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FOREWORD

He was just a little guy when I first met him nearly three decades ago. But even at the age of eleven, and standing just two feet eleven inches tall, I could tell at our first meeting that Warwick Davis was not only agile, but full of life and spunk. Something about him cried out that he was a very special person, and in the years since as I’ve gotten to know Warwick as an actor and as a human being, I’m happy that my first instinct was correct.

It was his grandmother who heard that the Star Wars folks were holding auditions for people under four feet tall for Return of the Jedi – but it was Warwick who had the gumption and self-confidence to think that he could get a part. When I saw him in his tiny Ewok costume, and got to know him better, I started giving him more and more things to do. What struck me was how energetic he was, how enthusiastic – and very, very intelligent. When he got those extra pieces of business in the film, he did them really well, made them his own, and they looked great on camera. He may have started out as an extra, but he turned into a much more central character, Wicket W. Warrick, Ewok hero. He repeated that role in two made-for-television movies.

When Ron Howard and I decided to do Willow, it was really the experience of working with Warwick that gave me the confidence that we could do a film with not just a few dozen little people, but with a few hundred. I told Ron that Warwick was a very talented actor and could actually play the lead in a movie. After Ron talked to him and did a few screen tests, he agreed. Warwick worked very hard and turned in a great performance. He was all of seventeen.

I’ve done a number of movies with little people and have gotten to know some of them quite well. I’ve been asked why I’ve used little people as heroes. Perhaps part of it, deep down, is the fact that throughout high school I was always the shortest one in the class, so perhaps I instinctively took on the fantasy life of a little person who overcomes all obstacles. And part of it is my real-world desire to point the spotlight on the struggles of society’s downtrodden, whether they be ‘different’ physically, mentally, ethnically or even financially.

Warwick has already led an extraordinary life: actor, director, businessman and devoted husband and father. He has undergone tremendous physical and other challenges and has become an even stronger force of nature by overcoming them. As I’ve gotten to know Warwick over the years, there has been one defining quality that has always shone through: he’s a really good person. He’s smart, sensitive and thoughtful. He’s very talented, as his long list of notable movie and television credits will attest. He’s also fun to be around. And Warwick has gone – and continues to go – in many different and interesting directions, all of which have helped him accomplish a great number of goals. This book recounts just the first forty years of what I’m sure is going to continue to be an amazing life. In my book, for all that he has done and for his innate decency and integrity, he’s a true hero.



George Lucas, Skywalker Ranch 2009




Prologue

Expecting Someone Taller



 

 

 

3 February 1970

My dad had been sitting with no little anxiety in the expectant fathers’ waiting room when he saw the doctor marching down the long corridor towards him.

The doctor stopped at the doorway and studied my father for a moment or two.

‘Mr Davis,’ he said seriously, ‘would you please stand up?’

My father rose unsteadily.

‘Hmmm,’ the doctor continued in a thoughtful and slightly puzzled tone, a tone that suggested all was not as it should be. He frowned and looked my father up and down. ‘Walk to the door and back.’

‘Excuse me?’ Dad was understandably perplexed. He had been expecting the doctor to enter the room and say something along the lines of: ‘Congratulations, you’re the father of a healthy boy/girl,’ and he would in return hand the doctor a cigar.

But in those days every single doctor was male and studied at the Gene Hunt Macho-Man School of Medicine, where any leanings towards sensitivity, consideration and empathy guaranteed you a Fail and a foot in the backside.

This was 1970, the year of cheesecloth and satin, when men were men and wore sideburns, perms, Brut and gold medallions and did not, under any circumstances – unless they were wearing a white coat – witness childbirth.

‘Walk to the door and back,’ the doctor repeated impatiently, as if this was expected of all new fathers.

My dad did as he was told.

‘You’re not unusually short, are you?’ the doctor asked.

‘Er …’

The doctor turned and started to leave the room.

‘Excuse me!’ my dad called after him. The doctor froze, leaning on the half-open door.

‘Is it a boy or a girl?’

The doctor looked back at him for a moment and tilted his head as if deep in thought. ‘I’ve forgotten.’ The door swung closed behind him.

At that moment the dinner trolley rattled past. Dad saw a healthy king-sized cockroach crawling happily out from under one of the plastic plates and swore that no child of his would ever be born in that hospital again.



It was touch and go for a while. The doctors didn’t know I was going to be born little and I had far too much anaesthetic in my system (Mum had a Caesarean). Although I won this first round I was soon battling against pneumonia and was rushed by ambulance to Queen Mary’s specialist children’s hospital, my anxious parents following right behind.

A doctor suggested, rather portentously, that they christen me at the earliest opportunity. I was christened in hospital on 13 February (my mum’s birthday).

But, despite the gloomy predictions made by the medical fraternity, and despite having to spend the first two months of my life in hospital, I fought my way into the world. Eventually the doctors sat down with my mum and dad. This time they had a little bit more to say.

‘Your son will be wheelchair-bound and dead by his teens, if he survives these first few months.’

This, as it turned out, was completely, utterly and entirely incorrect.




Chapter One

E Eetee, Eetee Chiutatal Bok Ootu Ootu Chuu-ock1
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‘Mum, who’s George Lucas?’
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Practising my ‘come hither’ look.
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Ready for Little Chint Primary.
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A mini-motortrike would soon follow.
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Sports day: Thanks to my waddle, the egg-and-spoon race became the ‘pick-up-the-egg-and-spoon’ race.
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Me, Mum and my younger sister, Kim.
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Me, Kim and Dad.
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Just your average family – although I’m first to admit that the dog rodeo was a touch unusual.
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Was I really that small or is that just tall grass?



 

 

 

‘What would be the dream thing you’d most like to do?’ Mum asked. I considered carefully. ‘Think about it, Warwick, anything you want. The most fantastic thing you could possibly imagine.’

I was eleven years old and Mum was picking me up from school. Suddenly I had it. Of course! It was obvious. ‘Drive a go-kart!’ I exclaimed.

Mum looked at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘Come on, Warwick, what do you love more than anything else?’ Hmm … tricky. What could possibly be better than driving a go-kart?



I’d come a long way since Mum and Dad had brought me home from hospital. I’d grown from strength to strength – although not in height. But what I lacked in inches I made up for in explosive energy. I was a handful, albeit a small one.

While my size has of course played a huge part in my life,2 it has never been an excuse. Indeed it came to be one of my greatest assets (alongside my charm, wit and intellect, of course).

My size, however, had given my parents plenty to worry about for the first few years of my life, medically speaking at least. When I was a baby, my head was out of proportion to the rest of my body, and for a time the doctors were concerned that it might become too heavy for my neck, but thankfully my body gradually caught up.

My legs proved to be more problematic. I’d been born with talipes (club foot) which meant both my feet were turned inwards and I stood on my ankles as I walked.

