
night.

On Monday, Netanyahu
will participate in a ceremo-
ny at Entebbe to mark the
40th anniversary of the res-
cue mission. He will become
the first Israeli prime minis-
ter to visit the country since
the crisis and the first in
sub-Saharan Africa in 30
years.

The July 4, 1976, raid at
Entebbe is remembered by
many Israelis as one of the
country’s greatest military
feats, and it changed the way
governments worldwide con-
front terrorism.

Netanyahu’s brother, Lt.
Col. Yonatan “Yoni” Netan-
yahu, who led the assault
team, was the only Israeli
soldier killed there. Initially
called Operation Thunder-
bolt, the mission was later
renamed Operation Yonatan
in his honor.

The operation inspired
Netanyahu’s political career:
After his brother died, he or-
ganized a conference on in-

ternational terrorism in his
honor. Israel’s ambassador
to the United States at the
time, Moshe Arens, was so
impressed by the younger
Netanyahu that he asked
him to become involved with
explaining Israel’s case to
the world, known as “hasba-
ra” in Hebrew.

“And that is how I got into
politics,” Netanyahu recent-
ly said in a live Facebook
video chat.

Over the past 40 years, sol-
diers who took part in the
operation have debated its
near-failures, luck and suc-
cesses, and military histori-
ans have called into question
some of its myths, including
Yonatan Netanyahu’s leg-
endary role.

“It was an impossible situ-
ation for the Israeli govern-
ment,” said British historian
Saul David, whose book “Op-
eration Thunderbolt” about
the raid was published last
year. “But then suddenly, the
world woke up to the news
that the Israelis had succeed-
ed in this impossible situa-
tion.”

“The chances of this suc-
ceeding were very low, and it
came very close to being a
disaster,” he said. “In my
story, Yoni is not the hero.”

The story started when
members of Popular Front
for the Liberation of Pales-
tine and the Baader-Meinhof
Gang, a radical left-wing Ger-
man group, commandeered
the plane.

Within days of diverting
the plane to Africa, the cap-
tors moved the Israeli pas-
sengers — about 100 people
— to a smaller room. It was
especially frightening for the
older Israelis, many of whom
had painful memories of

World War II when the Nazis
sent Europe’s Jews first to
the ghettos and then to death
camps. Families of those
being held begged the Israeli
government to save their
loved ones.

The hijackers demanded
the release of dozens of Pales-
tinian and pro-Palestinian
prisoners, many in prison
for murder.

To some officials, a mili-
tary operation so far away
seemed impossible. But oth-
ers said that giving in to the
terrorists’ demands would
make Israel appear weak and
bring more attacks.

On the fifth day, after most
of the non-Israeli hostages
were released, then-Defense
Minister Shimon Peres and
his generals decided to for-
mulate a plan.

The question was how to
transport some 200 soldiers
in secrecy 2,500 miles to the

East African country? Would
it be possible to fly Hercules
C-130H cargo planes loaded
with soldiers, equipment, ve-
hicles and medical teams for
more than seven hours? And
how would they make it back
to Israel with the hostages?

“It was a sophisticated and
complex operation that we
planned in less than 24 hours
and carried out in less than
48 hours,” said Amnon
Biran, who at the time was a
lieutenant colonel for the in-
fantry and paratroopers
command.

Biran tells the story via a
slideshow of old newspaper
clippings, grainy newsreels
and video footage. “I thought
our chances were about
60/40 and we would come
back with at least 40 coffins,”
he said.

The commandos faced
even more obstacles as the
first Hercules set off, includ-

ing outdated maps of the ter-
minal building and conflict-
ing intelligence about the
hostages’ exact location. Pho-
tos of the terminal, taken in
secrecy by Israel’s Mossad,
were received only at the last
minute.

The plan was to land the
planes in darkness in Enteb-
be, and then to send a small
team into the terminal to kill
the terrorists. Other soldiers
were tasked with securing
the perimeters, neutralizing
the control tower and com-
mandeering the newer termi-
nal. Later, they were ordered
to destroy Amin’s small fleet
of MiG fighter jets.

