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dREEWITIC Guck Rogers had a meager

e0Mmpared to its ABC cousin Battlestar

Gualactico, the show offered a flashier — and often
campier — vision of the future.

WHILE BUCK ROGERS IN THE
25TH CENTURY CELEBRATES
A SILVER ANNIVERSARY, THE

BACKSTORY ON THIS

N LIGHTHEARTED 1970S SCI-FI

SERIES OFFERS PLENTY OF
INTRIGUE.

BY STEVEN A. SIMAK
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The story so far from CFQ 36:06: It's September

of 1979, and NBC has just launched Buck

Rogers — an ernest retelling of the classic sci-fi

serial as reimagined by producer Glen A.

Larson. But as the network was seeking to add

mare “figgle” and reign in the budgets, the show’s
| writers were having trouble satisfuing their
| temperamental star...

f I had control over the scripts, they would

have been much better,” unhappy actor

Gil Gerard later complained to one

reporter about his first TV series, Buck

Rogers. “The stories were confused. Why
couldn’t we get one good story line and follow
it? We kept getting into 15 different subplots
which deflected viewers' interest in the story.
And the ‘guest starring’ characterizations were
the weakest point in the show. My feeling was
thatan audience just wouldn't care about these
guest stars and whether they lived or died or if
their problem was solved because the audi-
ence never knew enough about the people or
their problems.”

Following the premiere of Buck Rogers on
September 20, 1979, tensions soon began lo
mount as the series progressed, prompting
Gerard to call for a meeting with the show's
supervising producer, Bruce Lansbury, and
story editors Anne Collins and Alan Brennert
to share his concerns. Lansbury cautioned the
writers that Gerard was still early in his career,
Buck Rogers was his first series, and he was
understandably nervous. He urged them to
“just sit there and nod and don't say anything.”

Collins recounts the meeting, "Yes, Gil was
nervous and had concerns. It was mostly about
his character and how he felt like Wilma
[played by Erin Gray] was getting more screen
time, and we were paying more attention to
Wilma, and Wilma was getting the best of
Buck and making Buck look stupid. 1 can't
speak for Alan, but I was young, I hadn’t been
on that many series and Bruce was always
protecting me. This was the first time I was
confronted with something like this and I like
to think I would have handled it better as a
more mature person. But, back then, all T could
think to do was attack back and, unfortu-
nately, that was what Alan and 1 started doing
and so that was a whole blow up. Everybody
kind of apologized later but it was never the
same after that.”

Gerard, who declined to be interviewed for
this story, later recalled the confrontation as

such : “We tried to straighten things out, and I
was treated by [the story editors] as if I didm't
know what I was talking about. They were
looking around, out the window, looking very
bored, and I was talking about something that
I really cared about! I ended up throwing them
out of my office.”

0N THE OUTS

The die was cast. Despite their positive rela-
tionship with Lansbury, both Collins and
Brennert left the series within weeks of their
meeting with Gerard, during rewrites on the
episode “Escape from Wedded Bliss.” Although
there had been no major subsequent conflicts
with Gerard, Collins characterizes the work
environment as turning “ugly.” “It was just the
ill feelings from that [meeting]. Had I been
more mature I probably could have gotten
over it, but I just didn’t deal with it that well.
Chalk it up to immaturity.”

“You know; I loved them,” says Lansbury of
Collins and Brennert. "It worked very well
until our leading man couldn't stand it when
someone talked back to him and that’s what
happened, so thank God for Rob Gilmer. He
was very smooth and took us out of trouble.”

VOCAL HERO: Worried that his

show wa 1g due to wea

scripts and characters, star Gil
Gerard fought for better material.