I had to wear splints every night to try to straighten them, but this had limited succes so I went for a major operation to correct this when I was two years old. The surgeons cut the back of my legs from my ankle to my knee, undid all the tendons in my legs like the shoelaces in a knee-length boot, then re-tied them again so I could put my feet flat on the ground.

While I was in hospital, I was photographed several times – the doctors said they’d never seen anything like me before. I hated it; it made me feel like an exhibit in a freak show. My parents didn’t like it either but they felt they had to go along with the men in white coats and imagined this would help the doctors advance their knowledge. Granddad, ‘Poppa’, tried to comfort me by calling me his ‘little champ’.

Although I came home with plasters on both my legs and walked like a stick man for six weeks, I refused to let them hold me back. I climbed everywhere I possibly could and took particular delight in giving my parents palpitations by balancing on chairs and tables.

It was while I was in hospital that the doctors told Mum and Dad that I had achondroplasia, the most common genetic cause of dwarfism.3 To some extent, it was reassuring for them to know what it was that had made me small. My parents found this time in my childhood especially difficult but they resolved that they would make sure I lived just like any other child would. The only concessions to my short stature at home were a lowered light switch in my bedroom and my very own sink.



My dad was an insurance man who worked at Lloyd’s in the City of London, following in the footsteps of his father. He was proud of what he did but felt the pressure of the City and the long commute from our home in Tadworth, Surrey. Although it was all he knew, he had secret fantasies of becoming a lumberjack. His chance came when the insurance market went haywire in the long recession of the late 1970s. He bought the finest chainsaw available, a chequered shirt, marched out to the woods and started cutting down trees. After a while, people started to pay him.

My father has a wicked sense of humour; I think this may have influenced some of his many successful money-making schemes, one of which involved selling land to the Americans. He bought a small field and sold it off by the square foot so that Americans could own a piece of England (he’d post them the certificate of ownership as proof).

His scheme has since been repeated, with some people even selling portions of the Moon. I don’t know quite how that’s possible but anyone who bought a square foot of land from my father actually still owns that piece of land.



Our household was firmly conservative. No elbows were allowed on the dining table, where we always ate dinner, and we had to finish whatever was put on our plates. Kim, my stubborn sister, once spent four hours shepherding a dozen or so peas around her plate after discussions about the edibility of peas got totally out of control.

There was only one exception to this rule and it applied to my father. We had an in-and-out gravel drive, of which he was extremely proud. We lived in Lovelands Lane, a cul-de-sac, and it was one of those roads that appeared – to time-short drivers anyway – as if it might possibly be a shortcut to a nearby A-road.

Every so often a car would zip up our little cul-de-sac, discover they were driving towards a dead end, realise that my father’s through-drive would save them from the inconvenience of stopping to make a three-point turn, and so drive straight through and round, spinning their wheels and scattering Dad’s precious gravel before zooming off back towards the main road, usually even faster in an effort to make up for lost time.

Invariably, this would happen at suppertime. It had an extraordinary effect on my father. He would sit bolt upright in his chair, as if zapped by a cattle prod. He’d then throw down his cutlery and napkin and leap up, knocking his chair over. By the time it hit the ground he was outside, sprinting towards his Jaguar, leaping over the bonnet in a single jump before diving in on the driver’s side. The ignition was instantly followed by the engine’s roar as the Jag flew out of the drive (throwing yet more gravel towards the house). Seconds later Dad would be grinding through the gears, screaming down Lovelands Lane in hot pursuit of the trespasser.

Mum would sigh stoically. Kim would smile (she’d no longer have to eat all her peas). I, on the other hand, would mutter ‘kaggernash!’, a swear word of my own invention, created so I could ‘curse’ within earshot of my parents. I used it on this occasion because it was my job to sweep the gravel back to perfection. Fortunately, I had come up with a cunning plan that made the job easier, even a little fun. I owned a Honda ATC 70. I tied a garden rake to the back of the tiny motorbike and drove up and down until the gravel was as smooth as a Japanese garden.

Hours after the dinner plates had been cleared away, my father would return, driving sedately and smiling strangely. He never spoke about the outcome of his pursuit. We didn’t know whether he had caught up with the trespassing driver, or what had transpired between them if he had.

I half-expected the police to roll up one day (hopefully they wouldn’t skid to a halt in the drive) and arrest Dad on suspicion of mass murder, finally linking him to all the shallow graves and burned-out frames of Cortinas, Capris, Escorts and Fiestas that littered the countryside surrounding the pleasant village of Lower Kingswood, Surrey.

Mum, meanwhile, was mainly kept busy with Kim, my average-sized, younger sister and me, although she also worked as a secretary and personal assistant. I was a real handful, a tightly wound ball of rubberised energy that bounced around the house and garden at giddying speeds. If I wasn’t swinging from lampshades (at two-foot-six I was the perfect height to play Cheetah, Tarzan’s monkey, and relished the role a little too much), I was charging my bike through stacks of cardboard boxes, copying The Dukes of Hazzard.

My parents were wonderful and devoted lots of time to Kim and me but, of course, this didn’t mean they were perfect. My earliest memories tend to be of a traumatic nature. One of the very first is of my mother and father walking with me in the countryside, each of them holding one of my hands as they swung me back and forth, much to my screaming delight.

For reasons that to this day remain unclear, Mum and Dad both decided to let me go when I was at the zenith of one such arc. I sailed like a tiny screaming football into a forest of stinging nettles. To me this forest was just like the kind you find in Lord of the Rings,4 full of giant walking trees and plants that entwined themselves about one’s limbs. I fought my way out of the undergrowth (overgrowth in my case), a furious screaming red mass of mump-like blisters. Mum was mortified while Dad maintained an ‘It’ll toughen him up’ approach to parenting.

My very earliest memory was no less traumatic. I was crawling around the lounge floor when I found a pin and decided what better way to treat such a find than as food, and swallowed it. It pierced my tonsil. I screamed the house down and twenty minutes later, after a brief stop in the operating theatre, a surgeon waved the pin under my mortified parents’ noses and told them, ‘He could have died from this, you know.’

My parents really wanted to send me to a ‘normal’ (as opposed to a ‘special’) school. In the mid-70s, being little was seen as psychiatric as well as physical.

All too often, little people were put up for adoption by parents who’d had the bejeezus scared out of them by ill-informed doctors with little scientific and absolutely no social knowledge. Invariably, these children struggled to find a home.

As the time neared for me to start school, Mum and Dad visited the headmaster of Little Chinthurst, an excellent local primary. They were really worried that he might view me as being ‘disabled’, or that I was simply too small to fit in.

Dad was so concerned that even though he was wearing a suit when he got back from work for the interview, he changed into a fresh one. He really wanted to give the best possible impression. My parents didn’t mention I was smaller than average until right at the end of the interview.

‘Oh, really?’ the headmaster asked, ‘that’s interesting because we’ve just had another little chap leave.’

Mum and Dad were pleasantly gobsmacked. Sure enough, one of the coat hooks in the cloakroom was lower than all the others.

