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For all my Docs

Robert Zemeckis

Bob Gale

Steven Spielberg

Christopher Lloyd

and Gary David Goldberg




No time left for you,

On my way to better things.

No time left for you,

I’ll find myself some wings.

No time left for you,

Distant roads are calling me.

—The Guess Who, “No Time”






PROLOGUE


The concept of the space-time continuum was first introduced by Albert Einstein in his theory of general relativity, which revolutionized our understanding of gravity and the nature of the universe. It refers to the four-dimensional mathematical model that combines the three dimensions of space and one dimension of time. In Einstein’s theory, space and time are not absolute and unchanging, but instead are affected by the presence of matter and energy, and this in turn affects the behavior of objects within it.

You got that? Good. I have no idea what the hell any of it means. Everywhere I go, someone expects to engage me in a cogent conversation about the space-time continuum, so let’s just get this out of the way right now. Yes, this principle ruled my life during a stretch of 1985, but I require a computer robot to properly define it (and I still don’t understand). Where is Doc when I need him?

Einstein also proclaimed, “The only reason for time is so that everything doesn’t happen at once.” If that’s the case, then time definitely went rogue in the late winter and early spring of 1985, and took me with it. During three long months, I was Alex, I was Marty, and I was Mike. That’s two too many. In order to complete my work, at least one of them had to go, and Mike was the odd man out.

This is the story of what happened during that fateful period, when I completed the third season of Family Ties while also filming Back to the Future. I was Alex P. Keaton during the day, and Marty McFly at night. The twenty-hour workdays left little time to be me, Mike Fox. It has taken me four decades to piece it all together.

Making Back to the Future was a race against time. From start to finish, everyone involved was pitted against the clock, which is ironic in a movie about time travel. But at twenty-three years old, my vistas were endless. The time of day was something that girls never used to give me (fortunately, times were a-changin’). This became my moment to shine, in a movie that remains timeless.

Future Boy is the story of an extraordinary period in my life when I was making a magical movie, more magical than if it had been sprinkled with stardust. As you’ll see, it’s a miracle that it came together at all. And here we are, forty years later, still talking about it.

This is for all the people who love Back to the Future as much as I do.
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MOM TRIES TO GET BETWEEN ME AND MY CALVINS (… YIKES!)



Bedroom eyes: an expression we’ve all heard many times without fully understanding what it means. The eyes that regarded me now were dreamy, sexy, curious, inviting. Yes, Lea Thompson had one goddamn mesmerizing set of bedroom eyes. In this dimly lit boudoir, I felt as though they were reaching for me. Her hands were reaching for me, seeking and finding purchase. Her voice, a papery whisper, offered its own seductive musicality.

How did we get here? Well, Marty got hit by a car and woke up in this bedroom, tended by a girl who seemed eerily familiar. The situation was awkward (at least, that’s the way it was scripted). But the magic transcended the page. It felt right. Lea and I had what is referred to in acting parlance as chemistry.

There was no way of knowing that we’d fall into this organic, undeniable connection. In fact, Lea later admitted that she did not expect much from me. I had stumbled into her movie, mid-production, replacing a lead actor with whom she had a shared history, both professional and personal. The way she saw it, her former costar had been suddenly and inexplicably dismissed after weeks of filming, only to be replaced by a sitcom refugee. But the eyes didn’t lie. Something special was happening. This was good stuff.

As the work unfolded, it didn’t seem much like work at all. The script was so well written that the lines just flowed:


INT. DARKENED BEDROOM — NIGHT

MARTY is lying in bed, lit by ambient light from a doorway. FEMALE HANDS place a cold compress on the bruise on his forehead. Marty groans and stirs.



MARTY


Mom? Is that you?



WOMAN


There, there now. Just relax.

It sounds like his mother. He opens his eyes. All he can see is her silhouette.



WOMAN


You’ve been asleep for almost nine hours now.



MARTY


I had a horrible nightmare. I dreamed I went back in time. It was terrible.



WOMAN


Well, you’re safe and sound, back where you belong, in good old 1955.



MARTY


1955?

She turns on the bedside lamp. It’s the same girl George was spying on, and Marty recognizes her just as we do …



MARTY


Oh my God. You’re—you’re my—my—



LORRAINE


My name’s Lorraine. Lorraine Baines.

Marty stares at her for a long moment.



MARTY


But—but you’re so thin!



LORRAINE


Just relax, Calvin. You got quite a

bruise on your head.



MARTY


(looks under the blankets)

Uh … where are my pants?



LORRAINE


(points)

Over there on the chair.

(notices the color of his underwear)

I’ve never seen purple underpants before, Calvin.

Marty covers himself up.



MARTY


Calvin? Why do you keep calling me

Calvin?



LORRAINE


Well, isn’t that your name—Calvin Klein? It’s written in your underwear.

(suddenly realizing)

Oh—I guess people call you Cal.



MARTY


No, well, actually people call me Marty.



LORRAINE


Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Marty.

She comes over and sits on the bed right next to him. She’s very interested in him.



LORRAINE


Mind if I sit here?



MARTY


(gulps, nervous)

Uh … no …

Marty moves as far away as he can without falling off the bed. He holds the blanket tight around his waist. She looks at him, fascinated.



LORRAINE


That is a big bruise you have there …

She gently strokes his bruised forehead … and then runs her hand through his hair. Marty moves even further—and falls off the bed! He covers himself with the blankets.



STELLA (O.S.)


Lorraine? Are you up there?

We hear FOOTSTEPS coming up the stairs.



LORRAINE


(to Marty)

It’s my mother! Quick, put your pants back on!

She throws him his pants.





Lea Thompson and I met for the first time ten minutes before we filmed this scene. Lea accurately describes herself as “cranky” during our initial hellos. She and Eric Stoltz, the actor originally cast as Marty, had costarred in a previous film, The Wild Life, and they had formed a friendship. She felt loyal to him, protective of his place in the movie, and bitter about how he had been let go after six weeks of filming Back to the Future. I was the recipient of those feelings. Lea went from missing Eric to having to adjust to a whole new approach to the lead role, which also changed Lorraine’s dynamic with Marty.

As for me, I was in survival mode. I’d been on the job for only a handful of days, and I didn’t have the luxury of considering other people’s perspectives. I had my own perspective to worry about. There was also the potential that I could melt down from sheer exhaustion, or from over-adrenalized anxiety. I just needed to get through each production day (or night—the two became increasingly conflated).

I had been thrown into this movie with no preparation. Operating mostly on instinct, I chose a tack and committed to it, following a philosophy promoted by drug and alcohol recovery programs: Act as if. If you don’t fully understand how to reach your goal or how to achieve the ends you strive for (sobriety, clarity, honesty), just “act as if” you do. When you fully believe in it, you can see the opportunity for a breakthrough. But if you’re afraid to open that door, it won’t become manifest. That’s the creative chemistry of acting and why I love working with other actors. Anything is possible.

After the first few takes, I felt comfortable enough to risk a few suggestions, which our director, Robert Zemeckis—cautiously at first, and then enthusiastically—welcomed. It occurred to me that Lorraine could get another laugh in this scene by revising a line of her dialogue. I ran the joke by Bob before sharing it with my leading lady. As Marty nervously realizes that he’s clothed only in his Calvin Klein underwear, he asks Lorraine, “Where are my pants?” Instead of the scripted reply, “On the chair,” we tried my line on the next take. Lea delivered it perfectly: “Over there … on my hope chest.”

This was the kind of random ad-lib that I tossed out every day during rehearsals of Family Ties. Doing a sitcom is like comedy bootcamp, or Komedy Kollege as we called it (with two Ks, because words with hard consonants are just plain funnier). But I was the new guy here, and I wasn’t sure how my unsolicited contributions would be received. The Back to the Future crew managed to stifle their reactions until Bob’s “Cut!”—and then they surprised me with a round of genuinely delighted laughter. Lea flashed a smile at me, followed by a shy wink. I answered her with one of my own.

I knew we were humming.

So far, so surreal.



I stared into those bedroom eyes and thought, This girl is really good. I hoped she was looking into my eyes and thinking, This sitcom guy isn’t so bad, after all. Lea and I were falling into the scene. Well, I was falling in the scene, and in spite of her initial reaction, Lea was falling in like with me. Either way, there was a lot of falling.

Our first scene ended after Lorraine’s mother called her from downstairs. Lorraine panicked and forcefully sidearmed Marty’s clothes into his midsection. “Quick, put your pants back on!” As scripted, I collected the pants and tumbled off the side of the bed, disappearing from view. Not scripted: I added an impromptu “button” to the scene (sitcom parlance for the final laugh). I hopped up from the floor, one leg already in my trousers, and while attempting to thread in the other foot, I executed a no-defenses pratfall, my body toppling like a tree. I landed off camera with a thud, a comic coup de grâce.

Again, the crew waited for the cut until they laughed. Bob could hardly suppress his own giggle. “Okay, let’s do that again,” he said. “But for gawd’s sake, get the man a cushion this time.”

I was used to these comedic rhythms. When it came to the potential for humor, my body was not my temple—it was a resource to be ransacked and pillaged. Lea took notice. She recalls, “The way you tripped on your pants and fell off the bed; the way you cracked your voice; the physical precision that you had. I immediately saw this incredible skill that was super impressive to me.” I felt the same about Lea’s chops. I found her smart and demure, and I sensed we were developing a rapport, notwithstanding how we both got there. Much more important was where we were going. After that, we bonded pretty quickly. “We clicked,” Lea agrees.

2:30 a.m. The production day/night wrapped at last and a teamster folded me into the backseat of the transport vehicle for the ride home. As I drifted off to sleep, a Herman’s Hermits song popped into my head. It was an oldie, where I come from: Something tells me I’m into something good …
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MOONLIGHTING



One month earlier …

A day or two before our Christmas break, the phone rang in my dressing room at Paramount, where I was busy filming the third season of Family Ties. “Hey, Mike. It’s Gary.” There was only one Gary in my life—Gary David Goldberg, creator and executive producer of Family Ties. “Can you come over to my office after rehearsal today?” Gary had been spending most of his time at an adjunct office in Burbank, writing and producing Sara, a new series for NBC with a young Geena Davis in the title role, joined by costars Alfre Woodard, Bill Maher, and Bronson Pinchot. Geena had played a nanny in an episode of Family Ties a few months earlier, and we all thought she was brilliant and hilarious.

Going into the meeting at Gary’s office, I felt a sense of dread. Had I done something wrong? Was I about to get fired from the best job I’d ever had? When I arrived, Gary remained seated behind his oversize desk. I took the small chair across from him. The situation was oddly formal for us, and a little disconcerting. I looked around his new HQ: Shelves were stacked with scripts and production material that didn’t belong to Family Ties, walls festooned with large posters advertising Sara. The production designer poked his head in to ask Gary for approval on the set for that week’s episode. It all seemed very strange, like being in an apartment where your dad is having an affair.

Gary took a deep inhale and then revealed the purpose of our meeting. He told me the story of what happened, how the lead role in a big-budget Steven Spielberg movie was intended for me during its initial casting, four months ago. Gary and Steven had been friends for years, so the casting conversation was handled between them, without me or my agent involved. Gary apologized to Steven and the other producers, but said it was impossible to consider me for the part, citing my commitment to Family Ties. He was more reliant on me than ever, due to an extenuating circumstance with our cast.

Near the end of the previous season of Family Ties, Meredith Baxter had announced that she was pregnant with twins. Our writers decided to work the pregnancy into the Keaton family storyline; thus, Season 3 began production in July with an episode about Elyse and Steven expecting a new baby. Within a few months, Meredith’s doctor suddenly prescribed mandatory bed rest, which forced Family Ties into an unscheduled shutdown.

My agent, Bob Gersh, seized the moment and sent me the script for a quick, low-budget movie called Teen Wolf. They were ready to start filming, and the five-week shoot could easily slide into the production hiatus at Family Ties. This would be my first leading role in a movie, albeit a hackneyed one that required me to wear twenty-five pounds of yak hair. Still, I signed on. Looking back, I’m not sure why I accepted that role. Maybe because the wolf thing had worked for Michael Landon in I Was a Teenage Werewolf? Or did I take it impulsively because I thought I wouldn’t have another shot at the lead in a movie? If only I had known then that, around the same time, Robert Zemeckis, Bob Gale, and Steven Spielberg were casting Back to the Future—a film that had been intended for me all along.

To be fair, when Gary was initially approached about the possibility of my playing Marty McFly, he was feeling pinched by Meredith’s unexpected expectancy. With the decree that Meredith must miss half a dozen episodes, my role in Family Ties would need to carry more weight than usual once production resumed. Gary saw me as indispensable to the show. He knew it would break my heart to pass up this opportunity, so he had declined on my behalf and never told me about it. While I appreciated the situation, I couldn’t help but ponder the irony. He would not allow me to moonlight on Back to the Future, but here I was, meeting with him at his second job.

My head was spinning as I tried to digest this news. All my actor friends talked about what they would do if ever they got a Spielberg movie. Like every film fan on the planet, I was bowled over by Raiders of the Lost Ark, which I saw on location in Toronto while shooting a teen exploitation movie called Class of 1984. I thought, Wow, to be part of that world would be so cool. But I was sure it was never going to happen for me.

The real bombshell came next—Gary revealed that Spielberg and Bob Zemeckis, the movie’s talented young director, had hired Eric Stoltz as their lead after Gary removed me from consideration. They had already shot for over a month. Unfortunately, the dailies were disappointing. Eric was an immensely talented actor, but the creative team felt that he just wasn’t the right fit for Marty McFly. Spielberg and Zemeckis hoped they could convince Universal to make a change and reshoot Eric’s scenes, but only if they could successfully lock me in for the part this time around.

Steven had come back to Gary and begged him to share me, promising a compromise: I would be able to fulfill my responsibility to Family Ties during the day, and they would shoot my Back to the Future scenes at night. At this point we had only nine Family Ties episodes remaining in NBC’s twenty-six-episode order for the season, so Gary relented. Already familiar with the script, he knew I was perfect for Marty McFly. He wasn’t going to disappoint them—and me—twice.

Gary told me that he would agree to let me do the movie, as long as I thought I could handle both roles without missing one minute on his show. As I tried to register what was happening through waves of shock and disbelief (and, in truth, delight), Gary slid open the drawer of his Citizen Kane desk and handed me an envelope containing the Back to the Future script. I weighed it in my hand without peering inside. “I love it!” I declared, which threw Gary a bit. I committed to the co-work arrangement Gary had outlined, thanked him, and tucked the envelope under my arm. I hurried home to read the script, but whatever was typed on those pages didn’t matter. I was already in.
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FUTURE’S EVE



I spent the final days of 1984 with my family in Vancouver while my agent negotiated my contract for Back to the Future. I tried to bank sleep during the holiday, instinctively aware that it would be a scarce commodity during the following months.

This was the calm before the storm; everything was about to change in the new year. In the meantime, I kept myself busy with a friend of my sister’s, a girl I sometimes dated in Canada. One night I confided in her: “I think I’ve finally made it.” I was in a successful TV show that I loved; I had just finished filming Teen Wolf; and I was about to take the lead in a genuine, big-budget Hollywood movie. After years of struggling as an actor, success seemed to have dropped into my lap all at once. What a whirlwind.

Gary Goldberg enjoyed the reputation of a wunderkind who’d made it in his early thirties. I felt confident that my wunderkind moment had now arrived as well. I was twenty-three, and my future was laid out in front of me. There was suddenly a doorway where there had once been a wall.

My family—not typically demonstrative with overt praise—instead offered words of wisdom and support. My mother worried that I was taking on too much. Even for a family of hard workers like ours, she thought I was overdoing it. My brother, Steve, whom I had always looked up to (and still do), found himself in a big brother/little brother role reversal, which no doubt felt jarring. My younger sister, Kelli (soon to be a celebrated actor and director in the Canadian theatre), was completely nonplussed. And my no-nonsense dad still thought the police were going to show up someday and haul me away.

That Christmas holiday was my last brush with the old world, the life I’d had in Burnaby, where my friends and family still knew me as a serial screwup. I was on the verge of something big. I was about to work with Steven goddamn Spielberg.



By the first week of January, I was back in Los Angeles. Production resumed on Family Ties with nine episodes remaining in our production order. Coincidentally, the first episode in that block, called “Cry Baby,” depicted Alex’s sleep deprivation after his mother gives birth to baby Andrew. The crying newborn keeps the family awake all night, a pattern of sleeplessness I would soon be getting used to.

The scripts in this final “back nine” featured Alex-heavy A stories (main storylines) or Alex-driven B stories (secondary narratives). True to Gary’s word, I would not be granted an easy ride just because I’d picked up a side hustle. In fact, our schedule would be harder than ever: Instead of the standard sitcom calendar that grants a one-week hiatus after every third episode, Paramount decided we would tape the final nine episodes with only one hiatus tucked in the middle. There would be no rest for the weary.

My agent finalized the remaining deal points for me to begin shooting Back to the Future the following week. It wasn’t a tough negotiation—I would have paid them to star in this movie—but the particulars of how my time would be balanced between the two work commitments had to be ironed out.

I’m lucky that this offer came in 1985 and not in my future. Bob Gersh confirms: “It would never work today, since our business is layered with lawyers, business affairs, and insurance companies. Now a movie project demands two weeks of buffer time on either side of a job. With your contract to do Back to the Future, there wasn’t even an hour of buffer.”

Until my deal was locked in, Bob Zemeckis and his cowriter and producer, Bob Gale, continued filming with Eric Stoltz, who was unaware of the impending change. Spielberg was afraid that if they let him go prematurely and production shut down, the whole film could implode. Universal needed assurance that a plan was in place for a seamless transition to a new lead actor.

On the night of Thursday, January 10, Bob Zemeckis had the difficult conversation with Eric. The cast later shared with me that they were shaken by this news. Well, most of them. Christopher Lloyd, who played Doc Brown, didn’t immediately recognize the significance of the change. When the producer, Neil Canton, informed him that Eric would be leaving the movie, Chris was confused. “Who’s Eric?” he asked. He knew his costar only by his character name, since Eric had employed method acting techniques during the shoot and asked the cast and crew to call him Marty.
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MALIBU MARTY



Thirty-six hours after Eric departed Back to the Future, I met with Bob Zemeckis and Bob Gale for the first time. Gary once again played the go-between. I showed up at Gary’s house on Broad Beach in Malibu on Saturday morning, weary from filming Family Ties past midnight. Before the Back to the Future producers arrived, Gary and I took a walk on the beach so I could get my head together. The whole thing was unreal. Gary had his arm around my shoulder as we trudged through the sand, both of us in sweaters to ward off the January chill. I was Barbra Streisand to his Robert Redford in The Way We Were. Or maybe I wasn’t Barbra; I was a seagull floating above the scene, trying not to shit on everyone.

This gorgeous stretch of sand was the gold coast of Los Angeles. Despite my relative success, I had never been to Malibu before. I was still a patron of the public beaches, Zuma and Santa Monica, beautiful in their own right but nothing compared to the oasis of Malibu. On our walk, Gary and I passed beach houses belonging to Dick Martin, Danny DeVito, Disney studio chief Jeffrey Katzenberg, and an impressive modern contemporary currently rented by Steven Spielberg. Gary’s bungalow, purchased with the money he made rewriting Grease 2, had been chosen for the meeting because of its proximity to Spielberg’s—and also so as not to draw any unwanted attention to the gathering. At this point, my role in the movie remained a carefully guarded secret.

Our stroll along this private stretch of beach was the prelude to a meeting that would change my life forever. Back at Gary’s house, the living room filled with smiling movie people, among them Kathleen Kennedy and Frank Marshall, who led Steven’s production company, Amblin Entertainment, and were executive producers on Back to the Future. Kathy was the conduit between Steven and Gary—she had introduced them a decade earlier. “Gary and I met in a college screenwriting class,” Kathy recalls. “Gary was the only one churning out scripts every day. Our teacher was so impressed, he got him a job on the Lou Grant show. Meanwhile, I started working on a movie, assisting John Milius and also helping Steven Spielberg. Steven was developing a new project, and he asked if I knew any writers, so I introduced him to the only writer I knew—Gary. They became friends instantly.”

I glanced around Gary’s living room at Steven, the Bobs (Zemeckis and Gale), and a cadre of production department heads—some of the best creative talent in Hollywood. Steven motioned for me to take the chair next to his, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Steven Spielberg was mythological to me. It blew my mind just to be in his presence. I had actually met him once before, when he came to visit Gary on the set of Family Ties. He’d been facing away from me, chatting with Gary, and from that angle he looked just like Murray, our sound guy. So as I skirted past him, I gave him a smack on the back and offered my usual greeting. I said to Steven Spielberg, my future boss and the greatest director of my generation: “Hey, Murray, you ole bag of dirt. How’s it goin’?”

As the meeting got underway, quick introductions of the Back to the Future team were made. They were clearly excited to see me. I understood at some level that they had wanted me to be Marty all along. I didn’t focus on it too much because that part of the story was disturbing. As far as articulating the smiling people’s pecking order, I wouldn’t have had a clue. I wasn’t sure who did what, exactly. With no time for bonding, we dove right in. I was kind of half in and half out of the conversation—there was still a divider between my life and this world of big-time moviemaking.

I grasped that for the producers and creative personnel, Back to the Future had been difficult so far. The drama that preceded this moment—the corporate battle with the studio and the complicated backstory that I had not been present for—was beyond my purview. According to Bob Zemeckis, after Gary initially put the kibosh on their offering me the role, the producers auditioned scores of other actors, but their Marty remained elusive. The head of Universal Pictures, Sid Sheinberg, suggested they consider Eric Stoltz, who had just finished filming Mask for the studio (the yet-to-be released drama would go on to win multiple awards and rave reviews for Eric the following year). With the Marty decision still pending, Back to the Future’s start date was pushed back several times. Finally, Zemeckis told Sheinberg, “I’d like to wait until Michael J. Fox is available.” But the studio chief issued an ultimatum: “Start filming by December 1,” he told Zemeckis and Gale. “Or I’m not making the movie.” Sid believed Eric was the right choice, but just in case, he offered Spielberg, Zemeckis, and Gale a concession—they could recast if it didn’t work out. Six weeks later, Sid Sheinberg kept his word. The studio agreed to the reboot, but only if I could be secured for the role.

I knew the stakes were high. The overriding mood at the Malibu meeting was relief. But I was just a babe in the woods. Looking back on it, I realize what Zemeckis and Gale were up against: They were essentially pleading with the studio to turn this movie over to a twenty-three-year-old kid. They believed in me, but no one knew for certain how it would all turn out. I thought, All I have to do is make these people in this room not feel like fools for hiring me. Just take it one day at a time.