While a personal loss for Lansbury, with
scripts already in development the departure
of Collins and Brennert did not delay produc-
tion on Rogers, as writer Robert Gilmer, fresh
off of Knots Landing, stepped in as the show’s
sole story editor, beginning with *Ardala
Returns.” Although Gilmer knew of the previ-
ous conflict between his predecessors and
Gerard, Gilmer remembers few direct interac-
tions with the actor during his own tenure.
“[Perhaps] Bruce kept Gil away from me” he
says. "At that point, | constituted the writing
staff. 1 recall having more interaction with
Erin. I think she understood that the show was
what it was; she sort of accepted that. Gil was
always struggling with what he perceived as
being the limitations of the character and
wanted to make it more. Erin understood what

_ the show was attempting to do and was much

more comfortable with it than Gil.”
Reflecting on the controversy, Gray
explains, “Gil is the kind of man who wants to
discuss something and it's very important to
just let him do that and not get reactive to it
because he is a fair person. And, of course, it
was his show and this was a big opportunity
and he wanted it to go right. I think that if
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[Collins and Brennert] hadn't overreacted, they

would have found that Gil would have been
great to work with, but they just needed to
address him properly rather than to make him
feel like he was fighting an uphill battle. There
was a part of me that was wanting to say, ‘You
know Gil, relax; just come to work, do your job,
go home, and don't make such a big thing of it."
But he felt the need to question certain scenes
and sometimes he was very right.”

To illustrate her point, Gray cites an inci
dent during the filming of the pilot. While
working on a scene at Earth headquarters,
Gerard noticed that none of the extras cast as
military personnel were women. “Gil said,
‘Wait a minute, you have a woman who is a
colonel and you have no other people in
uniform who are women.' It was the first time

that anyone had noticed it. And then, of

course, what happens is you have a three-hour
shutdown [to resolve the problem] and you
have the studio asking, "Why are we shutting
down for three hours? Well, it gets blown out
of proportion and rather than saying wardrobe
screwed up or the first AD. messed up, it's
easier to point the finger at the leading man
sometimes.”

TAKING ADVANTAGE

Although Gray did not come into direct
conflict with the Rogers producers, the actress
experienced her own frustration and consider
able anger over working conditions on the
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NEW CHICAGO: Expert
matte painting effects by
Syd Dutton (seen finished
above and as elements at
right) offered a wide view
of the 25th Century's
vision of the Windy City,
while location photogra-
phy of the futuristic
Bonaventure Hotel in Los
Angeles added a touch of
realism to the scene (left).

Buck Rogers set. As a contract player at
Universal and a former-model “new kid of the
block,” she asserts that the studio showed little
respect for her or her peers. She points to the
fact that no one from the production even
bothered to notify her that the Rogers mini
series was to be released as a theatrical feature
as indicative of the Universal’s attitude toward
the cast. “It was not a rewarding time for me,”
Gray admits with a laugh. “I was making $600
a week [working under contract on the show].
If I didn't have a Bloomingdale's [modeling]
contract on the side, I would not have been
able to financially afford to be a star in their
series.” Turning serious, she adds, “1 couldn't
pay the rent and there is an element of feeling
abused that I don't like. I don't like being taken
advantage of. On one hand, [ was very grateful
to have a job —and what a great part to be
doing - but on the other hand 1 was feeling,
‘Why am [ not comfortable with this environ
ment?™

“I think with Buck Rogers,” she continues,
“had Bruce Lansbury or anybody taken five
minutes to have lunch with me once and in a
while to see what my concerns were or what I
was feeling, [ would have had far fewer prob
lems. But 1 didn’t know there was someone [
could complain to. And there was a certain
lack of respect for the actor’s process. I was just
given sighs if I asked a question like, Where is
this in the script? [They would say], ‘Do the
scene, don't worry about it.™

OVERTHROW

As first season of Rogers progressed, Lansbury

was under siege from both the NBC and
Universal. In addition to his challenging rela
tionship with Gerard, the producer was faced
with the reality of the ratings. The show’s two
hour premiere, “Awakening” ranked 3274 in
the Neilson ratings for the week. And the
following week’s two-hour episode, “Planet of
the Slave Girls,"” slipped further in the ratings
to g}'!h.'rh[JSC numbers did not improve as the
season progressed. According to Nielsen's
network series ratings averages, Buck Rogers
ranked 44[h with a 17.0 average rating for the
period September 17 through December 23,
1979. Contrast that with Battlestar Galactica,
the other grand television space experiment
During the same ratings survey period, ABC's
Galactica ranked much higher 18t with a
21.4 average.