Of course, at school I was indeed entirely ‘normal’, just a tad smaller than my classmates. Although kids can be cruel, none of them ever saw me as being particularly different, although there was one unusual exception: Pedro, a Puerto Rican boy who had a bad case of lollypopguildophobia.5 The first time he caught sight of me his eyes saucered. He yelled, ‘Extraterrestre!’ and ran screaming straight out of the school gate. Poor Pedro was so traumatised at the prospect of seeing me on a daily basis that he was forced to abandon the school.

I never thought about the fact that once they were five years old my classmates were already taller than I would ever be. There was no eureka moment; nobody sat me down and told me I wasn’t going to grow up to be my father’s height. I didn’t know what it was to be tall and was used to being small, so I just felt, well – normal. I was unusual in that I had an enormous amount of energy with a personality to boot. When I realised that I was getting left behind height-wise, I simply turned up the volume.

Having said this, we had a weekly woodwork lesson where we were supposed to choose something we would make for our end of term project. While most of my classmates made toy boats, boxes and stools I decided that it would be appropriate to hack together a pair of stilts.

I had absolutely no desire to use them or to be taller at this stage and, as unbelievable as this might sound, I did not realise for one second what the connection was. Throughout my early life I suffered from the rather naive trait of missing the blindingly obvious.

In this case, I just thought a pair of stilts would be easy to make. Boy, was I wrong. The hammer and chisel did not sit easily in my hands and the results were … curious. For some reason, we were supposed to show our finished pieces to the headmaster. His study was just like Dumbledore’s: there was the leather sofa, the softly ticking clocks, the shelves lined with leather-bound books. He looked at me and frowned.

Before him were two wonky sticks of unequal length. In fact, if the brief had been to make two pieces of wood look as unlike stilts as possible, then I would have won first prize.

‘And, er … what have you made, Warwick?’

‘Stilts, sir.’

‘I see, ahem, yes, stilts,’ and then he had a sudden choking fit and quickly ushered me out of the room.

The headmaster was a decent enough guy who obviously loved his job. He once summoned my class to his study in groups of three or four at a time. Rather conspiratorially, he beckoned us inside. ‘Look at what I’ve got here,’ he said, and pointed at an oversize calculator on his desk. ‘The ZX 81. This is the future.’ He raised his eyebrows significantly. Whatever he was trying to communicate went straight over my head. ‘And I’ve got the RAM pack,’ he added grandly. I blinked blankly back at him.



Little Chint, as the junior section of school was known, was packed full of bizarre teachers. The science teacher had suffered from polio as a child and wasn’t much taller than me. She walked up and down the classroom as she lectured us; her limp was so large that she would disappear and reappear behind the laboratory benches as she went.

The headmaster had an obsession with Cliff Richard. In assembly he’d play us modern religious sermons recorded by the Peter Pan of Pop, none of which ever seemed to make any sense.

Mr Miller, the Latin teacher, was known as ‘Windy Miller’ for reasons too obvious to go into here and was ironically cursed with an enormous nose, while Mr Scully (a.k.a. ‘Yellowbeard’) liked to nip out every five minutes for a cigarette. He’d hide behind the school wall but we could tell when he was on his way back to the classroom because the cloud of smoke that always accompanied him started to move. Then there was the teacher, whose name escapes me, who would whirl around and throw a piece of chalk at anyone who was mucking about while his back was turned. We thought he had psychic abilities but in reality he could see us all in the reflection of his glasses as he wrote on the board (he let us into his secret on our last day).

Sports day proved to be difficult. I sway a bit when I walk and so the egg-and-spoon race turned into a pick-up-the-egg-andspoon race and when the teacher shouted ‘GO!’ at the start of the sack race, I pulled up the sack and disappeared inside. As for the obstacle course (essentially a couple of upside-down benches and a few hoops), well, I might as well have been trying to get into the SAS.

Unusually, I loved school dinners. They did a great mashed potato, a wonderful meat pie and fantastic rice pudding with jam. The only thing I couldn’t handle was cabbage. The problem was, we were supposed to eat everything on our plates before we could leave. To get round this, I’d pop the cabbage in my pocket and then spend a few minutes out in the playground surreptitiously scattering cabbage pieces in the style of The Great Escape tunnellers getting rid of the soil they’d dug out.

The only incident of bullying I ever suffered was pretty mild, as it goes. As my classmates began to overtake me height-wise, there came a time where two of my best friends, Paul and Richard, started to use my height for their own amusement. They managed to lock me in a classroom simply by closing the door behind them, knowing that I wasn’t able to reach the handle to open it.

I returned home in a miserable mood. Dad asked me what was wrong and I explained. He just nodded and didn’t say too much at the time. Behind the scenes, however, he came up with a cunning plan.

As they were my ‘best friends’, Dad had Paul and Richard’s phone numbers and so he called their homes and asked to speak to them personally.

‘Warwick’s been telling me that he’s been having a bit of trouble at school and that two of the kids locked him in the classroom today,’ he told them. ‘He doesn’t want to tell me who did this, however. As you’re his best friend I’m asking you to keep an eye out for him and to let me know the next time this happens, so I know exactly who’s behind it.’

I never had another day’s trouble from Richard or Paul and normal relations were resumed.

My routine at the end of each school day was to get changed out of my uniform, hang it up (I was also an obsessive-compulsive child), make a cup of tea and then switch on the TV to catch my favourite shows.

I never missed an episode of Scooby Doo, broadcast once a week at 4.30 p.m. Back then, if you missed it, you missed it. There were no video recorders (except for some extremely expensive top-loaders with huge buttons and dials), no Sky Plus, just three channels to choose from and that was it.

Then there was Take Hart with Tony Hart. (My mum’s claim to fame was that she once acted in a famous road safety advert for Brittax with Tony. She put on her seatbelt while Tony did the talking.) Another favourite was Rentaghost, a long-running children’s TV series about a bunch of ghosts trying to set up their own business. This would later become a major source of inspiration for my own filmmaking.

Once the news came on at 5.40 p.m., I switched over to BBC2 for the Laurel and Hardy re-runs. These were a huge influence on my own physical comedy. They are simply timeless and now my own kids have got into them; their favourite episode is ‘Brats’, made in 1930, where Stan and Oliver look after themselves as kids. This relied upon some quite sophisticated special effects work and an awful amount of physical pain, something I would come to experience myself, also in the name of comedy.

When he was home Dad’s word was final on what we watched and that meant sport or Last of the Summer Wine. He enjoyed wrestling, which was broadcast live on ITV on Saturday afternoons. It was beamed from some dodgy town hall from locations across the UK I’d never heard of before. It was nothing like the slick American shows you see today. The blokes were as fat as Sumo wrestlers and were covered in hair, prison tattoos and Brylcreem. The air was blue with fag smoke exhaled by a flat-cap-wearing audience.