Looking back, the meeting in Malibu is a bit of a blur. I spoke to Zemeckis and Gale about the character of Marty McFly, but not as much as you might think. In a few days I would start shooting without any rehearsal. Instinctively, they knew I was the right fit for the character; they didn’t need to hear my philosophy about it. Gary stayed for the meeting, presiding over it like a buddha. He had wrecked the car, and now he was happy that he’d fixed the tire. I was in a dream, watching the scene around me. If you poked my arm at that moment and Jell-O poured out, I would have thought, “Oh, there’s the Jell-O.”

The last few years I had been tumbling through another dream, as I’d gone from starving actor to the lead in a hit sitcom. And now I was in this room with the most powerful creatives in Hollywood. Everyone spoke quickly and chimed in with confident opinions, an impressive display of knowledge and skill. I already wanted to work hard for these people. If Back to the Future didn’t succeed with me as Marty McFly, at least I’d crash and burn while doing a Steven Spielberg movie.


The New Emperor’s Old Shoes

After the meeting, I went straight into my first wardrobe fitting, with racks of clothes and several wardrobe assistants crammed into Gary’s guest room. Marty McFly 2.0 would be sporting an entirely different look from the monochromatic dark jeans, gray plaid shirt, and black jacket that Eric Stoltz had donned. That wardrobe scheme had been intended for ’80s Marty to better blend into 1955, but with the opportunity to start over, the costume department decided to make a bold change.

Deborah L. Scott’s talented wardrobe team tried a few apparel combinations on me. I soon found myself—while not exactly on a catwalk—the sole model in a private fashion show, sashaying in various outfits back and forth across the sandy living room carpet while the Back to the Future producers assessed each getup. They quickly landed on the final look. Four layers of color, texture, and pattern were designated for Marty’s new attire—a maroon cotton T-shirt tucked under a checkered, short-sleeved button-down; a stonewashed jean jacket decked out with pink paisley lining; high-waisted Guess jeans (stylish at the time); and the now-iconic orange puffy vest.

My fitting, like everything else that weekend, felt like a tsunami of personal attention, but these talented costumers put me at ease. The intention was deliberate—not full of wild guesses—as they designed an ensemble that highlighted Marty’s individualism. The crazy layered look seemed right for the character. Marty was not the type of teenager who made the expected choice.

I brought a dash of my own style to Marty McFly—his Nike shoes were mine. On the day of the Malibu fitting, the costume department realized that in their rush to gather everything needed for the lead actor switch and revised look, they had left Marty’s shoes back at the soundstage. I arrived at the meeting wearing my favorite Nikes, a pair of no-frills white Bruins with a red logo. They were my go-to sneaks, perfect for skateboarding and duckwalking and kicking around—everything Marty needed to do. It was that simple. There was no confab about the swoosh connotating action or the color being right. Marty needed shoes, so I said, “How about these?” My chosen footwear that day had a long-lasting impact on the character, and on Nike (which would be associated with the Back to the Future franchise from here on out).

I was due to begin filming as the new Marty in two days, but Deborah Scott ran into another problem: She needed multiple pairs of sneakers in the wardrobe closet, backups in case any were soiled or ruined during production. Unfortunately, my Nike Bruins were not in stock anywhere. Deborah reached out to Executive Producer Frank Marshall, who called the only source he knew—the manager at the Nike store in Westwood. He confirmed that the shoes were impossible to find; in fact, the company no longer made that style.

Frank was undeterred. “Do you have someone at Nike who handles movies and stuff?” The manager replied, “Well, we just started a product placement department at the Portland headquarters. A woman named Pam McConnell is running it.” Frank called Pam, explained the dilemma, and boldly asked if Nike could make the shoes for them. “We can’t pay you any money,” Frank added, as if she needed further encouragement to hang up on him.

What happened next is kind of insane. Pam did not laugh or slam the phone down. Instead, she calmly replied, “Don’t worry. How many do you need?” Frank doubled the number Deborah had asked for: “I need twenty pairs by next week.”

“Done.”

Frank recalls, “And that’s when I first met Pam, the beginning of our long relationship with Nike.”



My Back to the Future wardrobe came together over that weekend, with final adjustments made right before I started shooting on Tuesday night (a pair of naff suspenders were the last piece added to my ensemble, right before they rushed me onto the set). I loved the tailored 1950s clothes I got to wear. There was a candy quality to the colors and patterns that really appealed to me. One of the cool things about the wardrobe: I wore mostly primary colors in 1985, but when I time-traveled back to the 1950s, my clothes shifted to a pastel palette. My hair also changed for the period scenes—the era required the hair and makeup team to slick back my locks. I smelled like Tenax pomade for months after filming wrapped.

Playing Marty McFly coincided with my burgeoning interest in fashion. Three years of a Family Ties salary had allowed me to pay off old debts and build a bank account. For the first time in my life, I had money to spend on my clothes. I especially loved buying flashy shoes.

My robust earnings would later go toward a slightly bigger purchase: I bought a house for my parents in Burnaby.

Soon after the explosive success of Back to the Future, the mayor of Vancouver invited me to emcee a gala to fund the city’s new symphony hall. I flew to Canada and stayed with my parents, declining the offer of a luxury hotel. On the night of the event, I strolled into the kitchen in my Armani tuxedo, which I’d paired with black Converse sneakers with a skull and crossbones stitched into the fabric. My dad appraised my look with a frown. “You can’t wear those shoes,” he insisted. “They are disrespectful for the event. Go put on something more appropriate.”

Here I was, standing in a house that I bought, with my dad telling me to go back to my room and change my shoes. “Dad, what’s important here is that they want me to be me. I’m just not a patent leather shoes guy. In the process of raising me, you probably noticed that I sometimes make my own rules, and even though you don’t see it, the skull and crossbones affirm who I am.”

The point I was trying to make to my dad was that I didn’t want to lose my identity within my newfound fame and success. Every time I looked down at my shoes that night, I was reminded of my true self, and I pledged not to pretend to be someone that I’m not.
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TIME PORTAL



Hollywood, California

Circa 1972, 1979, 1985

“Roads…” a wise or quite possibly batshit crazy scientist once averred. “Where we’re going, we don’t need roads.” Catchy, but not entirely true. It turns out, where I was going, I would need roads—in particular, one stretch of highway over the eastern edge of the Santa Monica Mountains, where the 101 freeway meets the 134. I, for one, could never have tripped the space-time continuum if not for my sojourns along this ribbon of asphalt, originally a part of California’s fabled El Camino Real. In the modern automobile era, it’s called the Cahuenga Pass.



1985

During the first months of 1985, I laid a well-worn path through this mountain pass, back and forth and back again, never with the benefit of actually seeing it. For the most part, I spent those months in perpetual noir. There was little difference for me between day and night. Just slam! Daylight. Slam! Darkness. While the denizens of Los Angeles enjoyed their sea breezes and warm rays, my daytime hours were spent cocooned in a sunless soundstage at Paramount, where I continued rehearsing and filming Family Ties. The nighttime was reserved for my other job, as I began filming Back to the Future. Emerging from job number one after eight or nine hours, I witnessed only the briefest sliver of sunset. It was the twilight zone, an orphan hour, and I claimed it for my ride in the backseat of a teamster-driven station wagon, a faux-wood-paneled land yacht. My transformative commute over the Cahuenga Pass each night was short but powerful, as I shed type-A wunderkind Alex Keaton, and morphed into the ever-impressionable Marty McFly. This journey from the Paramount lot to Universal Studios took me on a straight shot up Gower Street to the 101 (also known as the Hollywood Freeway), then along the pass toward the San Fernando Valley. While I traversed the route from one studio to the other, I could still make out the outline of the Hollywood Hills, dotted with bungalows that for a hundred years had been home to actors, writers, directors, and wannabes who had made their way to the movie mecca, descriptions of which can be found in any Dashiell Hammett or Raymond Chandler novel. In the late 1800s, a wealthy mining baron, Griffith J. Griffith, donated three thousand acres for what would become (you guessed it) Griffith Park, spanning the landscape outside my car window all the way up to the observatory made famous in Rebel Without a Cause.

I passed other landmarks on the way to my nighttime haunt, perfectly timed in sync with the ignition of their spotlights, which always made me smile. As if on cue, the lights flooded the Hollywood sign, the Roosevelt Hotel, and Capitol Records, all familiar symbols of Los Angeles. I was in awe of these icons, just as I had been when I first saw them as a tourist, many years before.



1972

My inaugural journey over the Cahuenga Pass was in the nascent 1970s. I had no idea that in a dozen years, it would be the path to my eventual success and to the realization of all my dreams. My introduction to Los Angeles (in fact, to the state of California) came during a spring break trip when I was in the fifth grade. My mother and her sister, my Aunt Pat, took me and my sister Kelli (age eight) and my cousin Jennifer (who, like me, was eleven) on a long-promised and much-anticipated trip to Disneyland. With limited funds to spend on airlines and fancy hotels, we purchased coach-class train tickets from Vancouver to LA. The long ride ended at Union Station, where we boarded a Greyhound bus headed south to Anaheim. After a late-night stay in a cheesy off-property motel, our first excursion on the itinerary would not be Walt’s World, but back on the bus and north again to Los Angeles, for a ticketed tour of Universal Studios. An hour later our bus crossed onto the 101, giving me my first ride along the Cahuenga Pass as it carried us toward Universal City. The intercom crackled and the bus driver informed his passengers: “We are now passing Hollywood, down the hill and on your left.” Then in a measured tone he assured us, “Not to worry. Our route will not be traveling to that den of iniquity, and there’s no chance of Charlie Manson or his followers slipping onto the bus.” This was, after all, the early ’70s.

The inspiration for this mom-and-kids adventure was a separate trip my parents had taken a year prior, a rare holiday away from us kids and a departure from the typical Fox family vacation, which usually involved the seven of us huddled together in an army-issue tent, pitched roadside in one of Canada’s provincial parks. Their adults-only vacation had been a flashy upgrade: They were headed for THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. Along for the ride were my Uncle Albert, Aunt Marilyn, Uncle Jake, and Aunt Pat. The group piled into my father’s Dodge Aspen for the drive from Burnaby, first bridging the border at Bellingham, Washington, and then dropping down through Oregon and cutting diagonally across Northern California. Their destination lay just over the Nevada state line: a tour of Bonanza’s Ponderosa Ranch and some careful gambling on the nickel slots in Reno. My dad came back with boxes of pilfered ashtrays from B-grade casinos; his theory was that if they’d gone to the trouble of embossing the hotel’s name on the ashtray, it was advertising, and therefore yours to keep. “Free gratis,” as he would say. In the interest of discretion, he wrapped the ashtrays in hotel towels so they wouldn’t clink on the way out. He kept the towels, too.

After Reno, they crossed back into California and drove farther south toward Los Angeles, excited to tour Universal Studios. There, Dad purchased a souvenir that fired my youthful imagination and left a lasting impression on me. During their sightseeing jaunt around the backlot, they had been offered a glimpse into how television shows were made at an audience participation attraction, the Screen Test Theatre. The tour guide called for a volunteer from the crowd to appear in a mocked-up scene from the popular TV series Adam-12. Dad was a fan of procedural cop shows and a police dispatcher himself, so he leaped up, arm raised. A big man with a strong presence, he was naturally selected for the part. During his moment of fame, Dad completely hammed it up as an inebriated perp who was muscled into the back of a squad car. For his labors, he was given the opportunity to purchase a Super 8 mm film of his performance. If Dad watched that clip a thousand times, I must have watched it a thousand and one.

Now, the following spring, my mom was back at Universal Studios with me, my sister, my cousin, and Aunt Pat in tow.

The tour spun though several of the backlot’s biggest hits—the brownstone facades lining New York Street, an old Western town where a stunt show was staged, a special effects attraction to witness Moses parting the Red Sea, an avalanche barreling toward us inside a swirling ice tunnel, and a tour of Alfred Hitchcock’s office bungalow. At the approximate midpoint of the adventure, our group stopped at a familiar town square complete with a courthouse, a clock tower, period storefronts, and a green space in the middle. Scores of directors, including Stanley Kramer, Rod Serling, and Otto Preminger, had created movie history here. Inherit the Wind, Bye Bye Birdie, episodes of The Twilight Zone, and, perhaps most notable, To Kill a Mockingbird had all filmed scenes in this terra cinema, designated on our Universal backlot pamphlet as “Mockingbird Square.” Flash forward to 1985: A movie arguably more famous than any of those would assure a new name for this sprawling set. As the center of the fictional town of Hill Valley, this would henceforth be known as “Courthouse Square.”

I wish I could report experiencing a tingle of foreshadowing, or that the people on the tram somehow knew who sat among them, but I was just a sticky little shit from Canada, dripping my melting ice cream on my shirt, my annoyed sister, and a few stray tourists.

Then it happened: The tram delivered us to the Screen Test Theatre, site of my Dad’s Adam-12 tour de force. This time it was decked out as the set of Owen Marshall, Counselor at Law, a star vehicle for fellow Canadian Arthur Hill. Mr. Hill was nowhere in sight; the cast and crew had cleared out for lunch. When the time came to seek a volunteer for the mock TV demonstration, I launched myself into the arms of our tour guide. I was given a few lines of dialogue in a trial scene, a kid witness to a petty theft. I crushed it. Alas, I was disappointed that Mom refused to dish out $9.99 for the commemorative Super 8 souvenir. There wasn’t even a courtroom sketch artist to record my film debut. None of us that day would ever have believed that in a few short years, in nearby Stage 12, I would time travel into my own FUTURE. Great Scott!

After the tour ended, my family and I went to lunch in the Universal cafeteria, separated by a velvet rope from the commissary where actual studio celebrities were dining. We were all thrilled to spot James Garner enjoying soup and a cigarette, simultaneously. I also spied a young actor I admired from Adam-12, Kent McCord. As he headed toward the exit, I nervously approached him. No one stopped me, so I figured, what the hell. I stammered, “I know who you are! You’re … Randolph Mantooth!” You idiot. You spoon. Randolph Mantooth is on Emergency! That’s Kent McCord.

As he drifted away, I attempted a rally: “Kent McCord! Kent McCord! I have a funny story … my dad performed in a fake scene for Adam-12…” But he was gone. Oh, never mind. Anyone see Arthur Hill?



1979

Seven years and a major shift in the tectonic plates of my world later, I returned to the Cahuenga Pass. It was the spring of 1979, and this time my travel companion was my dad. We drove together from Burnaby to Los Angeles on a mission to secure a Hollywood agent for me. On the heels of good reviews in several Vancouver theatre productions, and propelled by the encouragement of a casting director who felt my work in a Canadian TV series, Leo and Me, showed real promise, my parents mulled over my pitch: Why finish high school when I was already working as an actor? They weren’t thrilled about my formal education ending pre-commencement, and my mother was especially worried about me living alone in a foreign country at age eighteen. But they couldn’t argue with the logic of momentum. It was the right time for me to give this a shot.

The trip with Dad went a long way toward alleviating my parents’ concern. In our first few days in Los Angeles, we accomplished a lot, and Dad was impressed with the way I handled my business. I did in fact sign with a Hollywood talent agent, Bob Gersh, the son of Phil Gersh, who had represented Humphrey Bogart. I went on a flurry of auditions and earned callbacks or second auditions with people higher up in the production chain. I even secured one solid offer to costar in a Disney movie that would begin production that June. There was enough positive feedback to convince Dad to let me stay.

In between our studio meetings, Dad and I took the time to explore and have a little fun. It was thrilling to roll down Hollywood Boulevard, whose historic duality—vice and make-believe—were on display in full force. We even dared to step out of the vehicle. I saw it not as a center of decadence and immoral squalor, but as a place where dreams could come true. Dad and I joined the line of delighted tourists waiting to order a treat at the legendary C.C. Brown’s, a 1920s-era ice creamery that was used as background for scenes in The Sting, as well as other celebrated films. It’s gone now, but you can find its former location on a map of the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Search for my name and its corresponding star, and you’ll be on the sidewalk facing the erstwhile site of C.C. Brown’s.



1985

The next few years provided a harsh lesson in the education of “a starving artist.” I pieced together a modest career in TV movies and low-budget series, but my big break was elusive. Just when my luck (and my pocket change) had seemingly run out, I was cast in the pilot of Family Ties. By 1984, two seasons into its run, Family Ties was a bona fide hit, consistently near the top of the Nielsen ratings. Which is how I found myself slouching in the backseat of that teamster-driven gas pig as it took me from Paramount over the Cahuenga Pass, on my way to film Back to the Future.

During this transformative nightly commute from one great acting job to another, I would think about my previous jaunts along this route. This time, I was returning to Universal Studios not as an annoying kid tourist, but as the lead in a Steven Spielberg movie. I couldn’t believe my good fortune. I didn’t know it at the time, but all roads led to the Cahuenga Pass, and ultimately, to my future.
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AND SO IT BEGINS



So much rode on the success of my fitting seamlessly into Back to the Future. Being catapulted into the film was like entering a battle that was already underway, with no clear idea of whether we would all win or lose. Everyone was going through the same crisis in their own way. There was intense pressure on every element of the production, for me to work as Marty McFly. The feeling was palpable on the set. No one asked if I was nervous (and if I was, they didn’t really want to know about it). I projected security and confidence, while deep down, I was terrified. I wondered what would happen if it turned out that Zemeckis and Gale had compounded their original error.

Tuesday, January 15, 1985. 7:30 p.m.

My first night on Back to the Future

Tonight’s filming location did not require a trip over the Cahuenga Pass, but a longer haul to a suburb east of Los Angeles. A teamster fetched me after my workday ended at Paramount and drove me forty-five minutes to a parking lot at the Puente Hills Mall, where Doc and the DeLorean awaited.

The movie’s new start had flipped the cast and crew into a nighttime schedule to accommodate my availability. Each department timed their setup and prep so as to be completely ready when the teamster car delivered me to the location. Camera rehearsals and lighting adjustments were accomplished using a stand-in for Marty. The only thing missing was me.

As my car pulled into the parking lot, a small army of crew members surrounded the vehicle. The second assistant director—2nd AD—Pamela Eilerson, introduced herself as she hustled me into the hair and makeup trailer. Pam would be my navigator during the next few months, ushering me to wherever I was needed while keeping the 1st AD, David McGiffert, posted as to my whereabouts and degree of readiness for camera. Pam was David’s right hand, and David was the right hand to the director, facilitating all the details on set. He and Bob were completely in sync.

In less than an hour from arrival to set call, I was ready to shoot my first scene in Back to the Future. Zemeckis ran through the action with me, and the wardrobe and hair and makeup teams made their final touch-ups. The prop master handed me Marty’s camcorder. Deep breath. I walked onto the movie set. One small step for Marty McFly, one giant leap for Mike Fox.



After all the hubbub surrounding Marty’s new wardrobe, my first scene on camera featured none of those clothes. Cloaked head to toe in a bright yellow radiation suit, every part of me was hidden save for my eyes, which were of little use to me at the moment. The condensation from my hyperactive breathing rendered the view through the plastic visor more suitable to John Carpenter’s The Fog than Robert Zemeckis’s Back to the Future. Action! More like distraction. The trouble was I couldn’t see anything as more than a greasy smudge. Further complicating matters, Marty is tasked with recording Doc as he loads the liquid fuel rods into the time machine, but my plastic suit’s floppy-fingered gloves made it difficult for me to hold the prop. All I could think about: Is this really my acting debut in this movie? Fucking rubber gloves!

In later weeks, I would gain enough comfort and familiarity with my director that I would crack a joke right before the camera assistant marked the slate: “Now you are going to see some acting!” I promised. But in these inaugural moments in front of Bob Zemeckis, I imagine he was searching (hoping!) for any positive sign in my work.

Finally, cylinders locked and loaded into the DeLorean’s fuel chamber, Doc signals to Marty that it’s safe to remove his protective hood. The crisp night air seared my lungs, but I welcomed it. I could breathe and see again—both useful going forward.

That scene at the mall holds a special distinction in the movie: It introduces Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown. I had barely met Chris; we exchanged only brief hellos before cameras started rolling. I had no idea how he had played Doc so far, so when he burst in with that crazy look in his eye and manic delivery, I stifled a laugh and thought, Oh my God. Here we go!

Among Chris’s many talents, he was brilliant at elucidating the operational mechanics of the time machine, providing the audience with the critical information they would need. Doc’s job was to supply the exposition, what we in the biz call “laying pipe,” the dialogue assigned to a character to explain what in the hell is going on and to define the terms: “1.21 gigawatts!” My job was to keep up the pace—to jump in there with him. The two of us had no time to get acquainted, but as actors we understood our respective roles and we bonded immediately. We didn’t realize it then, but this movie was going to be some serious shit.

Acting opposite Chris was one of the greatest joys in making this movie. If you’ve ever wondered why Marty and Doc were friends, Bob Gale provides this insight: “One of the things Bob Z. and I were most proud of was the way the relationship between Marty and Doc just works. The audience never has a problem with it. Today, some people would say, ‘Why is this kid hanging out with this old guy?’ It’s because Marty McFly is the type of teenager who wants to hang out with someone like that. To him, Doc Brown is the coolest guy in Hill Valley.”

Our shooting location that first night, the Puente Hills Mall, is not located in Puente Hills—there is no such town—but in the “City of Industry,” every bit as dystopian as it sounds (with a JCPenney, to boot). The City of Industry is a misnomer, of course, as this entire area was erected on a Southern California desert. Deserts are cold places on January nights. If you look closely, you can see the actors’ breath in many of these scenes; we were often freezing. But there were no complaints from me. The chilly temperature helped keep me awake for the five hours of filming ahead.

In the next setup, Doc and Marty were joined by Einstein the dog, the fabulous sheepdog O.J., who likely had more film credits than Chris and me combined. The three of us were directed to react to the arrival of gun-toting Libyan terrorists. The angry gunmen barreled toward us in a Volkswagen bus, of all things, determined to kill Doc for stealing their plutonium. (Are you confused yet? You’re not alone. Confused was my baseline during those sleepless nights.)

We finished filming shortly before 2:00 a.m. I climbed back in the teamster station wagon and curled up with a pillow and blanket for the drive home. I had been entombed in plastic and shot at by terrorists; I was too wired for slumber. Now sucking on a Molson instead of the protein shake I’d consumed on my way there, I thought about what had just transpired. My performance as Marty was developing in real time. I was going to be either the best thing or the worst thing that had ever happened to these people. There could be no middle road. I felt exhausted, but also excited and exhilarated. The one emotion that I feared the most—fear itself—did not materialize.

In a few hours, I would return to Paramount to continue my work on Family Ties, and the whole cycle would start again. In spite of this crazy schedule, I could see that it was actually doable.
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I’M YOUR HUCKLEBERRY



I had no sense of how my first night on the movie was received by everyone else. I was happy with it, and that was all I could focus on. The rest of the crew must have been holding their collective breath. Producer Neil Canton had been pleasantly surprised—and relieved—that he didn’t lose a single crew member when they announced that the production was essentially starting over. Everyone signed on to stay the extra weeks required for the new schedule. “Once you were on board, we were all crazy enough to try to make this happen. We scheduled the reboot, almost down to the minute,” Neil says. “And you were crazy enough to work twenty-four hours a day. So, crazy meets crazy.”

