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Alcatraz fascination still alive

TV drama continues Hollywood’s interest in legendary prison

50 YEARS AGO
City Planner Dennis Lar-

kin stressed the need for im-
provement to the downtown 
area of Frankfort in a talk 
before the Men’s Club of the 
First Presbyterian Church. 
Larkin said the center of the 
city was showing signs of 
wear and tear due to age and 
urged improvement before 
business was lost to other ar-
eas.

An old standby furnace 
boiler in the Franklin Coun-
ty Courthouse basement was 
damaged by an explosion. 
County Judge Elmo Dempsey 
said the release valve on the 
35-year-old furnace failed 
and a section of the boiler 
blew out. He said there was 
no other damage and no in-
juries, although there was 
some smoke and steam.

25 YEARS AGO
Jordan’s Pic Pac Super-

market had rib eye steaks 
for $3.69 a pound and family 
pack ground beef, 99 cents a 
pound for 3 pounds or more. 
Sirloin tip roast was $1.99 a 
pound and boneless Boston 
butt pork roast was $1.39 a 
pound.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY
Christopher Powell
Jan. 14, 1997
Chris-

topher’s 
family is 
proud of 
him and 
his ac-
complish-
ments in 
band.

TODAY IN HISTORY
BY THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Today is Sunday, Jan. 15, 
the 15th day of 2012. There 
are 351 days left in the year.

On Jan. 15, 1862, the U.S. 
Senate confirmed President 
Abraham Lincoln’s choice of 
Edwin M. Stanton to be sec-
retary of war, replacing Si-
mon Cameron.

In 1954, Marilyn Monroe 
and Joe DiMaggio got mar-
ried in San Francisco.

In 2009, US Airways Capt. 
Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger 
ditched his Airbus 320 in the 
Hudson River after a flock 
of birds disabled both the 
plane’s engines; all 155 peo-
ple aboard survived.

Ten years ago: Former 
Chicago mayor and Illinois 
Supreme Court chief justice 
Michael Bilandic died at age 
78.

Five years ago: The Iraqi 
government hanged two of 
Saddam Hussein’s hench-
men, including a half-broth-
er, Barzan Ibrahim, who was 
accidentally decapitated by 
the noose. 

One year ago: Several in-
ternational envoys — but 
crucially none from the world 
powers — got a look inside an 
Iranian nuclear site at the in-
vitation of the Tehran gov-
ernment before a new round 
of talks on Iran’s disputed 
atomic activities. 
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BY CHUCK BARNEY
CONTRA COSTA TIMES

WALNUT CREEK, Calif. 
– Sometimes, just a single 
word can stir one’s imagi-
nation. When, for example, 
producer J.J. Abrams was 
first pitched the idea for a TV 
drama pegged to Alcatraz, he 
was instantly intrigued.

“The mere mention of it is 
so provocative and compel-
ling,” he says, referring to San 
Francisco’s legendary island 
prison that once housed such 
notorious criminals as Al Ca-
pone and George “Machine 
Gun” Kelly. “It just made me 
immediately lean forward. 
I couldn’t believe that there 
never had been a show called 
‘Alcatraz.’”

Until now. On Monday 
the Fox network will, in-
deed, premiere a fantastical 
crime series from Abrams 
called “Alcatraz.” But while 
the show may be breaking 
prime-time ground, it’s cer-
tainly not the first time Hol-
lywood has been drawn to 
the little island in the heart 
of San Francisco Bay.

Movies such as “The 
Rock,” and “Escape From Al-
catraz” have been inspired by 
it. Various TV shows through 
the years have referenced it. 
Moreover, numerous books 
and even songs have been 
written about it.

The latest addition to this 
pop-cultural lore is a show 
that reflects Abrams’ pen-
chant for over-the-top con-
cepts and Byzantine myster-
ies. “Alcatraz” is about a small 
team of investigators strug-
gling to discover why some of 

COURTESY NOEHILL IN SANFRANCISCO 

Movies such as “The Rock,” and “Escape From Alcatraz” have been inspired by Alcatraz, various TV shows through the years have referenced it and numerous 
books and even songs have been written about it.

the prison’s former inmates 
are now wreaking havoc in 
San Francisco, 50 years af-
ter they vanished without a 
trace. The cast is led by Sam 
Neill, Sarah Jones and Jorge 
Garcia, who made a name for 

himself in Abrams’ biggest 
TV hit, “Lost.”

Neill, who first visited Al-
catraz 15 years ago, believes 
they’ve hit upon the perfect 
setting.

“Just the name puts a 
shiver down my spine,” he 
says. “ ... Imagine the cru-
elty of a prison where you 
sit behind bars looking at 
something as lovely as San 
Francisco and San Francis-
co is looking at you. That’s 
such an incredibly harsh re-
ality.”

Jack Bender, a director 
and producer on the TV se-
ries, recalls, as a kid, think-
ing of Alcatraz as a very 
scary place with an “Edgar 
Allan Poe vibe” to it. As for 
Abrams, he says it has the 
feel as a “ghost house.”

That sense of gloom as-
sociated with Alcatraz is 
something storytellers have 
fed off – and embellished – 
over the years. As a National 
Park Service tourist guide to 
the island notes, “the truth 
of Alcatraz has often been 
overlooked, lost in the fog of 
its myths.”