The fact that these hugely fat men would beat each other up straight after Saturday kids’ TV never seemed to trouble anyone. I can remember the big bout of the time would be between Big Daddy (good guy) with a record-breaking 64-inch chest and the amazing 48-stone Giant Haystacks (bad guy) – he looked like a man who had been bottle-fed scrumpy since birth. As far as I could tell, it pretty much came down to two blokes charging at each other using their bellies as battering rams.

Dad also enjoyed snooker and the Derby, but what took precedence over all else was Wimbledon. Then, this being such a special occasion, the television would be connected to an extension, taken outside and we would watch it in the garden. Dad also did this for the Grand Prix, which was the only time the TV was allowed on during lunch or dinner, when it would be turned round to face the table so my dad could see it while he ate.



As blindingly obvious as it may seem my first film memory really was of Star Wars, which came out when I was seven years old. The excitement it caused reached insane levels. The local cinema was literally surrounded by a queue.

Just as my friend and I finally completed the circuit and stepped up to the ticket booth, as if on cue they did that classic thing of flipping the sign round in our faces – CINEMA FULL. Then a man emerged and, with an air of great importance, strung the magical velvet rope between two short steel poles, thereby preventing entry into the building. Being British, we would never dare to challenge the authority of the velvet rope, but we weren’t afraid of a queue either and so we stayed put until the next showing. We were the first in and therefore able to choose the best seats.

We left the cinema in a daze and, after I got home, I spoke to my mum at about a hundred miles an hour trying to explain the plot as she applied her make-up, ready to go out. From that day on, my friends and I talked about Star Wars constantly.



It should therefore have been at the forefront of my mind when my mum repeated her question. ‘Come on, Warwick,’ Mum said earnestly, ‘what do you love more than anything else?’ There was nothing I liked more than the idea of driving a go-kart, so I shrugged my shoulders. Mum sighed, then smiled brightly. ‘How would you like to be in Star Wars?’





1  Ewokese for ‘A Long Time Ago in a Village Far, Far Away’, although the literal translation is: ‘A While Ago in a Tree Hut Across the Valley’.

2  Brace yourselves: this book is pun-heavy, most of them unintentional.

3  As it turned out, the doctors were wrong yet again and it would be many years before I would discover that I had a far more unusual and complex one-in-a-million condition (lucky me).

4  No, I wasn’t in Lord of the Rings, I’m too short for a Hobbit.

5  An irrational fear of little people. Lollypopguildophobia would also send people with hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia (fear of long words) into convulsions.




Chapter Two

An Ewok is Born
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Nana Davis (who got me my big break), me and Mum on the day of the Return of the Jedi cast screening. Behind us Dad is holding up my Darth Vader action figure carrying case, given to me by Mark Hamill.
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On my way to Elstree to film Return of the Jedi.
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My sister and I making friends with Mark Hamil (aka Luke Skywalker).
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Another toy for the Star Wars collection – except this one was based on me!
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The dads with two Ewok sons, me and Nicky Read.

Courtesy of Lucasfilm Ltd.
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A ‘heads-off’ moment. Note the costumes hanging behind me. After a few weeks of filming they had a unique aroma.
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David Tomblin directs me in Return of the Ewok as Nicky Read looks on.

Courtesy of Lucasfilm Ltd.



 

 

 

It was all thanks to my Nan.

Nan could easily have been the inspiration for Professor Minerva McGonagall. My parents were very social; they were always going to Saturday evening dinner parties or some kind of dinner and dance, which meant that my sister and I were placed in the loving care of Nana Davis.

She lived in a huge and ancient magical mansion in the small Surrey town of Banstead. The windows were latticed with lead, and beams hundreds of years old crossed the ceilings. The fireplace roared while the wind howled down the chimney and we’d sit in what was probably the cosiest lounge in England, eating Nan’s salad sandwiches (once you added lots of salad cream they were fine) and watching TV game-shows all night long: Play Your Cards Right, Game For a Laugh, Family Fortunes, the Generation Game and so on. Every now and again we played board games or cards.

Nan was totally obsessed with the weather and she passed this obsession on to me. There always seemed to be something weird happening at her house. No sooner were we through the door than she’d be telling me in a suitably atmospheric voice as she waggled her fingers descriptively, ‘Just had some ball lightning here the other day, I was on the stairs just here and right outside the lead window there was a huge, dancing ball of light.’

For some reason there were always really, really bad storms at Nan’s house, it was as if she were Thora, the Goddess of Thunder and Lightning.

To make things even more interesting, her house was also full of ghosts and ghouls. Not the Rentaghost kind but proper horrors – the beheaded, drowned and buried alive sort.

‘I saw the Green Lady the other day,’ she’d say, tucking my sister and me up in bed, ‘she walks the secret passage between here and the church,6 she’s been ringing those bells again.’

These were the old servant’s bells; the masters of the house could call them from any room in the house, so if you rang the lounge bell, the bell under the sign marked ‘lounge’ would ring in the servants’ quarters.

Guess where we slept? I looked up at the bells in horror and trembled as Nan continued.

‘She moaned at me something horrible the other night, she did. She’s not at rest, you know. Gives me the chills.’

Then with a cheery ‘Goodnight’, spoken as if she’d just been talking about the price of cheese with the milkman, Nan switched off the light and shut the door with a solid ‘clunk’. I lay there staring at the bells, waiting for one of them to ring.

Any midnight trip to the bathroom was fraught with terror. I’d wait until the last possible moment before sprinting down the huge hallway, which seemed to me to be about the length and height of Westminster Cathedral, in what was a dramatic race against time.



Nan had been listening to the radio when a call went out for little people to appear in the new Star Wars film. She was unsure about telling Mum and Dad as I was still only eleven and she was worried it might be exploitative.

She thought it over for a couple of days before she eventually decided to call Mum, who was mopping the kitchen floor at the time. As soon as Mum heard the words ‘Star Wars’ she immediately knew I’d want to do it. She knew I enjoyed acting as she’d recently started sending me to drama classes in an attempt to channel my extrovert energy.

Mum dropped her mop and called the studio straight away. ‘I’m sorry,’ the production assistant said, ‘but we’ve been overwhelmed with calls, we’ve got all we need.’

Mum hung up. A few minutes later the phone rang again. It was the production assistant.

‘How tall is your son?’

‘Two feet eleven inches.’

‘Could you bring him in?’



It was a wise move to have kept this secret from me until the last moment. My overexcitement at the prospect of being in a Star Wars movie would have been catastrophic for the Davis household. I nearly exploded with excitement as we drove there and talked incessantly the whole way.

Suddenly I was at Elstree Studios, auditioning for Revenge of the Jedi, as it was called then. Production assistant Patricia Carr was impressed by my lack of height; even for a little person I was short at two-foot-eleven.

‘Well, George said we needed some little, little people to play Ewok children,’ Patricia said, ‘and I think you’ll do just fine.’

My face lit up to sunbeam proportions.