Bob Zemeckis adds, “Before we met with Sid Sheinberg about letting Eric go, we had already figured everything out. Steven and I went into Sid’s office, explained that the movie wasn’t working, and then we laid out the plan. ‘We have the schedule figured out, and a revised budget. We are hiring Michael J. Fox—Gary Goldberg has agreed to share him with us.’”

Sheinberg’s face offered no reaction, so Zemeckis kept going: “‘Luckily we didn’t strike the set for 1955, yet, so we’re going to start shooting again. Michael will work nights and on the weekends.’ But as I’m saying this,” Bob says, “Sid gets up, puts on his sport coat and walks out of the office. Steven and I are running behind him, still talking all the way to the elevator. Sid gets in and turns back to us. As the elevator doors close, he says to me, ‘You, sir, are insane.’”

And that was his “yes.” It was like a scene out of a movie.

In retrospect, Zemeckis acknowledges that this remarkable turn of events could never be replicated today. “I know I sound like an old man, but those days are gone.”

Bob was as surprised as Neil that 100 percent of the crew had signed on again. “It was a ballsy thing we did, and I was afraid there was going to be a mutiny because we had to reshoot five weeks, but they all stayed. I think it’s because they loved the project; they were fans of the material.”

I missed all this drama, but there was an unspoken truth as I arrived on the set: Everyone needed the Marty switcheroo to work, or the movie would be over for good.

While I was performing my first scenes in front of the crew, all eyes were on the 1st AD, David McGiffert. The crew knew that David had developed a system for interpreting Bob Zemeckis’s moods and reactions, so they watched him for a sign of how things were going. Zemeckis was greatly admired and respected by his cast and crew, but he was a bit of an enigma. A man of few words, he didn’t waste time blabbing with everyone or overexplaining things. During their first six weeks working together, David had studied Bob carefully (an indication of how great he was at his job) and noticed that his director had a few “tells”—motions with his hands that would signal specific degrees of stress or unhappiness. On my first night as Marty, he slid his hands into his back pockets—the tells went mute.

David says, “The thing that happened when you came on was that Bob had his partner. You know, you could tell that Bob was finally making the movie he wanted to do.”

Bob Gale chimes in: “When you did your first take, there was an obvious sense of relief and almost exhilaration. ‘Oh my God, it’s Marty. That’s the guy in the script.’ And that was really amazing.”

Looking back on it, Bob Gale reflects, “So often people ask me what is my favorite moment making Back to the Future, and I say it was the first night Michael J. Fox came to work. That whole ordeal helped to make me and Bob very humble, to say, okay, this is how close the difference is between success and failure. Because if not for that decision, we wouldn’t be talking about this movie forty years later. A whole bunch of things would have never happened. And it makes your head explode to take that deep dive.”



Chris and I filmed fifteen script pages (five nonconsecutive nights of the production schedule) at the Puente Hills Mall—known in the movie as the Twin Pines Mall and, after Marty’s reckless driving, the Lone Pine Mall. A majority of these scenes had already been shot with Eric, and now the crew was filming them again. The reshoots required some creative scheduling, often dependent on the movie’s access to prearranged locations. Therefore, between my first night at the mall and the remaining pages to be shot there, the production team was forced to squeeze in a different location.

For the next two nights (Wednesday and Thursday), we moved to the outer edge of the San Fernando Valley for Marty’s time travel arrival in 1955 and the DeLorean’s subsequent crash into the Peabody barn. Filmed at the Golden Oak Ranch in Newhall, this remote location was owned by Disney but regularly leased to other studios in Hollywood. I had filmed at the ranch before. Soon after arriving in Los Angeles, I was cast in a supporting role as “Willy-Joe” on the short-lived Alex Haley/Norman Lear series Palmerstown, U.S.A. The ranch served as the Depression-era Tennessee town in the exterior scenes of that CBS drama.

Our Back to the Future filming location added an extra hour to the commute from Paramount. My new frenemy, that damn radiation suit, accompanied me to Newhall. It was cumbersome and hot. The beads of perspiration on my forehead in these scenes are not movie sweat, just Mike sweat.

As an actor, there’s nothing I enjoy more than a big, shameless pratfall, and I got to execute two of them in the Peabody barn scene. It’s always fun to get inside a character physically, in a way that dialogue can’t always manage by itself. If staged correctly, a pratfall is worth a thousand words.

Zemeckis blocked the action to give me a well-timed laugh. As I emerge from the DeLorean in my hooded radiation suit, Farmer Peabody and his family assume I’m an alien and retreat. I attempt to follow but immediately trip over a hay bale, flipping up my visor and giving me the opportunity for a “What the hell?” expression, an added comedy button to the moment. I stumble out of the barn toward the panicked family, and soon the farmer is leveling his shotgun at me. He lets go with a few blasts (to Libyan terrorists and farmers, that yellow suit must’ve looked like a rubber duck in a shooting gallery). I scamper and careen backward through the barn door, my second pratfall in as many seconds.

Working on a movie is not always glamorous, especially when it’s late at night in near-freezing temperatures. On this night, there was a lot of waiting around while the camera crew dragged equipment from one setup to the next. The rest of the crew huddled around the craft service tables, where a rotating selection of snacks appeared. Around midnight the catering team laid out bowls of hot chili and an array of other tempting edibles. In my daze I uttered, “Wow. All of this stuff is free.” Did I just say that out loud? Already sleep-deprived, my inner broke actor had emerged—the guy who not too long before this moment was picking day-old cookies out of dumpsters behind the bakery.



We completed our scenes at the ranch at 1:30 a.m., and I was back to job number one. Fridays were the sole domain of Alex P. Keaton. Family Ties, like all taped sitcoms, adhered to a five-day production schedule for each episode. Our show rehearsed Mondays through Thursdays and then taped in front of a live audience on Friday nights. The arrangement between Gary and Steven assured Family Ties that I would remain at Paramount on Friday evenings through the taping, forcing Back to the Future to use those Mikeless hours to film insert shots, reverse angles, and any material that didn’t involve Marty. I still needed to report to the movie after Family Ties wrapped, around midnight.

The following Monday evening, the Back to the Future company returned to shoot the remaining scenes at the Puente Hills Mall. First on the shooting schedule: Marty’s late-night arrival at the parking lot to meet Doc. Zemeckis and Gale had given Marty’s character a skateboard as his mode of transportation, which I loved. I was a journeyman skateboarder, having been on a board throughout much of my childhood and teenage years. I wasn’t a pro, but I knew what to do and how to make it look good. By the way, Tony Hawk—the greatest skateboarder of all time—is a big Back to the Future fan. He has reached out to me several times over the years, and our interactions always thrill me.

For that opening shot, Marty needed to exude the laidback quality of his character—he is munching on a snack and listening to his Walkman while skateboarding down a hill toward Doc’s truck. I had to make that look easy, even though the production crew had heightened the stakes by soaking the asphalt with water, a typical practice in nighttime moviemaking because it creates a reflective surface. I hopped on the board and leaned back, determined to stay upright on the slick pavement. Gliding in a serpentine pattern, I arrived at my camera mark and pulled to a quick stop, removed my 1980s foam headphones, and executed a tail kick that popped the board into my waiting hand (flashy, but basically skateboarding 101).

A brief segment like this within a broader scene amounts to only a few seconds on screen, but I vowed to make each of those seconds look authentic. That was my approach: Work hard and do whatever is required of the character. I had to succeed in Back to the Future. I was operating on no sleep while playing the most important role of my career. There was no such thing as ramping up to a good performance—every take needed to be my best.

Something about this film felt different right away. The scope of it was huge, several notches above anything I had done before. When I arrived on that first night, I was blown away by the precision with which the director of photography, Dean Cundey, and the gaffers and electricians had lit the set. Every corner of the vast parking lot was prepared for the shot, creating pockets of darkness and streaks of luminescence, even deep in the background. This has to be expensive, I thought. So much equipment. Such a gigantic crew. A single night in the mall parking lot probably cost as much as a full episode of Family Ties.

It was already obvious to me that Teen Wolf, filmed a few months prior, was not my magnum opus. One day on the set of that film, the prop guy made me take a few photos holding a chocolate bar so they could show the confectioner who supplied the candy that we had actually used their product in the movie. Covered in yak hair, I told him that I felt like a whore doing this. The prop guy said, “Well, you are a whore.”

This memory was especially stark in comparison to the crew surrounding me on Back to the Future. During one of our scenes at the Puente Hills Mall, Bob Gale came up with the idea that Doc should calibrate the DeLorean using a tuning fork. Zemeckis turned to the prop master and asked if he had a tuning fork in the prop truck (as one would, even though there was no tuning fork in the script). Ten minutes later, a tuning fork appeared, expertly shaped on a lathe in their makeshift woodshop and spray-painted to look like metal. “Did you make this out of wood?” Bob laughed. “It’s perfect.”

In the end, Zemeckis didn’t even use the tuning fork, but its immediate manifestation impressed me beyond belief. An everyday miracle on the set of a Spielberg movie.

I pledged to live up to this standard. I loved to surprise Bob with a gesture, a move, or even an ad-lib that I created for Marty. I knew I’d nailed it if we moved on to the next scene or if I heard Bob’s signature “Good, Michael. Good.”

In praise of Bob Z. and Bob G. and the crew, they understood what I was going through and they were very sensitive to it. They saw me struggling, but more often they saw me killing it. And I never complained about the hours. In the behind-the-scenes footage filmed by Universal’s press department, I appear full of joy, even at 3:00 a.m. That was my attitude. This movie was everything to me.



Finally, Bob Zemeckis was also feeling joyous. He recalls when a different sentiment had taken hold, a few weeks earlier. “On the night I announced to the crew that we were essentially starting over, I slipped across the street from the Puente Hills Mall and called my wife on a pay phone. ‘I’m going to finish this movie and then we’re moving to Alaska,’ I told her. ‘Because this is the end. My career is completely over.’” But as the first days of the reboot got underway, Bob felt more optimistic. “It was an absolute relief,” he said. “And on top of that, my editor, Artie Schmidt, assured me, ‘We’re getting there. Michael’s great, and this is going to work now.’”

I knew none of this, until a member of the crew whispered an insider’s update. The script supervisor on Back to the Future was Nancy Hansen. She had the impossible task of monitoring the continuity of a film that needed to match my shots to everything that had already been filmed with Eric Stoltz. During my first week on the movie, Nancy shared something that was exactly the encouragement I needed. She told me that there had been a huge shift in mood during the screening of the dailies: Now there was laughter in the room. The director, producers, ADs, and editors laughed out loud (in a good way) at the choices I was making as Marty. Nancy added, “They are reacting to all the wonderfulness you’re bringing to them.”

Wonderfulness. I let that sink in with a smile.
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WHERE WE’RE GOING … WE DON’T NEED REHEARSAL



I showed up to Back to the Future with no time to feel wrong in the role. Without the luxury of rehearsal, the filmmakers handed me an empty picture frame—it was my job to fill it, hopefully with what they desired. The script provided a wonderful overview of Marty’s persona, but the finer details were up to me.

I knew to inject the “funny” into Marty. Funny I could do. I also filled the frame with agility—barreling through scenes, sliding across the hood of a car, hooking onto a passing truck to pull Marty on a skateboard. All of that was in my wheelhouse. Spielberg was famous for making high-concept, high-energy films (see: Jaws, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, E.T., Raiders of the Lost Ark) and Back to the Future seemed to fit that bill. I knew I could handle the action and physical comedy required in this movie. I bounced off walls with ease—I would throw myself first and figure out where to land while on the descent.

My confidence as an actor always served me well. In Canada, during tenth grade, I auditioned for my first TV series, Leo and Me (I played the “me”), and I knew in my gut that I had it. My theatre teacher, Ross Jones, put me up for the role, and I was motivated by his belief in me. Around that same time, my remedial business math teacher sent me to the principal’s office for an infraction (late/didn’t do my homework/challenged his grading methodology/all of the above). As I passed the open door of the theatre classroom, I heard Mr. Jones talking about me to his other students. “This kid has got it,” he shared with them. “You should tap into his energy.” That was all I needed—just one teacher who believed in me. I owed him two overdue papers, but still he thought highly of me. His support propelled me toward the acting success I eventually enjoyed.

Even during my starving artist days, I approached every audition with a bit of hubris. Within days of my arrival in Hollywood, my new agent began sending me out for auditions. I remember looking at the other actors in the waiting room and thinking, “Why am I going to be successful, and they’re not?”

In spite of my optimism, those early years in Hollywood often gave me reasons to rethink my career. Just because I walked into an audition with confidence didn’t mean I got the part; in fact, usually I didn’t get the part. That’s the life of any actor. I had the shit kicked out of me as a fledgling Los Angeleno and nearly threw in the towel. Somehow, I held on to my conviction that acting was what I was meant to do. If I could survive those years, I could survive anything.

This explains my no-reservations approach to Back to the Future and why I wasn’t hesitant to tackle it in tandem with my full-time television job. The easy part of this arrangement was the double work. That didn’t scare me; it was just the next thing that had to be done. The challenge was to convince the creative teams at Family Ties and Back to the Future that I was giving each production everything I had.


An Actor by Any Other Name

Coming into Back to the Future, I had a nagging suspicion that I might be exposed as inferior. As it turned out, Lea wasn’t the only cast member who had doubts about me. During my first days on the film, there were no backslaps or hugs hello from my fellow troupe. They were still in shock about losing Eric. “Is that a thing?” Lea wondered. “If an actor can be released halfway into a production, then it could happen to anyone.” Adding to the unease, my arrival disrupted the actors’ typical hierarchy—the power structure with theater actors at the top, movie actors below them, then television actors, actors in commercial advertising, and finally, day players and warm bodies in industrial and educational films. I had been all of the above, but I was (until proven otherwise) viewed merely as a sitcom hack—not in the same league as film actors. I was not heralded as a big deal when I dropped into their film midstream, after the cast had already bonded with a real film actor. They were cautious and polite, but not especially welcoming. Lea now admits to a certain superiority. “I was snooty to you because I was a film actor and you were a TV actor.” She laughs as she looks back on that initial reaction. “Obviously, that was such a stupid point of view.”

The parameters that define a movie star versus a television star are only a matter of perception; each is viewed from a different altitude. In theory, television actors shouldn’t be regarded as less important than cinema stars, since both mediums are touched by the same fame. But this was the 1980s, and television stars WEREN’T movie stars. Wildly popular television performers like David Hasselhoff, Tony Danza, and Scott Baio were not crossing over into film work. Conversely, in today’s media world, movie stars are making television shows and vice versa, without any prejudice or condescension.

By early 1985, I had only appeared in a few minor movies (Teen Wolf had not yet been released). My film canon also included Class of 1984 and Midnight Madness, both of dubious quality and equally forgettable. I certainly didn’t consider myself a movie actor. Ironically, I moved to Los Angeles intent on pursuing film work; I, too, had a derisive attitude about being on television when I started. But by the time I landed Family Ties, I felt grateful to be working in any part of the business. Now on the cusp of joining the ranks of movie stars, I knew that the experience, discipline, and skill I’d developed over the past three years on Family Ties would be my key to succeeding in the film world.
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WE ARE FAMILY



On my eighteenth birthday, in 1979, my mother ordered a gelatinous Mickey Mouse sheet cake from Safeway, a dual reference to my last gasp of childhood and the working world I was about to enter. This would be my final birthday at home. My family celebrated with a picnic in Queen’s Park in New Westminster, British Columbia, overlooking the mountain skyline of nearby Washington State. The following day I moved to Los Angeles to begin filming a Disney movie (hence the mouse ears cake), a gig I booked during the trip my Dad and I had made to LA a few weeks before. I had rented a studio apartment and returned to Canada to pack and prepare to move.

Once I was ensconced in my shitbox apartment in the slums of Beverly Hills, it became obvious that I was not equipped to make decisions in my best interest. As a supplement to the services of my new Hollywood agent, I was maneuvered into signing with a talent manager, who suggested I retain an accountant, both of whom excised additional percentages from my meager earnings (40 percent in total). The accountant’s first act was to recommend that I lease his used sports car, a Porsche 924 (the Pinto of Porsches), which I couldn’t afford. Eventually I gave it back to him, which forced me to borrow friends’ cars or, more often, take the bus to auditions.

I worked semi-steadily at first, enough to avoid being a waiter. Not that I could’ve been a waiter, anyway—or a box boy at Ralph’s or a gas attendant at Exxon. I had a work visa, granted because producers were able to make the case that I was special and unique in America: old enough to work the long hours of an adult, but with a look that allowed me to play a much younger character. I spent whatever I earned, and then some. Despite the opportunities I’d been given, I began self-sabotaging—or should I say, I began acting my age. After all, I was a teenager, and my friends back home were still in high school.

One of my early apartments, in the only part of Brentwood you wouldn’t brag about living in (near Sawtelle and Wilshire), was also home to Brian, Andy, and Trip—three guys from Maine who attended nearby UCLA. They were in a frat but weren’t yet living in the house. I tagged along as their good-time pal, living vicariously through their experience (all the fun of college with none of the pesky academic stuff). Partying helped me overcome the loneliness that accompanied my move to America. Making friends in Hollywood had been harder than I expected.

Between acting gigs, I smoked too much and drank with abandon. I was naturally attracted to danger and put myself in risky situations too many times. In my late teens and early twenties, I was definitely a hazard to myself. For some reason, I had the ridiculous sense that I would always survive. As it turns out, I was just naive—and lucky.

My confidence, if not cockiness, continued to carry me through auditions—until it didn’t. By the time I auditioned for Family Ties, nearly three years after arriving in Hollywood and six months after running out of money, I was desperate. I spent my days dodging the landlord and digging through restaurant dumpsters for sustenance. This was my last-chance audition. Either I would land a regularly paying job, or I would head back to Canada to pick up nails on my brother’s construction sites. The fact that I needed a job so badly really messed with my belief in myself. I auditioned for a part in a play around the same time, which I actually wanted more than Family Ties, but I really needed that TV money.



Gary David Goldberg was not charmed by my initial Family Ties audition. Luckily, the casting director, Judith Weiner, stood firmly in my corner, and she encouraged me to hold on. She convinced Gary to see me again, and this time I pledged to win him over. As Gary recounts in his book, Sit, Ubu, Sit: “Mike begins to read the scene, and it’s immediately obvious, even to me, that he is Alex Keaton. He’s funny, smart, charming, just the right amount of bravado, everything I could have dreamed of, in one very cute package. I thank him for his time, he leaves, I turn to Judith Weiner. ‘This kid’s great. Why didn’t you tell me about him?’”

At last, Gary wanted me for Alex. But a big problem stood in the way: NBC was less than impressed with me, in part because the network president, Brandon Tartikoff, thought I was too short to believably play Michael Gross’s son. (Gary’s retort: “I didn’t realize that was how we cast shows now. By height. Maybe we should get Wilt Chamberlain?”) Brandon persisted, questioning my TV appeal. By this point, my baby fat had melted away, I had developed cheekbones, and morphed into a look that girls labeled “cute.” But I wasn’t a classically handsome sitcom type, which inspired Tartikoff’s famous prediction: “You’ll never see that kid’s face on a lunchbox.” Much later, during our fourth season of the show, when the success of Back to the Future further elevated the Family Ties ratings, I had our prop guy fabricate a lunch box emblazoned with my gloating puss. I sent it to Brandon with a note inside:


This is to put your crow in.

Love and kisses,

Michael J. Fox



Gary ultimately prevailed in his fight to cast me as the Keatons’ son. He had become my champion. In a gutsy move, he said if there was no Mike Fox, there was no Family Ties. He was prepared to walk away from the show. I didn’t understand what all of this meant, but at least I knew I wasn’t done in Hollywood.

My performance in the pilot set the tone for Alex, with signature gestures and vocal inflections that I had never used before. Without calculation, I found a different vocal register for Alex. After an early rehearsal, I turned to one of our producers, Lloyd Garver, and remarked about my timbre. “I don’t know where that came from.” Lloyd put his hand on my shoulder and replied, “You’re in the zone, kid. Just go with it.”

Several years later I would find a different voice for Marty McFly, one that was higher and more incredulous (“Doc, are you telling me … you built a time machine … out of a DeLorean??”). As a kid in the ’70s, I had a surprising reverence for classic films; I spent hours internalizing the rhythms and speech patterns of the stars of the ’20s, ’30s, and ’40s. Now it seemed I was channeling W. C. Fields. On the drive home after filming the DeLorean scene, I conducted a mental inventory of the night’s work. I felt vaguely satisfied with what I’d done, but I was confused by that squeak in my voice. What the hell was that? As an actor, choices made on the fly become associated with your character for life.


Freshman Season

Brandon gave Family Ties a spot on NBC’s fall 1982 schedule, and we commenced production of our initial thirteen episodes, the cautionary order for a first-season show. The back nine episodes, completing a full season, would not be green-lit until the series proved itself with an audience. Loosely based on Gary Goldberg’s own family with his wife, Diana Meehan, Family Ties featured parents from the hippie generation raising conservative, 1980s kids. As originally envisioned, the show would largely reflect the parents’ perspective.

We taped each episode in front of a live audience. The recruited bodies sitting in the stands each week were also watching Family Ties at home in their living rooms; they were our first enthusiastic fans. After the first month on NBC, Brandon Tartikoff delivered a stack of market research to Gary. Brandon was the first to admit he’d been wrong about me. “You’ve got lightning in a bottle here with Michael Fox,” he declared. “Turns out even people who don’t like the show like Mike. It cuts across all ages and gender categories.” Brandon’s next request posed a dilemma for Gary: “NBC would like the emphasis of the show to be more on Alex now. More on the kids.”

Clearly, the market research was good news for me, not that Gary or the studio or anyone else was sharing it. If you have a golden goose, you still want him to think he’s an overachieving duck. The research had no immediate relevance, anyway; I was going to do the same thing, whether or not people in Peoria liked me. Because of the desperate nature of my journey to this point, I wasn’t taking the time to run a survey. If I was concerned with anyone’s good opinion of me, it related to my Family Ties costars, Meredith Baxter and Michael Gross. They were great people and wonderful castmates, but they would be the first to admit that they were none too thrilled that the series they had signed up to star in (this especially applied to Meredith) had been hijacked by an altitudinally challenged smartass from Canada.

Still, Meredith and Michael were nothing but nice to me. I can’t help but smile thinking of the early days in the first season, when I was prone to chronic tardiness, and Meredith volunteered to get me to work on time. In my defense, I was taking the city bus to work, without the financial means for more reliable transport. Meredith was a stable presence in my life, mirroring her motherly role on the show. Each morning, she rolled down the alley behind my apartment in her canary-yellow Mercedes sedan, honked her horn, and waited for me to stumble out, still tucking in my shirt or tightening my belt. She drove me to work until I could afford to buy a Honda Prelude at the end of the first season.