A Boeing would circle
above giving commands
from the air, as a medical
team waited in nearby Nai-
robi.

The Israelis — dressed as
Ugandan soldiers and driv-
ing a black Mercedes deco-
rated like one that would
carry Amin or a senior Ugan-
dan commander — were sup-
posed to bypass the Ugandan
military guards at the en-
trance to the old terminal.

But a Ugandan sentry
called out “advance!” to the
car, and Netanyahu was con-
vinced he was suspicious and
shot him. The shot, however,
did not kill the Ugandan out-
right, and a follow-up team
took him out with a round of
gunfire, the sound of which
alerted the terrorists that
something was afoot.

Less than a minute later,
as the first group stormed
the terminal, Netanyahu was
hit by sniper fire. Most who
were there say it came from
Ugandan troops inside the
control tower.

Overall, the operation
saved 101 hostages. Three of

the hostages, however, were
killed in crossfire at the air-
port.

Furious about Israel’s ac-
tions on his territory, Amin
ordered the death of Dora
Bloch, an elderly passenger
with dual Israeli and British
citizenship who had been
taken to a Ugandan hospital
a day earlier.

Forty years later, debates
about Entebbe continue. But
Omer Bar-Lev, who led one
of the assault teams, said
that “every small detail can
be argued about today.”

“We know he shot the
guard, but I don’t think it
ruined the surprise. Today,
we know that the terrorists
heard the shots and thought
we were Ugandan soldiers.
They told the hostages to lie
down — that actually helped
us,” said Bar-Lev, who today
is a member of the Knesset.

Still, he has some reserva-
tions.

“The plans kept changing,
and there were a lot of un-
knowns,” he said.

Bar-Lev decided to warn
his father, the minister for
Industry and Trade at the
time, and the Israeli cabinet
that the Entebbe plan was
“far from perfect.”

“It was like Swiss cheese,
there were so many holes in
it,” Bar-Lev said. “The pres-
sure on me was so big, I was
confused, so I took a car and
started driving to my par-
ent’s home.”

On the way, however, the
car broke down and he had to
turn back to base. He never
warned his father, and the
next day the cabinet gave
final approval for the mis-
sion.

The rest, Bar-Lev said, is
history.
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Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu will participate
in a ceremony at Entebbe, Uganda, on Monday to mark the
40th anniversary of the hostage rescue mission. Netanya-
hu’s brother, Lt. Col. Yonatan “Yoni” Netanyahu, who led
the assault team, was the only Israeli soldier killed there.

Man dies following swim
at Acadia National Park
BY DAWN GAGNON
BDN STAFF

BANGOR — Despite ef-
forts to resuscitate him, a
man from South Portland
died Saturday afternoon
during a visit to Acadia Na-
tional Park with his wife
and children, a park spokes-
man said Sunday.

Nathan Savage, 39, had
just returned to Ikes Point
from a swim across Echo
Lake when he collapsed

while sitting on a rock
around 3 p.m., park spokes-
man John Kelly said.

Savage’s wife initiated
CPR while another park vis-
itor called for help, Kelly
said. Shortly afterward, Na-
tional Park Service rangers
and police officers arrived
and alternated CPR until an
ambulance arrived. Savage,
however, died.

Kelly said Savage was
taken to the state medical ex-
aminer’s office for an autopsy.

Body of transient recovered
from PortlandHarbor

PORTLAND — A local
transient died Saturday morn-
ing after he fell into Portland
Harbor, according to police.

The man’s name was not
released.

He fell into the water near
Custom House Wharf, Port-
land police Lt. Gary
Hutcheson said Saturday af-
ternoon. The man was taken
to Maine Medical Center,
where he was pronounced
dead.

Police dealt with the man

earlier in the morning be-
cause he had been drinking,
Hutcheson said.

Portland fire and police re-
sponded to the wharf after re-
ceiving a call at 9:55 a.m. of two
people in the water, he said.

“His friend jumped in after
him and tried to help,” he
said.

The friend was uninjured.
The medical examiner is

expected to perform an autop-
sy to determine cause of death
next week