‘Right then, you’d better head down to the wardrobe department and they’ll take your measurements for your costume.’

I led the way at a steady sprint, determined to reach wardrobe before anyone changed their mind. My face was a picture of wonder. Elstree was like Hogwarts, a huge, ever-changing, mysterious new world full of unexpected wonders. I hurried along the long white labyrinthine corridors desperate to see what lay in wait around the next corner. Everywhere people rushed about the building. I hoped to catch a glimpse of a Stormtrooper or Chewbacca strolling past, but was disappointed to encounter just one rather average-looking humanoid after another.

Wardrobe, as it turned out, was a misleading term for what most people my height would more accurately describe as a Torture Factory. My costume ‘fitting’ actually involved the making of a full-sized body and head cast, which would be used as a mannequin by the costume makers. This is not an experience for the faint-hearted, especially when it comes to taking a mould of the head.

Mum left me to it and went off to get a cup of tea. When she returned I heard a muffled scream, followed by ‘What have you done to my son?!’

I was stretched out, bound from head to foot in a bright white, full-body plaster cast. I’d been wrapped in clingfilm and covered in Vaseline before the plaster cast had been slapped on. Unlike my fellow little actors, I’d actually been enjoying the experience, although the challenge of staying still while everything set was extremely trying.

Every now and again, Mum would shout, ‘Are you OK in there, Warwick?’ but because of the algenate (a milkshake-like substance more commonly used by dentists to make casts for dentures) over my ears I could barely hear or move my mouth and would reply with ‘Hummpff?’

One person was specifically employed to keep my nostrils – the only part of my head that was uncovered – clear from the runny gloop (sneezes or allergies can be lethal). Some people find the whole process unbearable; it’s not something for claustrophobes or asthmatics.

But while the older, more experienced creature actors shuddered at the thought of being turned into a human Twix, for me this was the most exciting moment of my life to date. Once the mixture had been moulded on, it was reinforced with plaster bandages. When these were all dry, they were pulled off and I looked, fascinated, into an inverse copy of myself.

‘Cool!’

‘That’s the first time anyone’s actually enjoyed the experience,’ said make-up artist Nick Dudman.



Before we started filming we were invited to go and see The Empire Strikes Back (the second film in the trilogy) at a special screening at Elstree Studios. I hadn’t yet seen it and was surprised and fascinated by how dark it was; I was dismayed to see that it ended on such a grim note.

Good job I’d be on hand to sort it all out for the grand finale.

My first day’s filming was amazing. Up to that point I’d never met another little person in my entire life. When you’re young and as short as I am, you tend to feel as if you’re the only little person in the world. It was therefore a real magical moment for me when I walked into a studio to find forty people of similar proportions staring back at me. There was one other eleven-yearold, Nicky Read, who was just a couple of months older, and we became friends straight away. In fact, we all pretty much got on from the first moment, young and old, male and female. We all bonded over being short. Peter Burroughs, one of the older men there, would eventually become my father-in-law, poor fellow.

We were there to work with the choreographer on our fitness and ‘Ewok movement’. We had to learn to behave like primitive but feisty and furry forest dwellers. Soon all forty of us, dressed in tracksuits, were running round the studio growling at each other and anyone unlucky enough to stick their head round the door to see what was going on.



On the day I was due to pick up my costume and try it on for the first time, I could hardly contain myself. Most older actors looked at their Ewok costumes with utter dread. They saw the thick layer of foam, the full-body fur suit and shuddered, knowing that a long, hot, sweaty and difficult few weeks lay ahead of them. All I could think about was that I was going to be fighting Stormtroopers all day long.

‘Bring it on!’

It was beautifully made and only took five minutes to put on. I was one of the lucky ones because my costume actually fitted really well and was among the most convincing. Some of the older, less fortunate Ewok actors looked like teddy bears. Teddy bears who had been run through cement mixers before being pounded repeatedly with cricket bats.

The heat in the costumes was truly extraordinary; Kenny Baker, who also played R2-D2, described wearing an Ewok suit as ‘like being poached’. Fortunately, you, dear reader, can only imagine quite how interesting the aroma in the Ewok dressing room was after six weeks of filming and no washing. I, however, still have those pungent memories.

Filming began in January 1982, one of the coldest English winters on record. Heavy snow had fallen several times throughout December and January. Temperatures dropped to a recordbreaking minus-25 degrees Celsius. We filmed on a set inside Elstree but our dressing rooms were trailers parked outside. Once the cry of ‘Heads off!’ had been given and it was time for a break, forty Ewoks and one seven-foot Wookie emerged from the building without their heads and walked towards the trailers. It was so hot inside the suits that little clouds of steam followed us as we walked. It was very refreshing for about thirty seconds before the cold really started to bite.



Nearly all the Ewok Village scenes were shot at Elstree and there were some significant Ewok-related problems during quite a few of them. For example:



Han Solo: I’m sure Luke wasn’t on that thing when it blew.

Princess Leia: He wasn’t. I can feel it.

Han Solo: You love him,

[pause]

Han Solo: don’t you?

Princess Leia: Yes.

Han Solo: All right. I understand. Fine. When he comes back, I won’t get in the way.

Princess Leia: Oh, Han, it’s not like that at all.

[whispering]

Princess Leia: He’s my—

Random Ewok [rolling past screaming]: Aaaaargh!

George Lucas: CUT!



As far as forest-dwelling creatures went, the Ewoks were incredibly unstable. One of the main problems proved to be their orange eyes. As heat built up inside the head they steamed up, so none of us could see where we were going. Even a special anti-mist spray proved ineffective. In an attempt to get round this, we didn’t wear our heads during rehearsals and I memorised how many steps I needed to take for any one scene and roughly where each tree stump or branch was.

The Ewoks’ rallying cry was ‘Heads on!’ followed by a grumble of discontent from everyone (except me). An army of dressers would fasten our heads and we’d cross two of our three Ewok fingers, hoping that we’d still be standing by the time it was all over.

Typically, at the end of any scene half a dozen Ewoks would be rolling around on the ground, having tripped up or fallen over something or someone, or having run into one another. Luckily I was able to get up on my own. When some of the more rotund Ewoks fell it was almost impossible for them to get up – or stop rolling. I had visions of some unlucky fellow carrying on down Elstree High Street still rolling strong on his way to the A1. Between filming normal-sized ‘Ewok collectors’ were dispatched to set them upright ahead of the next take.

Falling over and rolling about on Endor was all well and good until we shot the scenes in the Ewok village, which was thirty feet above the ground.

This was done to give it on-screen depth and the ‘village’ set was created by mounting dozens of fake polystyrene trees on a mass of scaffolding that filled the entire stage (real tree branches were attached to help them look real). It was surrounded by a cyclorama, a painting of the Endor forest to provide background. It was very ‘Rolf Harris’, in that it was hard to tell what it was until you were far enough away. Little bridges connected all the Ewok huts – which, as I’ve already mentioned, were thirty feet above the ground.