It’s remarkable in retrospect that Meredith and Michael weren’t all that much older than me. Born on the same day of the same year, they were thirty-five at the start of Family Ties; I was twenty. They were both seasoned professionals—Meredith, Emmy-nominated for her previous work; and Michael, a classically trained actor out of Yale Drama. There was no missing the fact that they had a different outlook about Family Ties and the way it was trending. As the focus on Alex increased, I was careful to deflect as much attention back to Meredith and Michael as possible. You could say this was a by-product of my upbringing, in which I learned the importance of being a team player. Or you could attribute it to pure craftiness—kill ’em with kindness. Just damn happy to be there. I took nothing for granted.



Alex P. Keaton

Many of Alex’s best scenes in the show were with his sister, Mallory, the brilliant and beguiling Justine Bateman. In the pilot’s first act, Alex and Mallory engage in a tug-of-war over the family’s telephone, and as I wrest the receiver from her hand, I blurt out, “Alex P. Keaton here.” Where did that P come from? Search me. The impromptu middle initial was an unvetted ad-lib, but it got a laugh, which means it stuck.

Alex and Mallory’s sibling tension did not mirror real life. Our characters were always at odds, but as actors and people, Justine and I had a certain sympatico. We became the best of friends. “Working together was so easy,” Justine recalls. “It was like two well-fitting pieces.”

Justine was always learning, always willing to do whatever it took to get the laugh. Too many times, those laughs came at Mallory’s expense, zingers Alex unleashed on her mercilessly. “She always had to take it,” Justine says, “and roll her eyes or something. It started to bother me personally, to have to keep taking it. And I thought, well, what if Mallory didn’t think it was an insult? What if she responded to Alex’s digs by saying, ‘Thank you.’ And that would confuse him: ‘No, I meant that to be an insult. You can’t take it as a compliment!’” Justine employed this technique on her own, putting a spin on the dialogue that the writers might not have intended. But hey, it got laughs, and soon her character evolved in that direction.

Justine had a legitimate point. Alex could be a pompous fool, a blowhard, a jerk. When Gary created the character, many of Alex’s traits were potential liabilities. His sharply conservative politics contrasted with the leanings of his liberal parents, his material focus on financial success at odds with their bohemian ethos. So it was all the more surprising that audiences, particularly teenagers the same age as Alex, responded positively to him.

The key for me in discovering Alex’s likability was in finding charm within the dark side of his characteristics—exposing Alex’s heart.



Little-known Family Ties trivia: Tina Yothers, who played Alex’s younger sister, Jennifer, was the first actor cast for the pilot. Gary loved her in the Albert Finney movie Shoot the Moon, and locked her in. At nine years old, Tina’s husky voice belied her pint size; she sounded as if she’d smoked a pack of cigarettes.

Justine, Tina, and I developed a closeness that mimicked real siblings (family ties, go figure). We had no expectations or sense of entitlement going into the show, just gratitude that people responded to what we were doing. Though I had an easier time dealing with the famous part, we helped each other to avoid the pitfalls of celebrity. If the network had an issue with my height, how about the fact that none of the Keaton offspring resembled each other? I was Midwestern wholesome, Justine a Maltese beauty, and Tina a cute Cabbage Patch doll come to life.
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MARTY REDUX



There’s no “right way” or “wrong way” for an actor to approach a role. In Back to the Future, my take on Marty was simply different from Eric Stoltz’s. It’s not my place or my intention to represent Eric. I wasn’t there. I can only comment on his Marty based on conjecture and the experience of others. From what I gather, Eric’s Marty was more somber than mine, approached through the lens of Marty’s altered reality at the film’s end.

I understand where he was coming from. There’s an argument to be made that when Marty goes back to the future, his 1985 is forever changed; everything is modified from the version he left at the beginning of the film. Marty is responsible for altering that reality—he gave George the means to stand up to Biff, setting his father on the path to confidence and success by shifting the power dynamic between George and his nemesis. At the end of the movie, George’s career as a writer, his loving marriage to Lorraine, and the family’s improved quality of life could be viewed as a tragedy for Marty—he, alone, would remember the version of his family as losers. He would be living a different reality than the rest of the family, without their shared memories or the same lived experience.

As Lea puts it, Eric focused on this outcome. “Eric was right in the sense that it was a tragedy, because at the end of the movie, everybody knows a different past. So, all of the people Marty loved knew a past that he didn’t.”

That would account for a different approach to the action in 1955, such as the “Calvin Klein” scene in the bedroom with Lorraine. Lea explains that during round one, this scene was played with trepidation and a tinge of sadness. She matched Eric’s energy, which created a very different dynamic for the scene and a different tone for their relationship in the film.

Lea quickly recognized that I intended to go in another direction. I interpreted the script in a specific way: I saw this movie as a screwball comedy. She says, “I vividly remember filming that first scene with you, because it was so different. I’d never worked with someone who had the kind of comedy chops that you had.” Suddenly, the awkwardness between Marty and Lorraine was no longer weird. It was hilarious.


Let’s Do It Again

The cast had been through a lot. They had already put over six weeks of good performances in the can and were being asked to start again. Most scenes needed to be reshot, partially or entirely, which required the actors to replicate the rhythms of their previous work from weeks earlier, and to nail it just as they had done the first time. The cast were also required to turn their lives upside down in order to shoot at night, to accommodate my schedule at Family Ties. It wasn’t fair in a lot of ways. Lea concurs. “We were thrown into a certain amount of disarray working with your schedule. We felt it deeply. And it was a bizarre thing to reshoot six weeks of material.”

Complicating matters, the producers hoped to preserve isolated takes—single shots of individual actors during Eric’s weeks on the movie—and then drop these previous performances into the new version of the film that was coming together with me in the lead role.

In convincing Universal to let them recast Marty this deep into the production, Zemeckis, Gale, and Producer Neil Canton had pledged to save money and time by salvaging footage that didn’t feature Marty in the frame. This was a challenging endeavor because Marty was in almost every scene, and they were already halfway through the production schedule. They would need to reshoot all of Marty’s singles and any master shots that featured him with other members of the cast, while trying to keep individual reaction shots intact. It was a giant puzzle.

Actors are not interchangeable. The cast had shot many scenes with Eric and were now being told that someone else was being brought in, but the old coverage (the term used for the wide variety of shots of each character in a scene) would be preserved. This was a little unfair to them. Acting is about reacting—and their coverage represented specific choices they had made relative to Eric’s performance, not mine.

Working with other performers is a conversation, a kind of communion. It would be difficult for actors to do a scene with one lead and then expect those beats to work with a new person in the role. This Marty McFly switch-up required something different of them. My energy wasn’t the same as Eric’s, which would naturally throw the actors off balance from the way it had worked the first time.

I understand the pressure on the filmmakers to cut corners where they could. This was guerrilla warfare. But their plan to retain some of the existing footage meant that the actors had to forfeit opportunities to adapt their performances to what I brought to the part.

Lea recalls, “They were going to use my original close-ups from the bedroom scene, from the version I shot with Eric. It played out as a super sad scene when Eric and I did it, so I said that was not okay. It’s a completely different scene now.”



Cover Me

There is a general formula for filming group scenes of the size and scope and ambition of this production. One example is the dinner scene in Lorraine’s house, which directly follows the bedroom scene. With seven people clustered around the Baines family table, Zemeckis filmed the master first, which featured everyone in one wide frame. Then he picked up the individual coverage to get each actor’s scripted contribution. Even if a character didn’t have any lines, Zemeckis captured their reaction to other characters’ dialogue. They’re at the table for some reason and they have a point of view; otherwise, they’re just furniture—and no one wants to be furniture. Another reason for coverage: The filmmaker needs these reaction shots as cut-aways in order to cover “lifts” in the scene, or footage removed during editing.

The cast had already shot the dinner scene with Eric; now the producers considered recycling those old reactions to the Marty they once had, to use them with the Marty they had now.

Let’s say you’re an actor in this type of dinner scene, and there’s a tiger at the table. The tiger stalks around the table, doing what a tiger does best, and you react to that. Then, six weeks later, you find out the tiger you were reacting to is now a hippo in a tutu. But you’re told, “We can’t reshoot all of your great interplay with the tiger,” even though he’s morphed into an entirely different animal. “We’ll just use the reactions you gave to the king of beasts.”

That would be devastating for an actor.

In the end, many of the reaction shots in Back to the Future were indeed refilmed the second time around, giving the cast an opportunity to adapt accordingly. Bob Zemeckis reflects, “We tried to salvage what we could, but for me, it was a completely different movie. We were starting over.”



Reality Check, Please

I always looked at acting this way: You have to adjust your reality to the reality of the film. The director establishes the consensus reality, the consistent plane of being, the agreed-upon standard of expression that is supported by the full cast. As long as you stay within that reality, you’re fine. An actor in an ensemble project must find his place inside that consensus; you can’t just blow in with your own set of truths that don’t meet the filmmakers’ vision. That’s why they call them auteurs.

When I signed on to Back to the Future, there wasn’t a minute for reflection; I just had to make an educated guess and go for it. I couldn’t afford the extra hours to invest in how Eric had approached the role, and that would’ve been no help to me, anyway. I skittered in like a shithouse rat, scrambling to get this done without wasting anyone’s time. This was a new start, and I had to commit to my first instinct about the role. As the lead actor, I had a different story to tell, but I had to be careful that it belonged inside the film’s prescribed collective consensus.

Bob Zemeckis quickly surmised that I approached Marty from a different angle, one that led with comedy. As it turned out, my reality fit neatly into the one he and Bob Gale envisioned.

Looking back on our experience of making the film together, Bob Zemeckis paid me a great compliment: “You taught me so many things. I don’t know if I ever thanked you for it, but you taught me a lot about comedy. You would say things like this, ‘You know, I should take three steps and then say the line.’ We’d run through it and I’d go, ‘Oh yeah—that is better.’”
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IF IT’S MIDNIGHT, I MUST BE MARTY



What’s remarkable about multi-camera sitcom television is the sheer amount of effort required in an episodic schedule, and yet, the consistency of the show’s quality, week in and week out. Family Ties produced twenty-four to twenty-six episodes in a season, each coming together over the course of five days. We were blessed with a talented writing staff and a diligent crew; everyone worked hard. Gary referred to it as a high-wire act, like mounting a new theatrical production each week. I balanced on that wire with the added weight of a second job.

You’re reading this book, so I presume you have some curiosity as to how I divided my schedule between Alex, Marty, and Mike—how the three of us mastered space and time to accomplish the daily tasks at hand. Indulge me, and I’ll attempt to explain.

Here is a look at a typical week during this time:


Monday

9:00 a.m. My teamster driver ferries me to Paramount for the start of a long week. Given that Sundays are my only day off, this is the most rested I will feel for the next seven days. Still, I snooze the entire ride to the studio. By 10:00, the Family Ties cast has gathered on Stage 24 along with our writers, producers, production department heads, and the network and studio brass for the “table read,” the first time the cast collectively reads that week’s script aloud. There’s an art to this: Invest enough in each line to establish the possibility of a laugh, but don’t push too hard—you don’t want to burn out on the first day. Never editorialize. And for the love of God, never bail on a joke—everything deserves an honest effort. My answer to Gary and the writers: “I’ll make it work.”

The basic value of the table read is that it reveals areas where the plot needs tweaking, gags that are DOA, and payoffs that are begging for a punch-up. The process can tell you what kind of week you’re going to have—a laugh fest that you know will kill on Friday night or a dog that just won’t hunt.

We spend the rest of the morning discussing the script.

After lunch, a small, insular group begins to work through the scenes on stage—just the actors, director, assistant director, any guest cast that week, script supervisor, prop master, and stage manager. This is when the episode feels most like rehearsing a play—it’s our little band of drama nerds, putting on a show in the barn.

5:00 p.m. It’s a wrap on Family Ties. This will be my earliest release of the week. I grab something to eat in my dressing room, tuck my Back to the Future script under my arm, and by 5:15, I’m in the teamster-driven station wagon, headed to Universal. According to 1st AD David McGiffert, as soon as I leave Paramount, the countdown begins at Universal (or wherever we’re shooting that night). In unison, the crew members’ walkie-talkies blare throughout the set: “Michael Fox is in the car. Forty-five minutes until arrival.” Announcements continue updating my progress, every fifteen minutes, until I’m standing in front of them. There is not one minute to waste on this movie.

I crack open my Back to the Future script to the scene we’re shooting that night, and I begin to memorize Marty’s lines. Somewhere over the Cahuenga Pass, I manage to push Alex’s voice out of my head and tune in Marty—his cadences, his incredulous crackle. I can’t erase Alex’s business entirely, though; I’ll need to find my way back there tomorrow. For the moment, I’m shoving it all in my cranial closet.

6:00 p.m. I pull into Universal Studios, met by the typical tornadic reception. Tonight we’re on the backlot, filming Marty and Doc as they attempt to affix the lightning cable to the DeLorean, while a thunderstorm pummels them. Ginormous Ritter fans have been deployed to create the wind. They’re loud—airplane-engine loud. So freakin’ loud that Chris Lloyd and I can’t hear each other, or Bob Zemeckis’s direction.

2:30 a.m. The crew wraps, and I’m loaded into the teamster vehicle for the ride home. Hoarse from shouting into the wind for eight hours, I suck on throat lozenges and pray that Alex Keaton will have a voice tomorrow. It’s 3:15 in the morning before I crawl into bed for a few hours of sleep.


Tuesday

At 7:00 a.m., there is a revised Family Ties script waiting outside my apartment door. This draft is filled with new dialogue—sometimes whole new scenes—the product of notes from yesterday’s table read. Revisions will continue to arrive each day, differentiated by blue, yellow, green, salmon, and goldenrod paper. By the end of the week, the entire script will be a paginated rainbow, nary a single original white page remaining. (An interesting aside: If you were to get in a time machine and go forward forty years, the rehearsal stage is now populated with actors carrying iPads loaded with their scripts. To save paper and improve efficiency, only a few printed scripts are available, and those are in miniature format. Most cast and crew use the digital version, with revisions still identified by the ancient color code—blue revisions are labeled “blue,” but appear white on the iPad.)

The cast assembles on stage by 10:00 a.m., and we start to fold the new material into what we rehearsed the previous day. The director guides the actors through their paces, with movements designed to orient us toward the fourth wall (also known as the proscenium), the missing wall of each set where cameras will be placed. By midafternoon, we are ready to “put the show on its feet” and do a rough run-through of the episode in front of the writers and producers, who sit in folding chairs along the proscenium. Jokes have to make it past this Maginot Line of writers that separates the actors from the bleachers, soon to hold the live audience.

In rehearsals, I’ve been bouncing ideas off the director to augment Alex’s dialogue with physical moves: “Or, I could do something like this…”

From the beginning, I relied upon kinetic energy for Alex, employing movement to amplify his intentions and emotions. This was especially useful in the Keaton kitchen, a challenging space with few options for movement, limited to the same repetitive trips to the refrigerator or the table, week in and week out. To shake things up for Alex, I might jam my hands into my pockets and do a pirouette that launches me onto the kitchen island, hands still firmly tucked in. Or, in one motion, I’d plop down in the rolling chair beneath the mini-desk, push my foot off the wall, and send the chair spinning to the kitchen table, where I’d say my next line as if none of that had happened.

I’ll show these maneuvers to the writers, and if any of them land, I won’t pull them out again until Thursday, to prevent the bits from going stale.

After the run-through for writers and producers, we get another round of notes. Gary is thoughtful about including the cast in these sessions—asking what feels right and what doesn’t. I sense a safe space among this accomplished creative team to pitch a few new jokes. The writers don’t wait to see if my jokes work, they just need to know that I believe in them. Any new laughs are bonus babies, value added.

At 6:00 p.m., I’m back in the station wagon and en route to Universal. Tonight, we’ll continue shooting the scene we started last night, with more yelling against the constant roar of the Ritter fans. Chris and I are both physically and vocally spent by night’s end. Add to that tonight’s Olympiad: I feel like I’ve run a hundred miles, from clock tower to time machine and back again. And then there’s the falling, tumbling, and a memorable slide across the hood of the DeLorean, Starsky and Hutch–style. When I first showed this stunt to Bob, he said, “Love it! How’d you know how to do that?”

I answered honestly, “It just kind of happened. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”

“Well, can you do it again?”

“All night, Bob.” This is the kind of exchange that energizes me throughout the night.

“Okay, guys,” Zemeckis directs. “Let’s get that slide in frame and follow him all the way into the car.”

David McGiffert chimes in: “Reset everyone, we’re going again.” And so we do, over and over.

By 3:00 a.m., I’m passed out in the backseat of the station wagon. My teamster driver practically carries me into my apartment and deposits me in my bed, my alarm set for four hours of sleep.

Wednesday

A revised Family Ties script appears on my porch. (A side note: These were pre-computer, old-timey typewriter days, when your desk drawer was stuffed with little bottles of white-out liquid and those weird coated tabs that allowed you to revise typed letters on a page. In that era, a company called Barbara’s Place hired mostly out-of-work actors to type the revisions given to them by television writing staffs. They would then deliver these revised scripts to the homes of the actors and producers in the middle of the night.)

At 7:00 a.m., my driver from Paramount rouses me awake and throws on a pot of coffee. I inhale it. On the way to Family Ties, I read through the revised script. Wednesday mornings are devoted to rehearsing the show with the new changes and finalizing the actors’ performances and movements. This is the last time the actors make any substantive changes, since the rest of the week is devoted to the technical aspects of the show.

In the afternoon, we stage a more formal run-through of the episode for the writers, producers, and in the beginning years, an audience of pencil-wielding NBC and Paramount execs, who mark their scripts as we present each scene. A long notes session follows, with rewrites to come.

6:30 p.m. I’m off to Universal to finish the storm scene at Courthouse Square. Some of Doc’s close-ups in this high-action sequence will be shot later on a soundstage, where the art department has reconstructed the building’s pediment. We’ve discovered that Chris Lloyd is deathly afraid of heights—he’s been nervous for weeks about the action given to Doc in this scene, requiring him to perch on the precipice of the courthouse and dangle from the clock, à la Harold Lloyd (no relation) in the silent film Safety Last!

One afternoon, a few weeks earlier, when no one was around, Chris had decided to check it out. “I went up the stairs behind the courthouse facade to the fourth floor, where I could peek out the window and onto the square. I looked at the size of the ledge and I thought, There’s just no way I’m standing out on this ledge. I had a meeting with Bob and told him—I was nice about it—but I said, ‘I don’t want to do that, because it’s dangerous.’” Bob assured Chris that safety measures would be in place. They could shoot some of the isolated shots on the stage, employing a wider ledge and a less daunting height, but they absolutely needed him up on the real courthouse for the wide-angle shots. Chris agreed to compromise: “Ultimately, I was kind of sitting, not standing, and I had a cord, a harness attached to me.”

As the night wears on, I begin to share Chris’s trepidation. Truly fond of him after our short time working together, I can’t help but worry about the guy. I wish I could do the stunt for him—after all, I love that stuff.

Chris survives the scene, and the focus shifts to me. While what comes next doesn’t qualify as stunt work on the same order, it isn’t exactly without risk: I get to drive the DeLorean. I know what you’re thinking … cool! I thought so too, at first, but soon I grew to hate driving the DeLorean. First of all, let’s face it—it’s a shit car. Slow to accelerate, with cheap appointments—and that’s before our special effects crew added their two cents (or several million dollars, all in). Those jerry-rigged accoutrements—the flux capacitor and various time clocks and flourishes—tend to be rather rough-edged, metallic and sharp. After that first night in the driver’s seat, and for the remainder of the movie, my hands are crisscrossed with lacerations, my knuckles bruised, and my elbows contused from slamming into the space-age console. As they say in show business, Pain is temporary, film is forever. (It could’ve been worse: In the original script, the time machine was a refrigerator—imagine being stuck inside of that?)

Bob Gale recalls an ad-lib that I offered that night, which survives in the finished movie. I was tired and probably forgot the scripted line, so as I set the knobs, switches, and instruments inside the DeLorean, I said, “Engine running. Flux capacitor … fluxing.” Both Zemeckis and Gale agreed, “That was great. Let’s do that.” As cowriters, they were open to changing things in the moment, if I could make it better but not interfere with the careful detail they had prepared for every scene.

Chris may have been less enthusiastic about my ad-libs. Bob Gale laughs as he recalls, “Christopher Lloyd is a theater-trained actor, and those actors don’t just know their lines, but the entire play. Chris studied, and knew his lines and everyone else’s lines, backward and forward. So when you would ad-lib, there would be times when Chris was thrown for a loop. He wasn’t expecting you to say that. But he never broke character—he would just turn his reaction into a Doc Brownism.”

By 3:00 a.m. we wrap, and I’m driven home. My driver extricates me from the car and tosses me into my bed (which, by the way, will remain unmade for weeks, if not months).

Thursday

The latest revised script for Family Ties appears outside my apartment door. My TV teamster rouses me awake; I’ve slept through the alarm. He starts the coffee and the shower, sees me to the bathroom door, and I take it from there. He prevents me from slipping back to sleep by yakking incessantly. I’m too tired to be annoyed.

The Family Ties stage is alive this morning with the arrival of our camera, lighting, and sound crew, a beehive of activity as they begin to rehearse their parts in recording the episode. While the cast reports to wardrobe fittings, our designated stand-ins go through the paces of camera blocking each scene, using color-coded tape on the floor to mark where each actor is supposed to land in order for their assigned camera to capture them in frame and in focus. Later, the stand-ins familiarize the actors with our marks, not to be mistaken for the separate cameras’ marks on the stage, establishing their positions. No one’s hanging off a ledge, but it can all be confusing.

We rehearse for the remainder of the day.

It’s on Thursdays that the actors get “off book” and put their scripts aside. I begin to commit Alex’s lines to memory. Marty’s lines will come later.

People often ask me how I memorize that much dialogue. My method has always been the same: I don’t memorize the lines; I absorb them. I take pictures with my eyes and imprint them on my brain.

As the week progresses, the hours at Family Ties grow longer. There’s more to do as we close in on the taping of this week’s episode. At 7:00 p.m., I dash to the station wagon idling outside the cast entrance, and I’m headed back to the future.

Tonight, we begin working on a new scene, which is a little more dialogue-heavy for Marty. After a quick round of hair and makeup, I’m outfitted in Marty’s jeans, checkered shirt, and suspenders for the McFly family dinner scene at the start of the movie. Crispin Glover and Lea Thompson have already been through hours in hair and makeup, transforming George and Lorraine into middle-aged versions of themselves. Zemeckis shot some of their isolated close-ups in the late afternoon, so when I arrive on set, we begin all of Marty’s dialogue, the masters, and any other shots that have glimpses of Marty in the frame. The good news tonight: The running, sliding, and bellowing are over. I get to sit down for this whole scene and speak in normal human decibels.


