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Forward
By CinemaTyler

Thanks for supporting this series! I really appreciate 
it. The Playboy sequence does a great job of toeing 
the line between realistic and surrealistic. It was 
fascinating to read John Milius’ original description 
of the stage being surrounded by punji stakes, 
barbed wire, and armed guards with dogs. The 
description definitely comes across as more satirical 
in the script than in the movie. I think Coppola 
found a perfect balance while making the scene 
so that it sort of slowly becomes more and more 
bizarre.

It was also cool to learn a little bit more about 
Bill Graham. I’ve been hearing his name a lot 

while living in the San Francisco Bay Area, but 
he died when I was quite young. I grew up going 
to the Filmore and Bill Graham Civic, so it was 
really interesting to see that his cameo gave more 
credibility to the scene. It was also hilarious to 
hear about him giving Coppola weed cookies at the 
Oscars. 

But in this companion, we are going to take a closer 
look at the USO and how it became an important 
part of boosting morale for America’s troops during 
conflicts.
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Characters

Vittorio Storaro: 
The Genius. An Italian cinematographer apprehensively accepts
perhaps the most important role on this team—capturing the
images that will tell this epic story. A true student of light and color,
Storaro must bring these grand ideas into reality. Failure would
bring a potential end to Coppola’s career. Can he do it?

Francis Ford Coppola: 
The Hero. A director coming off the massive success of The 
Conversation and The Godfather parts I and II is about to embark 
on a journey that will test his limits—physically, mentally, and 
spiritually. Will he change the film industry? Will he survive?

Bill Graham: 
The Cameo. A legend of the San Francisco Bay Area where Coppola’s 
Zoetrope Studios calls home. This iconic concert promoter would add 
even more realism to the production. 

Martin Sheen:
The Face. An actor yearning to become a movie star will go through
a journey similar to his character, Willard. In order to exorcise his
demons, he must face his one true enemy… himself.



Marlene Dietrich’s second tour lasted 11 months. (USO)

ORIGINS - WWII
The United Service Organizations, or USO, was 
founded in 1941 by Mary Ingraham after President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt requested action to provide 
morale and recreational services to U.S. military 
personnel.1 Ingraham brought together six civilian 
organizations to work together as a whole, some of 
which had provided similar services independently 
during World War One.2 These were the Salvation 
Army, YMCA, Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA), National Catholic Community 
Service, National Travelers Aid Association, and the 
National Jewish Welfare Board.3

The USO began by opening centers and clubs 
around the world as a “home away from home,” 
a place where GIs could go for social events, and 

entertainment, a quiet place to talk or write 
letters, or grab some free food.4 Of course, the 
most famous service that the USO provided 
were the “camp shows,” which, with the help 
of the entertainment industry, brought actors, 
musicians, and comedians to service men and 
women at home and overseas.5 

Due partly to lack of funds, the USO was disbanded 
in 1947, though only for a short time.6 When the 
U.S. entered the Korean War in 1951 it was revived.7

VIETNAM
The first USO club opened in Saigon in April of 
1963, before the first combat troops had even 
arrived in Vietnam.8 During Vietnam the USO 
presented more than 5,000 performances in shows 
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that featured celebrities such as John Wayne, Anne-
Margaret, Sammy Davis Jr, and Bob Hope, to name 
just a few.9 

As you could probably tell from the scene in the 
movie, women played a major role in the USO’s 
work––specifically, attractive American women.10 
USO clubs all over the world recruited women not 
only to serve food and drink, but to dance and talk 
with soldiers.11 As women were not able to serve 
in combat at the time, providing comfort as part 
of the USO was one of the limited ways American 
women could show patriotism and support the war 
effort.12 
 
In addition to comfort, the presence of American 
women also acted as motivation for the soldiers, 
and the women who performed in camp shows 
were a major part of this. According to one 
author, these women functioned as “a reward for 
fighting the war, as embodiments of what they 
were fighting for.”13 One Vietnam GI recalled, 
“We turned to watch Ann perform, and for about 
two minutes of American beauty, the war was 
forgotten. Everyone fully understood just what was 
really worth fighting for. ... The show was fantastic, 
but the escape the Bob Hope tour provided us in 
expectation for days before, and after, helped us 
keep in touch with what we were there for – God, 
Country, apple pie ... and Ann-Margret!”14

PLAYBOY
It’s worth noting that Playboy models (at least 
as a group) never actually participated in USO 
camp shows.15 However, Playboy did have some 
interesting roles to play in Vietnam. Besides the 
obvious appeal of the pinups, Playboy brought 

serious journalism from celebrated writers to 
soldiers; there’s a reason “I only read it for the 
articles!” was a popular joke–it was at least partially 
was true.16 The magazine’s stance during the war 
was to be uninhibited in regards to criticism of 
the war and of politicians, but was supportive of 
the soldiers themselves.17 This allowed soldiers to 
see critiques of the wildly unpopular war without 
feeling that they were being demonized.18 It was a 
kind of news coverage that they certainly weren’t 
going to get from Stars and Stripes.19

Playboy also kept soldiers in touch with the rapidly 
shifting cultural norms at home.20 Playmates or the 
“Sweetheart of the Month” as they were originally 
called, were portrayed as sophisticated, intelligent 
women, with sexual appetites equal to the “ideal 
man” that the publication described.21 As opposed 
to the usually famous pinups of World War Two, 
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Does this mean Ann Margret’s not 
coming?