To make things even more interesting, the Ewoks had lots of campfires, so the special effects team burned lots and lots of incense to create a thick smoky haze, just to make sure we really, really couldn’t see a damn thing. The Ewok body count should have shot through the roof but the perilous combination of the height and the smoke actually had the effect of making us concentrate very, very hard on where we put our feet so, against the odds, we managed to stay upright.

While no Ewoks were harmed in the making of this movie, the same cannot be said for humans. There is a scene where Chewie, Han, Luke, C-3PO and R2-D2 are walking through the forests of Endor and a hungry Chewie spies some meat hanging in a tree. Before Luke can say ‘Chewie – no!’ the hungry Wookie takes the bait and our heroes are caught in a classic jungle trap, scooped up in a net.

In reality, this net was held by a bloke driving a JCB. Several million dollars’ worth of acting talent were entirely at his mercy so one can only imagine the thoughts that must have whizzed through his brain when the rope snapped and the cast dropped to the ground. Fortunately, no one was seriously hurt.

At the end of each take, my fellow Ewoks would collapse in sweaty relief. David Tomblin, the first assistant director (Spielberg’s favourite AD and George’s right-hand man) who was running the Ewok scenes would then typically say: ‘Can we go again or do you need a break?’

While the older Ewok actors groaned and begged for thirty minutes’ rest I hopped up and down, eager to prove I was feeling fine and pleaded: ‘Please can we keep killing Stormtroopers?’ I had been told to throw a rock at a Stormtrooper and I wanted to make damn sure it was going to hit him – right between the eyes.

‘Well, if he can do it,’ David said, ‘and he’s only eleven, then you guys can too!’

I was christened the ‘ever-ready Ewok’.

As soon as our first break on our first day finally came, I dashed to the trailer, leapt out of my costume and put on my roller skates. I skated past the Ewok stage and into the next building and there, looking just like the scene in the Mos Eisley spaceport in Episode IV, was a huge stage with the full-size Millennium Falcon.

I think I said something like ‘Woooooow’ as I rolled past to the next stage where I suddenly found myself skating round the Emperor’s throne room. This was quickly followed by Yoda’s hut and the Degobah swamp (not the best place for roller skating), before I ended my tour at Jabba the Hut’s palace.

Now this was really magical.

Unlike my older counterparts, I didn’t realise there were rules – written and unwritten – that governed one’s on-set behaviour. You didn’t talk to or touch the stars, something I managed to do frequently.

Spying a certain Mr Skywalker in his new all-black Jedi costume I tugged on his sleeve: ‘Excuse me. Can I see your light sabre?’ The young Jedi was very gracious about it.

Robert Watts, a delightful, avuncular and much-respected producer on Jedi took a bit of a shine to me and brought me to the attention of David Tomblin. David was a great character, a genuinely lovely man with immense experience and knowledge; he’d worked as Assistant Director to Stanley Kubrick and on such notable films as Never Say Never Again, Gandhi, Superman – the list was endless. He was also the mastermind behind the cult TV series The Prisoner.

When he was interviewed for a Channel 4 documentary, Six Into One: The Prisoner File in 1984, he recalled: ‘I have just worked on a George Lucas film called Return of the Jedi and, to get permission to work in the States, I had to write down every film that I had been on. I got to 478 and then decided that was probably enough to convince them that I had a reasonable amount of experience.’

One of David’s responsibilities in Jedi was ‘Ewok distribution’, and he couldn’t help but notice my tireless enthusiasm. He liked the fact I didn’t understand films, that I didn’t know the rules and wandered around during shoots chatting to the stars just like a curious Ewok would. These days, kids are a lot better informed about how movies are made, but in 1981 I didn’t have a clue, and neither did anyone else my age.

I took what little I’d learned about improvisation from acting school, added some of our family’s pet dog’s behaviour and my Ewok character emerged to explore the Moon of Endor.

In one scene the Ewoks encounter R2-D2 and C-3PO and decide that the golden robot is a god.7 I thought that R2-D2 would look so extraordinary to a young Ewok, who had after all seen nothing but plants and trees his whole young life, that he would want to check the robot out, so I wandered over and started poking and peering at him (I always assumed R2 was a he).

The older actors, meanwhile, would play by the rules; they would do what they were told, which was much better for such a complicated film. These days it rarely happens; an actor might approach a director with an idea and if they’re lucky they’ll get the chance to rehearse it, but out of politeness rather than any urge to actually put it on film.

The advantage I had was that I just did it ‘live’ so to speak, so it was captured on film and they could see straight away that it worked. This moment caught director Richard Marquand’s eye and he built a whole scene around me investigating R2-D2.

I was on my way.





6  There actually was a secret passage from the cupboard under the stairs to the nearby fifteenth-century church.

7  Anthony Daniels, who played C-3PO, likes to be treated as a god in real life. I once did a Star Wars show at Disney with Anthony where he got the whole audience to bow down to him as if they were Ewoks. He was also wearing a metallic-gold jacket; this would have been like me going on wearing a fur coat.




Chapter Three

Just Me and Princess Leia
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If you wrote me a fan letter in 1983, this is what you would have received – had you included an SAE.
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Chillin’ between takes.
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A heads-off moment with my sister, Kim.
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With weightlifting champ Dave Prowse, aka Darth Vader.
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Shooting Return of the Ewok at Chelsea FC. ‘When the ball lands here, you grab it!’
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The ever-ready Ewok – I’d roller-skate my way round Elstree in between filming; I saw many strange and wonderful things as a result.
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Filming Return of the Ewok. He was a real cabbie who couldn’t act.

[image: Book title]

Princess Leia introduces me to her fellow rebels.

Courtesy of Lucasfilm Ltd.
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Just me and Princess Leia – I was asked to perform this scene after fellow Ewok actor, Kenny Baker, fell ill. The bright spot to the left is the result of a Biker Scout missing us with his blaster.

Courtesy of Lucasfilm Ltd.
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At the wrap party – I managed to miss most of it by falling asleep. Thanks for not waking me Carrie!
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Carrie Fisher and I getting cosy on Jabba the Hutt’s tail.

Courtesy of Lucasfilm Ltd.



 

 

 

A few days later, David Tomblin took me to one side and said, ‘How would you like a speaking role in your own Ewok adventure, Warwick?’

Once he’d got his hearing back, David continued.

‘Well, I’ve got an idea for a short featurette called Return of the Ewok which we might use to promote Jedi. George likes the idea and has given me permission to use the entire set and cast, whatever I want. And I want you to star.’

The resulting twenty-three-minute film was never finished or officially released and has since become part of Star Wars folklore; the original 16mm print was lost and only six VHS copies still exist. I have one of them, which I’ve since converted to DVD. It has occasionally been shown at conventions and it’s a film Stars Wars fans always talk about.