Friday

The final revised Family Ties script appears outside my apartment door. I review the changes on my way to Paramount. Once at Stage 24, it is straight into hair, makeup, and wardrobe. By late morning we begin to block and tape the episode, recording each scene with all the pieces in place. We move along not in order of the script, but in “set order”—for instance, capturing all the scenes that take place in the living room. This is a far more efficient process that allows the camera and sound teams a dress rehearsal, while at the same time recording the episode in its entirety, prior to the live show. We’ll need this pre-tape as a backup during editing.

We block and tape all afternoon, right up to our dinner break. While the live audience, who have been lining up for hours, are finally loaded into the bleachers, you’d think the cast (namely, me) would take time to relax and rest up for the show. But, no. Justine, Tina, and I sneak over to the Company Store, adjacent to the commissary. Paramount has recently purchased Sega, the video game company, and we spend most of our dinner break playing Frogger (Tina turns out to be an especially adroit amphibian).

In the minutes leading up to the audience taping, I feel a burst of adrenaline. It’s ironic, but for all the effort it took to get to this point, I feel more energized than enervated. I love to work, especially under the pressure of a live performance. It’s catalytic to me. Gary used to say that other than Lucille Ball, for whom the live audience format was invented, nobody thrived more in this form than I did.

At 7:00 p.m., the cast is introduced to thunderous applause, and we take our places for Act One. Alex will enter the first scene via the side door to the kitchen. As I’m awaiting my cue backstage, I suddenly panic. Where is my camcorder? The prop master has carefully laid out the various accessories each of us needs on a small table: Steven’s umbrella, Jennifer’s bookbag, Elyse’s portfolio of architectural drawings. But where is Alex’s camcorder? Wait … Alex doesn’t have a camcorder. Marty has a camcorder. Alex has a briefcase, right there on the table. I burst into the kitchen to find Steven Keaton reading the paper. For Chrissakes, I remind myself. Don’t call him Doc.

By 9:30 p.m., the live audience show is over and the crowd is dismissed. There are still pickups to do—bits and pieces we didn’t nail the first time, mostly miscues and fuckups. We don’t want to test the patience of the audience by making them sit through this final grunt work. Some kids remain behind and hang over the rail, clamoring for autographs. I normally don’t mind indulging them, but tonight I can’t help but think, I may not have time for this. I can’t let my job make me late for work.

Somewhere around 11:00 p.m., Alex is done. It’s Marty time. I change out of my Family Ties wardrobe and race to meet my teamster driver. I’m feeling the strain, but that’s nobody’s business but mine. I’m not going to bring any of that to the Back to the Future set.

We’re on the Universal soundstage again tonight. I’m dressed, coiffed, and ready to start filming by midnight. First, we complete the coverage of the McFly family dinner scene.

I feel genuinely fortunate to have inherited such a gifted company of actors. The thrill of working with Christopher Lloyd is that he pulls the reactions out of you—you can’t help but respond. It’s like a forced exhale after a sucker punch to the gut. Crispin Glover, Lea Thompson, Wendy Jo Sperber, and Marc McClure are singular talents, each bringing their own dynamic. The challenge for me is in discovering ways to react to the subtler choices—Marc kissing George on the forehead (“Ooh, Dad. Time to change that oil!”); Wendy’s annoyance at fielding Marty’s phone calls from Jennifer; and Lea’s middle-aged Lorraine, her face etched by despair. She’s heartbreaking. And then there’s Crispin, as sorry old sad sack George, his dinner bowl filled with peanut brittle and his staccato bray of a laugh launching semi-masticated peanut shards across the table. Crispin is phenomenal in the role. I’m careful not to let my reactions become a comment on his choices, like I might with Chris. Instead, I just take in the madness. This is what Bob Gale refers to as the Jack Benny or Johnny Carson school of comedy. Bob says, “The joke may not be that funny, but the reaction to it is what makes it work.”

One other adjustment for me in moviemaking—I don’t have the luxury of doing as many takes as I would on the television show, where I can try myriad versions until I’m satisfied that I have given the director and editor everything they need. “Let me try that again,” I’d say to Bob, and at some point, his familiar cutoff, delivered with a smile: “Film is expensive, Mike. We got it—moving on.”

With the coverage of the dinner scene complete, we proceed to the next vignette in the McFly home, the introduction of George’s bullying coworker and relentless tormentor, Biff Tannen (Thomas F. Wilson). It speaks to Tom’s skill and versatility that he can so convincingly play a bully, when the man’s actually a gentle giant.

Fridays are definitely the most demanding days for cast and crew. Because of my late arrival, we are forced to shoot through the night. We wrap at sunrise. I don’t even remember being driven home—I awake late the next day, having been transported to my bed by the kindness of good old Local 399.
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HOW CAN THEY MISS ME IF I WON’T GO AWAY?



I continued to honor my promise to Gary, remaining steadfast in my commitment to Family Ties during months of night shifts at Back to the Future. Okay, so I was tired and mildly disoriented—but according to my castmates and crew at Family Ties, it was business as usual.

I recently asked Justine Bateman about our work together during that period. “The remarkable thing is,” she reflects, “I didn’t notice anything. I knew you were doing the movie, and I just remember being confused about when any sleep was occurring. You do the math—I don’t know, he’s putting a full day there at night and then coming here. I don’t get where the sleep fits in. I felt like, well, if anybody can do that kind of thing, it’s Mike. He’ll go 100 percent on this project and 100 percent on this other thing. But there was no difference in your performance on the Family Ties set.”

Michael Weithorn, the supervising producer and head writer at Family Ties, concurs. “I struggle to find specific memories of you having a hard time. It’s not like you had to learn your lines for each scene in front of the audience.” We were just five years apart in age, and I considered Weithorn a peer, our friendship cemented by our mutual love of music. He describes it as “the greatest creative collaboration of writer/actor that I’ve had in my career. We just fed off each other.” Weithorn’s unique wit and intuition as a writer led him to stories that showcased Alex’s fierce intelligence, yet still allowed him to be vulnerable. He became the voice of Alex—he understood the character’s eccentricities and bravado.

Weithorn and I formed a Family Ties house band with fellow writer/producer Marc Lawrence (whose two children grew up to be verifiable rock stars—their band Lawrence just opened for The Rolling Stones). Marc bears a spooky resemblance to Bob Dylan and can find his way around the entire Beatles catalog. His comedy writing evokes Woody Allen. One of the funniest guys I know, he claims no memory of disruptions to the show during my Family Ties/Back to the Future double duty. Looking back on it now, however, he doesn’t see how it could have been done. “Family Ties was a lot of fun, but it was hard work. People see the show, and it’s twenty-two minutes long and it’s wonderful, but they don’t see how much time it takes to make it work. I don’t know how you did that.”

Michael Weithorn tells an anecdote about how the success of the film changed everything—most notably, how it affected our ability to go out, unnoticed. “We went to an Irish pub one night, where some girls recognized you. They were fawning all over: ‘Oh, you’re so great. We love the movie so much.’ And you very graciously said, ‘Thank you,’ and then motioned in my direction and said, ‘You know, this is one of the writers on Family Ties.’”

Weithorn laughs. “If you could measure the shortest amount of time that somebody could look over at someone and then look back at you, this would be it. Zero interest.”

I appreciated that Weithorn and Lawrence retained their senses of humor throughout our time together, and they’ve never let me forget those moments in the years since. My Family Ties experience would not have been the same without the friendship and talents of these two men. They were my colleagues and my wingmen. Together, they helped me create a memorable character in Alex P. Keaton.


Don’t Stop Believin’

When I first shared with friends and family that I had accepted the role in Back to the Future—taking on a double shift—they were dubious. “That’s impossible. How can you do both at once?” Well, no, I thought. Not impossible. Improbable, maybe. Ill-advised, perhaps. My experiences so far had taught me that nothing was impossible. Simply put, I had gone from being an undersize and frequently truant C student in Canada—a borderline juvenile delinquent whose only sellable skill was acting—to a semi-employed starving artist, to a lead actor in one of the top-rated television shows in America, all in a few years. I was used to “impossible.”

It was impossible that I was in this situation at all. Given my level of partying and the hedonistic lifestyle I’d led in the three years prior to Family Ties, it was a miracle I was still going. For decades, young dreamers arrived in Hollywood who never made it out. They destroyed themselves in the pursuit. For every one of me, there were a hundred others whose stories didn’t end well. What I needed more than anything else was someone who believed in me, beyond my steadfast high school acting teacher and my family (who, to be fair, were 1,200 miles away and had no idea of the struggle I had been enduring).

I found that champion in the person of Gary Goldberg, who doubled as my mentor and father figure.

As important as Michael Weithorn and Marc Lawrence were to me, I admired our full complement of Family Ties writers; they were all talented, dedicated, and a blast to work with. Gary, the Grand Poobah, the paterfamilias, has to be viewed as the straw that stirred the drink. He, in effect, taught me how to go about my business and behave like a responsible citizen. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t have been in this wonderful mess.

Gary would tell a similar and equally improbable story of his own journey, which is one of the reasons we bonded. A decade before Family Ties, Gary was living in a cave in Greece—an actual freaking troglodyte—while backpacking across Europe with his dog Ubu and then-girlfriend (later wife) Diana. A series of canny moves and lucky introductions landed him in Hollywood as a sought-after writer. Gary recalls one night, soon after Family Ties became a megahit, when he and I went out for a post-taping dinner at Le St. Germain on Melrose. We discussed the unlikely trajectories that led us to the exquisite market-priced sole meuniere and ’71 Montrachet we were savoring during this, our finest hour. Gary mused, “Well, Mikey, we’re just two working-class kids, trying to make sense of the staggering success we’re flirting with here. Somehow the world cracked open at the top, just a little, and the two of us squeezed through.”

So true. My crazy fucked-up days hanging out at UCLA were not that far behind me. I responded to Gary, “It’s like we jumped a life, you know?”
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BACKGROUND MUSIC



During my dad’s twenty-five years in the army, he had to move his family from posting to posting, all across Canada. It was often tough, especially on us kids, but as he would always say in his trademark growl, “If the army wanted me to have a family, they would’ve issued me one.” Eventually, we settled in Burnaby, a suburb of Vancouver, where Dad got a job as a police dispatcher.

I was part of the unguarded generation. I had a tight group of friends in our housing complex; together we claimed the liquor store parking lot across the street as our playground, perfect for ball hockey, save for the constant flow of traffic swerving in for re-ups. The liquor store was connected to a ’60s-era mini-mall, where the loading dock ramp behind Woolworth’s served up awesome skateboarding opportunities—and a few broken bones.

My friends were mostly at-risk kids, prone to getting into trouble—undersupervised and overstimulated. They were feral; smart, but not Alex P. Keaton smart. We were all screwups, but at least we were inventive about how we screwed up.

Perhaps owing to the fact that I moved so often as a child, making friends and leaving them, I became a master at adaptation and assimilation. Not the traditional definition of popular, though—I was weirdly popular AND unpopular. I did my best to fit in with everyone. (I would need this skill later as an eighteen-year-old émigré in a new country.) Before dropping out of high school, I bounced between the social deviators, the jocks on the hockey and lacrosse teams, the cool guys who played guitar and listened to Eric Clapton, gay friends, first-generation Canadians from diverse backgrounds, and the fringe kids in theater and art. I absorbed the best qualities of each. I related most to the creatives, because their passions were mine, too: writing, drawing, acting, and music.

One of the most popular guys in school was Andy Hill. He was the big man on campus: an A student and a certified babe magnet, equally talented at athletics, academics, and music (he went to college on a hockey scholarship and earned his degree in music). I don’t know how it happened, but I became Andy’s tag-along friend. I guess he found me amusing enough to take me under his wing. Most of my other friends were working-class kids like me, the sons of cops or plumbers or military men, but Andy’s father was a doctor. They were rich. They lived in a private community known as Buckingham, with a swimming pool (right out of Fast Times at Ridgemont High) and a soundproof studio in their basement—all the more reason why it was weird that I so easily fit into his epic world. Andy could afford a great guitar, a sleek Fender Jaguar, and he offered to teach me to play.

I begged my parents for a guitar of my own. The best they could do was a cheap Fender Telecaster knockoff. That summer, my mom arranged a job for me at the waterfront cold storage plant where she worked as the payroll clerk. My job was to walk the docks and collect the fish totes, the receipts fishermen would write out when they brought in the next ton of salmon or tuna. I reeked of fish that entire summer (herring season was the worst—just ask my friends), but I managed to save $600. I spent every bit of it on a real Fender Telecaster. A few years later, I had to sell that guitar to cover the expenses for my move to Los Angeles.

It’s hard to rank or quantify the relative value of friendships, but I had one particular high school buddy who played a major role in those transformative years. His name was Chris Coady, and he was the cat’s ass. A year ahead of me in school, Chris was like family to me. I was the goofy sibling to his cool, mature older brother. He loved the same music I’d been playing with Andy Hill for the past few years: the Stones, Zeppelin, The Who, AC/DC—my personal Mount Rushmore of rock and roll. We went to concerts together, even some plays. Our pastimes were more sophisticated than the hobbies of my other friends. After I dropped out of high school and moved to Los Angeles to pursue an acting career, Chris and I remained close. He was the kind of friend who didn’t judge me when the lucrative career I was so sure about did not immediately materialize. He didn’t say “I told you so” when suddenly I was broke. Instead, he sent me $200. Years later, when “lucrative” finally arrived, I took Chris along with me to Paris and Venice as part of Back to the Future’s European festival circuit.

Chris recently dug out a postcard I wrote to him in 1982, shortly after rebounding from my personal nadir in Los Angeles:


[image: ]
How perfectly in character that Chris saved this piece of correspondence; in addition to everything else, he was the archivist of my early life, stowing away the detritus that would later become treasured memorabilia.

By the way, out of this group of high school losers, most of them are very successful today. And I’m still friends with many of these guys, particularly those who influenced me the most—Andy and Chris.
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SO YOU WANT TO BE A ROCK AND ROLL STAR



Monday, March 11, marked the halfway point in my filming schedule, although you couldn’t prove that by me. I had no clue; my inner clock was blown.

Of my three personas, Alex P. Keaton was best equipped to understand and harness time. Alex ran on a schedule, his daily spreadsheet etched into his hippocampus. He wore one of those plastic digital watches, which, compared to today’s Apple Watch, equates to a sundial. Marty McFly wore a similar watch in 1985, but in 1955 he swapped it out for one of Doc’s analog beauties. For all the fuss about time, I don’t remember Marty looking at his watch much, except while modeling for Drew Struzan’s iconic Back to the Future movie poster, wide-eyed and crook-armed, mouth agape as he checks the readout on his Casio. Wait—if this was a marketing photo shoot, then I would technically have been Mike, and Mike (forgive the third person) never wore a watch. I couldn’t have needed one less—an army of pushers and pullers and assistant directors and teamsters were all charged with the responsibility of getting me somewhere at some fixed point, and none of them dared stand out as the waster of my time (well, Paramount’s time, or Universal’s time).

Another reason to celebrate March 11: On this date, everyone working on Back to the Future finally reset their body clocks to “normal.” As the first day free of my obligation to Family Ties, this marked the end of the movie’s mandatory late-night shoots. The previous Friday, I had taped the twenty-sixth episode of the Family Ties season, and the show wrapped its third year on NBC. Alex was a free man. Marty was no longer a dog without a bone, and Mike was no longer an actor out on loan (sorry, Jim Morrison). I felt liberated, unleashed from my first commitment to fully explore the second. The Bobs had done everything possible to make this shared arrangement workable, but now it was my turn to delve into the full spectrum of my performance and to live up to the belief they had shown in me.

The scene on today’s docket provided the perfect opportunity to let loose.

I reported to work that morning at the corner of Franklin and Highland Avenues in Hollywood (hard by the Cahuenga Pass), where the Back to the Future crew had commandeered the United Methodist Church. As an expression of my elation on this first day with only one job, I drove myself to the set. I pulled my black Datsun 300 ZX (man, I loved that car) into the church’s parking lot and tucked in alongside the “circus,” production parlance for the wagon train of vehicles, vans, trucks, and trailers that line up near a filming location. Actually, it’s referred to as the circus in Canadian film and television productions, but on this side of the border, American crews refer to it as the “basecamp.” I remain loyal to the maple leaf version.

While crew members buzzed around me, I took up a post on the hood of my car. My leg casually draped over the fender, foot flicking a rhythm, I plucked on my air guitar, fingers flashing across an invisible fretboard. Rock and fucking roll. To anyone casually passing by, I’m sure I looked completely unhinged. My intense focus was not on my appearance, however, but on the task ahead. In a few hours, we would start shooting a sequence that required more preparation and rehearsal than any other portion of the movie: the 1955 Enchantment Under the Sea dance, and Marty’s literal out-of-body (or in-and-out-of-body) performance of “Johnny B. Goode.”

With the song’s playback coursing through my headphones, I rehearsed the chords over and over on my invisible guitar. But something was off; a high-pitched squeal had seeped into the recorded track. I slid one headphone off my ear and immediately recognized the problem: A gaggle of teenage girls were staring at me through the chain-link fence, screaming like I was a goddamn Beatle.

I had become increasingly aware of my predicament. In the two years since Family Ties exploded into a hit, I was being watched, followed, stalked. That may sound sinister, but it describes the constant assemblage of girls wherever I went. A few weeks earlier, we had filmed the nighttime exterior scenes of the Enchantment Under the Sea dance at Whittier High School, south of Los Angeles. A horde of girls in tube tops and leggings descended on the location, slathered in lip gloss and with hair teased to the point that it must have caused pain … mini-Madonnas. According to Bob Gale, “The word got out that you were at the high school, and girls were lined up seven deep to catch a glimpse of you.” The crowds were contained behind barricades, but every time I made my way from my trailer to the set, the screaming erupted. For the crew, this was a novelty they hadn’t seen before (and a source of constant ribbing). In the previous version of the movie, there was no such fuss on the part of the local nubiles. I mean no disrespect to Eric, but I had the advantage (or disadvantage) of starring in a television show. Whittier High School was smack-dab in the middle of my demographic.


Johnny Better B. Good

This is my favorite scene in the movie—obviously. It represents dreams coming to fruition; me doing for me what Marty did for himself. What was happening in my life at that moment was no less transformative than what was happening in Marty’s. Marty powers this scene to seal the relationship between his parents. He is giving the performance of his life—for his life. He literally saves the world with his guitar.

Among the many characteristics that drew me to Marty was his love of music, a quality I was excited to impart. The first time we meet Marty, he’s plugging his electric guitar into Doc’s monster amplifier. Marty is a proficient guitarist, evident a few scenes later when he and his band, the Pinheads, audition for their school’s talent show. Marty capably charges into the opening bars of “The Power of Love” before Huey Lewis (in a cameo role as the audition judge) crushes Marty’s dream. Huey halts the band’s audition and announces through a bullhorn that Marty’s band is “Just too darn loud.”

After this humiliating setback, Marty tells his girlfriend, “I’m never going to get the chance to play in front of anybody.” Jennifer encourages him to submit his music to a record company, but he hesitates. “What if they say I’m no good? What if they say, ‘Get outta here, kid. You got no future’? I mean, I just don’t think I can take that kind of rejection.” Bob Gale reports that he and Zemeckis worried about the audience failing to draw the connection between this moment and Marty’s triumph in the “Johnny B. Goode” scene, so the script called for an additional scene, which we filmed, showing Marty mailing the tape to the record company once he’s back in 1985. “We ended up cutting it out of the movie,” Bob says. “We don’t need to see the tape. Marty is a changed guy; why hit the audience over the head with the fact that he’s a more confident musician at the end of the movie? During editing it was clear—we don’t need more words. The pictures in ‘Johnny B. Goode’ do actually tell the story.”

As Marty reveals his fear to Jennifer about not being good enough, he has no way of knowing that he will soon travel thirty years into the past, where he’ll get the chance to bare his inner rock star in front of a crowd, and get down with his bad self.

The Pinheads scene could have been an experience right out of my high school years. Fifteen-year-old me related deeply to Marty’s plight. I, too, wanted to be a rock and roll star—not a likely path to adult approbation. All my interests were creative, and because they weren’t balanced by equal measures of scholastic or civic success, they were seen as detrimental. Teachers were frustrated with me, and I was frustrated with them. None of us thought the other understood.

As it turned out, music would not be the gateway to my success—my outsize ambition did not match my skill level. But I never gave up the dream.



I worked harder on the “Johnny B. Goode” scene than any other portion of the movie. Determined to play the chords and lead lines with precision, I rehearsed for weeks with a guitar instructor, Paul Hanson. Other than the hours I spent filming the TV show or the movie, most of my free time was dedicated to jamming with him.

Paul was a guitar slinger who earned extra bucks teaching at the Musicians Institute in Hollywood. A few months prior, Bones Howe, the music supervisor on Back to the Future, had called the Institute to inquire about hiring a guitar teacher for the movie’s lead actor (at that point, Eric). Out of all the teachers there, the receptionist recommended Paul Hanson—a serendipitous moment that would change his career trajectory. The previous day she had stopped Paul in the hallway and asked if a rumor among the staff was true: “Can you really play the guitar with your teeth?”

Paul confirms: “I had this cool lick I could do with my teeth, which I showed her. So, when Bones called asking for someone who could teach an actor to play the guitar in crazy ways, the office girl immediately thought of me.”

In January, Eric began working with Paul in his garage studio, learning the chords for “Johnny B. Goode.” They hadn’t made much progress before Paul was notified that a different actor would be taking over the role. “I hate to say it,” Paul admits now. “But I never watched Family Ties, so I didn’t really know who you were.”

Our first lesson got off to a rocky start when Paul couldn’t get onto the Universal lot. “I drove up to the studio gate in my old Volkswagen Squareback, which could easily fit two Marshall amps, an Echoplex, and all my guitars. I waved to the guard and announced, ‘Hey, dude. I’m Michael J. Fox’s guitar teacher.’”

Skinny as a rail, with red-rimmed eyes and a layered dome of blond hair coiffed in the style of ’80s hair bands, Paul looked more like a teenage stoner than a legitimate instructor. The guard gave him and his ratty vehicle a once-over and quickly turned him away. “Yeah, sure. That’s a good story,” he scoffed. After some back-and-forth phone calls to the production office, Paul finally gained entry. “I guess you are Michael J. Fox’s guitar teacher,” the guard acknowledged as Paul passed through the gate. “That’s pretty cool.”



You can always spot an actor who is not a real smoker but attempts to play a character who smokes. It’s hard to achieve that verisimilitude; they pretend to smoke but you can tell they don’t know what they’re doing. A seasoned smoker knows how to hold the cigarette, how to get rid of the smoke. It’s the same with the understanding required to be a plausible guitarist. Real musicians can look at an actor and say, “That guy actually plays the guitar.”