Reviews for the first season were equally
grim. Robert MacKenzie, in his December 15,
1979 TV Guide critique, comments, “This kind
of space opera makes painfully evident the fail
ure of human imagination— or maybe I mean
Hollywood imagination. Nothing here is really
strange, otherworldly, mind-turning or fantas
tic. Kids who have read science fiction and
taken leaps into the beyond with Robert
Heinlein and Ray Bradbury will find this big ox
and his adventures pretty tepid.”

In hindsight, MacKenzie's review was



n effort to save Rogers, NBC pres

ident Fred Silverman was poised to take itin a
dramatically new direction, one that would

in theory embrace more serious story

telling. And at show's first

season, La

staff were fired and Silverman turned to execu

tive producer John Mantley, known for his

work on Gunsmoke and The Wild Wild West, to

"1 ming" reveals Lansbury.
“No one had come up to me and said, ‘I don't
think vou are long for this world,” but I heard

these murmurs and one morming w hen [ was

prepping the next show, this| rsal] execu
tive came with John [Mantley] to show him my
office. He was coming in to replace me, but no
one had mentioned this to me. They just swept
in, ignored me, and showed him where my
ffice was. So that's how it happened. It's a
Hollywood story. They do that; that happens
every week-and-a-half.”

Universal was equally adept in informing

er, was coming toan end. In a
tactless move, the actor was invited to partici
pate in a studio event to promote the upcom
ing second season of Roegers. While listening to
the presentation, O'Connor noticed awkward

'es standing near

him. "I ca

t a look that they didn't intend for

he remembers, “and | realized that

me to see,

Dr. Huer was a character in dire jeopardy. I was

hat they were dropping

! let my agent know
gent told me. That happens quite

frequently. I wasn't disturbed by it all.”

ALTERED STATES

DK

s season two production team

was a mix of Mantley alumni and new talent

Gunsmoke writer Calvin Clements joined the

series as supervising producer. John G.
Stephens, who had worked with Mantley
[\[r\'u:u«l\' on the 1977 mini-series How the
West Was Won, also came onboard as a
producer. Relative newcomer Stephen
McPherson joined the show as executive story
consultant. The budget for second season was
cut dramatically to $600,000 per episode. In
addition, the time allocated to film each
episode was reduced from seven daystoarigid
six days per. Despite these constraints, season
two benefited in part by the 1980 Screen
Actor’s Guild strike, which halted production
and provided the creative team with addi
tional time to retool the series.

Colleagues remember Mantley fondly as a
theatrical, erudite producer with an almost
fanatical love of science fiction and, in particu
lar, the works of Isaac Asimov. Mantley, who
died in 2003, described his approach to Buck
Rogers to the Associated Pressin 1981: "The first
thing I did was get them away from Earth. I felt
it was a restrictive atmosphere and so did
[NBCL I came up with the concept of the
Searcher, a spaceship looking for the ‘lost
tribes of Earth.’ In every great civilization there

have been migrations, from the Puritans to the
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[Vietnamese] boat people. It seemed to me to be
logical that after the atomic war people would
have left Earth.”

“There was a very conscious decision to
have character-based stories,” explains execu
tive story consultant Stephen McPherson.
“John Mantley was a very character-oriented
writer and believed that you needed a good
narrative and a tight plot, but what would
really make people watch the show was their
investment in the characters. I think we knew
going in that we weren't going to be writing
stories that involved massive feature-film
special effects.”

The changes were sweeping. The concept
of Rogers as a roguish interstellar agent fight
ing to save Earth from its enemies was aban
doned. With little exposition, the second
season premier, “Time of the Hawk," opens
with Buck, Wilma and Twiki already explor
ing the frontier aboard the Searcher. First
season staples Dr. Huer and Dr. Theopolis,
presumably left back on Earth, are abruptly
and inexplicably missing and actor Thom
(:h]'I!‘-ﬂlI]‘l1t'Til!i!11‘\l1})L' series as Hawk, an t‘!'lIIIL"
matic alien birdman who aids Rogers in his

adventures. Jay Gamner (as Admiral Asimov)