I still have the original script and looking at it now I can see it was completely bonkers – in a good way. David told me that these crazy ideas had come to him in the middle of the night and he’d scribbled them down in a frenzy until the whole concept was complete.

The plot (such as it is) is that I (as Warwick, in human form) have left home to seek my fortune. After a stint as Chelsea goalkeeper (this was filmed at Stamford Bridge on match day), I decide to become an actor.

To cut a long story short, I end up backstage on the set of Jedi. Viewing the film after all this time I can’t believe the state of the dressing rooms. These were the stars of the film and they had these tiny, draughty boxes with a chair, a shoddy plywood desk and quite possibly the most depressing 1970s paisley curtains ever made. The dodgy furniture must have been especially hard to bear for former bespoke carpenter Harrison Ford; he was making a portico for Francis Ford Coppola when George gave him the break of a lifetime and offered him the part of Han Solo.

In the film, I meet Han who then takes me to Mark’s dressing room where he’s also in costume. Sadly, neither of them know about Ewoks or where they live. ‘Let’s ask Carrie,’ Mark says … and sure enough, we do.

And WHOAH! Cue wolf whistles and a sudden increase in advance bookings for Jedi. Carrie is in the gold bikini, with very little left to the imagination.

Carrie had apparently complained about her costumes in Star Wars and The Empire Strikes Back, saying they were so long and shapeless that no one could tell she was a woman. So she asked George Lucas if she could wear something ‘womanly’. Bearing in mind that, in George Lucas’s words, ‘there is no underwear in space’, the costume designers did remarkably well to come up with a matching metal bikini, which revealed that Carrie was – absotively posilutely – a woman.

The problem was the metal didn’t always follow Carrie’s body, so there were numerous ‘wardrobe malfunctions’ during which certain parts of her anatomy made unexpected appearances – I didn’t see it, but it happened in the scene where she strangles Jabba the Hutt, for example. For the action sequences a rubber version was made so Carrie could leap about without fear of embarrassment.

Anyway, back to Return of the Ewok. Carrie turns this way and that and then looks down and bends forward to talk to me.

I got a little wobbly at this point. I wasn’t sure why exactly – I was just on the cusp of adolescence so wasn’t able to fully appreciate the loveliness of Carrie’s outfit. But I did notice that the eyes of my costume steamed up a little quicker.

David had asked Mum and Dad to appear in this promo film (they were supposed to have flown on a space cruiser to pick me up from Endor at the end of my adventures) and they dressed up in their Sunday best for the occasion. When they arrived on set, David said, ‘I want you to walk through those brambles, nettles, across that mud, then through that ditch towards Warwick who’s coming down the hill towards you.’

Being English and overly polite they failed to point out to David that they had dressed in their Sunday best, wearing heels and brogues, and that the last thing they were able or willing to do was fight their way up the swampiest, brambliest hill in the world. But struggle they did (for several takes) – and then walked back down again afterwards. You can clearly see that Dad was desperately trying not to slip as he gingerly fought his way down the one-in-four hill.

Their dialogue was added in later.



Mum: Oh, Warwick, there you are.

Dad: Where on Earth have you been?

Me: I’ve been in a movie, which reminds me could I have my pocket money? I need to pay my agent ten per cent.

Mum: You won’t be getting any pocket money for a very long time. Do you realise how much it costs to hire a rocket these days?

Me: We could always get a lift back in the Millennium Falcon.

Dad: Don’t be ridiculous. Stop these fantasies immediately. Who’s that little green man?

Yoda: May the Force be with you … Dad.



It was completely nuts but hilarious.



One day on set producer Robert Watts asked me to sit in front of a white screen while I was photographed in and out of costume.

‘What’s this for?’ I asked.

‘Warwick, how would you like to go to America?’

The picture was for a passport photo; six Ewok actors had been chosen to fly to America to film the final phase of Revenge of the Jedi. We would be joining forty or so American little people who were also playing Ewoks. This was done for the sake of continuity, so that the audience would recognise key characters within the two distinct groups of Ewoks and they would appear to be part of the same tribe.

The sail barge scene in the Tatooine desert (where Luke rescues a recently defrosted Han Solo and Princess Leia kills Jabba the Hut) and the Endor exteriors were the only scenes shot in the USA. In those good old days the British Film Industry was in rude health and the UK had a wealth of technicians who were able to make great movies for less money than Hollywood.

To me this was utterly mind-blowing. I’d been filming with my screen heroes for five weeks, with no school to speak of, and now I was going to get on a plane for the first time in my life, and fly to Disneyland (that’s what I thought America was) to fight Stormtroopers for eight weeks.

I flew with Mum, Dad and my sister, along with five other families, including Nicky’s. The plane seemed to me to be as big as the Albert Hall. This was still a time when transatlantic travel was the preserve of the rich and famous, so the plane was almost empty.

The in-flight entertainment was decidedly ropey – they tried to project a 16mm film onto a screen in the middle of the cabin but the film kept falling off the spool every time we hit a spot of turbulence. So Nicky and I played hide and seek for about five hours, never running out of hiding places.



And then suddenly, there I was, in California, standing under redwood trees about a hundred metres tall, where I was introduced to Ray, our schoolteacher.

‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘Schoolteacher? Nobody told me about this.’

The law said I was only allowed to work for four hours a day as an actor but I had to do six hours of schooling. I was ready to cry ‘Mutiny!’ But that was before I got to know Ray.

Ray didn’t look like your average teacher. He had long blond hair, wore Ray-Bans and was tanned a golden brown. Imagine a younger Owen Wilson but with a slightly less impressive nose.

The first thing he taught us was how to hatch and raise chickens and to identify poisonous plants. There was not so much as a sniff of algebra.

‘What are you gonna need algebra for?’ Ray asked with a smile. ‘Now, who wants to know how to start a fire without using matches?’

Where did they find this guy? I loved Ray and school became almost as much fun as fighting Stormtroopers. One moment I was out battling the Empire alongside Princess Leia and Luke Skywalker, and the next I was running back to the Portakabin desperate to check that George the chicken was still happily eating his daily seed ration.



The cast and crew immediately made me feel like a member of the Lucasfilm family. I think they warmed to me in part because I had no inhibitions. I still had absolutely no idea how I ought to behave on a movie set. I was just a little kid having fun and I didn’t quite realise just how important or significant the people around me were. Including the man himself.

It was David Tomblin who plucked me from out of the crowd and brought me to the attention of George Lucas.

‘Warwick, this is George Lucas,’ David said. If David had told me that George played a Stormtrooper, then I would’ve been impressed, but all I could tell at that point was that George was a man with big hair, glasses and a beard.

‘Oh, right,’ I said without any enthusiasm whatsoever.

Thus started a lifelong friendship.



There was much falling over of Ewoks in the redwood forest set. The undergrowth was always dealing us funny little surprises; even the Stormtroopers were having trouble staying erect.