The first test is to hold the instrument correctly. My philosophy is this: If you’re going to imitate a rock star, it’s all about feeling the shape. The way you position the guitar must be believable. To sell Marty as a credible guitarist, the actor playing him would have to assume the correct form. And you have to know the chords. You can’t fake that. Well, I did fake that, somewhat; it’s not actually me playing on the “Johnny B. Goode” audio track. The producers hired a professional guitarist, Tim May, to record the playback (with vocals supplied by Mark Campbell from Jack Mack and the Heart Attack), but I played the song on camera note for note. It was important to me that all my chord work be accurate. In fact, I said to Zemeckis and the director of photography, Dean Cundey, before we started the scene, “Please feature my hands in the frame—I promise I won’t let you down.”

Years later I met Canadian music legend Bryan Adams, who commented on my “shaping” in Back to the Future. I couldn’t help but say, “Thanks, but how was my playing?”

“Fuck your playing,” he shot back. “You nailed the shape. You look like you’re playing the guitar and you’ve got an attitude with it. The guitar should feel like it’s alive in your hands, and you’ve got that.”

There’s a reason girls line up in front of the lead guitar player at a rock concert. With its beautiful curves and the intersection of the strings, a guitar possesses a unique sexiness. There’s both a male and female form to it that when combined can be very sensual. Watch Heart’s Nancy Wilson play the guitar. That’s sexy. Likewise, there has to be a dance between guitar and guitarist. There’s nothing more boring than a musician standing still (or God forbid, perched on a stool), strumming a guitar. That has never been an issue with me; put a guitar in my hand and I can’t stop moving.



During my initial lesson with Paul, he was surprised that my guitar playing was already solid, better than amateurish. A devoted music fan, I had played in a band as a teenager back in Burnaby (you’ve no doubt heard of Halex). We rocked plenty of dance parties in local church basements, so it was fitting that I found myself filming the “Johnny B. Goode” sequence inside a church.

Paul and I worked together for a full month before we shot the music sequences for the Enchantment Under the Sea dance. An early adjustment: We switched the key of “Johnny B. Goode” from B-flat (as played in the original Chuck Berry recording) to B. As Paul explains, “Jimi Hendrix did it in B, and an ’80s guitar player like Marty McFly just wouldn’t play it in B-flat.”

The key of B was better for me because I could quickly reference the fret markers. I’m bouncing all over the stage, lip-synching, and trying to keep track of my hands on the guitar at all times. When you’ve got nine things going at once, it’s easier to tap the markers than the spaces in between.

It was critical that I get this right, and Paul agreed. Not a musician himself, Zemeckis expressed some concern that we were messing with the key. Paul was smart—he appealed to the music supervisor, who concurred with our approach. “Bones Howe explained that the reason Chuck Berry played ‘Johnny B. Goode’ in B-flat was because he came out of ’50s-era band leaders, and those guys were all horn players. Horn guys played the flat keys.” This all changed during the rock era. Paul said, “In the ’60s, guitar players became the band leaders, and they played the sharp keys, like A, B, and E.”

Once the question of the key was settled, I started practicing. Paul made a tape of the guitar solo, playing at half speed so I could listen carefully and memorize the changes.



Let’s Play Something That Really Cooks

The dilemma for the filmmakers is that the “Johnny B. Goode” scene isn’t truly necessary. Not only does Marty’s performance fail to progress the plot, it arguably interrupts the plot. Once George and Lorraine kiss during the band’s dreamy rendering of “Earth Angel,” Marty’s work is effectively complete. He’s due inside a DeLorean within the hour, his only chance to return to the future. So why delay the mission for a musical interlude?

The answer: Zemeckis and Gale added this sequence for pure joy. I defy you to watch it without smiling. “Johnny B. Goode” is the greatest rock and roll song of all time, and playing it gave me the opportunity to compose and express a love letter to all of my favorite guitar virtuosos. The scene adds a time travel joke, shocking the 1950s teenagers with the kind of music their kids will someday adore. It also releases the pressure from the preceding scenes (Will George and Lorraine ever get together? Will Biff play spoiler to the plan? Will Marty get out of the trunk of that car? Will Marty disappear completely?).

Tensions resolved; now let’s have some fun.



The script called for a pretty straightforward high school dance scene, but the camera work added a lot to bring it to life. Just as Marty’s movements on stage were created during weeks of rehearsals, a tremendous amount of cinematic artistry went into capturing this sequence on film. A remote-controlled camera attached to a Louma crane did what a handheld camera could not: It dipped and swooped around and under the dancers, even diving suggestively between their legs, as their partners tossed them with adolescent abandon. The camera brushed against twirling taffeta and always seemed to land in just the right place for a close-up of our heroes, George and Lorraine. The effect was so dynamic, it ratcheted up the pressure for me to deliver on my end.

Here is the original scripted version:


INT. STAGE — NIGHT

The band finishes “Earth Angel.” The audience applauds.



MARVIN


(to Marty)

Say, you’re good, man. Do another one.



MARTY


(checks his watch)

No, I’ve gotta go.



MARVIN


Come on, let’s do something that really cooks.

Marty thinks for a moment, then smiles slyly.



MARTY


Well … all right. You guys’ll just have to follow me on this one …

(steps up to the mic, addresses the dance)

We’re gonna do one more. Where I come from, they call this Rock ’n Roll!!

Marty starts playing a guitar riff.



MARTY


(to the drummer)

Drums—gimme a blues beat, to this:

Marty picks out the rhythm. The drummer follows along.



MARTY


Bass—do this …

Marty hums the bass line. The bass player joins in.



MARTY


Piano, take the bass line and play it up 3 octaves.

The piano player does so.



MARTY


Sax! Improvise on the 3-chord progression.

The saxophonist does so, and it sounds like ROCK ’N ROLL!

ON THE DANCE FLOOR, heads turn. There are reactions of astonishment from everyone—and the kids start dancing.



The script then lists the ensuing action for Marty:


Marty euphorically begins cavorting around like Little Richard. Marty whips off his sport coat and throws it in the crowd. Now, Marty tears open his shirt and does some Elvis pelvis moves! Girls scream.

Marty’s movements become Mick Jagger–esque, then take on a Michael Jackson style.

Finally, he drifts into pure HEAVY METAL, puts his guitar next to the amp, making FEEDBACK.

This goes a little too far for 1955 musical taste—the band stops playing, and the kids stop dancing. They all watch Marty, not sure what to think.

Marty suddenly realizes he’s gone too far. He smiles sheepishly and steps up to the microphone.



MARTY


Uh, sorry, you guys aren’t ready for that yet. But your kids are gonna love it.





The dialogue and action in the finished film are quite different from the scripted version. Zemeckis allowed me the personal freedom to design this scene as I liked. I ditched the idea of mimicking Michael Jackson and Mick Jagger (not guitarists!) and replaced them with tributes to my own rock guitar gods. By the time we shot this scene, I had worked with a choreographer, Brad Jeffries, to create a sequence of moves. As the song progresses, Marty holds the guitar low and falls to his knees without missing a chord (Jimmy Page of Led Zeppelin); slings the guitar over the back of his head (Jimi Hendrix); and performs a Pete Townshend trifecta: He jumps onto the speaker stack and executes a gymnastic leap back to the stage, windmills his arms, and slides onto his back and scoots across the stage floor—all while continuing to play the correct chords. We wanted the music track to come alive. The fingering on the fretboard matched the playback, precisely. Paul taught me how to achieve intense right-hand hammering, an homage to Eddie Van Halen: “We had you tilt the pick and tap really fast,” Paul says. And we added in a bit of Slash (Guns N’ Roses), with a rumbling downward slide along the E string.

The morning we started filming the band sequence, I showed the Bobs what we had worked out for this scene. They were ecstatic. Paul says, “Bob Zemeckis and Bob Gale were both patting me on the back afterward. They said, ‘Great job, Paul. Great job.’ I just remember thinking, Dang, this is the easiest gig I’ve ever had. I just showed you where to put your hands and then you went crazy. You did all that choreography, kicking the amp over and sliding on the ground. I got all this credit, you know, but it was pretty much you doing it.”

Despite what he said, Paul deserved every compliment he got. The success of that music sequence rested on his hours of preparation and attention to detail, which matched my own. As a show of thanks, we surprised Paul by securing an on-screen role for him in the film: That’s Paul playing the bass next to Marty in 1985, as one of the Pinheads auditioning for Huey Lewis.

After we finished filming “Johnny B. Goode,” Zemeckis offered his assessment: “Goddamn, Michael, that was great!” Months later, he shared with me that the days spent on this scene were the most fun he had on the movie. “It was so cool, all the different through-time guitar riffs. I loved it.” Mission accomplished. I was pleased that he was pleased (no, I was thrilled that he was pleased).



A highlight of filming “Johnny B. Goode” was hanging around Harry Waters Jr. (Marvin Berry) and the professional artists who portrayed the Starlighters: Tommy Thomas on sax; Granville “Danny” Young on upright bass; David Harold Brown on drums; and Lloyd L. Tolbert on piano. All undeniably talented. That’s actually Harry singing “Earth Angel” in the movie. These guys spoke to me in musicians’ vernacular, relating to me like I was one of them, which I genuinely appreciated.

As with any movie production, there was a lot of downtime while the crew set up the next shot. We cleared the stage for them to work, but we made good use of that time. Even when the cameras weren’t rolling, we were rocking. In anticipation of this, Paul brought along his own equipment: “I had a suitcase with a Fender Pignose amp inside.” A Pignose is a portable amplifier that runs on batteries—smaller than a bread box, somehow louder than a dump truck. Paul adds, “I just plugged you into the Pignose and you jammed along with the backing tracks.”

If a thriller movie introduces a gun into a scene, you know at some point, that gun’s going to go off. It’s the same with being in a room full of guitars. Some time, some way, those guitars are going to get played. We rocked out for our own amusement, and the assembled extras and the crew clearly loved it.

That’s why they call it playing music … not working music.



The filmmakers didn’t set out to make music an iconic element in Back to the Future, but that is what helps to give the movie generational appeal. The musical choices they made turned out to be as memorable as the movie itself. Alan Silvestri’s legendary score is the perfect fit for the action, earning him a Grammy nomination and cementing his partnership with Bob Zemeckis for all their great film collaborations to come.

Zemeckis and Gale wanted to feature contemporary music on the film’s soundtrack, as a hip complement to the 1955 songs. Together with Spielberg, they approached one of the most popular bands of the ’80s, Huey Lewis and the News, commissioning them to add a song with breakout radio potential. Huey submitted “The Power of Love,” an infectious pop rock ditty. With the success of the film, it became the band’s first Billboard number-one hit, and it received an Academy Award nomination for Best Original Song.

Huey created another tune, “Back in Time,” specifically for the movie’s end credits. A wink to the audience, this song can also be heard on Marty’s clock radio, awakening him in 1985 for the final scenes of the movie. This song is now synonymous with the film and a crowd favorite during the band’s live tours. Huey, you’re just too darn good.



A Vanishing Beauty

To play “Johnny B. Goode,” Marty borrowed Marvin Berry’s Gibson ES-345, a guitar first introduced in 1958—three years after the 1955 scene in the movie—a temporal inconsistency that guitar aficionados and Back to the Future fans have pointed out again and again. Granted, this is noteworthy only for the thousands of Future heads who clock every detail in the movie and parse every quirk in the timeline continuum. But there’s no cinematic Easter egg intended here—the film’s art department simply picked the ES-345 because it evoked the iconic wine-red axe that Chuck Berry famously duckwalked across stages all over the world.

Both the ’55 and ’58 versions of the Gibson electric are rare and beautiful instruments; for me, it makes little difference which I played. I’ve always loved the Gibson E line: big, imposing guitars yet hollow-bodied and therefore lightweight. Even a little guy like yours truly could sling ’em and fling ’em and still make ’em sing.

A few years ago, I visited Gibson’s mother ship in Nashville, Tennessee, known as the Gibson Garage. For anyone who loves playing, this is a pilgrimage to guitar heaven. Even non-guitar freaks are in awe of its majesty. I entered with no fanfare, but as I perused the racks, a staff member spotted me and immediately swept me into the company’s inner sanctum. The windowless core of the facility impressed me even more than the storefront—here is where the vault is located, home to their most treasured pieces. I gazed at guitars owned and played by Jimmy Page, Slash, Duane Allman, Jeff Beck, and many other legends. One stand stood empty, though. It was reserved for a certain wine-red Gibson ES-345: Marty’s guitar from Back to the Future.

In the decades since the movie’s release, the guitar used in “Johnny B. Goode” has grown more important for what it isn’t than what it is. What it isn’t is available—which is to say, it’s missing. I wish I could claim to possess it, but I didn’t have the foresight to know how valuable it would become. Somebody did, though, and whether it’s in their active collection or stashed in their attic or home studio, they’re not speaking up. Perhaps they’re waiting for the statute of limitations on vintage guitar theft to expire. (Oh, Paul … is that what’s under the blanket in the rear of your Volkswagen Squareback, where you once kept your Echoplex and Marshall stacks?)

In a day and age in which collectible guitars are demanding exorbitant prices, the sense of value for this piece of movie memorabilia is huge. Especially given the sums fetched for Eric Clapton’s “Blackie” Fender Stratocaster, David Gilmour’s Black Strat, and a 1959 Gibson Les Paul played by Jimmy Page and later owned by Jeff Beck—the Back to the Future ES-345 could easily fetch in excess of seven figures. Gibson has taken up the search, even going so far as to sponsor a documentary film chronicling the quest to find my famous red rock and roll machine. They haven’t found it yet; the documentary’s eventual release is linked to the existential discovery and retrieval. We’ll keep you posted.



A Medley of My Hit

The “Johnny B. Goode” sequence—preparing for it; playing it for Zemeckis, Gale, and Spielberg; filming it and reliving it over and over again in impromptu performances through the years—means more to me than anything else in the Back to the Future universe. Those three minutes on screen became the musical calling card that allowed me to play like a rock star in theaters, sports arenas, and pavilions all over the world. I’ve played “Johnny B. Goode” at MetLife Stadium and at Kate’s Fish Camp in Florida. It’s a medley of my hit.

This song enabled both Marty and Mike to realize their wildest dreams. Mine came true slam-jamming “Johnny B. Goode” alongside some of my personal guitar heroes, including The Who, B. B. King, John Mayer, Sting, John Fogerty, Joan Jett, James Taylor, Aerosmith, Elton John, and Sheryl Crow, among others. One of the true highlights of my life was joining Chris Martin and Coldplay on stage during their sold-out US tour. Chris links his music aspirations to “Johnny B. Goode.” He told the crowd, “The main reason why we’re in a band is because of watching Back to the Future.” I’ve heard similar sentiments from bar band journeymen and Rock & Roll Hall of Famers alike.

It never gets old.
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BOOB TUBES AND BIG SCREENS



There’s an important distinction between the rhythms of sitcom television and those of moviemaking, as Lea Thompson discovered several years after we worked together, when she was tapped to star in her own NBC sitcom, Caroline in the City. Characteristically generous with a compliment, Lea says she learned how to master the traditional TV formula (setup + payoff = joke) by watching me. She also recalls how my television chops serviced the comedic dynamic on Back to the Future: “I bet that Chris Lloyd really loved it when you arrived, because you both had that comedy background from doing sitcom television.” (Though trained and experienced as a theater actor, Chris also found success on TV as Reverend Jim in Taxi.) Lea continues, “Chris probably felt much more comfortable with you because he could set something up and you hit the ball back in the way you knew how to do it, right?”

For me, the X factor that separates acting in television from acting in movies is the presence of a live audience. As a comedic TV actor, my relationship with the studio audience is critical, but in a feature film, the bleacher bums aren’t there to be in cahoots with me. The whole process in filmmaking is contrary to television. A movie soundstage is soundproof for a reason—it demands absolute quiet while we’re working. The crew is conditioned for silence, so as an actor, there’s no way to know if your joke has landed or if the bit of physical comedy you improvised is, in fact, funny. Fortunately, in the minutes between Bob yelling “Cut!” and the next take, I got just enough feedback from our Back to the Future crew to know if I was on the right track.

While filming a movie, the audience can still be with you—they’re just not literally with you. I loved watching Cary Grant’s camaraderie with his hidden audience—it was as if he was saying to people in the movie theater, I have a seat for you right here. Sit next to me. It’s the same for me as an actor: The audience has to be part of my work, whether I can see them or not. My calculus in playing a role is to think about how people watching the film will receive it. I’ll take things to the extreme, as far as they can go, just to entertain them.

If I’m acting on television, I’m inside a small box in people’s homes, often viewed through the crack of the bathroom door or while they’re doing light housekeeping. But if I’m appearing in a movie—especially back in the day when audiences had to assemble in a dark theater—I’m locked in with them. I’m twenty feet tall and beautifully lit, viewed over the heads of hundreds of other patrons and a hundred more behind them, all looking up at the beams of light exploding onto a giant screen. How fucking cool is that?



Day to Night

There was something appropriate in the fact that my television role was filmed during daytime hours. Television, especially sitcom TV, has always been happy, shiny work. Whether it’s Family Ties or Full House, it is friendly stuff under bright lights, buoyed by a crowd of excited fans. If the live audience, or those watching at home, are too distracted to respond appropriately to the jokes, there’s always a laugh track to fill the aural void.

By contrast, a movie (especially the one that currently fit my schedule) was strictly nighttime stuff. Mature fare, with a far greater budget and production value.



Filmmakers are always in a battle with the sun. They’re either chasing it—racing through their scene list to squeeze in every exterior shot that requires matching light—or waiting impatiently for the sun to set, so they can begin filming night scenes. Daylight is not a negotiable thing—it’s always number one on the call sheet and it shows up when it damn well wants to. If you don’t like it, you can’t call its agent.

Rain has a similar contract.

Back to the Future faced a more complex negotiation with daylight than the average movie. The recasting of the lead put the production weeks behind schedule. Bob and his crew had to work day and night to finish the film, with a shooting schedule meticulously cobbled together to take advantage of every minute of daylight or nightfall. They were trying to solve an equation that wasn’t supposed to work. And in the middle of it, I was just this indomitable force that they plugged into whatever scenario they needed to film. It was like trying to put together a Rubik’s Cube that was running out of green squares.

While shooting a movie, actors must tackle scenes out of sequence. On a Tuesday, you might film your character opening a door—but not emerge on the other side until weeks later. Four-camera sitcoms, on the other hand, are not broken down into their parts. You’re doing the whole thing at once, in narrative order. The show is alive all week, constantly evolving with revisions, even as you’re taping the show. With a movie, the script is, for the most part, locked in place. On Back to the Future, we didn’t have the luxury to rehearse and then rewrite. Bob set up the shot, filmed it, and we moved on to the next thing. Once a scene was done, it was done.

This complete mismatch in the two formats—television versus film—added another layer of complexity to the crazy seesaw during those months of double duty.
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ALEX, MARTY & MIKE



There is definitely a glimmer of Alex P. Keaton in Marty McFly, and vice versa, but for the most part, they are two distinct characters. Alex is cerebral; Marty is instinctive. Alex is dry cleaning to Marty’s spin cycle/throw it on the clothesline. They would not be friends—I can’t see where they would connect. Alex leads with an attitude of superiority. He is an intellectual, a type-A planner. Marty has no plan; he just hopes it will all work out. What Marty lacks in logistics, he makes up for in curiosity. He is intrepid and audacious, all about endless possibility.

In high school, I might have traded a few witty barbs with Alex, maybe cheated off his test papers, but it’s Marty whom I would have befriended. Maybe this is why it was easy for me to slip on that orange vest and become this guy. I was funny and fast, just like Marty, and people underestimated me, which worked in my favor. Many of his characteristics were in line with mine: A determined kid who didn’t back down from anything, loved to skateboard, played in a rock band, flirted with girls—all of that was central to how I saw myself.


Tough Guys and Bullies

I related to Marty’s attitude, his willingness to stand up for himself. I could be a tough guy, and I also knew how to warm up to the thing that was tough. There was a fringe group of gritty kids in my hometown. We all lived in similar neighborhoods with similar economic situations, but these guys were bad news. One of them always wanted to fight me. If I had to throw down my beer and go at it, so be it. He would usually win the fight—he was bigger than me—but I got in enough shots that he eventually stopped challenging me. Later, he introduced me to the music of Bruce Springsteen, which changed my opinion of him.

In Back to the Future, the tough guys are Biff Tannen and his boys (by the way, two of the actors in Biff’s gang—Billy Zane and Casey Siemaszko—went on to have starring careers of their own). These guys torment George, seizing on his weakness and vulnerability, but they don’t hold the same power over Marty. Marty gets in his one punch, and then runs like hell.

Here’s how I dealt with bullies (and still do today):

Option #1: Try to defuse the situation by defusing the antagonist. Most bullies aren’t that smart, and they’re fairly easy to confuse. Tell a joke—make them laugh. Maybe they’ll answer with one of their own (“Make like a tree … and get out of here.”). Okay, it won’t be funny, but it will buy you some time.

Option #2: Flee.

Option #3: Not wholly reliable; in fact, downright dangerous—hit him back. Better yet, hit him first. Then revisit Option #2. (I did a lot of running.)



My goal as a child was self-preservation. Bullies often ridiculed my height, an easy target. I suffered the indignity of short jokes and prejudice against my smallness. I compensated for my stature by assuming a facade—not that I was a gifted pugilist or even a pugnacious one—but cowering would have just made me a more inviting target.

My height worked in my favor when I was a teenage actor playing a younger kid, but it turned against me as an adult, when I went up for romantic leads opposite taller actresses. I recently listened to a podcast featuring Robert Downey Jr., in which he talked about actors like me who have had to “jump out of their stature” in order to be treated as equals in a very “heightist” business.

I regret that this prejudice inadvertently affected another cast member in Back to the Future—Melora Hardin, the talented actress who had played Marty’s girlfriend, Jennifer, opposite the perfectly tall Eric Stoltz. Melora, several inches taller than me, was replaced in the movie after I took over as Marty. Initially, Bob Zemeckis thought perhaps the audience could look past our height difference, but when he quickly surveyed the female members of the crew, they assured him that the tall pretty girl in high school rarely picks the cute short guy.

No one asked for my opinion, but I would have risen to Melora’s defense.

This reminds me of a favorite quote by the actor Alan Ladd, best known for his 1940s film noir roles. Ladd once identified the difference between a short actor and a short movie star: “A short actor stands on an apple box, while a short movie star makes everyone else stand in a ditch.”

I qualified for the short part, but I had no intention of making myself seem taller around any of these movie people. The only thing I was interested in elevating was the quality of my work.



Method Man

I love the scene in Back to the Future when Biff gives Marty a mighty shove in the cafeteria. Marty responds with a shove of his own—hard. It’s reflex, but when I first watched this scene in the finished movie, I recognized something in Marty’s eyes, a steeliness, a resolve, an impulsive reaction to a threat. Of course, it was my face I was looking at, so I processed that reaction internally. It was a visceral experience.