One of the most persis-
tent myths, according to Al-
catraz expert John Martini 
is that the facility was a hor-
rific prison. In fact, he said, 
most inmates who made 
multiple stops in the penal 
system considered it to be 
their best experience.

“There were no gangs. It 
was safe and clean. You had 
one-man private cells and 
the food was OK,” said Mar-
tini, who leads tours of Al-
catraz and has extensively 

written about it. “The worst 
thing about it is that it was 
the end of the line. When 
you were sent to Alcatraz, it 
was as if you had fallen off 
the edge of the earth. But it 
certainly was no hellhole.”

The film that exercised 
the most creative license, 
says Martini, was “Murder 
in the First,” a 1995 release 
starring Kevin Bacon, who 
played Henri Young, a bank 
robber sent to Alcatraz in 
1936.

“It portrayed the pris-
on guards doing despi-
cable things – beating the 
inmates, locking them in 
dungeons ...” he says. “The 
Bureau of Prisons was livid 
over that film.”

Much more palatable 
was “Escape from Alcatraz,” 
the 1979 film starring Clint 
Eastwood as Frank Morris, 
an inmate who engineered 
what possibly was the only 
successful escape attempt 
in 1962. (He and his two 
accomplices were never 
found and assumed to have 
drowned).

Michael Esslinger, a Mon-
terey, Calif., author who has 
penned several nonfiction 
books about the island, calls 
“Escape” the “touchstone 
film” of his Alcatraz library.

“It’s only about 40 to 50 
percent historically ac-
curate, but at the core of 
the film is the ingenuity of 
the human spirit,” he says. 
“While I don’t believe the 
real inmates had a Holly-
wood ending, you want to 
believe they lived happily 
ever after.”

Esslinger visited the 
set while the “Alcatraz” 
crew was in San Francisco 
to shoot the pilot episode 
(ensuing episodes are be-
ing shot in Vancouver) and 
came away believing that 
the show will spike public 
interest in the island that is 
already maxed out as a tour-
ist site with 1.4 million visi-
tors annually.

“Alcatraz is a historical 
gem,” he says. “And I expect 
that viewers will want to 
peek behind the stage cur-
tain to get a real glimpse 
of the ingredients that for-
mulate the mystery and in-
trigue.”

Alexandra Picavet, a 
public affairs officer for the 
National Park Service, says 
curious tourists inquire on 
about Alcatraz’s connec-
tions to Hollywood on a dai-
ly basis.

“They wonder, for exam-
ple, where the underground 
(ore-cart) tunnels that they 
saw in ‘The Rock’ are locat-
ed,” she said. “They’re never 
surprised that they don’t get 
to see them, but they’re very 
surprised to learn that they 
never existed.”

Still, Picavet believes 
there’s a benefit to having 
the image of Alcatraz play-
ing upon the big and small 
screens.

“Hopefully, viewers will 
be inspired to visit Alcatraz 
for themselves and to delve 
into some of its history,” she 
said. “I think they’ll find 
that it’s just as fascinating 
as anything Hollywood can 
make up.”

SPOTLIGHT  
ON THE ROCK

Through the years, Alcatraz 
island has repeatedly played 

a role in popular culture.

MOVIES:
Notable big-screen produc-
tions include “The Birdman 

of Alcatraz” (1962, Burt 
Lancaster); “Escape From 

Alcatraz” (1979, Clint 
Eastwood); “Murder in the 
First” (1995, Kevin Bacon); 

and “The Rock” (1996, Sean 
Connery and Nicolas Cage).

TELEVISION:
Various TV shows have 

referenced Alcatraz. Even 
“The Simpsons” were in-

carcerated there in a Season 
15 episode. Also, the reality 

series, “Ghost Hunters” 
devoted an episode to find-
ing paranormal activity on 

the island.
ALSO:

June Carter Cash recorded 
“Alcatraz” for her 2003 

album, “Wildwood Flower”
In the videogame, “Alcatraz: 

Prison Break,” players are 
challenged to test their 

survival skills.

Bargain Matinees Daily Until 6pm

Chakeres
Franklin Square Cinema 6

Toll Free: 800-668-4354
Frankfort ~ 502-875-9000

www.chakerestheatres.com

WE BOUGHT A ZOO (PG)
Sun 1:30, 4:15  |  Mon - Thu 4:15

MISSION: IMPOSSIBLE 4 (PG13)
Sun - Thu 7:00

WAR HORSE (PG13)
Sun 1:30, 4:45
Mon - Thu 7:00

ALVIN & THE CHIPMUNKS 3 (PG)
Sun 1:30, 4:15, 7:00
Mon - Thu 4:15, 7:00

CONTRABAND (R)
Sun 1:45, 4:30, 7:15
Mon - Thu 4:30, 7:15

THE DEVIL INSIDE (R)
Sun 2:00, 4:45, 7:30
Mon - Thu 4:45, 7:30

SHERLOCK HOLMES II (PG13)
Sun 1:30, 4:15

THE GIRL WITH THE DRAGON TATOO (R)
Sun - Thu 7:00

Find Us On Facebook