Playboy showed largely unknown models who 
reminded soldiers of the “real women” back home, 
and the inclusion of women of color as early as 1964 
reflected changing attitudes surrounding race and 
definitions of beauty.22 The magazine also featured 
hard-hitting articles on issues as controversial and 
diverse as “feminism, abortion, gay rights, race, 
economic issues, the counterculture movement 
and mass incarceration.”23

Perhaps most important was how the magazine 
gave soldiers a voice that they hadn’t had before.24 
Soldiers wrote into sections such as “Dear 
Playboy” and “The Playboy Forum” to describe 
their wartime experiences, including sensitive 
topics such as unfair treatment by the military, 
difficulties transitioning back to civilian life, and 
homosexuality in the military.25 These forums 
allowed soldiers to connect to their fellow 
servicemen as well as the public at home.26 In this 
context it’s no surprise that soldiers fighting in 
Vietnam often incorporated the Playboy logo into 
their uniforms and vehicles and used the name in 
call signs and nicknames.27

The magazine continued to show support to 
Vietnam troops long after the war ended by 
funding documentaries on the war, research into 
Agent Orange, and studies on post-traumatic 
stress disorder.28

TODAY
The USO continues to operate to this day, during 
both war and peace, and has come to be regarded 
as an essential part of military support despite 
being a civilian organization.29 In 1997 Bob Hope–
whose contributions to the USO began in 1941 

and continued until 1991, spending a total of 48 
Christmases overseas and flying millions of miles 
to entertain G.I.’s during wartime and peace–
became the first and only person to be declared 
an honorary veteran of the U.S. armed forces by 
Congress.30
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Bob Hope and Ann Jillian at Desert 
Storm (Lietmotiv)
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TIGER SCENE

“Chef was wrapped too tight for Vietnam. He was probably wrapped too tight 
for New Orleans”. I love that line, sums up his character perfectly. I wish he 
had lived, seems strange that he cared so much about staying alive and would 
die when Lance barely had his feet on the ground and made it.

Chef is such a fun character. But also just as tragic as many of the others. He never 
wanted to be there. One of the saddest deaths in the movie, behind Fishburne’s 
character and maybe the Vietnamese woman trying to protect the puppy.

That tiger scene was surreal and startling, seeing it for the first time. I love the behind-
the-scenes stories about it...I would’ve freaked out seeing it on the plane too lol.

My favourite scene, in one of my favourite movies. I put it on during overnight shifts 
often. I remember seeing this scene for the first time and thinking it stood out 
because of that eerie twilight lighting. The tension and release is done masterfully. 
Why can’t movies be this dark and dripping with colour anymore? Thanks for covering 
it.

Coppola really did want the actors and production to feel what Vietnam was like 
for the people there. Just like the US government, he went to Vietnam with no idea 
how to end what he was doing. The only part where Coppola differed from the US 
government was that Coppola figured out a good way to end what he was doing in 
Vietnam!

Coppola’s chaotic process was pure art--- guided by a general idea malleable enough 
to go wherever the material determines.
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TIGER SCENE

Could be, though I doubt that Lucas (or Coppola for that matter) were all that 
conflicted, not believing along with many of their generation that the war was 
winnable or even just.  Milius did support the war, though, and had nothing 
but contempt for the hippies and other resisters who didn’t.  Nevertheless, 
he chose to go to film school, surf, and make movies rather than enlist.  If 
APOCALYPSE NOW is some kind of compensation or penance for that, it 
certainly is an interesting one.

@Michael Hall  It’s just my own pointless speculation, and not that I’m 
implying they wanted to go, but both were rejected on medical grounds I 
believe, and when many of their generation went, I could imagine they see 
it differently than those outside draft age. I think Milius was rejected for 
asthma and Lucas for diabetes. Of course Lucas had his own early near death 
experience that dramatically shaped his life anyway.

In AG, set just before the start of the war, Curt, Terry and John are all different 
versions of Lucas, and Terry is M.I.A. in Vietnam in the epilogue.

It’s really interesting to approach the movie production as if going into that war and 
that darkness. Perhaps this is a legacy of the plan to really shoot it in Vietnam, or 
something about Lucas and Milius wanting to compensate for not being drafted? And 
isn’t it also poetic that the original script was about teaming up for victory at the end, 
and the actual movie ended without that victory at all. Was Coppola searching for a 
mess that he couldn’t get out of and couldn’t win?

1968 Ken Kesey’s The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test also soundly expressed very firmly 
the ‘never get off the boat’ sentiment. Coppola observed how much was risked to 
change society by the all-in motivational “hippy” movement of the 1960s. D Hopper as 
well.
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TIGER SCENE

The black guy with the M-79 Grenade Launcher(Thumper) was named Roach.

@sir liner That’s the guy, the scene was a straight lift from Dispatches, hell 
of a book. I must have read it a dozen times, and now when I read it, it’s with 
Marty Sheen’s voice for my internal monologue.

@casinodelonge  To an extent, I’d agree.  I don’t think the narration flows 
as well as the prose in “Dispatches” (some parts sound like a parody of 
Raymond Chandler), but a lot of it works really well — the nods to Conrad in 
particular, which elevate the material from Milius’ macho posturing.  Though 
I haven’t read “Dispatches” in decades (it was part of my APOCALYPSE near-
obsession), I recall it as being a damn-near-perfect work.  My favorite line: 
“There was such energy there, American and essentially adolescent, that if it 
had been channeled into anything other than waste, noise, and pain, it could 
have lit up Indochina for a thousand years.”

You’ve probably commented on it elsewhere but for me, the Michael Herr dialog is 
the beating heart of the film, it’s like seeing the pages of “Dispatches” bought to life, 
infact some scenes like the Thumperman at Do Lung Bridge are lifted directly from 
that book.
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