I don’t consider myself a method actor. I don’t generally employ those tools, though I don’t criticize them, either. I see method acting as a perfectly valid approach for some actors. In my scenes with Biff, I could definitely pull forward a few sense memories of being victimized, and the result was intense and effective. I was playing a character, and yet, it was me. I would have responded the same as Marty, just before I got my ass pounded into the pavement.
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STUNT CASTING



Charlie Croughwell needed a job. A recent transplant from the East Coast, Charlie had spent the previous month trying to break into the movie business as a stuntman. Before he left New York, a friend gave him the name of the only stunt coordinator he knew in Hollywood: Max Kleven.

“Back then,” Charlie explains, “you had to hustle. The only way to find work was to try to introduce yourself to the stunt coordinator on a project, which meant sneaking onto a studio lot, finding out what was shooting that day, and going in search of the coordinator—hoping to God he was hiring.”

Given today’s level of studio security, this plan would now seem crazy. Charlie admits that he got booted off several movie lots, but he persisted.

“One afternoon in January 1985, I slipped onto the Universal lot. The only thing shooting that day was Back to the Future, so I grabbed a call sheet, which included a list of the principal crew contacts for that day. I scanned the sheet for the stunt coordinator’s name: It was Max Kleven.

“I hurried over to Courthouse Square, found the 1st AD, David McGiffert, and asked him to point out Max. As I approached my target—hand extended to introduce myself—you came around the corner and headed straight toward Max. We both arrived in front of him at the same time.”

I vividly remember this moment as Charlie describes it. In only my second week on the movie, I was eager to talk to Max about which of Marty’s stunts I would be handling and which would be assigned to a stunt double. I saw Charlie standing next to Max, and since we’re about the same age and same height, I said to Max, “Is he going to be my double?”

Charlie continues, “I hadn’t yet spoken a word to Max, so I was shocked when he looked at you, and then he looked at me, and said, ‘Yeah, he’s your double.’”

I patted Charlie on the back and wandered off. Max Kleven immediately turned to Charlie and whispered, “You do stunts, right?”

Within the hour, Charlie was dressed as Marty McFly, mounted on a skateboard and being pushed backward by Biff Tannen’s car.

Without Charlie, there would be no Back to the Future as we know it. That’s a powerful statement, but when Charlie showed up on the set that day, like a genie, the last piece fell into place. He looked like a jockey, but he was as strong as a lineman. A big little guy, if you know what I mean.

I later discovered that Charlie’s first stunt was a point of contention between Bob Zemeckis and the 1st AD. David recalls, “I don’t usually do this, but I had to put my foot down with Bob. He wanted you to be on the skateboard in front of the car, which would be pushing you. He had a certain angle in mind that only worked if you were the one doing the bit, so he said, ‘Yeah, I want Michael to do it.’ I shook my head. ‘Bob, he can’t do that. You can’t have your lead actor in that position. I know it’s an off chance, but if he falls under the car, it’s over in a heartbeat.’”

Bob really wanted his shot. He insisted again that I do the stunt, and that’s when David, in a rare moment of defiance, said, “Okay, if you do that, I’m going to have to put a note on the slate that says ‘First AD protests.’” And that’s when Bob relented.

I did much of my own skateboard work in the movie, including hooking onto a few moving cars as they drove through Courthouse Square. But Charlie handled the crazy stunts. It was Charlie, not me, who sailed through the air the entire length of Biff’s open convertible and reunited with the skateboard as it glided out the other end. Luckily, Bob knew I wasn’t trained to fly as only a genie can. That stunt was accomplished using a Western dolly attached to the back of Biff’s car. Charlie remembers, “I ran over the top of the guys, slid down off the trunk, and landed on the dolly. Then later, we did an insert shot of my feet, landing on the skateboard.

“That’s really Tom Wilson driving the car the whole time,” Charlie explains. “I worked it out with him and the boys, so they wouldn’t get in my way and I could avoid landing on any of them.”

The film’s opening sequence features another of Charlie’s signature stunts, the exploding amp in Doc’s garage. The scene starts with the camera on me—my feet moving through the garage, my hands picking up the guitar and adjusting the toggle switches on the amp. But the hard stuff is yet to come. The biggest challenge for me was holding the guitar pick in the exact center of the frame as an isolated close-up. I hit the upstroke over the strings on the mini-Chiquita guitar, and Charlie takes it from there. Switching positions with me, Charlie hits the power cord, and the amp explodes. He is flung backward with the aid of a powerful air ram, a pneumatic device that propels a stunt person through the air.

Ideally, he’d land on the safety bag off camera. Unfortunately for Charlie, the bag was not lined up properly on the first take, and he landed somewhere west of it, slamming into an unpadded wall. He bounded right back to his starting position, and we tried it again. Take two went off without a hitch.

Here’s the funny thing about Charlie: When a gag went wrong, like the first take with the air ram, Charlie would sit down beside me with no complaints. Fellow stuntmen, the camera operator, the focus puller, and other crew members would amble by and drop off praise. “Nice work, Charlie. You doin’ okay?”

“Yup.”

“Not hurt?”

“Nope. Feel great,” he’d say with a smile, hardly breathless.

Charlie was the definition of cool. Steady, invincible, and indestructible. But when the last of his admirers had gone, Charlie would suck in a gulp of air, grab his ribs (or arm or foot or head), lean over to me, and, sotto voce, admit, “Oh, goddamn it. That hurt.”

One piece of business Charlie didn’t have to handle was driving the damn DeLorean. McGiffert recalls that the stunt drivers had a similarly low opinion of the clunky time machine. “The stuntmen hated the DeLorean with a passion. I remember it was cramped in there and it kept cutting you, but the reason the stuntmen hated it was that the chassis flexed, so that if they wanted to do a hand brake turn or something, the stupid car wouldn’t do it. It made them look bad, and of course they don’t like that.”



Even if doing stunt work didn’t come naturally, this is just what actors do. If a director said to me, “Tomorrow you have to be this can of Coke,” I’d figure out how to be soda. Maybe some people can’t do it or don’t want to, but I was willing to try anything.

Several years after Back to the Future, I filmed a movie called Greedy, in which I portrayed a professional bowler. I promised the filmmakers they wouldn’t have to hire a stunt double. I assured them I could do it, and they were counting on me. There was only one problem—I was never any good at bowling. The production hooked me up with two bowling experts, who used the technique of “visualizing” to mold me into a believable pro. I visualized the motion of a strike, which enabled me to practice it without doing it. It worked. I bowled strike after strike in the movie, with the director only rarely resorting to a double.

A week after we finished filming Greedy, I went bowling with some friends—and I sucked. Now back to being Mike, not an actor portraying a professional bowler, I just couldn’t do it anymore. Gutter, gutter, gutter.
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TOE THE LINE



Nobody puts Crispin in a box. But that didn’t prevent the camera crew from literally building a box around him. As George McFly, Crispin had his own ideas as to how and where his character should move. This often caused tension with Bob Gale and Bob Zemeckis. It all came to a head during one important scene.

The boys are hanging laundry while Marty pitches a plan for George to win Lorraine’s heart. Marty is forceful and George is confused. Here it is as scripted:


EXT. GEORGE’S BACKYARD — DAY



GEORGE


I still don’t understand. How can I go to the dance with her if she’s going with you?



MARTY


She wants to go with you, George. She just doesn’t know it yet. That’s why we have to show her that you, George McFly, are a fighter, somebody who’ll stand up for himself. Somebody who’ll protect her.



GEORGE


But I’ve never picked a fight in my life!



MARTY


You’re not going to be picking a fight, Dad … uh, Daddy-O. You’re coming to her rescue. Maybe we better go over the plan again. Where are you going to be at 8:55?



GEORGE


At the dance.



MARTY


And where am I going to be?



GEORGE


In the parking lot, with her.



MARTY


Okay. So, right around 9:00, she’s going to get very angry with me.



GEORGE


Why is she going to get angry with you?



MARTY


(It’s hard for him to say)

Well … because … well … nice girls get angry at guys who … who try to take advantage of them.



GEORGE


You mean you’re going to … touch her on her …



MARTY


No, George. It’s just going to be an act. Don’t worry about it. Just remember that at 9:00, you’ll be strolling through the parking lot and you’ll see us …

(he gulps)

struggling in the car, you’ll run over, open the door, and say…?

(George doesn’t say anything)

Your line, George.



GEORGE


Oh. Uh … “Hey you! Get your damn hands off her!” You really think I should swear?



MARTY


Yes, definitely. Goddamn it, George. Swear. Then you hit me in the stomach. I go down for the count, and you and Lorraine live happily ever after.



GEORGE


You make it sound so easy. I wish I wasn’t so scared.



MARTY


There’s nothing to be scared of. All it takes is a little self-confidence. You can do it, George. If you put your mind to it, you can accomplish anything.





Zemeckis devised a clever series of shots for this scene, directing our movements along an axis parallel to the clothesline. I delivered my dialogue while moving straight toward the lens, while George is neatly framed in the background, pinning clothes on the line. As Crispin approached the camera, he was meant to stay in a lane between the clothesline and me.

But Crispin had a different plan. My guess is that he saw George as a wanderer, a free spirit who traveled in random patterns—in this case, perpendicular to the camera.

I wanted to stay out of the fray. However, I knew we were short on time, so I decided to appeal to Crispin, actor to actor. “Look at this setup, it’s so cool,” I said softly. “Bob framed the clothesline cutting vertically through the shot, and he’s got us pacing back and forth along that line.” Then I tried a more conspiratorial tone. “Listen, I understand why you want to go your own way, but here’s the bottom line—if you don’t stay in Bob’s frame, you won’t be in the shot.”

He looked at me like I was a bug. Despite my entreaties, Crispin persisted in drifting out of frame. Finally, one of the camera grips fabricated a miniature corral made of sandbags and C-stands, trapping Crispin into adhering to the parameters of the shot. Bob had prevailed.

This scene is a good example of how downright hypnotic Crispin could be as a performer. I loved working with him. His talent was unquestionable, although his methods sometimes created friction. Still, I respected how he remained true to George (as he understood and embodied him).

His fellow actors enjoyed his unique perspective more than the director and technical crew did. I picture Crispin facing me in our scenes together—hips locked, delivering his lines as his arms and head moved independently, with a sort of musicality that only he could hear. Lea Thompson describes it perfectly: “He was inherently funny in his weirdness, the way he approached his work. I feel like Crispin was doing commedia dell’arte. He moved like a puppet, a marionette.”

I was a song-and-dance man, but Crispin’s dance was with an invisible muse.



Movies are filmed out of order—the next scene on that day’s schedule appears earlier in the 1955 sequences, with Marty confronting George outside his house, begging him to ask Lorraine to the dance. George remains adamantly opposed. “Look, I’m just not ready to ask Lorraine out. And not you or anybody else on this planet is going to make me change my mind.” And with that, Crispin suddenly reached for a broom, which, unbeknownst to crew, director, or fellow actor, he had secreted in a corner of the set. He commenced sweeping in vigorous, bold strokes.

“Cut!” Bob yelled, at the very end of his rope (which I suspected would soon be fashioned into a noose—whether for himself or for Crispin was unclear). I decided to simply sit back and take in the spectacle, suddenly very tired. In my haze of sleep deprivation, this all had the quality of a fever dream.

At last, we moved on, the scene complete. Bob was satisfied he could make it work in editing—as he would say, “There’s plenty of room to get the scissors in.”

Crispin and I walked back to our trailers together. “Hey, that was great,” I offered. “But what was up with the broom?”

Crispin stopped, planted his feet, slid into his trademark marionette dance, arms flailing, palms up, head cocked to one side, like he couldn’t believe he had to explain this. “It was a sweep of indignation.”

“Ahhh, right. Nice one. I got it.” But I didn’t get it. Not at all.



Earlier that day, my sister Jackie and her young son, Matthew (now almost fifty), happened to be on the set, visiting from Canada. They were thoroughly entertained by Crispin’s work and blown away by the hustle and bustle of the wonderful world of filmmaking. My nephew was a big fan of He-Man, a popular cartoon character in the Masters of the Universe franchise, and I somehow found time to take him to the new He-Man movie that weekend. I can’t say I remember it exactly—I bet you ten dollars that I slept through the whole thing. The relevance of this story is that the character of Hordak—Skeletor’s mentor in the franchise—was voiced by actor George DiCenzo, who also played Lorraine’s father in Back to the Future (“Stella! Another one of these damn kids jumped in front of my car!”). I talked George into sneaking up behind Matthew and belting out Hordak’s signature line: “Sweet dreams, muscle maiden! No more Mr. Robo-Nice-Guy!” Matthew was excited and enthralled, as any seven-year-old would be. I was twenty-three, and I giggled alongside him.



Later that night, after the dinner break in my trailer, I sat down on the steps for some fresh air and spotted Chris Lloyd doing the same, directly opposite. Chris was exceedingly shy, and he and I rarely had the luxury of conversation. But I thought, Who knows? Maybe a chat will break out. Chris didn’t engage, however. A hardcore snack wrangler, he was occupied with a plate of meticulously selected items from craft service. Just as I was about to offer up something about the weather or the Dodgers, the heated voices of Bob Zemeckis and Crispin drifted into range. I can’t remember the exact words, but the tone was firm: Bob was not happy with Crispin, and Crispin was not happy with Bob. The discussion grew louder as they grew closer. Chris turned to me, arched his eyebrows, and with a small smile, collected his bounty and repaired to his lair. I followed suit, closing my trailer door behind me. Neither of us wanted any part of what was brewing between our director and our costar. We liked our jobs.



I knew Crispin Glover prior to Back to the Future. I wouldn’t, however, say I was prepared to act with him—there’s no way to prepare for Crispin. With Chris Lloyd, I had an inkling of what he was up to. Neither he nor Crispin ever did the same thing the same way twice. But as a trained theater actor, Chris was much more locked into the script, so there was that constant to depend on. I never knew what Crispin was going to say or do. I’m not sure he knew, either.

Crispin and I had first worked together the previous year, when he guest-starred in a Family Ties episode called “Birthday Boy.” He played one of Alex’s friends, along with actor John Putch (the son of Jean Stapleton). To celebrate Alex’s eighteenth birthday, all three boys take a road trip across state lines—Ohio to West Virginia—where it’s legal to drink. Putch invites three attractive young women to join them at their table and introduces Alex as “Colonel Keaton,” an air force pilot on the eve of his first mission. Alex plays along with the ruse, adding that his will be a solo mission. Crispin chimes in: “Yeah, and I’m going with him.” The line gets a big laugh.

Alex then wades into a hyperbolic story about pushing his jet to Mach 2 during a training mission. The girls are enraptured. As Alex’s tall tale goes higher, Crispin spots trouble: Elyse Keaton has arrived at the bar to bring Alex home. Crispin interrupts: “Excuse me, Colonel Keaton. Your mother is here.” His delivery wins one of the biggest laughs of the scene.

The interesting thing about Crispin as an actor is that he had no awareness of the audience. He wasn’t trying to milk the laughs. He was just naturally funny, and he crushed it on every take.

I feel the same about his work in Back to the Future. Whenever I come across the movie, my respect for him grows. In the process of preparing for this book, I wrote Crispin a letter. “Your performance is richer and deeper every time I see it. In fact, I skip over my bits to watch yours. Granted, we didn’t talk much during production, so I never had the chance to say that you are a brilliant actor, and I was thrilled to work with you.”
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WHOA, THAT’S HEAVY



April 26, 1985

Principal photography on Back to the Future did not end with a bang. Though not exactly a whimper, it was more low-key than I was prepared for. Over the previous week, the rest of the cast had, one by one, wrapped their final scenes and signed out. It came down to me, Zemeckis, Gale, and a skeleton crew in the farmlands near Chino, California. After three and half months of filming Back to the Future, forty days of which I also spent taping Family Ties, this was the end.

Let me tell you what I remember about that last day: I don’t remember anything. Nada. Nothing. Zero. Bupkis. Luckily, I have Bob Gale to jog my memory.

My final day started with Marty, freshly arrived in 1955, driving the DeLorean like a bat out of hell. The car was low on plutonium and suddenly sputtered and died. At this point, both of us were out of fuel. Still attired in my yellow plastic shroud, I would soon be released from that outfit—a happy moment for Marty and me.

In the next setup, Marty ditched the DeLorean behind the nearest available cover—a billboard announcing the soon-to-be-constructed Lyon Estates, where the McFlys reside in 1985. Marty attempted to flag down a 1950s Buick on the otherwise empty highway, but the old driver and his panicky wife wanted nothing to do with this strange kid in a puffy orange vest.

At last, the final shot: Marty walked down the road and into his future (or was it his past?).

The same went for me. My work there was done, and I wandered into a brighter, stranger future than I could have ever imagined.

I can honestly say I had no idea what all this added up to; that is, I had not seen one bit of dailies or any edited footage. So when people ask me today if I knew that Back to the Future was destined to become an American classic, alongside films like It’s a Wonderful Life, my honest reply is “no.” As our producer, Neil Canton, says, “There’s no way you can know in the moment if something is iconic. You can’t sit down to write a book and know already it’s going to be a bestseller.”

By the time we wrapped, I was too exhausted to search for indicators of greatness. I had other things on my mind. I planned to take a quick vacation, and following that, I was due in England to begin production on a Family Ties TV movie.

Zemeckis and Gale didn’t know what they had, either. It became evident, though, after a screening of the rough cut for Executive Producers Steven Spielberg, Frank Marshall, and Kathy Kennedy. They were all over the moon.

The creative team decided to show the unfinished film to a preview audience in San Jose (remarkably, they pulled this off in mid-May, only three weeks after filming ended). The studio’s marketing and publicity departments use these test screenings to determine the likely popularity of a film across various demographics, and this one blew all other films off the charts. Neil Canton remembers, “Bob Z., Bob, Steven, Frank, Kathy, and I flew up to San Jose. We didn’t want anyone from Universal to come, except the head of marketing. We were nervous because we loved that movie, but you never really know how a film is going to play in front of an audience. Bob made a speech at the beginning that there were visual effects still coming, that kind of stuff, to warn the crowd that this was not the final movie. About halfway through the screening, Steven turned to the rest of us and whispered, ‘This is going to be a big hit.’”

The Bobs couldn’t believe how quickly the audience hooked into even the smallest details of the story. Zemeckis remembers, “People were on the ride with us from the start, and I’m just sitting there thinking, oh man, this is going to be so great when they see where this fucking thing is going.” When the movie ended, the audience broke into applause and cheers—extremely rare at a preview of an unfinished film.

Attendees were asked to fill out response cards with comments and scores. Neil says, “We were 99 percent in the top two boxes: ‘Excellent Film’ and ‘Definitely Recommend.’ The marketing guy said no film at Universal had ever scored that high.”

“It was one of the great moments of my career,” Bob Zemeckis remembers. To this day, Bob keeps one of the handwritten audience response cards pinned to his office bulletin board: “This is the most Godly movie I’ve ever seen. It fucking rages up and down.”

Studio chief Sid Sheinberg, who had been true to his word about recasting the lead months earlier, insisted on another test screening to confirm the response. This one was held at the Hitchcock Theatre on the Universal lot, and it again scored off the charts. Zemeckis recalls, “After the movie ended and the audience had been released, Sid stood up and said two things: ‘First, don’t touch a frame. And second, I want this to open over the Fourth of July holiday.’”

The good news: July Fourth is traditionally one of the biggest box office weeks of the year. The bad news: No other movie of this size and scope had ever delivered a finished product so quickly. The movie called for complicated special effects, and with music being an integral part of the completed film, the composer, Alan Silvestri, still had to write the full score and record it. Two talented editors, Arthur Schmidt and Harry Keramidas, had already been at work full-time, and now the entire post-production team (sound design, dubbing, color correction, etc.) was under pressure to accomplish a punishing feat: deliver Back to the Future in less than ten weeks after production wrapped. The future was now. Everyone went into overdrive, working in shifts around the clock to have the movie ready by July 3.

“We had a lot of effects to finish,” Frank Marshall recalls. “But we did it. We set a record for post. Like everything else in making Back to the Future, it was completely insane.”

Kathy adds, “No one had ever finished a movie like that, which ruined it for other movies that followed. From then on, studios would try to get producers to meet impossible release dates. They would say, ‘Well, if Back to the Future did it, why can’t you?’”


From the Sublime to the Ridiculous

After the creative high of filming such inspiring material, the next thing I shot was the Family Ties TV movie in London, intended to be a big ratings stunt to open our fourth season. It was not good. There’s a reason why four-camera television sitcoms work best in front of an audience, cocooned inside a soundstage. We were out of our element without the familiar pattern of the show, and the result was a bloody mess.

On July 3, 1985, Back to the Future premiered in Los Angeles, without me. I was disappointed to miss the celebration, given all the work I’d put in. The Family Ties TV movie had been partially my idea, and I couldn’t believe how stupid I’d been—I’d just shot myself in the foot. Two nights before the premiere, I began to get an inkling of Back to the Future’s explosive potential. The phone in my London hotel room awakened me in the middle of the night, with its old-fashioned double ring. It was my lawyer (soon to be agent), Peter Benedek. “Mike, I just saw an advanced screening of your movie.”

Groggy and disoriented, I mumbled, “I’m sorry, Peter. I probably fucked it up. I’ll do better next time.”

“No, you don’t understand. It’s unbelievably great. Universal predicts it will be the number one movie of the summer.”

The following day, in between shots of Alex P. Keaton gallivanting through Hyde Park, Universal asked me to do what felt like a thousand and one satellite interviews for Back to the Future. I humbly accepted the accolades from the press, but I had to take their word for it—I still hadn’t seen the movie.



To the Future

We finally put the Family Ties movie to bed, where it should have stayed hidden under the covers. Unfortunately, the end result was every bit as terrible as we predicted. Michael Weithorn departed London a few days before me, due back in the States to get the next block of scripts ready. (A side note: Season 4 of Family Ties—despite the rocky start—would turn out to be the creative pinnacle of the series, and the show would go on to finish second in the overall Nielsen ratings that year.) In the taxi leaving the airport, Weithorn passed a supersize billboard advertising Back to the Future. It was his first clue of the scale of the movie, and the cusp of worldwide stardom that his friend was on. “Wow, look at that,” he said. “Look at Mike, man. Holy shit.”

I flew back to Los Angeles and into a different world from the one I had left. A limousine greeted me curbside and I asked the driver to take me to the Cinerama Dome, a legendary movie house in Hollywood, where Back to the Future was playing. A block from the theater, I poked my head through the limo’s sunroof to gain a better view of the crowds lining up for the film. A cheesy move, I admit, and my stunt got us pulled over by a motorcycle cop. I explained to the officer that I was the guy on the marquee, and I was on my way to see the movie. He glanced at the poster and then back at me. His whole affect changed; he laughed and waved us on. “Enjoy.”