A few days later, a slightly worried-looking David approached me: ‘Warwick, we’ve got a bit of a problem,’ he said. ‘Kenny Baker’s been taken ill with food poisoning and he had a big scene to shoot today. George would like you to take over Kenny’s role as Wicket.’

‘No problem!’

‘This one’s really important, Warwick, you’ll be filming a five-minute scene with Carrie Fisher.’

I ran around in circles in excitement, waving my spear in my own Ewok dance of victory.

Kenny was consigned to the background and became Paploo but, bless him, he never felt any ill will towards me. ‘I’m just happy to be able to spend a bit more time out of the sweatsuit,’ he said graciously. Besides, he still had the great chase scene where Paploo steals a Biker Scout’s speeder.

My big scene took place after Leia crashes her speeder bike while being chased by Biker Scouts. Wicket finds her unconscious and together the Princess and the Ewok take out two Biker Scouts before heading off to find Han and Luke.

I would be the first Ewok the audience would see and so, as the ambassador for my race, so to speak, I wanted to make a good impression. I would certainly set the Ewok tone for the rest of the film. I had no time to prepare but I’d been playing an Ewok for weeks, so I just did what I thought an Ewok would do naturally with Princess Leia. When she appeared on set, Carrie immediately showed her concern for me.

‘Are you OK in there, Warwick?’ she said. ‘It must be so hot.’ She reached down behind a log and pulled out a carton of chocolate milk with a long straw and fed me cookies in between takes.

She was everything an eleven-year-old Ewok could possibly wish for. By this time Carrie was already battling drink and drug addiction. But if there was a bottle of vodka with a straw hidden behind another branch, I didn’t see it. She was so caring towards me. Whenever there was a pause, she asked if I needed anything. ‘Could I have another one of those cookies?’ became my standard reply.

From that day forth I became Wicket and was pushed to the front of the Ewok tribe.

I kept improvising like mad.

There was another scene where, purring like a cat, I hug Han Solo’s leg while C-3PO tells us stories around the campfire. The look of surprise and then resignation on Harrison’s face wasn’t acted.



As for Jedi Skywalker, he was elevated to supreme emperor best-friend status when he asked, ‘Say, Warwick, do you collect Star Wars toys?’

‘Of course!’ I replied, ‘I love them.’

In these innocent days, Star Wars toys were the only movie merchandise that existed in any significant quantity. George Lucas had craftily waived his up-front fee as director for the original film and negotiated ownership of the licensing rights. A relieved studio, thinking Star Wars would be a flop, gratefully accepted. This decision earned George hundreds of millions of dollars, as he directly profited from all the licensed games, toys and collectibles created for the franchise.

Mark asked me if there were any toys missing from my Star Wars collection. ‘Oh yes,’ I said, and I wrote out an enormous list covering two sides of A4 which detailed exactly which toys I didn’t have and handed it over with a hopeful grin. The very next day Mark appeared on set laden down with dozens of boxes and bags and presented me with the entire collection, the whole lot. What a guy!



‘Just swing the bolas around your head, Warwick,’ David urged, ‘just like a lasso.’ That was the limit of my weapons training for the final battle scenes on Endor. David wanted to capture a funny scene – after all, nothing’s funnier than when something ridiculous happens in the heat of a deadly epic battle. How would Stan Laurel have played this, I wondered?

Bolas are a throwing weapon made up of a short length of rope with two rocks tied to either end. The original idea was to get them round the legs of your prey but, humans being humans, they’ve also been adapted for use on enemy soldiers. The Ewoks used bolas to great effect by throwing them round the necks of Stormtroopers and knocking them out with the rocks.

In the film we see one Ewok after another taking down several Stormtroopers with the bolas – until you get to young Wicket, who entangles himself in the deadly weapon and is hit in the head by his own bolas.

When the rocks hit me, my head made the same noise as a coconut being hit with a bat. I then did a pretty good impression of Stan Laurel being walloped on the head by Oliver Hardy with a mallet in Way Out West: a slight pirouette before falling with great speed towards the ground. To my surprise, there had been a communication breakdown between the various props people – the crash mat that was supposed to be below me had been tidied away, no doubt trying to prevent Ewok trip-ups – so I hit the floor hard (thankfully the foam padding of my Wicket costume absorbed the worst of the impact).

That was my first lesson in the pain involved in physical comedy. I now take great pleasure in re-enacting that scene at Star Wars conventions (with the original bolas and a cushion) and it always goes down a storm.



Maybe it was the air or the fact that we were no longer at home, but moving the production to the US seemed to turn everyone into practical jokers. My favourite incident was a dastardly plan hatched by the entire Ewok cast. We donned our costumes and bombarded the canteen with water bombs, just as the stars and crew were having lunch. God knows what they thought as they saw forty Ewoks charging them with water-filled balloons.

‘Ah, Ah!’ we said smugly, wagging our fingers forbiddingly, as some enterprising crew members prepared to launch their retaliation in the form of jam doughnuts. ‘We’re in costume!’ They couldn’t attack without ruining our costumes and thereby the rest of the day’s filming.

On another occasion we sent the Ewok bus up to the set with a note saying that the Ewoks had had enough and were on their way to the airport (which for some people was only a half-joke). Production assistant Ian Bryce, who received the note, flew into such a panic as a result that he leapt into a car and headed off at top speed to the airport to try and talk us out of going. Fortunately, he got a flat tyre just after he left and when our bus pulled up a second time, we were all wearing T-shirts that read Revenge of the Ewok.



I didn’t realise but as the only kid on the set apart from Nicky, I was a kind of moral guardian. All the other actors were on their best behaviour whenever I showed up; booze was put away, cigarettes were stubbed out, swearing and dirty jokes were halted mid-flow, and so on.

The whole Jedi experience was great; I had no idea that this was a defining time in my life; at the time it felt like I’d won an amazing competition. As we finished filming the last Ewok scene and the cry ‘Heads off!’ echoed through the redwood forest for the final time, one Ewok actor said with some passion, ‘Well, thank God that’s over!’ While many of my fellow Ewok actors were truly grateful that their costumed torture had finally come to an end, I moped about miserably. I did not relish the idea of leaving this galaxy of adventure for a life of normaldom.

To mark the end of principal photography, the producers organised a wrap party for all cast and crew. I managed to miss most of this by falling asleep. There’s a picture of me out cold on a chair during the Ewok wrap party with Carrie Fisher behind me, her finger over her mouth, going ‘Shhhh!’

The day after the wrap party I said my goodbyes to everyone, from George the chicken to George the Jedi Master, from Ray the wise surfer dude, to Carrie, Mark and Harrison, from Nicky to Kenny, not forgetting Sal and Phil – two little people who became my friends and both married very tall girls who happened to be twins.8

I was leaving so many friends and it was utterly heartbreaking. Still, at least we arrived back in the UK just in time for the school summer holidays. I was glum but grudgingly glad to be back home when Dad said the magic words: ‘Warwick, how would you like a holiday in the caravan?’





8  They divorced. Both of them.
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