I waited until the movie began before slipping into the darkened theater, where I took a seat behind a blond girl. She seemed to enjoy the movie very much. As the end credits rolled, she turned around, and to my surprise, it was Jodie Foster. She looked right past me, eager to beat the crowd out the door.

Despite the celebrity spotting, I had not stumbled into an industry screening. This was a real audience who paid real money, and they had whooped, hollered, and cheered throughout. I had a palpable feeling that no one wanted to leave at the movie’s end. I also sensed, given the reaction to the film, that it might be best for me to get out of there, forthwith. Jodie, famous for her brush with the dangerous side of fame, must have had the same aversion to hanging out and being recognized, because I blinked and she was gone. Jodie knew what I was about to learn—people view you differently face-to-face when they’ve just seen you projected on a thirty-two-by-eighty-six-foot screen. I had a sudden panic—not just that they would swarm me the way teenage Family Ties fans had done, but that this crowd might actually eat me. This was next-level shit. My life had changed yet again, another degree beyond the whirlwind changes that the television show had brought.

So, what did I think of Back to the Future? I loved it. It was a 100 percent shot of pure adrenaline, as much for me as for the patrons crammed into the theater that day. And yeah, that was me up there. Unbelievable. I couldn’t wait to talk to everyone involved—the producers, cast, and crew—to express my pride in what they’d done and the gift of their association. The Sturm und Drang during the difficult transition from one lead actor to another, the late hours, the fatigue—it had all been worth it. Now it felt like I was walking into a hug, and I was so lucky to experience that embrace.

I was grateful to Bob and Bob for their belief in me, and of course, it wouldn’t have happened without Steven. The entire cast deserved praise—from Chris, Crispin, Lea, and Tom to James Tolkan (Principal Strickland), Frances Lee McCain (Lorraine’s mother), Donald Fullilove (Goldie Wilson), Elsa Raven (the “Save the Clock Tower” lady), and even the gas jockeys at the Texaco station. They were all phenomenal.

Clearly, this was a once-in-a-generation film. The only uncertainty I had related to the quality of my own performance; I didn’t think I was terrible, I just had no reference point to compare it to.

So many serendipitous moments had brought me to this one. The fact that the movie existed at all was a miracle, with an array of daunting forces lined up against it. Bob Gale reflects, “The script had been rejected forty-two times. People kept saying, ‘Oh, time travel movies don’t make any money,’ which was a true statement—there weren’t any really successful time travel movies.”

Until 1985.

Bob continues, “One of the things that makes the movie work as well as it does is that the time travel is accidental. Marty McFly doesn’t want to go back to 1955. It’s a complete accident. And then once he’s there, all Marty wants to do, like in The Wizard of Oz, is go home. And yet he’s able to make home better than how he left it. While visiting the past, he built this wonderful relationship with his young father, and gave him newfound confidence. And there’s an obvious benefit to that in the world he returns to.”

Every good story has a hero, and this story had more than one: Steven Spielberg, who took the project under his wing when no one else would make it. Sid Sheinberg, a man of his word. The cast and crew, so dedicated to the movie that they were willing to turn their lives upside down and begin again. And Gary Goldberg, who risked his dream to allow me mine.

I miss Gary. He passed away, unexpectedly, at a relatively young age. Not long ago, I learned that he had faced some pushback from industry friends after he cleared the path for me to do Back to the Future. They said he’d made a risky mistake, one that could cost him his show. “If Michael J. Fox becomes a movie star,” his friends cautioned, “he’s going to leave you.” I owed my career to Gary, and he was family to me. My mentor knew what I intrinsically understood: Contrary to those warnings from friends and colleagues, I would never abandon Family Ties.

From the beginning and in the end, the ultimate heroes of our story were Bob Zemeckis and Bob Gale. With amazing skill, they nurtured and crafted a compelling tale, initiated by Gale’s musings as to whether he would’ve been friends with the teenage version of his dad, a fellow alumnus of his St. Louis high school. He and his writing partner, Bob Z., transformed that idea into a narrative that captured the world’s imagination, well into the future.



After taking in Back to the Future at the Cinerama Dome, I located my limo driver in the parking lot and requested that he head toward the Cahuenga Pass. We cruised by the church at Franklin and Highland, the shooting location for “Johnny B. Goode,” then hung a left at the bend around Universal Studios, and finally, wound our way up to my new house in Laurel Canyon.

It had been a quick trip—despite traffic, it only took me six years.

The magical forces that kept this movie afloat continued to propel it during its box office release. Back to the Future became the highest grossing film of 1985, spending nearly three months at number one.

In the years since, the franchise has grossed over one billion dollars.



What a Cool Yule

It wasn’t until Christmas Eve, a few decades after I made the movie, that I viewed my performance in Back to the Future through a different lens. My family had just started decorating the tree, and I stepped out of the room to grab some popcorn. To their surprise, I never came back. As I passed the den en route to the kitchen, the flicker of the TV caught my eye, along with a familiar opening sequence. An hour later my wife, Tracy, called out, “What are you doing in there?”

“I’m watching Back to the Future,” I shouted. “And you know what? I’m really good in it.” I don’t know why I never fully embraced it before, but at that moment, I permitted myself a better sense of my contribution to this wonderful film.



Close your eyes. Allow your mind to conjure up the initial musical phrase of the Back to the Future soundtrack. Now imagine you’re not hearing it through your television or movie speakers, but performed live by a ninety-piece orchestra. It’s the New York Philharmonic, no less, and they continue that opening salvo to play every note of the score. It dawns on you that this is not just thematic movie music, but an extraordinary entry in the American songbook.

I had this experience, as did nearly two thousand other patrons this spring, as part of the philharmonic’s series “The Art of the Score.” The program on this particular night was Alan Silvestri’s iconic music from Back to the Future, which the orchestra performed in tandem with the film for a sold-out crowd at Lincoln Center. Alan took a well-deserved bow after it ended, and then acknowledged that I was there, too, watching the movie along with the rest of its loyal fans. It was such a thrill to see it again in those circumstances, with a live audience. After forty years, they still cheered when George kissed Lorraine, and when Marty time-traveled back to his future. The symphony earned a standing ovation. The movie got one, too.

The sixty-three-year-old me couldn’t help but smile, recognizing that the twenty-three-year-old me—in the embodiment of Marty McFly—will remain forever young. It’s done now, and I’ll never do something on that scale again, so I finally appreciate Back to the Future for what it really is: a near-perfect movie.







EPILOGUE


In the initial weeks of writing this book, I sent an email to Eric Stoltz, asking if he would be interested in talking to me about his Back to the Future experience. Eric has maintained his silence on the subject for forty years, so I was prepared for the likelihood that he’d prefer to keep it that way. “If your answer is ‘piss off and leave me alone,’” I wrote, “that works, too.”

His beautifully written reply began, “Piss off and leave me alone!” Thankfully, this was followed by “I jest…” Eric was thoughtful about my outreach, and although he respectfully declined to participate in the book, he seemed open to the idea of getting together in New York City. Despite toiling in the same business and traveling in similar circles, Eric and I had never met. Or so I thought.

I invited him to come hang out at my office or to grab a cup of coffee in my neighborhood, but then I realized that the sighting of two Marty McFlys at Starbucks might explode the internet. Instead, we opted for privacy over caffeine. On a crisp morning last fall, Eric showed up on my doorstep and we immediately fell into an easy dialogue about our careers, families, and yes, our own trips through the space-time continuum. As he wished, that part of the conversation will remain between us.

Any awkwardness in this meeting was immediately dispelled by Eric’s grace. He entered with a smile, and we quickly acknowledged that neither of us had an issue with the other. What transpired on Back to the Future had not made us enemies or fated rivals; we were just two dedicated actors who had poured equal amounts of energy into the same role. The rest had nothing to do with us.

As it turned out, we had much more in common than our spin as Marty. While we delved into our early days in Hollywood, we realized that we had indeed met before. During our early struggles to find a foothold in the movie business, we had both auditioned for Franc Roddam’s intensely dramatic, intensely dark, intensely intense movie The Lords of Discipline, about a military academy in the South. The casting director asked us to read a scene together, and Eric took the “intense” note to heart, forcefully grabbing my shirt and nearly tearing it in half. Neither of us got the part. As we remembered this connection, I admitted to Eric, “I owned three T-shirts at the time—and that was the one I wore to auditions.” We both cracked up laughing. “I’m sure you have a closetful of them now,” Eric joked. Yep, I’ve got a few.

When I had first suggested that we meet, I said I was interested in a dialogue between two actors: their perception, professionalism, and process in developing a character and bringing it to life—and that’s exactly what unfolded. Our two-hour conversation revealed a mutual love for our craft, rooted in classic films. I shared with Eric that he reminded me of one of my favorite actors, Montgomery Clift, and he generously compared me to Jack Lemmon, whom I’ve long admired. Interestingly, we each recounted being profoundly struck by Howard Hawks’s Red River and George Stevens’s A Place in the Sun, seminal films in our approach to acting (and both starring Montgomery Clift).

In the months since meeting, Eric and I have maintained a friendly correspondence—volleys back and forth between like-minded actors and dads, offering up recent movies we’ve loved, the latest adventures with our kids, and an occasional detour into politics. His emails are reliably witty and always fun to read.

It’s a reminder that some of the best parts of our future can come from the past. One more gift from the year 1985.



[image: A young Michael J Fox holds an acoustic guitar while another guitar rests upright on the floor in front of him. He wears a short sleeve t shirt and flared pants, standing in a hallway.]
1. Age fifteen. I am my own roadie.



[image: Michael J Fox and Andy Hill perform with their band Halex on stage with wood paneling and a crest labeled Discovery behind them. The group includes two guitarists at the front, a bassist, and a drummer positioned at the center behind the kit.]
2. Me and Andy Hill in our band Halex, coming to a church basement near you.



[image: Michael J Fox holds a guitar while performing on stage. He wears a striped long-sleeve shirt and looks slightly upward with a smile. The background is dark.]
3. My Equity stage debut at the Vancouver Arts Club Theatre (with guitar, naturally).



[image: Michael J Fox as Alex P Keaton in the Family Ties pilot holds a telephone receiver while leaning forward. A girl stands beside him, wearing a layered outfit, reaching toward the receiver.]
4. The Family Ties pilot: “Alex P. Keaton, here.”



[image: Michael Gross, Meredith Baxter, Tina Yothers, Justine Bateman, and Michael J Fox sit together as the Keaton family. Meredith Baxter holds Tina Yothers on her lap, while Justine Bateman and Michael J Fox sit in front, smiling.]
5. Meet the Keatons: Michael Gross, Meredith Baxter, Tina Yothers, Justine Bateman, and me.



[image: Gary David Goldberg sits at the center, holding papers, surrounded by the Family Ties cast. Meredith Baxter leans over him, Michael Gross sits nearby, and Michael J Fox, Justine Bateman, and Tina Yothers sit across.]
6. Gary David Goldberg, the paterfamilias of Family Ties.



[image: Michael J Fox sits in a chair at the left while cast members gather on a bed during rehearsal. A man stands with a script, Meredith Baxter and Michael Gross sit together, and crew members are in the background.]
7. Cast notes during rehearsal.



[image: Gary David Goldberg, Meredith Baxter, Michael J Fox, and writer Lloyd Garver stand together at a gathering. Meredith Baxter has her arm around Michael J Fox, while Lloyd Garver holds a drink.]
8. Gary, Meredith, and writer Lloyd Garver.



[image: Michael Gross and Meredith Baxter stand close together in the Keaton kitchen set, with Meredith’s arm around him. Michael J Fox, wearing an Ohio shirt, stands near the stove, gesturing with his hand.]
9. In the Keaton kitchen with Michael and Meredith.



[image: Crispin Glover and John Putch enter through a doorway smiling, while Michael J Fox as Alex P Keaton stands nearby wearing a striped sweater with his hands in his pockets in the Family Ties episode Birthday Boy.]
10. One year before Back to the Future, Crispin Glover (along with John Putch) guest-starred in the “Birthday Boy” episode of Family Ties.



[image: Michael J Fox performs with the Family Ties house band. He plays guitar beside Marc Lawrence on guitar, while Michael Weithorn is on drums in the background, with a curtain backdrop behind the group.]
11. Our Family Ties house band, with writers Marc Lawrence (guitar) and Michael Weithorn (drums).



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly wears a protective suit while seated near the DeLorean. He looks wide-eyed and tense, his hand gripping equipment inside the car during his first filmed scene.]
12. My first scene filmed as Marty McFly.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly stands holding a camcorder beside Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown, who holds a device. Flames burn on the ground behind them, lighting the night scene.]
13. Marty and his Doc, Christopher Lloyd, fired up and ready to go.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly holds the DeLorean license plate reading OUTATIME while wearing a checkered shirt and vest. Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown stands in the background with equipment, flames on the ground behind him.]
14.



[image: Michael J Fox sits on a kitchen counter holding a container while Meredith Baxter stands beside him speaking. A sign reading Kiss the Cook is posted on the counter in the Family Ties set.]
15. With Meredith taping Family Ties—this is the week I started night duty on Back to the Future.



[image: Michael J Fox stands with Bob Gale on the Hill Valley set of Back to the Future. A movie theater facade behind them advertises Cattle Queen of Montana with Stanwyck and R Reagan, while crew members and equipment fill the street.]
16. Chatting with Bob Gale on our Hill Valley set. I’m still blown away by the production values on Back to the Future.



[image: Steven Spielberg speaks while gesturing with his hand, wearing a cap and jacket. Michael J Fox listens attentively in a short-sleeved patterned shirt. Another man stands behind them, watching the exchange on set.]
17. Executive Producer Steven Spielberg—one of his many visits to the set.



[image: Bob Zemeckis, Bob Gale, Neil Canton, Steven Spielberg, and Michael J Fox sit together on set. Michael J Fox sits at the center in a patterned shirt, while Spielberg wears a cap and holds a cup.]
18. Director Bob Zemeckis (next to me), Writer/Producer Bob Gale, Producer Neil Canton, and Steven Spielberg.



[image: Michael J Fox sits at a table wearing suspenders, smiling as Crispin Glover leans toward him across dishes and soda cans. A lamp hangs overhead while crew members watch in the background on set.]
19. You try keeping a straight face!



[image: Bob Zemeckis, Huey Lewis, Bob Gale, Neil Canton, Frank Marshall, and Bob Brown sit in a row on chairs in a gymnasium with a basketball court floor, staged for the audition scene of Marty’s band, the Pinheads.]
20. At the audition scene for Marty’s band, the Pinheads. From left: Zemeckis, Huey Lewis, Gale, Canton, Executive Producer Frank Marshall, and Huey’s manager, Bob Brown



[image: Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown sits in the DeLorean with its door open, speaking to Michael J Fox as Marty McFly, who kneels beside the car. The night setting frames their time travel tutorial.]
21. Time travel tutorial.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly stands with Claudia Wells as Jennifer. She wears a light jacket and a shoulder bag, holding his hand, while he wears a denim jacket and a checkered shirt, both looking outward.]
22. Claudia Wells as Jennifer.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly sits in the DeLorean, gripping the steering wheel with one hand while pointing at the dashboard controls with the other. Time travel equipment fills the car’s interior around him.]
23. The DeLorean driving me crazy.



[image: Michael J Fox stands between Bob Gersh on the left in a suit and glasses, and director Bob Zemeckis on the right in a jacket holding a cup. They converse outdoors near a red truck.]
24. So many Bobs: My agent, Bob Gersh (left), and director Bob Zemeckis.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly stands outdoors in his iconic outfit with jeans, a checkered shirt, a denim jacket, and a red puffy vest. The background includes buildings and street details from the Hill Valley set.]
25. Wardrobe for Marty 2.0 (I see this outfit many times each Halloween).



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly stands by the lockers with Lea Thompson as Lorraine, reaching toward him. Crispin Glover as George McFly gestures behind them, while another girl with books smiles nearby.]
26. Lorraine spots her dreamboat, Calvin Klein.



[image: Lea Thompson as Lorraine sits beside Michael J Fox as Marty McFly, who is in bed with a blanket over him. They look at each other closely in a softly lit bedroom setting.]
27. Lea Thompson’s bedroom eyes.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly steps into a crosswalk wearing jeans, a shirt, and a puffy vest, facing a black Plymouth car that stops in front of him on the Hill Valley town square street.]
28. “I’m walkin’ here. I’m walkin’ here!”



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly sits at the diner counter beside Tom Wilson as Biff, who leans toward Crispin Glover as George McFly. Biff’s gang stands around, including one wearing 3D glasses.]
29. Biff (Tom Wilson) torments George as his boys look on.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly performs on stage in a short-sleeved shirt, playing guitar during the Enchantment Under the Sea dance. A glittering backdrop and part of a banner are visible behind him.]
30. Hours of rehearsal to play “Johnny B. Goode.”



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly performs on stage with a guitar, dressed in a suit and tie, during the Enchantment Under the Sea dance. Large Panavision cameras and crew members film the performance.]
31. Go, Johnny, Go!



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly leaps mid-performance on stage with a guitar during the Enchantment Under the Sea dance. A bassist plays behind him with a banner and shimmering backdrop in view.]
32.


[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly leaps into the air mid guitar performance during the Enchantment Under the Sea dance. He wears a suit and tie while playing a red guitar, with band members behind him.]
33.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly performs on stage at the Enchantment Under the Sea dance, playing a guitar with intensity. A bassist plays beside him, with a banner and sparkling backdrop behind the band.]
34. A dream come true for both me and Marty.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly stands on set in his signature vest, jeans, and sneakers. Behind him, crew members prepare equipment with a camera on a dolly track during filming.]
35.



[image: Director Bob Zemeckis sits at a table, pointing as he talks with Crispin Glover, who listens intently while holding a prop. Other crew members stand in the background during the discussion on set.]
36. Waiting it out while Bob and Crispin talk it over.



[image: Tom Wilson sits on a car hood flanked by Billy Zane, Casey Siemaszko, and J J Cohen. They pose in costume on a street set, with travel service signs and storefronts behind them.]
37. Tom Wilson and his posse, actors Billy Zane, Casey Siemaszko, and J. J. Cohen.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly gestures emphatically, pointing a finger while speaking to Crispin Glover as George McFly, who stands stiffly with a serious expression in a suburban backyard setting.]
38.


[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly stands with arms crossed beside a film camera. The camera rig has stickers reading Heaven Only and Support Your Local Hells Angels SFV, with equipment and cables attached.]
39.


[image: Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown stands in a lab coat with dark goggles beside Michael J Fox as Marty McFly, who wears a patterned shirt. A mounted deer head and a map hang on the wall behind them.]
40. Partners in time. I loved working with Chris.



[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly faces Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown in an intense moment. Marty wears a vest and plaid shirt while Doc leans forward in a patterned coat, gesturing with urgency.]
41.


[image: Michael J Fox as Marty McFly rides a skateboard while holding onto the back of a moving Jeep. He wears jeans and a denim jacket, glancing back as he hitches a ride through Courthouse Square.]
42. Hitching a ride through Courthouse Square.



[image: Michael J Fox stands on a skateboard in a studio lot, wearing jeans, a patterned shirt, a jacket, and Converse sneakers. Trailers and steps are in the background.]
43.


[image: A stunt sequence captures Charlie Croughwell mid-air as an explosion sends debris and sparks across the set. Surrounded by boxes and machinery, crew members and cameras record the dramatic special effect.]
44. My stunt double, Charlie Croughwell, blows up.



[image: Michael J. Fox lies on the pavement in costume, preparing for a scene. Director Bob Zemeckis crouches low beside him, giving direction. Crew members, cameras, and equipment surround them on set.]
45. Bob Zemeckis gets down on my level to direct.



[image: Michael J. Fox sits in a diner booth, pen in hand, writing at a table with a cup and saucer beside him. A Panavision camera and crew capture the scene under set lighting.]
46. Can you back up that camera? I’m trying to write a letter to Doc.



[image: Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly sits in a car beside Lea Thompson as Lorraine. Marty wears a suit and tie, glancing sideways, while Lorraine looks at him with a startled expression.]
47. Parking with Mom.



[image: Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly stands with his forehead pressed against a brick wall. He wears a denim jacket layered under his signature puffy vest, eyes closed, expressing frustration or defeat.]
48.


[image: Michael J. Fox lies shirtless on a blanket outdoors, arms stretched above his head and eyes closed. He wears jeans and sneakers, appearing completely drained as he rests on the ground in the sunlight.]
49. Okay, I may have been a tad exhausted.



[image: Michael J. Fox lies stretched out on a kitchen counter, legs bent and feet in sneakers resting on the edge. Wearing jeans and suspenders over a checkered shirt, he reclines with his arms behind his head, clearly exhausted.]
50.


[image: Marty McFly is grabbed aggressively by Biff, who holds him by the collar outside a car. Marty looks tense and alarmed, while inside the car, Lorraine watches with concern from the passenger seat.]
51.


[image: George McFly shakes hands with Marty McFly in a warm gesture outside the school dance. Lorraine, dressed in a pink gown, stands between them, watching with a gentle smile as the two connect.]
52.


[image: Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly shouts desperately at Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown. Marty’s arms are tense and his face strained, while Doc leans forward, gripping a note, his hair blown upward.]
53. Screaming into the wind.



[image: Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly stands among the crew and equipment, gazing upward with concern. He wears his signature vest and denim jacket while lights and large fans surround the nighttime set.]
54. Keeping a worried eye on Chris Lloyd, dangling from the clock tower.



[image: Michael J. Fox, in a protective jumpsuit, carries a helmet while walking away from the DeLorean on a rural road.]
55. It’s a wrap—my last day of filming Back to the Future.



[image: Michael J. Fox listens attentively while director Robert Zemeckis gestures during a discussion on set. Two crew members stand beside them, all bundled in jackets against the chilly outdoor setting.]
56.



[image: Michael J. Fox stands at the center of a crowd of enthusiastic fans outdoors. Surrounded by people holding out papers for autographs, he smiles warmly while engaging with them.]
57. A whole new kind of famous.



[image: Pacific’s Cinerama Theatre stands with its bold marquee and angular design. Posters and signage for “Back to the Future” line the entrance, including a tagline board that reads, “the only person who got into trouble before he was even born.”]
58. This is where I saw Back to the Future for the first time.



[image: On stage, Roger Daltrey plays harmonica, Michael J. Fox performs on guitar, and Pete Townshend joins on another guitar. Drums and amplifiers fill the background at the 2008 Michael J. Fox Foundation gala.]
59. Playing “Johnny B. Goode” with The Who (2008 gala, The Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s Research).



[image: Michael J. Fox, x, in a dark suit with a blue shirt, embraces his mother, who wears a textured gray coat and light blue pants, warmly during the dedication of his star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 2002. Both share a joyful moment.]
60. The dedication of my star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame (2002). I love you too, Mom.
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